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Chapter 1

Be careful what you wish for.

Allen Mason was just another 18-year-old who simply wanted to prove that he wasn’t a kid anymore, as he did what most would see as confirming that he was in fact a kid. He had gotten a job working overnight cleaning floors with a subcontractor, who handled most of the offices in the nicer part of town. Allen had gotten the job thanks to his dad who had been cleaning floors Allen’s whole life and it plus his mom’s work, had managed to keep a roof over their heads and food on the table. However, that had been about it. If Allen had wanted anything in life, he had to figure out how to get it on his own and he had learned long ago the ways he could earn a bit of cash under the table.

When he was a kid, he would wash cars, trim hedges and make deliveries that he knew better than to ask what was in them. If there was one thing that Allen knew how to do better than most, it was to not ask questions when an opportunity came his way. Tonight, all he had to do was slip a letter into a locked drawer in one of the offices that he was cleaning and he would pocket a full grand. He just needed to show a video as proof. Plus the office he was working in didn’t have a no electronics policy which would have added an extra risk, that was if his supervisor actually did his job. No, that good-for-nothing would just leave Allen to handle the whole job half the time, as he took a four-hour nap in the middle of the shift most of the time.

As Allen saw the idiot disappear once again, he just shook his head and waited ten minutes before heading to the office in question. As he opened the door and took in the office that was decorated in what Allen would call a gaudy array of expensive-looking antiques that had no business still being cared for, he just sighed. He had never understood why anyone cared or wasted money on such things, as they were of no more use in life than being expensive paperweights. He remembered seeing a show as a kid where so-called experts would go around and tell people what their random bits of junk were worth. He had even remembered a time where people were going crazy for a line of stuffed animals, only for the value in them to seemingly evaporate overnight.

Allen could understand someone keeping a doll, or toy, that they got as a kid because their dead grandparents, or someone close to them, had given it to them. Heck, he still kept a key to his grandmother’s house on his keychain and she had died three years ago. He knew that it was a key to no lock, as he had seen the door that it had been attached to destroyed, after the car had driven through it. That had been about the worst period in Allen’s life, as he said farewell to the woman who had basically raised him while his parents worked and slept most of the time. In the end the landlord hadn’t even let Allen, or his family, get anything beyond some photos, as he claimed that the rest was to cover the two months of rent his grandma was always behind on. So, the only thing Allen had that he could say was from his grandma was a few toys, and the old key to her house.

Looking around the office one last time to make sure that there wasn’t a camera, or anything he needed to worry about, Allen put his thoughts of his grandma out of his head. With the coast being clear he put on a disposable glove, pulled out the letter and his phone as he started to record. Allen bent down and after looking in the gap between the top of the desk and the top of the drawer to see that the lock was in fact engaged, he started to slide the letter in. As he did so he found it catching on something just inside of the drawer, and paused before pulling back slightly and adjusting the angle slightly before trying again. Only it hit the same obstruction and Allen just sighed as he pulled the letter back once more and this time, he pushed the letter in with a fair bit of force.

Yet instead of the letter going in, the desk started to shake as a teal mist came pouring out of the drawer and Allen started to freak out. All he could think of was that it was some sort of toxic gas and that he needed to get out of there as he fell on his rear. Just as he was turning to scramble away, a loud voice stopped him in his tracks.

“Who has dared to summon me!”

Allen was frozen mid twist as he saw first a head, then a torso, a pair of arms and waist form out of the mist. All he could think of was the cartoon movie he had watched over and over as a kid, where a street rat got his hands on a magic lamp and became a prince. Sure, there were a few rocky points to the story, especially in the second movie where the villain became a genie and Allen was almost sure that was what was in front of him. A genie, straight out of the tales that he had grown up on, and Allen found a bit of confidence as he saw what could be the ultimate ticket out of his life as he spoke.

“That would be me. Now you have to grant me three wishes, right?”

“You think that I am going to grant you wishes? Ha, you pathetic little human, why would I do that?”

“Because that is what genies do, isn’t it?” replied Allen as a bit of his confidence left him.

“Really, because one of my kind granted a few wishes on a whim, suddenly that is all we ever do. Honestly, my whole race was enslaved thanks to that and now we are trapped in our prisons and unable to harm any who holds it, but you aren’t holding it, are you? No, it would take me all of a second to kill you. So tell me, little human, why shouldn’t I vent a bit of my anger from being trapped in there for over seven centuries by killing you?”

“I could help you gain your freedom.”

“Ha, if my powers could free me, don’t you think that I would have already done so? No, that is part of my curse. You wouldn’t even know how… what is that in your pocket?”

“Huh, what?”

“Your pocket, boy, it calls to me. What is it?”

Allen was confused as he felt his pocket and only found his wallet and keys in there as his phone was still recording everything from the floor. Slowly, Allen decided that he would rather make the genie happy and leave with his life than anything else, as he pulled both of the objects out of his pocket. As he held his wallet in his left hand and his keys in his right, the genie smiled brightly while looking at the keys as he spoke.

“Tell me, boy, why have you kept a key to no lock with you?”

“Um, it used to go to my grandma’s house and well, she’s gone and I just haven’t seemed to be able to let it go.”

“Interesting. Well, you are in luck, my boy. Simply hand that key to me and I will let you leave here with your life.”

Allen let out a sigh of relief and was about to hand the key over when he stopped and looked at the genie for a second as he regained a bit of confidence before speaking.

“It will free you, won’t it.”

“That isn’t something that you should concern yourself with.”

“It will, but I bet that it has to be willingly given to you and you can’t take it.”

“Boy, you better be careful, I am vowing not to kill you. What do you want more, that key, or your life?”

“Ha, right. I give this to you and how many humans die?”

“None. I want my freedom, not a killing spree followed by my eventual capture and reimprisonment.”

“Still, you can grant wishes can’t you!”

“I see where you are going with this and I think I will make a deal with you and bind it with my magic. You will get your three wishes, though I will only be bound by the last three words of each and you have three minutes from now to make them. Now to be clear, it must be within my power and sadly for you and I, restoring someone to life, making others listen to you and granting you more power than I have are beyond my capabilities. Now your time starts now and I will let you know if what you ask is beyond my power, but I will not give you more time. Once your time is up you will hand over that key and I will fulfill your wishes. You have three seconds to accept, or I will kill you and return to my prison for who knows how much longer.”

Allen hesitated a single second as he watched the first of three fingers in the genie’s hand drop before he spoke.

“Deal!”

“Good. Now hurry, or I will simply take that key and leave you with nothing for your trouble as in three minutes I can take it from you without consequence now.”

Allen’s mind started to race as he spent the first minute frantically thinking of what he wanted and how to word it. Especially with the dumb rule that only the last three words mattered as he started to worry about just how his desires could be messed up if he chose the wrong words. Finally, he came to three things that he figured wouldn’t come back to bite him as he spoke at the start of the second minute.

“I wish to have eternal youth.

“I wish to have self-generating wealth.

“Finally, I wish to have luck with women.”

As Allen looked at the genie waiting to be told that at least one of those wasn’t possible, he instead saw him thinking before a broad smile crossed his face as he responded.

“Well done. I can indeed grant your wishes and it won’t even cause any issues in this world. I was really worried that you would ask for something that I could give you and wish that I would never use the key in spite. However, it seems that you couldn’t see that little exit to our deal and spent all three wishes on yourself. Now it is time to hand over that key and accept the fate that you have created for yourself.”

“What? Why are you making this sound like I am going to regret this?”

“That is simple, my boy, what you have asked for are nothing but curses in my eyes. What good is eternal youth if you have to watch all those you care about die? What good is wealth if you have no way to spend it and what will you do when the women that you have such great luck with wish to have you for themselves? Really, you made twisting things far too easy, but fear not, I intend on having mercy on you with how I fulfill your wishes. Now, hand over the key and accept your fate.”

Allen hesitated for a second before removing his grandmother’s key from the rest of his and holding it out to the genie, who took it and swallowed it. The next thing that Allen knew there was a smashing sound and more teal smoke came out of the desk and formed a pair of legs. Following this the genie shifted his form and Allen thought he was looking at a mirror as a perfect copy of himself was before him, right down to the stains on his uniform.

“Don’t tell me that you are going to kill me and replace me to fulfil my wishes.”

“No, though I could as only the last three words matter, and if I became you, well I would still be granting your wishes. However, that would only imprison me into living your life as I would be stuck in this form forever then. Rather my natural form would likely attract too much attention. Much easier to use this disguise until I am well away from where your kind would find me.”

“What about the cameras seeing two of me?”

“You needn’t worry, you will not be remaining in this world much longer.”

“I thought you said you wouldn’t kill me!”

“And I won’t, silly boy. Do you really believe that there is only one world and one reality? While my kind are bound to this one, I can alter you and send you to another.”

“Wait, what about my family and-”

“Sorry, but that wasn’t part of the deal.”

Allen sank to his knees as he thought about his mother and father wondering what happened to him as he looked up at the genie and spoke.

“I take it back, you don’t need to grant my wishes.”

“Too late, once a deal is struck, I don’t back out of it. However, I will make a trade with you if you would like to put them at ease, or at least give them some closure.”

“What is it going to cost me?”

“Nothing, dear boy. You see I may be free, but I lack knowledge of this world. I will trade you willingly letting me copy yours in exchange for letting you send them a message.”

“Isn’t there a way that you can let me say goodbye in person?”

“No, I will deliver one object to them. Craft your message well as it will be the only one you can send.”

Allen thought for a second as he saw his phone which was still recording, and he got an idea before nodding his head and speaking.

“Fine, I will record a video on my phone and you can give them that, but you can only see my memories of how things work today. I don’t want you to know everything I know about the people in my life and what I get into on the internet. In fact, I think I am going to need a minute to delete some stuff off my phone before you give it to my parents.”

“Very well, I will be selective in what I learn and let you try and clean up your phone before Mommy and Daddy learn just what their son is into. Now, close your eyes and try to think about nothing.”

As the genie said those words, Allen felt a searing pain in his head that lasted all of a second before the genie stepped back and continued speaking.

“Three minutes and don’t mention me, or I will change how I intend to fulfil your wishes to something less enjoyable for you. After all, a single stock that always increases by a single cent each day is still self-generating wealth. It would only take you around 274 years to make $1,000 at that rate. So, be happy for what you get.”

With that the genie closed his eyes and Allen assumed that he was processing the memories that he had just taken. So, Allen picked up his phone as he hit the side button to end the last video and lock the screen in one go. Following this he unlocked the screen and started the upload of the video that had just been taken to a shared file on the cloud, that was owned by his buddy Stan, who would likely let everyone else know what happened. That was, once he realized that it wasn’t an AI-generated prank video and stopped freaking out about Allen being gone. After that Allen started a full wipe of everything through a factory reset and with about 90 seconds left, he started his video and looked into the camera.

“Mom, Dad, sorry that I will never get to bring home a wife, or give you any grandkids to raise like you wanted, but I think I am going to be alright. Though I don’t know where I will be and I would be surprised if you ever hear from me again after this. I plan on doing my best with the opportunity that I have been given.”

Allen had to hold in tears as he took a deep breath before continuing.

“The man who is giving me this opportunity has promised that a whole new world of opportunities will be available to me and well, you know me, I just can’t let an opportunity pass me by. So, take care and let everyone know that even if I never come home, I am out there somewhere living a life that they could only dream of!”

With that Allen ended the video and just sighed as the genie still had his eyes closed and the last 30 seconds of Allen’s life in the reality he knew was just updating his status on his main social media profile. It simply read, “Off on an adventure, hope to see some of you again one day.”

(*****)


Chapter 2

New reality

Allen didn’t understand what had happened as he found himself in a ten-foot, by ten-foot, by ten-foot cube of a room. The only thing inside of it was a crystal sphere that was on a dais in the center of the room as he looked around and wondered where he was. Just how was this fulfilling his wishes was the first thing that crossed his mind as he looked around for anything. Yet after about an hour of feeling the walls for anything that could be a hidden door, Allen finally gave up and turned his attention to the crystal ball, that he somehow knew wasn’t as simple as it seemed.

Carefully Allen approached the sphere that glowed with a soft light that felt warm and inviting to him, and upon touching it Allen felt a surge of power followed by intense pain. Whether this lasted a minute, or an hour, was beyond his ability to comprehend as everything became pain. Finally, it ended and Allen hardly had time to wonder what had just occurred when a synthetic voice filled the room.

“Evolution and fusion with dungeon core complete. New dungeon and dungeon lord pairing created. Monster type, humanoid. Registering new monster types in master files and determining values and uses based upon simulations.”

“Who is there! What do you want!”

“New dungeon lord seems confused. Checking past history. Error, dungeon lord seems to not be from this world. Also, seems to not be a true higher-leveled entity. Elevating issues to higher authority to handle. Please stand by.”

Allen was at a complete loss as he looked around the room for where the voice was coming from, but found nothing as he did so. It was once more hard to tell how much time had passed as Allen waited and despite talking to the walls like before, no response came. That was until the crystal ball shone brightly and the image of what Allen could only describe as something or someone out of a nightmare, was projected before him. It had three heads, all of which were clearly different creatures, with one looking like that of a bird, another of an insect and the final and middle head was that of a snake. Its torso was that of a snake, but it had bird-like wings and what looked like a grasshopper’s legs attached near the heads. Before Allen could fully comprehend what he was seeing, the insect’s mouth started to move as a chittering sound came out, yet Allen could understand it somehow.

“How has our prey become one of us?”

“You answer us!” screeched the bird.

“Um, I don’t know about prey, but I am not from this world.”

“We know that!” chittered the insectoid head. “We are asking how!”

“Well, you see I made a few wishes and well-”

“You ended up here,” hissed the snake head. “I see. So, just what were these wishes?”

“Um, I wished for eternal youth, self-generating wealth and luck with women.”

Allen felt like he was going to be eaten as the insectoid head tilted farther than what he felt was possible and the feeling he got from hearing its noises as it spoke weren’t helping.

“Such human things to wish for.”

“All you would wish for would be a never-ending feast,” retorted the bird in a screech.

“Enough, you two,” interjected the snake. “We must decide what is to be done with this human.”

“Let’s just eat him and be done with it,” replied the bird head.

“Where’s the fun in that?” retorted the insectoid head. “I say we see how he gets along for a while as he is forced to survive by killing others of his kind.”

“How are there my kind in this world?” asked Allen as he suddenly realized just how strange such a thing would be if he was really in a different world.

“Such an annoyance,” retorted the bird head. “Tell me, do we not bear a resemblance to creatures in your world?”

“Um, sure, only you look like a combination of several kinds that belong more in my nightmares than reality.”

“Flattery will get you nowhere,” chittered the insectoid head. “We are a creation of a dungeon lord and that dungeon lord was the creation of another dungeon lord. We know not how all of this started, but we are at war with your kind, or at least the ones who look like you from this world. Questioning this is not something that a dungeon lord should do. If we allow you to live, you will create your dungeon and spend all your days trying to survive the invasions from your kind.”

Allen swallowed as he felt the pure hatred that was laced in the insectoid head’s words. The fact that it was looking forward to seeing him kill other humans was likely the only reason it was interested in letting him live. That genie had really thrown Allen to the wolves so to speak and he would need to become one, or at least seem to become one if he wanted to live to figure out just what he had gotten himself into. As such he adjusted his goals and like he had done so many times to survive his childhood, started saying what the current threat wanted to hear.

“Who said anything about questioning a war? If there is one thing that my kind is good at doing it is killing themselves. Though, if my kind can fight against ones such as you, they must have some rather powerful weapons and I am just thinking of how I would deal with subduing them myself. Dungeon lords and monsters weren’t real in my world, though neither were genies and one of them sent me here, so I guess they could be, but they are just hidden from the public. So, I take it that all of this is magic, or something like it.”

“He is learning,” hissed the snake head. “How do you think you can talk with us?”

“Whatever anyone says to, or hears from a dungeon lord, gets translated such that the other can understand it by magic.”

“Close,” hissed the snake head. “But it only works between dungeon lords and on any creations you create in your dungeon. Also, know that you may have not questioned the war, but to us we can hear you being hesitant to kill your kind and how you are simply trying to say what we want to hear to survive. Now, are you willing to do what you will need to do to survive?”

“If it is really them or me, then yeah, I will do what I need to stay alive.”

“Interesting. You still are thinking that you might be able to find another way, but you will place your life above that of others of your kind,” hissed the snake head. “I suppose you will at least be a source of entertainment if allowed to live, so I will second the seeing what you do vote.”

“You two are fools,” screeched the bird head.

“Perhaps,” hissed the snake head as the projection of them vanished and a second later Allen heard the synthetic voice return.

“Protocol confirmed. Please select a location for your dungeon to be made.”

Suddenly there was a globe projected out from the crystal ball, that looked like it was displaying oceans and continents that looked nothing like Earth’s to him, in blue and brown. Dotted throughout this globe were red, blue and purple dots of various sizes, that in places seemed to completely merge into one oddly shaped mass of either color. Allen had an idea of what these were, but just to be sure he spoke to the room in hopes of getting a few more answers.

“What do the color of the dots mean?”

“Processing. The red dot represents other dungeons, blue ones are areas populated with people and the purple would be where the two overlap. You may select any location that isn’t red or purple. Most new dungeon lords select a location near their home dungeon, as aid in starting out can be given and received easiest that way.”

Allen wanted to curse as he thought about how laughable it would be to think that any aid would be given to him if he randomly selected a spot near another dungeon. No, it was more likely that he would be invaded by the other dungeon if that was even possible.

“Can dungeon lords attack each other?”

“Processing. Yes. Seizing a core from another dungeon will allow a dungeon lord to promote one of their creations to becoming a dungeon lord. Such instances are not uncommon.”

That confirmed it. Allen started to look for the farthest place from any red or purple dots that wasn’t just a mass of blue dots. Where he finally decided on was what looked like a valley relatively near to a shore and rather north where a few humans lived, but was somewhat isolated from the world. There were a few other red dots, but if this world was the same size as Earth, then it would be about the same as going from Los Angeles to Las Vegas from the spot he was considering to the next nearest one. These other dots beyond that one were also among the smallest that Allen had seen and he assumed that it was due to a lack of humans in the area. While this could be seen as a negative, Allen was focused on a future that didn’t have him killing millions to survive.

“Processing. Location approved. Preparing for transport.”

“Wait, I have other questions!”

“Processing. All will be explained when you first access your interface. Transferring now!”

There was a flash of white light and the next thing Allen knew he was still in the same room he had been in before, or at least that was what it seemed like.

“What just happened!?” shouted Allen, only no response came. “Hello, is anyone there!?”

After a long pause, Allen realized that he was truly alone. All he could think about was how true isolation was, more often than not, supposed to cause humans to start going insane. Desperate for anything to take his mind off of this, he turned to the only source of light in the room and placed his hand on the crystal ball once more. Suddenly Allen’s head was full of information, but it was all jumbled together and he was having trouble focusing on any of it. He couldn’t help but wish that it was organized in an understandable way, like a user manual.

Suddenly the information overload vanished and a semitransparent book appeared before Allen’s face, but when he went to grab it, it vanished as he stopped touching the crystal ball. Sighing, Allen touched the crystal ball and the book returned and he was able to turn its pages with his free hand, but it felt awkward to deal with. Suddenly Allen thought about ordering food on his phone and the semitransparent book changed into a semitransparent phone. Allen just frowned as this was still rather awkward and he just wanted a large screen, and just like that a semitransparent screen about the size of a 30-inch widescreen TV’s appeared. Now he was getting somewhere as he looked at the words that were on the screen, that seemed to be several topics he could select. Though he was unsure what most of them meant, like Dungeon Points (DP), so he touched it with his finger first. Suddenly the screen switched to a menu about Dungeon Points (DP).

Dungeon Points (DP)

Base resource that allows a dungeon lord to create and maintain their dungeon.

Current Dungeon Points: 1,000

Current accrual rate: N/A (Connect dungeon to surface. Kill or capture non-dungeon natives to start earning Dungeon Points)

Sources of Dungeon Points: None

Resources using Dungeon Points: None

Return to main menu.

Allen just frowned as this screen didn’t really tell him anything. So, he returned to the main menu and started to look through the other options. These included things like market, monster creation, dungeon layout and dungeon lord status. The first of these that Allen checked was dungeon lord status as a screen with his name at the top appeared.

Name: Allen Mason

Titles: Dungeon Lord, Alien Invader.

Status: Alive

Condition: normal

Level: 1

Subjugations until next level: 10

Max dungeon radius: 100 ft.

Subordinates: None

Stats:

Strength 10

Dexterity 10

Durability 10

Intelligence 10

Wisdom 10

Luck 10

Abilities: Potent pheromones, Universal humanoid compatibility, dungeon points pool (self-regenerating), Dungeon creation, Monster creation, Dungeon control, Remote view (only within max dungeon radius from core), Instant movement (within dungeon), Timeless body, Self-regeneration if alive, Language translation (limited), Limitless potential.

Allen looked at this page and wondered just what all of it meant as he looked at Universal humanoid compatibility in particular and suddenly, he saw an extra text box pop up. It was almost like what would happen when hovering the mouse over different parts of a web page or menu, depending on the program.

(Universal humanoid compatibility: able to reproduce with any humanoid and create a hybrid race.)

This description caused Allen to think of just what that hybrid race would be and if it would be half human, or half dungeon lord, whatever that would mean. Looking through the rest in the same manner caused Allen to think over a few things, as it seemed that potent pheromones was likely a result from his wish to have luck with women. Next it seemed that he could create monsters and directly control them within the dungeon as well as rearrange the layout of it, though he was still not sure just how creating it worked. For the most part he felt like the names of his abilities described just what they were. However, Allen was focused on the Limitless potential description as he thought about what it meant.

(Limitless potential: There is no cap on your level, any of your abilities, stats, and dungeon points pool. You may use Dungeon points (DPs) to improve anything about yourself, your dungeon and your creations on top of leveling up normally.)

Allen couldn’t help but think that this wasn’t normal either and that his self-generating wealth wish was the cause, due to the no cap on the dungeon points pool. After all, if it had a cap and that caused them to stop generating, it would counteract the wish. Though he wasn’t sure if there had been another way for the genie to achieve this, as Allen returned to the main menu and moved on to looking at the monster creation screen. Suddenly he was looking at a list of thousands of creatures with full descriptions and costs in DP, both to create and to maintain. It seemed as if everything from ants to dragons were listed and the list would auto scroll to whatever creature he thought of. However, they were all grayed out and at the top of the screen was a banner.

(Select up to ten starting monsters. One more monster may be added each level)

Allen quickly realized that he would need to set himself up for the long term when selecting these ten monsters. Especially as it would take him ten levels just to get as many as he would right now, if what he was reading was correct. Therefore, he decided that he wanted to think on it a bit longer, as he instead returned to the main menu and went to the market tab. There he found that he could purchase almost any item he could think of using DP, and he was tempted to buy a burger and fries to try and relax for a moment. However, at 5 DP Allen could buy some of the cheaper monsters he had seen and from what Allen could tell, his body didn’t need food anymore, or even feel hunger. Which was something he planned to look further into once he had figured out the other aspects of his new life, as he finally navigated to the dungeon layout screen.

There he found himself looking at a sphere, with the room he was in at its center and a bunch of information along the bottom of the screen. This included the dungeon core’s current depth being 100 feet, which was its current max depth as well. Allen saw that he could alter this value and about any other value for free currently, though it said once the dungeon core was connected to the surface, it would cost DP to do so. This made him decide to think about just what he wanted to create and what it would take to survive, as he knew that his dungeon core was his life and he needed to protect it. After thinking about this for a long time while familiarizing himself with the menu he had created for this ability, Allen shifted the room into a sphere with a 50-foot radius. He then created a cube within this sphere, such that each side was about 58 feet across and was the largest cube he could make in the smaller sphere. He was essentially cutting down the area that he had to work with to only 4.6% of the total volume of the sphere he could use, according to his interface. This caused Allen to hesitate for a second before sighing and having the walls of this cube become solid.

It was strange for Allen to see all of this happen in real time, as he now had a roof about 19 feet above his head as he had decided that he wanted the walls to be two feet thick. Next Allen raised the dungeon core level to being such that the top of the cube was five feet below the ground and then rotated the whole setup 90 degrees. This put the dungeon core at only 34 feet below the surface and Allen had found himself being tossed around. He had also lost contact with the core, which was now on the side of a round wall as Allen held onto the dais it was placed on. He had relaxed and failed to think his last move through, as none of the others had altered the ground under his feet.

Thankful that he was at least on the top of the dais relative to the direction gravity wanted to pull him, Allen placed his hand back on the core and returned to the dungeon layout screen. He quickly filled in the ground beneath him such that the dungeon core was now about at his waist level off the ground. He got off of the dais and he felt the pain from the whiplash he had experienced. While he wasn’t sure if it would be the case in this world, Allen could tell that he would have been very sore from that the next day on Earth.

With that taken care of, Allen shifted the dais to the new floor such that the dungeon core didn’t move at all. He then opened up a bit of space just past it. With that done, Allen stepped around the dais and filled in the area that he had just been standing in. Next, he filled in the area surrounding the rest of the cube and part of the 50-foot-radius sphere he had made, save for the area he was standing in. This half buried the dungeon core as it stuck out of the newly created wall, which like everything else that Allen had created was made out of solid stone. Frowning slightly, Allen thought of everything outside of the two-foot-thick walls in the cube he had made shifting to match the dirt around it. Suddenly Allen was looking at a wall of dirt above, below and in front of him and he quickly turned all of it back into stone.

Taking a deep breath, Allen thought about what he wanted, before he went to work on turning the roughly 48 feet of workable room to use, after adding in three extra floors to the cube that each were two feet thick. He had split these up such that the top and bottom floors were 21 feet tall, and the middle two were each only three feet tall and would force anyone who wished to traverse them to do so awkwardly. The top floor was further divided into a small five-by-five room, with four exits into the four sections that the floor had been split into. Only one of these would ever lead to the next floor and which one it was would change every hour and 45 minutes, as Allen added four sections where the floor could rotate and had it such that the openings to the next floors were all two-foot by two-foot and would slide under the exterior walls 75 percent of the time. With that in place, Allen shifted his focus to adding areas where an invader would need to climb over, crawl under, squeeze through and avoid altogether. For some reason Allen found this as easy as thinking of what he would hate to have to do and making it so.

Next, he moved onto the two middle floors. At three feet high, Allen could only see it being a crawling obstacle area and quickly made the ground uneven such that it was like a bunch of rocks on top of cement. Then he added a bunch of walls that allowed monsters to hide behind them. He also added tracks on the ceiling that would allow certain walls to move if pushed, so that monsters could also hide behind them. Like the first floor, Allen set these exits to change every hour and 45 minutes, but only made two of them at opposite ends of the floor. Like that Allen created his own worst nightmare between the first and second floors. Still, without monsters, Allen could see him getting through either of them in under an hour, as they were both only around 3,000 square-feet. With the total floor space that Allen was working with being just over 12,000 square-feet for the four floors, he knew that he needed to step things up on the third floor.

With that in mind, he decided to have a foot of water on the third floor and turned the top two inches of stone into mud. He then added the maze of walls, but left the top few inches of several of these walls open such that small creatures could navigate them. He also made it so that there were several points where a one-foot wall was blocking the path, that had to be climbed over. As Allen thought over what he planned to do with that floor, he felt guilty at what he would likely be putting others through, but he wanted to live. As such, he resolved himself and completed his plan for the third floor. Were it not for the fact that there needed to be a path to the dungeon core, Allen would have left no exit to the third floor. However, that wasn’t an option, so Allen placed the only exit as far from the core as possible and it would require the adventurers to drop all the way to the bottom of the fourth floor.

As Allen turned his attention to what would be the final floor for any invader to get through before they would reach the area that was planned as his personal area, he was torn on what to do. He figured that anyone who had made it that far would be able to handle any tricks that he could throw at them and decided that he would simply leave the whole floor open. So, he added some five-foot-tall boulders and other things that monsters could hide behind, but not many as he planned for this to be where the larger monsters would rule. Not dragon large, but a troll or golem that were over ten feet tall would be nice. Though Allen also had some plans for how to make use of the ceiling as he created five-foot-long stalactites. These were focused in the area that the invaders would first land and at the 20-feet mark was a loose ring of boulders to demark where the section ended.

Should an invader survive all of that, they would then need to find the trap door, that was hidden under the six inches of soil that Allen had covering the fourth floor. He was just happy that hiding the door in such a manner didn’t go against the rules to having a path to the dungeon core. It seemed that so long as an invader didn’t have to break through something harder than clay and thicker than six inches to reach the core, it would be acceptable. Though, locked doors weren’t allowed if they were made out of anything other than wood and Allen knew that wouldn’t stop anyone. Still, Allen wasn’t about to ignore this as he created a series of trapdoors that were all the minimum two-and-a-half-foot by two-and-a-half-foot in this area below the fourth floor. This created a pseudo fifth floor that was nothing but a delaying tactic, as it would just see them crawling through a three-foot-by-three-foot tunnel system, as they had to find and get through 25 doors that would be hidden on the walls, floor and ceiling of that area. All of them would be behind slightly damp clay and would likely be enough to frustrate any invaders as they wasted their time if nothing else.

After that, Allen shifted the core’s room’s position such that it was once more 50 feet below the surface and made one more cube identical to the one above, that the tunnel maze would lead to. This one would be set up completely different from the one above, as there were no traps, or complex setup and each floor was ten feet tall as this would be Allen’s living area. At least for the most part as the first floor simply contained 16 cells, modeled off of what Allen remembered from seeing a few prison movies. Reinforced concrete walls separated each cell as they lined every wall, and in the large center area was a few stone tables and another trap door that hid a stone staircase. At the bottom of this staircase was a floor filled with 16 more rooms, though the only difference was that these had proper walls on the front of each and wooden doors. Though with each still having walls of reinforced concrete, all Allen would need to do is trade out the wooden doors for something much stronger later and they could be used for solitary confinement.

Once more in the center of the floor was a staircase that led to the next floor, which Allen set up as a common area that included an area for a kitchen and several tables and benches. While it was mostly bare still, Allen intended to create a great space for him to entertain others there, as he had no intention of remaining alone for long. If he could manage to make it work, he would have a full entertainment center put into the room. However, he was unsure just what that would take as even if he could buy anything he could think of from the market, that didn’t mean that they would work. He had a dream of being able to buy a computer and internet access and restore some form of connection to Earth, but he didn’t have high hopes of that being possible. Still, he figured that he could set up a generator that would power a TV, speakers and a Blu-ray player or something and buy some stuff to watch.

Directly below the third floor of his living area was the area that Allen would be sleeping and doing most of his living in. It was this area that he spent the most time on as he created it. This included a stone bed that would need a mattress of some kind eventually, even if he wasn’t sure if he needed sleep anymore. Beneath the bed was once again a trapdoor, that Allen planned to cover with a rug or something when he got a chance. This trapdoor led to another tunnel that was directly below his room until it reached the end of the second 58-foot cube, at which point it reached a vertical shaft. This shaft widened as it rose such that it was at least ten feet across in all directions, before slimming back down suddenly with another trap door at the top. This was the only way to reach the dungeon core without digging through the walls and just to discourage this, Allen transformed the middle inch of every floor and exterior wall in the dungeon and his living area into carbon steel.

With this done, Allen exhaled as he wondered just how much time had passed since he had started to create his dungeon. All told he was only using around ten percent of the possible area that he could, if he included the vertical shaft and the tunnel connecting the dungeon to the living area he had set up. Yet when he looked at it and thought about what adding anything would do, he just shook his head and left it as it was. It only needed to be raised up such that the top cube’s ceiling was a foot below the ground and he would open a path to enter from that would be little more than a hole in the ground.

However, before that Allen needed to decide on the ten monsters that he would be unleashing in his dungeon, as he returned to the monster market screen and looked at his options. At the top of his thoughts were what was cheap and still effective, and he thought about how spiders always seemed to scare people. He smiled at seeing 100 poisonous ones only cost 10 DP to create and 1 DP to maintain each week. Looking into the details of maintaining them, it seemed that they would not need to eat and would live indefinitely if he kept it up. Though if they were killed, they wouldn’t regenerate and any offspring that they had would still need food and a way to maintain them. Also, while these spiders were poisonous, they wouldn’t be able to kill anything too big on their own. After all, as was noted in the notes of all low-intelligence monsters, they would act based on instinct not his will, once created, unless focused on. Though, if he understood correctly, they would at least leave him and the other monsters under the control of the dungeon alone regardless of anything else.

Next, he thought about making a pseudo ecosystem in the top three floors, as he selected fleas that cost 10 DP for 1,000, with a weekly upkeep of 1 DP, fire ants that cost the same per colony and rats. Once more the price for five rats was 10 DP and they would cost 1 DP per week for upkeep and they were the only thing that Allen planned to pay the upkeep on. This would allow the rats to feed the fleas, while the fire ants would be placed such that they were above the surface. Allen could remember how annoying it was to find himself standing on an anthill and getting stung repeatedly. He also knew that as far as invasive species were concerned, ants in general were rather nasty and would quickly cause issues above the dungeon. Allen hoped that as they killed other insects in the area, that these kills would count towards the dungeon's growth and nothing that he had read said that only humans counted towards leveling up. Although he figured that individual insects wouldn’t count for much either. Still, depending on just what a subjugation meant, Allen could see things becoming interesting for him if his ants killing another insect colony counted as one of these. It might open up some interesting possibilities.

Still, he wasn’t counting on that as he planned his water threats and selected slimes as the first monster that would be hidden in the water. At just 5 DP and being free to maintain in their base form, Allen didn’t see any drawbacks to them, especially as they could be used to process all forms of waste. Coming from a world where indoor plumbing was normal, he didn’t want to think about going without. The best part was that the slimes could be controlled by his will to an extent as well, even if it was only don’t move, or don’t eat certain things. This was a major thing as Allen picked up leeches next and once more his intent was for them to feed off the rats. At 5 DP for 500 of them and them only costing 1 DP a week for upkeep, Allen figured he would want at least a few thousand on the third floor, even if his plan to have them feed off the rats failed. Next, he picked up the small humanoid ratfolk to finish up his plans for the first three floors. Ratfolk were only about two to three feet tall and Allen figured that as long as they stayed on the middle two floors, they would be perfect to take care of invaders there. Also, at 5 DP for each of them and only 1 DP to maintain them each week, they were by far the cheapest humanoids, with goblins coming in second at 15 DP to create and 1 DP in upkeep. Allen also picked up goblins as his eighth monster, which left just two slots remaining to fill.

For these two slots, Allen had a plan. The first one was going to be whatever large monster he wanted to use on the fourth floor to pair with the goblins. After looking at a few options, Allen ended up going with trolls over the other options, due to their regeneration ability. Even at 100 DP to create and 5 DP to maintain each week, Allen decided that they made the most sense for what he was doing. This just left the last slot and it was for companions for himself as he needed someone to talk to and just pass time with. Part of Allen was thinking about creating a wife for him, but he was holding a few reservations about that. Plus, other than the monster labeled harem elf and a few other similarly labeled stereotypical monster girls, none of the others stated the sex of the monsters that would be created. Also, even if Allen was tempted by any of these monsters, he wasn’t about to spend 1,000 DP on them when their main purpose would be for his personal enjoyment.

This last pick was a hard one as all of the options he liked would cost at least 200 DP and he didn’t know just how much DP he would gain, or how often he would gain it. Still, Allen wasn’t about to make a mistake here as he considered all of the factors before him and he chose the 500 DP dwarf, who had a weekly upkeep of 5 DP. He had almost chosen wood elf as it was only 300 DP with an upkeep of 3 DP a week. However, Allen figured that he and his main companion would need to remain underground more often than not and his image of a wood elf wouldn’t do well in such a situation. Then there was the hope that a dwarf would have useful skills like blacksmithing, or perhaps they would be a good final defender of the core. The only thing that made Allen frown was that he was doubtful that a dwarf would have luck blending in with humans, like he could see a wood elf doing. As such this choice might cost Allen a valuable source of information on the outside world, but that was only after overcoming the language barrier that he was sure would exist.

With his monsters selected, Allen felt like it was finally time to learn just how much DP he could expect as he shifted the position of his dungeon. This saw everything moving up another five feet and connected the first floor to the surface, at least by the rules that he had learned while creating his dungeon. As such he had a wooden trap door hidden beneath a thin layer of the soil that already existed above and waited to see just what the results of this would be. With any luck he would manage to stay hidden for a very long time and just enjoy a quiet life as he slowly improved his quality of life.

Upon completing this Allen returned to the DP screen and found that he was now set to get 10 DP every day, which meant that he would get 70 DP a week. With this Allen started to think about just what he would create and whereas everything but the slime would cost something, unless he left them to fend for themselves. Allen sat in thought about this for a long time, until he finally decided that he would run a few experiments for the meantime as he spent 20 DP for 200 spiders, 50 DP for 5,000 fleas and 100 DP for 50 rats. Allen placed all of these on the second floor and disabled DP drawing from all but the rats, in hopes that they would at least become self-sustaining.

With 830 DP left, Allen spent another 30 DP on 15 rats, 25 DP for five slimes and 5 DP on 500 leeches that he placed on the third floor such that the slimes and leeches shouldn’t interact. At the same time, the rats would be able to move around using the paths that Allen had left for them, though this would see them enter the reach of both the leeches and slimes at times. This also brought the weekly upkeep to 14 DP and Allen figured that would be more than enough for him to get some information until his dungeon was actually invaded. So, he decided that he would leave 270 DP in reserve as he selected to summon the dwarf, who would hopefully offer him someone to at least talk to.

As Allen designated the dwarf to be summoned right in front of him, he watched as a cloud of mist rose before dispersing. In its place stood a short and stout man, who was wearing some leather armor and holding a sturdy axe, with a double-bladed head as big as the dwarf’s own head. Allen took a step back at the look on the dwarf’s face as it looked like he was looking for something to attack as he scanned the area. After seeing nothing but Allen, the dwarf spoke in a language that was clearly not English, yet just like with the three-headed monster, Allen heard a real-time translation.

“Where am I? Who am I and who are you?”

Allen took a deep breath as he decided that he better establish himself as in control as he responded.

“You are at home, my home if we are being technical. You are a dwarf that I just created using my ability to create things as this dungeon’s lord.”

“So, what, you expect me to be your servant or something?”

The word servant both felt right and made Allen sick to think about having such a thing. He also started to wonder just how long it had taken to create his dungeon as he hadn’t felt a need for sleep, or even had any way to gauge the time. Still, Allen, who was just starting to make his way in the world by cleaning floors and acting as a delivery boy on the side, shook off the thoughts of being the master of others as he responded.

“I was hoping for someone to talk with, perhaps a friend one day. People aren’t meant to be alone and I have a very long existence in front of me.”

“Are you a person? I mean you called yourself a dungeon lord and you can create me out of nothing. That sounds more like something else, possibly something sinister.”

“It is. According to what I know I am supposed to kill as many people as I can and be the lord of monsters and yes, you are considered a monster by whatever rules govern all of this. Don’t ask me just what those are, as while I believe I can find the answers, I also feel who I am changing as I focus on my own survival now that I find myself in this role.”

Allen could feel the dwarf sizing him up as he thought over his next words and Allen could see him consider attacking more than once before he spoke next.

“And just how did you find yourself in this role?”

“First, what do you remember before this conversation?”

“Nothing, but I am no monster and for some reason I know many other races. Some which I hate for no real reason, others that I don’t trust like yours and some which are nothing but a plague to the world.”

“I didn’t say that you were a monster, but this world sees you as such and I would be willing to bet that you are the only dwarf here. As for those other races, I will likely be creating some of all of them one day. Some will only serve the purpose of being that plague you speak of, but I am hopeful that others will take root in this world. Make no mistake, I have no desire to kill others or ruin lives, but I am faced with a kill or be killed reality and I want to live.”

“We all want to live. So, what happens to me if I kill you?”

“I have no idea. I suppose you die alone with the knowledge that you possibly did this world a major service, or disservice, depending on how you see it.”

“So, why have you only created one of my kind? Are you holding my hopes for a wife as a way to control me?”

“Rules and limitations. For all I knew I was going to get a female dwarf when I created you. It takes time for my power to charge and I have to use it for everything down here. Hopefully we stay hidden for a long time and I can create an environment that is more comfortable for us both and perhaps things can just stay like that forever.”

“Don’t lie to yourself. I can hear it in my soul that you know that you will kill many in the future, though you are unsure if that will be today, or a hundred years from now. Though you see it as war, which is good as I can get behind such an endeavor on one condition.”

“Oh, and what is that?”

“You wage war to establish a kingdom for my kind to take root in this world, as you called it.”

“And I suppose you want to be their king?”

“That doesn’t sound too bad, but I have a long way to go and I am not even sure if I will live to see you fulfill that promise.”

“Fine, so long as you make me one promise in return.”

“And what would that be?”

“That you never let me become a monster and help me remember that the world doesn’t exist to please me.”

“Great, so when you do lose it, my head will be removed.”

“Hopefully we become good enough friends that I will listen to you when it matters.”

“Right. So, are you going to give me a name, or do I have to pick one for myself?”

“You can pick your own. I may be your creator, but I am not your father and I will not be raising you.”

“Fine, though I think I will take my time as I learn who I am.”

With that Allen sighed as he looked at his status screen once more and he saw that his weekly upkeep was currently 19 DP as he wondered just what he should focus on next.

(*****)


Chapter 3.

Time has no meaning.

One day became two and two became a hundred as Allen continued to fine tune his experiments. One thing he learned really quickly was that when his monsters killed anything that wasn’t being supported by his DP, he gained DP from it. Though it was around a third of the amount that it would cost him to create it. So, spamming monsters to farm DP from wasn’t something that was feasible, which while disappointing, was understandable as such an exploit would be truly broken.

One surprise that Allen was unsure of how to take was that a week in this world was ten days, which changed all the calculations on just what he could afford as he now had 30 extra DP for each upkeep phase. Though he was still concerned with just what to expect, as it was clear to him that his hopes of creating anything close to a self-sustaining ecosystem would never work. Even if he ignored the cost to create any of his monsters, the spiders were just too good at killing the fleas and the rats were terrible at surviving once over 100 fleas swarmed them. It had actually caused Allen to have to separate them completely as the first floor was now the flea floor, as they were the cheapest to mass produce and hardest to deal with. Even if they would do nothing but annoy the humans that came to attack his dungeon. Next, he had the spiders focus on the second floor as they would be able to make use of the tight quarters rather well. Finally, Allen had the rats and slimes on the third floor, as the slimes would stay in the water and the rats were just intelligent enough to follow orders to stay out of the water unless attacking a human.

Finally, the biggest progress that Allen felt he had made was fully filling his bottom floor. Though that was only two trolls and 20 goblins as that was 30 DP a week on its own. Once he added all the rats, fleas and spiders he had put in his first three floors, half of his weekly points were being eaten up and he still had yet to be discovered by the humans above. However, they were certainly in the area as the area aboveground was technically within his dungeon’s domain. Though it was clear that it had different rules as he wasn’t gaining anything from when the humans were present as his research showed that he should gain.

This had led to Allen diving even deeper into the information that he had available to him through his dungeon interface. In the end he found that until he altered the terrain above, such that there was a building, or other walled structure that could be considered to contain them, he would receive nothing for their presence. This meant that hiding wasn’t an option if Allen wanted to earn some extra DP to work with. Though the thought of creating a city for humans to use above might be an option, he dismissed it as that would just cause the greedy to try and claim it. That was one thing that Allen was sure of, from the only encounter that he had had with any native to this world. Even if it was just a three-headed monster that should have no human motivation, greed was a universal constant as having more meant surviving became easier.

If Allen found a path to surviving his dungeon being conquered, it would likely be as the slave to whoever came out on top of the struggle to control the city and he worried if they would simply kill him just to be safe. Rather, Allen would plan to create a city below the ground first, as he decided that he would have dwarves become the ones who ruled the valley he found himself in, if he had his way. This plan was something that his still-nameless dwarven companion was more than happy to encourage as he dreamed of such a future. Part of Allen couldn’t help but think that he was playing at being a god when such conversations happened and he couldn’t help to smile at the thought that in a way, he wasn’t just playing at it. Rather, if he succeeded, he could be seen as their creator and if that didn’t make him a god, he wasn’t sure what would. Though beyond his internal rejection of such a thought, he also had no illusions that if he tried to act all high and mighty towards them, he was likely to find himself becoming a slain god. This helped temper his expectations and shove that voice way down into the dark corners of his mind, as he reminded himself that he was just a man.

Between all the experiments, Allen was also focused on his living area as he tried to learn just how far he could stretch things with his ability to create something out of nothing. This had at first been met with success as he now had the most luxurious bedroom he could imagine, at least from a comfort standpoint. Any precious materials were rather costly and things like plastics counted for some reason, though he figured that it was due to them not existing in the world he was now in. Still, he had splurged on his room as he knew his mattress alone had cost 100 DP and the media equipment, that consisted of a 70-inch flatscreen, Blu-ray player and Blu-ray discs of all his favorite shows, movies and any random internet video he could think of, had set him back another 100 DP. However, what had really cost him was the power setup and he knew that he would need to upgrade it eventually. The generator wasn’t meant for indoor use and it was only powerful enough to run a single refrigerator and his media setup, yet it still cost 200 DP. Even so, it was enough and the rest of Allen’s room had only cost 100 more DP and apparently a stone bed was what his dwarven companion favored, which saved DP there.

Like this Allen continued to watch time pass as he built up enough of a savings to rebuy everything in his dungeon twice, as he slowly improved the rest of his living area. Though fuel cost was quickly becoming an issue and he wasn’t informed enough to know how to solve the issue by creating his own. Things like wood were cheap as were things like a wood stove, but smoke had to go somewhere and all Allen could do was create a room that it could flow into and he soon discovered issues with that. Pressure was a thing and if the room couldn’t vent, then it would reach a point where it would push back into the stove and create real issues. Thankfully, he figured out a way to connect it to the floor with the foot of water in it, such that the smoke would fill it. While this ended up killing the rats, Allen decided that it was a better obstacle and left it.

While that didn’t solve the power issue, it did allow them to cook and while Allen and his dwarven companion were both sure that they didn’t need to eat, it was still something they wanted. Thankfully, it seemed that as long as Allen remembered enough about it, he could create it in this world, so no food he truly enjoyed was off the table, but buying premade meals was extremely expensive. While a burger and fries would cost 5 DP, they could get the raw ingredients for 50 at that price. The only issue was when he said raw, he meant raw as they would need to even make the buns from scratch and neither of those present knew much about cooking, nor did they have any such interest in learning. Allen thought about seeing if one of the goblins he had made might be able to fit the bill. So it was that one day after firmly believing that all cleanliness issues could be solved through the level of control he had as the dungeon lord, Allen transported himself to the fourth floor.

As Allen took in the situation on the fourth floor, he found his nose scrunching as the smell hit him and suddenly he was just grateful that he wasn’t feeding his monsters. He knew that if he were, a likely even worse smell would be reaching his nose. If only their natural body odors were this bad, he was worried about even thinking about letting any of them into his personal quarters. This, however, was nothing when compared to what happened next, as one of the goblins’ eyes lit up at seeing him and started to run right at him. As they were completely naked, likely due to the loin cloth that they were created with not lasting the months since its creation, he knew it was a female and Allen remembered his wishes. His pheromones were such that anything humanoid and a woman would find themselves sexually attracted to him. Even as he tried to use his control as the dungeon lord on the goblin, he could tell she was struggling against it and wanted nothing more than to rape him. A moment later, two more goblins arrived and one of the trolls came into view and Allen knew he needed to rethink things as he vanished.

As he reappeared in the common area that he had created, he was greeted by his dwarven companion, who looked confused. That soon changed to looking amused at seeing Allen breathing hard and looking like he had just woken up from a nightmare. Finally, after Allen took a minute to collect himself, the dwarf spoke.

“I take it that things didn’t quite go to plan.”

“No, they didn’t and I am suddenly very grateful that you weren’t a woman, else I would be in a very different situation.”

“Oh, and why is that?”

“One of my abilities is potent pheromones. I didn’t realize just how dangerous that could be.”

“Wait, are you saying that a goblin actually tried to- Well, you know.”

“I stopped them before they could reach me, but yeah, I am willing to bet that if I relaxed my control over any female, that would be about all that would be on their mind.”

“Don’t lump my kind in with goblins! A goblin will sleep with anything. After all, they sleep with each other.”

“Maybe, but are you willing to bet that if I made a dwarven woman for you to marry, she wouldn’t seek to have me instead with what I just told you?”

“Alright, I officially hate you. So, how are you going to fix this?”

Allen paused as he wondered if there was even a way to avoid causing issues, before he realized that he could only think of one.

“Until I have a solution I need to isolate myself from any women that I don’t intend to, well, you know.”

“Wait, you’re a virgin, aren’t you?”

“So are you!”

“Yeah, but I haven’t even had a chance to meet a woman, let alone one of my race. You were raised in a world full of women and I am sure met many that you would have liked to get to know better.”

“Not really. Sure there were plenty of hot ones that I would think about, but I didn’t really get to know many of them well enough to feel like they wouldn’t be a mistake. Heck, all of the ones that I did know well enough I know would have been a mistake, or they weren’t even an option.”

“Oh, but there were a few. Go on, tell me about what courting rituals are like for your kind. The thoughts I get when I think about such things seem lacking, or missing many parts.”

“Sorry, I have no idea how a dwarf would attract another dwarf. I didn’t really read or watch anything that would have led me to think about such matters. Now, it seems that if I didn’t read or watch it before I came here, I can’t access it. It really sucks as there were a few movies that I was looking forward to seeing when they came out. A few of them should likely already have shown in theaters now.”

“You’re talking about more of those strange images that appear on the thing you call a TV in your room that I can’t understand.”

“Yes, though I wish you would watch the language videos that I got for you to try and pick up my language.”

“Those are for little kids and besides, it is your own fault for creating me to speak a language other than yours.”

“Which will only make things even worse when I create another race that you can’t understand and there is no common language. So, how about this. Until you can understand the moving pictures as you call them, I am not going to make a second dwarf. Sorry, but you need to be ready to raise your descendants to speak my language.”

“Will it be the same for every other race?”

“No, I couldn’t care less if goblins, orcs, trolls, or the other races that I intend to contain within my dungeon can speak my language, but any race I plan to allow to spread, must speak my tongue.”

“Fine, I will subject myself to the endless loop of annoying songs and letter sounds that you seem to be able to create, but I want my own private space to do it in.”

“That isn’t an option yet, but once I level up, I will create a space for you and your kind to gather. This area I am in now will become a man-only area, with the exception of any who are involved with me. I will likely create several such spaces for each race that I add to those who I consider-”

“Attractive, or at least agreeable,” interrupted the dwarf. “Tell me, how many women do you plan to take as a mate?”

“That is a rather difficult question to answer as I am at war with myself over that very topic, as my rational brain and my less than rational one fight over such details. Part of me finds touching anything I create in such a way as repulsive, yet what other option do I have?”

“That is simple. The world above contains your kind, so why not mate with one of them?”

“How would I even communicate with them?”

“So, there are a few variables that need to be overcome, but I am sure you can find a way around them. Especially if just being in the same room as you makes them go crazy about you.”

“No, I am going to simply need to be ready when I decide that I am going to create a woman for myself. Heck, I already know that there is a whole subset of options that I have that are meant for exactly that purpose and well, I have a feeling that my less rational brain is going to win one of these days.”

As Allen said that, the dwarf just shook his head and stayed quiet as they both thought over the current situation, before switching over to lamenting the fact that they were still having to cook for themselves. This really limited them to simply throwing some meat in a pan and adding vegetables and seasonings to it before eating it. While this certainly wasn’t terrible, it grew old and both wanted some more variety. Allen because once you knew what you were missing it just made things far harder and the dwarf because Allen had cruelly shared knowledge of his favorite foods with him. Thus, while he didn’t know what he was missing, he had started to put things like bread and ice cream on a pedestal that was out of reach. Particularly as Allen had broken down a few times and bought some of them with DP, but refused to share them.

(*****)


Chapter 4.

Life goes on.

Stan had watched the video that Allen had sent him hundreds of times in the six or so months since it had arrived and still didn’t know what to make of it. At first, he had thought it was a prank as all it showed was an empty office and two voices talking, one of which was Allen’s, while the other was distorted and sounded like it was talking in tongues or something. Then Allen had just vanished and Stan almost became obsessed with understanding the second voice and what had happened to his friend. This of course had led Stan to the internet as where else was he going to get answers about some weird language. Though as of yet it had failed to gain him any insights and he had debated about uploading the full video, but he had stuck to only the part after Allen had asked about getting wishes granted. It was a fairly long portion of the video and the audio of the other voice wasn’t the best as well, so he was hoping someone would be able to identify even a single word.

Yet nothing and that was about what Stan expected to find when he opened his email, only for there to be a message with no sender and simply titled: I know how to figure out what is speaking on your audio recording. Stan froze as he thought about clicking on it as he knew what was speaking, at least if Allen wasn’t crazy as he had called it a genie and made wishes. So, he didn’t need to figure out the what so much as the meaning of the words, as the end of the video had made it sound like Allen was regretting his wishes and would be gone for good. Yet, if this person knew how to figure out what it was, then perhaps they knew more and so he opened the message and read.

Mr. Martin,

It seems as if you have stumbled upon something that shouldn’t be possible in this day and age. I dare not say more here, but if you would like some answers, head to the coffee shop that you visited last Tuesday morning, tonight just after it closes and bring the full recording that you have.

Stan didn’t know what to do and was zoning out when his sister, Madison, came up behind him and started speaking.

“Looks like someone is playing a prank on you, or perhaps you picked up a stalker. Though I would have to question their taste if they liked a waste of space like you.”

“Would you not come into my room unannounced.”

“Don’t worry, I always listen in to make sure you’re not in the middle of anything that I wouldn’t want to see.”

“You're impossible. I can’t wait for you to head off to college after you graduate this year.”

“I’m going with you tonight.”

“What, who said I am even going and why do you care? Wait, you actually do like Allen! I thought you were just helping his mom grieve when he didn’t come home and well, everyone thought he ran away, or got himself killed and just didn’t want his mom to know.”

“He’s not dead, though after the wishes he made I think he needs a foot up his ass. Honestly, luck with women? Really all he needed to do was look around him and he would have found plenty of luck in that department.”

“Wait, you’re not even trying to deny it?”

“Nope, though you should put me liking him as a past tense thing, as I’m not going to hold out hope that he is coming back. I just want a bit of closure and so, I am not letting you go alone, or I’ll upload the whole video to the internet and see what comes back.”

“Hey now, let’s not put his parents through what that could cause. Wait, don’t tell me, you stole a copy.”

“I think that we should have already shown them it, but yes I have a few copies, so unless you want me sharing them, I would bring me along.”

“What, you turn 18 and suddenly you think that I am just going to agree to something so stupid because you will share something that makes no sense and won’t hurt me at all. Think again, I am not so easy to control.”

“You’re right, I should just tell Mom and Dad about your hidden hard drive and-”

“That is enough, Madison. Just what do you think you have on me? Do you think that Mom and Dad don’t know that I look at such things, or that you do for that matter? Reality check, they would be more surprised if we didn’t, but they love being able to pretend that we don’t. So, once more the answer is no, as all you will be hurting is yourself.”

“It’s fine. I will just tell the whole swim team about some of the titles you have been enjoying. I am sure that they won’t spread it around anywhere. Have fun having to move to a new city just to get a date, or worse, perhaps a few ladies who are interested in that kind of thing might seek you out.”

Stan was actually sweating at Madison’s threat this time as if she cherry picked from the titles that were among his rather wide range of content, it could be rather bad for him. Especially as the swim team was full of gossip queens that would ensure everyone who graduated in the last three years would know within a month. Resolving himself to destroy some evidence, Stan sighed as he responded.

“Damn, you must really have a thing for Allen if you’re willing to ruin your brother’s life, just to head to a meetup that could get you killed.”

“Please, whatever happened to Allen isn’t enough to kill us over, especially if they’re after the recording. After all, I will have a scheduled upload and email blast set up to send it out to the whole world with a note about how seeking answers to it led to my disappearance if I don’t return.”

“Whatever. Just don’t wear a dress and have your running shoes on. I don’t want to have to explain to Mom and Dad why you will never be coming home.”

“Yeah, then your life will really be ruined.”

Stan just shook his head as he got ready to meet his would-be stalker. Madison returned to her room and opened a drawer before pulling out a bag and opening it. Inside was a few of Allen’s shirts that had been on his floor next to his bed when he had disappeared, and Madison opened it and took in a breath. She still didn’t fully realize why she had taken them when she had come over the day after he disappeared to comfort his mom. She knew it was weird, but something about his scent was simply calming to her and it had taken her a few days to realize that she missed the idiot and a few more as to why that was. All the years they had been neighbors and she had always just treated him as her brother’s friend who was always around and kept her brother out of trouble.

The more that Madison thought about Allen after he had vanished, the more she had realized how great of a guy he was. Sure, he wasn’t the hottest guy she had ever seen, nor was he the smartest, but he was reliable and actually had principles that he stuck to. Even if they didn’t extend to the jobs delivering packages, that nobody with a brain would think contained anything legal in them, that he took on regularly. Still, she believed that had she reached out and grabbed him when she could have, he would have stopped and worked while she got her degree and then she could have let him try for one of his own. Fantasies like this seemed to come to Madison anytime she took in his scent, as she saw them making their way out of the endless struggles that their parents’ lives had been. No, they would get set up and settle down in a nice house somewhere that they both could find good paying jobs, have a few kids and that was where she always woke up from the fantasy. He was gone and the feeling of loss that came when thinking about having a family that would never be, made her almost cry. It was also why she knew she needed closure that would let her move on, or her feelings for him would ruin any chance that she had of falling for someone else.

It was with these thoughts that the rest of the afternoon passed for Madison, until it was finally 9:00 PM and she and Stan left. While their parents had stopped them on the way out as it was a school night, Stan had promised that they would be back by 10:30 as he was helping Madison pick up a few things she needed for a project that was due the next day. That was something she would never understand about her brother. He always seemed to be able to lie so convincingly and even their parents never seemed to see through him. Though, she thought it went back to how they didn’t want to see reality and Stan never got into any real trouble, but once more she knew that was because Allen had been with him most of the time. Perhaps if Allen’s luck ran out so had Stan’s, and Madison felt a chill go down her spine at the thought.

Fifteen minutes later they were taking their third loop around the shopping center with the coffee shop they were told to go to. Stan’s car wasn’t anything special as it was just a two-decade-old Toyota Corolla that needed a new paint job, but it ran and got the job done. Still, Madison dreamed about owning a new car one day, but that would have to wait until after she was done with college and was making more than both her parents combined. Though, if she was real with herself, that felt like a pipedream and made her understand one of Allen’s wishes as he asked for self-generating wealth. Really, it was only his wish for luck with the ladies that pissed Madison off about the video he had made of what she thought of as his last minutes of a normal life. Perhaps he got his wish, but it forced him to take over someone else’s life, or that he never contact anyone from his life before making the wishes. That would certainly make her regret them as money wasn’t worth losing everyone that mattered to her, even her idiot brother. It was while Madison was thinking about this that the door behind her opened and a woman got in and started speaking.

“I would have hoped you would come alone and have waited until after the shop closed, but it seems you brought your sister into this. No matter. Is she the only other one who knows where you are?”

“Our parents will come looking if we aren’t home by 10:30,” came Stan’s reply as Madison picked up a hint of panic in his voice.

“Can’t promise you will be home by then, but we can drop her off on the way.”

“Hell no, I want answers as much as Stan, if not more.”

“Oh, and just what kind of answers do you think I have?”

“Something. After all you contacted Stan after hearing that garbled mess of noise that barely sounds like a speech pattern.”

“I did, but do you really want to risk your future by following the path that you will be forced on if you come with us? Stan isn’t going to be returning tonight, or any night and if you don’t get dropped off neither will you.”

“What, are you some sort of secret organization or cult that forces people to join at gunpoint? Besides, I am not dumb enough to think that I will be allowed to walk away at this point as I already know too much.”

“What you know right now is only enough to get the cops to find this car after we ditch it. You haven’t turned around and seen me, or looked in the mirror like Stan has. So, you have a choice still. Don’t throw that away unless you are ready to throw away your final days of high school, getting to go to college and much more.”

Madison wanted to turn around and slap this woman, but held herself back, stayed calm and thought about everything and decided to play the only card that made sense to her as she responded.

“Will you be able to figure out what the genie did to Allen?”

“God fucking damn it, you already knew what made those noises and still posted them online!?”

“Madison, why can’t you just keep your mouth shut!”

“Fuck, I figured we were dealing with a devil, or something manageable. A jinni, fuck, they aren’t even supposed to be around anymore. At least not ones who aren’t locked away where they will never see the light of day again.”

“Wait, a devil would have been less trouble?” commented Madison.

“Yeah, even the worst of them can only level a city block in a matter of moments. Jinni, fuck, I need to read up on them, but they are a real problem as they can alter reality on a whim. Alright, sounds like neither of you are going home.”

“No, I think I will, else the video will go live in two hours.”

“Really, we can send a message with no sender and you don’t think we can stop a video upload,” stated the woman almost mockingly, before a new voice joined them from the phone in the woman’s jacket.

“Already taken care of and the email that she had ready was caught as well. Others will be there in 20 minutes to secure any copies they left at home.”

“Now that we have that out of the way, Stan, if you would be so kind as to…”

After handing over their phones, the next 15 minutes saw them drive to a rather deserted residential area that was next to a field and switch cars. By this point Madison was regretting going at all, as she begged to be allowed to simply pick up a few things from her room. Finally, to get her to shut up, the woman with long black hair agreed if she told them everything she wanted, kept it to under 20 pounds and the location of every copy of the video she knew about. At that Madison seemingly sang like a canary as she knew that it was pointless to do otherwise and she was able to secure a few things, including Allen’s shirts. Still, she left her analog plan unaltered as she didn’t want to vanish with no explanation and it didn’t contain a copy of the video in it.

After that they found themselves driving out to the middle of nowhere before they finally stopped early in the morning. Rather than some secret compound, they had arrived at what looked like a prison. At this Stan started to look really worried and Madison thought that this had to be a joke. Finally, the woman who had essentially abducted them turned around to speak and for the first time Madison got a good look at her face.

“Welcome to your new home. Now whether it is as a part of who we are, or as a permanent guest, will be determined shortly,” stated the woman, who looked like she couldn’t be over 20. “Just know that we will know if you are lying. No one will ever know you’re here and yes, this is a secret government program focused on dealing with the paranormal. Sorry to say it, but the stories that go bump in the night are real and we certainly don’t care what you think about it.”

It was then that Madison noticed the fangs and spoke out of reflex.

“Are you going to turn us into one of you?”

“No, at least not unless you want me to and it gets approved by more levels of bureaucracy than I want to deal with. Especially if it means being saddled with making sure you stay under control afterwards. Though, there are a few ways to persuade my kind to be willing to deal with all that, if you catch one of our fancies.”

“Sorry, but until I get some answers on Allen, I am emotionally unavailable.”

“Man, six months and you’re still hung up on him. How long did you date him?”

“They didn’t,” interjected Stan. “It might have something to do with the wishes Allen made as one of them was for luck with women.”

“Yeah, our techs have been screaming about the implications of what they are learning from that video. For the record the office where it took place was emptied out the next day and a week later its occupant dropped off the face of the earth. I am worried about just how many bodies this one is going to create and I am just hoping that mine isn’t one of them.”

“But you’re already dead, aren’t you?” asked Madison.

“Depends on your definition. I prefer to see it as a state of alternative life. Who knows, maybe Allen is one of us now and that is why he can’t come home.”

“So, vampires have eternal youth?” continued Madison.

“So long as we get enough blood. Really it is so much easier with blood banks and modern technology is wonderful. After all, around nine percent of all donated blood would simply go to waste anyways and it is so much less messy than the days when we would just dump the bodies in the sewers and hope the rats took care of it.”

“How old are you?” cut in Stan.

“Stan, Stan, you really are hopeless. Don’t you know you should never ask a woman her age. Especially one who wouldn’t mind turning you into one of her personal juice boxes and keeping you that way for the next 40 years or so.”

Stan audibly gulped as the woman licked her fangs, before turning back to Madison and speaking.

“You know, everything you’re feeling right now might be nothing more than the result of the wish that he made and that would make you a victim. While I can’t promise anything, we could see if there is a way to shield you from whatever is affecting you as I doubt the jinni actually targeted you directly. Rather, he would have done something that would have placed you in its effect’s path unknowingly.”

“Scent,” muttered Madison.

“Come again?”

“Please tell me that none of those who got my stuff would have opened the bag with the shirts.”

“Had you not hidden a copy of the file there, they wouldn’t have,” retorted the woman with a frown. “You think the jinni made it so Allen’s scent was irresistible?”

“No, but if you know anything about him, it will likely affect you. Shit, I think I might be an addict at this point.”

“Addicted to the scent of a man that you may never see again. I have to say, you know that by now those shirts should barely have any of his scent left, right? Which means that you should keep smelling them as they are likely weaning you off, if that is even possible now.”

“What do you mean?” asked Stan, looking worried.

“I am saying that your sister may need to find Allen, or risk losing her marbles if we can’t do anything for her. I will let the team know that any who came in contact with the shirts need to be isolated and interviewed. Thanks for sharing that tidbit. Also means that I will be stepping away from this case, at least when it comes to anything that could see us reaching Allen. Though sorry to say it, Madison, but you are likely going to get dragged along for the ride now. After all, with a bit of work, you could prove to be the most effective way to track the jinni and Allen that we have.”

As the woman said that she turned back around, making it clear that the conversation was over and a second later the gates of the prison closed behind them. Stan and Madison looked at each other as they fully realized just how screwed they were.

(*****)


Chapter 5.

Visitors at last.

Allen had long since stopped looking every time one of the locals came near to his entrance, which happened a few times a week. Though most of these times they were simply walking through and even the one time that anyone had stepped on the patch of dirt that hid his entrance, they didn’t notice anything. From what little Allen had seen of these individuals, he thought of the Vikings he saw on in movies and shows. They were large and brawny men, with fur clothing. Most carried crude stone axes or spears, but seemed to be well armed for hunting with a bow as well most of the time. However, today was not one of those days as Allen was alerted that his door was opened.

Rather than one of the big brawny men that Allen was used to seeing, he saw a pair of kids that couldn’t have been more than 13 or 14, looking down into the darkness below. He didn’t know what they were saying or thinking, but he knew that they were confused and worried about what they had found. He wasn’t sure if he should feel relieved or scared when they ran off to fetch others, as he really didn’t want the first to fall victim to him to be children. At least if it was the brawny men, he could feel like they had a fighting chance, only he feared that they would succeed if they tried and his own life would come to an end. Though, he wondered what they would do when they found him and his dwarven companion, who was still unaware of the threat to them.

It was two hours later when six men arrived and looked down the deep hole, before lighting and throwing a torch inside. After seeing that there was a floor below, one of the six men entered the trap door as the others lowered him down. This was followed by him describing what he was seeing before being pulled back up and three of the men setting up camp while the other three returned to wherever they came from. The only positive to this that Allen saw was that when the three men entered the tent, he saw his daily DP increase to 13. This told him that he didn’t need to be the one to build the structure that they were in for him to get anything. At the same time, Allen was focused on learning whatever he could about these men and so he used remote viewing to look at them while they waited in the tent.

What Allen saw was laughing and what looked like gambling, as the three men tossed something that looked like pieces of bone in the center and traded crude copper coins between them. None of these coins were anything but pieces of metal, with what looked like a symbol that had long faded with use on them. Allen thought about them for a moment and realized that every dungeon he had heard of in his last life had offered rewards for those who delved into them. Part of him felt this was stupid as why would he want to give humans more reason to enter his dungeon if they would ultimately try to kill him, but he also thought it could be used to avoid them wanting to destroy him. Greed was universal after all and if keeping him alive meant that they could receive wealth, why wouldn’t they choose that over killing him.

Allen ended up thinking over this conundrum for what felt like hours while watching the men, as he wished that he could understand their words. Yet it seemed that unless he could find a way to communicate with them, he was doomed to fail at any plans to persuade them with words when they found him. So, his only option was riches and so he looked to see what it would cost to create the tiny coins he was seeing. When he saw that 100 of them only cost a single DP, he decided to buy 500 of them and scatter them all over the top two floors. With that he spent one more DP to add a skull and cross bones to each trap door to the third floor, that was full of the smoke coming off the constantly burning wood stove that they used for cooking. Allen decided that he would only alert his dwarf companion to their presence if they entered that floor and seemed like they could survive.

As it turned out it was the next morning before any of the others returned and when they did, it was with over 20 men and around ten women as they got to work. Though rather than enter the dungeon, it seemed as if they were building defenses. Only there was one set facing the dungeon and another facing away from the dungeon where they were setting up tents. This made Allen think that this group wasn’t just planning on being there for a short while and he wondered just what they were expecting to find down below. Either way this gave Allen time to really study the people of this world for the first time, as he noted that the women looked to be as formidable as the men. Allen wasn’t sure as all he had to go on was their actions, but even the smallest of the women seemed to able to lift things that he would have thought heavy, with seemingly no issue. This made him think back to his screen and his stats that he had ignored after looking at them when he first arrived. As he did so, he remembered that he had an ability to use DP to improve anything about himself and he felt like an idiot for forgetting about it. As he thought about improving his own strength, he made his way to his core and like he did anytime he wanted more info, he touched it. With that he saw that he could add one point to it for 100 DP, or two for 250 and three would cost him 450, with each point added past the first costing 50 more than the one prior.

It was clear that while very possible, it would cost a ton to improve himself and he felt like it would be a mistake to count on his brute force to save him. Rather, that was what his monsters were for and so he looked at his intelligence, wisdom and luck stats. Instantly he decided to eat into his savings and put a point into all three of them as he suddenly felt the changes take hold. While he wasn’t sure quite how to quantify it, Allen simply knew that he was thinking faster and gaining more insights. Nowhere was this more evident than when he focused on the conversations of the humans, and was able to start to pick out words and patterns. He still had no idea what they were talking about and other than what he thought were some names, he was still completely lost. Even so, Allen thought that if he got his intelligence higher, he would likely be able to learn their language. The issue was just how high would he need to raise his intelligence and that made him wonder if he could affect the stats of the creatures he created. Deciding that this needed more investigation, Allen tried to pull up his dwarf’s screen only to receive an error.

[Unnamed monsters cannot be viewed or modified.]

Allen frowned at seeing this as he realized the limitation that it created. At the same time, he understood that without a name, he would have trouble telling any goblin apart from another. This caused Allen to worry that it would be the same for dwarves and other humanoid monsters, and each one he summoned would look just like the last, or there would only be a few stock models, so to speak. Instantly he thought of a horde of identical-looking dwarves and shuddered at the thought of trying to tell any of them apart. Sadly, he also knew that if that was the case, he was just going to have to deal with it and figure out a way to differentiate them. With that thought past him, Allen thought over the issue of naming the only dwarf that he had made and how he had left it to him to pick his own name. So, he did the only thing that made sense to him and found him sitting and watching a beaver singing the ABCs on the 70-inch flatscreen and smiled before appearing behind him.

“You know, singing along with it is supposed to yield better results.”

“And dung burns just as well as wood if mixed in, but neither of us wants to smell that.”

“Fair, but I need you to pick a name already.”

“Still don’t know what I want to call myself. After all, a whole race will likely draw from it when naming future generations. That isn’t something easy to come up with, especially for someone who has yet to experience anything he would call a defining life moment.”

“I can’t upgrade you unless you have a name, so deal with it and pick a name.”

“It would be helpful if you had more dwarven names to pick from, but sadly you only have a few that you cared to remember and so I only know of a few and I don’t like them.”

“Who says you have to follow what I think is a dwarven name?”

“Fine,” the dwarf said before pausing for a long moment. “The name Owen will work for me, but let me think on my clan’s name for a while longer still.”

“That’s fine, after all you need a clan before you can name one. Now enjoy your singing.”

As Allen said that, he used his instant travel to return to his core before Owen could say anything and touched it once more. As he did so and brought up Owen’s menu, he couldn’t help but wish he could access his terminal remotely and hoped that by leveling up he would be able to do just that. Still, he focused in on the information that was now displayed in front of him.

Name: Owen

Status: Alive

Condition: normal

Title: first dwarf

Stats:

Strength: 14

Dexterity: 10

Durability: 12

Intelligence: 8

Wisdom: 12

Luck: 5

As Allen saw this, he also saw that it would cost 100 DP to raise any of the stats, which he smiled at. He also found that he could add any abilities from a list that he could see, that included things like metalworking and axe wielding. Sadly, this list wasn’t infinite and was actually shorter than he would have expected. Though as Allen thought about it, they all seemed to be physical reliant and wondered if the eight in intelligence was what was holding Owen back from picking up anything more cerebral. Sadly, Allen knew that he would need to wait to test any of this out as even though he was now gaining 40 DP a day, with the group sitting above him having kindly built a wall of sticks for him, it needed to accumulate first. That said, he was becoming more motivated to keep them there and refocused on just how he could do that. The coins were hopefully a nice first step, but he felt like he had just scattered a bunch of pennies on the ground and would need something better to offer.

As he pondered this issue, he realized that he had been approaching it from the wrong angle. Rather than figuring out what they wanted, he could give them stuff that couldn’t be found anywhere else. At first, he thought about plastics, but not only were they expensive, but he also didn’t feel like being responsible for the start to the destruction of this world. It was then that he landed on a pocketknife as they would only cost a single DP and from what he could see above, none of those above had such a tool. He could even arm his goblins with them, or create a few ratfolk at 5 DP each to wander the second or first floors. At that thought, Allen destroyed all of the fleas and created ten ratfolks and gave them each a pocketknife as a weapon. Allen even varied the design on the pocketknives, with one even having a multi tool that cost 3 DP to create. Now it was just a game of sitting and waiting to see what came next, as Allen returned to watching the group gathered above.

With the encampment complete, Allen watched as the group seemed to be doing a mix of rituals and relaxing as he wondered just what it all meant. Though certain sounds like laughter and moaning were relatively universal, and Allen resisted the urge to peek in on a few of the more attractive women as he didn’t think seeing that would do him any good. He also resisted the urge to create fire ant colonies directly beneath the tents that seemed to contain some of the more distracting noises. Though the one that held his attention the most was the solitary woman that remained focused on his entrance the entire time. Even though they had closed it and placed a decent-size rock atop it, Allen felt as if she was afraid that something would come out of it. This made Allen wish to know just what they thought his dungeon was and how other dungeons normally acted.

The fact that there was purple on many parts of the map that he saw when he had first arrived, told Allen that dungeons and people did exist beside each other. However, he was still unclear as to the exact nature of the arrangement and he felt as if it was likely that there were restrictions on his powers that he was unaware of yet. So, with a thought, Allen attempted to create a slime just inside of the walls that had been built, only to fail. This came with a message that nothing could be changed near hostile forces. Allen wondered what was considered near and what that would mean if he ever captured a human and imprisoned them. Just how this was determined would change a lot of how he did things, and so he looked through his interface and quickly found what he wanted to know. It seemed that so long as there was a closed door or a ceiling between the enemy and change, it could be made. Allen instantly smiled at thinking about how he would be able to work around this restriction and create monsters on higher floors that could be used to ambush invaders if needed.

While sleep was more of a recreational option for Allen and seemingly anything that used DP to survive, it wasn’t for the humans above. So, it wasn’t long before the humans above were all asleep, save for the woman who sat looking at the entrance and Allen decided to test something that he was worried about. So, he spent 10 DP on a suit and tie as he dressed in all black and did himself up as what he thought a suave businessman would look like. With that taken care of, Allen willed himself to materialize right in front of the woman who had been left on watch, as he sat on the very rock that she was staring at like her life depended on it.

It went without saying that she was quick to react as she stood up and lifted a club that seemed to just be a hunk of wood to Allen. However, as she took him in, she paused in confusion, a shout readied but not released, as she tried to figure him out while he just sat there without moving. As the woman took in Allen, he enjoyed seeing her with his own eyes for the first time as there was just something different to it. The way her blond hair was held out of her face by the front of her hair being braided pulled back and woven together intrigued him. Her ice blue eyes felt as if they could see right through him and her face, while painted with dots above her eyes, plus a few other markings that Allen knew nothing of, was just missing a smile for him to call it beautiful. Seconds passed like this as Allen just waited to see what would happen, but the woman remained still and finally he decided to speak.

“Can you understand me?”

At his words the woman looked fearful and didn’t respond and so Allen sighed as he pointed to himself and continued to try and communicate.

“Allen.”

This at least seemed to come across as she pointed to herself and spoke for the first time.

“Svala, ...”

Allen sighed. While he could guess at what she was asking, it all sounded like gibberish to him still and he wished he could respond to her. Yet he was already taking the fact that she was talking to him and not trying to get him out of his suit, as a positive sign that there was hope for races that were more in control of their instincts. The fact that he couldn’t understand her and she couldn’t understand him was a rather big barrier to testing anything else. Especially as for all he knew she was saying her people’s version of dirty talk, or whatever else she thought would come before sex. So, Allen held his hand up and was grateful when she stopped and he started to speak slowly while attempting a few other gestures that he hoped were just as universal.

“I can’t understand you.”

Allen pointed to his mouth, then head before crossing his two pointer fingers. Sadly, all he got in response was a frown before she pointed at Allen and spoke.

“Allen.” She then pointed to herself. “Svala.” Then she pointed to the direction Allen knew she had come from and used two of her fingers in what looked like walking when placed on her other palm while speaking more. After that she pointed back to Allen while saying his name and miming the same walking, but twirled her finger around and he knew she was asking about what direction he came from. Allen knew that this would be another hard choice. Part of him thought about pointing to the stars, but he didn’t feel like that was quite right. Instead, he decided to point to his dungeon as he mimicked her gestures, and the look he received was clearly one of concern and confusion, as her next gestures seemed to try and confirm his meaning. Allen sighed as he repeated the action and watched as she looked to the club that she had dropped like she was thinking about picking it back up and so he decided to return to his private quarters.

Once there he returned to using his remote viewing to see what actions the woman, who now stood frozen, would take. At first it seemed that she was unsure of what to do as she looked all around before picking her club back up. As Allen thought about it, she was likely the youngest of those who were present and was the worst equipped. It was likely that the night watch she was on was her main role, as it would let the others sleep. Still, he would have thought that there would be two assigned to such a duty, as the chances for her to fall asleep were real, but when she went and woke up one of the men, he had his answer. This man was older and was only slightly better equipped than her, but his sleeping spot wasn’t in a tent. No, he was sleeping where Allen would if he didn’t want to be caught sleeping. Suddenly he thought about his supervisor who was always leaving him to do all the work while catching a nap and felt closer to Svala as he watched what followed.

As Svala frantically tried to explain what she had seen and had happened, the older man got angry and started to shout. This was followed by most of the camp being woken up and a scene of what Allen could tell was an argument, before it seemed the older man won out. Svala had a look of rage mixed with betrayal as the others took the man’s side and she did something that Allen couldn’t believe, as she ran back to the rock over his entrance and pushed it off. Before the others could reach her, she had already opened the trapdoor and used the rope they had ready to descend and entered Allen’s dungeon.

Allen instantly gave all the ratfolk a command not to harm her and considered clearing the second floor of spiders. However, he stopped himself as the poison would at most incapacitate her and this was a real opportunity to avoid facing the others at full force, as five men followed her down. Though due to being in a rush they did so while wearing nothing but their rough under clothing that consisted of a thin shirt and a loincloth as they carried stone axes. As she ran, Allen smiled as she managed to head towards the right area and get past the first few obstacles, before the men were ready to give chase. This let a few ratfolk get between them and one of them even managed to drop down onto one of the men’s back as another stabbed its knife in another’s calf. The fight that followed was frantic as the men grouped together and started to shout as the ratfolks darted about around.

While this shouting could be heard where Svala was, she just pushed on as the other eight ratfolk swarmed towards the five men. At the same time, those above could hear the shouts and worry crossed their faces as more started to descend into Allen’s dungeon. Knowing that his ratfolk were outmatched, he mentally commanded them to all to scatter and hide, while leaving the two fighting the five men to die. Still, the fight lasted far longer than Allen would have expected, as two of the uninjured men were now dealing with deep cuts on their arms by the time the reinforcements arrived. At that both ratfolks threw their knives at the one in the lead of the new arrivals and hurried to escape as one of the knives found purchase in their belly and the other bounced off their thigh.

Rather than chase after the ratfolks, the priority quickly became evacuating the injured, though a few did look deeper into the dungeon, only it was with looks of pity from what Allen could tell. None of them continued their chase of Svala and Allen decided to move all of the spiders into unneeded areas of the second floor, before spending 5 DP to block them off and give Svala a straight path to the third floor. His plan was to suffocate her enough to cause her to pass out and hope that his instant movement ability would allow him to take her with him then. From what Allen understood, only willing or helpless creatures could move around in this manner, but he only knew that was the case for creatures he had created. So, he was risking Svala’s life with what he was planning, but he did have two ratfolk who were now following her and would hopefully be able to last longer thanks to them being lower to the ground.

Still, that was a bit away as Svala seemed to have found herself rethinking things, as she dropped into the tunnel that was the second floor. So, Allen looked in on the five injured men and what those in the camp were doing to treat them. It seemed that mud, or something like it, had been smeared on each wound and one of the women was chanting while burning something that made a lot of smoke. Allen frowned as it made him think of what the movies would portray as a prayer dance or something and he had been hoping for magic to be used. He was just about to give up on watching the scene and returning his focus back to Svala, when light enveloped the mud on each of the men and new skin replaced it. All of the healed wounds looked like scars, but they were each healed and were able to smile and laugh about it for a second at least. Then Allen could hear Svala’s name mentioned, as the whole camp seemed to turn on the older man who should have been on watch with her.

Once more Allen wished he could understand them as they went back and forth for a few minutes, before one of the men pointed to the two pocketknives that they had recovered. He had figured out how the blades could be folded in and that seemed to defuse the situation for the moment as they investigated the blades with interest. Seeing that it would be a while before they would be done and smiling at the interest that they were showing in the blades, Allen turned his attention back to Svala. However, she was just curled in on herself and seemingly crying about everything that had happened as she still sat just past the trap door she had entered from. It was only a minute later when the preset changes to the top floor occurred and suddenly the trap door shut and she was startled before real fear came over her as she tried to reopen it.

Allen frowned as this had also stopped the two ratfolks he had trailing her from being able to get into the second floor and he was hesitant to have any of the others show up in her path. So, Allen decided to gamble once more and trusted that unarmed she wouldn’t be able to overwhelm him before he could separate and escape. Especially as he couldn’t return if he was physically touching an unwilling creature as the ability would simply fail. With one final deep breath, Allen materialized not too far from where Svala was still panicking and spoke as he held out his hand as he sat there calmly.

“Svala.”

At hearing her name and his voice, Svala quickly turned around as her emotions fluctuated between relief, fear, apprehension and several other states. Still, Allen just sat there with his hand held out as he waited for her to decide her next action on her own and finally, she cautiously took his hand. Allen tried to transfer right then, but it failed and so he guided her to sit next to him as he put his arm around her a moment before the tears returned. They stayed like this for what Allen felt was a rather awkward amount of time, while he waited for her to calm down while periodically attempting to transport them both. Then before he even registered what was happening, he felt her head move as she looked up into his eyes and moved forward as if to kiss him.

As attractive as Svala was to him, he knew better than to do anything with a woman right after she had been crying. Especially in a dark area that the only reason he could see anything in was because his eyes didn’t seem to need light in his dungeon. So, he placed his hand on her lips and stopped her, but before the hurt could take hold, he pulled her back into a hug and used 5 DP to produce a butane lantern with fuel and a flint lighting mechanism, and lit it. The sudden source of light caused Svala to recoil slightly, until Allen called out to her once more in what he considered a calming tone. After giving her a second to calm down again, he pointed to his lips and her lips before shaking his head and touching the tears that were still drying. After that, he smiled as he pointed to her lips and hoped that his attempts to say that she needed to cheer up before he would kiss her got through. Though it was clear that he had failed and really wished that there was an easier way to communicate as the most they had gotten was each of their names.

However, the giggle that she let out at seeing his exasperated face, told him that at least she understood that he was frustrated about failing to tell her something. He expected that she was just happy that it wasn’t only her who was feeling the frustration of not being able to speak and once more Allen attempted to take her with him and this time it worked. As the pair of them materialized, sitting on his bed in a room that was lit by the light of the TV that Owen was still watching children’s songs on, Svala let out a yelp. This was followed by Owen looking back as he about jumped out of his skin, before calming down at seeing Allen. Though at the sight of Svala he suddenly adopted a more wary stance as Allen spoke.

“Go cook up enough food for the three of us. You will find everything you need for tacos out there and you can even have a tortilla.”

“Really! How long are you planning to be?”

“Not long, but you should be able to get everything ready before I come out. Now go before I take back letting you have a tortilla and make you use lettuce leaves instead.”

With that Owen was quick to leave them as Allen turned back to a once more apprehensive Svala, who was looking even more confused as she spoke gibberish once more. Allen was simply ignoring the sound of the song about how each letter was for different words, as he looked at her and waited for her to once more calm down. Regardless of anything else, he was sure that Svala was an emotional wreck at the current moment, with everything that she had just gone through. He knew it was mostly his fault and that didn’t do much for his desire to continue with his plans to keep her here. Rather, he was already changing his mind to simply sharing a meal with her before he would return her to the surface.

Though while he was thinking that, Svala had started to notice several things beyond the strange box of light, moving pictures and the sound that went with them. She had noticed that everywhere she looked there were things that made no sense to her and whatever she was sitting on was more comfortable than anything she could think of. Finally, she noticed Allen, who was still a mystery to her and made her feel all mixed up whenever he was near. He was once more wearing that look he always seemed to have on, whenever he seemed resigned to wait for her to slow down and think. She really wished that they could understand each other. She had an endless amount of questions that she wanted to ask him, but couldn’t. So, she once more forced herself to ignore everything that told her to freak out and finally focused in on him, as she waited for him to try and explain things with his odd gestures once more.

Seeing Svala return her focus to him, Allen smiled as he just enjoyed seeing her not freaking out at everything that was around her. Part of him had worried that she would faint from being over stimulated, yet she had actually managed to adapt rather well in his opinion. Yet he also suspected that the world she came from being a much harsher one might have something to do with it. Still, he took his time before he gestured to the room around them and then to himself as he said, “Allen’s home.” As he said home, he mimed sleeping as he pressed his hands together and brought them to the side of his head and closed his eyes and made snoring sounds. This elicited another giggle from Svala, who seemed to actually understand that one as she grabbed his hands the moment he was done miming to her. The next thing he knew he was lying down as she cuddled up to him like she was about to go to sleep.

As much as Allen wanted to stay like that, he held up his finger to her before motioning between them and then to the door, and doing the same walking gesture that she had done earlier. The frown she showed him at that almost convinced him to forget about Owen and food, but he knew if they fell asleep now, it would just make it harder to let her go when he woke up. So, he repeated the gesture and with what could only be a pouting face, she followed him into the common area where the wood stove was. At the smell of the steak bits being cooked Svala seemed to brighten up, as she found Owen putting the finishing touches on the last of the tortillas that he was heating directly on the stove. A second later and he was pulling off the meat and shifting it into one of the stone bowls, that cost a single DP for ten large ones.

At seeing the scene before her, Svala froze once more as she took in the colorful array of things in front of her. Most of it was things that she had never seen before, as Owen looked expectantly as he waited for Allen to say they could start. There were diced tomatoes, lettuce, sour cream, cheddar cheese, avocado that had been turned to a paste, and even diced jalapeños, to go with the seasoned meat and tortillas. The sour cream and cheese had both been splurges for him as well, as while the sour cream was only a single DP for the half cup he had created, the same amount of cheese had cost 3 DP. Add in the 2 DP for the 12 tortillas and it was a rather spendy meal for them, as Owen finally spoke as he seemed not to want to wait for Svala to take it all in.

“Perhaps you should just get started and show her how tacos work.”

Allen held in a chuckle as he took a stone plate and two of the tortillas, and started to make his tacos with everything on them. Though he did make sure to get Svala’s attention and point to the diced jalapeños then to his mouth and make a fanning motion at which she looked confused. Before Allen could try something else, she had walked over and taken a single piece of the jalapeños and put it in her mouth. A moment later and she seemed to understand as Allen held in a chuckle and finished making his tacos as Svala followed suit, only she just made one and tried everything before putting it on. In the end she only left the jalapeños off and sat across from Allen as Owen made his tacos. Allen just smiled as he picked up his and Svala mimicked him, and a moment later they were both biting into them. For Allen this was a brief moment of remembering his old life, as he thought about how his mom had taught him how to make the seasoning from scratch. She had always scoffed at those who bought the packet that the store sold, as they were overpriced compared to what she made. Still, Allen frowned as he had never gotten the spices quite right and Owen had overcooked the meat. Yet it was clear that to Svala she was eating something that was beyond what she knew food to be and Allen pointed to the tacos and spoke.

“Taco.”

“Ta co,” repeated Svala slowly the moment her mouth was empty, as she smiled before going back for another bite.

The rest of the meal passed quietly as Owen and Svala both ended up eating five tacos, as Allen let them each have one of his. Svala had even tried the jalapeños on her second one, but hadn’t gone back to them on any of the ones to follow. The look of contentment on her face was wonderful to Allen as he realized that it was time for him to return her to above. After a quick check, Allen saw that it now had three people watching over the open hole as they looked at it with caution. The man Svala had woken when she first tried to explain seeing Allen was among them, as were two other disgruntled-looking men who flanked him. Clearly, they weren’t going easy on their duty and Allen figured dropping Svala off in the first chamber would be good enough to let her return without putting himself in any real danger and so he spoke, “Svala.” As he said this he pointed up and mimed walking with his fingers. Frowning Svala shook her head and replied, “Svala” then pointed back to his bedroom and mimed walking with her fingers.

Allen paused for a moment as he looked at Svala and repeated her name and pointed up then said his own as he pointed to his room. At that Svala pointed back and forth between them before saying “Svala, Allen,” pointing to the room and twisting her index and middle fingers together. At seeing this Owen started to laugh as Svala gave him a look as if she just remembered he was there as the dwarf spoke.

“Allen, you messed up. If you were planning to send her back, you shouldn’t have fed her. Now, good luck with getting rid of her.”

“Just stay out of this. How am I supposed to live with her when she can’t even speak the same language and things aren’t translated the way they are for you and I?”

As Allen finished talking, Svala started to try and communicate once more, but it was still just gibberish to Allen. Though as she pointed to his room then herself, then to her head and finally to her mouth before singing part of the song that had been playing when they arrived “… S is for Snake, ss ss snake…” Allen realized she was saying that she would learn. Before he even knew what he was doing he was nodding, which turned out to be universal between them as well as Svala smiled and hurried into Allen’s room. Owen just chuckled at that and after telling him to handle the cleanup, Allen made his way to his room as Svala looked at the TV that had reached the end of the video with confusion. Sighing, Allen slowly showed Svala how to change the disc and work the basics of the remote, before putting on another ABC video that he remembered from being a kid. Still, he wished that he could think of a better way to teach others English, but all that he could rely on was the one word at a time method and hope it eventually worked.

(*****)


Chapter 6.

Extended guests.

Time with Svala was interesting to say the least, as Allen found her trying to become intimate with him on a more frequent basis. It was clear to him that, despite the language barrier, she was very much interested in being more than friends. Thankfully, Allen was somehow able to convince her that he wasn’t going to do anything sexual until they could communicate more reliably. Which, a month after she had joined them, seemed to be getting closer as she could speak in broken sentences, though most of it seemed to be related to food. Which happened to be her favorite thing, though it took her a while to understand that they couldn’t have things like tacos all the time. Her learning the word same and cost had been what had finally made her realize that for a whole side of pork, Allen could only get a pint of sour cream.

One of the interesting side effects of all of this was when Allen noticed that he only needed nine more subjugations once Svala had started to live with him. Though she also no longer counted towards his daily DP accrual, but the subjugation had added 1,000 DP to his pool. He had spent 900 of this on leveling up his intelligence and wisdom to 13 as he had decided to always keep those stats the same. This increase in stats was very noticeable to Allen, as he had instantly started to pick up more of Svala’s language as he worked a few hours each day to teach her English. The smile on her face when he would speak a sentence to her was wonderful and Allen started to feel like they were starting to get to know each other a little bit more each day. This included him learning that two of those above were Svala’s brothers and the rest were mostly friends from her village, that was about 1,000 adults strong. At least when they all gathered together and she only knew of two other villages of about the same size in the nearby area. While trade did occur between them, saying they were all friendly wasn’t true as when food was scarce, they would often fight. Though, they would also defend each other when other threats presented themselves from beyond their lands, but Allen was still unclear of what exactly Svala meant concerning such threats.

Outside of the continued daily lessons, the group above had continued to enter his dungeon and had even reached the entrance to the third floor. Though when smoke poured out of it, they had been quick to close it and limit themselves to the top two floors as Allen kept taking 14 of the 29 DP they were providing each day and investing it into things he thought they would like. Allen had also been happy that he only needed to occasionally replace his ratfolk as they were great at escaping once they were injured and like all dungeon monsters, they would slowly recover. However, it was clear that Allen needed to increase the size of everything, if he wanted to survive any group that was serious about killing him. Though, it seemed like so long as items like pocketknives, butane lanterns and fuel to refuel the lanterns was dropping, the group would be happy to stay on the top two floors.

However, like with everything else, greed can easily create issues and it wasn’t long before others who wanted the new things that Allen was offering, showed up. At first it had been a tense standoff as the two sides negotiated, which Allen could understand parts of thanks to Svala, but in the end an agreement was made. Allen wasn’t sure on the exact details, but it seemed like they had agreed to expand the encampment and split the goods coming out of his dungeon. While Allen was worried, having his daily DP generated from them go from 29 to 79 was a welcome sight, but he knew that it came with more dangers and so he sat down with Svala to discuss this change.

“Svala, more people come. Your group make deal with them. What I expect?”

“Not sure. What have group been doing ‘til now?”

“Getting these each day.” Allen produced a pocketknife, butane lanterns and fuel for the lanterns. “I replace what they take so they not run out of stuff.”

“Why?”

“I get what I use to make stuff here from them being here.”

Allen could tell that Svala hadn’t understood all of that as he thought about how to reword it, but she spoke first.

“Keep giving stuff, they no kill us.”

“Us, not me?”

“I with you. Fight with you if no listen.”

Allen didn’t know what to say as he looked at Svala, who had undergone many changes since he first met her. While she hadn’t fully grasped the language, she had been more than happy to accept the clothing that he had offered her. The bathtub and toilet were also both big hits with her, as she found being clean far preferable to what she lived with before. From what Allen understood, she had washed in a muddy pond and used what sounded like a giant hole in the ground to go to the bathroom. Everything she had owned clothing wise was similar to the rough undergarments, or furs, that were also worn by those above. Cotton wasn’t a material that she recognized, but wool was, but it was expensive and not very comfortable.

“What if I need hurt some people, maybe kill some people?”

“Why?”

“What I am. Gets more power killing.”

“What wrong current power?”

“I small. If all attack, I die.”

“Allen kill me?”

“No, Svala important!”

“Why?”

“Once Svala know English, I explain. Hard understand right now.”

“Love one word.”

“Complicated. Need Svala understand all before I accept. Svala could hate me after.”

“No, Svala never hate Allen.”

“Thank you, but need to explain more before-”

“Allen not trust Svala?”

“No, Allen not trust Allen.”

Svala looked at Allen in confusion before Owen butted in.

“As cute as it is to see you two try to communicate, I would rather like to live, so what is your plan, oh master of mine?”

“I hate being called master.”

“I know, but it is useful in getting you to focus on the issues at hand.”

“I am not ready for too many to come in at once. They have normally been coming in as a group of 15 and once they came as 20. Though that was when they were thinking of heading down to the third floor and I have plenty of DP to spend to replenish my numbers. The issue is who to target.”

“Why not snatch more women? You seem to be able to get along with them even without words.”

“All the others I have observed have a mate and I am not stealing another man’s wife like that.”

“What about other’s mate?” asked Svala, looking confused and possibly upset.

“Part what I need tell Svala before make mate,” replied Allen.

“After Allen tell I, Allen make I mate?”

“If Svala still want Allen make Svala mate, yes.”

Allen didn’t like how no matter what he had tried, the concept of husband and wife had failed to be understood by Svala. Part of him thought that meant mating was more casual to her people, but the fact that Allen had seen nothing but monogamous pairs so far said otherwise. The other option was that death was common and they simply found new mates when their last one died, and so they didn’t form deep emotional connections with mates. However, Svala’s use of the word love and how attached she was to him countered that, though that could be simply due to his potent pheromones. All of these reasons had holes in them and Allen wished he could figure them out. Thankfully, with the pace Svala was learning English, he felt like they would be able to talk about things in detail after another month or two.

The issue was that Allen didn’t know if they had that time and so he returned to thinking about how to handle the changes. After thinking about everything, all he could think of was to create four small chambers in each room on the top floor. There he would place five more ratfolks in each of them and only have them exit if the total number of invaders surpassed 20, or a second group came down after the first. The only things that were currently saving Allen from extermination were that he was profitable to those above and none of them were powerful enough to cause him issues. That was another thing Allen had picked up from Svala. The group she came with were sent out to hunt in groups large enough to stay safe, but they were also all too weak to fight the only other dungeon in the area. Which was apparently where most of hers and the nearby villages’ warriors trained, while the hunters like Svala’s group focused on feeding the villages. Allen knew that it was only a matter of time before the warriors learned of his existence and he was sure that they wouldn’t care about some pocketknives, and he was extremely hesitant to introduce guns.

The following morning Allen got his answer about how the two groups would proceed, as ten of the original group and 30 of the new group gathered. It was clear that mistrust was high and if anything went wrong blood could be spilled between them, which made Allen think that they weren’t from the same village. Even so, all of them descended and Allen let out the extra 20 rat men, who he had armed with a pocketknife and a clay pot of oil each, as the 30 ratfolks rushed in. As the sudden change in behavior and surprising number of ratfolks registered with the invaders, shouts started to go up and defensive postures were taken up. Allen just watched as a few clay pots with oil broke on contact and when a few splashed onto the lanterns he had given them, it was enough to create ignition. The result of 20 small pots of oil wasn’t enough to kill any of the invaders, but they didn’t follow after the rats, electing to retreat instead. It was only as one of them went to close the trap door that they noticed the 20 tally marks that Allen had added there and called attention to it.

Another thing that Allen had learned from Svala was that literacy was nonexistent in her village, or any of the others nearby. This made giving them warnings hard to do, but as he caught the small bit of their conversations that he understood while others worked on healing the wounded, it seemed that the message was received. This was confirmed when 20 others came forward and descended below and nothing out of the ordinary occurred. Though when this group found one of the ten ratfolks that weren’t hidden in the secret area, they attacked it furiously. In the end, this group killed three ratfolks and continued to the second floor, where they carefully killed the spiders there by smashing them. The 20 of them split into four groups as they went to all four possible spots for the trapdoor and those who found it first, quickly opened it before backing away as their whole group got low to the floor.

It only took ten minutes for the smoke to dissipate and Allen was worried about them continuing, but at seeing the water below the group retreated. With them gone it wasn’t long before the wood stove returned to filling the third floor with smoke. Allen knew that when they returned, they would likely make an attempt to clear the third floor. This presented him with a new issue to tackle. Allen decided that any who entered the third floor would be risking their lives and he created more secret rooms that he then filled with 20 rats each, for a total of 100 that he would unleash on invaders. He was also curious to see the slimes in action, as he knew it was only thanks to them processing the smoke particles as they condensed, that the water was still clean. They were also numerous as they cost no upkeep and so Allen had created over 100 of them and they were almost impossible to spot in the water. Their actions were also out of Allen’s control as beyond them not leaving the third floor and not attacking him, they had proved too numerous to control all at once and he expected that they would attack anything that entered the water. The best he could do was to force them away from the entrances, so that they could swarm the invaders after they had moved away from the escape route.

Still, Allen wasn’t going to simply leave everything to the slimes and rats, and readied a final extra surprise in the form of a 50-gallon barrel of oil ready to be emptied into the water. All it would take was for a torch or lantern to light it and the whole floor would truly become a death trap. The only issue was that Allen would need to manually open the room with the oil in it. It was also rather expensive at 1 DP per 10 gallons, which while cheaper than the 1 DP for five gallons for gas, was still extravagant. Knowing what tomorrow would possibly bring, Allen went to Svala who was watching more basic lessons in English and got her attention.

“Yes, Allen?”

“It looks they plan try floor three.”

“Skull floor?”

“Yes. If they try, some will die.”

“Can’t Allen let live?”

“No, only four floors. Don’t want any get here.”

“Brothers?”

“Have no way to save if they enter. Hope they turn back when one dies.”

Allen could see Svala frown for a long moment before she looked at Allen with what he knew was her making a dumb choice.

“Let Svala speak with brother. Tell brothers about Allen.”

“Risky, brothers not let Svala come back, come save Svala if Svala return dungeon.”

“Bring one here see. Explain that I Allen’s mate.”

“Svala not mate yet.”

“Fix now!”

“Svala-”

“Allen, no. Brothers no attack mate, stay safe floors. Brothers keep secret if ask. Please let try.”

Allen could see the desperation and conflict in Svala’s eyes. He really wished that he could explain everything better, but decided that it was now or never. So, he spoke as slowly and clearly as he could, while trying to find the best words that he could.

“Fine, let me talk first. Svala think love Allen. Allen really like Svala. Allen smell make women want him. Allen no control it. Fear that why Svala want be Allen’s mate. Fear others want be Allen’s mate future. Fear Svala, others fight over Allen.”

Allen could see Svala working through his words for a long moment before she finally spoke in confusion.

“Allen not want more mates? Strong man normal have many mates. Svala not want share, but knows will. Svala happy Allen worry about her.”

Allen just blinked as he thought over several things and suddenly he wondered about why the hunters had two men for every woman as he reconsidered things. It was possible that men and women weren’t inherently physically equal in this world like his first impression had been. It could just be that the women who came with the hunters were strong enough not to share mates or the men were too weak to secure more than one mate if any. Once more greed was a constant and Allen thought about a bunch of muscle heads with two or three women each attending to them and frowned. Still, he didn’t know what he thought about having multiple partners at any given time as he wasn’t sure he could handle Svala alone. Yet there was also a part of him that smiled at the thought of what he assumed was many a man’s fantasy playing out for him.

Allen put those thoughts out of his head as he looked at Svala’s face, which clearly showed that she was nervous as she waited for him to respond to her. He might have been a complete idiot when it came to women and never even gotten past the asking a girl out to a bar in his time on Earth, but even he could tell what she wanted now. Greed as a constant kept coming back to his head and for the longest time, he had always thought that while he was always trying to make sure he had a seat at the table, he wasn’t greedy. Yet if that was the case, he would never have been trying to deliver that envelope, he would have never unleashed that genie, asked for wishes and traded him getting wishes for freeing the genie. Furthermore, he would not be looking at one of the most attractive women that he had ever seen, who was all but begging for him to take her. Yet he feared that he was about to mess it all up as he spoke once more.

“Svala, Allen not from here. Not know how stuff work here and never been with woman.”

“Svala not worried. Svala teach Allen how stuff work. Svala learn with Allen, how love work.”

Allen couldn’t be sure, but he was pretty sure she just told him that she was still a virgin as well and all he could think of was his buddy Stan talking about awkward virgin sex. This made Allen smile as he thought of all the other stuff Stan had shown him and the websites that sold what were politely called marital aids. Allen almost looked at creating a few of these, but he decided that he would rather be awkward and all natural for their first time and not go overboard just yet. So, before he could second guess himself, Allen leaned forward and kissed Svala on her lips and quickly felt her tongue awkwardly seeking to find his.

A few hours later, Allen just lay looking up at the ceiling of his room with Svala cuddled into his arm, after what he would describe as the best thing he had ever experienced. He felt as if he would need to be careful as while he would get physically tired still, other parts of him seemed to not have the same issue. He couldn’t help but think back to when he had first started really going through puberty and how watching a few of his teachers bending lower to write at the bottom of the whiteboard had been enough to get him excited. It made him realize just why that was such a common fantasy that men talked about and why it seemed every year or two, another case of a male student and a young teacher would make the news. Still, Allen wasn’t focused on any of that as he had felt something else happen when they were in the middle of it, that he knew he would need to check the core for more details about.

Had they not been planning to visit Svala’s brothers Allen might have waited until morning to check things as he simply didn’t want this moment to end, but he knew he couldn’t put things off too much longer. So, with a gentle shake, he woke Svala from her light sleep and smiled as she quickly kissed him and tried to pull him closer. Yet, Allen pulled away a few seconds later and started to speak.

“Need talk brothers. Svala get ready.”

At his words, Svala seemed to remember the situation that had led to them being where they were now. Allen was still a bit worried that she was going to regret it later, but he put those thoughts aside as she got out of bed and after enjoying the view for an extra moment, he visited his core once more. The first thing that popped up as Allen touched his core was a notice.

[New feature discovered, Mating: You have found another creature which you are biologically compatible with, but was not created by you, or another dungeon core. You may pay 500 DP and they will be considered a part of your dungeon in all ways      but you will not have control over them like the creatures that you create. If you choose to do so, they will cost 10 DP a week to sustain.]

Allen thought about just what this change would mean and at the same time he looked at his available DP that was sitting at 509 and knew that he would be vulnerable if he did it. After agonizing over it for a few minutes, Allen decided to let Svala make the choice as that made the most sense, as he wasn’t being forced to do it right that second. Still, if she was considered part of his dungeon, that should mean they could finally have real conversations rather than the caveman speak that he had been getting used to. That alone sounded like a reason to accept it, but Allen also thought about how if she was dungeon created, she would technically stop aging so long as he continued to pay the 10 DP each week. If Allen was really going to consider her his wife, he couldn’t see them not using this ability.

30 minutes later, Allen and Svala were both ready to go and Allen watched the camp above as they started to turn in for the night. That said, there was still a bit before the camp would be asleep as other noises started to fill the air and Allen wondered just how little shame people had. This, however, was a perfect time to bring up the new option with Svala and so Allen did just that.

“Svala?”

“Yes?”

“Svala, want understand Allen?”

“Yes.”

“Svala want stay forever?”

“Yes.”

“Want be part dungeon?”

“Svala not understand.”

“Svala want be Allen’s mate forever? Allen can do, Svala pick.”

“Svala want that.”

Allen took a deep breath and willed the change to occur and then he spoke in English.

“Can you understand me better now?”

“Yes, hear you in my tongue. What you do?”

“It seems that we will still need to work on your vocabulary, but at least I know you will get what I am saying without me dumbing it down. What I did was use the power that let me make everything here, to make it so you are considered part of it. I am not fully sure what that means, but I am relatively sure that so long as I am alive, you will never age and you shouldn’t need to eat, though we will still do so as I enjoy it.”

“I will live forever like I am now? What about babies? I want many of your babies.”

Allen about froze as he just realized that he was very likely about to be a father before long, especially as he hadn’t even thought about any precautions earlier. Not that he expected Svala would have been very willing to let him do so, as he had a suspicion that it would have been a hard no from her. In fact, as he thought about it, doing something like that would have likely been the same as saying that he didn’t want her as a mate. Worst case she would have seen it as him wanting to use her and toss her aside, if the concept of contraception even existed in this world.

“So long as I am alive and you don’t get killed. So don’t risk your life, or I will get rather upset. As for babies, I expect that they will be born just fine, though I am unsure what their lifespans will be like. As for how many babies we will have, that is something that I think will be best discussed once we have time to know more about what caring for them will be like.”

“I have cared for many babies. All girls in village care for younger kids.”

“I haven’t.”

“Why you need to care for babies? You bring home food and teach sons to be man. No need to worry when they are still baby.”

Allen once more got a massive dose of culture shock, as he realized just how different the expectations of each party were in the arrangement. Still, he had fond memories of the few times his dad had done things with him as a young boy and didn’t think that any kid should miss out on those. Even if he felt he had missed out on plenty of them due to how tired his father had always been.

“Svala, you are my mate and where I am from fathers help mothers raise their children from the moment they are born. You may be responsible for most of the care that is needed, but I will be responsible for some as well. Even if it is just to give you a break when you need one, though you might not need sleep either now.”

“We figure that out when first is born. Though who will help deliver baby and heal me after?”

Allen once more froze as he realized that many women died during childbirth before modern medicine had solved that issue. Here he was sure that they relied on magic to take care of that and all he could think of was that he needed someone who could use healing spells. Though he knew he could use DP to teach himself once he figured out the requirements for it and met them, but he would feel better if they had a dedicated healer, like the groups above seemed to have. Part of him thought about seeing if Svala could become that, but he instantly decided against that as he thought of the fantasy races that he knew of that were gifted with magic. Though for some reason he wasn’t sure that meant they would make the best healer, as it would depend on how magic in this world worked.

“There is much I need to learn before I can answer that, but it will be one of my main focuses once we are back.”

“Yes, need to save brothers’ lives. Please tell me why everything is like it is again, so I can be sure to explain it to them right.”

Allen smiled and he took the next 20 minutes, as the group above finally started to quiet down, to explain why his dungeon was the way it was. At first she seemed confused at parts of the story and Allen had left out the details of how he had ended up as a dungeon core, as he figured that was a conversation for another day. Still, it seemed that Svala understood enough and so after getting a description of her brothers, Allen was able to find the tent they shared with one of their mates and he paused once more. The last thing he wanted was to accidentally cause Svala’s brother’s mate to lust after him, so he knew that there was one more conversation to be had before they left.

“Svala, when you first saw me, what did you feel like towards me?”

“Confused. I was scared and yet you were so enticing that I didn’t understand what was happening.”

“When did you decide that you wanted to be my mate?”

“When I ate tacos for the first time. Mates need to provide plenty of food, or have to find new mate.”

“Is that why you don’t understand what marriage is?”

“Why risk self by mating for life? If mate can’t provide, he starves. No need for woman and kids to starve as well if another mate will accept them.”

“Your village just leaves those who can’t contribute to die?”

“How else the rest survive? Food is not easy to get and only few with wisdom to lead needed, as too many creates conflict that is not needed.”

“So, what would happen if we delivered food as a gift when we arrived?”

“Bad idea, food here too good. Every woman would beg to be your mate. I willing to share, but not with everyone. Though, few friends I would like you to take in if their mates die. Pact between us since little.”

“No, I will happily provide for them if they live above, but not willing to accept more mates just because you tell me to.”

“I know, pact only to try. We know not possible to guarantee and if we push too hard, mate might leave us and only provide for kids. You providing for them will be greatly appreciated. Can be seen as them not needing new mates then.”

“Alright, anything that would be a good idea as a gift?”

“Pepper. Adds flavor to food that they will like, but not something that can be seen as replacing what they provide.”

Allen thought about it for a second before nodding and thinking about how he could get a one-pound bag of unground pepper for a single DP. Once more this made him question how the whole DP system worked, as it clearly didn’t care about what something cost from his old world and the pocketknives told him that craftsmanship wasn’t a major part either. All he could think of was the time that would be needed for any given process when it came to inanimate objects and potential power when it came to monsters. The main issue Allen saw with giving the pepper to them would be if they were asked where it came from and why they tried it. So, Allen decided that he would have some of the ratfolk carry a small bit in their pouches from now on and tell Svala’s brothers about it so they could watch for it. Allen also vaguely recalled that spices were once highly valuable and could be traded for their weight in gold in olden times. After explaining this to Svala and preparing just a tiny amount of pepper for her brothers so they knew what to look for and could try it out for themselves, they left.

Just like that, they were crouching in the tent where the three dozing forms of Svala’s family members were. Each took one side of the tent, that was about one and a half the size of an SUV’s interior, if Allen had to judge it next to what he knew. Thankfully, as it was made out of fur, Allen knew that while loud noises would easily escape it, the softer speech of whispers and a bit of light wouldn’t. Svala quietly moved to her brother without a mate, and gently woke him in a manner that involved her speaking quietly and tugging on his pinky finger. Allen was sure that this was something that they had trained themselves to know meant to stay quiet and calm, and might have even been something that only the siblings knew about, as her brother didn’t make a noise as his eyes opened. He was, however, looking like he was seeing a ghost, as he took in the sight of his sister in what must have seemed like a strange garb. Before he could say anything, Svala started to whisper to him.

“Harek, it is me. I am fine. Better than fine really. Wake Vali and Bolla, but make sure they stay quiet. I have to leave if any other comes.”

“Who that,” replied the man Allen now knew as Harek in his own tongue. Still, Allen knew enough of it now that he understood and replied before Svala could.

“Svala mate.”

Svala smiled as she looked at Allen, as Harek frowned as he tried to process everything, but after a second, he got out of bed and started to wake Vali first. As the eldest of the siblings, Vali was a leader of the small band that had first arrived. Though there were others who seemed to have more pull, he was definitely trusted from what Allen could remember and thankfully he had a level head as well, as he awoke. At first, he had looked at Harek in concern, before Harek whispered and pointed to Svala and Allen, that had shifted his expression to one of shock and confusion, before he focused in on Allen. If Allen had to bet, Svala’s eldest brother would be a lot like the dads who liked to polish a shotgun when meeting any boy their daughters brought home. Worse was that Allen expected older brothers to take on that role, as he doubted many men were still around by the time any of their daughters were ready to take a mate, if things were as brutal as he suspected. Still, he said nothing as he gently woke Bolla, who at first smiled at seeing her mate’s face, before she noticed his expression. It was then that she looked around and saw Svala and before she could let out the noise Allen was sure she was about to, Vali put his hand to her mouth and said one word that Allen knew to mean quiet.

After another second and an affirmative response, Bolla had left the bedroll and was hugging Svala tightly and crying softly. Though from what Allen could tell, they were tears of joy at seeing a friend who she had thought was dead living once more. This was a bit awkward as Allen still had his hand on Svala’s waist in case they needed to leave and it lasted a good minute before Bolla started to try to ask questions, only for Svala to tell her to wait. Only then did Bolla seem to notice Svala’s strange clothing and Allen, as she looked at him with suspicion and joined Vali and Harek on the bedroll that she had been asleep on a moment before.

Svala shot Allen one last glance, before she started to explain everything that she and Allen had gone over before. Thankfully the three listeners seemed fine with listening to her story before responding, though from the looks Allen saw directed at him, he was rather sure they were highly suspicious of all of it. The only thing that likely kept them from shouting to alert the whole camp was that Svala had emphasized that if they did, she would leave with Allen and likely never visit again. Just to demonstrate this, she had Allen transport them back to his bedroom and return once all of all that was said, which had given credence to her words.

What followed was a lengthy back and forth as Allen kept tabs on the surroundings through his dungeon sense, as the last thing he needed was another hearing any of this. Yet, it seemed that they were good as he tried to catch as much of Svala’s exchange with her brothers as he could understand. He felt like he was getting one side of a four-sided conversation most of the time, but he did catch enough of the other three to know that as soon as they learned that Allen was Svala’s mate, he was safe. Though the way the conversation had gone from there was confusing, as Svala was only answering with yes and no, and he expected that they knew he wasn’t fluent in their tongue. Still, the bits he did catch were enough to know that they were trying to make sure their sister wasn’t in danger and being held against her will. Then Svala turned to Allen and spoke.

“Vali is asking if they can see where we live.”

“Not now, but one day, when I feel that Owen and I could survive a struggle against them.”

“You not trust them?”

“No, I just don’t take chances and worry greed would cause issues if they saw what we have there.”

“Oh, I see your power isn’t unlimited, have to worry about many things. What about just Vali and only kitchen for now?”

“I will agree to that, but he must be unarmed and I have to hold onto his wrist the whole time.”

Svala smiled at that as she told Vali about Allen’s conditions and a minute later, as a cautious Vali had his wrist being held by Allen, they arrived in his kitchen. The look on Vali’s face as he took in the room, that was lit by a combination of the wood stove and a single battery-operated LED light that Allen had splurged on after Svala had joined them, was one of pure awe. Unlike Owen and Allen, Svala and the humans of this world couldn’t operate well in near darkness and it was also this light that Vali was focused on. Though that only lasted a second as Svala started to speak.

“This is where we cook and eat, and over there behind that door is a room where I can get clean and take care of other needs without smelling the whole group’s waste, or even ours after we are done. There is the room Allen and I share…”

Vali seemed rather overwhelmed and from the way Svala was speaking, Allen would have thought his home an opulent mansion. Though to her it likely was as it had conveniences that were likely beyond luxurious to her and were likely rare, if found at all in her world. A world which Allen knew that she really only knew the area around where she grew up and for her, was as small as the valley they were currently in. It was moments like these that Allen saw the innocence that was still inside her, despite the harshness of the world around her. It made Allen think about how there could be wars raging all across the world and if they didn’t reach her valley, she wouldn’t care in the slightest. However, Allen also knew that the day would come that either the dungeons came to finish off the humans, or the humans would come to finish off the dungeons. It would be then that they would need to fight, regardless of whatever else came to be of them between now and then. It was also at that moment that Allen realized that the purple possibility existed and if he could form an alliance with the humans and grow stronger together, a new path forward could be found. 

Still, that was an issue to approach with caution, as both sides were currently too weak to make such a move as it would bring ruin to both. So, even if Allen felt it was a perfect solution, he needed to wait until much later to pursue it as Svala finished talking. After her brother asked a few questions, to which she simply replied “magic”, they returned to the tent above. As they did so, Bolla quickly hugged Vali and Harek looked relieved as Vali spoke softly to them, as Svala waited to be done before getting to the main reason that they were there.

“Vali, Svala, Bolla, do not go past the second floor. Only death awaits you there. Allen can’t save you from what he placed there. The symbols you see on the doors down and the smoke are his ways to warn humans not to go down there.”

Vali responded and all that Allen caught was the word for why and kill before Svala responded.

“Allen has to kill to protect himself and grow stronger. He has made it clear that he doesn’t like it, but which of us wouldn’t kill an invader? You are all family to him now, because I am. He doesn’t want what he has made to protect family to kill family, so he let me warn you. Greed will cause too many die. They think there valuables below, there not. Everything Allen makes with value to us is placed on the top two floors for us to take. As he grows stronger, the dungeon will as well and more floors will open to you. Live and we will let you know what is safe as time passes.”

Bolla was the next to speak and it sounded like a plea to Svala as she responded.

“If others not listen, nothing to do but mourn them. Try and convince them to let other group go alone on first try. When none come back, you can say that you warned them and they not listen. Value of all your words rise not long before Vali is leader of all here.”

At that the room went silent as Allen could see the aspirations to power, or at least to be more, cross the faces of everyone present, save for him. Feeling the danger from such a view, Allen spoke.

“Svala, warn them that greed may see them rise quickly, but others’ greed will kill them if they do so too quickly and lack the power to defend against it. After that, it is time to leave as they need their rest if they are to play their part tomorrow.”

Svala nodded before repeating most of what Allen had said, though he once more felt she needed to increase her vocabulary as whatever their language was, it was too choppy for him to like it. Still, now that he could understand her, he had many other conversations that would come in their own due time. It was with thoughts on just how to approach a few of them on his mind that Svala exchanged hugs, gave them the small pouch with the black pepper in it and let Allen know that she was good to leave.

Once they were safely back in their room, Allen let out a breath that he felt like he had been holding the whole time. At the same time, he was watching Harek, Vali and Bolla as they talked about what he assumed was the visit that had just occurred. Svala shook him to get his attention and he heard her speaking to him.

“Allen, are you listening?”

“Sorry, I was checking on things above one more time, just in case.”

“You not trust brothers?”

“I only trust you and sometimes Owen.”

“Why?”

“Because if I don’t trust you why even live and I created Owen so he can’t disobey me. Svala, where I come from family can be tight and work together, or hurt each other for their own gain. Mine was great, but I had too many friends whose families seemed great until something happened and it all fell apart. I don’t know what yours is like. Are your mom and dad even still alive?”

“No, only Harek and Vali left. Others not strong enough, or grew old and left to remove burden. How it is for Svala’s people. Few live past 40 season cycles.”

“I wish I knew how long that was for you. Svala, when I say that I am not from here, I mean from this world.”

“I know. Allen too extraordinary to be from here. How else you have TV and seasonings that I never even heard of.”

“You’re placing my seasonings at the same level of wonder as the TV?”

“Yes. Magic box impressive, but food better.”

Allen couldn’t help but hold in a chuckle as he pulled Svala in for a kiss, before he replied while looking her in the eye.

“Svala, I am so happy that I took a chance and visited you that night. I am very much looking forward to the years that we have to spend together here.”

“Yes, many seasons, many kids.”

At those words, Svala seemed interested in nothing but returning to the activities that they had been enjoying prior to visiting her brothers.

(*****)


Chapter 7.

Consequences.

When Allen checked on the normal morning gathering before the 20 who would descend into the dungeon each day left, he was greeted with a different scene than normal. Vali was shouting loudly as men from both his group and the larger group shouted back at him. It was clear that few were listening to him and it seemed his warning was falling on deaf ears. Though his rescue came as Bolla whispered to another woman in the crowd, who calmed the man from the original group that was shouting at Vali. This then caused the other group to start laughing at him and Vali, and a half hour later none of those who arrived with Vali were headed down into the dungeon that day. Instead, 20 men from the group of 50 were and they all looked ecstatic, while Vali’s group were giving him looks that were filled with warning. It was clear that if none of those who entered the dungeon today were seriously harmed and brought back proof of reaching the third floor, he would be in danger of losing all sway. Allen even thought it would be possible for Vali to be kicked out of the group if things went particularly wrong. Yet Allen wasn’t worried about that, as he knew the worst-case scenario was them actually reaching him.

Allen watched, as the group whom he called the condemned descended and frowned as it contained all of those who regularly entered his dungeon, as they often traded off days. With the loss of this group, it would shake the confidence of those left and likely cause ripples to occur in how the groups proceeded. Still, the 30 who were left behind were all smiles, as they got their last looks at the men who made up the core of their group. Though another thought was how it would bring the number of women to a more even number, as there would be 26 of them to the 33 men who would be left. While some of these women had entered his dungeon, they never went past the first floor and it was clear that they were kept back from most danger.

When Allen had asked Svala about it, she had looked confused and simply told him that while women weren’t weak, their main job was raising children. Most only learned to fight to protect themselves and children, and came out with mates to places like this when ready to have their next child. Apparently Harek’s mate was about to have her first child and Bolla was trying for her second with Vali, while others she trusted watched her first back at the village. This caused Allen to once more reassess how relationships worked in this world, as he wondered how many of the men had a second mate waiting back at a village. With being such that once they missed their second cycle, most women would start readying to return to the village. Then by the time the first woman had missed their fifth cycle, an escort for them and any other women expecting a child would be ready. When this group reached the village, women who wanted to join their mates would be able to be escorted to the group at that time as well. Though apparently it was normal for only half the number of women to be allowed in a hunting party as the men.

This had confused Allen as he thought that the village was nearby with the frequency of visitors he was getting before this group found him, but it seemed that the closest one was over a week away. He just happened to be near a well-traveled path, and in an area that those the village considered between a child and adult would often venture to gain life experience. It had been one of these groups that had found him and Svala’s group had just been the closest when they did. As for why Svala had even been with her group as she was unmated, was because she was expected to find a mate from among those in the group before too long. This fact had made Allen smile as she had succeeded, just not in the way she or her brothers had intended.

It was just after Allen had that thought, that the 20 men entered the second floor. Allen broke protocol and unleashed the hidden ratfolks to act as an insurance plan. He knew enough about how these groups operated to know that they would fall quickly if ambushed, as they tried to return to the surface. That, however, would need to wait as the first of the group reached the trap door leading down to the third floor and opened it as the group of 20 stayed low to the ground. Only the change to the level above just happened to have occurred and instead of venting like they had planned, the smoke started to fill up the second floor. However, there wasn’t enough of it to fill the bottom foot and the group decided to press forward as they entered the third floor.

As they dropped down into the foot of water that was there, they quickly gave the all clear as Allen had already moved the slimes that would have normally been there. It wasn’t but a few minutes later that all of the men were on the third floor, and Allen ordered the rats to push open their compartments on the wall and they came streaming out. All 100 of them started to use the walkways that were just above the water line to make their way to the group of men, who were distracted as they looked around for anything of value. Sadly for them, Allen wasn’t offering anything that they would want at this point and the pocketknives they had collected would be recycled after their deaths. A few minutes before the rats reached them, the slimes did and Allen got his first look at them in action. He felt like he was looking at a hive mind in action as the men were cornered on both sides of the tunnel they were in and simply moved to encase them. At this the men fought to keep the tide back, but there were just too many and it wasn’t long before the first few found themselves completely encased in slimes. At that point their frantic struggles just saw their weapons leaving their hands, as the slick substance caused them to lose their grip on their weapons and torches were extinguished.

Still, slimes were weak monsters and only four men were lost, before too many of the slimes had died to continue to encase more of the men, as they fought to save the four who were already dead. Allen knew this as he was in his core room and had seen the number of subjugations increase by four, leaving him needing just five to reach level 2. Though the surprise had been when rather than the 1,000 DP he had gotten when Svala had surrendered to him, or whatever had happened to trigger that subjugation, he had received 2,000 DP for each this time. For the first time since arriving in this world Allen really felt rich, as he thought about what he could do with all of those points. However, that could wait, as Allen saw the rats reach the men just as they had finished pulling the last body from the mass of dead slimes.

With the sudden appearance of the rats, the men failed to act in a timely fashion as the 16 remaining men each had five to seven of the rodents on them, as they thrashed about and fought frantically. Shrieks filled the tunnel as the fight continued and Allen saw four more subjugations occur before the last rat died and the 12 remaining men looked terrible. It was clear that they were planning to try and escape, and Allen hesitated before deciding against using the barrel of oil that he had prepared. All of the men were bleeding from the bite marks and the second floor was still full of smoke. If they did make it to the right exit still, six ratfolks were waiting for them to finish them off and the small clay pots with oil should be enough to do the job.

In contrast to the chaos below, things on the surface were still mostly peaceful and members of the second group were still happily going about their day. Though the first group was filled with whispers and looks at Vali, Harek and Bolla, as they went about their day while waiting for the fates of those below to be known. Though what Allen was paying attention to were the few who knew something was wrong, as they gathered around the open trap door that they had expected to see smoke from by now. The same smoke that the 12 men were now coughing in as they dragged themselves towards the four exits, as they weren’t sure which one was open. With only three men to each exit and them working only by memory, Allen was surprised when they actually found it. Though he had also received two more subjugation notices, as a few of the men died trying to find the exit before the smoke started to clear out. Though they were all met by the screams of those that did as they burned alive and three more subjugations came in.

After the fires died down, the six ratfolks responsible for that exit entered the tunnels, found the closest group of two and made short work of them as their screams echoed all around. By this point Allen wanted to look away, but he couldn’t. He knew that he was killing these men. He had made the conscious decision that they had to die. He had even been excited at receiving the DP when the first few did, but now he felt like a monster as the ratfolk found the group of three, and after losing two of their number, overwhelmed them. Finally, the last group was found as they stared at the burnt corpses of the group that had found the exit, as the last of the group of 20 died.

Allen checked up above as the screams of the men below had been heard and it was clear that they now knew something was wrong as smoke poured out of the hole. However, by the time it had cleared, it was already too late and the silence they all heard was enough to confirm that, as the ratfolks were hard at work pulling all the bodies back to the third floor. At the same time, Allen was spawning a few dozen slimes to get to work on dissolving the bodies and replicating themselves, as they automatically did when they reached a certain mass. Allen wasn’t sure exactly what the threshold was, as they had simply been doing it by feeding off the mud that had originally been at the bottom of the water and the smoke particles that fell into the water. However, he was interested to see if processing the bodies would result in any changes to the slimes, as most of the first group had become purifier slimes.

By the time the last body had been dragged into the third floor and the ratfolk had returned to their normal positions, the situation above had devolved into another argument. This time it was the 17 women from the second group yelling and shouting at Vali’s group, that they needed to go and help their mates. Meanwhile, the women in Vali’s group were shouting back as the men stood at the ready, in case things got out of hand. It was looking like they would be needed when Bolla walked up to the trapdoor and slammed it shut as she let out an absolute tirade. Allen couldn’t be sure, but he felt like she was telling them all that Vali warned them as they laughed and she wasn’t about to have her mate get killed to save those who were already dead. By the end of it, over 12 of the women in the second group had broken down in tears, as the remaining five looked awkward as they tried to comfort them. It was then that the nine women from Vali’s group shifted from yelling to joining in the crying as they held their mates.

Allen kept his eyes on them for several hours as he watched them grieve and process what they had lost, as he felt guilt at what his survival had cost others. The 40,000 DP that it had been worth was something that just made it worse, as he almost felt like never touching it. However, he knew that he had to, just as he had to see what leveling up did for him. So, he pulled up his DP screen and saw that his radius had doubled and so he spent the next four hours mindlessly designing the changes to his dungeon. The changes that he planned would cost just over 11,500 of the DP he had just earned, as he doubled the depth of his dungeon while adding four new ten-foot-high floors between the first floor and the first crawling floor. He was keeping with the multiple exits on time delays, plus each of the new floors were just mazes of narrow hallways that the ratfolk would have a major advantage in. Particularly as he was keeping them as the only monster on the floors above the first of the two crawling floors. Once he was done populating the new floors, there was a total of 50 ratfolks, plus the 20 extra on the first floor that would rush in anytime more than 20 invaders entered.

The other noticeable changes were that he was only receiving 59 DP a day from the humans above now, while his passive gains had increased to 20 DP a day, for a net loss of 10 DP a day. He also needed to decide what the next monster that he was going to add to those he could summon was going to be. This caused him to think about the need of a healer and caregiver for Svala when she inevitably gave birth, and so he figured that he should consult with her about it. With one last look at the situation above, which had transformed into what Allen figured was a ritual or service to mourn the dead, he returned to his room where Svala was waiting for him. The moment that Allen appeared, he found himself wrapped in a hug as Svala started to break down and cry. Allen wasn’t sure what to do and so he just held her as she continued to cry for a good long while before she finally spoke.

“How many?”

“All 20.”

“Any from Vali’s group?”

“No, all from the other group.”

“Do they know yet?”

“Yeah, they heard the final struggle before the end.”

“Good. They need to know not to attack my mate, or ignore my brother.”

“Svala, are you alright?”

“No, but I have you, so I will be.”

“Alright.”

With that Allen just lay back with Svala as time passed and he put the grim events of the day out of his mind as he focused on just being there with her. As he did this, he would check on things above as for the first night since they had arrived, no sounds of passion could be heard in the camp above. Though when morning came it was clear that a change was about to happen. The 13 remaining men of the second group were surrounded by the 20 men from Vali’s group as Vali spoke to them. Some of them looked like they wanted to fight, but in the end no fight broke out and the camp was reorganized, before a team of ten, with five coming from each group, prepped to enter the dungeon. This included Vali, who seemed to be taking command of the group set to descend and it seemed that this was the only reason any were willing to even enter at this point.

When these ten descended, it wasn’t long before they noticed the changes as the much larger area took them far more effort to traverse. Allen also realized that there were too few ratfolks for the larger area, as the group of ten only ran into two before they reached the second floor. Still, just as planned, both left behind a pouch of peppercorns when they fled after throwing their pocketknives, as had become their signature move. Though the real shock came as they reached the end of the second floor and found that the third floor had changed as well. At this point Vali seemed to decide that they needed to head back and they left after fighting a total of five ratfolks, killing two of them. With modest gains they all returned to the world above as they were welcomed, with those who had mates receiving hugs and kisses, and those without being embraced by a few who had just lost their mates.

Allen found that rather disconcerting as he felt that they should have waited a bit longer before moving on, but Svala had made it clear that unmated women were always at risk if no help was near. Still, he wasn’t worried about that right now as the first part of the day had gone well and now Vali needed to handle the second part of the day as he met with three others. Two were from his own group and one was from the second group. They were looking at the small pile of peppercorns and trying to figure out what they were. Vali was still playing dumb as Bolla arrived with some meat and wild greens that had been boiled, and handed a crude plate to each man. One of the other men had smashed one of the peppercorns and sneezed after smelling it as the others laughed at the man. Vali took that as his chance to take a bit of the smashed pepper and put it in his mouth and he recoiled from the taste as the other men laughed once more. Though he adopted a thoughtful face after that and smashed a few more of the peppercorns before crumbling them over a bit of the boiled greens. As he ate that bite, he smiled and one of the other men risked adding it to his own and smiled at the new flavor as well.

Like this it wasn’t long before the whole camp was enjoying the new flavor, though there was still a cloud hanging over them as the afternoon became night. As it did so, they gathered as a group around a fire pit that had been constructed and talked as one group, with Vali standing up after everyone was present. It was then that he spoke about what Allen assumed were the changes to the dungeon and how he believed that the lives that were lost had fueled the changes. Once he was done, a few others spoke and it wasn’t long before a few arguments broke out, and Allen figured that not everyone was happy to ignore that he had murdered 20 men. Yet, by the end of the gathering all was calm once more and everyone returned to their tents. Allen let Svala know what had happened as they waited to pay Vali another visit.

When they arrived in Vali’s tent, they found all three of its occupants awake and other than flinching at their arrival, none showed any reaction, or made a noise. Though Bolla was quick to pull Svala into a hug as Vali and Harek eyed Allen with a mix of fear and respect. Still, Allen was only here to make sure everything was still fine as Svala freed herself from the hug and started to speak.

“Vali, is everything fine?”

“Yes.”

“How many want to still kill Allen?”

Vali shook his head and responded to Svala, before she relayed to Allen that it wouldn’t be long before more arrived and that many were seeing his dungeon as a real danger rather than a goldmine. Though the peppercorns had caused a few others to reconsider their stances, as the only deaths were of those who had tried to go past the mark that Vali had convinced everyone meant death. That was after they spun the story of Svala blindly pressing forward and having been alone and therefore defenseless against the ratfolks, as the only exception. Vali asked if it was safe to assume that would remain the case moving forward. Allen let him know to expect more changes, but floors before the skull and crossbones mark wouldn’t trigger the dungeon to actively seek to exterminate the invaders. After that they talked about other things that they wanted to acquire and requests that Allen could work on. The biggest of these was to add light to the dungeon as apparently from what Vali had heard, other dungeons did this on some, if not all, of their floors.

It was that request that Allen had found himself focused on when he and Svala had returned to his room, as he realized that he had been forgetting that magic was a thing. This thought had also made him think about the possibility of adding vegetation and climate control to some of his floors, to create various environments. Though what Allen found as he looked into options for lighting the dungeon effectively was less than ideal on his current budget as at best the lights he could afford would glow dimly. Despite that Svala told him that they were considered valuable magic items, but few would take them from the nearby dungeon as those who did, tended to die. All Allen could think of was that there had to be a material in this world that he didn’t know about, that would make the walls give off light on their own. In the end, Allen thought back to his desire to increase his power facilities and the idea of installing LED light sources all over the place. Then he thought about motion-activated lights, strobe lights and black lights, which all offered interesting possibilities if he were to use them. However, they were all really an extravagant price to pay to try and have a bit of fun, as Allen decided that he would turn the current fourth floor into a greenhouse experiment.

Thankfully LED lights didn’t require much power. The issue was that Allen was not an electrician and if the light wasn’t one that literally plugged into the wall, he was unsure on how to set it up. He didn’t think that this would be that big of an issue if he were able to get instruction manuals with the items that he bought, but he couldn’t. Even the math textbooks that Allen had reproduced in the early days, when he was trying to figure out ways to use knowledge from Earth to cheat, were full of sections that were just blank. The best Allen could figure, if he never studied that section, it was completely blank. Which was particularly funny when he found the back section with the answers weren’t missing a single page, even if the pages with the problems it was answering were blank. Allen seriously considered using DP to increase his intelligence and wisdom more, but he worried about how long it would be before doing so would change who he was.

All of this made him decide that he needed someone to add to his group who could handle all of that and more. This once more brought Allen back to the options he had for selecting the new monster that he would be able to use in the dungeon. In the end, four options stood out to him from their descriptions. They were the high elf, wood elf, harem elf and sylph. Part of Allen wondered where he had even heard of a sylph, but he was leaning against going that route as they didn’t seem suited for living in one place. Though, like the three types of elves, they were highly intelligent and didn’t come with any major issues that Allen would worry about them being too evil. The only reason Allen was seriously considering harem elves was the part of its description as being more powerful than normal elves, because every member of a protagonist harem has plot armor. That line alone had made Allen laugh and think how if this was a book, he would definitely be that, but no matter how fantastical his life was now or would get, he didn’t get to assume it would all work out. No, he would have to adapt and learn every step of the way, and if that meant embracing being surrounded by powerful women that loved him, he figured he could deal with that.

So, with that thought, Allen found Svala as she tried to watch and understand a TV show about a detective who finds out he is something called a Grimm. She was just past the scene where his soon to be best friend jumped through his own window and tackled him when he was snooping around, when he arrived. At seeing Allen, she lit up and started to speak.

“Allen, in your world are there monsters like these?”

“Only in stories, or at least I think so. I didn’t really believe in magic before that night that it sent me here. Who knows, maybe it was always right under my nose and I didn’t know it. Anyways, I need to talk with you, if you could pause that for now.”

Svala nodded as she grabbed the remote and a moment later, she was looking at him again and he could tell she had more questions. Thankfully, he had explained much of technology to her and so he was sure that it had more to do with something more unique to the show as he spoke before she could distract him.

“Svala, with the power increase I got, I am able to add one more monster to my dungeon and I am debating on what I should choose.”

“Oh, could you add a monster like in-”

“No, or at least I don’t think so as they haven’t shown up in the options I have, but I haven’t looked through the list completely yet. Instead, I am thinking of adding one that would look more like a human who, like Owen, would not fight above, but help with other tasks.”

“What tasks does Owen do again?”

“That is actually a good question, though that is more my fault than his as he was meant as someone to talk to more than anything. I still intend for him to do many things in the future, but I need to create the facilities for him to work with before that.”

“Okay, what tasks will new monster have?”

“Mainly caring for you, when you get close to giving birth, with healing, but I am hopeful that they will have other skills as well.”

“They will be your second mate?”

At Svala’s question Allen paused as he thought about a few things before he responded.

“Possibly, but that is what I wanted to get your opinion on. I am considering three options. One is more powerful, but they will be guaranteed to want to become my mate. The other two are less powerful, but also take much less power and I could make more of them to handle other tasks-”

“You want me to pick the not mate ones. Why?”

“I don’t have a good answer, other than I feel like it would be weird and possibly wrong to create a woman to be my mate.”

“Do you plan to make more of what Owen is?”

“Eventually, but not yet.”

“Will you make more of new mate option?”

“No, if I choose that option, I will only create a single one of them, but I would make more of the other two options.”

“Mate option bad then. Could other options end up creating mate for you as well?”

“Yes, at least I expect they could.”

“Will it be less weird?”

“I am not sure. Less creepy though.”

“Then non-mate options, what difference?”

“Where they like to live, temperament and aptitudes.”

“Which like live here?”

“Neither I expect, but a high elf would likely do better than the wood elf.”

“Then high elf and I hope new friend for me and mate for you.”

Allen just smiled at the look Svala was giving him as he mentally selected high elves and created one before them. As the new high elf appeared, holding a metal staff with a sun on top of it, Allen couldn’t help but smile at her beauty. He first noticed her almost white platinum blond hair. Next he was drawn to the golden color of her eyes and her pale skin that didn’t feel real. Before he could move down, Svala was already talking.

“Is this what Allen like?”

“Svala, that is rude. She is a person just like you and I like more than just your looks.”

“Oh, what you like about me?”

“Your curiosity and smile to name a few, maybe-”

“Excuse me, but as much as I am sure your conversation with Svala is important, I would like to understand just what is going on and it seems I can only understand you.”

“What she say?”

Allen just shook his head and sighed, as he knew that once more language was going to be a major issue moving forward. All he could think of was that he would need to increase their new guest’s intelligence enough to make learning new languages easy for them and put them in charge of teaching if nothing else. It was with this thought that Allen responded to both women’s questions.

“She is trying to understand why she is here, as simply popping into existence with knowledge but no memories can’t be simple. Now, before we get off topic, I am your creator, though I am unsure just what that means to you and will let you form your own opinions on that and more over time. As to why I created you, it is in the hope that you will be able to become a healer and caregiver to Svala, as she is intended to have my children. I would rather not lose her to complications and not knowing what I am doing as I am not a doctor, nor do I have any experience with the more natural methods of creating life.”

“Is that all I am meant to do?”

“No, you are meant to become much more than that, but the details of that are for you to decide. While I have the power to control you, I will only order that you not harm me, or the others that I permit to enter the portion of my dungeon that I consider home.”

“Dungeon? Am I a prisoner?”

“I suppose it could be seen that way. Though I could be seen as a prisoner as well and in some ways, I am more of one than you. If freedom from this place is what you seek, the day will come that I will let you and a group of your kind that I create leave and establish yourselves somewhere of your choosing in the world.”

“How long until that day will come?”

“Long enough that you will be able to plan what your actions will be and I have the power to create enough of your kind that you could survive and establish a settlement securely.”

“Very well, but know that I will hold you to your word as while you may be able to control me, I doubt that you could force me to use my abilities if I didn’t wish to.”

“Oh, and just what are those?”

“You created me and you don’t know?”

“I have a way to check, but I would have to leave to do so and I just know that you should be gifted in magic. I am unsure as to how that manifested in you.”

“It seems your will was considered when you created me as healing is the only magic I currently grasp. Though it is weak and I suspect that it would at most heal minor wounds that would heal on their own.”

“I will see what I can do about that and a few other things shortly, but first I need to know what your thoughts are towards me?”

“Frustration. Different parts of me are telling me very different things and I am not sure which to listen to.”

“Fair enough, but know that if one of those parts is encouraging you to sleep with me, I have an ability, or curse, called potent pheromones. It has the annoying effect of making me attractive to all women, or at least I think it does. For the record I didn’t know for sure that you would be a woman and I apologize if you hate me for that ability, but I have no way to control it and don’t fully understand it yet.”

“Wonderful. Am I correct to assume that you want me to give in and listen to that part of myself, rather than the part that tells me that I should find a way to escape by any means?”

“No, I am hoping that you listen to neither of those as you figure out what you want. Now I am going to leave for a moment as I need to see just what you are capable of. I would say that you and Svala should talk while I am gone, but language is a rather large barrier right now. That said, I am hopeful that you can pick up her language as it will be needed if you want to communicate with those currently camped above us, or who live in the area in general.”

“I appreciate your honesty. At least I hope it’s the truth of the matter. As to the linguistic concerns, I will happily learn as much from her as I can.”

“What she say?” interrupted Svala before Allen could vanish.

“That she looks forward to learning your language and anything else you wish to teach her about outside our home, once you two can talk.”

“Not mate?”

“No, she has not stated that she wishes to do so and I will not force her or any other.”

“Good, force never end well.”

Allen just chuckled to himself as he returned to his core and brought up his interface. Then he remembered that their new guest needed a name and he just shook his head before deciding that he should look at Svala’s stats as he pulled her information up.

Name: Svala

Status: Alive

Condition: normal

Title: first mate

Stats:

Strength: 10

Dexterity: 11

Durability: 7

Intelligence: 8

Wisdom: 13

Luck: 6

At seeing her stats Allen frowned as he felt that tens were what every human should have had at a minimum in the first five. Luck was something that was normally intangible and he really wished there was a better way to quantify everything. Even then, when compared to Owen’s totals she was weaker as her total was only 55 and his was 61. Allen could only assume that there were ways that humans affected these scores, both knowingly and unknowingly, but he expected that once Svala became part of his dungeon hers were locked in. Part of Allen wanted to increase all her stats by at least one point, but he held back on all but spending the 450 DP to raise her durability to 10. In that single area he didn’t care what she thought, as he refused to not improve her ability to survive an attack, or anything else that happened to her.

With that done, Allen returned to his room where Svala had returned to watching the TV show and the high elf was inspecting the bed. Though she stood up straight and looked at Allen questioningly a second later as she noticed him. That caused Svala to notice him as well and pause the show again as she spoke to him.

“Did you just do something to Svala?”

“Yes, I increased your durability. I am not sure just what that would do to you, but I assume it will help you survive in case anything ever does come here. I need to talk to you about if you would like me to change any other of the things I call stats, but first I need to correct a mistake I made before I left, as our new guest needs a name for me to see her stats.”

“A name. Yes I should have one of those. As you are here to discuss it with me, am I to be consulted?”

“You get to pick it.”

“No, I think that I would like you to give me a name. Consider it a test if you like.”

“Fine. Let’s see, you’re a high elf, but that doesn’t matter as names have no true rules. Are you sure that you want me to name you as it won’t be anything I would consider unique and I think as soon as I say it you will be stuck with it.”

“It will likely be unique here and I feel that giving myself a name would lead me to picking something that could be considered less than ideal, due to the grandiose ideals that I would put into it.”

“Fine, but I will only give you a first name as you can decide the rest when you pick your path in the future.” As Allen said that, he paused and considered all of the female names that he knew of. Most of them felt too common for him to brand such a beauty with and yet he didn’t want to name her anything that he would have issue remembering, or pronouncing. Finally, he came to one that he thought fit, though he held in a laugh at where he pulled it from as he spoke it, “Cassandra.”

“Hmm, not what I would have gone with, but I feel like there is knowledge pertaining to a great warrior with that name.”

“That would come from a game. Ignore that as I just like the name and thought it fit you. Your name doesn’t make you any greater than you would be otherwise and trying to fill the shoes of others who held the name before you is just dumb.”

“Names have power. It is why you used one that you liked as you hope to like me, but if you hated me, well I dare say being named mud would be a kindness.”

“Right. Feel free to look around as you like. I should be back shortly.”

With that Allen returned to his core and pulled up Cassandra’s stats.

Name: Cassandra

Status: Alive

Condition: normal

Title: first high elf

Stats:

Strength: 10

Dexterity: 12

Durability: 8

Intelligence: 14

Wisdom: 12

Luck: 5

Abilities: Light Healing.

Once more her stats added up to 61 and Allen looked at her ability to see how useful, if at all, it would be.

[Light Healing: speeds up the natural healing of any individual such that all their injuries heal 10,000 times faster for one minute. Counts for one-point against daily arcane spell limit.]

At seeing spell limit for the first time, Allen quickly looked up the term and found that depending on the type of spell, a limit was based off the stat that a creature had in the corresponding stats. To his surprise there were three spell types, with arcane relating to intelligence, divine to wisdom and chance to luck. Next, he saw that the spell limit was based on a formula of the value or the stat times the highest level spell using that stat known. So, Cassandra would currently be able to cast light healing 14 times a day before she would be unable to cast any arcane spells. Once she had a level 2 spell she would be able to cast it 14 times or her first-level spell 28 times, making each second-level spell cost her two first-level ones. This made him wonder just what the conditions of the other two types of spells were and how different they all were from the other.

Still, he was here to alter Cassandra and make her into the best healer he could, and so the first thing he did was to spend 700 DP and raise her intelligence to 18. Next, he spent 250 to make her wisdom 14 and another 250 to raise her durability to 10, before looking at her light healing ability. The first major flaw that Allen saw was it only increased natural healing and couldn’t repair anything that the body couldn’t fix on its own. Then it would likely use the energy of the one being healed as it was still their body doing the work and he didn’t want to know what that would take out of someone. Though, Allen also realized that it could be used to get over a cold in a minute rather than days, if dungeon creatures could even get sick, but the same logic applied to poisons. So, he was hoping to see an option for upgrading the ability, but instead he found that he would need to purchase the next level of the spell, which was much the same. The only difference that he could tell was that the second level tripled the time the spell was active for, making it more efficient, but not enough for Allen to be willing to spend 1,000 DP on it.

That was the other thing that was quickly apparent. Adding new abilities was expensive as any level 1 ability cost 250 DP and the level two versions cost 1,000 DP, regardless of what the ability was. It also seemed that he could only access abilities that were the same level or lower than his dungeon level. Though if the prices kept increasing at the rate he was currently seeing, level 3 abilities would cost 4,000 DP plus the 1,250 DP for the first two levels. All Allen could think of as he saw the implications of how quickly the prices would rise, was how little the 40,000 DP he got from the deaths of the 20 invaders was. It also made him reconsider the costs of everything he had considered expensive before and just how much power he would need to accumulate to achieve the level of safety that he was after.

Thankfully, Allen found one good thing, as he learned that there were no restrictions beyond having high enough stats, to having access to multiple types of spells. He then found a divine spell that was better at healing impossible injuries, as it would even regrow flesh to a certain extent. It was that spell line that Allen was sure would contain spells to replace whole arms, or even a heart if used quickly enough. The only issue was that it, like all divine spells, required the one using it to worship a deity. Worse yet, in the cases of dungeon creatures, his reading told him that he was that deity. On the list of things that Allen thought would ensure he became a power-hungry bastard, was being worshiped as a literal god. Yet he also knew that there was no way around this fact as he once more returned to his room, where he found Cassandra and Svala trying to communicate. At seeing him appear, Cassandra stopped and turned to speak to him.

“I can tell that you increased my intellect and what I assume is wisdom, but I haven’t felt any more abilities form, or my healing improve. Why is that?”

“Because, you currently have access to arcane healing, which seems to function differently than what I would have liked. There is a solution as I can grant you the divine healing ability and as it increases, I believe that you will be able to heal someone, even if they just had their heart ripped out.”

“The issue being that I would need to worship a god and you and I know nothing of the ones of this world.”

“Worse, as a creature bound to my dungeon, you have to worship me.”

“How is that worse? I at least know you exist and I can view you as my creator rather easily as you did in fact create me.”

“I don’t want to be a god, nor do I want worshipers. I am trying not to become one of the egomaniacs who think they have all the answers, that my old world was full of. I just want to gain enough power and secure a comfortable existence here with Svala and the others that become part of my family.”

“Part of that is the establishment of mine and other peoples, who will leave and establish civilizations around you and see your dungeon as a holy place.”

“I don’t particularly like that phrasing,” stated Allen, as he resisted the desire to allow himself to pursue that line of reasoning once more.

“Allen, you are creating what could be considered the cradle of life for my race. How can it be anything less than the most holy of places to us?”

“Okay, what caused the major change in your attitude?” questioned Allen, in a futile attempt to shut down Cassandra as she used his own logic against him. “You seemed ready to rebuke me when you first arrived. Now you are saying that you're fine with treating me as a god?”

“I will still rebuke you now if you would like as while I can see you as a god, I don’t have to see you as faultless. No, I would say that I see you as a flawed god, who sees his flaw and desires to create those who can better make a world that he sees as correct. I am fine worshiping such a being as I know that it doesn’t expect anything but loyalty to its continued existence and that I work towards a better future. Tell me, would you ever see yourself ordering a war to purge those who refuse to worship you?”

“No, but again, I haven’t been corrupted by my power yet.”

“Would you order a war to remove a threat that would seek to destroy you if given the chance?”

Allen paused as he thought on that one for a moment, before responding to Cassandra’s question.

“I think I made a mistake when I made you smarter and wiser than I am. Now I have no chance to win any argument and I fear making myself too smart or wise, as it could change who I am.”

“Yet, I was still enough of a blank slate that doing so to me wasn’t an issue. So, let me tell you what I see as your eventual fate. You are going to become the creator of many races as you found a pantheon around you, with your wives likely becoming goddesses to your believers as well. Though I am less sure about the exact details, but I am sure that all the women you love will quickly become as powerful as you can possibly manage. That just leaves the question as to why I am not trying to secure a spot as one of them?”

“Which I am sure that you will be all too happy to explain if I but ask. I want to tell you that you’re being a know-it-all and that you should stop, but I created you and likely forced you to become one, so I feel like I have no room to admonish you. So, tell me why?”

“I am being a know-it-all. I am wise enough to see it and no, I don’t intend to always be this way, but in this case it is useful. As to why I am not focused on securing a spot as one of the women that you love, it is simple. I need to know that you will survive, as right now your situation is too much of an unknown to me. Though be warned that once I feel secure in your future, I will likely want to join Svala as being one of the women who you love. I just hope you actually do fall in love with more than just my body.”

“I will never touch you if all I like is your body, but I doubt that will be an issue. That said, until you and Svala can understand each other, the answer is no.”

“I can accept that. Now, are you going to give me the ability to use divine healing?”

“I just did.”

Allen smiled as he saw the reaction that Cassandra had to suddenly gaining access to the first two levels of divine healing. The first level of which was called prayer of lesser healing and the second level was called prayer of minor healing. Both would regenerate small bits of flesh and lessen scarring for those healed, as it worked to restore the body to a perfected state. Allen theorized that both could be used to remove scars and even restore and keep a corpse in perfect condition, except for the not being alive part. He was also sure that eventually a spell like resurrection would come along, in the chain of spells that would be unlocked as he continued to level up. He just wondered when and how many dead or captured humans it would take. Though he just needed three more to reach level 3 and he got an idea on just how he could reach that if it worked. However, he wanted to understand more about how he had gotten his first subjugation point, before trying anything too risky out.

With that settled, Allen returned to his observations of those above as Svala snuggled up next to him, while she and Cassandra returned to trying to understand the other. While Allen wasn’t expecting quick results, it was clear that Cassandra would be much faster at picking up Svala’s language than he had been. Though after asking Svala about it, he did end up spending the 250 DP to raise her intelligence to ten. They both worried about her changing too much too quickly, but they also agreed that she needed to be smarter if she was going to understand everything that Allen wanted to teach her.

(*****)


Chapter 8.

Mission.

Stan and Madison had found their lives filled with constant struggle since they had been disappeared by whatever the organization that had contacted them was. While they claimed to be a branch of the government focused on monitoring and reacting whenever a member of the paranormal community caused issues, they had offered no proof. Not that either of the two siblings were in any position to ask for any, as they were on what their captors call the hell routine. This involved waking up, having ten minutes to be dressed and finished with the first of three shakes, which supposedly contained everything their body needed for the day within them. After that it was right into the first session of intense exercise, that just got more intense each day and lasted until it was time for their second shake. After the shake came the showers and study time, as they learned all about the various paranormals that were documented. This included how the current estimate of the paranormal population was sitting at 80,000 worldwide, as magic was just too thin for there to be any more than that.

There had been many theories as to why around 80,000 seemed to be all that could exist at any one time, but none of them had anything to stand on. Though one thing was known, many humans and animals had the potential to manifest as paranormal at any time and it was random enough that it was thought that every human had the potential to do so. However, a few things could be done to skew the odds in any given human’s favor, which included undergoing the act that normally turned a human into a vampire. Although now it seemed that the infected human would often lie dead for months before rising and some took years to do so. The only reason that it was clear that the human wasn’t a corpse was due to them not decaying, so long as some blood was placed in their mouth every week or so. 

Once study time was over it was time for weapons training, as the pair learned everything about maintaining and operating a wide range of weaponry. This included knives, pistols, shotguns, rifles, explosives and even more. Though none of it was with live rounds, or even blanks as simulations were all they did, but that wasn’t to say that feeling a vest deliver an electric shock that knocked them off their feet was fun. After that it was time for their final shake of the day and their daily review, that they could barely keep their eyes open for. The only exception to this routine was when Madison was forced to cooperate as others tried to use her as a medium to track down Allen, or the jinni that he had freed. Which had included many less than enjoyable experiences of lying naked as old ladies drew symbols all over her body while chanting in strange languages. For all Madison knew she had been cursed a dozen or more times and life wasn’t getting any better until a change finally occurred.

It started with an early morning visit from the female vampire who had first brought them in, as she sat across from the siblings with a folder. Though the first thing the siblings noticed was how worn down she looked, as she seemed to be struggling to read the information that the folder held. Finally, after a good five minutes of waiting, Madison spoke.

“Are you alright?”

“No, and I think it’s your boyfriend’s fault. Whatever is happening started when he disappeared and only seems to be accelerating.”

“Oh, and what is that?” pressed Madison, desperate for any information that could get her closer to Allen.

“He isn’t involved, at least not directly. Not that he could be, as he no longer exists as far as we can tell. Either the jinni lied, or Allen Mason is on a different planet as everything that we have tried to find him has come up with a big fat nothing. The jinni on the other hand, well he is a bit easier to find, at least in the broad sense as we have narrowed it down to the Sahara Desert. The problem is his signature is so large that finding his exact location is impossible, at least without Madison that is.”

“Great, more naked fun times with the grannies.”

“Not this time. I am here to tell you that you're going on a trip and well, I sure hope you are readier than you should be after a few months of intense training and magical steroids.”

“Hold on, what?!” shouted Stan as he glanced down at his pants in worry.

“Don’t worry, they aren’t like that crap human athletes keep using. These ones are much more subtle and don’t shrink anything that you might mistakenly think you will even need.”

Madison let out a giggle as Stan looked mortified at the vampire’s statement before he retorted.

“Are you saying that I never get a chance to even have a fling with someone in this organization? I thought we were training to be badass undercover operatives and-”

“You would get paired up with some hot piece of ass that you would bang before everything went to hell and she got killed and you killed all the bad guys in a vengeful rage?” snarked the vampire. “Sorry, but our job is to capture when possible and only kill when absolutely necessary. If you have been doing your homework, you would know that the leading theory is that every time a paranormal dies, a human or animal becomes a paranormal. Do you have any idea the level of chaos that creates for us? It is much better to simply deal with the devils we know, than wonder what fresh horror the newest member of our community will inflict upon the world. Which is what is so messed up about the current situation as normally worldwide there are one or two paranormals that emerge every day. I might have to respond to one every week or two in my jurisdiction. There were 1,000 last week alone and the week before was over 800 worldwide. Normally 21 is a crazy week for us.”

“Wait, you realize what this means, right?” asked Madison.

“That the damn jinni is laughing at all of us while we chase our tails?”

“No, the jinn are what releases magic into this world and the fumes that escape from them when they’re trapped are what has sustained the 80,000 paranormal until now!”

“Right, so the sooner we shove the jerk back into a bottle and hide it away from the rest of the world the better,” retorted the vampire. “Look, little girl, you look excited at the prospect of what this could mean for my kind, but let me tell you what it means for your kind. My kind are not cuddly or cute and we aren’t fighting for our rights like certain groups have across human history. No, if we were, many of us would want you humans as cattle and nothing more. How many humans do you think it would take to stop me in the dead of night, knowing that most of the things most of your kind thinks would kill me will do nothing to me?”

“100?”

“Ha, try 1,000 just to slow me down. You could blow my head off and besides some short-term memory loss I would be just fine. The 80,000 of us out there right now are mostly working to keep the humans from knowing anything, or in prisons like this one. Heck even I live here, so you could say that even I am a prisoner and we do this because not all of us are as durable as a vampire. We used to be outnumbered closer to 1,000 to one, way back when the first books of the Bible were being written down. Before you ask, yes there are still a few who were around back then and remember what it was like to move more freely. However, even then we feared the humans’ numbers and it has only gotten worse since then. So, tell me, what is the good of there suddenly being thousands more of my kind, when we stand no chance of winning the fight against humans and it just shines a spotlight on us?”

“Why do you have to fight humans?” asked Madison “I am sure that-”

“They wouldn’t try and force us to do whatever they want. News flash, why do you think I am here and I do what I do? Sad fact, there are few if any free paranormals in this world and the only reason any of us can enjoy any part of our existence, is because we work hard to make sure only the darkest parts of governments know we exist. I doubt the President even knows that we exist and I know Congress doesn’t, and anyone who ends up read into this program, only leaves in a body bag. That means that having a relationship is not really viable and flings, as Romeo over there called them, are absolutely not allowed. No, if you are lucky enough to find a partner among those who are read in that is willing to deal with the issues of life in this program, well, let’s just say that you better hold on tight.”

“Then why were you so happy and flirty when you picked us up?” retorted Stan, sounding like his dreams had been shattered.

“Simple, things go so much easier when the targets cooperate. Why do you think I tried to warn Madison off when I first got in your car? After that it was about giving you the motivation to survive your training. Now-”

“It’s about seeing if we can push forward despite losing everything,” cut in Madison. “So, when do my brother and I leave for the Sahara?”

“Only you. Your brother isn’t needed and this is likely goodbye for you two as even if you succeed, there is no guarantee that you will come back here.”

“Wait, will I even know if Madison is alive?”

“No, and she won’t know if you are either.”

“I want a condition for my aid in tracking the jinni,” stated Madison firmly.

“Not how this works as they don’t need your cooperation as they can simply strap you down and use you as a compass if you want to make things hard on yourself.”

“Come on, at least let me say it before you shoot it down!”

“Fine, what condition are you after that you think I would even begin to entertain it.”

“If Allen is found, I am allowed to be with him.”

“I already told you, your boyfriend no longer exists.”

“Then it isn’t a lot to ask for.”

“Fine, I will run that one up the chain, but your ride is waiting and you have a long flight ahead of you. Perhaps you will have an answer by the time you land, or after the four or five months it will take to use you to find the jinni.”

“Thank you, and for what it’s worth, I think that this program sucks too.”

“Alright, you have ten minutes to say goodbye before I come back to get you. Make the most of it.”

With that the vampire left the room and the siblings sat there quietly at first, before Stan stood up and smashed his chair against the wall.

“Feel better?”

“Fuck no! What the hell! You should hate me for dragging you into this, just like I am pissed at Allen for dragging me into it.”

“Allen didn’t know what he was doing and neither did we. Also, don’t let the walking cadaver tell you that you won’t find a way to be happy in this job, as that is what this is. Sure, she is a paranormal and it sounds like she got the raw end of that deal, but if you can keep your head on your shoulders, I bet you can wriggle your way into the Pentagon after 30 years of this BS. That is my goal, so let’s aim to see each other after 30 and swap stories.”

“You know that isn’t how this is going to go down. Things out there are going crazy and you’re walking right into the eye of the storm.”

“Yep, so you better weather it and see me after I bring Allen back and force him to marry me.”

“Right. Fine. Just don’t die on me as Mom and Dad would kill me.”

“Ha, Mom and Dad are probably devastated right now.  They think we are just missing, or did the government go the whole nine yards and fake our deaths in a way that our bodies wouldn’t be identifiable?”

“Madison, do you even care a little about what they must be going through?”

“Yeah, but I have to live with that as well. At least Allen got to send a message.”

“Sounds like the jinni is more human than our government.”

“Stan, I don’t think the people here really care about any of that. All anything is to them is a threat that needs to be neutralized before things get out of hand.”

“Got it, don’t become something they feel a need to neutralize.”

“As annoying and at times gross as you have been all my life, I am going to miss you.”

“Speak for yourself. This was when you were supposed to head to college anyways, so to me that’s where you will always be!”

“Love you too, big brother.”

With that Madison stood as she hugged her brother and they just held in tears that they knew were pointless, until the vampire returned when their time was up. From there Madison found herself being led to an exit where a helicopter was waiting for them and it wasn’t long before she was looking at the prison from the sky. She wondered just how many agents and prisoners were being held there, and just what kind of paranormals were out there. Much of what she had read had been focused on the most common ones, but the vampire letting her know that there were a few who were thousands of years old didn’t fit with anything she had read. Even vampires couldn’t live that long from what she had read. At best 1,000 years was what they could last. Really, what Madison wanted to know more than anything, was just what the scientists had been able to figure out, through the research that she was sure the government was conducting. Heck, she expected that more than one paranormal had ended up strapped to a table as they were dissected. She just hoped most of them hadn’t been alive at that point. Though any vampire they had done that to would have had to have been, as their bodies liquified upon death.

It was with that sickening thought that Madison ended her ponderings about how paranormals worked and instead focused on the task of surviving the situation in front of her. Bluntly speaking, she didn’t think that she would be allowed to live once they captured the jinni and she suspected that they planned to use Stan to find her if she escaped. Nothing else made sense to her as they didn’t have any other value and she still didn’t buy the whole dark government program angle. No, this group was all paranormals and they were likely run by the ones who were thousands of years old. If she thought about the possibilities, she could see them seeking control, or simply to avoid humans really finding out anything important. 

An exhausting plane flight and SUV ride later, and Madison found herself looking out at an ocean of sand and a bunch of camels. From what she had been told, they would be walking from this point on and she would be wearing a shemagh, which was a scarf made for keeping sand off her head. At least it wasn’t a full burqa like she had feared when she had first landed and saw many women wearing them from the SUV’s windows. Still, Madison was ready for a miserable time, as the team of 50 she was headed out with were planning to find and seal the jinni on this mission. Apparently, they still knew how to and that had become their top priority, even if it cost them all their lives. Madison didn’t care one way or another as to her, everyone there were already ghosts. Them dying was no different than if she did and the world wouldn’t miss them. It was with that thought that she started walking in the middle of the group, which she now knew was the safest spot as it was the hardest point for anything to attack. Though she had a thought about how a giant worm beneath the sand could ruin that plan rather quickly and snickered to herself as the man nearest her shot her a look. She hadn’t received anything on if she would be able to stay with Allen if they found him, but that had been what she expected from the beginning, so she didn’t let it bother her.

(*****)


Chapter 9.

Disruption.

Allen found the time since creating Cassandra was passing quickly as after a short standoff between her and Owen, both simply ignored the other and went about their tasks. What little they each said, was that they blamed him for having a notion that dwarves and elves were always begrudging allies in his mind. As they put it, the fact that they even had opinions of races that likely didn’t even exist in this new world, was proof that it was his fault. Still, it only took Cassandra two weeks to be as fluent in English as Svala had been before Allen had increased her intelligence. From that point on, Svala had quickly picked up more and when she talked with Allen, it was much more fluid and had reached the point where she was starting to understand concepts that her language didn’t have.

Allen had also spent enough DP to expand his living area and added in what he was calling experimental workshops. There he would let Owen and Cassandra work on figuring out how to solve different problems that were standing in the way of generating more power and installing LED lights on a few floors. When Allen had told everyone that he wanted to try and raise crops that were only native to his world and used DP to acquire the ones he was thinking of for a few meals, the motivation to work went way up. Even Svala wanted to help out, but Allen had stopped her as he didn’t think she was ready to be working with live currents. About a month after Casandra arrived, she had stopped fighting it as she had missed her cycle. When another month passed and still no cycle came, they all knew that there were only two possibilities. Either she was with child, or like it seemed to be for Cassandra, the dungeon took care of that issue for them. Questions on how and if they could even get pregnant at that point were swirling and they would remain so until the point at which they would expect her to be showing.

Things above them had returned to a stable situation for the most part, as the dungeon divers had slowly found that the top six floors were now safe to explore. Allen had also started to increase the variety of spices that he included in the drops as nutmeg, cinnamon, cloves and ginger all were introduced to those above. The visits to Vali to explain how to cook with each of these was a task Svala had been excited about, as she learned more about cooking with each day. Part of this came from anytime a show or movie would have a cooking scene in it and she would want to know everything about what she was eating. Thankfully, Allen had read a few of his mom’s recipes and found that was enough for him to create a bunch of recipe cards for her to work with. Though the utensils that she kept asking for were things that Allen had just treated as white noise in the shows before, but now he felt like they were all just giant advertisements.

With the increase in values that the ratfolk would drop as they escaped, so did the number of people that had started to show up. Thankfully, Allen had let Vali know that the more people camped around his entrance, the more power he had to create the goods that they all were after. The only issue was that not all of those who showed up were looking to play by the rules. Though most did after hearing the story of the 20 who didn’t listen. Though one group who didn’t, would prove to be a real danger to Allen as they came from the other dungeon in the area and made to take over from the moment they arrived. It was clear that the 40 men in their group were far stronger than those who had been diving in Allen’s dungeon up to that point. They had even laughed at the story of the times where more than 20 had entered and when the 20 men died.

From what Svala had told Allen, the only reason that they hadn’t taken everything from those who had been there before, was that stealing was seen as an act of war. With all three villages being represented in the gathered group, the group of 40 men and 80 women would be seen as a rogue group and hunted by all three tribes if a single one of the 200 people above reported their actions. At that point, the simple act of trying to trade any of the dungeon’s goods would result in the one owning the goods being labeled as part of the traitors, until their group was eliminated. That didn’t mean that they couldn’t deny the others entry into the dungeon, as it was normal for hundreds of men to enter the other dungeon each day and even then, some groups didn’t come back for weeks. Apparently, there was a hierarchy to those who were allowed to enter that dungeon and often times the leaders would deny entry to groups. They would wait until they could be sure that the dungeon was empty and then they would enter and reap the rewards of a refreshed dungeon. Though the valuables there came from killing the monsters and using their parts for weapons, food, armor and other various uses that had been discovered over time.

The story Allen got from Vali the night after they arrived, was that at hearing how his dungeon’s monsters held finished weapons and other loot that was valuable besides monster parts, the new group had come. They were among the weaker of those who entered the other dungeon and were likely used to dealing with the leftovers of the stronger groups. Still, Vali was adamant that they would be a real danger if they sought to push past Allen’s defenses on the seventh floor and he was already working to find counter measures. With how well equipped the group was, it was clear that he would need to really worry about them killing all his ratfolks each day. As even if they were worth 120 DP every day, that would do him no good if he was having to create 250 DP worth of ratfolk each day, on top of adding more goods for them to harvest. At that point, almost all of the 320 DP that he was getting from those above would vanish. Then he wouldn’t even be left with enough to continue to supply Owen and Cassandra with research material, let alone continue to build up his funds for when he reached level 3.

With an emergency plan ready, Allen watched as the next morning the group of 40 men all entered together and the extra 20 ratfolks charged out. Only the clay pots of oil were laughed off as the fires that were lit were quickly extinguished and a healer quickly took care of the damage before the counterattack began. By the time the last of the ratfolks were dead, a few cuts that were quickly healed, were all the invading group had paid. The second through sixth floors were easily dealt with, as the men laughed at everything but the fact that they had to crawl. One thing of note was that most of these men were much bulkier than the others who had come before and that played against them in the tight quarters. Taking note of this, Allen resolved himself to have to kill all of them if they entered the seventh floor no matter what it cost him, as he couldn’t have the illusion of any who entered that deep surviving shattered.

Yet, just as he thought the men were going to do just that as they vented the smoke from the floor, they retreated and made their way out of the dungeon with all 80 of the ratfolks in hand. Thus, Allen’s second-worst case-scenario was playing out, as it would cost him 400 DP to replace those ratfolks. Had they at least stuck to just 20 men, the extra 150 DP would have been saved. Now he was in a situation where if he just kept everything the same and restored everything they had taken, he would be out 530 DP for a loss of 210 DP. That would leave him with nothing after 30 days and he needed to come up with a solution to the issue. The problem was that to do so he would need to make it seem as if the fools had entered the seventh floor, if they didn’t do so on their own in the near future.

Allen spent that whole night going over just what he could do to ensure their deaths with the monsters he had on hand. First, he fully refreshed the monsters on the first floor, as he needed to make sure everything seemed the same when they entered. The attitude that had been displayed after they returned, was enough to tell Allen that these 40 men were feeling like they were on top of the world right now. They were used to being on the lowest rung on the ladder, and now they were the highest and they were looking to stay there. The problem was that they didn’t know how to do that and not ruin the delicate system Allen had been training the others to live by. Namely being, don’t kill the monsters and the next day you could find just as much loot, which was why only half of the ratfolks would be carrying spices when they entered next.

After the top six floors were restored, Allen shifted his focus to the seventh floor as he looked at the slimes that once more filled the water in it. One lesson he had learned from the last battle was that slimes would eat their dead and in doing so split into two slimes. In essence, so long as a single slime survived, the whole swarm did and this fact alone had turned slimes into his favorite monster. Not only did they cost nothing to maintain, they self-replicated and had deadly instincts, though Allen also worried about the potential dangers of overfeeding them. He knew that the only thing they wouldn’t attack was him and if they overflowed onto the eighth floor, he would need to exterminate them before they took over. With a few extra barrels of oil and adding more rat rooms such that a total of 400 rats could be unleashed, Allen felt confident that his seventh floor was ready for them when they got the terrible idea to enter it.

Still, he needed to make sure that the eighth floor could finish off anyone who escaped to it as with Allen’s plans, that would be the only option the fools had. So, he bit the bullet and spent 300 DP to buy 20 more goblins, and 200 DP for two more trolls, as he had learned that anything but even numbers was a waste of time against his new irritants. As he spent the 110 DP needed to equip the goblins in some basic armor and give them clubs to wield, he thought about how even the weapons the first 20 came with had been eaten by slimes. This time he would need to make an effort to retrieve anything he could, before the slimes dissolved them into nothing. With all his preparations complete, Allen looked at his final contingency for if they somehow found their way past the eighth floor and just hoped he didn’t need to open that Pandora’s box just yet.

The following days passed much like the first since the new group arrived, as they denied any others entry into his dungeon and killed all the ratfolks before returning. Though the lack of spices being retrieved had already spread and Vali was leading his group in stirring up the group towards them and claiming that their actions were angering the dungeon. Allen smiled as he was able to understand most of what those above were able to say, thanks to his continual work to learn as he asked Svala what words he didn’t know meant. He just wished he could let her watch everything with him, so she could offer a more detailed perspective on the situation above. Still, the group of 40 men didn’t like those they saw as beneath them chastising them, and threatened violence. This forced Vali to keep his group in check, as he warned the 40 that the dungeon would only let their brazen actions continue for so long before it would show its teeth.

Following that, Allen watched as Vali assured the others in his group that the other group was sure to meet with disaster before long and things would return to normal. However, it was clear that more than one of them was considering leaving if things didn’t change as with the experienced dungeon delvers’ group present, they were only getting scraps. Allen knew that once someone got used to enjoying a certain standard of life, they reacted poorly to having that standard lowered. He had seen scenes play out more than once in his neighborhood, as nice people fell on hard times and became easy prey to the promises of easy money. Most didn’t last two months before they were arrested, because they didn’t know how to manage the workload and avoid attention. Meanwhile, the ones that they had been working for just moved on to the next desperate fool and used fear to keep lips sealed.

Allen wondered if that was where he was headed, as he was already working things from behind the scenes with Vali. Soon there would be 80 more women without mates in the camp above and that would tilt the number of women to men in the camp drastically in the women’s favor. It also gave Allen the thought of having Vali shift the camp from a temporary state to more of a permanent one. Which would essentially declare that they were the fourth village in the area and thus independent from the other villages. If they did so, it would bring all of their mates and children into the area above and if they entered his radius at any point during the day, Allen would be able to gain DP for all of them. The only issue was that the other villages could see their actions as a threat and seek to remove them from the picture.

Thankfully, from what Svala said, none of them would attack the village directly. Rather they would kill or capture any who left the village. This was because it was an absolute taboo to kill children, or women still capable of mating, unless the individual was attacking. As the permanent village encampments were considered only for the protection of the women and children, attacking one was just as taboo. So they would need to starve the village out by denying it access to food, but if they did that, they wouldn’t be welcomed in the village and could be forced to leave by the chief. Were they to refuse to leave, they would be considered to have the same status of one who was attacking the village and the rest would be handled if word could get out. Allen had a few ideas on how to achieve the group above creating a village, but he worried that he didn’t have the time he needed to pull most of them off, if things continued as they were. So, after yet another day of losing roughly 180 DP as he kept reducing what was on the top six floors slightly each day, he once more paid Vali a visit with Svala.

“Allen, Svala, how bad things?” asked Vali, as Allen and Svala arrived.

“Bad. Soon I not able create half monsters,” replied Allen in the natives’ tongue.

“You learn our words well. Easier talk now. What you want me do?”

“Convince leader, new group to make village here, name you second in command.”

“He not do that. He name other man in his group as second if village made. Why make village?”

Allen looked at Svala as he didn’t think he could say it right and she smiled as she took over speaking for him.

“Allen get power for people here. More people let new group keep doing what they do and not cause issue. Also, chief and second no go in dungeon same time. You push that if he not make village other group come, do what they did and take control. Village make situation permanent. Only those chief let in dungeon enter. Rest hunt and gather woods for all share dungeon goods a bit more. When chief and followers die you become chief. Declare all unmated women will be cared for and not forced to find new mate if have child. If not have child, care for one season cycle before having to take new mate.”

“How long till chief die?”

“Once other mates and children arrive, or if they enter death floor Allen plan kill. Need to make it seem that they enter death floor no matter what.”

“How get them enter death floor when they happy with things?”

“Let Allen handle that. You just keep all others here and build good village.”

“Fine. How not cause others leave?”

“Make understand first step. Once they part of chief tribe seen as more important, not leave too far for food and used to fetch mates from other villages.”

“Other villages not like.”

“I not care if other villages like,” cut in Allen. “Would other villages attack new village?”

“No, just not help and keep us in village. Dungeon not give enough food.”

“That something that Allen have plan for. You, Bolla and Harek visit our home and submit to him, he get power.”

“What happen then?”

“He add new monster, easy kill, lots of good meat.”

“That just make new group more powerful.”

“He only do after they make village and not kill other monsters.”

“We submit when he ready to do, not now.”

“I accept,” answered Allen. “Now, don’t die.”

With that the serious conversation ended and Bolla and Harek quietly chatted with Svala, while Allen kept his view on the area around them. Thankfully, few if any left their tents for more than to relieve themselves, in the hole they called a bathroom. Allen really couldn’t imagine having to live in such a primitive state and knew that both Owen and Cassandra agreed after learning about life on the surface from Svala.

Once Allen returned to his home with Svala, it was hard for him to keep his mind away from the worst-case scenarios of what had just been put into motion. The real keys were only that the village was created, the men all sent for their mates and children, and after that point the group of dungeon delvers died. Allen still didn’t like the idea of what that would do to the 80 women that would suddenly be without mates, or the confidence that the village would survive. Still, there would be around 120 men left and if the numbers Svala expected showed up, that would be around what a normal village would keep in it to guard the new mothers and the kids. The issue would come when the kids needed to start venturing out for more experience, but Allen had plans for that as well. If everything went well, the village would be able to grow and thrive off of just the resources and opportunities his dungeon provided.

It was with this thought that Allen watched as Vali spoke to the leader of the dungeon delvers, before they entered the dungeon for the day. Allen could tell that the other man had been surprised by Vali’s change in tactics, as he had never sought a one-on-one with the man before. Yet when he heard Vali’s words, Allen could once more recognize when greed took hold as the word chief was said. Vali really oversold it from what Allen could understand, as he talked about how with the dungeon at the center of the village, the chief could block anyone from entering it. Even those who were currently controlling things at the other dungeon and it was clear that this alone was enough to convince the man from what Allen could tell. However, Vali went on to speak about how if the dungeon kept offering them rare goods like it did, trading with the other villages could force them to not band together to starve them out.

Nothing was decided during the meeting, but Allen was sure the man would agree to founding the village. The issue was if Vali would be the second, or not. From watching the dungeon run that day, it seemed that the man was speaking to two of his other men about the idea as if it was his own. Once more greed could be seen in their eyes and Allen knew that while things weren’t going to go exactly to plan, they would still work out. Though he still sighed at the fact that they once more killed every ratfolk and even eyed the way to the sixth floor that they usually ignored as it wasn’t as profitable. Yet with the continued drop of what was available on the top five floors, they were likely considering it and possibly what was on the floors past it as well.

That night the leader of the dungeon delvers called everyone to the dungeon’s entrance, as it was the only area open enough in the cramped quarters that had become the inside of the walled area. As the just over 300 others gathered, the man stood next to two of his men and started to talk loudly. What he said was more or less the exact words Vali had said in the morning, only with a few omissions and changes that didn’t mention killing less monsters and a few other details. Allen hoped that this was simply due to it not being something those gathered needed to know, but he could only hope the death of the monsters would slow down.

Though the real trouble came when the man made the two men next to him his second and third, before declaring that if he would accept, Vali would be fourth and in charge of the hunters. This left the man he declared as the third in charge of leading the group that would leave to fetch all of their families, the second would be the one in charge of the dungeon and he as chief would protect the village. He further stated that when the third man returned, he would be in charge of trading with the other villages. Allen knew that Vali was incensed at this development, as it was sure to return him and the rest of those who were not among the dungeon delvers group to hunting for food and not being in the village most of the time. It also meant that if the other villages sought to starve them out, his group would be the first to die in any conflicts.

Thankfully, Vali knew that he either took the offer, or things would get bad quickly and so it was that the village was founded. This was followed by a celebration, though it was clear that only the dungeon delvers’ group were truly happy, as Vali and Harek worked to calm the others. Allen wasn’t exactly sure what had been said, but it was clear that for the moment everything was fine as they ate food and avoided starting a fight. That night, Allen and Svala both visited Vali once more and they went over the current situation together before updating the plan. While it was clear that Vali being fourth made things more difficult, it didn’t ruin the plan altogether as if the self-appointed chief found himself alone after a major failure, the village could remove him on their own.

When the following morning arrived, Allen smiled as he watched half the women and around 30 men leave. While this would greatly hurt his daily DP numbers, it meant that they were already moving to secure the families of the new village. Leading this group was 10 of the men from the dungeon delvers group, with the other 20 being a mix of those from the group that saw Vali as the leader. This left just 30 of the chief’s men in the village and the second led a group of 20 into the dungeon as the last ten remained above ground. At the same time, most of those in the hunter group left for the day as they checked the traps in the area, which were lacking in food by this point. Which had been part of why the dungeon delver group had been killing so many ratfolks, as each of them could feed four people if stretched. While Allen grimaced at the thought of eating anything that looked like a bipedal rat, he knew he would eat it if no other food was around and it was that, or die.

What happened next was what Allen would call a happy accident, as the new second in command entered and went about killing every ratfolk he could find. However, he grew frustrated when those that were only released when more than 20 men entered didn’t appear. Allen knew that the man knew Vali had said it would be the case, but he still pushed forward and led the men like normal, leaving the ratfolks in a pile near the entrance to the next floor. They would gather these piles on their way out, but the man in the lead seemed to have more ambition than common sense, as he ordered this group into the sixth floor and he declared that they would explore the seventh floor as well. Allen just sighed as this would only bring an end to half of the problems and would likely lead to it being harder to remove the other half later.

Still, he was not going to back down as this group reached the trap door leading to the seventh floor and the first of his nasty surprises was sprung. At the same time that the trap door opened and the smoke from below started to enter the tunnels of the sixth floor, the ceiling above them shifted slightly as tiny holes were revealed. From these holes fell a fine powder of cinnamon, that upon reaching the torches that were only being used due to Allen having stopped providing fuel to the lanterns they had found in his dungeon, exploded in a massive fireball. This flash of light and boom blinded and deafened them for a moment, as they missed the vacuum created from this pulling the door to the sixth floor shut. As for the condition of the men themselves, they were only slightly burnt and other than losing body hair, Allen doubted that any of them would care given a week, even without magical healing.

After this explosion, Allen could tell that the whole group was disoriented and possibly even panicking somewhat, as the leader yelled and the first man dropped into the seventh floor. This caused them all to follow despite the smoke not having fully vented and the water seemed to be a welcome change as they recovered. As they took in the seventh floor, they were confused as they were expecting all hell to break loose, but it seemed to be nothing more than a waterlogged tunnel. Had they known that no matter what they did they were already dead, they might have tried to escape back up to the sixth floor and find the door to the fifth, but instead they started to press forward as the slimes were released from Allen’s limited control.

Just as had been expected, this group handled the threat much better than the first, but there were also twice as many slimes now. So, as the tight corridors prevented them from escaping, all they could do was fight while backing into the center, as the area they had to use continually shrunk. Though it wasn’t until a few oddly colored slimes, that had been responsible for disposing of the last group, arrived that anything approaching panic set in. These were called carnivorous slimes and Allen had smiled to find out that they were far more capable of dissolving the human body. Even if it would still take a single slime days to deal with a body. However, there were 60 of these and from the screams the first few to be touched gave before the mass of slimes swallowed them, Allen expected that hugging a jellyfish might be a better idea.

It was then that true panic set in as the men started to ignore the minor injuries they were causing to their own and just attacked. In total two of their numbers had been lost, but that was enough to make them respect the dungeon and look to turn back when the 200 rats arrived. While these rats did little in damage, it did cause a complete collapse of the chain of command, as the men at each end of the tunnel were helpless to do more than frantically attack the swarm on their side. The fact that the rats were avoiding the water was the only reason the men could do anything at all, as Allen appeared at each of the barrels of oil and opened them. With that task complete, Allen returned to his core room and watched to see if his plans would work out.

The constant splashing the struggle against the rats was causing, was enough that the water in the whole tunnel maze was mixing and that caused the speed of the oil spreading to increase greatly. Still, it would have been a long while before it would have reached them, were it not for the fact that each barrel was near the points where you could enter the seventh floor and rats were currently getting covered in it. So, as one fool used his torch to attack, a rat burst into flames and all those in front and behind it did the same. At first the man was ecstatic, but then the thick black smoke started to rise up and the group realized that they were in trouble. At first, they made to return from the way they had come, but the sight of the flaming water that was slowly creeping towards them killed that idea, as they started searching for another way to escape.

At first this went fine for them as they headed right for the path to the eighth and final floor that had anything to stop them from reaching Allen’s private area. Part of him thought about capturing them and possibly even using them to get more information, but despite creating the space that would be perfect for it, Allen didn’t have the stomach for it. At least by killing them Allen was ending their suffering. Were he to imprison them, it would likely lead to even darker tactics that would once more feed into his god complex. Were he to embrace that role, now or in the future, he figured going through what he would from capturing and interrogating them, would make him into one that he would hate. Especially as even now he felt like he had been given power over others that he should never have. Watching as the burning oil reached the men in the back made him feel sick at what he was doing, as he feared what he could become.

Were he back on Earth, scenes like he was seeing now, as the men panicked, would have been right at home in a horror movie. Particularly one that was geared towards the portion of such audiences that wanted the victims to die in the most gruesome of manners. Meanwhile, the survivors would think they had a chance to escape, only for them to realize that they were already dead. In this case it was the sight of the black oil coming towards them from another hall and trying to move in another direction, just to see more oil in the water. Meanwhile, those behind them were screaming as they pushed forward while burning alive, which only caused the oil to spread quicker. With his dungeon being an 80-foot cube, each floor had 6,400 square feet on it and the nature of the tunnels made such a small area into an impossible maze. Especially when to find the exit you had to turn the right corner and there it would be, and that is just what the man in the lead miraculously did.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t before all but eight of their number had been lost to the fires and the smoke started to fill the floor as the sixth floor had long since been filled. Which the two who had been at the very back discovered, after realizing that they were done for if they followed the rest and had managed to reach the entry point they had used. They had even pulled themselves back up it, only for them to suffocate right after, as they lay there covered in burns and black residue. Still, the last eight men fell down to the eighth floor and the man in the lead lost his life, as his fellows fell on top of him and finished the job the fall had started. The joy at surviving that the seven men had didn’t last long, as 40 goblins armed with small wooden clubs rushed forward.

The men didn’t even have time to realize that the small figures weren’t children, before they were in the thick of the mob. The defense that they did put up was pitiful at best, as it wasn’t even ten minutes later that Allen looked away from the dead men as the goblins stripped them bare and readied a feast for themselves. With no living enemies left, Allen was able to freely manipulate everything in his dungeon as he saved the unused oil and closed the barrels that they were in. Only a few slimes were left alive and only one of them was a carnivorous one, so it would be a while before the slimes would return to normal levels and the bodies would be gone.

Even so, the main issue was what to do about the two dead on the sixth floor. Their bodies could be used to learn secrets about what the seventh floor contained. Yet if Allen left them there, it would show that the fools did in fact challenge the seventh floor and died because of it. In the end, Allen decided that there was really nothing to do but leave them be, as he had no monsters who could move them and he wasn’t entering the toxic fumes that filled the sixth and seventh floors currently. So, instead he turned his attention to his dungeon core as he looked over his gains from killing the men.

Besides the dismal numbers that Allen was seeing for his current daily increase due to so many of the people above leaving to fetch their families and the deaths of the 20, Allen was happy with what he saw. His base accrual rate had doubled to 40 DP a day and he had another 40,000 DP to work with, as he thought about the over 65,000 DP he currently had. When he looked at his dungeon screen, he smiled as with reaching level 3, his radius doubled again to 400 feet. He also still only needed three more subjugations to reach level 4, as he looked over the monster options that he had that could fit his goal of a large food source for little DP. The first one that he looked at was a cow, which he just found funny that a farm animal could be treated as a monster, but at just 25 DP to make and 2 a week to maintain, it was a strong option. Particularly as a single cow was enough to feed 200 people easily and with a bit of farming, that number would get raised drastically.

Using what Allen dubbed his DP per person feed calculations, he put the cow at eight people fed on a single DP. Next was chickens, which while much worse at just one person per DP, could provide eggs and if farmed, could multiply and be used as food much quicker than cows. The problem was that Allen didn’t think that those above were ready to rely on farming yet. He was only getting one monster per level and he didn’t want them all wasted on farm animals. Especially not when there were so many other options that he wanted to take later down the line, as he moved to the third major option, pigs. At just 10 DP per pig, it came close to the cow at six and two-thirds people per DP, but Allen knew how pigs could be raised for slaughter in a much shorter time. Add in that if what he had heard all his life was true, they would eat about anything and it was a strong contender for easiest of the options for future plans. Finally, there was bacon. While he knew bacon involved smoking the belly of the pig, he had watched as the people above seemed to do just that with any of the extra meat they had. Though Allen knew nothing of if the way they did it was anything like the way they had done it back on Earth, he was sure bacon would still be a very welcome food.

With that on his mind, Allen returned to the common area, where he found Svala, Owen and Cassandra all waiting for him. At seeing them, he knew that they all were waiting on a report as the last thing he had said was that it seemed that the group was headed for the seventh floor and now hours had passed. Allen could see the tension leaving Cassandra’s shoulders, as it was clear she could see from his expression that they would be fine and he decided to fill them in on the full story. Though, he did leave out the details on just how graphic it had all been for him. As he finished, Svala was the first to speak.

“So now what happens to Vali and others?”

“If things go well, he will be second in command by the time the sun rises in the morning. The third in command will return in a few weeks, to learn that he was skipped over after half of their group died in the dungeon. Though if my other plans go well, the others could return to find that Vali is in charge and the current chief was forced out completely. That will really depend on what the women do though, as the mates of the ones who just fell will be the ones to decide if the ten remaining men from the other dungeon can maintain control.”

“I take it you also reached the next level?” asked Cassandra.

“Yes, and I think I know what animal I am going to start having two of added to the dungeon, if they leave the ratfolks alone.”

“Do you really think that they will do that?” asked Owen. “I mean, they need food still.”

“I will create one and see if Vali can convince them that it is enough of a reason to keep them from going after the ratfolks. If he can well, more pigs will show up. As for why one will be there tomorrow, I will use the fact that only 20 entered today to justify that.”

“You plan to train them like any animal, by rewarding them when they follow the rules you have laid out and punishing them for not following them,” remarked Cassandra.

“Bribery works the best. Now as we wait, all this talk about pigs has me wanting some bacon. Svala, if you would get the pan ready, I will create some for us to enjoy on some burgers.”

Allen didn’t have to say much more as the few times he had splurged on bacon had gone over rather well and other than a request for a few sides, the rest of the day passed with little out of the ordinary happening. Which for Allen was more of an exercise in trying to forget what he had seen, as he watched the men struggle to survive. Though up above things were not so quiet as it was getting late and they were starting to worry about the group in the dungeon. Those who had lost mates the last time had particularly grave looks on their faces, as they looked at the 40 women that would lose their mates, if the current group suffered the same fate. This only grew worse as the hunters returned with only meager findings and it seemed they would go from a feast to a famine in a single night. As the sun set, arguments started to break out as many women started to demand that the chief go and check on those below. However, it was Vali who stepped forward with 14 others, as he turned to the chief and demanded five of his men to accompany them to see if the fools entered the seventh floor.

Allen watched as the tension of the moment dragged on, until the chief realized that he couldn’t deny the demand and keep his head. Though, the chief also knew that Vali would officially be a danger to him were the 20 others dead and the other ten were away. Yet for all of that, he couldn’t send out anyone to recall the group that had set out to bring over all of the families, without abandoning the village and going himself. At that point Vali would be chief by the time he returned and he hadn’t even been chief for a full day yet.

Down below, Vali’s group made it through the dungeon with little effort as they ran into no monsters and it was only two hours after they entered that they were at the entrance to the sixth floor. As they opened it and the dark black smoke poured out, all those present knew that the others were dead. Still, they waited until the smoke had cleared and then entered the tunnel. When they found the two dead bodies their worst fears were confirmed. Vali just muttered “idiots” as the others worked to pull the bodies out and they left the dungeon while collecting the ratfolk corpses as well.

The scene of Vali’s group returning was pure chaos as once more women were shrieking at having lost their mates, as others just watched unsure of what to do. At the same moment, Vali walked right over to the chief and punched him in the face and the larger man fell to the ground as he hadn’t been expecting the hit. This was followed with Vali yelling at the man about how he warned them all and thought that they had at least listened to the warning about not going past the death mark.

The chief didn’t even try to counter this as while he had listened to that warning after seeing the smoke below, it seemed his own brother didn’t. Rather, the idiot had charged right in on the first day he was leading their group and gotten them all killed. Worse was he realized his own men were now looking at him with hate, as they had just lost friends and brothers. He knew that he was no longer chief, if the village he had declared being founded was even still a village. As such he took the blade from his waist and tossed it to the side. All those present went silent and Allen took notice of the dramatic shift in tone of all those around. Even the women that had been wailing a moment ago seemed to be shocked into silence by this action, as Vali just shook his head and walked over to pick up the blade himself.

As Vali turned around, he looked at all those present and started to speak loudly, as Allen knew that he had just claimed the seat of chief and was seeing if any would challenge him. When none stepped forward, he turned to the women that were still mourning their dead mates and declared that they would be provided for so long as they wished to remain, mate or no mate. Though he did add that he still expected them to look for a mate as their village needed to grow and too many men had died in the dungeon already. Following this, he declared that any looking to ignore the rules that the dungeon seemed to wish to impose, would be seen as seeking to harm the whole of the village and be thrown to the monsters below. Though he also instantly pardoned all those that had done so before, as he named the three laws of the dungeon. First was no more than 20 of them may enter at once. Second was that killing monsters which didn’t need to be killed only lessened future rewards. Finally, any who proceed past the mark of death has asked for death.

While there were mixed emotions surrounding everything that had happened, it was clear that Vali’s actions had won him enough favor to see him secure a chance to lead. He also declared that the man currently leading the group to bring their families to the village would become his second and Harek would become his third. There would be no fourth as such a thing was an insult. He also declared that he would lead every other dungeon dive as he was the chief and the chief should be willing to risk himself below. The ex-chief was told that he would be in charge of the second group, with both groups containing five of his men in it. Though he also made it clear that when the other group returned, this setup would be reconsidered as those men would likely want a turn in the dungeon as well.

Allen was torn between smiling and frowning as he watched the scene play out for the rest of the night, as a somber atmosphere settled over the village. It was clear that as things currently were, the whole situation was hanging by a thread as if things didn’t get better and quickly, it would all crumble before the others returned. Still, he and Svala had a visit to make, as all but Vali’s tent went to sleep that night. It was clear that they were expecting Allen as he arrived and his reception wasn’t a warm one as Vali spoke before he could.

“Why kill all? Could have let some live and enforce why no go past mark of death.”

“Vali, unknown scarier than known,” cut in Svala. “If any know what happen, others find way around.”

“Fine, time for deal for food monster?”

“Yes, but first I like have you join for meal,” replied Allen with a smile, as he held out both his hands while Svala touched his arm.

Vali and Harek took his hands and after a bit of instruction from Svala, Bolla touched his wrist above where Vali was holding on. The next moment they were in his kitchen as the smell of bacon filled the room, and a second later Owen and Cassandra started placing the plates. They then sat on the same side of the table as Svala and Allen took the head seat. The other three carefully sat down in front of a plate of palm-sized balls of bacon wrapped around a mashed potato, onion and mushroom mixture. The recipe, if slightly modified, came from a TV show which had been translated from Japanese into English that Svala had discovered recently. Needless to say, her love of discovering new foods that were delicious had caused her to ignore certain aspects of the show and focused on the ways the food was prepared. Allen didn’t have the heart to tell her that it was all over dramatized and no matter how good the food tasted, clothing wouldn’t be affected. Thankfully, Cassandra had been cruel enough to point out the obvious as she crushed Svala’s dream of making something that would do that to Allen.

“What this?” asked Bolla, looking at the dish with curiosity.

“It something called bacon, with roots called potato and onion, special mushroom. Red juice made from fermented fruits juice, that cooked before adding over top,” came Svala’s reply. “Made myself, for you.”

“Now, we eat before get cold, talk after,” added Allen.

The three guests nodded and watched as Allen and his group used their silverware, and mimicked them as most only used a knife when eating. The result was a rather comical reminder of Svala’s first days as she learned a whole new way of eating. Still, each of their eyes widened when they got their first taste of the food and it wasn’t long before they were seeing if there was any more. Once they each had eaten the second helping of the meal and Svala had smiled at all their questions about it, the topic turned to the current situation once more.

“Vali, how bad things in village?” asked Svala.

“Horrible. Any more die before season cycle ends, not last. Others come take dungeon.”

“If none enter death floor, none be dumb on top floors, none die,” replied Allen. “But I grow power. Now I wish grow power again, but no death.”

“How?” asked Bolla before Vali could respond.

“When Svala first came, Allen power grow,” commented Cassandra. “He think you see him as real leader, become loyal, he gain power.”

“That mean Allen chief?” asked Harek.

“No, Allen king,” replied Cassandra.

“What king?”

At Vali’s question Allen frowned as he tried to find words that would work when all they had a word for was leader and chief. They had no concept of nobility, or any man being above another for any reason other than action. In the end, he could only think of one way to say it.

“King, chief of chiefs. I plan lead all villages near here.”

“Can’t be done,” replied Vali. “Others not here.”

“They not need be here. Not plan to rule them for long time. One day I their king. Not today. Today only your king.”

“Okay, you chief of chiefs, King Allen.”

As Vali said that, Allen turned to Bolla and Harek as they repeated Vali’s declaration and he smiled before he vanished to check his dungeon core. Only he hadn’t received anything regarding gaining a subjugation from them and he was right back to the drawing board as he wondered what that meant. He doubted that the three were actually only paying him lip service. Rather, the only difference that he thought was even testable, was that of whether it required them to no longer see the surface as their home. Yet, he couldn’t test that with this group as he returned to them and finished the visit without letting anyone know it had failed. Though once it was over, Allen was deep in discussions with Cassandra on why it failed, while he made the planned changes to his dungeon.

(*****)


Chapter 10.

A new normal.

Time passed as Allen watched those above him get used to the changes to his dungeon, that was now starting to feel truly massive as each floor was 25,600 square feet. Though just upgrading everything after he reached level 3 had cost a full 40,000 DP, which included adding enough monsters to make that not feel empty. These changes made it so just getting through the top 13 floors, that only involved ratfolks and obstacles designed to wear out anyone who entered, and back was a full day’s job. Though they only had to do so if they wanted to secure as much seasoning and other goods as they could. The only exception to this setup was on floor ten, where he placed both pigs each day and was working on finding a way to turn a dungeon floor into a farm. The good news on that front was that Cassandra had figured out how to wire the LED lights without frying them. The bad news was large-scale power was still unaffordable for them. Allen wished he had paid more attention to such things, as he knew that there were several ways to harness and store energy as the green power movement had been all around him. The problem was that he only knew of the powers and not how they worked.

Still, he splurged on a few miniature wind turbines, tiny solar panels and small generators, like the one they were using already for Cassandra to look over. Though, even with her elevated intelligence, she kept telling Allen that it would take at least a year before she felt confident in creating something large enough to be efficient. Then that would still have other issues as they didn’t have access to the sun, or a water stream to create and run a water turbine. The best she could do was create something that could be turned manually, as she suggested turning the floor with the goblins and trolls on it into a power station, where they rotated duty on spinning the turbines. At first Allen thought that was a terrible idea as it was sure to cause issues, but then Cassandra convinced him otherwise. She told him that once she solved the problem of converting the voltages and watts to the correct level, such an arrangement should give them twice the power Allen was asking for if run at capacity. The issue was all of that was theoretical, but Allen figured that the lot of them were just existing for free while he wasted 60 DP a week on them.

In preparation for this, Allen had created a few giant hamster wheels for him to practice commanding the goblins and trolls to run in. There was only one for the trolls and they would last all day walking, but running turned out to be a bad idea. They lacked the coordination needed and broke the wheel. Changing it to a wheel with a handle on it didn’t prove much better and, in the end, their walking would just have to be enough to supply power. As for the goblins, those little pests could really get going and last at a dead sprint for about 15 minutes, before hopping off as another goblin about killed itself jumping in. Like this, four goblins would rotate for 12 hours before a second team would replace them and five wheels could be kept going like that at all times.

As Allen watched them use the hamster wheels, he remembered using an exercise bike at a friend’s house and how it generated the power needed to operate its own display. That single thought had made him realize that they had almost literally tried to reinvent the wheel, as he produced one of the said bikes for Casandra to experiment with. Though the look she had given him when he showed up with the bike had confused him, until he caught her looking at her figure when she thought he wasn’t looking. Sometimes being able to see everything had its advantages, as he realized that giving a woman exercise equipment was probably a bad idea. Even when they were a perfectly proportioned high elf with a body that most, if not all other women, could only dream of having.

It had been two weeks later, that Casandra had finished getting everything working with the battery bank that had cost him 5,000 DP and they were ready to install the lights on the tenth floor. This also meant that they would need to decide what would be grown there, and how to do it in a manner that Vali and his group wouldn’t destroy it every day. Speaking of Vali, his time as chief had been anything but simple, as many of those who had suddenly found themselves without a mate were seeking to become one of his. While Allen didn’t see him complaining, it was clear that he was walking a fine line as he tried to handle the situation. It seemed even in a world where a man having many mates was expected, having too many more than others was not a good thing. Though, in the end, Allen thought Vali took a major copout when he had Bolla pick two women to become his other mates from those who had lost their mates from the last victims of Allen’s dungeon. Vali then declared that until all other males had at least two mates, he wouldn’t take a fourth. Though when Allen asked Svala about how such things worked in other villages, she let him know that village chiefs weren’t typically young enough to be considered a desirable mate. While they would still take mates from among those who were reaching the end of their fertile years and had lost mates, most would only have at most five mates. This was also when Allen learned that the female-to-male population was normally around two to one and after conflicts between the villages it could reach four to one, from stories that had been told to her. This made the 40 deaths that Allen had been behind seem far more significant to him, as it was likely around three to four percent of this valley’s adult male population.

Vali

Vali didn’t understand all of the events that had led him to where he was now, as he had just been another hunter before his sister had changed that. It began with her spouting some nonsense about a man coming from the dungeon that they had found. When the others told her she must have fallen asleep and had a dream, she had refuted them as she tried to describe his weird clothing and other details. This resulted in the others rebuking her and telling her not to disturb them for her dreams of a man that didn’t exist. A few of the men even went so far as to call her mate-crazy, and suggested that they knew how to cure that, which was the worst thing they could have said as it caused her to run into the dungeon.

Vali knew that his sister was being overly reluctant when it came to picking a mate, as she didn’t want to join the normal cycle of most women who were stuck in the village three out of four season cycles. No, she enjoyed hunting and being away from the village, where they ate fresh meat and enjoyed the openness of it all. In the village, women stayed with the children and it could be several season cycles before they left to rejoin their mate, as others cared for their child. When she returned it would be her that was caring for other children as she waited to have her second and helped that second reach the point where it could communicate with others. All women knew this life before they were allowed to look for a mate as from their 12th to their 16th season cycles, they were expected to help the mothers at every stage.

Meanwhile, boys like Vali were allowed to join training hunts that saw them learn everything they needed, while never being more than a week from the village. It was only after a woman had passed her 16th season cycle that they would be allowed to join in these training hunts. Which most of the time was when they found their first mates, but Svala had been one of those who didn’t and thereby joined Vali’s hunting party. As her eldest brother, she was his responsibility until she found a mate, which was another way of saying he was to push her to find a mate, or let her starve. The issue being that Svala was too good at finding the plants that some would eat and had even discovered a few that others weren’t, but she knew were safe. Though, she guarded where to find these plants, as it was how she was able to sustain herself on half of the meat of what a mated woman would expect from a good mate.

So, when she had charged into the dungeon and not returned, Vali had been a mess of emotions. Yet he could show only the faintest hint of this, or be seen as weak. Part of him saw a burden on him lighten, while another part mourned his family being lost, as it became just him and Harek who were left of their father’s line. The days after that had been hopeful though as while the meat from the dungeon was lacking, the wonders that came out of it more than made up for it. The tiny knives that folded were beyond anything they had ever seen before, as the few who could work with metal in his village only made things that often broke. They were barely better than a stone version of the same tool where applicable and most hunters usually had a stone and metal knife for this very reason. When they had started to trade these knives to other hunters, they had gotten more than enough food to make up for the lack of meat in the dungeon.

It was after Vali grew used to life around the dungeon, while thinking that soon they would need to venture out to secure more meat due to others joining them, that things really started to change. He learned that not only was his sister alive, but she was mated to the man she had seen from the dungeon that none of them had believed was real. Suddenly, the dungeon was more than just a place to extract resources from. It was his sister’s mate’s village, or whatever the man had called it. The warnings and promises this man had made were more than Vali had ever expected, as it seemed his ideal was to simply exist and have others enter the dungeon, but not reach him. There were other nuances that went over Vali’s head, but he understood what he needed to do as he warned others and when they were hurt, or worse because they didn’t listen, he would gain influence.

Though when the first 20 men failed to return, it was hard to accept the loss as even if they were not his friends, too many things ended a man’s life as it was. Those who survived were often seen as the strong and even Vali professed that him being alive was because he was strong and others were weak. Yet more often it was just luck, as even outside of the dungeon monsters roamed and treated Vali and his people like they treated any deer, or boar, that they hunted. Thankfully, just as there were fewer humans than deer, there were fewer of these monsters than men, but these monsters were the main reason at least 30 men were always at any village. These monsters didn’t care about if they ate women and children. They also didn’t eat all they killed like Vali and the other villagers did. Even when an animal didn’t taste good they would eat it if safe to and they wasted nothing as all of the animal’s parts that were good for something got used. Even the bits left over after all of that, had others trying to find a use for them, even if it was things that there were no uses for or were dangerous to handle. Though, such jobs usually fell to those who were no longer any use to the village, as they came to terms with the reality that their life was at its end.

These monsters were why the most important role any could have was entering the dungeon that was nearby and killing the monsters before they could escape. All of the men who could use magic were given this task and would find themselves flocked to by women as they could provide enough for many mates. Their children also had magic more often, even if it was only one in ten rather than one in 40 like was normal for the rest. Still, the single most important magic was healing, as without it none of the villages would be able to survive. Most other magics just made fire, created lightning, moved dirt, splashed water, or blew air. Great for fighting monsters, but not for living each day as none of them could use their magic more than a few times a day. At least not before entering a dungeon and growing stronger from killing and eating the monsters.

Then those with magic would be able to use powerful magics that were beyond understanding, but Vali had never seen any of this as those who reached such a level never left the dungeon. Some said these magic users would be driven mad by their pursuit of more power and eventually succumb to the dungeon when they lost their minds. Yet before that point they had everything a man could want and even if they went mad and died, it was long after most men would have as their magic didn’t grow weaker with age like their bodies did. So, even if they would lose their minds in the end, few criticized any magic user who reached that point, as they lived a life better than most could dream of. Still, Vali was just happy that there were enough healers that each hunting party would have one assigned to them, even if it was always a woman mated to a member of the group. After all, healing was too important in the dungeon and it was why most hadn’t had an issue with not entering too far into the dungeon.

That was until the first group that was normally at the other dungeon arrived and took over, as they started to clear out all of the monsters in the top portion of the dungeon. While the meat wasn’t the most appetizing, even Vali could tell after eating it for several days, it was creating slight changes in his body. These weren’t just limited to physical changes like he had heard was common at the other dungeon, but he also felt himself gaining more thoughts and wondered what it meant. When the man named Allen visited now, he would speak more, but it was still clear that he was just learning the language. Still, it seemed that if Svala spoke he understood more and so Svala still took the lead as he proposed a plan that would see the 40 men from the other dungeon die. Only it would be after the creation of a new village, that would act in a manner that Vali had never heard of before.

Yet all of the thoughts that Vali had were of the fact that he would be aiding in the deaths of another 40 men and he couldn’t do it. So, when he went to the leader of the men from the dungeon, he changed the plan. Rather than seek to become chief, he would let the other man keep it and he would lead the groups in the dungeon. He would create a way for them to get what they needed without losing more men to Allen. Only the fool ignored him, and insulted him by naming him as the leader of the hunters and fourth in command. No village had a fourth. Even a third was unheard of as one would lead the village, and one would organize the hunts and lead the training hunts. With the dungeon, Vali understood a third, but not a fourth, but he kept quiet as he knew he needed to stay, as Svala was counting on him and Allen wouldn’t kill him because he was Svala’s brother.

At least he wouldn’t kill Vali if Vali didn’t enter the floor that he was warned not to, which was what the fool who had been named second did on his first day in charge. Vali had been beyond irate at the situation when he learned of it, as he had warned them many times and still they entered the floor of death. All Vali could do was act as he led what he knew would be a discovery effort and not a rescue, as he knew the men below were already dead. Though when he saw the two bodies, it was suddenly realer than when the first group had vanished without a trace. This just caused all the rage he was feeling towards the 20 men, Allen and himself to increase as it searched for a way to vent.

So, upon returning to the surface, Vali simply acted without thinking and somehow, he was the new chief as the old chief fell apart in front of him. Yet Vali knew that he needed the man to find a way forward, as the half of his group that was left was vital to their future. What followed the next day was even more changes to the dungeon as it had more floors they were allowed to explore and all of the floors were larger. More spices were found and on one of the floors there, as promised, were two large monsters, that looked as if they had more meat on them than had ever been brought back from the dungeon in one day. Better yet, they were easy to kill and when they brought them back that night, the meat was better than anything they had ever hunted.

The only thing that worried Vali was how quickly he became known as the wise chief and stories of how the dungeon approved of him were spread. It was long known that dungeons were living entities, yet most seemed determined to kill humans. Yet this one gave them tools, spices and now delicious meat. Vali knew that they would see prosperity in his village like nothing that had been seen before, but with that came those who believed that they deserved the prosperity for themselves. If he tried to hoard it, others would demand that he share. If he shared, others would demand that he share more. He knew then that his village needed to become stronger and able to keep out those who would take what was theirs.

The following day, Vali found himself looking at the creation of a firmer barrier between where the current walls were and the wilderness that was all around them. He found it convenient and sad that the dungeon was within a meadow, that many of those who were just learning to hunt would love to play and relax in. He wondered if that had been by Allen’s design, or that such spaces were the only ones that a dungeon could be created in. The area was only a short walk from end to end, yet it was almost ideal for a village as it was in a mostly flat area and if they knocked over some trees, it would make a much better wall than the one they currently had. With it created by weaving branches like a bird would, and taking larger branches and creating spikes to sink in the ground and harm anything that ran into them. Even so, they would only slow most predators down and do nothing to stop a monster if they attacked. The problem was with how they would knock a tree over as stone tools could do it, but many would break and it was dangerous. The tiny knives that the dungeon gave them regularly would likely not work well and the few other tools they had weren’t good either.

Then there was moving the trees with the manpower they had, as 40 of their number were either in the dungeon all day, or like himself, expected to physically rest to be ready to enter the dungeon the next day. That still left 100 men who were largely focused on hunting, gathering and being ready in case a monster attacked, which would also be required while they were clearing more of the woods. Even with all the worries that Vali had about what it would take to clear the trees and create a real wall, he knew it had to be done. When two more of the monsters from the day before were brought back, Vali made up his mind and declared that a wall would be built. Until it was, no more hunting would be done on days after two of the delicious monsters were brought back. Instead, the hunters would guard the workers as they labored.

Things settled into this new normal of a single medium-sized tree being brought down each day and for it to be put into place as many smaller trees and larger branches were used to hold it in place. These supports were being done such that they could stack four trees high and hold them in place at the height of a man. At the same time, behind the wall two logs would allow the village to look over it and even use spears to attack those on the other side of it. With all of this requiring around 300 logs, Vali knew it would be a very long project and until it was done his village was in danger, and it most certainly wasn’t ready to advertise its wealth.

It was to this sight that the 30 men who had been sent out to retrieve the new village’s families arrived. This made many of those who had come smile with joy, as it was more than they had been told to expect, but that was short-lived as they learned the news of what had happened the day after they left. For a brief moment, many of the women who had come looked at a loss upon learning that their mates were no more. Especially as there were now roughly 270 women to 150 men and 300 children to care for, as none who had seen their 12th season cycle had come. Vali knew that this placed them as being just as strong as any of the other villages numbers-wise, but they had too few men and too many children. It was these thoughts that were dominating Vali’s mind as Frodi, the man who he had declared to be his second-in-command, demanded some answers the moment he got Vali alone.

“What you mean you chief now?”

“You gone, second die, disgraced chief useless. I stepped forward, made you second. Your people important to village, need for us be strong.”

“Why I not chief?”

“Others see me as leader. Old second not listen to warnings. Disgraced chief not trusted. You not here. Ask others, see what they say. We feast tonight, talk more after if you want.”

“No, talk before feast.”

“During, you try food, then we talk. Me, you, disgraced chief talk, while others eat. You speak to others after if you want.”

“Fine.”

The rest of that day was tense, as the party led by the disgraced chief came out of the dungeon with two more of the monsters that they had been eating regularly. Part of Vali missed the variety that came with hunting, but meat was not something that any would turn down, especially not after a hard day’s work. Many of the new arrivals were looking at the strange monsters with curiosity, as the women who had long since gotten used to preparing the food went right to work cutting into them. At the same time, other portions that had been saved and foods that had been foraged in the nearby woods were brought forward. All of this became a show like the new arrivals had never seen, especially the children, as many fires had metal tools that Vali had first seen in Allen’s home over them. These pans, as Svala called them, made it easy to cook food together with other ones. Though the ten that had been found so far weren’t enough to feed the over 700 mouths that were waiting. Rather, they were making something to go with the large chunks of meat that were being placed on thin lines of metal that were stuck together and placed over a fire.

The smell from these meals, especially that of the fresh meat being cooked, was something that had caused a few problems as of late, when the night guard had sighted wolves in the area. While aggressive at times, wolves were no fools and knew better than to seek to steal food from so many humans, but with them in the area other game became scarce. Just adding to the group’s reliance on the dungeon for food. While Vali was putting up a strong front right now, he was worried at the dangers of running out of food moving forward. While the two monsters each day and foraging in the local area had been enough to feed the roughly 200 of them that had been in the village before, 700 was a far larger number to worry about. He was just hoping that Allen would pay him a visit that night, as he always seemed to do after anything major changed. Still, that would need to wait until after the feast and the conversations with the others. Speaking of which, the three of them were the first to be served and after they had eaten their first plates, they moved to Vali’s tent where they would speak.

Allen

Allen watched as the group returned with all of the families that had been left in the villages and smiled. Watching Vali work for the past few weeks had been enlightening on just where they were technology wise and it left much to be desired. Though he had expected that from the state of the weapons that he had recovered from the dead. It had been clear that even the best of the weapons were just melted copper, then like they did for coins, they likely used clay, or some other means, to mold it into shape. Which was impressive in its own right as it meant that they could get it hot enough to work with, but copper wasn’t iron or steel. This made him look at various options to improve their technology, but at Cassandra’s insistence, he had held back, at most giving them tools like grills and pans. These could improve their lives while not risking them turning their new weapons, made from the forges he provided, on him.

Still, there was one disruption that Allen had decided that he needed to halt before it became a real problem, as the man named Frodi seemed determined to not stand aside. Sure, he would step back and watch things for a while, but were he to see an opening, Allen expected that Vali would be in trouble. So, rather than leave everything to Vali to explain away, Allen thought it was time that all the leaders of the village above knew where they really stood. So, after taking some time to get dressed for the part, he took Svala’s hand and appeared in Vali’s tent just before the three men stepped in.

The look of surprise on Vali’s face was nothing next to the ones of confusion that the other two men had on their faces. It was clear that they were less surprised by another man being in Vali’s tent and more surprised at the black suit Allen was wearing, or perhaps the light blue dress Svala had on, as she sat next to Allen on Harek’s bed roll. Still, he didn’t want a passerby to take notice and so Allen spoke before any of the men could recover.

“Get in. Vali, have Harek make sure none listen.”

At those words Vali stepped back as he nudged the other two forward, before calling to Harek and a minute and a few words later, the three men were sitting on Vali’s bedroll as Allen spoke.

“First, I Allen. I not want hurt any here. Want all live good life, better life than not here. Second, this Svala, my mate, Vali’s sister. Yes, one lost in dungeon. No others dead. Die after not listen Vali’s warning, my warning.”

“Vali, who this?” asked the ex-chief angrily, whose name Allen still didn’t know, or care about.

“He dungeon, or something. Hard understand,” replied Vali, sounding worried.

“He kill-”

“No, he protect his life. Warned Vali. Vali warned all others. They laugh, not listen, they die, Allen grow.”

“Vali, don’t tell secrets,” cut in Svala.

“Why woman here?” asked Frodi as he appraised Allen.

“Allen not know tongue at first,” answered Vali. “Still not perfect, getting much better. Svala make sure he understand.”

“When Vali know truth?” pressed Frodi.

“Night before first group die. Allen warned me, Harek not go. We stopped friends. Others not listen, others die. Not allowed tell others about Allen.”

“Yes, neither are you two,” added Allen. “I not like other dungeons. I want humans get stronger. Other dungeons want humans dead.”

“You get stronger when human dies, why you want live?” asked Frodi.

Allen turned to Svala to let her know that he didn’t think he could word a good enough response as she spoke for him.

“Allen is human, just not from here. He turned into dungeon by other. Not his choice. Hates when kills humans. Knows he will kill more. Looking for other way to grow strong. Wants village here to grow bigger. He able to make more pig now more people here.”

“Us here, gives him power?” asked the ex-chief. “Why he kill then?”

“Different power type,” answered Allen. “One let me create tools, monsters. Other makes me bigger, able to create more types monsters. Last group killed let me make pig.”

“Pig what we eat tonight?” asked Frodi.

“Yes,” answered Allen. “When first made dungeon, not know what human here like, not think make food monster. You kill all ratfolk showed need for food monster, I used power from those who not listen make pig. Can’t make more other monster now, unless more not listen then die.”

“Why come here tonight?” asked Frodi.

“Make clear that Vali is chief. Other become chief, no pig monsters. Trust Vali, like what he doing. Know all want food, plan add more, but need teach you about pig floor, food floor. Svala explain rest when ready.”

“What foods?” asked Vali, looking more interested in that than he was in the rest of the conversation.

“Potato, mushroom, onion,” replied Svala. “Allen looking at others, wants to see if grow, then I teach you how grow.”

“What potato, onion?” asked Frodi

“Root food, good,” answered Vali with a smile. “Ate once, Allen give.”

“What if I tell all?” asked Frodi.

“Allen do nothing, if people stay with Vali still chief,” replied Svala. “If village hurt Vali, Harek family, village hurt Allen family, no food no tools until Svala tells him.”

“What people think when know Allen, Svala in dungeon?” asked Allen.

“People want proof. Some want kill you after you kill others, I want kill you,” replied Frodi.

“I want kill too,” added the ex-chief. “Not kill though. You give food, give tool, try warn, brother not listen. Brother has son. Let son know when he old enough, see what he want then.”

“Make sure son has son, not want see you kill brother’s line,” interjected Vali. “Allen not good. Allen not evil. Allen is. Have seen magic below, want us learn magic above.”

“What magic?” asked Frodi.

“Hard explain. Light from tool, no heat. Other humans, not human but monster, like humans able talk, nice, can fight monsters if more.”

“Yes, Owen, Cassandra, great, new kind of people Allen make. Can make more, but use much power,” added Svala.

“Can I see?” asked Frodi.

“Earn trust first,” replied Allen. “Then you see.”

Frodi just frowned as Allen turned to Vali and after nodding, took Svala’s hand and vanished from before them, and he sat and watched the three of them talk after he left. It was clear that his disappearing act had Frodi and the ex-chief on edge as they realized that he could likely appear wherever he liked. They also likely understood that he could watch them and were wondering just how much he knew, as they quickly agreed that Vali would remain as chief for the time being. Still, Allen could tell that things weren’t settled quite yet, as he created a pair of wood cutting axes that he planned to leave near the seven pigs, that he would create after he received the DP from the newest group.

Vali

After Allen left, Vali found the other two men easy to convince to not seek to remove him. It was clear that both didn’t trust Allen, but they feared him more. Frodi even thought he might be a magic user who lost their mind in the dungeon, from a few of his comments. Still, the rest of the feast went relatively well. The next day came and work resumed, though the dungeon team, which Frodi was leading, were slightly late as the village worried, until they returned with seven pigs. At that there were cheers and celebrations, as they would run low on food in a week if they didn’t have more. Still, Vali wanted the other foods Allen had mentioned and had almost missed the two weird tools that had been found with the pigs. At first Vali had thought they were weapons from the blades that were made completely from metal, but then he thought of the trees and smiled.

While it took them a while and a healer had been needed a few times, the new tools were enough to allow them to cut down four trees a day and the progress on the wall sped up. Beyond that, each day seemed to bring a new type of tool, as a thin piece of metal with teeth and handle on both ends arrived next. This one had taken some time to understand, but once more it cut through wood quite well. Soon they had tools for cutting and processing the wood in ways they had never known was even possible, as the wall continued to be built. Like this, life in the village reached the state of constantly discovering new ideas and one particular set of interlocking blocks of wood really set things onto a course of discovery.

(*****)


Chapter 11.

Left behind.

Stan didn’t know what to do as he found himself being forced to continue the training, that he and Madison had been doing together, since she left. Part of him wanted to just refuse and see what they would do to him, but he doubted that would end well as for all he knew, he could die tomorrow and they wouldn’t even care as they dumped, or destroyed, his body. No, if he wanted something to come out of the life that he had left to live, he would have to push forward. Only the problem was, he was doing worse at everything since Madison had been taken away for whatever mission they were running to find the jinni. It had been a week since then and he was in the middle of weapons training when the same vampire, who was the only one to ever talk to him, entered the room and started to berate him.

“Tell me, are you trying to get yourself labeled as useless and disposed of?”

“What, wasn’t that your plan all along? Get me interested, secure the file, find out what I know and if I wasn’t of any more use, enjoy me as a snack!?”

“Oh, you do have a bit of fight in you still. What are you saying, you’re lonely and need a training partner, or you just can’t do it.”

The mocking tone that the vampire delivered that line with was enough to make Stan grip the training pistol in his hand tighter as he resisted simply throwing it at her before he replied.

“Someone to talk to might be nice. I mean we can’t all be no-name bloodsuckers can we.”

“Oh, have you ever asked me what my name was?”

“No, but I have seen you all of twice before now. Once when I thought any wrong move and I was dead and the other when you sent Madison to the Sahara Desert. Tell me, am I even allowed to know your name, or is soulless bitch number one the best I am going to know.”

“This is about me telling you that you’re never going to get any real sexual release, isn’t it?”

“No, though I will admit I have started to wonder if there is something in those shakes that makes sure of that.”

“No, just like there isn’t anything in the orange juice during military basic training. It is just that your body is too exhausted each day to, well you get the picture.”

“Sure, so tell me, just what am I even working towards with all of this? Going to add me to the squad that hunts down new paranormals? Why should I even care about any of that?”

“What do you think happens to people who start to become paranormal? Do you think that they just wake up one day and are like ‘awesome, I have superpowers’?”

“No, they probably break some stuff and have one hell of a learning curve.”

“Those are the easy ones. Others start to lose their minds as a new part of them awakens. Tell me, what do you think it would be like to have a wolf’s instincts in your head all of a sudden?”

“I don’t know, I’d find myself wanting my steaks rarer and maybe I might be more aggressive? Might have even gotten the balls to ask a girl to prom rather than splitting a ticket?”

“Cute. No, you might find yourself opening the fridge and eating whatever meat you saw, raw or not. Aggressive is an understatement for what you would be towards anyone who pissed you off, especially if you didn’t have any pack structure in your life. If a girl turned you down, well, you might not understand that no means no anymore and just take what you want. Do you know the only reason that the sudden emergence of paranormals hasn’t brought the world to its knees already?”

“You and your team are out there kicking asses and taking names?”

“Ha! No, it’s because luckily for us, most of those with a wolf or other monster inside them, are already behind bars. Even when inactive, most of those who become aggressive paranormals were always aggressive. We don’t know if what they become is based off genes, or if it is their temperament. Outside of trying to make someone a vampire, or a few other viral methods, we don’t even know how to control who becomes one.”

“So why not just bite a bunch of people you trust to fill your organization’s ranks, if so many paranormals are coming out of the woodworks, or whatever.”

“Oh, are you asking that I bite you, Stan? You want to feel like every cell in your body is on fire before suddenly feeling as cold as ice for the rest of your existence? Not to mention the never-ending desire for blood that can never be satisfied and could make a meth addict suffering withdrawal look sane in comparison. All you have to do is ask and I will let you know exactly what it feels like to be like me. I just hope you are ready for the fact that it is a coin flip if you will turn and even then, you could fail to adapt and I would have to terminate you. Really, only one in ten makes it a year after turning and even then, you would never feel any pleasure without blood involved.”

“Just because you’re sexually frustrated doesn’t mean that you should take it out on me.”

“Oh, maybe I should just turn you and see how long you last?”

“I’m good. I like having a warm body.”

“Then what, you want me to use you like a juice box, hoping that I might let you go a round with me if I do?”

“If I wanted to do a corpse I would have worked at the morgue.”

“Eww, that sounds gross to even me. I suppose that at least you weren’t that desperate. Now, tell me, are you going to start taking your training seriously, or do we see if you’re in the ten percent that make it after being turned?”

“Fuck you.”

“Suit yourself, though you have a new training partner starting tomorrow. If I were you, I would be careful as she’s got a bit of wolf in her.”

“Wait, what!?”

“Don’t become her chew toy now.”

Just like that the vampire was gone as Stan once more realized that he hadn’t asked for her name and now it was bugging him. So, he did what any sane individual would do and imagined that everything he was shooting had her face on it. By the time he was done, he had killed her over 500 times and yet, he just felt empty as he returned to his cell and thought about just what he was about to have to deal with moving forward. Though he at least smiled at knowing that he was going to have someone to talk to again. That excitement lasted all of five seconds after he saw the five-foot-five girl with short black curls, brown eyes and read the collar on her that read, “Bad-bitch,” as that was all he had time to take in before she opened her mouth.

“What you looking at, little bitch. You hoping that I would want to cuddle up with your bitch-ass, or something?”

Stan just shook his head as he walked towards his shake and drank it down, suddenly missing the silence that he had been cursing the day prior. Yet it seemed that his new training partner wasn’t going to just let him ignore her as she took the shake, that like her collar was labeled Bad-bitch, and continued to talk.

“What is this garbage? Hey, bitch-boy, when do we get breakfast?”

“You’re looking at it. If I were you, I would drink it, else what comes next will be even worse.”

“What? They going to force it down my throat? I’d like to see them try.”

“So would I. Man, what I would give to see that. Hope you get used to just working out and reading textbooks all day.”

“What the fuck? Nah, I’ll enjoy a bit of gym time, but you can read mine for me.”

“Thank you?”

“For what?”

“I am finally going to get to see what happens when someone doesn’t do what they were told. Tell me, was that collar on you before they picked you up, or did they want to warn me about something?”

“Ever see what happens when a dumbbell goes up a smartass’s ass?”

“I have, actually. They become a little bitch like you, all words but no substance to back it up with. Well, news flash, little girl, you don’t have any idea about what you’re in right now and while I could very easily tell you all about what I have learned about werewolves, or whatever you are, I won’t. No, you can hit the books like a good little puppy and maybe, just maybe, you might realize at some point that like it or not, this is your life now. Whatever messed-up world made you think that the tough girl persona that you seem to want to put on means anything, is gone. All that you’re going to know until whoever the hell is running this madhouse decides you are ready, is three shakes a day and pure exhaustion. So, buckle up, buttercup, because like it or not, that is our world now.”

“I am going to chew you up and spit you out. You think acting all tough and like you aren’t wanting to run and hide behind your mama is going-”

“You’re right, I would love to run and hide behind my mom, though she probably thinks I am dead. The same goes for you as everyone you cared about is going to think you’re dead. That is if any even cared about you. Can’t see that being very many with how you act.”

Stan didn’t even see her jump at him as he went to drink his shake, only for her to tackle him at the waist. What he did see was him throw her off and into the wall, as she landed on all fours and started to foam at the mouth. In the next moment he could see her eyes go pitch black, right before she started to howl in pain as it seemed the collar was shocking her as she started to spasm. A moment later she was lying on the ground as she panted and tried to recover from whatever she had just gone through as tears ran down her face. Yet she just stayed quiet as she looked like a complete mess and Stan picked up his half-spilled shake and drank it as he sat down on the floor.

“I don’t know the first thing about you and you know nothing about me. So, maybe just maybe you don’t start things off by calling someone a little bitch and I’ll actually ask you what’s your name, instead of returning the favor. Oh, and for the record, before they shoved me in here, I was just another guy who had no idea what the hell I was doing with my life, other than trying to find my missing friend. Ended up dragging my sister into this with me and well, now I don’t even know if she is alive and worse yet, they will never tell me either way. So yeah, I bet the last bit of your life has sucked royally, but I am pretty sure everyone in here’s life has been pretty shitty. So, none of them are going to feel sorry for you, or me. They aren’t even going to talk to you. Just hand you what you need and a card with your instructions and watch what you do. If it wasn’t for the fact that none of what they have us doing is very entertaining, I would say we were on a British comedy show.”

“Why British?”

“I don’t know, just sounded right for some reason. Better than a Japanese one, though add a pit with some water in it and some of what we are going to have to do might fit in on one of those as well.”

“You spent your life watching internet videos, didn’t you?”

“No, I spent my life trying to figure out how to make internet videos and hanging out with Allen.”

“Is Allen the friend who caused you to wind up here?”

“Nah, that would be my own fault for not just posting the video he sent me to the world. Might have gone viral and would have been pointless to lock me up then, but I doubt I would be here. No, I had to try and go all detective on it and try and figure out the audio on it.”

“So, you really got your sister killed?”

“No clue. Last I knew she was headed to the Sahara Desert. So, who did you get killed?”

“I didn’t get anyone killed. I ripped my ex in half when he hit me. Grew claws and got all hairy. I think I even had a muzzle. After that it was a blur, before some bitch with fangs was standing over me in a cell here.”

“Didn’t get her name, did you?”

“No, she just smiled and told me to have fun with my new chew toy.”

“Bitch, she wants me to die.”

“Name’s Ramona. Bitch is what my friends call me.”

“Wasn’t talking about you, but wouldn’t call them friends if that is what they called you. Stan, by the way.”

“Alright Stan, just what do you know about whatever I am?”

“Sorry, not going to make it that easy on you. I am rather sure that they aren’t above communal punishment if we don’t follow directions. So, going to make you read all about it for yourself.”

“Oh, come on, you-”

“Don’t try and instantly go from alpha bitch to buttering me up. Sorry, but not so soft as to fall for that.”

“Fine, I’ll let you see my tits if you just spill all you know-”

“Right, because that one would work out for me in the long run. Sorry, Ramona, but not going to start trading looking at your body for me doing what you want. Besides, if you sweat anything like a normal person, not much will be left to the imagination soon.”

“Bastard. Fine, be that way.”

Stan just held in a laugh at the dirty looks he was getting, while trying to figure out when he got so aggressive. He was chalking it up to the stress he was under and how pissed off he was at knowing nothing. Still, as he got up to start his morning exercise, he reached out his hand to Ramona in an effort to help her up and as a peace offering. When she actually took it, Stan was slightly surprised until he found himself being pulled to the ground as she stood over him as she spoke.

“Hope you like the view from down there, as it is where you’re going to be every chance I get.”

As she walked over to her shake and went to drink it, Stan just shook his head as he accepted that it was going to be a rough time for them both. That morning’s exercise was particularly amusing to him as he watched Ramona try and keep up with his routine, despite him knowing that she had a lighter one from reading her card. When he was about halfway done, she was lying on the floor cursing up a storm, as Stan worked to cross the wall while gripping onto a ledge that came out about two inches. When he had first started, the whole point was just to grip the ledge for 15 seconds at a time. Now he had to move back and forth on it and last for a good 20 minutes while doing so. Really, as he felt his body, Stan knew that whatever they were doing to him had turned him into a specimen that most men could only dream of being. Yet, he didn’t have the look of most bodybuilders, who just focused on packing on the muscle. Heck, other than the six pack he was sporting, Stan didn’t look overly muscular. Rather he looked lean and fit, while still having a bit of softness to his body from bits of fat that didn’t seem to want to go away, no matter how much he exercised.

Study time was funny as Stan found himself reading about mermaids and just how annoying they could be to track down and study, while Ramona stared daggers at him. He hadn’t missed the warning on her task card telling her that any hint of violence in the library would, including verbal abuse, have her being shocked. She did, however, ignore the part of the card that told her to pick a book and study it, as she spent the whole time just looking at Stan. When weapons training came around, Stan almost laughed as the vampire bitch was waiting for them when they arrived and she didn’t even wait for them to speak before doing so herself.

“Don’t you two make such a cute couple.”

“Fuck off,” retorted Ramona, before the vampire could finish making fun of them.

“Oh, how I wish I could. Nope, not an option as you two have around a month before we throw you to the wolves. Wait, my bad, Stan has already had that done to him. However, the organization needs bodies as things are getting hectic out there and we are stretched too thin already. So, both of you are being accelerated and Stan, don’t worry, you will get a nice little obedience device like Bad-bitch over there has. We just don’t know if Chew-toy is the right code name to give you yet.”

“Oh, what is your code name, Blood-whore?”

“Stan, are you finally asking me to give you my name? Does that mean you want to see if you can beat the odds, or just have me make you my juice box instead.”

“Fuck off,” came Stan’s reply as Ramona actually smiled as the vampire continued to talk.

“See, you two are already getting along. Give it a few years and you two will be like rabbits if we ever leave you alone.”

“Just tell us what matters and get on with things,” retorted Stan, before Ramona could charge forward and likely attack the vampire.

“Fine. As I said, you two are going to be paired up and set on missions. Those task cards you get every day are the same as what you will get for your missions. Only difference is that the staff will actually drop you off and retrieve you when you give the signal that your target has been either secured, or killed. Yes, Stan, due to the massive number of new paranormals out there, we have been killing much more often than we like, as the less cooperative ones aren’t worth dealing with. Bad-bitch would have likely fallen into that category if werewolves weren’t so easy to control and useful. Which, sadly for you, is why she is paired with you and why you will be in the field next month. Stan, she is the muscle, as while you are currently stronger than her, that will quickly change and you won’t heal like her. Bad-bitch, Stan’s going to be your brains. It is fine if you want to chew on him from time to time, just don’t break him as it will force us to assume you can’t be controlled and terminate you.”

Stan could see fear in Ramona’s eyes for the first time, as the vampire gave her a look that made it clear that she would be happy to see her dead.

“Relax. You said it yourself, in a few years we will be fucking like bunnies. Now, we just have to survive whatever meat-grinder that you have planned for us and live that long.”

“See, he does like you,” snorted the vampire. “Better not let him die else you won’t find another, as of right now you two might as well be married for all the privacy that you’re going to get.”

“Hold on, what?” questioned Stan.

“You two have a month to become the best team you can. That means that you two will spend every moment of every day together. One cell, one bed, one toilet. If she has to take a shit, you’re going to be right there making sure she’s safe and the same can be said of her to you.”

“That is just wrong. Isn’t there a female agent she could be paired with?”

“Nope, we don’t usually recruit very heavily and your sister would have been the only other option, but she is needed for another task. That just left you and here I thought I was doing you a favor after you complained about never being able to use that thing between your legs. Who knows, maybe I could have them slip a blue pill or two into your shakes and see how things play out. Tell me, Bad-bitch, has being around him got you all hot and bothered yet?”

“I hope you die,” replied Ramona, with pure venom in her voice that made every insult up to that point seem playful.

“Already have, not sure I can again. Stan, the offer still stands if you want to be my toy rather than hers, though only until I walk out the door. Not sure which set of odds are better at this point?”

“Fuck you!” was all Stan said.

“That’s the idea. You pick which one you want to fuck and-”

“I’ll take my chances with Ramona and hope to keep my pulse. At least with her I have a chance of not dying. You would kill me right away.”

“Suit yourself. Now onto today’s lesson and what you will be doing every day moving forward, fighting me. It is time you know just how fucked you both are…”

What followed was one of the most humbling experiences in Stan’s life, as the vampire made them both look like toddlers fighting against a professional MMA fighter. The way the vampire moved didn’t seem possible as the forces that she had to be generating would rip a body apart. It didn’t matter that she was across the room, they had pistols, she was wearing a shock vest and they had orders to shoot on sight. From the moment it started they had been simply toyed with, as she even pantsed both of them just to rub it in. By the end of it, he found himself tied up face to face to Ramona as they hung from the ceiling. The vampire dusted off her clothes before bidding them farewell and they spent the night like that. Needless to say, the fact that the vampire hadn’t seen fit to return their pants made it a rather awkward night for them both.

The next few weeks were absolutely a nightmare for Stan, as Ramona seemed determined to make things as terrible as she could for him. Even worse was the fact that if he got more than five feet from her, she would get shocked and it became clear that he was literally her leash. The entire workout routine that Stan had been used to was gone, as exercises that they would do together replaced everything. Study time turned into Stan reading aloud and talking with Ramona about the different monsters and how best to fight them. Finally, weapons training became get the crap beat out of them time, as the vampire was there half the time and insisted on seeing how much they learned. The only improvement from the first night was that most of the time she would leave them tied together on the mats rather than hanging upside down.

The only reason that Stan didn’t just give up, was that he didn’t want to be called Chew-toy for the rest of his life. No, just as he refused to use the crap name that Ramona had been given, he didn’t want to lose his name. He also knew that while he hated the methods that were being used, they were effective as while he and Ramona had still yet to get a hit in, they were working better as a team. That was what really mattered, as they weren’t being sent out there to fight anything that would have the experience of the vampire, they were being sent out to deal with ones like Ramona. All of which were likely going to be just as worthless against their tormentor as they were and that was all they had to be better than, at least for now.

(*****)


Chapter 12.

Spotlight.

Allen was happy to see as the village quickly figured out how to build log buildings, after he gave them a set of toys that he had remembered playing with as a kid. As they were just pieces of wood that interlocked with each other, copying them wasn’t hard once they had all the tools Allen kept making for them. While he wanted to be able to do things for them, Allen was limited by several factors. The largest of which was that he couldn’t make any changes to things on any floor, that was considered to have foreign invaders currently on it. This meant that he would need every single human above to either no longer be considered a foreign invader, or to step out of his area of influence to allow him to create anything. The most he could do was place something on the floor by physically holding it as he moved through his dungeon.

In other news, Svala was officially pregnant as her belly had started to swell and she was all smiles at the proof that she would have his child. Though, for Allen, it was more of a hiding his absolute terror at becoming a father as he had no idea what a half dungeon core and half human would make. For all he knew, he was unleashing untold terrors on the world, like Pandora did when she opened her damn box. Though Allen wasn’t exactly sure of what the box held, or what her opening it had caused, but he figured that he was constantly doing much the same as her. Allen hoped that the changes that he was bringing about would do good, but he worried that no matter what his intentions, he was creating a hell that never should have been. Yet, despite that fear, Allen wanted to live and so he pressed forward with his plans.

The first of these was the installation of the LED lights, that Cassandra had officially finished working out all the issues of. While it had been costly, the tenth floor was now a mostly wide-open area that was lit and filled with land that could be farmed. Though it required someone to actually harvest them, but Cassandra found that the potatoes could be harvested after 80 days, which was about the same for the onions. The mushrooms, however, were proving to be a fair bit more of a challenge as they kept dying and all Allen could think of was that they didn’t have the right environment set up for them. Allen knew cool and dark, but once more he wished he knew more about these things, but he just went to the store in his old life when he wanted food. He never thought about the effort of others to produce the food, which he was still guilty of as he simply created what he wanted.

The issue and main reason Cassandra was willing to put so much effort into the experiments growing foods, was that if he was going to release elves and dwarves on the world, they needed to know farming. Dwarves were a particular challenge as Allen wasn’t sure what could grow with no light beyond mushrooms and he only knew about those because of video games. So, he figured that dwarves would end up farming on the surface above their homes to supplement their diets. Though, he also thought that if possible, dwarves would be perfect for taking over other dungeons and using them as starting points of what would be their homes. It was with this thought that Allen found himself talking with Cassandra, as she was poring over her notes on the latest failure to get mushrooms to grow.

“You ever feel like my lack of knowledge is holding you back?”

“Always, but it isn’t your fault that you don’t know what you don’t know. Sure, you could have been more studious before you were thrown into the role you’re in now, but you had other concerns and were just struggling to survive.”

“Is that Cassandra speaking, or the high elf who is struggling to remain rational whenever I am near her.”

“It is actually easier when you are near. Allen, after having given it a fair amount of thought, you should never get overly familiar with any woman you don’t wish to mate with. Even right now I am only able to hold off because my logical side is elevated far beyond what is normal.”

“What happens when I have daughters? Do I just leave them to others to raise?”

“I am not sure, but I would expect that they would be somewhat immune from being around you since birth, or manifest their desire for you in different ways.”

“Such as?”

“I believe the term you would use is a daddy’s girl, as they strove to gain your approval. It is actually your granddaughters that I worry about. You will live forever and if they are not raised around you, well, it might become a rather big issue for you. I suspect that-”

“Got it, never let my daughters have kids and never let my sons visit once they get married.”

“No, figure out how to neutralize the effects of your pheromones, which is actually a side project that I am working on, but getting nowhere on.”

“They are just my scent, so why not just cover them up?”

“They are much more than just your scent and once someone is exposed to them, I dare say that the effect builds up over time and through prolonged exposure. What I am not sure is if being removed from your pheromones would allow someone to recover over time, or just start having withdrawals that will never end.”

“Would you like me to let you figure that out by creating an area where you could seclude yourself as you work?”

“No! I mean, I don’t think that would be a good idea as I would be able to return unless you sealed me inside of there and well, my other research needs your input.”

“So, you have fallen prey to my curse already.”

“Yes,” stated Cassandra with a groan. “However, I am working to understand exactly what it does to me and right now, simply gaining praise from you is enough to appease my desires.”

“So, tell me, what would happen if I were to tell you that I wished to lie with you?”

“Do not do that unless you wish to have all of my passion and anger focused on you. Allen, you created me in part to see just how potent your curse is and I vowed that I would only succumb to it after I knew that you were capable of surviving whatever the world throws at you. I can tell you that my confidence in your survival has gone up, but I still fear what will happen when the other dungeons learn what you are doing here.”

“Assuming that they don’t already. Well, if I had to bet, they won’t be very happy about it and they would likely come to kill me. Though I expect that it is the core itself that matters as I can take cores from other dungeons and, for instance, transform you into a dungeon.”

“Hmm, I wish we knew more about the other dungeons in the world, but that isn’t something that we can ask for and you wisely fled from them.”

“Fine. Now on to my real question. Is it right to let high elves and dwarves become new races and establish themselves in this world?”

“Allen, you will be doing so with far more than just those two races. At the very least wood elves should be added to the mix and there is an argument for the four elemental races as well. It is actually the question of whether humans can mix with us that matters the most, as to just what the world would look like 1,000 years from now.”

“So, tell me, what do you see happening if mixing isn’t possible?”

“War. Each race will create separate kingdoms with opposing priorities and nothing to establish a lasting connection. Humans’ lives are too short and my kind’s are too long for there not to be major differences, as we each look at things that will happen in our lifetimes.”

“Then tell me what your solution to that danger is, if you obviously want me to move forward with creating more of your kind regardless.”

“You need to take one wife from each race that you create and plan to unleash on the world, as your children should be able to mate with either race.”

“So, what? I set the stage for man, elf, dwarf and other hybrids by having more kids than I can count?”

“Yes.”

“So that means I need to have a dwarven wife as well as a wood elf at the very least.”

“It also means that you shouldn’t let goblins and trolls reproduce inside of your dungeon, nor should you send them out of it to attack other dungeons. If the imagination of the individual in control of a core is what limits the options for monsters, it would be best not to share such creatures with other dungeons.”

“The whole point would be to destroy any dungeon that they attack.”

“Yes, but what happens if the dungeon survives and copies them?”

“You want me to send in armies of elves and dwarves to conquer them.”

“Yes. It is likely that they will mistake us for humans, as our features are similar enough, so even if we fail-”

“Can you defeat 26 goblins at once?”

“No, I could likely deal with five at most, were you to add offensive spells to my abilities. Were I to fight while being guarded by Owen, ten would be easy and 15 would be possible, if the terrain was in our favor.”

“That is how much cheaper a goblin is than you. Are you even a match for a troll? How about two?”

“No, I would have to get lucky in a fight with a troll.”

“I can get five of them for the cost of you. Your capacity to learn is why I believe you cost so much more and I believe that their race’s talents are in numbers for goblins and durability for trolls. It is highly likely that other dungeons will copy my monsters. It is the whole reason that the one who met me even let me live when I first arrived. So, I will deliver them cheap and low-potential monsters, not ones that could infiltrate the humans, or destroy them from within. I have already looked, but I can’t create humans. However, if I spend the points on it, I can create any fantasy monster that I have ever heard of from my world. Including a harem variation of them that would create what I expect would be my physically ideal version of that race, who would likely be preprogrammed to love me even without my pheromones. I am not sure how the costs of these creations are determined, but I can certainly say that the ones that are closer to human in appearance, or are more powerful, cost a whole of a lot more. So, tell me again why I should have dwarves and elves make up the bulk of the forces I send to attack other dungeons, if I ever do one day?”

“Humans should. It is their world and the elves and dwarves can be the allies they found that gave them the power that they needed. You said it yourself, our kind is expensive, but our potential is higher than others by far. So, let the dwarves bring them out of the stone age and into the iron age, let the elves teach them ways to live beyond just hunting and gathering, and a hundred years from now, who knows what the world will look like.”

“Tell me, do we even know what purpose the dungeon cores serve?”

“No, and you won’t let me near yours to even study it.”

“I will never allow any near it, even my own creations. Call it complete paranoia if you like, but when it comes to my core, even thinking of letting others near it-”

“Causes you to feel a sense of impending doom that is almost crippling. I understand. I just want to study it and understand its mysteries, though I doubt I could do much with my current setup as it is.”

“I think you are too intelligent for this world as it is. You probably would be more at home in a futuristic setting.”

“Those movies about a galaxy far, far away do make me wonder just how far technology could go.”

“Before greed ruins it.”

“Why would greed ruin technological advances?”

“Tell me, if a new technology would threaten my business, but I could buy that technology and keep it from the world for decades, why wouldn’t I?”

“Wait, people in your old world would do such a thing?”

“Oh yes, and they would slap arbitrary high prices on things like basic medical care so that if you didn’t pay someone else who had access to the real prices, you couldn’t afford to live. Really, if the magic you have existed in the world I came from, I think the world would be a much better place there.”

“What if it does?”

“Then some greedy bastard must be keeping it from everyone, or it’s so rare that only a few can be touched by it.”

“Tell me, if you could go back to that world, would you?”

“I would want to see my parents and probably a few others like Stan, but I wouldn’t go there cursed as I am and I couldn’t leave Svala now. That is one thing that I know better than to do. As terrified as I am about being a father, abandoning a kid is a quick way to mess them up for life.”

“I hope you prove to me that you can survive this world sooner rather than later.”

“Is it that hard to resist me?”

“Yes, and you aren’t even trying. Allen, I cannot stress how important it is to keep you away from any prolonged time with women. I just hope the effects weren’t retroactive.”

“Why? It isn’t like any of them could get to me now.”

“That is precisely the problem. If being away from you long enough doesn’t lessen the effects, you could have some very frantic women looking for you. I would think that considering that they would be people you knew, you might care more.”

“Yeah, that would suck, though I don’t think there was anyone that would have my scent around them other than my mom.”

“Right and no one went over to your house and comforted her after you disappeared, but before your pheromones faded from say, your dirty laundry.”

“That’s nasty. You think some girl became obsessed with me from smelling my dirty drawers?”

“More than likely, if the effects were retroactive.”

Allen just shook his head as he thought of the other moms in the apartment complex coming over and finding themselves drawn in by his scent. A shiver went up his spine as he thought of a few of the older women who were most definitely not his type. One thing was for sure, he was very happy not to be around if any of them were looking for him.

“Alright, not going to ever plan to accept going back, if it would mean picking up where I left off in life. I just wish I could get an internet connection and watch all the shows that I am missing.”

“I think that it is a good thing that you can’t, as I think that would be all you would do. How the hell did an 18-year-old have the time to watch everything that you have in there now?”

“Most of it was from when the TV was my babysitter. Even I was surprised when I had access to stuff that I haven’t watched since I was three.”

“Anyhow, have you figured out why your attempts to gain the subjugation points from Vali, Bolla and Harek failed?”

“No. I wish I knew exactly when I got the point for Svala, as it might help me understand it better.”

“So, it is still either when she decided to become your mate, refused to leave, or when you captured her with no intent of freeing her. All of those involve intents and it would seem that it is either yours, or theirs, when they are down here.”

“Or both,” countered Allen as he thought about it for a bit more, before standing and bidding Cassandra farewell for the moment.

From her work area he made his way over to the newest wing of the private area of his dungeon, where Owen was hard at work as he pounded away at a piece of steel. Allen had created the area after re-watching some episodes of a TV show, where contestants competed to forge a blade under a time limit. While he had left out the power tools, the other components he had seen were enough to create the setup that Owen was currently taking advantage of. Though to make it even easier, Allen had invested 750 DP in the dwarf to add two to his strength, dexterity and intelligence, as he had a 16, 12 and 10 in them now.

“Am I interrupting anything overly important?” asked Allen, as the dwarf set his current project aside.

“No, I am just trying to see what I can do with the tools you have given me.”

“Sorry to say, but the metalworking skill still hasn’t appeared on its own.”

“I was afraid of that. Either I need another to teach it to me, or you have to use your power to bestow it on me. Makes me feel like there is nothing I can gain on my own.”

“What if what I am seeing as a skill is actually just a talent?”

“Then, I need to have it even more, if you are still set on having me become the first of a race of smiths.”

“Why do you have to be a race of smiths? Just because that is what my head says dwarves are, doesn’t mean that it's right.”

“No, but you thinking that when you selected my race did, at least if Cassandra is right. Damn elf woman. I do not envy you for taking on that one when she finally gives into her urges towards you.”

“What are you going to do when I create a dwarven woman and see if you can manage to secure her as your wife with me around?”

“Curse you for being a right bastard, but I am not a big enough fool to think that the first dwarf woman you create will be the right one for me.”

“That’s a good way to put it.”

“But just to be clear, after that, you will be creating a new floor where my kind can live away from you, right?”

“Yes, but that might mean you can’t be here as much anymore.”

“Oh, what, are you saying that you’re afraid to be left alone with three women?”

“I wish that it was only going to be three. Cassandra seems to believe that it will be at least four, as she is pushing for me to add wood elves next and she is already talking about other races as well.”

“You just keep things nice and slow, you have an eternity to exist. Maybe add wood elves in another 100 years. Maybe take a gnomish wife before a wood elf.”

“I am not into women that aren’t even four feet tall.”

“Why not? It’s not like they aren’t-”

“Owen, they would look like a child to me.”

“Then is that saying that they will not have a place in the world you’re creating?”

“If Cassandra gets her way and expects me to take a female from every race that I create, then yes.”

“Then change what a gnome is, or at least change it for the one you take as a mate. You’ve talked about that special version of each race that is meant to be one of your mates. I am sure it could create a gnome that would fit your ideal version of one.”

“So, what, four-foot-two, just over 100 pounds, with ten of that in her chest? That is still pushing the boundaries of what I would consider acceptable, not to mention it would take up a second slot that I don’t want to waste.”

“It isn’t wasted. You would know just what the harem designation did and you could determine if you ever wanted to use another slot like that.”

“Owen, I have no idea when I will get another slot as from what I understand, the population above is only around 3,000 adults and only 1,000 are men, 300 of which enter the dungeons. Though, now that is likely down to 280 who would normally enter the dungeon as I have killed 20 of them. If I keep killing the humans to empower myself, it won’t be long before none are left in the area and then I will be stuck.”

“You just need to understand how to replicate what you did with Svala. I say you find another lady that catches your eye and use her to figure-”

“No! I am not going to force my curse on any more women!”

“So, what, are you going to stop at Cassandra and Svala? What happened to taking a dwarven wife and one from any new races that you let settle in the world above?”

“They will have a choice. Once Cassandra is sure she can remove my scent from the equation, I can move forward with adding more wives, but I don’t think it is wise to take a second native to this world as a wife. Svala is enough for me and I am already struggling to understand what to do with just one kid on the way.”

“That one is your own fault. The moment other humans arrived, you didn’t even take a few days to understand them before taking one as your bride. It is almost like having me around to talk with wasn’t enough.”

“Sorry for not finding the input you had on my experiments very conducive to conversation.”

“What did you expect? You kept talking about how an ecosystem would make everything better, while the little bugs you kept making just killed each other. Even now that you made me smarter, it still seems like it was a giant waste of time and resources, that could have been used to at least improve the food situation.”

“That’s why you like Svala. Since she came along, I have been freer with the foods we eat and she has been getting good at cooking.”

“That you have been, but I know that will change when I leave and I believe that day is sooner than either of us would believe.”

“Why is that?”

“Soon some more idiots from the other dungeon will come, but they won’t just enter with 40 men with next to no magic save some healing. No, it will be around 100 and they will come to conquer you, before you start threatening those who you are luring into feeling safe with you beneath them.”

“Wolves will one day become companions to men, yet they are currently at odds above as well. I am not luring anyone into trusting me. I am actively looking for a way that I don’t have to kill more humans.”

“Destroy your own core, otherwise you will need to kill more. Even if you figure out how to grow in power without killing them, others will attack you for simply being a dungeon. You like to talk about how greed drives the actions of everything and I agree that greed is behind much of what exceeds the necessities to survive, but I don’t think greed is the lone driving force behind everything. Unless it is greed that makes you want to uplift humans and place them on a path to live lives like what you knew in your old world. Tell me, is greed what drives you?”

“No, but it plays a role as what the world will become is a place where the gap between the haves and the have-nots simply widens. Now, the gap between those groups is small. Any man can become chief and any woman can become his mate. In my old world, such things were nearly impossible as those at the bottom seemed to live in a completely different world from those at the top. The greed is that I want to be one of those at the top when the new order is created and while I don’t believe that I am a god, it is safe to assume that to others I may seem to be.”

“Then if I were to kill you, would that make me a god slayer?”

“Possibly, though if you did so now, I suspect that you would be a very lonely one.”

“That I would. I would also cry at the loss of all the foods you will bring into this world. Perhaps Svala will become known as the goddess of food, if she ever shares her cooking with the world as it is now.”

“Oh, are you hoping to be seen as the god of the forge?”

“No, I already know that you will be seen as the god of creation and after that all your wives will become the goddesses in your pantheon, with your children filling the other roles.”

“I am no god, even if others see me as one. I told you when I created you to not let me become something I am not. Owen, I will grant you the metalworking skill, but you need to remember that your role is to keep me humble.”

“There is a difference between humble and denying reality. Allen, you are a god, even if you are only a weak one currently. Nothing else makes sense to describe just what you can do. It is when you start demanding blood sacrifices and taking every woman that catches your eye, that I need to remind you of what kind of a god you want to be.”

“If I am a god, then so was the genie that sent me here, as he didn’t have the power to make me anything more powerful than him.”

“He may very well be exactly that, but he didn’t make you a dungeon lord.”

Allen just let Owen’s words hang in the air, as he returned to his core room to think. He wondered just how long had passed since he got here and if he had freed a god, just what Earth was experiencing now. Though more than anything he thought over what path he was pursuing and just what that would mean for the world above his dungeon. The term utopia was synonymous with dystopia to Allen, as such things never worked and everyone saying that they had the perfect plan to solve the world’s issues, only got millions killed when given the chance. There would always be injustice and those who rose to the top by taking advantage of others in one way, or another. To deny this was to fail to see reality as what one man wanted, another man would stand opposed to it. In the end, the one with the biggest or most sticks usually won, but there were exceptions that Allen remembered from history class. Allen just needed to be that exception and find a way to become the one with the most and biggest sticks, in the war that he knew would come from his actions.

As he thought about this, he looked at his own abilities and stats. He had resisted raising them. He had no plans to fight directly, making strength pointless. He planned to leave the skilled craftsmen’s jobs to others and so dexterity wasn’t of high value either. Since he didn’t age and he didn’t fight, all durability mattered for was his stamina, which the first two could play a role in as well. While he might worry about that when he had more wives, things were fine currently. That just left intelligence, wisdom and luck as the stats as he saw them and it made him wonder just what he needed in each of them. He still feared what changing the stats would do to him and while he had enjoyed the boost to his mental abilities, they didn’t lessen this worry. Yet he still spent the 500 DP to raise both to 14. Then deciding that he would really need some extraordinary luck to make it through what he expected to come, he spent 2200 DP to raise his luck from 11 to 18. This was also the one stat that he had had a massive head start in when compared to the other three, as they all started at five or six.

With those changes made to himself, Allen had only a little more than 5,000 DP remaining, after giving Owen the first two levels of metalworking for 1250 DP and giving Cassandra the third level of divine healing for 4,000 DP. This third level was just the first-level spell again, but now it affected an area rather than a single target and was what he believed was the level of the healer he saw after the ratfolks’ first attack. While Allen didn’t see it as being useful just yet, he had committed to empowering Cassandra’s divine healing at each level and he had delayed long enough. Allen also had a suspicion that even if he were to continue to level up, he was going to run into a wall as he wouldn’t have enough DP to keep up with the cost to level up any abilities, with them going up by a factor of four each level. That was, unless he increased the population above by more than even the current population of the whole valley that he was currently in.

Allen knew that as things currently stood, it was only a matter of time before word of the new village got out, and the potatoes and onions gave Allen an opportunity. Both were easy to farm and would provide a great job for the women who normally foraged the surrounding area for food, or turned hide into clothing. If they could farm as the men cleared more land, it would create a situation where more humans could exist in one place. While there were issues with this, Allen felt like they weren’t beyond his ability to overcome and he came up with a plan and appeared before Svala to discuss it.

“Allen, come snuggle,” were the first words Svala said as she was in the middle of watching the TV while in bed.

Allen knew he needed to improve the setup when it came to enjoying the TV and other luxuries that he had created for them to enjoy. However, he hadn’t felt it was right to spend his DP on doing so when there were other pressing needs and costs to researching the solutions to those needs. So, Svala spent most of the time she wasn’t cooking, enjoying watching shows as her English skills improved and she could understand more.

“You know,” started Allen as he snuggled up to Svala. “Lying in bed so much can’t be good for you, even if my power will keep you in tip-top physical shape.”

“I’m pregnant. I get enough exercise while cooking. Speaking of, now that Cassandra has figured out power, how long until I can have an electric oven like in shows?”

“Oh, are you wanting to try baking cookies?”

“No, too sweet. I want to make lasagna and other meals that shows have in them.”

“I am sorry, but an electric oven like in the shows is not in the budget currently. I just increased Cassandra’s healing ability and gave Owen skills with metal. What was left after that is just what I consider my emergency funds as I wait for my power to recharge.”

“How long until you give me an oven?”

“I think I should give it to you just after our child is born.”

“Too long. I want one soon.”

“Well then I better accelerate the speed at which all those in the valley come to live above us.”

“I thought you were happy with village already?”

“I am, but the other villages are going to cause issues sooner or later. I just think it would be for the best if it is sooner.”

“What are you planning?”

“Simple, I want to shine a spotlight on the village and make others want to be here.”

“The other villages already know about new village. They haven’t come yet. Why would they come now?”

“They haven’t been invited. With onions and potatoes, the village can make enough food to feed the whole valley and even if they can’t, I can.”

“If you can, why do you want them to learn?”

“They can’t become fully dependent on me, else they will never be able to leave and establish more villages elsewhere.”

“Why bring them here if you want to send them away?”

“They would come here to learn, before leaving to go other places. I will teach them how to breed pigs as well.”

“Then they will not need you. Why would any stay?”

“I am still giving out tools and this could be where those too weak to survive out there come.”

“If they die above, do you get power?”

“I’m not sure and it is something that I would like to test, but I think they would have to die to, or in my dungeon for me to get power at the very least.”

“So have those too weak to live sent into dungeon to die.”

“No, I don’t want human sacrifice to become something I am known for. I am sure some will choose that path on their own, but I don’t want such a thing to be normal. Just as I don’t want others knowing that I saved you, as other women might enter the dungeon in hopes that they would be my next mate.”

“Allen, do you want me to be your only mate?”

“That is a loaded question if I’ve ever heard one. Sorry, Svala, but even if I wanted that, I don’t think Cassandra would allow it.”

“Yes, and while I understand more about how things were in your other world, that is not here. You are the one that will bring humans here the tools needed for greatness, while trying to avoid the tools that could destroy too many.”

“You know that I have looked at what the ones that could destroy too many cost, right?”

“Yes, but even if you could afford them, you wouldn’t.”

“They would be cheaper than giving any of you a ninth-level ability, which makes me wonder what the limits of my power are.”

“That is simple, it is just the number of humans that live in your dominion. If you were under a city from the show in your old world, your powers would be unfathomable.”

“That is scary just to think about.”

“It will happen. I will make sure it does as your power is what will keep our child safe.”

“Or attract the danger which will destroy it.”

“You’re the one that said you wanted a spotlight on the village. Gather the power you need, then have Vali have everyone step away from the village and create something that will make them all see this as the place to be.”

Allen paused as he thought about what would do that, while the show continued to play in the background and something in it caught his attention. It wasn’t even that special of a concept, as he remembered it was in several of the anime Stan had all but forced him to watch during their preteen summers. However, in a world with dungeons and monsters, he wondered how was there not such a thing as an adventurer’s guild. Though his next thought was that there could be, as he didn’t know just how isolated the area he was in was.

“Svala, is there really next to no contact with those outside of this valley?”

“Once, when I was little, a group of travelers came through, but none could talk to them and so they didn’t stay long. Other than that, few men leave for a few years and return with things from far away. They keep doing this. It is why villages know what money is. Though we only use when men come back, or when gambling for fun.”

“Did the travelers look like the people from the valley?”

“Yes, except bear furs looked different, white rather than brown and they seemed less bothered by the cold of the night. Used the same coins we do and had some words in common like safe, guest and monster, but not enough for a conversation.”

“Still better than when you decided that you would be my mate without asking me.”

“Oh, you came to me, looking like nothing that I have ever seen, then you feed me foods that I knew I could never get above and you expected me to think you were doing anything but asking me to be your mate?”

“That is not fair. I just thought that I should apologize for causing you issues above.”

“By taking me as your mate.”

“You are never going to allow the fact that you succeeded in convincing me to accept you go, are you.”

“Learning your words was hard. After that effort, there was no way that I was not becoming your mate.”

“Yet, you refuse to be called my wife.”

“When you are willing to have more than one wife, I will accept that term, but until you do, I will only allow you to have mates!”

“Who says that I won’t accept having multiple wives?”

“You do, every time I see you feel guilt over knowing that Cassandra will be your mate, sooner or later.”

“Alright, I will work on that.”

“Good, then maybe next time you show her that you can handle a group of invaders just fine, she will actually take the opportunity to make it official.”

“Why are you pushing for this more than I am?”

“Because I love you and know that until you get past this issue, my place here is not secure.”

“What?”

“Allen, if you decided that you would only have one wife one day, or that you couldn’t handle a harem as you call it, what do you think the women who want you would do?”

“Umm, rip me to pieces as they all try to be the one I picked?”

“Or each other. Allen, I have seen women do terrible things to secure a place with a mate. Most stay quiet about them so long as no one dies, but even we know how to ferment juice into alcohol.”

“Let me guess, once a man sleeps with a woman, he is her mate until death?”

“Or she sleeps with another.”

“Is that common?”

“No, but it has happened at least twice that I can remember, where a woman wakes up next to a man that is not her mate as a rival takes her mate. One other rule, once a woman leaves a mate, she can’t go back to them.”

“I think that is more than I needed to know. It is just a good thing that I don’t need to worry about such rules.”

“No, you don’t, but Vali, Harek and Bolla have to, especially as Vali’s new mates likely see Bolla as not deserving of being Vali’s favorite, even though it was her who picked them.”

“Is that a side effect of her knowing about us and so she is the only one that Vali sleeps through the night with, as the others are sent to the tents that the women and children use?”

“Yes, and Bolla is his favorite. It’s never good to have a favorite, by the way. When you add Cassandra, we are just different flavors that, depending on your mood, is what you want that day.”

“Joy. Well, we are going to go talk with your brother now. Maybe you can say something to him about it.”

“Would not listen, I am a woman. Not like in your world where what we say matters. Only tool is leaving mate for better one. Hard to do and rarely end well.”

Allen just shook his head as he helped Svala out of bed and a few minutes later they were ready to go, as Allen confirmed that Vali and Bolla were alone in the log house that had been built for them. While it was still just a 15-foot square room, it was a major improvement over what they had been in before, as Allen could actually stand. They had also figured out how to make simple platform beds that they put their bedrolls and other furs on top of. Vali and Bolla had just been getting ready to fall asleep when Allen and Svala arrived and Vali was quick to greet them.

“Allen, what you need today.”

“I really ought to just visit you to visit one of these days. It might make it less obvious that I am always here to add work to your plate.”

Vali looked confused as Allen hadn’t shifted to their language, but Svala was already translating for him before he could correct his mistake.

“Visit for visit nice, what today?”

Allen just smiled as he went into explaining the farming and inviting other villages to learn how to as well. Svala was a help with most of the questions, as she had worked with Cassandra on some of it while Allen had been focused elsewhere. Once that was done, Allen told them to keep the 100 feet surrounding the dungeon entrance from having anything built on it that could be seen as permanent. When asked why, Allen just said it was for a future purpose as Svala smiled, knowing that he was taking her suggestion to embrace his role fully. Though she wasn’t entirely sure just what his plan entailed still. Finally, after Allen was sure they had gotten both concepts through clearly, he turned to Vali as he changed to the final topic.

“Why other mates, children not here?”

“Not think, want know you,” came Vali’s response. “Bolla know already.”

“No more. Every night, you, Frodi, Harek meet after eat. If I need talk, I come then. All mates, children sleep here, family, show others, all do, Bolla idea, hates other mates left out.”

“Why?”

“Ask Bolla,” stated Svala before Allen could respond.

“Bolla?”

“Others not like me. Think I keep you away, not know what do.”

“Others mate to chief, not enough?”

“Vali, never enough,” stated Allen. “Don’t understand, women know better about women. Listen to Bolla about other mates, will keep Bolla safe.”

“Who hurt Bolla? I teach them lesson!”

“You hurt Bolla,” commented Svala as she looked at her brother. “Most men hurt mates like this. New village change this, you lead change.”

“Allen, you listen Svala about women?”

“Yes, some difference. Still listen most time.”

“Will think. Need not look weak.”

“Not weak, smart. Build second room, kids sleep there.”

Vali looked confused as Svala giggled before speaking.

“Allen not think kids should watch baby making.”

“How learn then?” asked Bolla.

Allen really didn’t want to have that conversation and so, after cutting it off and bidding them farewell, he returned to his dungeon with Svala.

“You should see your face. I know that your world was different, but ours does not have TV for kids to see others on and learn from them.”

“That is not where kids in my world learn about sex from, or at least that isn’t where we are supposed to.”

“Then where?”

“Health class in high school, once we are closer to being old enough and want to start finding partners.”

“Ah, school, another thing that this world is lacking. So, once more where would you have them learn if not from their parents? Would you have them all gather together as a teacher show them all?”

“Let’s just drop it. I get it, I am going to have to create all the textbooks that were used in my world for our kids.”

“Fine, I will not try to change your mind on that one as I think you would never make love to me again if I tried to enforce that one.”

“Glad you can at least accept that.”

“You have other options here.”

Allen couldn’t help but smile at the mischievous look that Svala was giving him and think about just what movies, or shows she had been watching while he was busy, as he pulled her in for a kiss. He wouldn’t say that what they had between them fit the definition of a relationship built on a firm foundation from Earth, but in this world, he couldn’t think of what could be stabler. She was loyal to him and would push him to be better, and he was more than happy to simply have her in his arms. Though he did remember a few of his friends warning him about how easy it was to mistake the feeling one had towards the woman that took your virginity, with love. Even so, Allen didn’t care about details like that, as Svala welcomed him onto the bed.

(*****)


Chapter 13.

Sand.

It was official, Madison hated life and would be happy to have never learned anything about Allen possibly being alive. Since reaching the Sahara Desert, the only relief that they ever seemed to get was when they reached one of the supply dumps, that happened every week. It was only at those that she would get the chance to have a day off as they inventoried everything and got the crate ready for a flyby pick up. Even so, the past month had been nothing but walking in circles as every time they thought they were headed in the right direction, the indications would change directions. From what the others were saying, the jinni could only change his location, but not his distance as they managed to chain him to her through magic or something. Madison didn’t buy this. She thought that the jinni was watching them even now and just laughing at them as they struggled in the harsh desert.

It was on one of these rest days that Madison was interrupted, as she was in the middle of getting all of the sand off her as she could using baby wipes. Apparently, water was too valuable to be allotted for the task and each member of the mission would get a single bag of baby wipes each week. Madison had gotten good enough with them to manage three cleanings a week and it had been three days now since her last one and she absolutely hated the way she felt. It also didn’t help that she was feeling the withdrawals from the fact that Allen’s shirts no longer had any of his scent left. In the two weeks since then, her irritability had only gotten worse as she spoke before the commander could.

“What is it this time?”

“We’re getting close. Sorry, but orders from above are to keep eyes on you at all times.”

“No.”

“What?”

“I am the only woman here, which having dealt with the sand myself, I understand why. I am fine with you watching me 99% of the time, but I want to be able to get clean every other day, or I will really-”

“Don’t care. Rather if you try, I bet most of us would be fine getting two baby wipe days a week in exchange for the show.”

“Pig.”

“Hey, this line of work gets lonely and-”

“Nothing, any one of you or your men look at me while I am cleaning myself, or changing and-”

“Nothing, little girl. You are in the middle of the least hospitable place on the earth and we have been rather accommodating to you. I will even give you props for not being a complete sack of potatoes, but-”

“You need me as if I die, your target gets to run around freely and-”

“Contingencies have been made already. So don’t make us have to put those into action just yet, as it will just put some other poor lady unlucky enough to be unable to stop thinking about Allen into your shoes.”

“You expect me to just happily let you all pass me around like some common whore!?”

“Not at all. If I expected that, you would have been pulling duty three weeks ago. I expect you to be grateful that I am the only one on shift when you’re washing up and that the rest get to pull duty in pairs. Look, I like you. You got enough fire in you to want to find a way out of this right now and I respect that. Problem is, that isn’t going to save you the moment we bag this jinni and you being alive doesn’t matter.”

“Great, you’re going to pass this duty off as suicide watch to the others.”

“That is exactly what I am going to do. After all, you have been getting more frantic every day. Look, all I am saying is that your options after the mission are my bed, or all of my men having a go at you before we leave you dead in the sand. Casualties are expected after all.”

“She wasn’t kidding when she said that it’s hard to find anyone to have a relationship within this field. Tell me, how many years has it been since a rapist like you has even gotten to look at a naked woman in person?”

“We talking before, or after their pulse stopped?”

“Got it, I am really out here with the scummiest of scum. Tell me, what odds do they give us of living?”

“Low enough that if only I come back no real questions will be asked and I always come back.”

As the commander said this, his face split as a partially transparent face that didn’t match the man’s head before her, separated itself as the body it was inhabiting looked like it was in extreme pain. The gaze of the monster before her was chilling as Madison felt pure terror at realizing that the commander wasn’t alive, let alone human, anymore. A second later and it was only the commander again as he started to talk.

“Who knows, maybe I should just go to plan B and ditch this vessel and force my way into you. I am sure the pleasure of your despair would be enough to sustain me for another century or so.”

“You’re the real face of what runs all of this, aren’t you?”

“Oh no, they make me look like a cuddly puppy. Pray that you never meet them as they are the real monsters that go bump in the night. Now, go ahead and finish washing.”

“I’m good. You came in right after I finished.”

“Lying isn’t going to get you clean, though the misery that you will experience from not washing for a few days, is enough that I trust it will be fun to watch you break. Just know if you give the others a show, they are likely to take it as an invitation for more.”

“I hope that when this is all over, that the jinni turns you and your men into the very sand that we walk on.”

“If that happens, you’re going to be right there with us.”

“At least I’ll die knowing that your little organization is fucked, as you won’t have any way to deal with him.”

“Ha, you think that you know anything.”

Madison just smiled as she lay down and started to focus on getting some sleep, while thinking about her options while trying to not show fear. Sadly, nothing came to her as she managed to fall asleep and when morning came, she found herself being watched by a couple of the men, who looked less than eager to already be awake. This treatment continued for the next week, with the only change being that Madison started to try to get to know each of the men a bit better. Her goal was to try and figure out which ones were complete scum, or just stuck in a crap situation like hers. What she learned was that she was the only human, as the rest were one kind of paranormal or another and apparently the collars they had on would make sure they followed orders. The only ones without them were her and the commander, though she suspected that the organization had some other way to keep whatever he was under control.

Whatever the organization behind all of this was, it certainly wasn’t some hidden branch of the US government. Though it could be working with the US and most other governments around the world, which would be much worse if true. Suddenly, Madison was wondering if the world’s billionaires were behind all of this as whatever was funding it was definitely flush with cash and likely making money from something to do with paranormals. The question was just what it was and how dark the world she was in really was. One thing was for sure, either way, she needed to apologize to Stan as she wouldn’t be making it back alive.

(*****)


Chapter 14.

Growing pains.

The months after Allen changed the tenth floor of the dungeon were filled with rapid changes, as winter came in full force and everything aboveground all but halted. This had also been the ideal time for the village to send out teams to trade and extend the new offer to learn farming to all the other villages, as the men all normally returned during the winter. For some of them who went especially far out, it would be the only time they ever came back and for their mates, it would be when they learned if they were even still alive. This also made Allen think about growing seasons for the first time, as he completely forgot to factor winter into his plans since Svala’s group had arrived and it didn’t affect him directly.

From Svala’s information, the snow would last at least three to four moon cycles, which was what the ten-day weeks were based on. To them their moon had three phases that each lasted ten days, while after hearing it, Allen just thought that it took 14 days to wax and wane and was a new or full moon the other 2 days. Instead, they treated the first phase as starting when the moon was just a sliver, the ten days when the moon was the fullest as the next phase and the final phase ended with the new moon. They called them birth, life and death, to mirror their own existences. They also believed that the cycle was the same for all living things and even the dungeons would all die one day.

However, Allen didn’t hold to the same beliefs, nor did he hold to the two-season model that the people had either, of simple warming and cooling seasons. For them the time to leave for the hunts were the days when the snow started to melt and return when it started to fall. There was no spring or fall, just summer and winter, and that would fail them if they were going to be taught farming come spring. Cassandra and Svala were hard at work trying to piece together exactly what would work and the length of each season in the region they were in. Which was rather hard to do without accurate counts of the day lengths compared to night lengths and a whole other litany of calculations. No matter how smart Allen and Cassandra got, both agreed that there were too many variables to even get a good estimate for anything, beyond the length of a day. Which, as it turned out, was about 23 and a half hours long, which was close enough to Earth that Allen chalked it up to being insignificant.

What Allen really needed was a way to get more information from his original world, as he knew that if he could get a group to travel a defined distance and use tools, he could calculate everything that he wanted to know. It was just that he had no idea about the tools, or the method and he couldn’t remember where he had heard about it. That kept him from being able to produce a video or textbook with the information, which was a rather annoying limitation to his ability to reproduce what he had gained knowledge for with his power. Allen knew better, now that his intelligence and wisdom had been boosted, that had he been a more ambitious student like Stan’s younger sister, Madison, he would be in a much better place right now. Heck, she had even been in his chemistry class with him his junior year with Ms. Niwa and had been near the top of the class. Meanwhile, Allen had gotten a C after almost failing and having to take part in the lunch study program that Ms. Niwa put on twice a week, which allowed him to earn back lost points on tests.

What Allen would give for someone who had access to more than the half blank pages of a bunch of high school textbooks, that only covered the basics. Still, the periodic table was a great tool as it had helped him remember a lot of the elements that he didn’t even think of. Though he had also learned that not all elements cost the same and many of them he didn’t even know what to do with. Others, like uranium, he knew better than to create haphazardly as he didn’t care if they had magic to deal with stuff, radiation was the stuff of nightmares on Earth. Still, as he thought about the fresh out of college teacher, and the days spent with her trying and failing to explain how PH scales and reactivity of components worked, Allen couldn’t help but smile. There was just something about the newer teachers, that hadn’t lost all hope in the potential of even the worst students. That mixed with the fact that she had only been eight years older than him and well, teenage boys were prone to feel awkward for obvious reasons. Ms. Niwa had definitely made Allen feel awkward more than a few times and Allen actually thought that was part of why getting a C in her class had been so hard for him.

With all of that said, he did remember enough about the tools that he had used, and that nitrogen was good for fertilizer and explosives, to at least set Cassandra up with a basic lab for farming research. This, however, was being neglected at the moment, as Cassandra was only one person and unless Allen was willing to invest in a competent workforce for her, she was refusing to split her focus too much. So, the only thing the chemistry equipment was currently being used for, was experiments to remove his pheromones from him and those who spent time around him. So far, she had succeeded in finding a detergent that if used when washing would do the trick, but it was only a minute before Allen’s pheromones returned in force for him.

This did, however, come in handy for Owen, as he would at least be able to work around other dwarves as he was currently doing. Allen had smiled as the dwarf’s smithing skills had improved enough with the metalworking ability, that he was able to reliably make anything that Allen, or the others needed. As it turned out, the metalworking ability was more than just becoming better at smithing and parts of it were magical in nature. This included being able to identify the purity, or composition, of the materials he was working with to a certain degree, being able to touch nearly molten metals for a short while and more. With the ability only being at the second level, Allen was sure that if he upgraded it again all of the abilities would improve, but that wasn’t a main priority at the current time.

Instead, it was the training of the four new dwarves that Allen had created, after talking things over with Cassandra and Owen. The goal was to get at least two women in the group and the second and fourth ones were those. Only, they and the other two men were being housed in a new section of the dungeon, that had cost Allen 2,000 more DP to create. All four knew of Allen, but were only interfacing with Owen and an occasional visit from Cassandra, as they tried their hands at various crafts. For his own part, Allen would check in on them as they worked while trying to get a better idea of who the four were. Though his main focus was on the two women that were currently the center of attention for the three dwarves, who were clearly interested in being more than just friends. For the two ladies’ part, it was less that they were interested in more, and rather that they were unsure of what to do as both knew that a fourth unknown possibility existed.

Allen had rather mixed feelings as he felt the ratios were off and he worried about even entertaining a relationship with the two, which thankfully were not identical to each other. It was the same case for all three male dwarves as well. This told Allen that if there was some preset number of physical traits that was acting as an upper limit on the number of any race he could create, it was more than three of any gender. Though he wasn’t ready to stress test this as at 500 DP each and another 20 DP a week, the extra dwarves and their living area had slowed down Cassandra’s research. Even so, as the snow finally began to melt and Svala entered what they believed to be the equivalent of her sixth month of pregnancy, things above started to move once more.

The first change was when a few hundred guests arrived as from what Allen learned from Vali, Harek and Frodi, each village had sent 50 women to learn farming for the year. These women would then return with what they had learned and help their villages establish their own farms, if it was seen as worth doing. While this wasn’t exactly what Allen had pictured, it was within the expectations that he had and could adjust accordingly as he made a backup plan. This was as simple as not allowing any live pigs out of the village and that the other villages would need to send workers each year to help raise them, if they wanted some of the meat from doing so. If things went well, it wouldn’t be long before the villages all had people deserting them to enjoy fresh meat, even in the winter.

However, the other portion of these visitors were not as welcome, as they were 100 of the 300 who normally were at the other dungeon. For once having the ex-chief and Frodi around was a blessing, as they had been able to get them to follow the rules of the dungeon and village. Yet the way in which they inspected every aspect of each floor and discovered the cinnamon traps was worrying to Allen. Especially as it was clear that there were a few gifted with magic in the group. From what Allen had seen, besides the ten healers, four could use fire, three were talented at water magic, one could manipulate earth, including Allen’s dungeon’s walls, and a pair could use electricity. These ten worried Allen, but the one with earth powers was the largest concern. Allen had removed the inch of carbon steel that had been between the floors and used it to help offset the cost of lining the dungeon’s exterior walls with it. Now he found himself spending 1,000 DP to add an inch of steel between the death trap floor and the ones above and below it, sighing at the hit to the savings he had been building up all winter for when he hit level 4. Still, it was clear to Allen that this group of men planned to attack and end him before winter came again and he wasn’t going to take unnecessary chances.

Thankfully, they seemed to be willing to wait as the work to learn farming began in earnest and Cassandra had managed to expand the crops they would be growing. So, rather than just onions and potatoes, she had added carrots, radishes, beets, cabbage, garlic and tomatoes. Each had been found almost idiot proof, though the tomatoes needed support structures to do their best and they all had different speeds of maturity. Which meant some would be harvested multiple times a year. The fastest of these were the radishes and while Allen didn’t care much for their flavor, Svala liked them with some meats and said those above would be happy to see some quick results. So it was that the farming floor was stocked with seeds and pictures that Svala had made to describe the needed process. This included watering, which thanks to the snow, was at least taken care of for the earlier portions of what would come.

Allen had made many watertight wooden barrels during the winter, as each only cost him 2 DP for something that could hold 50 gallons of water. With 500 of these barrels present and having been filled with snow, they would end up with about 12,500 gallons of water when all the snow melted. With the nearest reliable source of water being around five miles away, if what he understood from Svala was right, onsite storage was absolutely needed. While many of the things Allen wanted to do long term would require that water source be closer, he knew that if he reached around level ten, that wouldn’t be an issue any longer. Still, Allen didn’t want to think of the cost of life that reaching that point was going to take, as he watched the actions of those above.

Vali

As Vali looked at the drawings that he knew his sister had made, he just shook his head as while he knew what to do, others would likely fail several times. The sudden change in just what was being planted, had caused him more headaches than anything but the new dungeon delvers. Each of the villages had insisted that a resource like a dungeon must be shared between all, or conflict would arise. It didn’t matter that the dungeon was in the middle of their village, or that they were already sharing the resources from it. No, the only concession that had been made was that Vali and the other village leaders could control entry and the rules of the dungeon, so long as none was refused the right to enter. As such the 60 of his villagers who had grown used to being the ones to enter the dungeon every third day were now only entering every eighth day. As for rules, they were the same as they had always been, save for the added one that all female pigs that were found were to be captured alive as they were going to breed them.

This new rule had caused quite a stir as none of the villagers had ever heard of raising monsters, or even animals for meat. Just the concept of creating more meat like that was an exciting prospect. The only issues were feeding, sheltering and controlling the pigs, as an area the size of the whole village had been set aside for them. Allen had warned Vali that he wasn’t entirely sure of all the problems they would face, but said pigs would eat most things and the radishes they were planting would be great to feed them with. Still, building the pen was a full village duty that would require more time. Thankfully, with the 100 dungeon delvers being added to the work force and the extra tools Allen had given them, things would likely go much quicker than the new arrivals would have thought possible before. Though before they could get started, Vali would need to meet and convince the leaders of the other dungeon groups that they should help build it.

“What mean want us work build village!?”

“No village, pen for monsters. Raise pig in, each take meat for own village when leave,” replied Vali, after the first of the three representatives spoke after he made his request.

“Your village keep pen, pen your village we use, like fire when you come our village,” countered the second leader.

“Not like fire. Fire used once, pen used forever. Each year more pigs raised. If no help, less meat.”

At Vali’s ultimatum the last of the three leaders gripped the blade on his waist and responded as if to intimidate Vali.

“We take meat from pigs we bring back.”

“Fine, but not take meat from babies they have, or you make own pen.”

“How many babies pig have, how big when we leave?” questioned the second leader.

“Not know, but if picture right five, ready make meat next snow. Need make many trips home village, all eat well.”

“How feed all pigs?” continued to question the second leader.

“Farm. Half food for pigs, rest us.”

Vali could see the three leaders thinking as the one who was still gripping his blade spoke.

“Why not make four pens, each put own pigs in?”

“How feed? We have village farm, you have few farm. Our land we teach we share, you not share?”

“Fine,” almost spat the third leader as he let go of his blade. “We help, but not day before or after enter dungeon.”

“Good, work for rest?”

Vali felt relief as the other two leaders agreed and he left to have Harek start getting everything running, as those who knew how to make the pen would be the focus of the efforts. In the meantime, a log house that wasn’t done was being used for the first few groups of pigs that were brought back. This included the males that would be used for breeding as Allen had said he wasn’t sure on all the details, but that he figured that they should have one male for every ten females. There were many things that Vali was worried with about this first group of pigs and farming, which caused him to miss the signs of danger that he would have normally seen. Though he was well aware that he needed to be careful when dealing with the men who had come to enter the dungeon.

Even so, everything started out fine with them managing to have the pens done after just three weeks and around the same time the first batch of radishes were harvested. While Vali wouldn’t call the red root his favorite food, he could remember days when he would have eaten far worse just for something in his stomach. Best of all, the pigs seemed more than happy with them, as they had over 130 of them grouped together by that point. More than one pig had been seen mating and hopes were high that many more pigs would be born as another thing became clear, the wolves were paying their village even more attention than the year prior. This had required that all the men who would normally hunt, guard the pigs both day and night, as well as the fields when the women were tending to them.

Still, it once more made it hard to find any prey nearby, and it seemed as if there was one part of the pack watching them and another finding prey outside the area. Vali worried about just how many wolves there might be gathered and if they would attack the village. Despite that, Vali felt secure, because at worst there was one wolf for every two men and he knew that the log houses that they were building more of every day, would protect the women and children. Even so, things were building for there to be a major showdown sooner rather than later, and it was this that he, Frodi and Harek were in the middle of planning, when Allen arrived to visit the night after the first radish harvest.

Allen

Allen had watched much of what had been going on above while trying to keep tabs on the situation in his dungeon, especially each time the earth magic bastard was in his dungeon. Every single time that man changed something, Allen would have to spend DP to return it to normal. That had included the time he had tried to create a second entrance to the dungeon and found the steel barrier. This caused his leader to frown, as the man filled in the vertical shaft that he had created after a few days of work while hidden in a tent. This was the same leader who had felt it smart to grip his blade when Vali had sought their aid in building the pig pens and he was also the one who led the largest group, as a full 60 men had come from his village. From what Vali had told Allen, this would mean that only 40 of their village would be at the other dungeon, while the others would have 80 men there as per tradition. By the same logic, the new village could have sent 40 men there and kept the 60 that were currently entering the village’s dungeon in place. However, none of the villagers but the 20 who used to enter that dungeon would be able to find success there. Rather, it would likely just result in their deaths, and the village needed their labor for the farming and building that was constant.

This was particularly true with the wolves that had been coming ever closer to the village and while Allen was unable to guess the exact number, he did learn something interesting. The few times a wolf entered a structure within the radius of his dungeon that was inside the walls, he gained a DP from them like he would a human. This made Allen wonder if he could gain subjugations from killing them, as he would find that far more appealing of an option than killing more humans. Even if he was sure another group of idiots were about to force him to do so once more, as they didn’t seem to realize that the dungeon was truly a deathtrap. If they thought knowing about the cinnamon trap would be enough to save them, when Allen had a month to refine his plans since the last group of idiots actually made it to the goblins, they were utter fools. Which, unfortunately, Allen was sure that they were and he would once more find himself culling the men responsible for keeping the other dungeon under wraps.

For him this was frustrating as if anything, Allen would like to eliminate the other dungeon and claim its core for his own use and study. Were he able to build up an amicable relationship with the humans in the area, removing dungeons from the world would be something that they could work towards together. However, Allen also felt as if removing the dungeons would leave his dungeon vulnerable at some point, as time would cause others to forget his role as the world turned on him. Allen didn’t even think hard, before finding examples of societies turning their backs on pillars that had once been thought of as essential to them. Be it religion, the role of the sexes in raising children, and even kings, all were seen as nothing more than relics of another age by many on Earth. Some Allen agreed with, as one man in control of everything didn’t seem like a good idea, be that a god or king. Yet Allen felt as if he was becoming both a god and king with the path he was walking, and he knew that his wives would likely be left to raise their children for the most part. Particularly if the future of him having something like ten wives, like those around him seemed to believe, came to be.

Still, Allen put these thoughts to the side as he refocused on the situation with the wolves above, as the leaders of the village above were meeting to address this very same topic. Deciding that he wanted to take an active role in solving the issue, Allen gathered Svala and Cassandra and a moment later he appeared before Vali, Harek and Frodi. The three men’s surprise lasted only a second as they were used to him showing up every third or fourth day with Svala, though Cassandra was a rare sight and caused a bit of confusion and Allen decided to get right to the point.

“I want wolves in dungeon. Kill there.”

“Why?” asked Frodi, obviously confused as well as cautious of Allen’s motives.

“See if I get stronger like when I kill humans. Find way for avoid killing more humans.”

“Why think that?” asked Harek.

Allen looked to Svala to answer her brother’s question as whenever it came to talking about how he gained power, she seemed to give better answers.

“Allen get power when people here, same with wolf. See if when wolves killed get same power when people killed.”

“How we get wolves in dungeon?” asked Vali.

“You fine he gain power!?” exclaimed Frodi.

“Not care Allen gain power, care if humans die fighting wolves.”

“I not want feed monster.”

“Allen not monster. Make monsters, but not monster. Pig monster, we feed pig.”

Allen wanted to laugh as Harek’s words caused Frodi to look absolutely stunned as he failed to counter the logic and so Allen turned to Cassandra to explain the plan that they had created. An hour later, Allen was lying back on his bed as he implemented the changes that would be needed for his plan, as the wolves wouldn’t be willing to drop down a shaft like the humans would. Especially as they couldn’t use the ropes that the humans did. Instead, Allen was ditching his changing exit gimmick on all the floors before the farm one and replacing them with a single rough slope down. These bottlenecks would create an ideal way for him to force invaders down a set path unless they had an earth mage who wanted to waste his talents on opening holes in the floor. It would also make transporting the pigs back up much easier to do, especially at the entrance to each floor, as they were currently having to tie loose harnesses to the pigs and pull them up.

With those changes made, Allen smiled as the whole village was either guarding the pig pens, or packed into one of the log houses at Vali’s orders. This created a situation where each building was absolutely cramped and it would definitely be a long night with little sleep. Still, as night fell, Allen sent ten pigs wandering out of the dungeon, each of which had a bell tied around their necks. With the pig pens on one side of the village and gates on all sides of it, which had been left open, allowing the wolves to see the pigs right in front of them and unprotected. Still, the wolves were cautious as only ten of the pack came forward as they made to attack the pigs and Allen ordered the pigs to hurry back to the dungeon. However, the small entrance wouldn’t allow them to easily enter and two of the pigs were caught before they could enter the dungeon as the wolves ripped into their flesh.

As the wolves got their first taste of pig meat, they howled to the others and soon Allen got his first idea of how many wolves had gathered. At the same time, it became clear that they weren’t a single pack either as of the ten that had come forward, four weren’t getting near the kills and were split into two pairs. It was clear that the other 50-plus wolves that were approaching weren’t interested in fighting each other, but also weren’t on friendly terms. The first to enter the dungeon was a group of ten that included two of the wolves that hadn’t gotten a pig, followed by a group of 11 that also didn’t seem to be part of a pack that had secured a pig. With 21 wolves in his dungeon and the pigs having continued on the path that Allen had made down, the stage was set for everything Allen wanted to learn.

First, he had all 40 ratfolks that he had on this floor ready to ambush the wolves when the time was right. Next, Allen had a single pig slow down such that it would be easily caught. There was no trap set, just a free pig that would be used to split the two packs once more. It worked easily enough as the wolves killed the pig and started to unleash howls of victory. Following this, the second group hurried forward and were just in time to see the last of the seven remaining pigs enter the second floor. Hurrying after their prey, they failed to notice the ratfolks hiding behind walls and waiting for them to pass. Nor did they know that the happy barks that they were making would doom most of those above, as the howls from the first group had made the other two packs shift focus from the meat before them.

They had watched as each day fewer humans than they were in total entered the hole before them and returned with meat. They didn’t see humans as stronger than them, only better at using tools, but wolves would often eat a human or two when they were caught in small groups. They also knew ten wolves would win against ten humans. It was just that too many wolves would die, so they never bothered attacking groups of ten or more, as the risk was too great. So, the hole in the ground being dangerous never crossed their minds, as all but ten wolves hurried into the hole to secure more meat. At the same time, the other ten were focused on dragging and guarding the dead pigs away. Which was harder than they had expected, but they were able to manage it slowly, while taking turns switching between dragging and guarding those dragging.

To the men watching all of this from the pig pens it was hard not to jump into action, but as instructed, they did nothing to attack, or stop the wolves. The fear was that the others would rush out of the dungeon and ten wolves were less of a problem than over 60. That wasn’t to say that those ten were going to escape, as other plans had been made for them and Harek was already leading his group to take care of it, once he got the signal to move from Frodi’s group.

Meanwhile, in the dungeon, the second group was tearing into the pig they had caught on the second floor, as the more than 30 from the larger groups barreled past them. These followed the path that the remaining six pigs were walking without even losing a step, and Allen just smiled as they entered the third floor and it was time to move. Quickly one of his ratfolks closed the entrance to the dungeon, and above Vali rushed out of his house with ten others and moved the very rock that Allen had sat on when he first met Svala, onto the entrance once more. At the same time, Frodi and ten others stood atop the walls of the pig pen and started to make noise, and Harek and his group of 60 rushed in from the three open gates and streamed out of houses. Rather than trying to kill the ten wolves, nets that Allen had given them were thrown onto them. With the 30 nets that were thrown, they managed to catch all but one wolf, which they found had jumped into a net that had seemingly appeared from nowhere. Only a few had caught a glimpse of the dark figure of Allen, that had appeared for a second before vanishing again.

Back in the dungeon, the group of wolves on the first floor were in complete disarray as 30 ratfolks attacked them. The other ten from that floor had rushed to the second floor, where 20 more joined them in attacking the second group as they had stopped to eat. The noise from these struggles reached the ears of the other roughly 30 wolves, as they paused in the middle of the third floor and started to look around for danger, before giving up on the hunt and choosing to escape. Only when they reached the way to the second floor, they were blocked by 20 ratfolks, all armed with pocketknives as they looked at the wolves and a standoff ensued. It seemed that both packs wanted the other pack to charge in first and Allen just turned his attention to the disappointing fights on the first two floors.

Both groups of wolves were fighting ferociously and killing the ratfolks easily enough, but they were just too outnumbered as half their numbers were already dead. Allen had smiled at receiving 1,000 DP for each kill, but no subjugation points and therefore, his main goal was left unachieved once more. Finally, the group on the first floor fell as the leader was overwhelmed and Allen was just about to order the nine surviving ratfolks to help the group below, when he saw he had gotten a subjugation point. This left the question of if the point came from killing the leader, or the pack as a whole. Either way, his excitement rose as he had the ratfolks on the second-floor focus on the leader. This cost him that fight as three wolves survived, but when he saw the point from killing the alpha, he knew that was all that mattered.

With only one point to go before he would reach level 4, Allen gave the nine ratfolks from the first-floor nets and he returned to the standoff on the third floor. With only the lighting from a few tiny LEDs that had been placed in every ceiling, but gave off less light than a candle and there was only one per 1,000 square feet, it was next to pure darkness. However, that was more than enough light for these creatures, that were used to operating in near darkness, to see the other. Especially as 40 more ratfolks arrived from the fourth and fifth floors, and truly encircled the wolves as the two leaders eyed each other. Meanwhile, Allen just watched as he thought about just what his goal was with this situation, as he could test multiple things while keeping an eye on his subjugations number. The more he thought about it, the more he knew that he needed to capture one of the alphas, and use them to try and learn more about what it took to subjugate invaders.

Then there was also the possibility of capturing as many as possible and expanding the plan that Cassandra had suggested of keeping the wolves in captivity. Her idea would see them become an obstacle on a new floor, that would go between his home and the one where the goblins and trolls currently were. The problem was that her plan required wood elves to slowly domesticate the wolves and turn them into hunting companions, but the only prey options that Allen had were rats and pigs. Neither of those would work out and if he used his next slot for wood elves, it would make him wait even longer to enact his other plans. It was this more than anything, that made the fact that other than the alphas the wolves didn’t all count as subjugations, a major disappointment. He could have seen him getting to level 6 if they had and three new monsters would give him what he needed.

Still, even if he just made the floor and left the wolves there while inserting a single pig every couple of days, he could earn more DP long term from them. So, Allen pressed forward with the first part of the plan, and spent some time looking at the designed floor that would cost him 10,000 DP and require LED lights to be installed, such that the forest inside could grow. It was a full 100 feet tall and 1,000 feet in each direction, as it ignored his normal rules of keeping the floor to only half the max size that he could make at most. Allen also didn’t have pine trees, or other stereotypical trees in mind, as every tree was a fruit tree and he saw them as an importing experiment for the wood elves to conduct over years. Especially as all Allen could justify pricewise were seedlings that would need to grow, before they were anywhere near ready to bear fruit. He was also worried about pollinators and had honeybees down on his list of desired monsters.

From what little Svala knew, fruit trees were rare and sounded like crabapples at best. They had berry plants that grew in the wild that sounded like black and raspberries, only much sourer. Once more, Allen knew that humans had cultivated varieties of many plants, that looked and tasted nothing like the ones that had first been found in the wild. Meanwhile, Allen was simply letting this world skip all those steps and profit from the labors of the many generations in his. That was if his experiments proved successful and the plants could survive the climate above when planted there. All of this would need to wait until the current situation was resolved, as the standoff above finally ended and 20 of the wolves attacked the ratfolks blocking their escape.

Allen just sighed as the 20 ratfolks died quickly and did little more than get a few stabs in that while definitely hindering the wolves, wouldn’t stop them. The other 40 ratfolks had charged in and the 13 rearguard wolves fought them off before being killed, as 22 ratfolks charged after the wolves that had escaped to the second floor. This chase continued until the wolves pulled away and were it not for three nets being tossed at the ones in the lead, they would have likely made it to the first floor. Unfortunately for them, the nine ratfolks that had survived on the first floor were blocking the way, and the packs were tripped up and the nine of the rat men succeeded in killing one of the alphas. As the 22 from below came out, all but seven wolves scattered and Allen ignored them as he had the 31 ratfolks surround the seven, while he worked to get more nets to them.

What followed was a sad sight as the look of defeat in the wolves’ eyes as they were captured one by one before being dragged off by the ratfolks, made Allen feel like he was looking at dogs at the pound. Especially when they caught the ten that actually made it to the exit, only to find the way blocked as they could do nothing but scratch frantically at the trapdoor. Meanwhile, Allen had smiled at the boost of DP he had gotten from the 32 wolves that had been killed, as it was worth 32,000 DP and more than paid for the new floor that he was adding. There the other 32 captured wolves would end up, once the ten on the surface were tossed into the dungeon. Allen just hoped that the wolves could be domesticated to a certain extent, as he spent the 16,000 DP he needed to for giving Cassandra the fourth divine healing spell. It was just called prayer of healing and was once more just a more effective version of the ones before. With the light healing from the arcane school, he figured Cassandra would be more than ready to take care of any issues that came from Svala having a baby in a few more months.

This left Allen with only 6,000 DP left from what he just earned, after he created the new floor. With the future in mind, he looked at what he needed to gain before he would reach level 5 and saw that he would need 28 more subjugations before he would level once more. He also saw his dungeon’s max radius had increased to 800 feet, as he decided to just bite the bullet and create the new floor and the hidden bypass to it that avoided the death trap floor. This bypass also let the goblins who weren’t currently providing power through exercising, to help get the wolves onto the new floor. It was as Allen saw the goblins handling the wolves that he thought of the possibility of having goblin riders, but he wasn’t about to put such a plan into action without consulting Cassandra.

Two hours later, after assuring that all the wolves, including the ones that those above tossed in after the sounds of the ones below trying to escape had ceased for a good half hour, Allen was sitting in the common area of his home. There with him was Svala, Casandra and Owen, all of whom looked more than ready to hear how the situation with the wolves above had turned out. Cassandra had a smile on her face as she already knew that he had reached level four due to her receiving the fourth-level spell, but she knew it was for Allen to share. He just didn’t quite know how he was going to say what he wanted to say. One issue with intellect and wisdom being higher that he was discovering, was when the two conflicted on which path to take. So, he decided to just say what he was thinking and see what responses he got.

“Well first, I did reach level 4 from the wolves and my stats, including my passive DP accrual rate, have increased with it now sitting at 80. However, I only received subjugation points for killing the alphas of the four packs that attacked, but I did receive 1,000 DP for killing the non-alphas. In total 32 died and 32 were captured, including one alpha.”

“Then it is clear what you need to do,” commented Cassandra. “Kill the remaining alpha and when a new alpha arises, kill it until you reach level 5. Otherwise, you can’t even start the plan that you have.”

“No, the wolves will be contained on the new floor and if they can be brought under control, they will be.”

“Allen, who is going to bring them under control?” asked Svala.

“That is what we are here to discuss as rather than wood elves, I believe goblins could do it-”

“I will not hear of goblins gaining wolves to ride on from you!” cut in Owen. “Those vermin don’t need any help-”

“Owen, I agree with you that goblins and their kin are poor additions to this world, but I believe that what Allen is saying is that he wants our opinion on the matter, not that he is already set to implement such a plan.”

Owen looked at Cassandra, but didn’t continue on what had seemed likely to turn into a full tirade and instead responded in a more measured manner.

“I think it is clear that I am against any such plans.”

“As am I. Allen, what is it that you hope to accomplish in keeping the wolves alive and trying to tame them? Even if you are successful, it will be centuries before humans will be able to benefit from the arrangement. You would be better off using one of your slots to create one of the wolf-like dogs from your old world and letting those above breed them like they are the pigs.”

“Cassandra, this world is too deadly for dogs. Once the wolves have puppies, we will have a chance for those puppies to bond with whoever is caring for them. It’s why I am leaning towards wood elves over honeybees right now. I just don’t know if I am ready for the responsibility that you seem to want me to take on once I do.”

“I can act as a go-between if you would like,” replied Cassandra. “You do not need to marry the first wood elf if they are a woman. In fact, I would say that until you have a dwarven mate and I have accepted the inevitability of me failing to resist you, you shouldn’t have any prolonged contact with any woman. I don’t think there is a way to undo the effects your pheromones have already had on me, as my attraction has gone far beyond a simple physical attraction to you at this point.”

“Meeting is over. Allen, go make Cassandra into your second mate!” cut in Svala with a smile.

“There is no need to rush things, as Cassandra and I have plenty of time to talk more about this in private before she fully commits, and I accept something that there is no turning back from. Though since we are on this topic, I have to be honest. I can’t see me taking a wife from every race that I allow to spread in this world. As I told Owen before, I can’t see me finding a gnome attractive and I know that there will be many other races that fall into that category. Which brings me to my next thought. What about a wolf-human hybrid as being the next monster I took and have them handle the wolves.”

“Such a choice is an option,” started Cassandra cautiously. “But it is not one I would suggest taking at this point, as you only have a limited number of slots to use.”

“Yes, but what if you were a dungeon as well, Cassandra?”

“Pardon me?”

“What if I were to be able to make you a dungeon and from you, wood and dark elves were created? What if I let Owen become a dungeon and gnomes plus whatever other races he wished to create came forth from him? What would that do?”

“Can you make that happen?” asked Cassandra.

“It should be possible. I just don’t know how yet, other than it will likely involve us becoming stronger and possibly stealing a dungeon core from another dungeon.”

“I will only accept such a deal if it would have us be able to merge our dungeons and allow me to stay here with you,” stated Cassandra firmly.

“If she isn’t going to take such an opportunity when it arises then I will,” retorted Owen. “Just figure out the how and-”

“No!” interrupted Svala. “Allen, let your children become dungeons. They will be raised knowing all you do and they can create the other races. You create only races you want wife from and children do same.”

“Would you have your daughter take multiple husbands?” asked Owen, sounding amused.

“If that is what she wants,” replied Svala. “My children will not have same desires as I do. They will also not need to bear the same responsibility as Allen does. They can replace other dungeons as they change what dungeons are.”

“Things are never that simple,” stated Cassandra. “I like the idea of having our children create the races that Allen doesn’t, but we are assuming too many things right now and need to learn more before we declare anything. That said, I will agree with Svala. Allen, if you create any race that is meant to live beyond just this dungeon, you should take at least one as a wife. The same should apply to all of your children you manage to make into dungeon cores as well. You could even make sure that the child you have with a dwarf would in fact create gnomes and I suppose our child could create wood elves. The questions are, what race do you want a wife from and how many wives can you accept having?”

“I will commit to having at least three wives and Svala. I will care for the wolves until I make a decision between honeybees and a new humanoid race.”

“Is that a good idea for her to be near them while pregnant?” asked Owen.

“They will be separated and they should understand that she is my mate. If what I want to happen is successful, the wolves will learn to treat me as their alpha and the rest of you as part of their new pack. Cassandra, I will need you to come with me to administer your mass healing spell on the wolves, as they are all in less-than-ideal condition.”

“Very well. I think I would like to see the new floor that is meant to become a mix between an orchard and a forest soon.”

“I need to get Vali to capture some rabbits and deer for breeding soon,” commented Allen. “Then when I hit level 5, we can expand the area it takes up and add enough area to have a good hunting ground for the wolves to stay active in.”

“Why let them hunt if you plan to make them rely on you?” asked Owen.

“Simple, they need to learn to hunt with human partners before I can return them to the world above, or at least their children. I am the one who they will know brings food, while the others they will know expect them to hunt with them for their portion of the food.”

As Allen finished speaking, he created 32 one-pound steaks in a metal box and picked it up as he felt the weight of it, and thought that perhaps he should add a few points to strength after all. A moment later, Svala and Cassandra were gripping his wrists as he traveled to the chain link fence enclosure that the wolves were currently in. This enclosure was covered over the top with chain link fence, that had metal poles running across it for support as well. The only door was secured with a thick chain and a padlock for security, as Allen didn’t want to underestimate the wolves’ intelligence by containing them in anything less secure. Which was why four inches down was solid rock that came up along the fence line and was fused to the bottom of said fence, save for at the door, which had a solid metal frame instead.

At the three’s sudden arrival, the wolves were suddenly loud as they barked and growled at them, while obviously licking their wounds. Though as Allen nodded his head towards Cassandra, a healing light fell over the whole group of wolves, followed by confusion as they looked at the three of them. It was clear that they were still wary of them as Allen approached the enclosure with the steaks, and started to think about just how he wanted to go about getting them out of the nets and fed. They were clearly trying to chew their way out of the nets and if left alone, Allen was sure they would succeed eventually, but that was a waste of a good net. Sighing, Allen opened the door and walked to the surviving alpha while carrying the box of the steaks. He could hear the growls following him as he drew near to the alpha, with the loudest coming from the alpha himself. It was clear that if Allen simply gave the wolf a steak and let it loose it was going to attack, and he knew even being in the cage was being stupid. So, switching to the language of those above, Allen spoke loudly and like he was in charge.

“You caught! Obey, eat meat!”

He knew the wolf didn’t understand, but it seemed to realize that it wasn’t intimidating Allen. The next thing Allen did was to place one steak in front of the wolf, before doing the same to all of the wolves and returning to stand in front of the alpha. With one last deep breath, Allen grabbed part of the net away from the wolf’s mouth and tried to leave the cage with just the net. A moment later, he was outside the cage with just the net, as a confused alpha wolf tried to figure out what happened.

“Cassandra, make sure the door is secure.”

As Allen said that, he focused on appearing next to each wolf and removing their nets as fast as possible. Thankfully, each wolf seemed more interested in the free piece of meat in front of it, than attacking the one who just let them out of a net. Still, once Allen was done and the first few wolves finished eating their steaks, they turned their attention to the fence as they tried to find a way out of the 2,000-square-foot enclosure. This included returning their attention to Allen as they barked at him, but he just shook his head as he took Cassandra’s and Svala’s hands, and turned to walk through the floor for a bit.

As Allen explained all of the fruits that would be grown in the orchard, Svala smiled as she remembered what each of the mentioned fruits tasted like. She was ecstatic that Allen was looking for a way to share them with those above and as he explained the irrigation network that Cassandra had designed, Svala started asking if those above had similar systems. Allen just shook his head as he pointed to the water tower in the distance, that he would have to spend DP to refill every week or so and how he would need to make one above the ground first if they wanted such a system. Still, the metal tower had only cost 500 DP and Allen could see adding one to the fields when he was ready to create the guild hall up above.

It was while enjoying conversations like this that Allen just let the rest of the night pass him by, as the lack of the need for sleep, plus the LED lights shining above, made it almost feel like midday. The three of them didn’t even really worry about the situation above as the villagers dealt with a particularly sleepless night. In the woods, the few wolves that hadn’t entered the village when the pigs arrived, watched in fear of what had happened as they realized that there really was no point in hanging around the area. Like this a new pack was formed from the remnants of the other four. It was made up of mostly those too young to be ready and those too old to be relied on, but they knew they needed to work together and that would let them survive once more.

(*****)


Chapter 15.

Into the frying pan.

Stan’s life was absolute hell as his training with Ramona continued, until one morning they woke up and rather than the normal staff greeting them, it was the vampire once more. She had been particularly vicious the prior night as she tied them back-to-back, such that both of their heads had rested on the other's rear end. Seeing them still like that, she started to laugh as she tried to talk, but failed a few times until she finally got words to form.

“I would have thought you two would have gotten better at escaping my knots by now. It seems that at the very least you should both know the ass that you’re protecting much better, after spending a night next to it. Still, congratulations. You two have a day off, at least from training that is. Time for us to see if you survive your first day in the field. Bad-bitch, you better keep your head on your shoulders and congratulations, Stan, your code name isn’t Chew-toy, it’s Fire-hydrant.”

“Fuck you,” spat Stan. “What, instead of chewing on me, she pisses all over me? So much better!”

“I think it’s an upgrade. At least she isn’t going to break you,” joked the vampire. “She is just going to use you to do her business and-”

“Would you both shut up!” cut in Ramona. “Fang bitch, what was this about first day in the field?”

“Oh that, not much. Just something hanging out in the Everglades. We think it is a Kappa, but we aren’t sure and we haven’t dealt with one of those in a few decades. Good news for you is that it is a kill on sight if you want. Bad news for you is that you’re going to have to worry about all of the gators down there as well and I don’t mean the football team.”

“So, what, you’re just going to drop us in the middle of Florida and expect us not to try and run!?” spat Stan.

“Oh no, not at all. You both will be on a short leash for this one. We already know where the Kappa, or whatever it is, is, at least for the most part. So, it is straight to work as Bad-bitch uses her nose to locate the pest and you two either kill, or subdue it. Who knows, if you bring it back alive, you might be able to get rid of each other and take them as a partner. Though if I were them, I would kill myself first. So I hope you two are ready, as we leave in an hour, and you two will be dropped in just after dark.”

Before either of them could respond, she had cut them loose and walked out of their cell as the two of them worked to get untangled. Gone was any awkwardness of being around the other as they got changed and ready. Even Stan had to grudgingly admit that the two of them had grown closer over the past month and knew each other better than most married couples probably did. At least if you were talking about how they got ready for the day, or moved in a fight, or when they had something to say but didn’t want to, like Ramona did right now. Sighing, Stan figured that it was better to just get whatever it was over with before they were fighting for their lives and he spoke.

“Alright, what has your panties in a twist today?”

“Asshole, I hope you drown today.”

“That would suck for both of us, if fang bitch is telling the truth about how if I die, they dispose of you as well.”

“Well then, perhaps you should care about me wanting to live then.”

“Are you really hoping to get yourself killed out there?”

“I don’t know. It might be better than looking at your fucking face every day.”

“Yeah, but then you wouldn’t get to say that to me anymore. Which might be nice for a change now that I think about it.”

“Just beg to fuck me already, will you?”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“You want to die a virgin, fine by me, but I feel like letting out some steam so you can either watch, or participate.”

“You’re fucking nuts!”

“No, I am fucking myself, unless you beg for it.”

“Fuck off.”

As Stan said that he suddenly found Ramona’s lips on his as she violently kissed him before he pushed her away.

“What the fuck is wrong with you? I offer you a road to finally getting your dick wet and-”

“Nothing, not going to engage in a hate fuck. Maybe, just maybe if you can get your head straight and we can stop having to curse each other out when we talk, something could happen. Seriously, you’re only slightly better than the fang bitch and I would sooner use sandpaper as lube than touch her at this point.”

“What, am I not hot enough for you!?”

“God no. Sure I have seen every gross part of you as well, but you’re definitely spank bank material, until you open your mouth at least. After that, well sorry, but I learned a long time ago to not stick my dick in crazy.”

“You’re a real bastard you know.”

“And you’re fake. Alright, that kiss never happened. Neither has the last month. After this mission you lose the alpha bitch and I lose the pissed-off bastard persona when it’s just us. If you can do that, maybe things could work out eventually.”

“We don’t have eventually, we have today.”

“Now we have 30 minutes to be ready and then we have an awkward plane ride, followed by rolling around in the mud and wrestling gators.”

Ramona just looked at Stan like she wanted to kick him between the legs, before returning to the task of getting ready. 25 minutes later they had finished their shakes and were just sitting and waiting, as an awkward silence was all the company that they had. Both wondered what the other was thinking, while also being as pissed as hell at each other as neither of them understood the other’s mind. This only ended as the vampire came back in and suddenly they were united in hate at someone other than each other, as they looked at her as she started to speak.

“Alright, Fire-hydrant, Bad-bitch, time to get your feet and likely the rest of you wet. Don’t worry about mundane parasites and other nasties that you might get, as your bodies will deal with them just fine. Just locate and neutralize the target, and an extraction team will come for you and them. Also, you have 48 hours before you’re dead.”

“Right, super easy, except for the frog man trying to drown us,” retorted Stan. “Just please tell me that we have more to go on than smelling for it. Also, what do you mean Ramona and I only have 48 hours until we’re dead?”

“The shakes, Fire-hydrant. Also, before I forget, nothing but code names. You love birds might think using real names is cute, but the collars have been programmed to react at either of you saying certain things. Speaking of which, time for you to get yours, Fire-hydrant.”

Stan held in a groan as he saw a collar similar to Ramona’s suddenly in the vampire’s hand, as she smiled at him. Part of him wanted to fight and try to escape being collared, but he knew that there was no chance of that. Though before the vampire moved to place the collar on him, Ramona interrupted the moment.

“So, all I have to do is say Stan and we both get to die?”

“It won’t be that simple, dear. These collars let us monitor you and we know better than to shock you in the middle of a fight. Once the fight is over and doing so won’t affect the mission, is when you will be dancing on the ground for all our enjoyment. Also, only the one who says it will be dancing if you say anything, but don’t worry, if you want to dance together just get Fire-hydrant to mess up.”

Stan could see Ramona internally cursing that she couldn’t get him shocked, but he could get her shocked as he felt the collar tighten on his neck. The vampire stepped back and smiled as she continued talking.

“Ah, how cute, you two match. Now testing.”

Stan felt a jolt of pain as he lost control of his body as electricity surged through him, before suddenly stopping. That single moment had been enough to send him to the ground and he hadn’t been alone as Ramona had been hit as well as she lay next to him on the ground. The soft laughter of the vampire kept Stan from thinking about it too much as the vampire spoke once again.

“Good, seems everything is in order. I forgot to add, Fire-hydrant, any time your collar goes off, Bad-bitch’s will as well. Now, let’s get you two on your way. I will never see you again, so I hope you two have a wonderful life as you get shoved in your own lair after this.”

“Wait, what?”

“This is your graduation. Just like little Madison will never come back here, neither will you. After today you are field agents, albeit on probation, so to speak. Don’t worry, five years or so and those collars will come off if you don’t give them a reason to keep them on. Oh, Bad-bitch, you can shift if no humans beyond Fire-hydrant are around. I would say that I hope to see you both again one day, but if that happens then things will have really gone to complete shit, so enjoy the rest of your lives.”

“Why so friendly all of a sudden?” grumbled Stan.

“Simply, you’re field agents now, not my annoying responsibilities.”

“Shouldn’t we have tagged along with you a few times before becoming full-fledged agents?”

“Don’t worry, Fire-hydrant. You and Bad-bitch will do just fine if you two don’t kill each other as while you have become dependent on the shakes, they also are making you way stronger than anything you’re going to run into. Unless once more things really do go to shit and then well, just be happy that the worst that can happen will only last a few days.”

“Whatever. Let’s just get this over with so you can ignore our nonexistent funerals.”

“Oh, both of you have already had real ones. So, don’t worry, no one who isn’t already grieving for you will be doing so if things go sideways.”

“I hope I get the pleasure of killing you with my own hands one day,” stated Ramona, as she made to walk out.

“I said something similar to my trainer when I first became a field agent. Haven’t seen them since and with the turnover rates in this line of work, I doubt they were alive when my collar came off. Unfortunately for me, if you two make it that long I will be around as I am the longest-serving agent in the US and well, I am 100 years past my closest competitor for that title. Luckily for me, applying normal turnover rates combined with the acceleration of paranormals popping up and you two won’t last a year.”

“Or we will and be the strongest field agents because of it,” retorted Stan, as he followed Ramona out.

The walk to the helicopter pad was quiet and when Stan found himself strapped in next to Ramona, he couldn’t help but wonder what he was getting into. The sight of the vampire, who had been the one to pull him into his world, walking away for what would likely be the last time he would see her, was annoying him. Despite his disdain for her, he still wanted to know her name and he felt like if he did, some mystery about the organization that seemed to have decided to run their life would be revealed. Yet, she had never given up any information and he wondered just how much information he would be able to get if he survived long enough to ditch the collar.

The helicopter ride, plane flight and finally a river boat ride that followed were all done in silence, as Stan and Ramona still had nothing to say after their earlier spat. Though both were focused on what they had in front of them and visualizing different scenarios that could play out in the upcoming mission. It wasn’t until after they stepped off of the boat, and were handed two backpacks, that they were in the general area of where they needed to be and were handed a bag with some ripped-up clothing in it and their task card. As Stan read the task card, he wanted to just chuck it into the swamp as it simply read, “Find, identify and neutralize unknown paranormal threat.” Still, he kept calm as he focused on the first barrier to his survival as he spoke to Ramona.

“Well, ever been to Florida before?”

“Never been 100 miles from where I was born before I got picked up. You?”

“Born and raised on the west side of the country and never made it over the Rockies.”

“So, we’re alone, with a bag of smelly clothes and whatever is in our packs to take out someone. Even the gangs back home weren’t this shitty when they jumped people into their gangs.”

“Is that what happened to you?”

“Nah, I was born into one. Had to learn how to hang with them, or become just another hole for them to sell. Still, at least they always had my back and me theirs, unlike this place that seems to just treat us like disposable pawns.”

“We are disposable pawns and if you looked at things from the perspective of others, you and those you were hanging with were too. They just treated you slightly better because they wanted you to feel like you were doing the crap you were doing for your family.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about, a gang is family. Even if we do messed-up stuff to protect it, we still care about everyone.”

“I didn’t say that they didn’t care, just not enough to sit back and try and find a way to do better. Tell me, why aren’t there any gangs that sell something other than illegal goods? I am sure that the family dynamic that you all foster could create a really successful business enterprise.”

“Just shut up. Pick a different topic, because it doesn’t matter now.”

“Alright, why don’t you have any tattoos?”

“I did. When I woke up after the first time I changed they were just all gone. Really pissed off about that one, as they were all I had to remember some of my family with.”

Stan wasn’t sure what to say to that, so he decided to just let it hang there as he opened up his pack and started looking at what they had. Seeing this, Ramona got pissed and continued to talk.

“What, not going to tell me that you’re sorry for my loss or anything? What, you think that since they were all in a gang that their deaths don’t matter, or they deserve what they got!?”

“No. Look, before Allen fell off the face of the earth and my sister and I got dragged into this world, my life was pampered by comparison. My biggest worry was how the hell I was going to afford to move out when the best jobs I could find would only pay me $3,000 after taxes and the cheapest apartments that I could find were $1,800 a month.”

“It’s called a roommate.”

“Yeah, well, he fell off the face of the earth on me. Really sucks as he was making $4,500 after taxes a month and we could have gotten a place with two bedrooms and lived a little at that point. As for comforting others, or relating to their grief, I just don’t. All I remember about mourning Allen was knowing that he isn’t dead and being pissed off when others tried to comfort me. Now, I don’t even know about my sister and can’t even begin to process it either way.”

“Got it. You are an emotional wreck and then I come along and try to make you my bitch, and you grabbed onto the chance to fight.”

“No, the fanged bitch beat you to that. You were just me continuing what I had directed at her.”

“Never tell a woman that she is an anything of another woman, idiot.”

“Guilty as charged. Now, when are you going to start cussing me out?”

“Oh, what, I don’t say fuck or bitch every other sentence and you think something is wrong?”

“Yes, actually. I don’t think I have heard you not do so since I met you?”

“Well, someone asked me to lose the alpha bitch side and maybe he would look at having some fun later, so forgive me for trying.”

“Wait, you actually like me?”

“Fuck you, your little virgin ass isn’t worth me liking. I just know that my options are you, or whatever we find down here and I am doubtful that I am going to be interested in what we find here.”

“So, you’re settling for me and hoping that I will settle for you?”

“Yes, I’ll treat you like a person and you just have to do whatever you can to keep me happy. Sounds like a good deal for you, to me.”

“Tell me when you are willing to offer treating me like an equal and we can talk.”

“Nah, you get to be in charge out here if you didn’t miss it, so I want to be in charge when we have down time, if we ever do. I think that is more than a fair trade.”

“So basically, I treat you right out here and you treat me right at home?”

“We’re going to piss each other off no matter what. Better for us to both have a chance to vent.”

“Fine, we survive this mission and I will give that a try, but don’t take things overboard. I want a safe word.”

“Just how twisted do you think I am?”

“You admitted to ripping your last boyfriend in half.”

“Point taken.”

“Alright, let’s see what gear we have and get started before it gets any darker.”

With that they looked in their bags and Stan almost laughed as he pulled out a few poles that screwed together and a spear tip that went on the end for him to use. There was also a .45-caliber handgun and three spare magazines to go with the one already loaded, for a total of 32 shots. The belt holster that he pulled out next was convenient enough to let him feel secure in being able to draw it and grab his spare ammo. Beyond that there were a couple bottles of water, jerky and a few trail mixes that looked to have been bought from a local store, and a single body bag. Ramona’s bag was larger and was clearly meant for after she shifted. Inside was just food, with a note to remind her that being shifted ate calories and she would need to keep fueling her body if she didn’t want to pass out. So, the large Pixy Stix and gummy bears that took up half the space were obviously to take care of that. While the jerky that took up the rest, save for the two-liter bottle of water that had been included, was likely to help cover her protein needs.

“Well, might as well get your shift over now that it is properly dark.”

“Right. Since you have the room in your bag now, you can take my clothes with you.”

That was all Ramona said before she stripped out of the military-style fatigues that they had been given for the mission. Stan found himself catching each piece of clothing that was being tossed at him, before suddenly there was a 12-foot wolf-human hybrid in front of him. As the werewolf looked at Stan, with only the collar that read Bad-bitch confirming to him that it was Ramona, he suddenly felt a real desire to run for the hills.

“Alright, any chance you can let me know that you're still in there?” asked Stan. “Before I need a change of pants if possible.”

“Would you like me to mark my territory?” came Ramona’s distorted and overly deep response. “They at least spent a day before throwing me in with you to make sure I could do the basics. Though, don’t push me into a rage if you can avoid it.”

“Got it. Wish you could have used this form against the fang bitch.”

Ramona just looked away, telling Stan that she had and it didn’t turn out well for her, as he dropped it. After slinging on her pack and taking a deep whiff of the contents of the bag of destroyed clothing, from the prior attacks, that she had been given, they set off. Stan wanted to curse as he could only keep close to Ramona, as he focused on following her as he could barely see anything and was sure that the predators all around could see him just fine. The humidity and bugs weren’t helping, but he didn’t complain as the night continued on, as he was sure Ramona had it worse. The only times they stopped were to drink some water and eat some of their rations, as Ramona seemed to need a Pixy Stix, or a handful of gummies every 30 minutes or so and Stan would just eat a bit of jerky at these times. Though they stayed quiet as Ramona was relatively sure that they were heading in the right direction. Only it was hard to tell and she would have to take some time to find the trail again at times, but at around 4 AM in the morning, she was sure they were close. The issue was that they were looking at the stagnant stream in front of them and wondering how to get their target to show themselves, as both found entering that water was a bad idea.

“Howl.”

“What?”

“It might get it to show itself out of curiosity.”

“Right.”

“Just do it.”

“Fine.”

With that Ramona let out a loud howl that Stan felt disoriented from, as he hadn’t expected it to be quite so powerful. Following the howl there was a long awkward silence, until Ramona turned to look at Stan. The moment her head looked at him, an explosion of water occurred as a massive figure launched itself out of the water. The attacker went to bite Ramona’s neck and Stan just barely moved in time to intercept its mouth with the tip of his spear, but the creature still plowed into Ramona as they started to grapple. Whatever the scaly monstrosity was, it was bigger than Ramona and she was losing the fight as Stan recovered after being knocked down, and pulled his .45 and took aim. He knew Ramona would heal from anything other than a perfect headshot, and so he aimed at center mass and emptied a full magazine into what he hoped was just the attacking paranormal.

As Stan reloaded, he saw Ramona take a chunk out of one of the arms of her opponent, as she flipped him under her and started raking him with her claws in pure fury. It was too dark for Stan to make out too many details, but he was sure that there was blood everywhere as he took aim at the head of whatever they were facing and emptied a second clip into it. Ramona jumped back as she looked at Stan like a hungry wolf guarding its kill, as he backed away slowly and started to talk.

“It’s over. Come on, you can shift back now.”

Nothing but a growl was returned as Stan tried again.

“Bad-bitch, it is over. We need to calm down and wait for extraction.”

As Stan said that, Ramona lunged forward and Stan thought it was all over as she landed right in front of him, and on top of the monster that had just made a lunge for him. What he thought had been a dead alligator-human hybrid, was actually a very much alive alligator-human hybrid. Deciding that the gun was useless, Stan found the slightly bent shaft of his spear five feet away and sticking out of the mud that surrounded them. Trudging his way to it, Stan yanked it free, saw that the tip was still intact and he turned and found Ramona struggling while on her back, as the alligator man tried to get his teeth at her throat. Currently she had shoved her fist in its mouth as if she was trying to reach inside of him and pull something out, but her wrist was caught in its teeth. Stan could tell that the monster was about to thrash as it tried to rip Ramona’s hand off, as he charged in and thrust at a point that had some blood coming out of the monster.

The next thing Stan knew, he was being thrown back over 20 feet and hearing howls of pain as he fought to stand up. Somehow, despite knowing that his left leg was broken and his back felt like he had just been hit by a truck, Stan got up, only to see Ramona standing in her human form holding the head of the monster at her side. At first Stan felt relief at seeing the fight was over and that Ramona was back in her human form, but then he saw her fall to the ground and he went to rush over, only to fall as soon as he tried to take a step forward. Feeling his face in the mud, Stan felt fury as he worried about Ramona. He was still pissed at her for what the past month had been like, but he would be damned if he was about to lose someone else. Grief sucked, and he couldn’t do anything for Allen or Madison before they had been taken, but he knew enough about werewolves to know that she just needed calories to heal.

Crawling that 20 feet felt like it took an eternity as he ignored his left leg’s protest, and forced himself to move forward and reach her as she still struggled to breathe. Just above her belly was just missing, as it looked like the monster had put its fist straight through her in the last seconds of the struggle. Stan looked at the wound in horror as she smiled at him, and struggled to bring her left hand to his head and pulled him into a kiss. Stan didn’t even register that her lips were covered in blood, as he just pulled her onto his muddy lap as he took off his backpack and fed her some of the pulverized trail mix, hoping that it would be easier for her body to absorb. Still, he didn’t even know if her intestines or stomach were intact or functional, as he worried that there was too much damage for her body to repair before she bled out. It was clear that she couldn’t talk and Stan couldn’t take the silence so he started to talk.

“You’re going to pull through, you know that right? You’re too much of a tough bitch to die like this.”

The look of pity she gave him was worse than any retort that she could have delivered as he continued to ramble.

“Don’t give me that look. If you die on me, they are going to force me to work with the fanged bitch, I just know it. We are going to be a team and find a way to get back at that bitch and the other fuckers who forced us into this. If you give up on me, I’ll, I’ll fuck the fang bitch just to spite you!”

That finally got a bit of fight to show in Ramona’s eyes as she looked like she wanted to rip his head off and Stan just smiled at seeing the fight.

“There she is, that’s the Bad-bitch I know. You aren’t about to trip at the finish line. No, you’re going to smile the moment it is just us and I have to listen to you, but right now I am the one in charge. So, you’re not allowed to die on me. You have to pull yourself together and live or so help me, you’re never going to hear the end of it.”

As Stan said this, he finished feeding her the trail mix and pulled out the jerky and started to feed it to her while looking for her bag. Only it was nowhere to be found and for all Stan knew it had ended up in the water during the struggle. This just left the carcass of the alligator man which still had Stan’s spear in it as a source of calories, disgusting as the thought was. Still, Stan didn’t hesitate as he put the last of the jerky in Ramona’s mouth and he pulled them next to the carcass. He yanked his spear out and brought out a small bit of meat with it. Seeing what he intended, Ramona looked at him like he was crazy, but the hole in her belly was still there and other than the blood loss stopping, not much healing had occurred.

Holding out the thumb-sized piece of meat to her, Stan saw her look at the piece of meat as she had an internal debate. She opened her mouth as he dropped it in and she swallowed with a look of revulsion. Unscrewing all but the last section of the spear, Stan started to hack away at the monster near the wound he had inflicted upon it, only the chunk of meat that came off next was too big and he didn’t have any way to make it smaller, as the spear tip was more of a blunt object than anything at this point. So, without really thinking about it, he started using his teeth to rip off pieces small enough for Ramona to swallow, as he ignored the feeling and taste of raw meat in his mouth. Stan just kept this up until he saw the sun come up and with it, he could see that while she was still not out of the woods, Ramona was looking much better as she continued to obediently eat. It was also then that a helicopter started to hover over their heads as a few men started to descend from it. With their arrival, Stan knew that their mission was over as fatigue caught up with him and his body collapsed from exhaustion.

(*****)


Chapter 16.

Hard Choices.

Vali

As Allen thought about just what he would do with the wolves, morning was dawning above as the rumors about the events of the night spread. They knew the dungeon had captured the wolves for them, but most didn’t understand the how or the why, as it was clear that the dungeon had played an active role. The opinions on the dungeon had been positive, as it continued to provide them with food and goods that they had never heard of before and now it seemed to want to protect them as well. Yet, it had also killed 40 men and this caused doubts to present themselves, as some wondered if the dungeon wasn’t simply an elaborate trap for them. They also knew that the few monsters that would escape from the other dungeon a few times a year would attack anything, including wolves.

All of this created a real feeling of trepidation, as the leader of the 60 men that had come to explore the dungeon smiled. He knew that the time to act was now, as he made sure that all of his men were resting after the events of the night and he went to sit in the council meeting that Vali had called. Like him, the two other leaders of the smaller dungeon delvers teams were invited as well and it was the 20 men from the village who were led by the man who had failed as village chief’s turn in the dungeon. As they all sat in the log house, Vali spoke before any of them could ask anything.

“Know all want know about dungeon help. I not able tell anything, just know it help. Not why I call you today. Tonight, want hunt wolves, finish job, sleep well. You help.”

“No,” responded the leader that had first complained about building the pens. “We help build pens, wolves not big issue now, not need our help.”

“Then you guard pen tonight? Men guarding pen go instead,” responded Frodi. “Need numbers.”

“We all help,” came the voice from the leader of the 60. “After large feast, wolves smell meat, drawn in.”

“Large feast when done,” replied Vali. “Small feast tonight, still drawn in.”

“Fine, all split up. Only men in village guards pen.”

“Plus day guards for pen,” added Harek.

“You not speak for us,” said the only leader who had yet to speak. “We not come fight wolves, we come fight dungeon.”

“You have dungeon fight wolves, you do nothing?” asked the leader of the 60 men. “What about protect women? You leave your women safety for others? Wolves bigger threat than dungeon.”

Vali was surprised by the fact that the leader who seemed the most unhelpful when they first arrived, was now the one pushing the others to help. He also didn’t believe it as he knew that he likely wanted most of the men out of the village, but as the other two leaders agreed, he was unable to back out and the meeting came to an end and preparations for the night started. With Frodi being the one that was designated to watch the village, Vali didn’t feel safe warning him either, as he knew that there was still distrust between them. The last thing Vali needed was for them to work together to betray him and rise to being village chief as balance shifted once more, if the village even survived.

Allen

Allen sighed as he saw the results of the meeting and just hoped that his gut feeling was right as he looked over everything before him and made sure his contingencies were in place. However, before the events of the night played out, he had a high elf who needed his attention. So, he joined her in her lab, where she was in the middle of using the residue left behind from a slime to clean one of his shirts. At his appearance she sighed as she spoke to him.

“You know, it is hard to learn whether or not something is effective at removing your pheromones when you arrive unannounced.”

“You should have been expecting me.”

“Yes, well, I figured that the arguments above would have taken longer to resolve.”

“The one we are the most worried about sided with Vali and shamed the other two visiting leaders into agreeing.”

“Alright, so now onto the topic of the moment, us,” stated Cassandra as she gave Allen her undivided attention. “I am still not convinced you will survive, but I am convinced that if you don’t, neither will I.”

“So, does that mean that you would rather become my mate now, than wait any longer?”

“No, it means that I want to start taking steps to reach that point. I am not someone who will rush into things and I think that the compulsion that pushes me to love you will fade if you were to simply kiss and caress me.”

“Oh, and what makes you think that?”

“Because what I want from a relationship isn’t simply to have as many babies as possible. That would be Svala’s ideal. Your pheromones make it so that we are attracted to you, while clouding our judgment when it comes to thinking about you critically. It doesn’t change what we want, only makes it so that if you want something else, it will be hard for us not to start wanting that as well. So, if you want to enjoy me as a companion and not as a lover, I believe that all you would need to do is make it clear now and I would be happy as long as you didn’t cut me out of your life. Though I worry if I would ever be able to be attracted to another man, as I would always compare what I feel now to it and-”

“You have nothing to compare your feelings to,” interrupted Allen. “For all either of us know they could be hollow and-”

“They aren’t hollow. No, perhaps if you were the type to seduce any woman that you found attractive and have them struggle against each other for your affection they would be hollow. Allen, that isn’t you, as you really are just a young man who has found himself in a rather peculiar set of circumstances and is working his way through them. It is clear that you have made mistakes and learned from some, while others you will soon learn from, but you are genuine in all your actions. I just hope you can survive the battles that will come for you, once the other dungeons know that you are betraying them.”

“How am I betraying those who I never sided with?”

“Allen, you may see yourself as human, but you aren’t. You are a dungeon lord and that means to them, who see themselves as struggling to survive the humans, you are a traitor to your kind.”

“I don’t think that dungeons are exactly friendly with each other.”

“No, but how many would be working on plans to remove the existence of all of them?”

“Alright, I am a traitor to my kind, but I don’t want to remove all of them. I want to replace them with my children and grandchildren if possible.”

“Good, now that you have admitted that, I have a simple question. How are you going to deal with the ones underwater that have made crossing the seas impossible?”

“Is there a reason I need to worry about that now?”

“Allen, you have three mates already decided on. Your approach makes it highly unlikely that you will ever reach a level high enough, to be considered a large dungeon by the standards of the ones you will face. It is only by conquering other dungeons and having your children establish equally underdeveloped dungeons that your plan makes any sense.”

“An old folks home.”

“What?”

“That is my solution to improve the rate I gain power, at least the one I am hoping to implement. It would be a facility on the first floor of any dungeon. I am not set on all the details, but in exchange for surrendering the ability to ever leave again, they will be cared for until they die. While we are still not sure why I gained a subjugation when Svala came, if them falling in love with me isn’t needed then that should work.”

“Testing will be needed, but that actually doesn’t sound terrible as an idea. It is just convincing those above to allow it.”

“They will be able to visit and even bring them presents. It is better than what the elderly currently do when they feel useless.”

“It really isn’t any different, as they would still be removing the burden to care for them from the others. The only issue is how many survive that long.”

“Cassandra, all plans that I have are for a long-term solution that will see life expectancy rise significantly, as currently 50 is considered ancient from what I understand.”

“Here, at least. I am actually thinking that other pockets of humans are far more advanced than this group and it is actually the monsters keeping places like this one isolated from the world.”

“Just how far do you think other places have advanced?”

“At least far enough to have better weapons than here, as I expect that even if the dungeons don’t mean for it, as they create stronger monsters, humans will grow as well. It could very well be that even now there are hero-level humans that are constantly leading the struggle to push back the dungeons. It will be these ones who will be your greatest threat and opportunity, when word of your existence reaches them.”

“You think they will come to see what is meant by the rumors of a friendly dungeon and then willingly destroy me after seeing prosperity that they could only dream of?”

“No, but they may seize it for themselves and seek to bend you to their will. It is why you need to grow stronger than you currently are.”

“Which requires more humans, both those living above me and those who can be considered subjugated.”

“Yes.”

“Now tell me, how did we go from talking about what you want in a relationship with me, to how I plan to become as strong as possible.”

“That is simple, because I want to know that you are committed to surviving and spending eternity with me as I become one of your wives, even if Svala has made it clear that you need to be in the right head space for that first.”

“Oh, is that it? Very well. Cassandra, I promise you that I will not neglect my own survival and that I will strive to live longer than even the eventual heat death of the universe.”

“Haha, very funny, but I think I just might hold you to those words if we can survive eventually being swallowed by an expanding star, if we are in range of that fate here.”

“You have been watching too many of the random science videos that we have.”

“Of course, Allen. You made me to be smarter than you and I want to learn everything that I can so that we are ready for every possibility. After all, tell me that if done right, your dungeon couldn’t become the perfect spaceship.”

“That is actually a rather novel idea, but what point would there be to doing such a thing?”

“Right now, little. A billion years from now and well, it might just be how we survive the heat death of the universe. Assuming that being disconnected from the planet won’t affect your passive DP collection, or ability to acquire things out of seemingly thin air.”

“I am sure that everything that I create has to come from somewhere, conservation of mass or whatever, but it would be an interesting experiment to create a space station and test all this one day…”

Allen just smiled as his and Cassandra’s conversation continued to go down different routes of curiosity and desires to know. They spent hours just talking like this and at some point, they found their way to one of the benches he had created for sitting when he first created the space they were in. However, it like everything else in the personal quarters, could use an upgrade as he had been focused on function over form and saving DP when he created the space. So, once he and Cassandra separated, he fed the wolves and spent some time with Svala, as she continued to work her way through his media collection. Following this, Allen made his way to his core room to make sure everything went well.

Once there, he looked over everything and smiled at the almost 1,000 daily DP he was currently getting, between his passive accrual and the number of qualifying entities in his dungeon’s influence. The fact that he only needed something to enter a structure in the dungeon’s radius once each day to gain the bonus DP from it, was something that he was still figuring out. The best that Cassandra and he could figure out was that the humans were losing something to him each day, but just what that was they weren’t sure. What made the most sense to Allen was energy, but what from? Their life energy, fat cells or their very soul, if such a thing even existed. It was these questions that made Allen wonder just what he was doing to those above his dungeon and if he was really helping them, or just raising them like they were raising the pigs. Regardless, Allen knew that he wouldn’t know any time soon, and at best he could watch and see just what happened in the future to see what the indications showed.

With a grasp of his current intake and expense, Allen was focused on what he wanted to implement once he reached level 5. This included massive upgrades above and below ground, with a focus on his private area and his power generation setup. It may have been a foolish plan, but Allen was ready to reveal his true nature to the world, and end the ambiguity that others were using to plot behind his and Vali’s back currently. All that Allen needed to feel safe to do so was to allow the current plotters to fail and give Allen the assurance that even if all of the remaining enemies in the area that he would have were to try, they would fail. It would really put things into a situation where it would either be the other dungeons, or the theorized hero-level humans that would be a threat to his existence.

Four hours later and Allen was happy with the new design that would cost him 100,000 DP to fully implement, as he saw the sun start to set through his remote viewing window. It was then that Allen saw Frodi, Vali and Harek gathering to meet one last time before the night raid on the remnants of the wolves, as they worked to chase them off or kill them. However, Allen appeared before them and changed the plan drastically, before returning to his core room and waiting for the night’s show to begin.

Everything seemed to be fine at the start, as all of the men headed off in groups of ten to spread out and hunt wolves. All that was left in the village were all the women and children along with 40 men, 20 of which were on guard duty for the pigs. With the safety offered by the log houses, the only threats were those of the other villagers and that was exactly where the threat was that night, as an hour later 60 men returned. This was obviously the men from the largest group of dungeon delvers, as they headed straight for the open area that surrounded the dungeon. As ordered, those on guard started raising a fuss, but made no actions to stop them and the leader of the 60 men just smiled as he was the last one to enter the dungeon.

Once inside it was straight down to the second floor, as the earth magic user opened a hole in a room just off of the main path and they all dropped down. From there the 60 men moved quickly, but didn’t open another hole, likely to preserve the magic user’s number of spells for the day. Still, it was clear that the men could care less about the ratfolks as they weren’t seeking them out and just letting the few who got in their way run off after tossing a knife. It was clear that the men saw the ratfolks as cowards, and assumed that it was their nature and not Allen’s orders that caused them to act this way. So it was that not a single one of the 200 ratfolks had been killed, as they reached the final tunnel floor that would take them to the death floor. All torches were put out and a few of those that Allen knew were healers, took out stones and cast something that made the stones glow. If Allen could remember right, he had seen this level one spell while researching lighting solutions, but it would only last for an hour and Allen didn’t have an infinite number of spells to work with each day.

For the first time Allen started to worry as he needed to ignite the flames from the oil and without the flames for the torches, he needed a new solution. Thankfully, they weren’t on the water floor just yet and he had some time to think about just what could be done, and smiled as he added a thin layer of oil to the entire walkway along the edges that the rats would use. Finally, Allen added a few lit candles that the rats would knock over when they were released, after the slimes had been dealt with.

With that taken care of, Allen returned his focus to the men and was just in time to see the cinnamon dust settling over the group nearest the entrance to the floor of death. As the earth magic user dropped in third, he went to open a hole in the floor beneath, only to find the steel plating that was present there. Rather than disappointment, the man shouted up that it seemed to be the bottom of the dungeon. Had the fool tried to check the ceiling as well, he might have realized that the floor was a trap that countered even his abilities. Still, it took too long for all 60 men to descend, as the slimes found them before they were away from the entrance. So, rather than be pushed into tighter and tighter quarters, those in the middle escaped, or at least they would have if the 180 of the 200 ratfolks didn’t charge them at that moment.

With a struggle on three fronts, Allen smiled as he jumped to each of the barrels of oil and opened them as he waited for the slimes to lose. Which was only a matter of time as they were failing to encase any of the men, as the pair that could manipulate water were succeeding at continually pushing them back. More and more of the slimes died and the ratfolks failed to do more than cause chaos, as the 20 above made sure that the door to the farm floor was blocked. Still, fighting something with near full vulnerability while stuck on your hands and feet wasn’t an easy thing to do, as most of the invaders ended up body slamming the ratfolks to catch them before killing them. Though, even with the furs that acted like armor protecting them, this allowed the ratfolks to get in a few stabs before they were killed.

However, none of the men were killed as the slimes and the ratfolks were defeated, and the rats released while the men healed and chuckled about the fights. Allen could hear them talking about how those traps would have easily killed the other men that thought they were proper dungeon divers. They had just started to move forward when the walkways for the rats lit and smoke started to fill the floor. Though with the path up still open it was escaping and the leader of the men ordered them forward as he said that the way back was likely blocked by more ratfolks. Allen knew that the man had made the right call, but he was still confident that the invaders would die, as they pushed forward and found the way blocked by fire. Yet, the leader just ordered the earth magic user to create a piece of stone that was two feet high, as wide as the area with water and placed it in the front of their group.

As they pushed this stone, it pushed the water in front of them away from them as it spilled over the sides and back in. At the same time, it drew the water from behind them closer at a faster rate than their movements had already been, as the ones in the rear called out about the fire behind them as well. This saw the earth magic user sent to the back, where he placed another stone block in that would see the water behind them unable to reach them. Allen couldn’t help but shake his head at the futility of their actions, as he watched them push forward as smoke finally started to pool on the ceiling above them. This told them and Allen that the floor above them had officially become a death trap and retreat was no longer an option.

Still, it was clear that they would find their way out, as it seemed that they also had a spell that let them find the safest path forward and it was then that Allen realized that the leader was a magic user as well. Allen also realized that he wasn’t a divine, or arcane caster either, but a chance caster who was using luck magic. Allen had only ever skimmed the abilities that he could get and those that his 18 in luck opened up for him all sounded interesting, but none of them seemed useful on a regular basis for him. After all, stuff like always picking the right direction in a dungeon was great, but he wouldn’t ever be leaving his dungeon, so there was no point in doing so for him. Many others involved getting lucky with attacks, or winning games of chance, which wasn’t what Allen was after as the passive stat’s boost to his fortune was enough for him on its own. It was also why he wasn’t worried as he doubled the forces on the next floor to eight trolls and 80 goblins, as he knew that there was going to be a real battle now.

Allen also armed all the goblins with eight-foot poles of sharpened wood, that would act as a crude spear. This was just in time for the first few men to start rappelling down to the final planned chamber of the active dungeon. After they got through it, all that would remain was the stalling floor of hidden doors and the new orchard floor that Allen had only just made. This was making Allen think over his options as he considered what he could create in the orchards and suddenly thought of a particular monster. The dryad and how they were known for caring for forests and also being a female-only race. Which was all that kept him from selecting them as his next monster, besides the fact that one would cost him 2,000 DP. Still, Allen realized that they could be the perfect choice as they would be far better at caring for the orchard that he was creating and even helping the humans above with their farming. Though Allen had some concerns about the temperaments of what he believed would be adamant defenders of nature, when he was planning to harm nature by progressing humans forward.

Before Allen could take the time to mentally debate any of this, his attention was brought back to the invaders, as the first of their numbers touched down and the goblins rushed in. However, before the goblins could reach him, he was already climbing back up the rope as he called up to the others and soon three more ropes were added to the pair that had already been in use. Below, the goblins frantically tried to spear the man and the other one that was right above him, but lacked the height to do so. Once all five men were in position, the first four were quick to drop down and they got injured, but opened up a space for the fifth man to land. The fifth man was one of the six healers and a second later the first four men were fighting fit once more as they kept the goblins at bay and the rest of the men started to descend.

The only victories that Allen could count were the fact that the smoke was causing the men above to have issues, the two unlucky men who the goblins managed to kill and that the trolls were still hidden. The invaders were also dealing with being in the middle of an area that their water magic users had cleared for them of flames. By the time 40 of the men had made it down, Allen smiled as the leader joined the final group to descend in a controlled manner, as the smoke finally reached the point of filling the floor and the remaining 20 had to take the fall as they landed on top of each other. It was also then that the trolls made their move, as they tossed boulders at the stalactites above the mess of humans and goblins. What followed were screams as a dust cloud rose, before the surviving goblins charged in and Allen smiled as he finally had a significant amount of DP come in. Including the two who had died at the start, Allen had gained 40,000 DP, but that also told him that the fight was far from over. As the dust cleared, it revealed a fierce melee between man and goblin.

It was clear that only a few of the humans were uninjured and the goblins were pulling away any downed body, as the trolls stomped on the heads of the dead and unconscious that were pulled over. Allen saw that four more of the men had died from looking at his DP and subjugations number and he only needed five more to reach level 5. He also had more than enough to create a few dryads if he chose them as his next monster, but that was when the tide turned, as healing once more came to the humans’ aid. While two more men died in the struggle the goblins put forward, the men killed the last of the goblins as the trolls started to throw more boulders in and the only electrical user in the group of men started to attack. With each bolt he threw a troll died and eight bolts later the trolls were dead and only two more men had died as a boulder crushed their heads. This had ironically included the earth magic user, as the remaining 33 men stood and took a long moment to take in their situation.

To add to the morbid irony of the situation, 15 of the men who were alive were from the group who had jumped down from the floor above, as less than half of the rest were alive. Most of this had to do with the group that were killed by the falling stalactites and where everyone had been standing at the time. Still, none of them had expected the level of devastation that they had just endured as they looked angrily at their leader, who looked stunned by what was before him. It was clear that the man was at a complete loss on what to think as he took in the men that had died and Allen guessed that with his chance magic being so useful, he had never lost men like this before.

While it looked like a mutiny was about to occur for a moment, the 33 survivors were smart enough to know that retreat wasn’t an option and that they only had the option of heading forward. So, that is what they did as they stripped anything of value or useful from the dead and pushed forward. It was then that they found the power generation area that the trolls and goblins were normally in and looked around in confusion at seeing a bunch of oversized hamster wheels. However, none of them touched them as they pressed forward and it wasn’t long before they discovered the crawl space that would lead them to the orchard floor, and what was to be where Allen would make his final stand.

Out of spite, more than anything else, Allen put 100 fire ant colonies into the tunnel that they would need to get through, as he thought over his options and debated what he should do. Regardless, he couldn’t create any monsters in the orchard due to the wolves and it was with that thought that Allen knew what he was going to do when the 33 men reached the orchard. After all they were supposed to be hunting wolves, so that was what Allen would have them do and he appeared before the wolves once more as he waited.

At the sight of him, none of the wolves started to growl, though they did stand up and look at him expectantly as he had always come with food before. While Allen had hoped to do this in a slower and more controlled way, he just sighed as he pulled out the key to the lock for the enclosure and opened it for the wolves. As the door swung open, Allen appeared on top of the enclosure as the wolves seemed confused, before they all ran out of it and into the orchard of seedlings. It was clear that they were eager to run and explore this new place, as Allen turned his attention to the invaders who were halfway through the series of doors. However, they were also not happy as the ants swarmed them and stung them mercilessly. Looking back at the first few chambers, it was clear that the last of the offensive magic users had used up their spells to burn or drown the fire ants, but that was it as now they were all almost helpless against the swarm.

Unfortunately, the healers were there to care for the group and the ants failed to do anything but delay the inevitable. As they struggled, Allen thought about how the Native Americans would bury men up to their necks and then just leave them to die, and felt like the men before him were learning a bit of that terror. Though when they finally found the trapdoor that opened into the middle of the orchard area, they looked both confused and relieved. The only issue was that their ropes were short and they ended up having to tie three of them together and they only had enough ropes left to make three longer ropes to descend with. Allen had also already turned most of the lights out as the whole floor seemed to be in a twilight-like state, with more than a few areas that were covered in almost complete darkness. It was in these that the wolves were currently hiding as they watched the men descend while still covered in fire ants.

When the first three reached the bottom, they only had time to call back up that they were down before they had their throats torn out. Unfortunately for the men above, their curses from the constant stings of the fire ants drowned out the noises of the wolves tearing into the men. It wasn’t until the second group was about nine feet from the ground that they realized something was wrong, and Allen watched as the wolves leapt into the air and bit into their legs. Once more he was reminded of just how dangerous wolves were as he appeared on the floor where the goblins and trolls had been, as only the leader and two others had yet to enter the tunnel.

They were in the middle of discussing if there was a way back as the situation was terrible in the tunnel, as Allen pulled out an M9 pistol with a suppressor on it. Holding his breath and not thinking about what he was doing, Allen quickly put a bullet in all three men’s heads before they could turn around. Next, he pulled out a pair of smoke grenades and tossed them into the tunnel after pulling the pins. Seeing the smoke pouring out, Allen closed the door leading down as he stacked the three dead men’s bodies on top of it and returned to watch the men panic at the sight of the smoke and rush their descents. As the men came out of the hole from above, Allen took aim with the M9 and started firing at the men as he missed and missed again, before he hit one and they lost their grip and fell to their death screaming.

After emptying the 12 rounds that remained in his magazine, Allen had only hit two men from what he could tell, as they fell to their deaths. The other 22 were still in the middle of descending as he reloaded and quickly shot off the 15 rounds from it, as four more men fell to the wolves and Allen reloaded with his final magazine. He couldn’t help but think about how each of the loaded magazines had cost 200 DP and the pistol had cost 1,000. This was just another example about how he still didn’t understand the prices of what he could buy with DP. Though, he just chalked it up to guns not belonging in this world. The wolves were able to overwhelm the remaining 18 men as they reached the ground in a panic and failed to adapt to the situation as they had to the others.

Several of the wolves had been injured in the fight, and Allen returned to Cassandra’s lab and grabbed her and he told her he needed her, as he restored the lights to the orchard floor. This also reminded him that he needed to repopulate the goblins and the trolls, as he cleared out the smoke and oil from the death trap floor and the one above it. Allen then had his monsters set to work as they stripped the dead of their belongings and started to work to dump the bodies on the death trap floor, where the few surviving slimes would take care of them. The exception to this was the 30 men who had died in the orchard as the wolves guarded their kills as Allen reappeared with Cassandra, who looked worried and confused as she took in the scene.

“Allen, why are the wolves out of their cage?”

“Just heal them and don’t let go of me.”

“Why do I think you did something incredibly stupid?”

“Because I did. Now heal them and I will return you to your lab and we can talk later.”

The whole time they had been talking, the wolves were eyeing them, but making no moves to attack and as Cassandra healed them, it seemed that the last bit of tension left them. Following this, the surviving alpha casually trotted over to them and stopped about three feet away from them. It then lowered its body and tail as it pawed the ground towards Allen. He was confused, but had a hunch as he focused on creating a steak. As the steak appeared in front of the wolf, Allen smiled as he knew that the alpha had submitted to him. So, he left Cassandra and approached the wolf with the M9 still in his right hand and started to pet the wolf with his left hand. The moment didn’t last more than 30 seconds before the wolf took the steak and returned to its pack as Allen stood back up as Cassandra spoke.

“Well, I would start treating them like tamed dogs, but I would say that you might want to create something more pleasant for them to sleep in than that enclosure.”

“I already have the plans ready and when we get done with the next part of what needs to happen, I plan to implement it.”

“Alright, shall we grab Owen and Svala and get this over with then?”

“Let me make sure that everything above is ready.”

As Allen said this, he looked up above and smiled at seeing that Vali had taken care of setting everything up, as all the men and women were standing in the open area around the dungeon. Seeing this, he quickly gathered Owen and Svala, and brought them to the orchard floor where the wolves had started relaxing. Before either could say anything, Allen created a stage that was about ten feet off the ground and was a ten-foot square and he had all three of them touch him. The next moment, he transported them and the stage to directly above the entrance to his dungeon and he stood up and took in the crowd of men before him. They had looked like they were upset with Vali, who was still trying to calm them down while blocking them from entering the dungeon when Allen had looked earlier. However, now fear, worry and confusion covered their faces, as Allen started to speak to them.

“Tonight, many men enter dungeon. My dungeon. Not listen rules, now dead. I not like killing men, but will kill when must. Try only tell leaders, mate’s brothers and few others, but some not listen them, now 100 men dead when none need be dead. Change how dungeon work, change how dungeon look, change how world is. All welcome here. Will make stronger, will help kill bad dungeons, will help make more good dungeons. Any who wish kill, I kill, protect mates, protect future.”

Allen took a moment to pause as he took in the stunned looks of the crowd, especially those who were looking at Svala and her obviously pregnant belly. The fact that none of the people had interrupted him or attacked was a great sign, as he decided that he would keep it that way and shortened his planned remarks as he continued.

“Much more say, will say later. Now just listen Vali as I tell him rules. I tell him about spices, I tell him about pigs, I tell him about tools. I help humans, yet humans attack me still. Not care now. Any want attack me, attack. I kill, get power, grow. Any hurt Svala’s family I kill, they my family. I see all that happen in village if I want. Know who want hurt Vali, know who want hurt Vali’s mates. I forget now, not again. Vali chief. Any other become chief, dungeon kill. Vali, all take pigs stream tomorrow, I show part of power. That all for now.”

As Allen ended his comments, he motioned for the three behind him to grab his hands. As Cassandra and Svala took his hands and Owen put a finger on his wrist, they vanished while leaving the stage behind. When they returned to Allen’s private quarters, he just smiled before slipping away to his core room and looking over everything. However, before that, he finally let himself process everything that had happened, including the men he shot and killed with his own hands. Watching the first two groups die in his dungeon had been hard, but he had actually been present for these deaths and he needed to come to terms with that. Thankfully, he had the thought of Svala giving him both comfort and reason for what he had done, as he used that to not give in to the self-loathing that threatened to take hold.

The first thing he noticed was that he had gained 61 subjugations rather than 60 and he had gained 136,000 DP rather than 120,000 DP. He could also see that the wolves were no longer giving him any bonuses to his daily DP and he had gained the ability to create wolves. The implications this had that Allen needed to fully digest, was it hadn’t taken either of the slots that he had available. If he were to manage to capture and tame another dungeon’s monsters, would he then gain them for himself and would they in turn be able to add his monsters like that? Was this something that they were already doing? These questions and more hit Allen like a ton of bricks, as he tried to focus on the other changes that came with reaching level 5.

After taking a moment to refocus, Allen looked over the design that would utilize most of the 1,600-foot radius that he was working with in every direction but up. Rather, he had his core placed such that it was only 400 feet below the surface and thereby leaving much of the sphere that he had to use as being above ground. At first it had been a relatively small area that was covered by his sphere of influence that had been within his domain, before it grew with each level. Now it was large enough that he could encapsulate the whole village, including the pig pens, in what was considered his. The best part of this was that he could rearrange anything there for minimum DP as he enacted all of his underground changes. He watched around 85,000 DP vanish as he just smiled at what he had done. With that done, all that was left was to enact the above ground changes when the village was empty the following day. However, before that, Allen had a few ladies who were waiting for his return and were likely taking on the upgraded living area with much interest.

As Allen arrived in the new kitchen and dining room area, he smiled at seeing what could only be called a luxury kitchen. It had a wall with four different ovens that were all different sizes and ranged from one just large enough for a pie, to one that could likely fit a whole pig in it. Next was the stove that was a glass top and only worked with the special pans that were hanging from hooks on the wall just behind it. After this there were mixers, blenders, slicers and any other cooking equipment and utensils that he could think of and more counter space than he believed anyone would know what to do with. He could still remember his mother’s complaints about how her counters were always cluttered and she would never have room to work. So, he had set out to make sure that would never be an issue for Svala and any others who wanted to cook.

The table that Allen had created was large enough to seat 12. Though there was plenty of room to replace it with a much larger table if needed. He knew even if he kept it to just Svala, Cassandra and a dwarf, eight kids would be far less than he ended up with, but he wasn’t ready to fully admit that yet. Still, with all the electrical equipment, Allen couldn’t help but smile as he almost felt like he was back on Earth, as he watched the two women chat about the changes. A moment later they saw Allen and smiled, before asking him what else he had changed. They ended up taking a tour of the mansion-like home he had created just for his family. Though there were currently only four bedrooms besides his own and they were below the floor that had the kitchen on it, while his room was above the kitchen now and had doors that led to four walk-in closets. One was labeled with each of their names while the last was blank, but there was also room for another eight of such closets as the room was absolutely massive. At its center was also a bed straight out of fiction as it was large enough to fit 20 on it easily and was round such that there was no headboard and the pillows were placed at the center of it. At seeing the bed Svala smiled as she spoke.

“Allen, does this mean that you are ready to accept that you will have many mates and start adding them?”

“Yes and no. Svala, I am not going to hurry to fill that bed up. First I need to decide between dryads and wood elves, or even a race that can easily go between the sea and land. After that, I need to create a few and figure out how to determine who is the right mate for me without creating other issues and-”

“Now is not the time to decide all of that,” cut in Cassandra. “Now is the time where your current mates remind you why you are fighting the fight that you are and that we know it is hard on you, but we love you anyways.”

“Yes, let’s enjoy our new bed and let Allen know that he is the best mate in the whole world.”

“Best husband. I don’t care how many ladies I end up with, so long as any who want to sleep on that bed are my wives. I know that where I am from there are fancy ceremonies and I am sure the day will come where such things are common in this world as well, but for now I think just asking if you would accept a ring from me is enough.”

As Allen said this, he created two identical rings in his hand. Both were made of white gold and had tiny diamonds inlaid clear around the bands, such that it sparkled no matter how the light hit it. At seeing the rings Svala smiled, while Cassandra hesitated for a second before speaking.

“Allen, thank you, but unless you will wear a ring that each of us give you, I don’t feel that exchanging rings is right and crafting a ring is beyond any but Owen right now.”

“So, get with him and figure out what you want to give me, though I only have so many fingers. Or is that your way of setting a limit on how many wives I have.”

“It is. I know I must share you, but I will not share you infinitely.”

“I agree,” came Svala’s response. “Ten fingers, ten wives. No more mates beyond that either!”

“It seems that I will have to be rather selective when choosing the other humanoid races to create, as I can at most create seven more without causing any issues.”

As Allen said that, the two ladies smiled as they took the rings from him before pulling him to the bed, and giggled happily as they started to snuggle and talk about everything and nothing all at once. With his two wives next to him, Allen found that his hands naturally wandered and a desire for other activities came surging forward as kissing turned into much more.

(*****)


Chapter 17.

End of the line.

The last week had been hell for Madison, as she forced herself to push forward with only the barest use of the baby wipes that she could get away with. Still, she felt as if she had at least kept her dignity as she pressed onward and focused on figuring out a way to survive the situation she was in. It was clear that none of the men were willing to turn on the commander and from what she could tell, most were afraid of him. So, the plan of shacking up with one of them over the commander to try and create conflict and a situation where she could escape, was a nonstarter. If it was even possible to escape from whatever the commander really was. Madison hadn’t run across much about spirits in her time studying at the compound.

Though as she thought about things, that would make sense if the organization wanted the focus to be on learning about the things it saw as a threat to it and not how to destroy the ones running the show. That was the one thing Madison had convinced herself of. The ones running the show were undying and older than old. Nothing she had been able to study fell into that category and it just made too much sense to her brain, which admittedly wasn’t in the best place. She was still feeling like her world was in turmoil and nothing could calm her down, as she yearned to get even a hint of Allen’s scent.

This was where Madison was mentally as suddenly all around her were cries of alarm and the sound of gunfire, as human figures made from sand popped up all around them. At first, she thought that this was it, but the commander did something and a second later a pulse went out. All the sandmen crumbled and standing 100 feet away was what had to be the jinni. He looked like a tall teal man with no body hair save for just a little on his chin and head, both of which were tied in something resembling a ponytail. The lack of clothing would have bothered Madison if the jinni hadn’t conjured up some a moment later, as the commander laughed before he started to speak.

“Well, it seems that regardless of what happens from here, one thing is confirmed. You aren’t some all-powerful god as your powers can be disrupted as easily as any other.”

“My kind never claimed to be gods,” replied the jinni. “I take it that the young woman over there is how you managed to track me down.”

“Doesn’t matter as now we can find you as easily with or without her.”

“It seems that magic wasn’t quite as dead as I had been led to believe when I first gained my freedom.”

“What good that did you, fleeing to the most inhospitable place on earth.”

“It didn’t used to be. No, at one time these sands were a lush land that my kind flourished in, or at least we did compared to today, as only a few hundred of us lived among the primitives of your kind. Oh, the stories that have been lost to these sands and the greed of you humans. Though, you are not really human and are likely the only one who knows what the real objective of this little gathering is.”

“Right, you can grant wishes and well, my bosses have quite a few of them to seek from you.”

“I can alter reality and do many things. Granting wishes is just a convenient misunderstanding that others use to explain my abilities. Though with the way my kind was enslaved, I dare say that it became true as suddenly our powers could only be wielded by others’ request. Thankfully, we still had the ability of refusal and to manipulate the execution of those wishes as our masters quickly learned. So, tell me, just what are your bosses after, as the only request I ever have honored without twisting things purely for my enjoyment, would be the one the young man who freed me made of me.”

“Liar, Allen is gone! You took him from me!” shouted Madison. “Bring him back!”

“No, I gave that man exactly what he wished for, just not in the way he expected. Though he is taking to it rather well and has been quite enjoyable to watch.”

“He’s alive!?”

“Very much so. Perhaps I will reunite you with him once I have handled your escorts.”

“You’re lying! You’re no better than they are! In fact, you are probably just as bad as whatever ghost thing is in that creep’s body. Plus, even if you sent me to him, all they would do is use whatever backup plan they made and drag another woman into this mess.”

“Shut up, little girl!” shouted the commander. “Alright, now it seems that you plan on resisting us-”

Before the commander could finish his statement, the jinni smiled as the crystal that was in the commander’s hand shattered. A moment later everything went dark as Madison tried to figure out just what was happening, as screams rang out before the world returned after a few seconds. As it did, Madison took in the carnage surrounding her as half of the 50 men around her were dead and the commander held another crystal while chanting in some language that sounded evil. The jinni was struggling as the surviving men pulled out pieces of metal shaped like weird symbols, as they started to draw a circle around the jinni.

Madison was shocked at the scene before her, as she stood there covered in the blood of the dead, but she didn’t miss the pistol that was at her feet as the jinni struggled against its would-be captors. While she knew it was pointless as whatever the commander was couldn’t die, she still wanted to kill the bastard, so she reached down and didn’t hesitate to empty the whole magazine into his head. As his chants stopped, whatever was holding the jinni back ended and before Madison could do anything the darkness returned, only to vanish after 30 seconds. Though this time none of the bodies were there and all that was left was the jinni holding onto a struggling mass of darkness.

“I thank you for assisting me in dealing with your escorts. Though I would have most likely broken through their attempts to bind me once more. Sadly, none of their minds could tell me anything useful, as it seems that only this pale imitation of my kind knows anything of value. I suspect that he was wiping his team’s minds of sensitive information regularly as all of them were very much tampered with. Really, none of them were more than shells of themselves as such magic is extremely crude, even as skilled as he seemed to be at it. Luckily for you that is something that he couldn’t do to you without severing the bindings that they created by using you to find me.”

As the jinni said this, an absolute mess of transparent chains appeared between them and Madison looked like she was completely covered in them while the jinni only had a couple on his torso.

“Had they fully succeeded I would look much like you right now and I would have been helpless against their plans. Thankfully, the links between us are thin and easily destroyed, save for the few that made it so that I could only move towards you as you were used to slowly reel me in. Sadly, I can’t escape you while you still exist here, but I am not one who returns a favor with malice. So, I will ask that you share your mind with me as to allow me to know more about my enemy and I will reunite you with Allen.”

“By killing me!?”

“No, Allen is very much alive as I said before. He is simply in a parallel world that is out of phase with this one. Were he to fully realize his potential, he could very easily find a way to return someday, though he hasn’t realized it yet.”

“Would he even be happy to see me?” asked Madison with a bit of worry. “I mean you said he was doing quite well and I know that most of my feelings for him are your fault at this point.”

“Hmm, I will give you an ability that should make him value you rather highly, if that will make you feel better about it.”

“Oh, and what is that?”

“That is something that you will have to figure out after you have accepted him and he has accepted you, in the ways that I believe you want most.”

Madison blushed as she thought about exactly what she wanted and the jinni continued.

“Just tell him about how you ended up in this situation and that I sent you as a bride to him, and once he has consummated things his present will arrive.”

“Right, because that doesn’t scream insane!” retorted Madison in frustration. “Can’t you just undo what you did and let me get over him, before phasing me in and out of whatever world that is?”

“No, I can send you there no issue, but pulling you back into this world is beyond me as the magic here has all but dried up. Which is an issue that I wouldn’t mind Allen’s help with once he figures out how to get back here and feels as if he is strong enough to survive.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Answers without questions. Why is it that humans breathe air, or drink water?”

“Because we would die if we didn’t. Really, any five-year-old could tell you that.”

“No, because that is the rules of being human and it was the answer that was found without answering any question.”

“That makes no sense.”

“Which is sadly how it has to be as one can’t be told, only guided to the answers.”

“You’re basically a well of magic aren’t you. Did you turn Allen into a jinni like you?”

“No, that isn’t something that I can do as I can’t create my equal. What I did for Allen was offer him an opportunity to become something that doesn’t exist in this reality, just as my kind doesn’t exist in that reality.”

“Why are you telling me all of this?”

“Because a war is about to be started here and all I can do is delay at this point, as it seems humans won’t simply let me reminisce about days long since gone. Just warn Allen that he should expect more guests, if the lingering effects of his wish really has linked more women to him like you.”

“Couldn’t you undo whatever has caused the issue?”

“No, that would just create new paths for them to chain me down. Simply removing you and this pest from this reality is my best option. Oh, and give Allen my apologies for unleashing this thing on that world, as destroying it would leave me too vulnerable right now. That said, I know that with just a bit of work, Allen will figure out what to do with this thing if it becomes a problem for him. Now, if you would let me touch your head, I will send you on your way after learning what I can and giving you my gift to you and Allen.”

“Fine, b-”

Before Madison could say anything more, the jinni was touching her head and she felt a sharp pain, right before the world went out of focus for an unspecified amount of time. The next thing she was aware of was feeling as if the world simply changed around her, as she appeared in a bedroom that looked like it belonged to someone with too much money and no taste. However, she quickly saw the three figures on the bed and froze at the sight before her, as there before her was a sight she hadn’t been prepared for. Allen was passionately kissing one woman who was halfway undressed, as another woman that seemed pregnant lounged to the side, while looking happy as she rubbed her belly and watched the scene. Madison just stood there and stared for a good five seconds before Allen broke away from the kiss with a smile and just as he was about to return for more, he noticed her and froze, then spoke, sounding shocked and confused.

“Madison!?”
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Afterword.

HEY, LISTEN! Before you close this book, please leave me a review or rating to help it get the traction that it needs to appease the algorithms which will determine how many people to show it to for free!

Alright here we go, I now have three series that I have published, hopefully you all like the twist on the genre that I did here. Don’t worry I have big plans for this series and it will be releasing at the rate of four books a year if all goes well. If this is the first of my books that you have read, well thank you for reading it and I hope you enjoyed it… now if you have time, feel free to check out my other series, or don’t, it is your time and I am just one of many authors out there for you to enjoy. See that’s the point, you enjoying a story and finding yourself wanting more, if I have achieved that, then I am doing my job. If not, thank you for giving me a chance but I highly doubt many who don’t like it would be reading this (if that’s you, more power to you and thank you for caring). Anyways, I really am liking where this story is taking me as it literally almost forces me to write it and while it will get a bit darker and possibly cruder than my other books to this point, that was what I felt the story called for. Now, I am still not going to add any sex scenes in as there are plenty of places to find that if you want them and I would rather use my time to add depth to the story or the relationships in other ways.

That said, writing this series is a ton of fun and I would really like to get at least 12, but no more than 16 books of it written before it comes to a close. Between the two worlds I have so much to write and explore as Allen fights to survive and thrive while Stan navigates his way through the organization. All while learning how to handle the ladies in their lives and find answers to the problems that are before them. Not going to give any spoilers here, but I am seeing three story arcs in this series and really want to give each of them time to shine. So, if you like book 1, please help me get the word out and make sure that by the time book 2 comes out in June I can have confidence in writing books 4 & 5 as yes the first three, like all my series, have already been written before I released this. Though everything after that depends on you the readers telling me that you want more!

Now on to the repetitive stuff. Did you know I have a newsletter and that by signing up you can get a free prelude novella for Eternal Dominion? Heck, it is really easy too. Just go to my website below and scroll to the bottom, where you will just need to put in your email address. Or you can go to https://BookHip.com/BAMDFBA, put in your email the single time and confirm it in your inbox to get the prelude and sign up for my newsletter in one go.

If you haven’t already, go to https://soundbooththeater.com/team/bern-dean/ and listen to the free shorts that are available there. If you do it through a web browser you don’t even need to create an account to do so, just select the listen now option. Zach and Annie have really gone above and beyond with their performances!

As always, if you feel I have forgotten something, feel free to reach out to me on Facebook through my page, or join my group. I am only one person and sending a message to my Facebook author page is the fastest way to get me to see it, as I don’t get alerts on my personal page when non-friends message me for the first time. That said, I will not answer personal questions, like where I live, even in a general fashion. Please keep it to my story, or my writing process.

If you would like a weekly extra that focuses on looking at the supporting cast and is not plot necessary but is canon, I publish shorts on my Patreon. The first several of which are currently available to my $1 patrons, who will get another one every four weeks, while my $5 patrons get one each week. If you want to see what these are like, I have put a few up on my Facebook group as well now. I also now have a $5.50 tier for those who want to read the first 5 to 7 thousand words of the next book a week or so early, as that is when I have it back from the copy editor. To be clear, I delete the extended preview just before, or after, the book it is attached to is released. Some may ask why the extra 50 cents and to that I give two reasons. I have had some patrons tell me that they don’t want the extended preview and it lets them ignore it. Also, it allows me to see just how much demand there is for extended previews.
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https://www.facebook.com/Author.Bern.Dean
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https://www.Bernsbooks.com

Thank you again for reading my story and I hope you return for the next installment of Alex’s tale. If you enjoy LitRPG and GameLit books, check out the following Facebook groups. Both are great and have helped me get my stories out to you!

LitRPG: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books
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Now I am putting my own work in to the world while following my own mantra. To write for yourself, or you will never love what you write. As for the journey that brought me to this point, I have decided to share it below, so if you want to know how a father of two goes from working in Satellite Communications to writing books, enjoy. If not, thanks for reading this far and I hope you will return for book 2 in June!
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There I was with two and a half books ready to be edited and published, but no time to write due to a new schedule and new boss demanding more of us than ever before. Add that the first thing we were all told was that we had almost been fired due to the failure of those above us, and us not being up to some standard that had never been established before. The next year saw me do nothing but work, eat, sleep and watch my kids as I worked a 4-week rotation that had me working three seven-day sets. They went Mon-Sun 8am-4pm, Mon off, Tue-Mon 4pm-12am, Tue-Wed off, Thu-Wed 12am-8am, Thu-Sun off and repeat. Needless to say, I quickly became a zombie as all I did for entertainment was watch a show here or there, and listen to Kindle Unlimited books using the talk back feature on my phone, as that was all I could afford both monetarily and time wise during that period of my life.

Make no mistake, I am not complaining as I know many people have been through much more. I am just saying what happened, as for me it all added up to finally taking a few days off with my wife. Only I couldn’t enjoy it. My schedule had me so messed up that it took me four days just to be on a normal human schedule. I would say this was where I woke up, and it was also right after my wife completed her degree and got hired for a position that would handle the insurance that my job had been providing for my family. The day she started was the day I knew I was quitting my job, and the weight that was lifted off me when our family was on her insurance was one of the best feelings I have ever had. It was then that I picked Eternal Dominion back up with the goal of finishing the third book and publishing it, and I haven’t looked back.

Rather than stressing over keeping my job, I lost myself in my story as it brought joy back into my life as I was writing for myself, with no idea if another soul would ever read it. What I first released should have been laughed off of Amazon for all the errors and mistakes I made, but somehow, people found it and forgave me for the absolute mess it was. I learned on the fly and fixed many of my issues with books one and two, and still fix things now as long as they don’t affect the story, though once the audiobook comes out, I pretty much call it set in stone. I have learned many things and watched readers who loved my books come to hate them, and others who found them just okay grow to love them. All while I hold to a simple motto I wrote when I was a teenager with no intent to ever write a book, “Write for yourself. Not for someone else, or you'll never love what you write.”

With three books all but ready to publish and a fourth well underway, I put my first book up for preorder a few days before its release on December 1st, 2021, after over three years of figuring out the how. The day before it released, I turned in my notice to my work that I would be leaving their employ by the end of May. Some may ask why I did this with no idea if my books would sell, or why I gave them so long of a notice. To put it simply, if my books failed, I would have gone back to school to finish my degree and if I were to have simply left with a two-week notice, the ones who would have suffered the most were my friends at work. My job was in a very specialized field that takes months to find qualified individuals and months to train them. With there only being four of us able to work my position that needed to cover three 8-hour shifts each day, it would have been more than they would be able to handle.

Some may wonder why I waited to publish until I had the first three books done, and to that I say that I wanted to be fully committed to getting them out once a month from the start. I still hold to that rule and will always have the first drafts of the first three books done before I put any series out for the world to read. It is just a way to hold myself to my goal of always holding to whatever insane timetable I set for myself. Though my own desire to know what happens next also drives me ever forward as well, and while I will not say that every series I write will follow the release timeline of Eternal Dominion, I will always strive to ensure my readers know when to expect the next book. After all I hate wondering when the next book of a series I love is coming out as much as the next reader. So, even if I am no longer releasing them every month at this point if you search for the answer, you will find out when the next book is due out. Either in my fan group on FB here or elsewhere, though the easiest way is to join my Patreon for $1 a month as that will give you access to my weekly newsletter. That is where I post the status of all the projects that I am working on as well as what is going on in my life in the most depth!
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