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Chapter 1



“Grandmother.”

“Grandshit of mine.”

“What do you know about demons?”

Grandmother Aela was seated in her rocking chair. Her hands rhythmically attended to the tangled mess that was her ball of wool. They were a blur, moving at a speed that none of the village seamstresses could imitate, but with none of their grace. She steadily continued to knit the monstrosity of a sock as David watched on.

The boy of sixteen was smart. The best of both of his parents. The best of her, though she would never admit it out loud. Still, he had a long way to go.

His curiosity about the world beyond their humble of village of Trolth was painfully obvious. He only had two years of his schooling left, and Aela could already see him counting the days. Spending his nights in her library. Systematically dissecting her texts and hungrily consuming the knowledge they contained about the Continent and the Infinite Dungeon.

Aela could see it in his hazel eyes. In the way that he leaned on her every word. David knew that she had once been a skilled adventurer. He had watched her cleave apart monsters that had approached their village. He witnessed the ease with which she tore through creatures far beyond the ability of the village guards to deal with.

Her grandson was desperate for more.

To piece together the precise details of her adventures.

She could hardly blame him. She would do the same in his shoes. But she could hardly make things too easy for him. She had a reputation to maintain, after all.

Grandmother Aela’s lips widened into a visceral grin.

“I know what you’re trying to do, boy.”

David watched on innocently as his grandmother’s lips twisted into a cunning grin that would have made the village elders blanch.

“You think you’re smart. But there is much that you have to learn about women and the world. We both have our mysteries, and we both have our pride. You would do well to remember that we do not so easily divulge our secrets. You will have to work for mine, just as you will have to for the Infinite Dungeon’s.”

Aela chuckled as David frowned, his shoulders shrinking imperceptibly.

“And so will you for the demons’ secrets. But I’m feeling generous today. Ask.”

Her grandson’s gaze instantly sharpened, drilling into her own with fervour. Grandmother Aela’s chuckles devolved into raucous laughter.

“Are they truly as evil as the Church makes them out to be, granny?”

“Worse.”

David’s eyes widened. Her grandson held his tongue, and she could see that it took every ounce of his resolve to do so. It was rare that she divulged her titbits of wisdom.

“Those vile creatures organised themselves into various houses. Each with different specialties and powers, reflective of the sin that they embodied.”

“Sin, grandmother?”

“The deadly sins. Pride, greed, lust, envy, gluttony, wrath and sloth.”

David listened on with rapt attention, eyes as wide as saucers.

“The Demon Queen of recent times hailed from the House of Lust, of course. Her succubi were her magnum opus. Using their powers over the lust of men to corrupt and dominate their minds. Setting back humanity’s efforts to delve freely into the Infinite Dungeon. Turning every powerful male adventurer into a risk to be managed, rather than an asset. But she is hardly the most despicable of the bunch,” Grandmother Aela continued, her eyes flashing as her grandson leaned forwards in anticipation.

“I knew of a dark knight who gave the Archdiocese nightmares, but not for the reason you would assume.”

“Oh?”

“They envied her. Because she needed no fantastical powers to captivate the minds of both women and men. She turned humans and beastkin alike to the demons’ cause,” Aela said, her grin widening.

“N-no.”

“Indeed. And there were more. A demon fat with greed like you could hardly comprehend. Who moved mountains with gold, and who became the closest to toppling the Royal Family without having to raise a single blade. Despite what your teachers would have you believe about the Demon Queen’s unprecedented success… he was the closest to unravelling humanity’s kingdom at its seams.”

Aela’s eyes gleamed as the moonlight filtered through their stained window, alighting on her irises. David was utterly entranced, knuckles white and fingers curled tightly around the carpet he was seated on. But when Aela’s gaze passed over her grandson, she found an expression that surprised her.

“Is something wrong, grandshit of mine?”

“I… I’m struggling to understand. You said that they were worse than the Church made them out to be. You said that they committed atrocities, but you didn’t list any?”

The boy of sixteen rose to his feet, pacing before her, as he thumbed his chin in concentration. She smiled, leaning back in her rocking chair.

“Turning humans and beastkin to their cause… the Church has attempted to do that for years themselves. As for ‘tearing the kingdom apart at its seams’… the other demon didn’t approach it through violence, which means that he launched an ideological assault.”

The corners of Grandmother Aela’s lips gradually snaked upwards as she watched her grandson. There was an emotion in them that David failed to discern, as perceptive as he was. He was no natural warrior. That much was clear when she watched him hacking away at trees with inelegant swings. She had lost count of the number of chipped blades that now cluttered her basement. Perhaps, with enough practice and guidance, he could become a warrior to be feared.

But martial ability was far from his greatest strength.

“The only other alternative I can think of is bribery or corruption. Was that how he attacked the Royal Family?”

“No.”

David halted before her, nodding his head.

“An ideological assault leveraging his wealth, then. Maybe he proposed an alternative system of governance? One persuasive enough to stir the people and effective enough to shake the Royal Family. What did this demon—”

“Not telling.”

Aela laughed as her grandson grimaced, scuffing his foot against the worn carpet in disappointment.

“Nothing you’ve told me suggests that the demons are any worse than we are. Apart from the massacres they’ve committed of course, in times of old. And the succubi that the Demon Queen raised in recent times before she fell. I can’t think of anything more cruel than twisting the minds of others against themselves.”

Grandmother Aela nodded.

“Take from that what you will. Now, off you go. You have school tomorrow.”

Aela turned to stare out of her window. She closed her eyes. The welcome reprieve of sleep didn’t come, and in the silence, she was greeted once more to the familiar metallic scent of blood and the ring of steel against steel. The cries of her enemies as she cut them down and her comrades as they breathed their last.

Then, she felt the soft texture of cotton brush up gently against her skin. She peeked out of one of her eyes, watching as David dutifully draped a blanket over her. She saw her grandson gingerly lay a hand over her own, cheek muscles bulging as he gritted his teeth. The tension in his body and concern that filled his eyes betrayed a certain frustration and desperation that warred within him.

David was a smart boy.

He knew that becoming a male adventurer was a fundamentally selfish goal, especially with the existence of the Demon Queen’s succubi. But Grandmother Aela was well aware of just what continued to push him to pursue his selfish dream.

“Goodnight, granny,” David whispered.

The answer to that mystery was written in the corner of his eyes when he smiled at her. In the warmth of his embrace before he extracted himself from her grip.

David retreated back into shadow, heading for his room.

This time, even as the silence returned with David’s departure, the sounds of battle, death and anguish were a little less loud. There was a reason David was so desperate for her stories and words. It was because he knew the significance that they held.

They were just as much a reflection of her as they were of the world she described. And Aela knew well, that while David often asked his questions to sate his inquisitiveness, the true intention behind them was different.

David wanted to learn more about her.

About his old, useless grandmother.

And she loved him for it.

***

Present day

David stared at the girl in stunned silence. His eyes traced over her white robes that enshrouded soft pale skin. The fabric strained against her curves and full chest with her every movement. Silky, straight black hair framed black doe eyes tilted upwards at their edges and dark red lips that so often carried mischief. Features that could shift at any moment, turning into immaculate silver hair, and eyes of brilliant gold.

Aika Tanakawa caressed the side of his face.

“You aren’t alone anymore,” she whispered.

He felt a tug in the knot of anger, despair and sadness that had woven itself together in his chest. Aika drew him into her, and when he blinked, he was surprised to feel the prickle of tears as his vision grew blurry. His friend tightened her embrace, burying her head into his neck as he shook.

The knot slowly began to unravel.

“A-aika. You’re…”

“Right here with you. I remember. Everything.”

Aika caught him as he stumbled. David barely comprehended what he was seeing.

He felt an immeasurable weight lift off his chest, before he felt it press down against him once more as he comprehended the implications of what he was witnessing. He took Aika’s hand, taking a step away from her.

“Not here. Let’s go.”

They made their way towards a nearby inn. They had also taken steps using [true invisibility] to evade Evelyn’s attention. As they had discovered in the previous loops, their classmate was a servant of the Church. She had received orders to keep a watchful eye on Aika until the Wailer left its soul mark on her during the Headmistress’ induction, which then allowed her family to track her.

Aika was idly poking his cheek as he read over his status.

Name: David Vandrake

Class: [Greatest Servant]

Level: 10

Vitality: 20

Strength: 20

Agility: 20

Endurance: 20

Intelligence: 11

Willpower: 12

Mana pool: 20/20

Skills:

Greatest servant:

	[Accept request]

	[Passive: servant’s insight]

	[Passive: unrealised potential]




Path of the Hound:

	[Passive: Beast constitution]

	[Rend]

	[Beast form: werewolf]




Path of the Spellblade of Ages Lost:

	[Mana channelling]

	[Mage memory]

	[Flicker step]

	[Accelerated thrust]

	[Flaming needles]




Path of the Kitsune:

	[Passive: Heart of foxfire]

	[Veil of illusion]

	[True invisibility]




Path of the soul mage:

	[Soul shield]




Reputation:

	Miki: 80

	Ovelia: 65

	Aika: 100

	Eyrie: 10




It had been a while since he had checked his status, and he felt a hint of satisfaction as he read over the increase in his physical stats. He had hit a plateau with the dungeon cores, and he suspected he had hit the limit of what [beast constitution] had to offer, for now. The skill he had obtained from Eyrie and the new path of the soul mage was also reflected.

I gained three overall levels…

His heart was hammering in his chest as he stared at a particular detail in his status that was probably to explain for Aika’s presence. Before he could share it with her, he saw a strange expression play across her features. Delicate lips were pursed, and she seemed to be lost in thought as she stared at a point on the inn wall.

“Are you alright?”

Aika the mischief maker and trickster greeted him with an unfamiliar expression.

A strained smile.

“Yes.”

Aika averted her eyes, biting her lower lip. She didn’t seem conscious of how her twin tails were swishing behind her with increasing fervour. She hadn’t retained her third tail after conquering the room of reflection two loops ago.

“I’m sorry,” David whispered.

The swishing stopped as Aika abruptly halted, her eyes wide as they met David’s. There was something in his tone that made her pause. His nails embedded themselves in the skin of his palm as he clenched his fists.

“The last thing that I wanted to do was to drag you into this… hell along with me. You didn’t have any choice in it. And now… you might be doomed to repeat the loops who knows how many times before they’re resolved. You’d just gotten your taste of freedom, and I’ve stolen it from you—”

David’s eyes widened in surprise as Aika’s fingers clamped down on his lips.

“Do you know what you taught me? Way back in that magic carriage to the Oasis?”

David shook his head.

“That my destiny is in my hands. And it is for me to do with as I see fit. Not my family. Not my mother, or my grandfather. Not even you,” she said, poking him gently in the cheek, “no matter how much I like you.”

“But—”

“This is exactly what I wanted. I’m exactly where I want to be.”

David’s eyes went wide.

Aika rose. She leaned forwards as she poked him in the cheek, each successive jab increasing in force.

“How do you think I felt? Hmm? You were the first friend that I made outside the Palace. And then I learn that you’re trapped in a hellish time loop and forced to endure horrible things happening to you and the people you care about. What do you think I wanted?”

David was silent as Aika ceased in her jabs.

Then, she pinched his nostrils shut, causing his voice to distort in a nasal fashion.

“H-hey—”

“I have all my memories. From all the loops,” she said softly.

Aika took a seat on the bed once more. Her playful gaze turned solemn, and David saw a side of her that he had rarely encountered in the prior loops.

“You did it. You freed me from my hell. And now I get a chance to help free you from yours. Do you know how much I’ve wanted that?”

David rose, taking a seat beside her on the bed. He ran a thumb over her pale cheek, before leaning in and giving her a soft kiss on the lips. Aika blushed at the gesture, which he couldn’t help but smile at.

“Thanks,” David said, catching her hand and giving it a soft squeeze, before letting it go and straightening his back. “Thank you. Truly. You’re right.”

David smiled.

“Now, we just have to figure out how to avert a demon invasion. But there is some good news.”

“Oh?”

David nodded.

“I think I’ve figured out how you joined the loop with me.”


Chapter 2



“You hit a hundred reputation.”

Aika’s twin tails of soft, silver fur swished behind her as her golden eyes widened.

“I think it’s because you achieved your goal. Gaining freedom from your family, and from the fate that they imposed upon you. You achieved what you wanted most.”

David paused with a frown.

“I did gain another skill. [Passive: unrealised potential], but I’m not sure if that was what caused it, or if it interacted with your reputation somehow.”

Aika pursed her lips as she puzzled over his words.

“If not that, then what could it be?”

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s built into the reputation system, or maybe it’s the skill, it’s too early to say. But assuming we’re right, it means that I can bring others into the loop if I max out their reputation as well.”

Aika shot to her feet, her eyes wide with excitement.

“Miki! And maybe even the Headmistress, and Eyrie? We can get them into the loop as well?”

“That… might be a little harder to achieve for Ovelia and Eyrie,” David winced, brows creasing.

“What do you mean?”

“The Headmistress for one. I know that she wants to build a world where her daughter Ava can live freely. That goal… is far bigger than what we’d be able to achieve over the span of a few weeks. As for Eyrie… I know that she wants to become an Archmage. Unless we join the Arcanum to help her – which would require us to be far more versed in magic than we currently are – that’s also going to be a difficult goal.”

“But we aren’t out of luck with Miki!”

Aika’s shoulders sagged in relief, and she reached up to brush a tear away from her eye. She knew just as well as David which goal their houndkin friend had pursued doggedly from the time they met her.

“We’ll need to advance down the Passage of the Beastmage. Knock down the walls the Church built in the Rejuvenating Springs, blocking off the way further into the dungeon,” Aika exclaimed as she began to put the pieces together. “We can get started immediately! We’ll get Eyrie’s help and speak to High Magus Silofi—”

“Aika.”

Something in David’s tone made her hesitate. Aika’s golden eyes darted about as she scanned his face, before she frowned.

“You don’t want her to come along.”

“She killed me in one of the loops.”

A heavy silence hung in the air. The words left a bad taste in his mouth, begging to be clarified.

The kitsune carefully continued to search his face, elegant lips pursed and her pale brows creased.

“Alright.”

David stared at his friend in surprise.

“Wait, you aren’t going to—”

“It looks like you’re just going to have to learn the hard way,” Aika said, her lips curling into a grin.

A grin that reminded him of just who he was dealing with. The heir to the kitsune’s royal family, a girl whose entire world had been misdirection and deception.

“Especially if you’re going to lie to me. With such a pathetic, half-butted lie.”

“I think you mean half-assed—”

She attempted to crack her knuckles but failed to generate the pops necessary to intimidate him. The tension in him fled as he smiled at his kind, silly friend.

“Now that your bonds can join you on the loops, you risk them turning against you or losing control, is that it?”

Aika ignored him as she continued.

“We’ve told you before, haven’t we? Not everyone is capable of charming us so quickly,” Aika said teasingly, running her finger down his face neck, and towards his pelvis. To his surprise, her hand darted upwards and she flicked him in the middle of his forehead, causing him to recoil.

“Hey!—”

“I know that you trust Miki. You trust her with your life. You can’t fool me with your silly lies,” Aika said softly.

David wisely elected to remain silent as Aika drew closer to him.

“You’re kind—”

She jabbed him in the cheek, drawing her finger back once more to ready it for her second strike.

“Ow!”

“Stubborn.”

The second poke found him.

“A-aika cut it out!”

“But most of all, you’re frustrating because you think you know what’s best for us.”

David’s shoulders fell.

“What you really mean to say, is that you don’t want her to be reminded of the time that she killed you or tried to hurt you. You don’t want to put her at risk of experiencing the same suffering that being trapped in the loops has brought you. Or the other painful memories, am I right?”

David’s shoulders shrank imperceptibly. With Aika’s words, the tension that had built up inside him fled. Seeing Aika with her knowledge of the previous loops had changed everything. But it also brought with it a slew of other implications.

There was no guarantee they would ever get to the bottom of the loops. He knew how they wore on him. How they had eaten away at his hope as obstacle after obstacle arose. Ensuring that they weren’t subjected to the same agony… it seemed like the kinder choice.

He never wanted them to resent him.

Aika bit her lip, a crack appearing in her expression.

“I understand. I was forced to watch too, while the Broodmother took control. Massacring the people in the Isles. I remember all of it.”

David’s eyes widened.

“But it seems like you’ve already forgotten what I told you. Perhaps I’ll start calling you Mister Goldfish. They have terrible memories, you know? Do you know what I do to goldfish?”

“W-what?” David swallowed.

“I skewer them on sticks and eat them,” she replied, her pointer finger poised and ready for another poke.

David’s jaw dropped in horror.

“A-aika, that’s foul.”

Aika ignored him as she continued.

“You don’t get to decide this for her, Miki does. You’re smart. And a good listener. That’s another thing we like about you. But you also become really dumb when the people you care about get involved.”

David remained silent as Aika squeezed his hand.

“I also know how much you must want her to remember your time together across the loops. Just what you’re proposing to give up to protect her from the pain. That’s the only reason I’m letting you off easy this time. Don’t lie to me again.”

David let out a slow breath. He slapped his cheeks, welcoming the prickle of heat across his skin.

“You do know me well, don’t you?”

Aika’s eyes flashed with cunning intelligence before it fled her golden gaze. She quickly pursued her lips, giving him puppy dog eyes while she draped herself across his lap, arching her back. Her voice raised an octave as she wiggled in his lap.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m just a dumb princess!”

Aika blinked innocently up at him before she paused.

“Dumb hot. And I do know how to suck a—”

David stuck a finger into Aika’s mouth, causing the girl to splutter and fall from his lap in a yelp.

Aika poked him in the cheek for his betrayal as she huffed.

For the first time in a long time, David felt the beginnings of hope burgeon in his chest. They burned brightly enough to stave off the feelings of despair that the sight of the demon army had instilled in him.

“Thanks, Aika. I needed that.”

“Well?”

David grinned.

“What are we waiting for? We’ve got the Passage of the Beastsmage to clear. Levels and skills to gain. Let’s go get our favourite houndkin… and Miki.”

Aika huffed, desperately attempting to poke his cheek and taking personal offense to the statement.

“I’m telling her you said that.”

“Molo on the other hand, will be overjoyed to know he’s at the top. I’m sure Miki will have all of eternity to get back at me if she so chooses,” David paused with a smile.

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

***

David completed Headmistress Ovelia’s test and the awakening ceremony to secure himself accommodation at the Academy. By the time he was finished, the sun had set, and he was ready in position with Aika. Waiting patiently outside the library, he watched a familiar figure run towards him, stopping a distance away. The houndkin’s voice escaped in a whisper.

“Brotha?”

He looked over the houndkin with shoulders far broader than his own, but the difference less pronounced than their initial meeting. He felt a tinge of sadness when he realised that he had somewhat closed the gap between them over the course of the loops. Molo’s familiar thick black fur spread out along his back in a wild mess. Wide, kind brown eyes stared into his own. They held a tentative curiosity, in search of friendship in an Academy that barred his kind from entry in the years past.

Molo, the very first friend he had made in the loops.

“You bet I’m a man. I’m offended that you even had a doubt— oof—”

His friend swept him into a hug that drove the air from his lungs. David laughed as he clapped Molo on the back before gently pushing him away.

“Molo, right?”

Molo’s eyes widened.

“There’s… a lot we have to catch up on. But first, I have someone to introduce you to. Then we need to go find your cousin.”

***

“Molo, what are you doing—” Miki hissed as she poked her head out of her dorm room. Molo quickly walked in, pulling David behind him. Aika followed the both of them, having turned invisible. After disappearing from sight at the train station, they were extra cautious of Evelyn lingering around in search of her.

“W-who is this? What—”

“Cuz. Let him explain.”

The grave tone in Molo’s voice made her hesitate.

David felt a twinge in his heart at the sight of her. Her long black hair was bedraggled, and she was dressed in a pair of pyjamas a couple of sizes too small for her. They effortlessly revealed her toned physique. The lifted hem of her shirt teased taught abdominal muscles bordering her belly button which shifted as she moved. Barring the thin line of fur running across her upper shoulders and her two cute black ears that had a habit of betraying her emotions, the rest of her skin was sun-touched; a smooth, a light olive that shone even in the darkness of her dorm.

Her adorable brown eyes were wide and filled with something between caution, curiosity and a frustration of having been woken up.

“Hi. I suppose I should introduce myself. I’m David.”

Miki growled.

“You big buffoon, what are you thinking bringing a human—”

“Hear him out, cuz. And her as well.”

Aika shimmered into existence, dropping her [veil of illusion]. She appeared to them in her kitsune form, silver tails swirling behind her. She smiled as she watched Miki’s eyes gravitate towards her lush, silver hair.

“Dranard’s. The same as what you use,” she said softly. Her eyes were far away, recalling a conversation in jungle under silver magelight. The moment they had truly got to know each other for the first time in the Passage of the Shifter.

When they had become friends.

David stepped forwards, giving Aika’s forearm a reassuring squeeze.

There was a time when he thought it would gradually get easier. Having to explain to his friends just what he was going through. Having to convince them of his words, again and again. The words that he brought forth and the strategies that he relied on might have changed and been refined over time…

But it never did get any eaiser.

“H-how do you know what I use?”

“Because you’ve told me before,” Aika said with a smile.

“I definitely would have remembered if I’d met you,” Miki trailed off, shooting a glance at Molo as if to ask him if he was insane for bringing two crazy strangers into her dorm room.

Aika shimmered once more.

Miki’s eyes went wide when she was greeted with an appearance that she was all too familiar with. A kitsune with silky black fur and three tails. There were crinkles at the edges of her eyes that told of a life well spent, and many warm days filled with laughter.

Days the woman had spent with her adopted daughter.

“M-mum? Is this some kind of—”

Makoto’s image disappeared, and Miki stood speechless as she stared at them. David and Aika exchanged a glance, mentally preparing themselves for the conversation ahead of them.

“We have a lot to catch you up on, Miki.”


Chapter 3



Molo and Miki listened intently as they relayed their story. Their time together in the multiple loops, unveiling the mystery behind the beastkin massacre that took place on the isles. David had even called forth his [beast form: werewolf] transformation to lend some credence to his words.

Seeing him freely consume dungeon cores without consequence and activate a transformation thought only to be accessible to their ancestors had definitely struck a chord with Miki. Molo on the other hand, seemed to trust his words far more readily than his other friend. He always had.

“That’s what plays out over the next two weeks. But… there’s something different about this time.”

David exchanged a glance with Aika.

“We’ve found a way… to bring you along. If that’s something that you want.”

“I’m in the loop now, Miki.” Aika instinctively reached out for Miki, only for kitsune to flinch and draw her hand back. “When David helps one of his bonds complete their main ‘goal’, he maxes out their reputation at a hundred. When that happens… we think that he’s able to bring them into the loop with him. And you’re currently sitting at… eighty.”

“I suppose you know what my goal is,” Miki said. Her face was pale, the blood having fled from her cheeks.

“To become a beastmage. And we know just the way to do it. But if you achieve that goal…” David trailed off with a frown.

“How many loops have you been through since Aika joined you?”

David was caught off-guard by the question. Aika glanced uncertainly at him, but he eventually broke out into a smile.

“One. But…”

He strode forwards, coming to halt right before her.

“I tried to convince Aika not to bring you along.”

Miki’s gaze was steady and unreadable as he continued.

“I didn’t want to subject you to the pain of having to endure the loops. Or to remember… what you went through in the past.”

Saying the words felt like he was driving a dagger into both of their chests. Reminding Miki of the fact that she had killed him in one of the previous loops, and of the possibility that she would remember it happening once she joined them. He didn’t know just how vividly Aika recalled her memories of the past loops, but he did know that they’d left their mark on her.

Still, David recalled Miki’s request to him clearly. She once told him what she valued more than anything.

Honesty.

It was what she demanded of him in the previous loops, and it was what he was going to give her. Aika was right, it was for her to choose whether she joined them on the loops. And he wasn’t going to hold anything back – the good, the bad or the ugly.

“I need some time.”

Miki strode slowly over to her door, opening it for them, but concealing herself behind it. As David, Aika and Molo filed out, she shut it softly behind them. The trio exchanged a glance, before returning to David’s room.

“It’s a shame that I can’t join you on the loops, brotha,” Molo grinned widely. “Funny the way your system works, ay? Bonding with girls that you like, and who like you back. If only I was attracted to men, ay? But even if I was, you’d have to put a couple more pounds on you,” Molo chuckled, slapping his back.

David shook his head, before smiling at Aika.

“Maybe I should turn into Valadria. Think that would do the trick?”

Aika smiled back.

The kitsune might have been an expert at deception, but David had long ago learned to notice when things were off. The trickster who was bold, chaotic and unflappable had tension in her eyes. David noticed the way that her smile wobbled as she tried desperately to maintain it.

He exchanged a nod with Molo. His friend rose to his feet after silently reading David’s intentions.

“I will see you on Mondas, brotha. I’ll be there.”

You always have been, old friend.

David took Aika’s hand into his own, pulling her into a hug as she broke out into sobs.

***

On Mondas afternoon, David waited with Aika at one of the deployment centres close to the Vediran hole – the entrance to the Infinite Dungeon on the Isles. The area was busy, with adventurers filtering towards the teleportation arrays, while some returned from their journeys.

Prior to setting off, the pair had made a few preparations that he planned to standardise in subsequent loops.

After averting Evelyn’s assassination of Eyrie and High Magus Silofi, David and Aika directed their classmate to Avarium’s Home. The very same orphanage that Evelyn herself had grown up in, which the Church was using to facilitate their human trafficking. After using that to prove their credibility, David told her to return to Vedir to dispatch the Broodmother, which was conveniently in line with the instructions she received from the Church.

With the benefit of his [soul shield] and knowledge of how Silofi had previously tuned the beastblood cores for the soul trap, the High Magus finished them in record time. David also made sure to push back the Raid by sending a letter to “V” on behalf of the Headmistress, informing her to keep to the original plan. That bought them an extra week before the Delvers arrived.

He debated the possibility of gathering his allies together as he did previously, but he knew that Ovelia would be much more sceptical about his intentions if he didn’t actively demonstrate an intention to go along on the Raid.

Besides, he wasn’t looking to depend on other people’s abilities. This loop would be all about building up his, Miki’s and Aika’s strength in preparation for the next loop when they journeyed to the Demon Kingdom – Zephelgor.

That was assuming of course…

“She’ll come, David,” Aika said at his side, having adopted another disguise.

The kitsune’s eyes were fixed on the entrance of the deployment centre, constantly roving in search of their friend. David squeezed her hand, drawing her attention to him.

“Hey. This feeling? It’s something I’ve had to get used to. You learn not to take it personally. Aika… you were one of the few people crazy enough to trust me from the outset, and that was because you knew how to see through deception. As for Molo…” David shrugged with a smile, “he’s something else.”

“Molo. He’s here.

Molo strode forwards, hefting the kinetic shield that David had purchased him, as well as the battleaxe that he obtained from the induction dungeon. David returned his friend’s grin, but even as he did, Aika’s own shoulders fell. The tears brimming in her eyes threatened to spill over her pale cheeks.

David rounded on her. He softly cupped her face in his palms, using his thumb to brush away a tear threatening to escape.

“Hey… hey. You know what we’re asking her to believe. What we’re asking of her. Whatever her choice is, it doesn’t make your friendship with her any less meaningful.”

“What are you guys talking about?”

David whipped around to find Miki approaching with a familiar kitsune. Makoto, Miki’s mother, greeted them with a smile.

“My, what a band of brave young warriors. Just who I would pick to save our world,” Makoto said with a wry smile. David could tell that Makoto’s eyes were red and that Miki’s were a match for her mother’s.

Makoto stepped forward, tracing a hand down Aika’s cheek before gently drawing her into a hug.

“Look at you. You’re too obvious,” she teasingly chided. “How long have you lived in the Palace? I could tell it was you from a mile away,” Makoto said softly. Aika broke, and tears properly began to stream down her cheeks.

“You truly broke the cycle?”

“I did, and you helped me do it. Thank you so much, Makoto,” Aika whispered to Miki’s adopted mother, the kitsune who had also spent years serving Aika’s family, and who thought of Aika as her second daughter.

“Did you pass the room of reflection?”

“I did.”

Makoto raised an eyebrow in David’s direction as he coughed into his hand.

“He helped me the first time, but this time… I did it myself.”

David suspected that only Aika’s abilities from the loop where he maxed out her reputation would be built upon in successive loops. Seeing how they had undergone the test of the room of reflection two loops ago, Aika was forced to return to the Passage of Illusion to progress her foxfire.

When he offered to accompany her, she had insisted on going herself. He could tell that there was something dominating her thoughts; something more than the question of whether Miki would accompany them. Even so, David hadn’t pressed her on it. He trusted her to share it with him when she was ready.

David turned his attention to Miki, who was shifting on the spot and adjusting her familiar bagh naks, the weapon which resembled a knuckle duster with bladed fans attached to each knuckle joint to form a claw curving outwards.

David’s gratitude and relief must have shown on his face because Miki’s cheeks were flushed, and she seemed to be diligently avoiding eye contact with him. Still, the twitching in her ears told him all he needed to know about her decision.

“Thank you,” he said softly.

“You can thank me if we actually manage to do this,” she grunted, before pushing past him.

David felt a large hand settle on his shoulder, giving it a squeeze.

“Molo… you once told me a story about a certain worm that you were eager to fertilise,” David whispered under his breath as Molo’s eyebrows threatened to fly off his face.

“Thank you for sharing it. It taught me a great deal.”

His dear friend erupted into laughter.

“I have many more titbits of wisdom, brotha. But pray that you never hear them,” Molo, winked, before he gestured to the teleportation platform. They waited patiently as Makoto bid her daughter and Aika a teary farewell. After she was done, she strode up to David.

“Take care of them. Or you might find yourself having to bring along a mother with you on this little loop of yours. I’m sure the last thing you’ll want is supervision.”

Makoto smiled sweetly, even as she delivered a threat that instilled in him a deep and enduring sense of dread far greater than anything the time loop had ever managed.

“I promise I will, Miss Makoto. Thank you, for—”

“I did nothing to convince her, young man. It was my daughter’s own choice. You were my daughter’s choice. The choice of both my daughters. Live up to it, and go save our world.”

To his surprise, Makoto embraced him before turning away and striding towards the exit of the deployment centre.

David looked to his friends with a smile.

“Let’s do as the pretty lady said, shall we?”

***

David nursed two lightly swollen cheeks as they emerged out into the Rejuvenating Springs.

“Did both of you really have to slap me—”

“Does he hit on every woman he comes across, Aika?”

“I didn’t hit on her!” David protested. “I just called her ‘pretty’, she is pretty!”

“Mm. He’s a horny goldfish.”

“Goldfish?” Miki’s eyes narrowed as she attempted to discern Aika’s cryptic words.

“He’s goldfish because he tends to forget annoying things. Like not to flirt with people’s mothers.”

David squeezed his temples as Molo’s laughter echoed around the humid room. He glanced at the white walls that the Church had erected, no doubt in an effort to ensure that the beastkin didn’t stumble onto the Passage.

After defeating the manticore in the temple of the beasts, the Rejuvenating Springs had been one of the dungeon coordinates present in the loot room, among a few others. Knowing that the Springs had the ability to allow beastkin to develop their mana channels, only a small leap in logic was necessary to know what its purpose was. While David was eager to explore the other possible paths to power accessible to the beastkin, he decided to turn his mind to the one at hand.

Passage of the Beastmage.

“You want me to…”

“Strip and submerge yourself in one of those pools,” David gestured over to the bubbling, green pools that he had lounged in a few times in his previous loops.

“Urgh. How did I even come to like you,” Miki muttered as she stomped away, leaving David speechless.

“What did I say?”

David felt a familiar finger find a home in his cheek.

“Maybe you’re getting a little too casual about calling mothers ‘pretty’ and telling their daughters to ‘strip’, horny goldfish.”

“Are you really going to keep calling me that?”

“Mmmmhm.”

David sighed, turning to the single friend that he knew he could always depend on.

“Molo, you ready?”

His friend shot him a grin, raising his tall shield.

[Accelerated thrust]

[Rend]

David weaved the two skills together, lashing out in a blindingly fast swipe with three condensed mana claws brought into existence by his skill. They struck Molo’s shield, which resonated and stored the kinetic energy. After repeating the motion until the shield was practically vibrating with power—

Molo unleashed it.

He smashed the wall in front of them, shattering the white bricks into dust with a bang that echoed throughout the room. His strike decimated a huge portion of the wall.

“Only a couple more before they’re all broken down,” David said with a grin.

“Let’s find this Passage.”


Chapter 4



By the time they found the tunnel, Miki had undergone the painful process of forming her preliminary mana channels. The experience of soaking himself in the pools hadn’t been particularly beneficial or challenging to him, but it had been a painful process for Miki and the bunnykin sisters to undergo.

“How are you feeling?”

She was flushed and shivering but responded with a curt nod. Aika draped a towel over her shoulders as they walked onwards. They proceeded down the tunnel, finally reaching a loot room and a door covered in familiar grey mist. The same mist which signified a shift from one Tier to the next. In this case, it gave them forewarning that they were entering a Tier 2 dungeon room.

David felt the familiar sensation of adrenaline crawling through his veins. This time, he was far better equipped to handle a Tier 2 dungeon.

David brought up his status.

Name: David Vandrake

Class: [Greatest Servant]

Level: 10

Vitality: 20

Strength: 20

Agility: 20

Endurance: 20

Intelligence: 11

Willpower: 12

Mana pool: 20/20

Skills:

Greatest servant:

	[Accept request]

	[Passive: servant’s insight]

	[Passive: unrealised potential]




Path of the Hound:

	[Passive: Beast constitution]

	[Rend]

	[Beast form: werewolf]




Path of the Spellblade of Ages Lost:

	[Mana channelling]

	[Mage memory]

	[Flicker step]

	[Accelerated thrust]

	[Flaming needles]




Path of the Kitsune:

	[Passive: Heart of foxfire]

	[Veil of illusion]

	[True invisibility]




Path of the soul mage:

	[Soul shield]




Even though his level was low, his toolkit had expanded considerably from his initial dungeon runs. His physical stats were far more rounded out, and he had a fairly admirable selection of physical and magical skills at his disposal.

He paused, turning to Miki.

“I suppose…”

“You want me to make a request of you,” Miki completed.

David’s heart hammered in his chest as his eyes hovered over the houndkin girl. She took a deep breath, but nodded, sending relief flooding through him.

“Help me become a mage,” Miki whispered.

David felt the request click into place within him, resonating with his class. He felt a shiver of anticipation as it did, knowing that once this dungeon run was over…

Miki would join them.

[Accept request]

With a nod to his friends, he strode through the mist door.

They walked out into the depths of an endless ocean. There was soft white sand beneath their feet, and their surroundings were illuminated by gleaming silver-gold light orbs that hung suspended over them. These light orbs seemed to resemble coral in their texture and shape. All around him was a sapphire abyss that he could get lost in. Thankfully, the remains of a ruined city buried in the white sand clearly designated the intended path ahead.

When David took a step forwards, he noticed that the air around him was slightly distorted, and his movement seemed to be impeded by some invisible force that made him incredibly sluggish. It felt like he was trying to walk through clay. David’s eyes widened when he realised that his mana was gradually decreasing.

Mana pool: 18/20

“Guys… I think just existing in this space is draining my man— Miki!”

Miki had collapsed to the floor.

“Give her more cores!”

Miki accepted them, placing the dungeon cores in her mouth. The tension fled his body when Miki let out a sigh of relief. The houndkin gritted her teeth as she attempted to stand.

“It’s like I’m trying to move through solid rock,” she gritted out with a wince. Aika fed her yet another dungeon core, and another glimmer of relief crossed her expression.

“You having any trouble, Molo?”

“Not a bit, brotha!”

His friend had planted his shield in front of them, at the ready. They were situated on the top of an incline which led down into the ruins of what looked to be an underwater city. Aika was moving at a similar rate to himself, similarly weighed down by whatever substance they found themselves in.

It seems like those without mana channels have it a little easier in this dungeon.

We can definitely use Molo’s help.

“We have incoming!”

David’s head snapped upwards as two gigantic armoured crabs lumbered towards him. The creatures were covered in a dark grey carapace that resembled burnished plate armour, and wielded two gigantic pincers which they snapped shut with concerning speed.

[Beast form: werewolf]

David lunged forwards, propelled by the strength imbued by his werewolf form, but that was not all he relied on. He needed more if he was going to overcome the sluggish sensation of the dungeon.

[Flicker step]

[Accelerated thrust]

David’s fists slammed into the carapace of the first crab, sending the creature reeling from his blow. A loud crack echoed around them as its armour bowed before the impact of his fist. The hole he created exposed fleshy and vulnerable muscle beneath, begging to be incinerated.

[Fireball]

David’s spell sputtered out, even as a gigantic claw came hurtling down upon him. Molo intercepted the blow with a roar, raising his shield in the nick of time.

What?

[Flicker step]

David allowed Molo to tangle with the crab as he puzzled over his failed spell.

My physical skills are working. But my spellcasting isn’t.

Let’s see…

David glanced towards Aika, who was sending arcs of foxfire flashing towards the crab. Orbs of foxfire hung in the air behind her, distorting her immediate surroundings with illusions and making her a more difficult target to hit. Miki was crouched behind her, but she slowly found the strength to climb to her feet. She was still steadily consuming dungeon cores, which seemed to be gradually improving her condition.

She nodded at him, and David refocused his attention on the crab that Aika was battling.

[Flaming needles]

The spell sputtered out in his hands once more.

Maybe…

David plucked a dungeon core from his bag of holding and placed it in his mouth. As the mana from the dungeon core filtered through his channels, he let out a sigh of relief as his passages seemed to bulge. The sensation of the mana flow easing and flowing through him resembled the feel of frigid water over warm skin on a summer’s day. A burning cold sensation circled within him as his mana twisted through his channels…

Widening them.

“Aika! Consume the cores! They help us with our channels, and it makes movement a little easier!”

[Flaming needles]

This time, when David attempted to call forth the spell, he successfully formed a needle in midair, which he shot towards Aika’s crab. The searing needle slashed through the left eye of the crab, sending the creature reeling. Aika took advantage of the opening, lunging forwards and spearing her sword through the thin portion of its carapace and into its vulnerable underbelly which David had exposed.

The crab fell heavily to the ground.

Miki nodded. The houndkin was now bouncing on the balls of her feet, the dungeon cores having helped her widen her mana channels. It was such a sudden and dramatic change that it seemed like Miki’s efforts circulating her mana had trivialised the sluggishness brought on by the dungeon.

That’s strange, I’m still acclimatising to the dungeon.

Miki adapted really quickly.

Miki ran forwards, dancing around the crab that Molo was locked in combat with, using her bagh naks to strike at its joints, and causing the creature to tumble into the sand.

“Nice one, cuz!”

Molo swept upwards with his shield, discharging the kinetic blast and sending the front portion of the crab’s body tilting upwards into the sky, its legs lifting off the sand. Before he could lash out with a horizontal slash of his greataxe, a fireball flew past him, landing squarely in the opening that David had created before.

The crab’s legs scythed wildly before the creature slumped to the floor, motionless.

“Brotha, think we could take a seafood break?”

David grinned.

“Afraid not, brother. The seafood is going to have to wait.”

***

Despite Molo’s grumbling stomach, they pushed deeper into the ruins, encountering more crab enemies and other crustaceans and underwater monsters. Unlike their first encounter, they moved a little more efficiently, taking care to minimise the mana they expended when killing each creature.

Aika would send her illusions forth, creating an opening. David would charge forwards in his werewolf form, punching holes in their shells, and Miki and Molo would incapacitate the crabs by targeting their joints and rendering them immobile.

Their strategy proved hugely effective, netting them a large stack of mana cores. Given the nature of the dungeon and its potential to refine their mana channels, David, Aika and Miki used every opportunity to consume the mana from the dungeon cores, continuously widening the mana paths within their bodies and making traversal through the dungeon far easier.

David also explored the potential of overloading his channels with [mana channelling], and while it did seem to net him greater results in expanding his base mana pool, the rate at which the dungeon cores depleted proved too inefficient for him to continue the strategy. He would have to find a way to amass a mountain of cores, but if he did manage to accumulate it, this was the perfect place to expand his base mana pool.

So far, the skills he had gained allowed him to comfortably replenish his mana with the occasional dungeon core. As he gained more and more powerful skills, he would shift his priority to expanding his base mana pool. Without a sufficiently large pool, casting strong spells or skills would remain a pipedream.

They finally arrived at the ruins of an old temple that was half buried in the sand. David grinned when he spotted the loot room marking the transition point to the next dungeon room. Battling through the dungeon had taken them a couple of hours, and while it was hard to gauge the time of day, he decided that it was a good stopping point for them to take a break.

But before that…

There was loot to be acquired.

David had drained his grandmother’s bank account to splurge on as many dungeon cores as he could stuff into his bag of holding. It was a good thing he had, because he suspected that they would be needing a lot of mana to build up Miki’s magical foundation. Even on the off-chance that they turned out to be useless, he needed them on hand to fuel his skills. He had been reluctant to brave the Passage of the Shifter, which would have eaten a couple of days out of their plan.

On the other hand, it also meant that he was without the familiar rapier that he acquired in the dungeon. David brightened as he picked up what looked like an elegant longsword with small glyphs carved along the length of the blade. Unlike Molo’s greataxe with its burning enchantment, these glyphs were smaller by comparison, which spoke to a more elaborate enchantment.

David jogged out of the ruins, channelling his mana into the blade. He executed a wide slash, filled with all the time loops’ worth of experience that he had accrued, pouring every last vestige of strength into the swing. If he was going to test out this enchantment, he might as well go all the way.

“HA!”

His shout echoed through the empty dungeon ruins as he executed a swing with destruction written in its form. A swing so beautiful and terrifying that it surely had the ability to cleave mountains. Cities would fall, panties would drop from being so precisely snipped, and—

David felt his cheeks heat as his grand feat was met with nothing more than sardonic clapping echoing from behind him. The blade didn’t spit out lightning, summon an arc of flame, or make any panties drop, to his vast disappointment. Molo wore a shit-eating grin, and Aika hopped on the spot, weaving her hands into letters that spelt out—

‘Horny goldfish’…

I’m never living that blasted nickname down.

Miki watched on with a blank expression, before turning around to further explore the loot room. David’s smile fell, but he re-examined the blade in his grip. This time, when he channelled his mana into the sword, he watched carefully for a reaction.

His eyes widened when he realised that the sword made his mana roil and bubble.

“I wonder…” he muttered, “maybe this thing is capable of disrupting mana channels. And if it is… it might be very useful against magical enemies. Just the thing to keep track of, depending on what I come up against in future loops.”

He walked back into the temple, and began perusing through the remaining loot. Along with more dungeon cores, the room was dominated by another item.

“Hmm…”

“Seaweed?” Miki offered helpfully. When David smiled at her response, the girl huffed, before turning away from him.

Guess I can’t be too smug or heavy-handed with the teasing…

“Go on, brotha!”

David raised an eyebrow at Molo.

“I know! I know!”

Aika excitedly hopped from one foot to the other.

“Shove it up your— mmfmmf—”

David stuffed the seaweed into Aika’s mouth, the girl gradually beginning to munch on it. David took a bite out of the seaweed himself.

“DAVID! Get that out!”

“Mmmm, yummy,” Aika said, smacking her lips.

“M-miki, wait! I saw the crabs eating them. I figured they were safe to eat—”

Miki made to grab the seaweed but paused as Aika shook her head. David’s eyes widened as little globules of black matter seemed to detach and drop from the surface of Aika’s skin.

He felt his mana channels grow warm after ingesting the seaweed, and on a whim, he decided to throw another dungeon core in his mouth to absorb. The rushing mana seemed to dislodge what he could only describe as flecks that lined his mana channels. By clearing them away, it made him capable of cycling his mana faster.

“I think these help to cultivate our mana efficiency. I’m cycling mana faster, is it the same for you, Aika?”

“Mmhm!”

Miki glared at him but snatched a seaweed out of his hands. David trailed her apologetically, as he cleared his throat.

“Can’t believe I liked you, asshole,” she muttered with a shudder that he tried not to take personally.

David scratched his head, clearing his throat.

“I… I guess it was a dumb decision. I got carried away. I’m sorry, I’ll be more careful.”

Miki glared at him, but David couldn’t help but grin in spite of himself.

Sometimes this is all I want to do.

To dive into dungeons with my friends and forget the world around me. To forget that another apocalyptic event is on the horizon.

David’s shoulders fell, and unbeknownst to him, Miki’s features softened as she detected something shift in his expression.

“Hmmph,” she said, turning away. But her eyes lingered on him for his reaction, and her right ear twitched as she watched him out of the corner of her eye. Miki took a begrudging bite out of the seaweed.

She frowned.

“Am I supposed to feel something?”

David frowned as he puzzled over Miki’s words.

Molo lumbered up to him, placing his palms on David’s shoulders.

“Perhaps, cuz. It’s because your channels are like a newborn babe. Smooth skin, with nothing to flake off, ay?”

David paused to consider the implications.

“Miki… I might be talking out of my ass here—”

“He usually is,” Aika piped up cheerily.

“—butt,” he said with a smile, drawing out the syllables to see if he had successfully cheered her up.

Miki gave him a flat stare.

“Ahem. But, I think you might be suited to a school of magic that demands an extremely high mana efficiency. Maybe even schools of magic inaccessible to Aika and I, because of our natural channels. It’s the difference between working with a pure metal, and one that’s been tainted with impurities. It’s just a hunch, but I think it opens up a lot of new possibilities for you once you develop your mana base.”

Her eyes widened.

“Have you given much thought to what school of magic you’d like to explore?”

Miki bit her lip, casting a glance at David.

“Spatial magic.”

“Oooh, like teleportation?” Aika’s eyes lit up as her three tails swished behind her in a flurry. The kitsune rested her chin on Miki’s shoulder, and for the first time in a while, David saw the beastkin’s lips turn upwards in a slight smile.

“Yes, silly.”

David remained silent as he looked at Miki.

The girl looked back at him.

“Why teleportation?”

Miki glanced away, before walking towards the temple entrance. David trailed after her and motioned for Aika and Molo to stay behind.

“Miki?”

“You want to find your grandma’s killer, don’t you? I figure… even if it really happened before the start of the loop, maybe you’d be able to find clues if you arrived sooner—”

David slammed into Miki, his suspicion confirmed, wrapping her in a tight hug. His hands were trembling as he clutched her tightly towards him, tears prickling in his eyes.

“I’ve only known you for a couple of days. Get off me, you weirdo.”


Chapter 5



After camping overnight in the ruins and treating themselves to a dinner of seafood, they prepared themselves for another hard push into the dungeon. David could feel the change in viscosity in the air as he passed into the next room. Even though there wasn’t a change in tier, he was beginning to suspect that he knew the purpose behind the Passage of the Beastmage.

“It’s a similar concept to the beast temple. Each room exposes you to more resistance. By killing the creatures within and channelling mana cores, you further widen and refine your channels. And for those of us that already have pre-existing channels, the seaweed helps us increase the efficiency of our casting.”

His teammates nodded their agreement.

“But… I’ve been thinking. About the Infinite Dungeon, and its Passages,” David pondered as he scratched his chin. “The Passage of Illusion contained the Broodmother. It seemed to be an ancestor to the beastkin. That was something we reached at Tier 4. What if we were to go further? How far do the Tiers even go?”

“No clue, brotha. But don’t forget me when the three of you become strong enough to punch through mountains and leap over cities, ay?” Molo grinned.

David fist-bumped his friend with a smile of agreement.

“I’ll only forget you if you’re busy with Valadria,” he said with a sly smile.

“Valadria?” Molo asked in confusion.

“Oh, you sweet summer child,” David muttered, leaning conspiratorially over towards Aika. “He doesn’t know what life has in store for him.”

Aika beamed, shaking her head.

“B-brotha,” Molo lowered his voice, nudging closer to him.

“Is she the—”

“The redhead, yes.”

Molo pumped his fist in triumph, causing Miki to roll her eyes. But from the twitching in her right ear, David could clearly see that she was equally as invested.

“Do we—”

“No spoilers, brother.”

Molo stared at him with such a look of betrayal, that David could feel his lips twitch as he tried desperately to prevent himself from bursting into laughter.

“Cuz, why do I agree to these crazy ideas, ay? Right now, I could be on date with that beautiful woman—”

“Slathering her with lotion by the beach. You seemed to really enjoy that,” David said, immediately abandoning his no-spoiler policy to his immense satisfaction.

Molo’s eyes grew even wider, but before he could retort, Miki crossed her arms with a sigh. She gestured over to their destination in the distance. A large temple built into the side of an undersea cliff.

“We ready?”

David shot a glance towards Aika who was munching on more seaweed, her pale cheeks bulging adorably as she attempted to chew down more than her mouth could hold, looking like a gorgeous, silver chipmunk. Molo gave him a thumbs up and a grin with renewed vigour, having heard a divination of his previous fate.

Fortune, huh.

Something itched at David’s mind, before he brushed it off and returned his attention to the task at hand.

They had all consumed enough mana to move just as freely as they had in the previous room. David’s instincts were telling him that they were about to come up against a dungeon boss. They usually guarded the dungeon links leading to the next Tier, and David was suspecting that that was exactly what awaited them in the undersea temple.

“Let’s go.”

***

The interior of the temple was lit by coral that glowed in a dim orange hue. The ground was littered with tiny creatures that flitted into the gaps between the cracked stone floor as they entered. The temple was quiet and serene, and they held their breaths as they walked through the soft shadows cast by the glowing coral. They eventually reached a stairwell that appeared to lead further up into the temple.

David motioned for the rest of them to fall in behind him, with Molo keeping an eye out at their rear. The stairwell transitioned into a winding, spiral staircase. The minutes passed as they climbed, and David was half-convinced the stairwell would never end until he finally saw a change in the shadows cast on the walls of the stairwell.

“What is this place,” he whispered reverently.

They emerged into a sprawling, dome-shaped room. It barely accorded with the exterior of the temple they had glimpsed, and it was clear that there was spatial dilation magic that was supporting the structural discrepancy. The domed ceiling was cast in black glass and situated hundreds and hundreds of metres above them in the air. David felt nauseous at the sudden shift in scale he was met with.

“What are those?”

Miki’s voice escaped as a whisper, and her brown eyes traced the form of huge skeletons that were hanging from the domed ceiling. They were titanic sea creatures which dwarfed them in scale. The skeleton of one leviathan looked like an octopus, its tentacles spreading hundreds of metres out to either side of them. Another looked like a large fish with razor sharp teeth that were sliver thin, but each about ten times the height of Molo. A number of large protrusions like bait at the end of a fisherman’s hook hung at the end of a cartilaginous appendage that ended in front of the creature’s mouth.

But the most curious of the skeletons weren’t the gargantuan creatures hung suspended from the domed ceiling, but a skeleton that resembled their own.

“A real horny goldfish?”

Aika’s golden eyes glittered as she took in the skeleton of a creature with the upper body resembling their own, and a tail of a fish. The skeleton was holding a golden trident, and there were numerous such skeletons hanging suspended between the gargantuan skeletons.

“Beastkin that lived underwater, perhaps? I’ve never heard of beastkin like these before. Maybe… their mana resistance helped them withstand the depths?”

David ripped his eyes away from the titanic monstrosities of the deep and forced himself forwards. Eventually, the spiral staircase widened, and bordered a large, circular central column in the very centre of a dome shaped room. The continued climbing the staircase around the winding column until they reached the very top.

David put a finger to his lips, gesturing for his teammates to remain behind.

[True invisibility]

He winked out of sight as he crept forwards, scouting the area. The top of the large, circular column was empty and devoid of monsters or a dungeon boss. David frowned as his eyes were drawn to a circular door at the far edge of the platform that seemed to be covered in a swirling stone facade.

He walked onto the platform.

The moment he did, the ground beneath him began to rumble. His gaze snapped upwards as he traced the silhouette of a creature swimming outside the dark glass of the domed roof. His eyes widened as the eel penetrated the glass, swimming through it as if it were a form of permeable membrane. Electricity danced across the surface of its skin, and it had dark black eyes devoid of sclera.

“Above!”

Platforms blinked into existence all around them in the domed room.

Definitely a boss battle.

The others joined him on the platform. But as Aika and Miki stepped onto the platform without any trouble, David felt a chill run down his spine as Molo was enveloped by a bright flash, before disappearing from the room.

“MOLO!”

Miki gripped his arm, her eyes wide in panic.

“Shit,” David cursed.

“Think.”

Molo’s been able to traverse through this dungeon at ease. But the Passage’s whole purpose has been to gradually build up our mana channels, allowing us to traverse through denser and denser mana corridors.

He’s probably been deemed ineligible for whatever ‘test’ we’re about to face.

David confirmed his suspicion when he sensed a probing thread of mana emanating from below his feet, too subtle to be noticed previously.

“This test might only be for those with mana channels. It’s possible he was kicked from the dungeon. He might be alright.”

Aika nodded, before leaping up the platforms towards the eel. Spheres of iridescent foxfire blossomed into existence behind her.

Then, she stumbled.

A sluggishness and weight similar to what they had been subjected to throughout the dungeon pressed down upon them. It felt like gravity had intensified, driving him to his knees. Any attempt to move against the pressure was met with a familiar sense of sluggishness.

“Consume the cores!”

David winced as he struggled to work his jaw, but he noticed that the large eel swimming in the air above them had lit up. Innumerable glowing veins were visible from within its translucent body.

Is the creature’s presence what’s causing this?

It’s increasing the viscosity of the air around it with its mana?

“I don’t think our objective is killing it as quickly as we can,” David gritted out. “Avoid its attacks, consume the dungeon cores and focus on widening your channels. I’ll grab its attention.”

[Beast form: werewolf]

David bounded forwards, leaping over multiple platforms at a time as he approached the creature. All the while, he was placing dungeon cores into his maw, constantly breaking them down and circling them through his channels. With every passing second, it was becoming easier to navigate the domed room.

He grinned as he successfully caught the attention of the eel. Bolts of lightning blossomed into existence around its sinuous body, zapping towards him in a disorienting zig-zag formation.

[Flicker step]

David blurred over to the next platform, the lightning hurtling into and electrifying the platform that he had last been standing on. Then, David winced as he was driven to his knees.

Mana pool: 0/25

Shit.

The gaping maw of the titanic eel threatened to envelop him, the creature weaving through the air in a desperate fit to consume him. He heard a scream from behind him, and David watched as a figure blurred past him, four silver tails writhing at her back as she placed herself between David and the encroaching creature. Iridescent foxflame glimmered around them, shining with an array of constantly twisting colours.

David watched in horror as Aika fearlessly charged into the creature’s mouth with a sword wreathed in fire.

The jaws of the eel clamped down, and Aika disappeared from sight.

Before despair could take root, his eyes widened when he felt a hand on his right shoulder.

“It was a clone. Come back.”

To David’s amazement, Aika’s clone seemed to be inflicting material wounds from inside the creature’s belly. The eel’s attention had been completely diverted from him, and it thrashed wildly, its jaw opening, only for more iridescent foxfire to emerge from within.

“You….” David’s chest rose and fell as he panted breathlessly, his eyes fixed on the fourth tail that had blossomed into existence behind his friend. Aika dragged him along, and they leapt down, navigating the many smaller platforms before finally joining Miki.

All of a sudden, the latent viscosity in the air around them disappeared. David let out a gasp as he was once more able to move freely, without the weight of the eel’s mana bearing down upon him. Turning to the eel, he saw that Aika’s clone had cut through its neck with a deadly arc of foxfire. The eel’s corpse was slowly sinking to the ground from where it had been writhing.

A low rumble emanated from behind them. David spun around to watch the twisting stone enshrouding the large circular door retreat into its frame.

In its place was a familiar grey, twisting mist that clouded the entirety of its surface.

Tier 3.

We’ve made it.


Chapter 6 



Prior to entering the Tier 3 dungeon room, they took stock of their injuries and supplies. Pushing through the dungeon Passage had taken them multiple days, and all of the bags of holding filled with dungeon cores had been completely expended. There was also the matter of Aika’s fourth tail trailing outwards behind her, but they had more pressing matters to attend to.

“We should head back. We need to make sure that Molo isn’t in danger,” Miki said, her brows scrunched together in a frown. Aika also bit her lip anxiously, looking to David for guidance.

“I have a feeling that the dungeon teleported him out because he wasn’t eligible for the ‘test’. We had to withstand the increasing mana pressure while defeating the mana boss. We can’t know for sure… but I think we should at least scout out what plans Tier 3 has for us,” David said, turning to Miki.

“With the amount of dungeon cores we’ve gone through, your mana channels are probably in more pristine condition than most high magi at the Arcanum,” he said with a smile, which made Miki blush.

“Let’s hurry. If it looks like a large dungeon room, I’ll head right back for Molo. Don’t want to keep our brother waiting for long.”

Together, they walked through the door of mist leading to the Tier 3 dungeon.

To his surprise, the Tier 3 room was far smaller than the other dungeon rooms that they had traversed. They emerged into what looked like a dark corridor, bordered on all sides by the same dark glass that comprised the dome in the previous room. Tiny light orbs hung suspended throughout its length. They cast dancing lines of light onto the ground, like sunlight being filtered through a clear pond.

“David,” Miki whispered, pointing towards the right wall.

He felt a visceral chill as he watched the silhouette of a creature that dwarfed them swim past the corridor. They heard a warbling groan fill the air, which reverberated in their bones, shaking them right down to their very core. The creature swam languidly around the room, greeting them to a massive, incomprehensible form. He didn’t know whether to be grateful or fearful that much of its appearance was kept out of sight thanks to the dark glass of the corridor.

“Is it… going to attack us?”

“I suspect that it would have if it was already going to,” David whispered back to Miki. Her face was pale, but he could also detect something more in her expression. A wondrous feeling that he was deeply familiar with.

Just as the time loop had exposed him to uncountable horrors…

It had also exposed him to many miracles.

“Let’s go.”

Together they stepped forwards, slowly making their way down the corridor. Their eyes continued to trace the shape that swam outside of the dungeon room, but David was convinced that even if they did manage to pre-empt an attack from the creature, it was unlikely to change the outcome.

“Ouch!”

Aika suddenly exclaimed, recoiling and rubbing at her nose as if she had walked into a solid wall.

“Aika, are you alright?”

Aika nodded, but before she could respond, she disappeared in a familiar flash of light.

David glanced back at Miki as he swallowed.

“Miki… if I continue walking with you, I think I’m going to be teleported out as well. You’re the only one who formed pure mana channels in the Springs, refining them throughout the course of the dungeon.”

Miki nodded hesitantly. It seemed like they had reached the same conclusion. This wasn’t a test of whether they could withstand the viscosity of the mana in the dungeon. This was a test of efficiency. Perhaps, with enough time and resources, you could brute-force the widening of your mana channels. But it was only Miki who had formed her channels from scratch in the Rejuvenating Springs.

Both Aika and David had the benefit of refining them to a degree with the seaweed, but theirs was nowhere close to the quality of Miki’s freshly formed channels. He suspected that they would never be.

“You’re on your own from here, Miki.”

“Can we speak for a minute? Before you go?”

They exchanged a brief smile at the insanity of her request. David wondered just how many other adventurers could boast of having a casual conversation in the midst of a Tier 3 dungeon, while a huge, incomprehensible creature circled them, just out of sight.

“The Broodmother. A demon army, and a demon that’s like nothing you’ve ever seen or heard of at its head. The… sun exploding when the Arcanum was attacked.”

Miki shook her head.

“What if we don’t make it to the other end of the loops? What if it’s beyond us?”

“Then I suppose we don’t,” David smiled. “We get to do whatever we want. Maybe, we hop in a boat and sail as far as we can away from the Continent, who knows what we’ll find out there in the Forgotten Sea? Or… we join the Arcanum and become archmages for the hell of it,” he said, watching Miki’s eyes light up. “Or maybe we all just chill on a beach, or find a way to destroy our souls, if nothing else works,” David said with a sigh.

“You’re weird.”

“Yeah. You told me that the very first time I met you. You want to know the truth?”

Miki nodded, running her hand along her forearm.

“I’m a little crazy.”

David rubbed the back of his neck, abashed at his own words. Miki simply gave him a flat stare, before rolling her eyes.

“I thought you were going to tell me something aside from the obvious?”

“The truth, is that I thought I’d be stuck in that village for my whole life,” David said.

The words came out in a rush, and once they started, they didn’t stop.

“I thought I’d live out my years as a farmer or craftsman of some sort. I loved one person, and she was growing old as the years passed. I did want a family, but I probably would have died alone. If I was lucky, maybe I would have found a way to awaken my class. But even if I did, I’d be chained to the first person I became a servant to without the time loops.”

David traced a thumb over his palm, before gesturing to the dungeon around them.

“What I wanted was the chance to explore this. The Infinite Dungeon. I had so many questions, what is it? Does it serve some purpose? Why do the Passages exist? Why does the Dungeon exist? There is so much that we’ve yet to explore because of our history of war with the demons. Not to mention the suppression of the Church.”

David averted his eyes.

“I’m weird, because while I do dread being trapped in the loop, I also feel relief. Maybe it’s because I feel like I’m freer than I’ve ever been in my life. And maybe, even if this all ends with me crushing my soul into oblivion, at least I’ll find some answers to a couple of my questions.”

“And you’re sure that you want me along for the ride?”

Miki shifted uncertainly, an expression of doubt colouring her adorable features. Warm brown eyes were lidded as she eyed her feet, clutching at her forearm.

“Who knows, honestly? This might work out to be a terrible decision.”

Miki glared at him as David grinned. He strode forwards and halted in front of her.

“Maybe, after a hundred years of doing this, you’ll want nothing to do with me. Maybe you spend a couple of loops trying to kill me because I keep annoying you.”

“Don’t give me any ideas,” she said flatly.

David grinned.

“We got to know each other over the span of two weeks, Miki. And yes, I fell hard and fast, and so did you, although it might seem impossible to imagine,” David coughed as Miki’s eyes narrowed.

“I want to get to know you. The things you like. The things you hate. I want to help you learn magic, to learn it with you, if my class allows for it. There’s nothing I want more. Maybe it’s possible for us to live a good life in the middle of a time loop that constantly ends in an apocalypse. It’s not like anyone’s tried before.”

A faint blush coloured Miki’s cheeks even as she averted her eyes.

“And what about Aika?”

“Aika? I think she’s still deciding just what she wants to do with her freedom,” David said softly.

He recalled the kitsune’s strained smile, upon learning that she’d joined the loop, the questions that she undoubtedly confronted now that her doomed fate was averted. She was no longer fated to lose her identity, as her family’s prophecy. She was free from the Broodmother, and freedom was a scary thing.

“I want to be a mage. I’ve wanted nothing more, and it’s… embarrassing to admit it,” she said softly. David froze, his attention shifting to Miki as she spoke.

“It’s embarrassing… because I should want to emancipate my people from the Church. But that isn’t my goal. What I’m realising, is that I’m far more selfish than I originally thought,” she said, gritting her teeth. “But maybe if we get out of this without absolutely hating each other, we’ll be strong enough to build a better world. With a time loop that allows us to build upon our powers…” Miki trailed off.

He smiled as he regarded his kind friend, far kinder than he was.

David had no allusions about what drove him. For the longest time, it had been his curiosity. But what had surprised him, had been the people he’d met. For the first time, he met friends that moved him more than the mysteries ever did. People that he had come to love and appreciate the more he got to see the many different sides to them.

“I’m still interested in the mysteries… but I suppose I can come around to building a better world with you. But no promises. So, do we have a deal?”

Miki sighed, but extended a hand.

David took a step forward—

***

Miki

“OW!”

Miki watched with a glimmer of satisfaction as David rubbed at the red welt on his nose after having slammed into a non-existent wall. He disappeared from the dungeon room in a flash.

The handsome human boy with wavy brown hair, and warm brown eyes. The boy who somehow knew precisely the things to say or do to get under her skin and piss her off. The same boy who came to her with secrets about herself she had never shared with anyone, and who seemed to know her and what she wanted better than she did herself. But the further they progressed down the Passage of the Beastmage, the clearer her goal had become.

She had cringed internally when he told her that she had confessed her love to him in a previous loop. After two weeks. Her mother had a name for boys and girls like that – lovesick puppies. The thought that she had been one of said puppies had made her severely nauseous.

But even so, he had been true to his word. She could feel the channels in her. The mana she poured into them sluiced through her channels as smooth as butter, but she couldn’t feel them eventuate into anything.

She was missing something.

Miki strode down the dark corridor, all alone. Another warbling groan echoed throughout the corridor from the beast outside as it lazily swam over her. She could feel the ‘viscosity’ that David had mentioned, but to her, it easily parted in her wake. She wasn’t met with any invisible walls as she strode through, or any resistance.

But as she continued to walk on, she could feel something changing inside her. The resonant tones of the beast circling the tunnel began to reverberate with something within. She felt a warm pain deep in the core of her being which began to grow with every step she took. The beast’s cries grew louder, and her vision flashed.

For a moment, Miki thought that she could sense the ambient mana floating in the air around her. Infinite beautiful, glittering threads that existed all around her – always present, but just beyond her awareness.

She saw it for the very first time.

Mana.

She realised, as the warmth in her continued to intensify, that a seed had been planted within her in the Rejuvenating Springs. Yes, it had formed her mana channels, but it had also given her a gift that she had failed to notice.

Miki’s mana core sprouted.

As she looked at the shadow of the titanic creature in the distance, she couldn’t help but hear a tinge of happiness in its tone as its warbling cries reached her.

As if it was… congratulating her.

The world went white.


Chapter 7



“You two are having fun, aren’t you?”

David stared at the kitsune and houndkin who were bobbing contentedly in the hot springs. Aika had jumped into the water with her robes still on, and Molo had removed his shirt, blowing bubbles under the hot water. He rose from beneath with a splash and a wide grin.

“It tickles, brotha!”

“Why was I even worried about you, you big doofus,” David grinned back.

“Miki? Is she alright?”

“She’s fine. I think. She should be joining us shortly.”

David stared at the Springs, then to Molo and Aika and back at the Springs. With a shrug, he took off his clothes and jumped into the relaxing, hot waters. As he climbed in, he took notice of the four silvery tails that were idly shifting through the waters around Aika.

“Aika…”

“Yes?” she said, glancing innocently at him.

“Are you going to tell us how you achieved that? As well as an illusory clone that can actively deal damage to your enemies?”

“Molo knows.”

Molo very helpfully gave him a cheery wave and wide grin.

He stared at the two idiots as they continued to smugly withhold crucial information from him.

If you want to play this game with me?

We can play.

“Fine, have it your way. I won’t tell you what Miki’s reputation is.”

Both of them stared at him with looks of utter shock and betrayal. David let out a sigh as he idly swished his hands through the water, watching as it lapped up against the side of the rock pools.

“Hmph,” Aika pouted, finally giving in. “When I was fighting against the mana pressure, and trying to get to you… I saw something. A memory.” Her golden eyes were far away, her expression wistful.

“It wasn’t one of mine. I think it was my ancestor’s. They were using their foxfire in a way that I understood in concept. I know how to twist it to make illusions. But theirs had something more. A substance to it. It was like something clicked when I watched the memory. I lived it. My foxfire grew, and it grew outside the Passage of Illusion.”

“Oh. Shit.”

“Remember that skill you told me about,” Aika said as her golden eyes glittered. David nodded slowly, putting the pieces together.

[Passive: unrealised potential]

“A class called the ‘greatest servant’ wouldn’t be one that simply serves itself,” he mumbled, his eyes widening.

“It does exactly what it says. It helps you uncover your bonds’ unrealised potential. And it does that by… showing you memories of your ancestors?”

Aika nodded.

If what she said was true… his skill was invaluable. The Passages were paths to power. They allowed humans and beastkin alike to develop their powers as they passed through the Tiers and enjoyed the resources of the Infinite Dungeon. But they were also inflexible. If Molo set out to improve his shifting abilities, he would need to return to the Passage of the Shifter. He was confined to that Passage.

But if his abilities allowed them to develop their potential simply by facing adversity…

Then they were no longer constrained by having to push individual Passages.

If I didn’t think my class was utterly broken now…

This seals the deal.

“Your turn, horny goldfish.”

David shook himself out of his reverie, his attention returning to Molo and Aika. In the few minutes he had been lost in his thoughts, his two friends had crept right up to him.

Aika burst out of the water next to him, bringing her golden eyes right up to his face.

“Are you going to look at it or not. Hmm?”

“I’m…”

“Brotha… you know you want to.”

David gulped.

Name: David Vandrake

Class: [Greatest Servant]

Level: 13

Vitality: 20

Strength: 20

Agility: 20

Endurance: 20

Intelligence: 11

Willpower: 12

Mana pool: 20/20

Skills:

Greatest servant:

	[Accept request]

	[Passive: servant’s insight]

	[Passive: unrealised potential]

	[Telepathic link] unlocked!




Path of the Hound:

	[Passive: Beast constitution]

	[Rend]

	[Beast form: werewolf]

	[Beast form: manasurge] unlocked!




Path of the Spellblade of Ages Lost:

	[Mana channelling]

	[Mage memory]

	[Flicker step]

	[Accelerated thrust]

	[Flaming needles]




Path of the Kitsune:

	[Passive: Heart of foxfire]

	[Veil of illusion]

	[True invisibility]




Path of the soul mage:

	[Soul shield]




Reputation:

	Miki: 100

	Ovelia: 65

	Aika: 100

	Eyrie: 10




David’s lips twitched involuntarily, and he hurried to conceal the joy that was burning in his chest. It was not the three levels he had gained, or the two new skills that were the reason for his euphoria.

David was staring at Miki’s reputation.

“SHE DID IT!”

Aika let out a cry of joy. The kitsune immediately encircled him in her arms and giving him a squeeze. He felt lightheaded seeing Miki’s reputation max out.

“I’m happy for you, brotha!” Molo said with a grin giving him a fist bump.

If it felt like a weight had been lifted off his chest when he realised that Aika had joined him in the loop, now it felt like he was floating amidst the clouds.

Right on time, a bright flash filled the Springs, and Miki fell to the ground. David immediately burst out of the Springs, with Aika and Molo right behind him in tow. Miki was breathless, clutching at her abdomen.

Something about her was different.

He recalled the skill that he had gained under the Path of the Hound after completing Miki’s request of him.

[Beastform: manasurge]

The edges of Miki’s black hair were burning a blinding white. As David crouched into her proximity, his breath caught when he was met with a sensation eerily similar to what they had encountered in the dungeon. The air around Miki had turned thick, as if filled with the density of her own mana.

Miki panted, looking up at him with those adorable, wide brown eyes of her, and it was taking every last bit of self- control not to gather her up in his arms and kiss her.

Aika, it seemed, had a little less self-control.

The kitsune lunged into Miki, barrelling her to the ground.

“A-Aika!”

Aika was crying, rubbing her face against Miki’s own. From the looks of it, she hadn’t regained her memories this loop, but David was looking forward to seeing her reaction next loop when the memories of this moment did return.

“Congratulations, beastmage.”

Miki scowled at him, but David knew that there wasn’t any force to it.

“Never call me that again.”

***

In its entirety, the dungeon run through the Passage of the Beastmage had taken them about five days in total. By the time they returned, they were left with about a week before the Broodmother’s awakening, and an additional two weeks before the appearance of the demons on Vedir.

It was a good thing that Miki had been able to control whether her hair turned into a permanent glowing fixture. If the Church learned of a houndkin who had gained the ability to develop mana channels so potent they would whip the Arcanum’s archmages into an uproar, David could only imagine the things they would subject her to.

[Telepathic link]

“Miki. Is this working? Are you alright? You’re breathing heavily.”

“AH!”

“Sorry… maybe I should have given you a heads up.”

“It’s… it’s fine.”

“Did I… catch you at a bad tim—”

“NO! No. I’m just… reading over the spellbooks that High Magus Silofi set me.”

“I’ve got something for you. Can you meet me at my dorm?”

“S-sure.”

It took about an hour for Miki to travel down from the houndkin’s enclave. Aika was staying at her house, wearing the guise of a houndkin to keep her head down from her family. It seemed as if the Church and the Kitsune had put out search parties that were desperately combing the Isles for her.

David answered the knock on his door.

Miki was wearing a white blouse that was tucked snugly into a skirt that ended halfway up her thighs. The blouse effortlessly revealed the contours of her body and gave him the barest peak of the perky breasts beneath it. She had undone a few buttons from the top, revealing an amount of cleavage that was more generous than usual.

As she sat on his bed, her skirt rode up her smooth, sun-kissed thighs, and a faint blush spread across her cheeks when Miki caught his eyes lingering on her smooth legs. Her right ear had been twitching wildly all the while. He caught the barest scent of something sweet, and watched the way that Miki crossed her legs, her toned thighs shining in the sunlight drifting into his room.

From the look on her face, he decided that she had certainly not been practicing the exercises that Silofi had set her.

David cleared his throat, and the blush across Miki’s cheeks deepened.

He revealed something that he had been holding behind him, clutched against his back.

“I wanted to give this to you.”

David shifted uneasily from foot to foot, unsure of how she was going to react.

“I know you wanted to talk to Silofi to learn about mana and the like… Molo and I cleared out the Path of the Shifter ourselves. This was the book that I was talking about. The spellbook that I couldn’t read, even with [mage memory].”

“Have you…”

David shook his head.

“I figured we could do it together.”

Miki nodded.

[Beast form: manasurge]

David felt the sensation of the channels within him growing. Spreading to fill every single part of his body. From what Miki described, it seemed as if something had catalysed in her when she strode down the corridor in the Passage of the Beastmage, and she had too many mana channels to count. They were as thin as slivers, but extremely potent in their efficiency of carrying mana.

While David’s own channels weren’t as ‘clean’ as Miki’s own, his manasurge form did provide him with one significant benefit, on top of the increased efficiency of his mana usage. Apart from the glowing highlights in his hair which Aika had labelled as her favourite thing about the form, he had also gained the ability to regenerate his mana, without the use of dungeon cores. But on top of that, he could see thin threads of ambient mana now brought into his awareness, filling the air all around him.

“It’s like breathing,” he whispered. He drew in a breath and for a moment, he saw the streams of ambient mana around them react to his intake of breath. “Headmistress Ovelia’s [mana channelling] skill allows her to draw in some of it, but this form takes it to the next level.”

Together, they opened the spellbook.

Miki channelled her mana into it, her eyes widening as the words came into her comprehension. He knew that the spellbook could only be consumed by a single person. If there was ever a need, he would just return to consume it himself in a subsequent loop.

“This… is Druidry. But not just any kind of Druidry,” Miki breathed. “The words speak of a magic that the houndkin developed. They envisioned a tree at the heart of it all, from which all living beings sprung. This magic attempts to get at that root. A magic that connects. It says that…”

Miki trailed off in silence, her eyes darting across the spellbook. Her flushed cheeks drained of colour as she read on in silence. She seemed to even forget her self-consciousness over her short skirt and tight blouse.

“Miki?”

“It speaks of a deep rot that is prophesised to sweep over the land. It says that our first mages came up with this magic in an attempt to weather the madness that it will bring. They thought that it wasn’t something we could endure alone. But together… they thought we had a chance,” she whispered.

There was a flash, and the magic in the spellbook dissipated, leaving only mundane words behind.

“We were told that our mages were powerful. But this book…”

Miki was trembling as her gaze rose, and David fought the urge to intertwine his fingers with her own.

“It was as if they were running from something. Something that they were afraid would swallow them whole”

David frowned.

“They spoke of a madness? Were they afraid of the Broodmother?”

“No… whatever this was, they said it dwelt deep.”

Miki’s eyes met his own.

“Deep in the Infinite Dungeon.”


Chapter 8



David stared at Miki, turning over the ominous words in his mind. The Broodmother was a creature they had found in a Tier 4 dungeon. Then, there was the enormous creature they encountered in the Passage of the Beastmage, which seemed to have sprouted the ‘seed’ planted in Miki by the Rejuvenating Springs.

It was becoming clear to him that there were many creatures beyond their understanding that dwelt in the Infinite Dungeon. But he had no frame of reference to tell if Tier 4 was considered deep in the Dungeon, or whether it barely scratched the surface.

“Apart from their writings… were there any spells?”

Miki nodded.

“They talked about the different beast forms. They were trying to figure out a way to enhance our abilities, and they thought that perhaps one of our forms would be able to break away from this ‘deep rot’. The werewolf form is just one of them. As for spells…”

Miki pointed at the floor.

[Sprout: sunflower]

David watched in awe as a sunflower grew upwards from between the floorboards.

“Woah.”

Miki blushed a deep crimson.

“Ok… that’s not all I can do. Apparently, I can use the manasurge form to extend my channels into plants, and I should be able to replicate them. There are also plant creatures in the Infinite Dungeon, which some druids have been able to replicate to turn into… an army.”

David imagined a future where Miki was at the head of a massive plant army, with the ability to call on different forms at will.

That sounds pretty damn sweet.

“They speak of a Passage of the Druid hidden somewhere… but until we find that, I guess I’m just stuck poking around at plants. But that tells us that there are other beastmage Passages just waiting to be found,” she said, her eyes sparkling. Then, she seemed to remember herself and averted her eyes.

“I’ve also been learning some beginner spells from Silofi. So, I won’t be entirely useless in battle. And there are other schools of magic as well.”

“Miki, you’re far from useless—”

“David, what do you want to spend the rest of this loop doing?”

The question caught him off-guard.

A heavy silence filled the air between them, as neither spoke.

“I suppose… we should make our way to the Demon Kingdom. We’re less than a week away from the Broodmother awakening, and two weeks after that…”

“Can I make a suggestion?”

David raised an eyebrow.

“Let’s spend this loop just like we have. Surrounded with friends. Learning as much as we can about magic and preparing before we head to the kingdom. I think… it might help. Is that something you’d like to do?”

He took in a deep breath, which he let seep through his lips gradually. He could feel the dread at the corner of his mind, knowing that eventually, he would have to tackle the issue of the demon armageddon. But the current loop had been one of the most hopeful by far. He couldn’t help but dread the thought of it eventually coming to an end.

At least this time, he knew that wouldn’t be alone at the end of it.

“I think I’d like to take you up on that.”

***

The days came and went with Miki devouring any spellbook she could get her hands on, funnelled to her through David. She learned the [fireball], [lightning bolt], [haste] and [barkskin] spells from spellbooks that David had managed to find. The problem with spellbooks were that they were single use, which made them highly coveted. The Arcanum had a monopoly on them, and apparently they would need to enter the Mage Academy within to gain access to better spells.

David made his way to Inazuma in search of an information broker about the demon kingdom. The Church was running interference and suppressing information going in and out of the kingdom. But there was one person who he could depend on that likely had access to inside information untainted by the Church’s influence.

She saw the hunched old woman at the Inazuman docks, and couldn’t help but grin remembering his previous interactions with her.

“Miss Makoto.”

“I hear you have been very successful in your efforts, young man. Congratulations.”

David cleared his throat and awkwardly shifted on the spot as Makoto scrutinised him.

“Walk with me.”

They strode through the market in Inazuma, eventually pausing in an empty courtyard in one of the many Inazuman palaces. This one seemed to be unoccupied, and from a cursory glance, they could speak freely without the risk of being overheard.

“The demon kingdom, Zephelgor. There is some good news to be shared,” she began, dropping her guise of the old woman. “The Galkian Locomotive Company has established a foothold nearby. It seems as if the demon’s established a Grand Bazaar of late.”

David frowned as he pondered over her words.

“The demons have always been reclusive. But it seems as if the political winds are shifting. From my sources, it seems as if they are hosting a ‘Crown Competition’ to elect their new monarch. There are whispers of a significant political assassination, the Duke of Sloth being killed, which has led to great unrest.”

“How do you know this at all?

Makoto gave him a small smile, but David could detect an edge in her gaze.

“Foxfire is a powerful thing. The demons are able to protect against male infiltrators of other races with their succubi, but female kitsune infiltrators are virtually undetectable. The Palace has a handful of spies in Zephelgor. With your foxfire, you should be able to enter the city prior to the lockdown before the death of the Duke.”

“Thank you for this, Makoto.”

“But that isn’t all.”

David swallowed in anticipation.

“There is something at the heart of it all. There are rumours that the demons have a mechanism to ensure the peace in the run up to the outcome of the Competition, but we haven’t been able to identify precisely what that mechanism is.”

David nodded. He would simply have to learn more by infiltrating the kingdom directly.

The murder of a Duke of a royal demon house, Sloth.

I recall grandmother speaking about the houses being likened to the deadly sins.

Something ominous is going on in the kingdom, and we’ll have to get to the bottom of it.

“Personally, I think my daughters could do better.”

“E-excuse me?”

Makoto’s three black tails were shifting idly through the air as she smiled. David could certainly see where both of the girl had gotten their cheekiness from.

“You are too fun to tease, young man. Thank you for all that you’ve done for them. My daughters have never been happier.”

“I… might be subjecting them to something terrible,” he said softly. “Don’t thank me so soon.”

“Adversity is what builds character. That is why the pair of them have grown into the wonderful young women that they are,” Makoto continued. “It’s a heavy burden to place on you, saving our world. You are always welcome to come to me in any of your ‘loops’. I will help in whatever way I can,” she said, her expression softening.

It was clear she was worried about her daughters, and David knew that her words were also intended to comfort him. He appreciated Makoto’s small kindness. The kitsune rose, making for the gate bordering the courtyard.

“But I daresay that you were the right pick.”

“I thought you said they could do better?”

“Don’t push it, young man.”

***

Before long, the day of the Raid arrived. They accompanied Aika to the Rejuvenating Springs as they had before, watching her swallow the converted beastblood cores which would help her trap and weaken the Broodmother when she possessed her body.

David was seated next to her, his fingers interlinked with Aika’s. He could feel her shallow breaths, and he could just barely feel her racing pulse through their interlinked hands. It would be a fate that she would be subjected to in subsequent loops, unless they somehow found a way to burn the Vediran chapter to dust, along with the rest of the Church.

“I’m right here. We all are,” David whispered.

Aika smiled uncertainly at him, before kissing him on the cheek. Miki blushed at the gesture, but she clearly pushed aside any errant thoughts to draw her friend into a hug.

“Remember what we have planned after this,” she whispered. “You wouldn’t want to miss the fun.”

For some strange reason, both of the girls looked his way, demonic smiles creeping across their faces.

Maybe the deep rot in the Infinite Dungeon was really just the friends we made along the way.

David tried not to visibly shudder.

All of a sudden, Aika went slack.

They saw her eyelids twitching, and they held their breaths as Silofi’s soul trap worked its magic. Aika’s lips parted, and he tensed in anticipation, expecting a scream. Instead, they simply closed before she gasped. Her brow was creased as she concentrated, and each minute that passed was excruciating as they held their breaths.

Eventually, she went slack and broke out into a weak smile.

“It gets easier every time,” she said, eyelids fluttering, before she lost consciousness.

***

The celebrations from the Church and Kitsune’s ‘successful’ joint raid spread throughout the island. The Church were none too happy that their ploy had failed. In the previous loop, David had been too busy recovering from the ordeal to truly enjoy the celebrations, but now, he lounged on the beach enjoying the fruits of his efforts. He also noticed that his classmates from the Academy were throwing a party.

Molo was casting hesitant glances over at Valadria, who was dressed in a bright yellow bikini that only served to emphasise her define quadriceps, and pecs. Her frizzy auburn hair was tied in a neat ponytail. The poor fool looked just as smitten as the first time he had saw her. He still remembered how Molo had vanished from his side, teleporting to the other end of the class party to battle it out in an arm wrestle with Valadria.

His smile faded a touch when he realised that Evelyn wasn’t present at the party. He wasn’t very sure just what the girl’s fate at the hands of the Church was. He had contemplated making a bond with her, but her fervour and loyalty to the Church meant that it was only at the very end of the loop when her views were really shaken. When it was revealed that the Church was complicit in the plot to control the beastkin using the Broodmother.

David was drawn out of his thoughts as Miki walked over to him, dressed in a sleek, black bikini that left little to the imagination. With every step towards him, he resisted his urge to admire the soft bounce of her perky breasts, or the way her nipples pressed against the thin fabric of her swimsuit. Her sun-kissed skin was radiant, and her long black hair cascaded freely down her shoulders.

“I suppose I should introduce you,” she said, her eyes narrowing just a touch, gesturing at two familiar girls that accompanied her.

“This is Stara and Lara. They’re in our cohort at the Academy,” Miki said, watching him like a hawk for a reaction. David swallowed and immediately cursed himself for the motion that his Adam’s apple attracted. Miki’s lips curled into a slow smile.

“Hi there, handsome.”

Stara and Lara were just as he remembered them.

The bunnykin sisters wore bikinis so diminutive they might as well have discarded them entirely. Despite that fact, it somehow still seemed to enhance their allure. David’s self-control broke as his eyes were drawn to their long legs, without a single hair in sight. It also didn’t go unnoticed how their bikini bottoms were tight against their crotches, displaying two, defined camel toes.

Stara licked her lips, walking forwards seductively as she swayed her hips. She bent over as she pushed down her sunglasses with the tip of her finger, peering at him with a coy smile as her breasts hung down in plain view. She got so close that he could smell her intoxicating scent mixed with that of lotion which she had taken special care to lather herself with.

“Miki over here told me of how you convinced her to go dungeon diving with you. You’re all in a lot of trouble, you know? The Headmistress is furious,” she giggled. David shot Miki and open glare, but the girl was simply smirking at him with barely concealed pleasure at his suffering.

“Well… I—”

“You saw Miki over here, and you couldn’t take your eyes off her. I don’t blame you for skipping class,” Sara said slowly. She turned to Miki, giving David an unfettered view of her bubble-butt, with cheeks so supple that he could see them ripple slightly as she strutted towards his friend. Stara placed her chin on Miki’s shoulder, and David could see that she wasn’t entirely unbothered by the other girl’s antics.

Stara drew a finger across the edge of Miki’s bikini bottoms, tracing across her thigh. David could feel his member begin to grow stiff, and he desperately began to think of the looming dread of the time loop. Anything to stave off his erection before things went too far.

Stara guided Miki closer to him, and he noticed that his friend’s cheeks were slightly flushed.

“There’s a cove just around the corner from the beach. We’ve set up a barbeque there, everywhere else is too crowded for what we have planned,” Stara said softly with a wink.

“Hey sis, can we get a move on and get to fuc—”

“Shhhh,” Stara glared at her sister. Lara just rolled her eyes and walked in the direction that David assumed the cove was. Stara chased after her, calling out to them.

“See you soon!”

He stared at the pair of bunnykin sisters heading to the cover, admiring their perky butts as they walked away.

Get to WHAT?

“Enjoying the view?”

“Well… I’m assuming this was your idea? Where’s Aika?’

Miki smiled mischievously.

“She’s at the cove.”

David’s eyes lingered in the direction of the bunnykin sisters, before he let out a forlorn sigh.

“Well… we can’t just leave Molo alone.”

“You want to interrupt him?”

David followed Miki’s finger as she pointed towards a startling familiar scene of Valadria arm wrestling Molo in the distance while a crowd had gathered, cheering them on.

How the hell—

I take my eyes off him for one second, and…

Forget about learning spatial magic, Miki. Molo clearly knows the secrets to teleportation.

“He’s taken care of. Now tell me. Do you want to be?”

David gulped.

“Taken care of, that is,” Miki said with a smirk.

“To what do I owe this… privilege?”

Miki pursed her lips as they walked side-by side to the cove. She attempted to shoot a seductive smile at him, but David frankly admired the trainwreck of an attempt for what it was, watching as it devolved into a grimace.

“Miki?”

“Who knows how much of a headache the demon kingdom is going to be,” she said softly. “We also don’t know how long the loops will repeat before we get to the bottom of it. I know that’s part of the reason why you’re reluctant to ‘waste’ any attempts,” she said. “Along with… the risk of developing apathy.”

David’s eyes darted to Miki in surprise.

“Aika and I talk, ok? I can see why we became fast friends,” she said with a smile. “She’s… so refreshingly open and honest. My mum said that’s how you can tell if a kitsune cares about you. And she’s very cuddly. She told me about her upbringing again, about how we talked in the Passage of the Shifter. You really went the whole way for her.”

David rubbed at his neck.

“You’re forgetting that you were there too. Your friendship with her meant a lot—”

“Pfft, humility doesn’t suit you,” Miki said, a smile playing at her eyes. I know that it came with saving the Isles. But what you did, and how you went about it mattered. And now you’ve gone and done the same for me.”

Miki’s eyes lingered on the blue sea, the sun high in the sky above them.

“From the time I was a little girl, I wanted nothing more than to be like my mum. To practice magic like she did. I know that I’ll never be able to make foxfire… but you’ve not only made my dream come true, you’ve prepped me with the best foundation a mage could ever ask for.”

Miki halted.

“Thank you, David. For making my dream come true.”

David stared at her, but despite his best efforts, he couldn’t help his lips from twitching upwards at their ends.

Miki’s expression turned stormy as she blushed a deep crimson.

“Why do I even bother talking to you?”

“I… just love making fun of you. Your reactions are the best,” David said, clearing his throat. To his surprise, rather than storming off in a hurry, Miki stalked closer to him, her kind hazel eyes now roaming his body with unguarded lust.

“I look forward to seeing your reaction to what we have planned.”

Miki stepped closer, and he was greeted to the scent of her body as she leaned up to whisper into his ears on her tip-toes.

“Enjoy it, because you might never see their perfect butts again.”

“How…”

David waved his hands vaguely in the air, trying to find the words to ask her about the logistics of this, and how it all had come together.

He wisely decided to keep his mouth shut as they strode towards the cove.


Chapter 9



The cove was a short distance away from the beach and required some fancy footwork over some rockpools to reach. When he rounded the corner, he saw that Lara and Stara were already lying on some beach towels, basking in the afternoon sun.

Beside them was a familiar kitsune dressed in a tight white bikini. Aika didn’t seem bothered by the fact that it was struggling to contain her full breasts. She was too busy with some ice cream to care. To his surprise, all four of her tails were out in the open, and Aika had entirely dropped her human disguise, instead appearing with her long, silver hair.

Upon seeing David and Miki approach, she decided not to join them, but instead redoubled her efforts of seductively licking the ice cream cone in her hands. Aika tried and failed to execute a provocative motion with the cone, which tragically resulted in a large dollop of ice cream falling to the sand.

Miki giggled beside him.

“You came!”

“Oh, he will. Many, many, times,” Miki said in a low, dangerous voice next to him.

He gulped.

“Hey. You. Spread lotion on my back.”

Lara delivered an order, and Miki poked him in the side.

“What do you do when we give you an order? Hmm?”

It suddenly occurred to David, that he had stumbled into a trap. A trap with gorgeous girls, with perky butts, slender waists, immaculate, smooth thighs and full breasts…

But a trap nonetheless.

“Molo, my brother. You need to help me. I’m—”

He realised too late, that his [telepathic link] only worked with his bonds. The trap had already been sprung, and there was no way he was making it out in one piece.

David had no choice but to oblige.

He knelt on the ground next to Lara, taking in the slight arch of her lean back. The bunnykin were tall, and had long, slender legs. David squirted a handful of lotion into his palm, before he began to hesitantly spread it across her upper back.

“Take off my top. Climb on top of me.”

Lara’s words were assertive, and David’s eyes narrowed as both Aika and Miki examined his actions with clinical attention, immortalising every single moment in their memories. He realised that Stara herself was stifling her giggles as she bit her lip, just barely averting her gaze in time as David glared at her where she was lying beside her sister.

“Hurry human. Tick tock.”

David pulled at the thin piece of string holding Lara’s bikini top together. It came apart with a pop that suggested that they had been putting in the work to support her full breasts. He caught the barest glimpse of the edges of her tits, before immediately refocusing his attention. He lathered the lotion, his hips hovering over her body, refusing to give his friends the satisfaction as he covered the bunnykin’s back.

“Mmh,” Lara sighed, making the throbbing between his legs intensify.

“Now, if you could massage the knots out of my back. There are ten spots. Right above my left shoulder blade, middle of my lower back, the left side of my neck has been hurting like a bitch—”

David stared flatly as Aika and Miki fell over in laughter, no longer able to keep it in.

***

After about an hour of massaging Lara, and then complying with Stara’s instructions, David barely had the energy to stand upright. The two bunnykin girls really gave the Infinite Dungeon a run for its money with how much they pushed him with their massage instructions.

David was lying in the shade, gulping down some water and recovering from the exertion, when he felt a finger poke into his cheek.

“Aik—”

“Surprise!”

While he had been lounging away in the shadow, Aika and Miki and snuck up on him. They were accompanied by Molo and Valadria, who had lugged down some food and equipment for a barbeque.

“Looking a bit exhausted there, ay brotha?”

“You cheeky bastard—”

Molo laughed as he ran away before David could make a move, but he smiled as Molo threw a casual arm around Valadria, the pair of them chatting as they set up the barbeque. David rose to his feet, too pleased to see his friend to be mad at the girls for pranking him and leading him on.

Aika and Miki teamed up against Lara and Stara, passing a ball between them. The bunnykin sisters were surprisingly competitive, which didn’t surprise David in the least given their excellent performance in Professor Vinloch’s game. But Aika and Miki handily served them a beatdown, exchanging a high-five as they celebrated their victory.

They chatted as the sunset, enjoying some cold drinks and hot food. Eventually, the girls decided that they were going to nip off to the restroom together, leaving David and Molo alone in the cove.

“Brotha.”

“Yeah, Molo?”

His friend’s expression was different from usual. He didn’t sport his usual easy grin, and he wasn’t ribbing David with a joke this time. He had seen him this way once before, when he had told David the story about his parents.

“You’ve got a tough road ahead of you, ay? And I might not always be there to support you.”

David’s eyes widened as Molo gestured for him to sit.

He sat down next to his friend in silence, listening as the ways rhythmically hit the beach.

“I know, brotha. About the succubi. They’ll be able to unveil me, even if Aika disguises me.”

David clenched his fists, his knuckles white.

“I’ll find a way—”

“I’ll help whenever I can, brotha. Try your best and do what you must. You don’t have to bring me along if I’d be a burden, ay?”

“You’ve kept me together this long.”

Molo paused, surprised as David’s words.

“All of you. But you especially, Molo. Every loop, you somehow find it in you to trust me. I’ve thanked you for this before, and I’ll do it however many times I need to.”

“Stop by to see me, ay? Even if it’s just to tell me about your adventur—”

David stood to his feet.

“Even if we get so powerful that Aika and Miki have to lug you around on their shoulders… you’re coming with us, my friend. You aren’t getting out of it that easily. As long… as that is what you want to do.”

David saw a flicker of emotion on his friend’s face. Molo seemed to have realised the significance of this loop too. It was the calm before the storm. The loop where he would be leaving his friend behind in a way, with Miki joining the loop. But he wasn’t about to abandon him so quickly just because things were inconvenient.

Molo had never abandoned him, and he wasn’t about to either.

“There might be pain. I might cause you a great deal of suffering. You could always stay in the Isles, live out your happy days with Valadria—”

“There’ll be time for that later, brotha. My place is with all of you,” Molo said softly. “Besides, I won’t remember the tough days, ay? That’s a blessing for me,” his friend grinned.

David was surprised to find a painful lump in his throat.

“If any of them come for you, I’ll rip them to fucking pieces,” he said with venom dripping from his tongue. Molo’s eyes widened, before his friend returned his gaze to the crashing waves ahead of them.

“Do you think blood is thicker than water, brotha?”

David pondered the question. Thinking of a kitsune who had found it in her to care for a beautiful houndkin with big hopes and dreams. The same woman who cared for a princess forsaken by her own family.

“I don’t think it is.”

“I disagree. Blood is important,” Molo replied.

David looked at his friend in surprise, but before he could respond, Molo held up a large hand.

“We houndkin are known for our loyalty, brotha. It is why you will find us everywhere. In Ardern, in Zandria, and perhaps…” Molo trailed off.

“Even in Zephelgor, the demon kingdom.”

David’s eyes went wide.

“And it is because we believe that blood is thicker than water. But blood is not reserved for those who birthed you. Or your brothers and siblings with whom you shared a womb.”

Molo drew a knife from his side.

Before David could stop him, Molo cut deep into his own palm, the blood dripping to the sand below.

Molo’s eyes rose to meet his own.

“That is why we do not question blood oaths. Why houndkin do not question when they find a fellow serving our enemy. Because we know, that blood is thicker than water.”

The cove was silent, and the sky alight with the pink and purple hues of the dying sun. The air was still, and David found his heart thundering in his chest, because he understood the significance of this moment.

“You are the brother I’ve chosen. That will forever be the case. Whether I remember or not, nothing will change.”

David froze, the words hanging in the air between them.

“I… I don’t get it Molo. This loop… I haven’t done anything to deserve—”

“She showed me. Showed us. Miki and I. Are you forgetting?”

Molo smiled.

“She is a kitsune. A master of illusions. I may not have lived it, but I saw, brotha. I saw the times we shared, the blood we shed.”

Molo extended the knife.

David picked it from his hands, realising from the way the sunlight bounced off the blade that he was trembling. He tightened his grip around the hilt and cut deep into the flesh of his own hand, feeling a flash of searing pain as his skin parted.

They clasped their hands, and Molo drew him into an embrace.

“We are blood brothers, now.”

David was surprised to find tears welling in his eyes, dripping to the sands below. He sniffed as he dashed them away with a forearm. He lips trembled as he attempted to stretch them into a smile, but he aborted the effort. He looked at his blood, intermingled with Molo’s on his palm.

“I resented them for leaving me behind. My parents. And I loved her more than anything in the world, that old hag. I didn’t think I’d ever have a family again when she passed, Molo.”

Molo smiled, laying a hand on his back.

“Here I am, a richer man than I ever thought I’d become.”

He looked up at his dear friend beside him.

His brother.

***

[Telepathic link]

“You can come out from around that rock now.”

David heard a yelp from around the corner, which distinctly sounded like Aika. He spent a bit of time pondering on who he’d pick, but he decided that she was to blame for most of this. Aika, Miki, Lara, Stara and Valadria all filtered around the rock, barely concealing smiles and grins on their faces.

It was a small mercy that the girls didn’t immediately start ribbing into him. Stara and Lara started sizzling meat on the barbeque for dinner, having brought along a carton of ingredients. Valadria was speaking with Miki and Aika, the pair of them constantly shooting looks that were somewhere between worry and anticipation at him. He supposed they noticed the redness in his eyes, but he couldn’t find it in himself to care.

He heard the crunch of sand underfoot and looked up to see Aika and Miki finally approaching him. Their expressions were filled with worry, and there was not even a tinge of mischief in either, which was surprisingly endearing.

Maybe I should pretend to burst into tears to really mess with them?

No… that’s too mean.

“So, you lure me in here with exquisite boobs and butts. Then instead, you pull a fast one on me and I end up becoming blood brothers with Molo and end up crying a bunch and getting all snotty. Well… you’ve succeeded. I’m not horny anymore.”

“Yippee…?” Aika exclaimed, eyes darting to Miki uncertainly before they darted back to him. The houndkin beside her had blushed a deep crimson and was doing all she could to avoid David’s gaze.

“I feel like I’ve been scammed,” David muttered under his breath.

Miki saw an opening, but David simply waited patiently for her to strike.

“Oh? Maybe I should tell Molo that you’d rather have—”

“No, no! You misunderstand,” David interjected smoothly. “I came here to find silver, and instead I found gold. Scammed? In the best way possible,” David said with a wink, leaving both gorgeous girls looking mildly offended with their jaws hanging open.

Molo grinned at him, giving him a fist bump.

“Bros before…”

His blood brother trailed off as Valadria gave him a sweet smile.

Which was to say, she struck the fear of Avarium in him.

“…toes. Ay, brotha?”

“Oath to that, Molo,” David grinned giving his brother a fist bump.

From the sweltering looks that Valadria, Miki and Aika were giving the pair of them, both Molo and David knew that there would be consequences for their actions.

But both were two happy to care.

***

After the dinner, they sat around the fire chatting and eating. Miki and Aika quickly dropped their fake outrage, and planted themselves firmly on either side of him, making sure he was fed, and just all-around fussing over him. It seemed like Valadria was doing the same for Molo.

To his surprise, it seemed as if Stara, Lara, Aika and Miki weren’t yet done with him. They dragged him over the bridge to Inazuma, insisting that the night was still young.

“Thanks for hanging out with us, girls!”

Aika and Miki waved to the departing bunnykin sisters. David shook his head but joined them in bidding them goodbye with a hint of regret. He felt a lingering dread wash over him as Miki and Aika exchanged a smile, before dragging him up the stairs, and towards their intended room.

He was beginning to grin in anticipation, as they reached their door.

Finally. They’ve been teasing me for the entire day.

He opened it, taking a stroll inside. He swivelled back towards the girls as they shut the door in his face.

“Ok… they definitely weren’t happy about that comment.”

Shaking his head with a laugh, David entered the shower, washing off the dirt, grime and sweat of the day. He cleaned out his wound, bandaging it up before settling in the hot tub.

He looked down at his bandaged hand.

It was so easy to become numb as the loops passed. And maybe there would come a time where he was even numb to this memory. But there had never been a time when he had felt such raging determination to get to the bottom of the loops as he had now.

He never really had much to lose.

That wasn’t the case anymore.

Aika and Miki. They cared for him, just as he had for them. He knew that their interactions throughout the loops had been brief. The care he had for them certainly wasn’t shallow, but their romances had been fast, underpinned with looming despair. But against all odds, he had been given the chance to build something real and enduring with them by bringing them into the loops.

He had found a brother.

David let out a slow breath and rose with a smile. When he did, he felt lighter than ever.

Towelling himself off, David opened the door from his bathroom, only to freeze.

“Oh? Did you think we were done with you?”

She was tall and lean, with long, slender legs that were encased in lingerie. His eyes darted to a pair of large, perky tits that were held up by a sheer black bra, before shifting to the pair of bunny ears that sprouted high above her, almost brushing up against the ceiling.

Stara crouched downwards, taking a close look at where his towel was jutting outwards with his erection. Lara her sister beside her was dressed in a similar fashion, but with a distinctly bored look on her face, until she caught a glimpse of what was behind his towel.

“Are you going to leave us waiting forever?”

David’s breath caught, as his eyes passed over the naked forms of Aika and Miki sprawled out on his bed. Aika was running her tongue along her dark red lips as she playfully shifted in the sheets, giving him a brief look at her large, round breasts that were always so well concealed under her robe. David’s eyes traced over the Miki’s olive skin, hovering over the tan lines from their afternoon in the sun, that traced precariously close to her wet sex. Her face was faintly flushed, but it looked like desire had overwhelmed her embarrassment, and he could see the sheets shifting out of sight as Miki played with her pussy.

Before he could utter a word, Stara and Lara were crouched in front of him, Lara having pulled aside his towel. He felt wet lips wrap around his sex, before the girl began to suck. It felt like she had vacuum sealed herself around his cock, her tongue playing around its base as the sounds of her blowjob filled the room.

Stara in front of him undid her bra, and David licked his lips as her large, perky breasts came into view. On the bed, Miki and Aika had grown too impatient, and had begun to kiss each other. As Stara pressed her soft body up against him, inviting his hands to roam around her chest, David watched as Aika and Miki’s fingers wandered over each other’s bodies.

“Do you want to join them,” Stara whispered.

David nodded, and he laughed as Stara had to pull her sister away from his dick. He gulped when he saw Lara stare at his cock with an intensity that surprised him. He could see that her panties were slick with her juices and her nipples were so erect that he could see them clearly beneath her lingerie.

“Look at you two having all this fun without me, hm?”

Aika motioned to Miki with a smile, and David slid between her legs at the very edge of the bed. His tongue traced over the wet folds of her pussy, and he heard Miki gasp in pleasure, her toned thighs shivering on either side of him. To his surprise, he watched as Aika crawled over Miki, her eyes fixed on David, even as she lowered her pussy towards Miki’s lips.

Soft, subdued groans of pleasure escaped from Aika’s red lips, and he felt his cock throb painfully as he watched on. Stara pressed up against him from behind, tongue licking over his neck as her hands encircled his cock. He felt her boobs press up against his back.

“My turn.”

He rose, being pushed onto the bed by the bunnykin. Stara and Lara attended to his cock with single-minded fervour, the pair of bunnykin running their tongues up and down his shaft, with their breasts in clear view.

“I… slow down—”

He saw their lips glistening with their saliva, wrapping his cock in their moist, heavenly embrace. Gradually, the pleasure built and built, spurred on by the view of their lean, naked forms. Lara began to rub her face against his cock with a coo, her nose brushing against his shaft. The bunnykin girl was utterly overtaken with lust.

It was too much to bear.

“Come for us,” Stara whispered, and David grunted as he came. Lara lunged forwards with precision, ensuring that her mouth was firmly wrapped around his cock as his seed flew free. He felt Miki place a beast core into his mouth, before looking in alarm at the bunnykin sisters.

“They know,” she whispered.

His stamina returned to him, and for some reason, he felt like the beast core had a greater effect on him than it ever had before.

“They want your dick,” Miki whispered. “Are you going to give it to them?”

David swallowed as Stara crawled forwards, rubbing her bald, wet pussy against his member. He still remembered the curvature of her vulva strained against her bikini, and his cock was twitching in anticipation as he stared at it now fully unveiled.

Stara slid his member into her, groaning with pleasure as Lara bit her lip, watching on enviously. Stara began to ride him slowly, and he admired the way the dim lighting of their hotel room illuminated her fully, perky breasts, her pink nipples fully erect. Her moans were high-pitched, and as he gradually increased the intensity of his thrusts, he could feel her pussy tighten around his shaft, begging him for more.

David rose, grabbing her and pressing her up against the bed in missionary position with her legs pushed back. He began to thrust harder and faster as her moans stopped altogether as the bunnykin reached her climax, her eyelids fluttering as she silently orgasmed.

Stara came, and he could feel it in the shivers of her body and the way that her pussy contracted around him. She let out a tremendous gasp, spent from the exertion, but before David could react, Lara pulled him away from her sister.

“Fuck me.”

Lara’s eyes were hungry as she arched her back, wiggling her ass at him, giving a clear view of her supple cheeks and her very wet sex between. David immediately stepped forwards, feeling his erection slide into her with ease, still rock hard from his union with Stara. He thrust fast and deep, watching the way her skin of her ass rippled with every thrust. He could hear Lara’s desperate grunts getting higher pitched, and he curved his body over her as she moaned.

Lara orgasmed, and she fell to the ground, her knees weak from their exertion. Still, he could see hunger in her eyes, but before she could demand a second round with him, her sister grabbed her forearm.

“Why don’t we leave those love birds alone, hmm? They deserve a turn.”

With a final wink at him, Lara and Stara walked stark naked out into the corridor of the hotel, their clothes in their hands.

“You finally got what you wanted, hmm? But it’s our turn now.”

Aika and Miki lined their asses up in front of him. He could see that Miki’s cheeks were flushed a deep red, but it seemed like Aika’s attention had slowly allowed her to loosen up throughout the night, in more ways than one.

“A-aika first?”

She seemed intimidated after his display with the bunnykin sisters, which he found very adorable. He leaned forward kissing Miki gingerly to reassure her, before his fingers wandered to her pussy. He began rubbing them over her slick clit, before inserting his still-throbbing cock in into Aika.

“Mmh, please, more,” she whispered.

The kitsune’s four tails swished around him, and he could hear Aika’s soft gasps as he thrust into her. Thrust after thrust, his eyes lingered on her ass, hoping to catch a glimpse of it between the shifting tails. Aika’s pale cheeks were flushed, and her golden eyes filled with pleasure as she drove herself back into him. Her moaning gradually began to grow louder as he accelerated his pace, his fingers tightening around her waist and pulling her into him.

“A-aika.”

“Inside me. Now.”

David ejaculated inside her, feeling her pussy wrap around him tightly from her contractions. David panted as he gently removed his sex, watching as Aika collapsed onto the bed in a heap. From the wink she gave him, his instructions were clear. To his surprise, David realised that he didn’t need another beast core to help with his ‘stamina’.

Maybe it’s the effect of levelling up…

My libido is most certainly higher.

Miki was eyeing him warily, clearly taken aback by his display with Aika and the bunnykin sisters. David settled beside her, interlinking his fingers with her own. Miki’s olive cheeks were flushed, and she shot him a glare at his teasing smile.

“You know… you were the one who taught me the ropes,” he said softly, running a finger over her lips. He positioned his body parallel to her own, slipping an arm underneath her and gently running his fingers over her breasts, before they wandered back to her lips. He inserted his fingers into her mouth and Miki’s lips closed around them as she sucked on them, making them slick with her saliva. He removed them, and gently ran his fingers over her clit, feeling every minute shudder of pleasure as she reacted to his touch.

He slid his fingers in and out, feeling her gradually relax with each motion. He guided his throbbing cock towards her pussy, lifting one of her legs up while he kissed her neck.

“Hurry,” Miki whispered.

David slid himself in. With Miki’s toned body flush against his own, he drank in her scent as he continued to thrust. Miki’s moans were loud and steady. He drank in the sounds of her pleasure and emitted grunts of his own, which only seemed to make her melt further.

He could feel her body gradually beginning to tense, her claws digging into his skin, and leaving white imprints from the pressure.

“A-are you ready?”

“Together.”

David clutched her close to him, releasing his seed inside her, as their bodies finally came to a rest.

As his head hit the pillow, he felt a peace and happiness that he didn’t think he would ever get to experience after the end of the previous loop.

“Thank you both for today. It really meant the world to me.”

A part of him felt raw and vulnerable for admitting it, but the girls just hugged him closer to them.

“Anything for our horny goldfish,” Aika whispered, prompting a snort from Miki.

The houndkin kissed him briefly, before turning away, her right ear still twitching wildly.


Chapter 10



They watched the demons arrive from their perch on one of the mountains, far up in the houndkin enclaves. Without the element of surprise, David was able to etch every facet of the demon’s form into his memory.

The lead demon was wreathed in dark grey skin, with two horns that were the size of the demons hovering next to him in the air. They were abyssal black, just like its eyes, and David watched as it called forth a familiar ball of pure mana in its clawed grip while Vedir erupted into chaos, sirens echoing far beneath them.

Miki and Aika’s hands were tight around his, and Molo sat beside him, having convinced Valadria to join him. The air was still, and oddly peaceful as the ball of mana impacted the beach.

Sand turned to glass. The shockwave appeared a millisecond later, sweeping outwards in a deadly wave that obliterated the Isles. Uprooting trees, reducing homes to dust and all of the other infrastructure below.

“Until next time, brotha.”

David watched a second ball of mana coalesce in the demon’s hands, this one thrown in a different direction. The blast hurtled towards the Arcanum, and just before it landed, David’s eyes darted to the sky. He was greeted to the familiar sight of the sun unravelling, followed by the environment around him growing red with searing heat.

The world burned to ash.

***

CHOO—

“Excuse me!”

David stepped to the side letting Eyrie pass, feeling the familiar flash of warmth spread throughout his body. This time, he savoured the prickle of heat, knowing that it was conferring the gains of the previous loop into him – the changes of his stats and skills being reflected in flesh.

David boarded the train to Vedir.

He could feel the rush of his blood in his ears, with every heavy heartbeat. His breaths were shallow, despite his best efforts to calm himself. There was always a possibility that he had gotten something wrong. That the conditions for entering the loop were different from what he had assumed.

The minutes were excruciating as they passed. His train finally pulled into the platform, and he exited the carriage as the door hissed open.

“David!”

A female houndkin shot straight into him, followed closely behind by another human girl of an appearance unfamiliar to him. But he could tell immediately who it was from her cheeky smile.

Miki and Aika barrelled into him, and he gripped them tightly as waves of relief washed over him.

Then, he watched as a large houndkin loomed over them with a familiar grin.

David looked up at Molo, bumping a fist with his.

“Good to meet you… brotha.”

It was time to put their plan into action.

***

The train ride to Zephelgor was subdued. It seemed like Aika had had a chance to speak to Miki on the way over, but the houndkin seemed to be restless where she sat beside the window. They made similar preparations to the last loop – delaying the raid by intercepting the letter and expediting the creation of the soul trap beastblood cores with Silofi. They departed for Zephelgor on Mondas, with nervous anticipation.

Aika and Molo were snoring as the train clattered over the tracks. Miki watched on fondly before turning back to him.

“Are you alright, Miki?”

Miki’s smile was tight, but she nodded. To reach Zephelgor as early as possible, they hadn’t spared much time for idle chatter. They threw themselves into their tasks, working overnight with Silofi to develop the cores. But in this brief moment of reprieve, David could see that while Miki retained her memories, there was also a pain he could detect behind her eyes.

“The memories are painful. I truly remember… everything. The sun exploding, just like you told us. And… the Broodmother.”

David slipped his hand into her own.

“Remember that it isn’t your fault. You saw the Broodmother, there was no chance you would have been able to resist her.”

Miki’s face was pale and clammy, and she let out a shuddering breath with a nod.

“I know. Thanks. I’m focusing on the better ones. We’re lucky to have made plenty of them,” she said with a small smile. David gave her hand a squeeze.

Miki looked out of the window, watching as the train flashed into the portal. Their surroundings shifted, and they were greeted to the view of a sweeping forest. Tall trees obscured the horizon where David was certain Zephelgor, the demon kingdom, lay.

“We will shortly be arriving at the Kingdom of Zephelgor. All passengers are reminded that the Galkian Locomotive Company assumes no responsibility for any injury or death sustained while in demon territory. We hope you enjoy your stay.”

They alighted the train. They were all under a veil of illusion. Aika was able to support additional veils for Miki and Molo. With her additional tail, she had the ability to maintain three veils almost indefinitely, which was a huge boon to them.

“There are so many people visiting Zephelgor,” David muttered under his breath, to which his friends nodded. To his surprise, he recognised a familiar magical carriage service stationed outside the locomotive station. The same floating carriage that he had taken with Aika to the Oasis in Zandria, the Great Dunes.

“Travellers, Greed for Speed is at your service! If you ride with us, your safety for the entire duration of your stay at the Grand Bazaar will be insured! Any injuries sustained will be compensated in full by the House of Greed, the trusted sponsor of the highest-class carriage service in the Continent!”

David’s eyes were drawn to a carriage representative shouting at a ring of customers that had gathered around to listen to his sale’s pitch. Unsurprisingly, there were a few Galkian Locomotive employees casting dirty looks at the carriage rep.

“You there, friends! Come, come!”

The coachman greeted them with a smile of blindingly white teeth, with the exception of a single golden incisor that flashed as it caught the light of the evening sun.

He was a demon.

Twin green horns rose from his head, and his skin was a dark yellow hue. He had a large pot belly, and looked utterly at ease in the midst of all the stares he was receiving from human and beastkin visitors. His enthusiasm and ease helped to calm his prospective customer’s nerves in return.

“Don’t mind those idiots over there,” he said with a gesture to the locomotive employees and a conspiratorial whisper. “They’d con you out of your mother’s ashes if they had the chance. BUT I WILL NOT!”

They flinched back as his voice erupted in a shout, before he fell into an exaggerated bow.

“The humble Schlazar would never steal your mother’s ashes or do any of the unspeakable things that those greedy louts would. Who knows what they would subject your poor mother to! I, on the other hand, would give her the love that she deserves, and spread her thoroughly, gingerly—”

David cleared his throat.

“But of course, you must be interested in the Grand Bazaar!” Schlazar said with a wide grin, tugging David along by the arm.

“You’ll really guarantee our safety for the duration of the stay? Not just for the carriage ride?”

The coachman shot them a look of mock horror, as if disappointed that they would ever dare to question the words of the great Schlazar.

“You wound me, good sir! The House of Greed has developed many innovative economic measures to ensure their sustained and unequivocal market dominance,” the representative said with a gleaming smile of perfect white teeth, gold incisor glinting.

“That is the beauty of their recent innovation, insurance policies. Risk management. What better way to crush any reluctance to venture close to the terrifying demon kingdom!”

David and Miki exchanged a glance, before stepping into the carriage.

Given the coachman’s friendly and open temperament, David decided to adopt a different approach than he was originally intending. He slid open a window separating the interior of the carriage with the exterior, right where the coachman was seated.

While conventional coachmen directed the horses in the intended direction of travel, this one seemed to play the role of a technician if any of the glyphs powering the vehicle malfunctioned.

Currently, that meant the was currently lounging on his side, scratching his potbelly and doing not much else.

“Mister…”

“Call me Zar.”

“Mister Zar… can you tell us what we might expect? It’s our first time in demon territory, and my friends are a little nervous to visit a demon market— oof—”

David winced as Aika pinched his buttocks. Miki stifled her laughter as Molo grinned on, but thankfully, their coachman didn’t seem to detect the development or simply didn’t seem to care if he had. Schlazar was all too happy to answer him.

“Of course, of course! There is nothing to fear, my friends. Believe it or not, there has been no better time to visit Zephelgor,” he continued, eyes shining as he glanced back at David.

“We are in a time of great opportunity.”

“Opportunity?”

“Indeed. In the… absence of the demon queen, a power vacuum left the other houses eager to take her place.”

David slowly nodded. That did accord with his knowledge, and what Makoto had told him. Although, the fall of the Demon Queen had come almost fifty years ago, and from his knowledge, the demons hadn’t united under a different ruler since.

“My understanding is that that has been the case for quite a while, Zar.”

“He’s so well read, isn’t he ZarZar,” Aika quipped adoringly from behind him, causing David to glare at her. “For a goldfish,” the kitsune’s voice dropped to a whisper.

Oh, for fuck’s sake, not this again—

“Forgive my friend, it seems like the journey must be getting to her head. She gets a little motion sick.”

“I don’t get motion sick! You’ve seen me ride you just fine.”

David blushed as Miki giggled and Molo erupted into laughter.

“You mentioned a power vacuum, Zar? Hasn’t that been the status quo for a while?”

“Of course, of course. But in due time, the deadlock will end for good. The houses will be holding the Crown Competition to elect their new ruling house in the coming days.”

David felt an electric chill run down his spine. He could feel his heart hammering in his chest, the vision of the demons in the sky returning to him unbidden. The lead demon wielding such overwhelming power like nothing he had ever heard of or witnessed.

Was that demon the victor of this competition?

Maybe one of the leaders of the demon houses?

David exchanged a silent glance with his friends, before turning back to Schlazar as he continued.

“The demons haven’t been idle in the last half-century. They have each been developing new abilities, relationships or innovations that they believe will give the kingdom a leg up in the years to come. Your destination is one such creation.”

Schlazar continued with a grin.

“The Grand Bazaar is the House of Greed’s brainchild. Their contribution to the competition comes in the form of the promise of economic prosperity. They are willing to bet that the contracts that they forge and deals that they make will solidify the Demon Kingdom’s dominance for decades to come. The other houses no doubt have their own ploys and schemes, each coming up with something different to offer.”

David nodded slowly.

I suppose the Church wouldn’t be thrilled that the demons are making moves.

They would do their best to suppress news of this Bazaar to ensure that the demons don’t gain economic or political capital.

That explains why news hasn’t spread far in Vedir or Ardern.

“Is there a chance that this competition could get... violent? No matter what the House of Greed promises, I still don’t see why so many people have made their way here?”

Zal nodded his understanding, even as David tried to keep his face level.

In truth, he understood perfectly well just why people were converging on the Demon Kingdom.

“You are right of course. No one can anticipate how the Crown Competition will go. Perhaps there will be bloodshed, perhaps not. But there is one thing that is for certain.”

Schlazar’s eyes shone.

“There will be chaos. And Chaos, my dear friend... Chaos begets opportunity, and where there is opportunity there is profit.”

Schlazar tipped his hat to David.

“Profit, is why we are all here.”

Schlazar grinned, a single gold tooth gleaming in the evening sun.

“Because profit is power, and in the whirlwind to come, it will be ripe for the taking.”

They crested over the hill, and Schlazar’s gaze turned in the direction of the Demon Kingdom.

“The only question to ask yourselves is whether you are bold enough to seize it.”


Chapter 11



Their coachman and his floating carriage retreated back in the direction of the Galkian Locomotive Station. Schlazar was leaning to the side of his carriage, waving cheerily back at them before cresting over the hill and out of sight. They waved right back.

He’s quite the guy.

The Grand Bazaar at the foot of the hill was bustling with people.

Large colourful tents and street stalls densely packed the area. Humans and beastkin could be seen busy at work at their stalls, and even from a distance away, the sounds of loud music and chatter could be heard echoing outwards from its epicentre. From the carriage depot, there was a long line of people heading down a path leading towards the bazaar. Many were merchants heading to the bazaar in search of fortune, but David also spotted what looked like warriors and even ordinary people with no obvious wares or weaponry who were heading to the market.

It seems like times are changing, and just like Schlazar said, many people would relish the chance at being present at the heart of that change.

Little do they know what’s coming.

Schlazar may have had a tendency to overembellish, but he had been right about one thing.

The demons had opened their gates to others.

But only figuratively.

The bazaar wasn’t situated within the demon kingdom, but a short distance away from its shut gates.

“It’s…” Aika whispered, eyes fixed on sight before them.

“Beautiful,” David completed.

From what the Church would have them believe, the demons lived in a cesspit resembling the pits of hell. In a kingdom permanently enshrouded by shadow, living in filth that sunlight would never touch.

Instead, they were greeted to a city that was both grander and more beautiful than humanity’s own capital city of Ardern. From where they were situated high on the hill, David could make out cobbled streets bordered with greenery, and towering mansions and buildings. Some of the more elaborate estates were constructed with palatial white stone and filled with greenery resembling the palaces of the kitsune, while others were constructed from the grey bricks that resembled the vast structures in Ardern’s Royal Circle.

Encircling the city was a vast stone wall constructed of black brick, and David could make out the small forms of demon guards – some flying on wings, while others patrolled across the battlements, keeping a keen lookout below.

It’s just like Vedir.

Aika squeezed his hand and looked up at him as he stared at the city in silence.

So beautiful on the surface. But what will we find beneath it?

They exchanged a glance before heading down the hill to the bazaar’s entrance. Upon entering, David realised that the House of Greed had pulled out all the stops.

The air was filled with the smell of spice, the cries of hawkers and the sound of music. They were bombarded with stimuli and jostled by the crowd around them, filled with people eager to seize the opportunity that Schalzar had mentioned.

“Hi there, handsome. You must be weary from your journey. I have just the place for you. Your friends are welcome to join as well.”

A sultry voice whispered into his ear, and David felt a chill run down his spine.

A succubus.

She wore a sheer white dress that rippled across her curves with every slight movement. Her skin was a dark maroon, and she had eyes that glittered like emeralds. As David traced her form, his eyes were drawn to full breasts and a pair of dark nipples that pressed enticingly against her shift, just barely visible to the naked eye, begging to be revealed. A pair of crooked brown horns rose from either side of her head, and her hair was a dark brown to match.

“What do you say, husband?”

David swallowed as Aika’s lips curved into a wry smile, prompting a snort from Miki, shortly followed by the tinkling laughter of the succubus herself.

So that’s how you want to play it, huh?

“My wife and our friends were just taking a look around the bazaar. Perhaps our friends would like to explore what it has to offer?”

Molo chuckled as he shook his head, while Miki’s eyes were narrowed, boring into his own. Eventually though, she rolled her eyes and pulled Molo away with a tug.

“If he has too much fun…”

“Mmmmmhm,” the kitsune replied with delight, causing David to gulp.

“My, aren’t you beautiful.”

The succubus gently ran her hand along the length of Aika’s arm, and it brought David a measure of satisfaction to see his friend shiver slightly at the touch. As much as Aika loved to gloat, it seemed as if she wasn’t entirely immune to the succubus’ charms herself.

“Lead the way.”

***

“I’ll be just a moment, your room will be prepared shortly. I’ll see the both of you very soon,” the succubus by the name of Salara winked before she entered the establishment before them, her hips swaying lasciviously.

“Husband, you have some explaining to do,” Aika said, as she pouted her lips. “I’m surprised that we didn’t satisfy you.”

“It’s not that,” David hurriedly denied. From what our friend Schlazar said, each of the demon houses are making their own moves in the Crown Competition,” David began.

“When she was an adventurer, my grandmother used to tell me that there was one place that never failed her when she was on the lookout for information. Whether it was rumours about dungeon passages, or whispers about which teams were embarking on a promising raid.”

David examined their surroundings closely. The brothels around them weren’t the dingy sort that one could find around the back alleys of a city. Instead, they were well furbished and inviting. The floral scent floating in the air bordering the structures was pleasant but not cloying.

Most importantly, despite the horrifying rumours of succubi, there was a wealth of both humans and beastkin in the area. The thought of intimacy, even with a demoness capable of twisting one’s mind, especially with such a demoness, still seemed to draw people to the brothels like flies.

But that wasn’t what they were here for.

“If the House of Greed really is as enterprising as Schlazar made them out to be, then they wouldn’t neglect the opportunity to gather information. On that front? This is the best place to be,” David said, giving Aika’s hand a reassuring squeeze.

“I see now.”

David gulped as Aika’s lips twitched upwards as she traced a finger down his neck.

“Gathering information. That’s what you’re calling it,” she whispered into his ear, her breath tickling his neck.

Before she could torture him further, Salara emerged to his rescue.

“A room booked for the night, just as you requested. Please, if you would follow me.”

***

The room that Salara led them to featured a curved glass roof which allowed sunlight to filter within. The sound of trickling water could be heard. A substantial part of the room was taken up by a generous pool – which would allow them to bathe and decompress at their leisure. The room itself was scented with lavender and sandalwood tones, and silken fabric was draped across their queen-sized bed and the large couch that occupied the corner of their room.

“How might I be of service?”

When Salara made to unhook her shift, David raised his hand. Aika pouted at him with a hint of disappointment which he could relate to, but he gestured for Salara to take a seat opposite them.

“We’re here to learn more about the Competition.”

“Ah.”

Something shifted in the succubus’s bearing. She straightened her back, and a glint of intelligence entered her eyes.

“I misinterpreted your intentions. My apologies.”

“No! I’m sure he desperately wants to put his penis inside you—” Aika rushed to reassure the succubus with a devious glint in her eye.

“Forgive my wife, we were wondering whether you could answer some questions for us. You must be… from the House of Greed?”

David’s eyes lingered on Salara’s, watching as her smile widened.

“I stand corrected. The House of Lust, then.”

Salara nodded her agreement.

“We’ve settled on… a collaboration. The Heiress of Greed, Xinra, was the one responsible for establishing the Bazaar. She knew that the opportunity to… enjoy beautiful succubi who have only ever been known by other races as despicable enemies was one that many a human or beastkin would not turn down.”

Salara rose, hips swaying as she walked towards David and Aika, taking a seat in front of them.

“I have met many a human man in the recent days. Most seek the thrill, but some are like you. I can sense their ambition.”

Salara crossed her legs, folding her hands in her lap in a distinctly business-like gesture.

“As with everything, there will be a price for information.”

“We have gold—”

“No.”

David frowned as he tried to discern Salara’s meaning, but Aika laid a hand on his forearm as she smiled.

“They’re after secrets,” she whispered, prompting a smile from Salara.

“Your beautiful wife has the truth of it.”

David pinched at his chin as he mentally reviewed the information that he had at his disposal.

“And how will this exchange work?”

“You will allow me to access the very surface of your consciousness. That is how I can gauge if you are telling the truth. It is one of our lesser-known abilities. It tends to pale in comparison when measured against our signature, after all,” Salara began with a smile. “Ask of me what you will, but you must relinquish a secret in exchange.”

“Nothing that would compromise the security of the kingdom, I’m sure,” David said with a smile which Salara responded to with a wink and a smirk.

“Let’s not set such arbitrary limits. I’m open to persuasion. Shall we?”

David held the succubus’ gaze, knowing just what she was asking to do. What Ava had done repeatedly over each of the loops.

Salara hesitated, looking at him once more for confirmation. It seemed as if they took their promise to their patrons seriously – their minds would not be intruded upon unless they wished it.

“Please, I insist.”

“Miss? Your permission?”

To his surprise, Salara turned to Aika. She looked at David with a hint of worry, but acquiesced when he nodded his head.

David felt the succubus’ awareness press down upon him as Salara ran a finger over his lips. Her scent began to fill his senses, and he felt the barest presence settle across his mind like a gentle blanket.

“What is your name?”

David paused, an idea springing to mind.

“Darrel.”

The succubus watched on, her gentle presence above his mind remaining stable, and not reacting to his ‘lie’. Aika didn’t betray her surprise and maintained her composure perfectly.

“What do you wish to know?”

“Our understanding is that the different houses are each preparing a strategy to win the Crown Competition. Tell us about the different houses, and just how they propose to win.”

Salara’s lips twisted into a wry smile.

“I’m afraid your demand is too broad. A secret for a secret… unless you give one of sufficient weight. Besides, if only we were so well informed! The houses keep their offerings close to their chest. Moves are being made by players far above my station,” Salara offered with a wry smile.

“Who is the current favourite to win?”

“The winds favour Gluttony, if their claims are to be believed.”

“What does the House of Gluttony claim—”

“Nah uh, uh,” Aika tutted. “No cheating. Your turn Salara,” the kitsune said cheerily with a smile.

David stared at his friend. He could virtually picture her tails swishing through the air in joy.

Whose side are you on?

Salara laughed at Aika’s antics and greeted him with a silent smile of her own.

“The Church is trafficking orphans from the slums through their orphanages in Ardern.”

Salara’s eyes widened imperceptibly, and David felt a hint of satisfaction as she greeted him with a slow nod.

“A heavy secret. Ask.”

“What does Gluttony have planned?”

“For that… I can give you more. To begin, House Lust and Sloth have withdrawn themselves from the competition, thereby relinquishing their chance at the throne. Sloth has never had ambitions for the throne, sequestered away in their monasteries, studying the secrets of our world,” Salara said, tracing a finger along a smooth thigh, watching with satisfaction as David’s eyes lingered on her form. “Lust has not coveted the throne since the death of the Demon Queen, and a member of their house. Proof of that fact is reflected in the departure of the heir to House Lust. Rumour has it, that she has absconded from the kingdom.”

The heir of House Lust has absconded?

With Sloth and Lust out, that leaves five suspects. Unless the reason for their non-participation is because they are preoccupied with something more ‘important’.

“The ambitions of Pride, Wrath and Envy remain a mystery.”

David frowned, slightly disappointed in her response.

“What about—”

“Shh,” Aika said, her dark, doe eyes fixed on the succubus.

“Greed’s offering is known to all. They offer the economic benefits derived from the Bazaar. It achieves more than just open trade. Contracts are being forged, ones that will propel the House of Greed into wealth beyond anything Zephelgor has seen before.”

Salara paused, idly running a hand through her dark brown locks, before her emerald eyes met his own.

“Gluttony’s offering is somewhat of an open secret. They allege that have found a way to amplify demonic magic.”

David sat in stunned silence as Salara simply smiled.

“A tremendous claim, that all the houses are understandingly sceptical of.”

The demon that I glimpsed was wielding magic far beyond anything I’ve ever seen.

Gluttony is the obvious suspect.

“Is House Gluttony at the Bazaar?”

“Not telling,” Salara proclaimed, pursing her lips and extending her palm as if to gesture for another secret. When he frowned, the succubus’ lips spread into a cheeky grin as she revelled in his disappointment, before turning towards Aika.

“Is he always this fun to tease?”

“This is nothing,” the kitsune replied, in a betrayal that shocked absolutely no one.

“I suppose I’ll need to offer another secret for more information?”

Salara inclined her head.

“There is a hole beneath Ardern. An entrance to the Infinite Dungeon beneath the human capital.”

To his surprise, Salara laughed at his secret.

“Oh, you humans. That has been common knowledge to us for a long time. But I accept it. Because I like both of you,” she said with a seductive smile. “Ask.”

Sloth and Lust abstained.

Gluttony claims to be able to amplify demon magic.

Greed seeks economic power.

Which leaves two mysteries – Pride and Envy.

“What can you tell me about Pride and Envy?”

“Envy is a frivolous house, obsessed with beauty and the arts. They have never openly coveted the throne, but neither have the abstained from it. The uncertainty delights them, and if you ask me? That is the only reason why they’re participating at all. They have just about as much substance as this thin façade that I’m presenting you with,” Salara said with a wink.

David had a feeling he knew exactly what he had to do to make her drop said ‘façade’.

“As for Pride? Duchess Isadora has been the kingdom’s informal leader since House Lust’s fall. But they have been quiet about their offering. So has House Wrath, which has been known to produce our greatest Dark Knights.”

I’ll have to start with some assumptions to narrow the search.

Assuming Lust, Sloth, Envy and Greed are out…

The ranking goes – Gluttony, followed by Pride and Wrath because of their anonymity.

Maybe we could benefit from investigating Gluttony first, before the other two houses. If we don’t discover anything this loop… I’ll have to reinvestigate my assumptions.

Salara interrupted his thoughts as she spoke.

“I will allow you to win one final question from me. We were warned against dangerous people like yourself,” Salara said with a teasing smile, as she traced a finger down his chest.

“And how would I ‘win’ this question?”

Salara licked her lips.


Chapter 12



Salara’s lips brushed against his ear as she whispered.

“My proposition is simple. You pay for the premium service, and I will introduce you to pleasures that you can barely comprehend. I’ll sweeten the deal with a question. If you ask the right one, I will tell you a true secret, which will flip your understanding of the Crown Competition on its head.”

The scent of her breath was like sweet citrus, enticing him to entwine his lips with hers.

“I assume your ‘premium service’ would require you to enter my mind?”

Salara smiled teasingly.

“Succubi are forbidden from twisting the will of men. Such has been the case since the death of the Demon Queen, for how close it brought us to our mutual destruction,” she said with a raised eyebrow. “But, I would hover over your consciousness, bringing you into realms of pleasure typically unattainable.”

“I propose a different game.”

David smiled in return, with a glance towards the kitsune beside him, with a deep appreciation for all forms of ‘games’ and trickery.

“Can you make me finish in five minutes?”

“I could make you finish in one.”

Score.

“Here is what I propose,” David began, tracing a finger along her maroon cheek. “If I hold out for five minutes, I will ask my first question. And if I hold out for ten, then I’m entitled to a second. My darling wife will join you, of course. And I promise to buy her a pet goldfish if the pair of you succeed in your challenge, of making me finish within the allotted time.”

“YOU WILL?” Aika gasped with such force that it was closer to a shriek.

David’s eyes lingered on Salara. He knew her game. She likely had an answer in mind. A more obscure secret, but something that he could probably figure out by digging hard enough.

So, he changed the game. He made her an offer that she would be stupid to refuse, because either way, she would be the winner. If she accepted, and he did last for longer than ten minutes under the full force of her powers, then she would learn about a human capable of resisting her abilities present in the bazaar – which would be knowledge of far more crucial value then anything she could offer him.

But there was another dimension to it as well, and her answer was written in her smile.

“I might hail from the House of Lust,” Salara whispered, “but all demons have their pride,” she shut her teeth audibly next to his ear, which made something stir below. “I take offense to this. I accept. Begin.”

Salara drew closer to them, her shift sliding off her right shoulder, exposing soft, maroon skin that glistened in the sunlight. The edge of her clothing lingered right over her nipple, covering it from his sight and taunting him to tug it away.

David felt the gentle ripple of the succubus’ influence turn into something more. Salara darted forwards, locking her lips with his own, and filling him with her scent. Her tongue traced his, and he felt his member strain painfully against his pants as she traced a finger along its edge.

Salara’s eyes widened in surprise when the influence she exerted hadn’t been enough to get through to him.

David resisted.

“You’re welcome to try harder. In fact… I would insist.”

Ava had been a half succubus, without access to the full force of a succubus’ powers. The brothel and Salara served a twofold purpose. Arming themselves with knowledge about the competition, its players, and allowing him to strengthen his mental resistance.

If he was able to successfully infiltrate the kingdom, he would need to obtain a resistance so unshakeable that there would be no doubt as to his status as a demon when he sought entry.

“I will need to go further. Are… you sure?”

“On one condition,” Aika interjected. David gulped as she shrugged off her white robes, revealing pale, full breasts and milky white skin.

“Don’t forget about me.”

Aika’s lips locked with his own, as he felt Salara’s hands wander over his erection. He heard the soft jingle of his belt as it came undone, and the pressure eased as she drew down his trousers. He felt the soft touch of her breath on his cock, which made it twitch with pleasure.

His eyes widened.

With every throb of his member, David felt the pressure that Salara was exerting on his mind intensify. The sensation threatened to overwhelm him, but he pushed back with surges of his own willpower, holding her at bay.

David watched in satisfaction as the succubus’s eyes widened.

“You’ll have to try harder than that.”

The succubi’s powers must intensify with the effect of sexual pleasure.

David was drawn out of his thoughts as the shift peeled away entirely from Salara’s skin. Before he could take in the sight of her chocolate nipples against dark maroon skin, her breasts drawing close and encircling his member, his vision was interrupted by Aika.

The girl’s silky black hair brushed up against her breasts as she leaned downwards, having taken a seat on his chest. Her robe was bunched up around her waist, concealing her sex, but he could feel it moisten the skin of his chest.

He let out a grunt as Salara’s mouth encircled his cock, tongue dancing around the tip. With every tantalising motion, he could feel himself met with more resistance as she brushed up against his mind. Even as he did, Aika leaned downwards to whisper in his ear.

“All the way?”

David grunted in the affirmative, because that was all he could manage before he lost himself to the world of pleasure that Salara was introducing him to, frustratingly hidden from sight from Aika’s torso. From the look of mischief in her dark, black eyes, David could tell that the obstruction was intentional.

Aika cast her robe aside, revealing her bald pink pussy as she settled on his face.

Then she began to grind.

Damnit, Aika—

David mustered every single fibre of willpower in his body as he held on. He returned the pleasure that he was receiving, running his tongue along the edges of her pussy and making her gasp in pleasure.

“W-what are you doing,” she mumbled.

He was pulling out all the stops. He had no other choice if he was to stymie the waves of pleasure that threatened to send him overboard.

Aika shuddered and fell to his side, no longer able to bear his assault. But in doing so, she revealed the lithe form of Salara. Her breasts were slick with his precum, and he felt a sliver of satisfaction as he saw the desperation in her eyes as she guided his member between her breasts.

“S-salara. You owe me a question.”

“Then ask. The timer will be pause,” she said with a hint of frustration, “but I will not.”

David gritted her teeth as she redoubled her efforts, pushing her breasts even closer together.

“Tell me how you awakened as a succubus.”

There was something I’ve always found strange.

The sudden appearance of succubi, with the rise of the Demon Queen.

Ava was a half-demon who inherited her powers, which suggests that it is hereditary. But how could it be, if succubi were only a more recent development?

Salara’s eyes widened, and she seemed to internally debate with herself, before reaching a decision.

“First, they made me undress. Then, they made me beg for it.”

He shuddered as Salara slowly began to massage his cock with her breasts once more.

“Honoured Sister, may I receive the blessing of lust?”

The soft skin of her breasts was now entirely covered by his precum and her spit, and her deliberate motions were threatening to send him over the edge. Even Aika was entranced, the kitsune staring opened mouthed as she was introduced into a whole new world of possibility with Salara’s technique. His friend was idly tracing her fingertips across her full breasts and erect nipples.

“When they deemed me worthy of the blessing, they made me drink. It sent me to a dream. And in that dream, I plucked a golden fruit brimming with life, for that is the inevitability of lust,” she whispered.

His eyes traced the length of her arm, and he could see that he wasn’t the only one who was getting pushed closer to the edge. Her fingers were just out of view, but from the way that she drank him in and licked her lips, he could practically envision them playing across the folds of her pussy.

“I ate the fruit, and awakened from my dream. Some are blessed with the gift, and some are not. But all are welcome to find a home in the House of Lust.”

Frustration flashed in the succubus’s eyes. He could feel her attempting to press down upon his psyche to gain a foothold, but David’s will was too strong.

He felt a tinge of dread when Salara abandoned her efforts with her breasts.

Salara slowly climbed on top of him. She arched her back, and David admired the way the sunlight filtering into the room glittered across her dark maroon skin, slightly slick with sweat. It seemed like she had expected to make him cum using just her breasts.

She was finally getting serious.

David shivered as she ran her fingers across his chest. The feeling was electric, and the anticipation continued to build as she leaned forwards, smothering him in her intoxicating scent.

She pressed her sex against his own, he could feel that it was wet with her anticipation.

She slid his member into her.

David blinked, and for a split second, he was hovering over his prone form. He threatened to drift away from his material body just as he had during his first few sessions with Ava when she had imposed her influence upon him.

David gritted his teeth, his nails biting into his palm, the sensation of pain grounding him, the final bulwark against Salara’s influence.

“H-how?”

It seemed as if Salara was accustomed to many men finishing from the mere act of insertion.

David wasn’t so arrogant to believe he would have lasted without his unique advantages…

But cheating had never felt so good.

She grinded him with fluid, practised motions. She could see the impatience in her eyes. But she was tempered by discipline. Her movements built up gradually, she didn’t rush to a finish. She knew the value of good build up, something that David himself was only just learning.

But it had a cost to it.

“It seems it’s time for my second question.”

From the way Salara bit her lip, David knew that she realised she was on the precipice of losing. Now, the game was no longer about the questions. It was a matter of pride, and she would see to it that she won, even if she had to answer in great detail.

“I-if you were in my p-position, what question would you ask?”

Salara’s eyes narrowed, and it seemed like she realised that David was extending her a peace offering. Letting her dictate the question. From the look on her face, David didn’t know whether the gesture was appreciated, or merely interpreted as an affront.

“I would ask about the Royal Demon Academy.”

David returned a teasing smile.

“Then I suppose our game has come to an—”

Salara abandoned her grinding technique in favour of a different one. She lifted herself up, her thighs tensing, before slamming down on him, her soft skin meeting his own.

Uh oh.

The rhythmic sound of their union filled the air, punctuated by Salara’s moans as she pushed herself to the very edge. Aika had abandoned her efforts to approach him. Admittedly, David had neglected the eager kitsune, and he knew there would be consequences. But presently, her fingers had found the folds of her own pussy, her dark nipples fully aroused.

“The Crown Competition is in its climax,” Salara said breathlessly as she bit her lip, riding him vigorously. “T-there is a game within, and without. For a month, starting next Mondas, the h-h-heirs of the Houses are secluded within the Academy, locked inside by a barrier, mmfh,” the moan escaped unbidden, making her maroon cheeks turn a darker shade.

David’s willpower was at its absolute limit, his practice with Ava being the only thing ensuring that he didn’t utterly lose himself to Salara’s tantalising influence. Every fibre in his body was begging him to surrender himself to her, but David held.

“O-our history has been marked with bloodshed,” she said as she bit her lips intently, eyes deadly, “the houses have needed a means to ensure that they do not war against each other in the final s-stretch of the C-competition,” she gasped. “M-mutually assured destruction. And House Lust will oversee the heirs’ seclusion as their arbiter. I-it also allows—”

She broke off, anchoring herself to the bed and leaning forwards.

Then she began to slam her ass down on top of him at a rapid pace. David’s hearing was beginning to go fuzzy, as prickles began to run up and down his legs. But through his muffled hearing, he made out her response.

“It allows the heirs to bond with each other,” she shouted, “I CAN’T, COME INSIDE ME, PLEASE!”

He knew that Salara was likely trained to pour her desire into her words, whether she meant it or not. But as her mouth lulled open, her cheeks burgundy and flushed with her pleasure, and her chocolate nipples erect—

David believed her.

A moan finally escaped his lips, morphing into a deep groan of pleasure as he unleashed his seed inside of her. With every tremendous, throbbing pulse, he felt Salara’s influence wane and fade as he buffeted her back, her mental influence losing its force.

His eyes widened as she rose, his cum dripping down from inside her, before she rolled to the side, her chest rising and falling with every quick breath that she took.

“Y-you’re…”

She licked her lips as she rose, her legs wobbling as she bowed to them. Then, it seemed to register to her that David had managed to resist her influence throughout their union.

“P-please enjoy your stay.”

Without another word, she rushed from the room, not even bothering to pause to cover herself.

“Aika.”

David heard a loud moan escape her lips, as Aika’s fingers dove into her pussy at a staccato.

“Aika.”

The kitsune’s illusion flickered, and for a moment he was greeted to the sight he had witnessed in the room of reflection. Pale silver tails spread out on the bed beneath her, her silky black hair turning silver, and black eyes turning gold.

She bit her lip as her gaze wandered to his cock, the motion of her hand accelerating.

“I’ll kill you,” she gasped as she came, her body convulsing with pleasure. But even as he was greeted to the wondrous sight, David felt a chill run down his spine. His instincts were confirmed from the glare that his friend gave him.

Aika snarled as she leapt on him.

“Gimme.”

“W-wait. Not right now. We need to leave. Quickly. They’re going to try to take me in.”

Aika growled at him, golden eyes shining as she grinded restlessly against the covers, clearly unsatisfied.

“Fine,” she huffed, before David pulled her to her feet.

“But you’re making this up to me.”


Chapter 13



David and Aika rushed out of the brothel, having shed their guises. Upon melting back into the market, they caught sight of brothel attendants clad in the pale yellow of House Lust roaming about the bazaar on the lookout for them.

After slipping away from them, David and Aika linked back up with Molo and Miki. After filling him in with his own discoveries, Aika’s golden eyes intensely lingering on him the entire time, Miki and Molo revealed that their efforts had produced some results. They had found a potential solution to one of their most crucial obstacles.

Molo’s means of entry into the kingdom.

“You’re certain about this, Molo?”

The trio stood in front of a training grounds established right next to the bazaar. Fighters of all races were gathered in the area, sparring under the watchful eyes of demon invigilators. The House of Greed was running mercenary recruitment. The bazaar signified one of the first times in history that the demon kingdom was opening up itself to outsiders. It would also inevitably attract people of many talents, and it seemed like they weren’t discriminating in who they hired. Beastkin of all kinds, even humans, could be seen sparring in the area.

“Next group, up!”

“I’m up next. House Greed are hiring a mercenary force, brotha. If I make it in…”

“Meet us at the town square at midday if you can. Or if you have the chance, set one of these guys off, and we’ll be able to trace the scent,” David said, handing Molo the familiar makeshift fungal bombs that they had used in one of their very first dungeon runs to stun the wolves.

“Be careful, Molo.”

The large beastkin gave him a grin and a wave. Miki gave his arm a reassuring squeeze, and David let out a deep breath, still breathless from his experience at the brothel.

He nodded to Aika and Miki beside him

They made their way towards Zephelgor’s black walls.

***

They had walked away from the bustle of the bazaar, the sounds of revelry fading behind them. The kingdom’s gates were a short distance away, and seemed to be guarded by a small detachment of guards.

They had also altered their guises, courtesy of the [veil of illusion]. A trio of demons strode along. David had grey skin and a pair of black horns. Not all the demons they noticed sported a pair of wings, and they had decided to forgo them. Aika had pale white skin in contrast to his own, with a pair of twisting silver horns, while Miki was a deep maroon with a pair of brown horns. David and Miki retained their usual appearance, while Aika had changed hers more drastically. On the off-chance that the kitsune had infiltrated the kingdom, they didn’t want to risk them finding their heir waltzing about Zephelgor.

“Where should we start?” Miki asked.

Aika was still glaring at him. Even with her disguise, the intensity of her gaze hadn’t diminished in the least. David swallowed, averting his gaze and turning to Miki who was walking on his left.

“It’s a little overwhelming with the sheer amount of houses and players involved… but I’ve narrowed our suspects down to three houses. Or at least, these are the ones we should focus on. House Gluttony being the most likely culprit, followed by House Pride and Wrath, whose goals are still unknown to us.”

“In that case… where do you want to start?”

“Let’s start with Gluttony.”

Miki nodded her agreement.

“Horny goldfish.”

David and Miki froze. They sensed something in Aika’s tone. David knew of some adventurers with skills that allowed them to sense the presence of danger. He was greeted with something eerily similar, and the last he checked, he hadn’t gained any new skills.

“Hold on Aika… hear me out…”

Aika continued to stare at him. Then her pointer finger rose and drove itself into his cheek twice.

Hard.

“Horny. Goldfish.”

David swallowed.

“Aika…”

“Do you want to hear the story of Darrel the horny goldfish eunuch?”

David gulped as the kitsune crept closer in her demon form. She had retained her golden eyes, and her silver horns shone lightly in the moonlight. She was as beautiful as she ever was, simply rendered in the form of a demon. And her smile… her smile was certainly demonic.

“One day, Darrel the horny goldfish forgot about his wife when he went to visit a brothel. The worst part, was that they went together. Because they were kinky little goldfish.”

“Aika—”

She looked at him with puppy-dog eyes, pursing her lips. Miki beside her was biting her lip desperately trying not to burst into laughter, and clearly enjoying his suffering immensely.

“He had too much fishy fun, and forgot about his poor fishy wife. So, when Darrel went to sleep, he woke up the next day without his penis. That was the story of Darrel the horny goldfish eunuch. Did you like it?”

David’s skin was pale and clammy. He nodded feverishly. He never thought it would be possible to have such a deep sense of empathy with a goldfish, but the miracles of the Continent never ceased to amaze him.

Aika’s foxfire washed over him and gulped when the sensation of his dick disappeared from his awareness.

Foxfire… is way too powerful.

She smiled dangerously as she crept closer to him, running her finger down his neck.

“Don’t forget about me again.” she whispered.

“Y-yes princess.”

“Mm.”

Aika turned to Miki, and exchanged a hi-five with her, before the pair of them burst into giggles at the look on his face.

***

Guardsman Dvorak had had it with happy couples. All of their smug, smiling faces as they headed to and from the bazaar on their dates. He personally considered Greed’s bazaar to be a stain on their reputation. Opening the gates – even figuratively – to the other races was inviting trouble.

The demons had their pride. What they needed to exert was a show of dominance. Of force, to solidify their status in the minds of the other, inferior races. Although he did admit, that those female ‘bunnykin’ he had spotted in the distance did awaken something in him, although he would never admit it to a soul.

“Guardsman Dvorak.”

“Y-yes, sir?”

“Why are you staring at her ass?”

Dvorak pulled his eyes away from a cute bunnykin with butt cheeks he could only describe as possessing the suppleness of soap bubbles. Miraculous things that defied gravity. His boss and perpetual pain in his ass had so ruthlessly ripped his attention away from them.

He blinked, and his visual acuity returned to normal. The bunny girl who had been dancing drunkenly with a friend in the bazaar faded into a blip in his vision.

His superior eyesight was a handy ability, along with the others possessed by demons of the bloodline of pride. They excelled in their physical abilities, which made them prize picks for the city’s forces. With the Crown Competition in full swing, their superior physical prowess had never been more highly sought after.

“Ahem. Senior guardsman Vorick. Might I seek leave to—”

“You’ve used all of your leave up before the bazaar was erected. Tough luck, and poor planning Dvorak. Now attend to this happy trio.”

He watched with open envy as a trio of very good-looking young demons approached. The man’s arm was draped casually across the shoulders of two young women – one with gorgeous silver horns, a rarity amongst even demons of his superior house. The other had skin of a flawless maroon that he knew would have the other ladies up in arms about her skincare secrets. For some strange reason, the man was sweating and his face was clammy.

“Why is it that the weird ones are always so popular with the ladies,” he muttered under his breath. He knew that if he was between the two of those beauties, he would be able to handle them just fine.

“Halt!” he called out.

Guardsman Dvorak gritted his teeth as he regarded the trio. He strongly considered planting some of the blowgrass he had stowed in his back pocket into the young man’s trousers before arresting him. The audacity of them to freely enjoy the bazaar and revel in excess.

The audacity of him to get lucky not only once, but twice over.

“Guardsman Dvorak.”

He gritted his teeth as his superior called out to him.

“Move forwards. Sister, if you would.”

The Sister of Lust stepped forwards. She was draped in soft, yellow robes that poorly concealed her full figure. She was one of the demon queen’s elite succubi – and their full-proof means of piercing through any illusions that human mages could conjure, even with the assistance of skills. Only kitsune had a chance in hell of making it past their detections, and they were all holed up on their isles.

Still, there was a method of detecting whether males were genuine.

The Sister flashed the entrants.

She unbuttoned her long, yellow robe to reveal a figure he had only glimpsed once before. He remembered her heavy breasts, and well-trimmed mound. After she had caught him staring that day, she had been careful to angle herself away from him, and directly at the approaching demons.

After a moment, she closed her robe, giving him a nod.

“Tsk. No fun,” he muttered under his breath.

Occasionally, the Sisters would conduct spot checks on approaching demons, which had heightened in frequency since the House of Greed had established the bazaar. She didn’t flash all of the entrants, to his immense disappointment.

Guardsman Dvorak spat to the side as the young couple passed.

Some men drown while others die of thirst.

What a cruel, cruel, world.

***

As soon as they passed the gate and were out of the view of the guardsmen, David collapsed to his knees. He panted, eyes wide as Aika and Miki rushed to support him. The last thing he remembered was the sight of the Sister unbuttoning her robe.

There was a brief moment of hilarity and incredulity, before the full force of the ‘Sister’ had almost shattered his willpower to dust. Whoever that succubus was, she made Salara’s influence even in the throes of intense pleasure feel like a gentle breeze as compared to the hurricane. All she had done to arouse him was simply bare herself, and even in the absurdity of the moment, David had almost lost himself entirely.

“L-let’s go.”

He rose, and the worry in Aika’s eyes melted a degree before she nodded. As they strode deeper into the Kingdom. It wasn’t long before they happened upon their first bustling inn. It seemed as if the bazaar was popular with the younger demons, if those lingering outside the establishment were anything to go by.

“A room for three please,” he heard Miki call out to the innkeep as he clutched at his head.

“We’ll charge extra if he pukes,” he grunted.

Immediately upon shutting the door to their room, Miki and Aika rushed to his side.

“I can see why the Church is so scared of succubi,” David groaned. “Whoever that woman was… she was powerful. Far more than Ava, and far more than Salara. Now I can understand how top male adventurers had their minds twisted,” he coughed, attempting to shake out the throbbing in his skull.

“Rest. I’ll go get some food. Once you’re well, we’ll scout out the area,” Miki said.

“And I’ll go talk to some of the patrons,” Aika interjected. “Don’t worry, I won’t have a problem fooling them,” she said with a wink.

I don’t have a doubt that you would.

“Thanks.”

To his surprise, Aika paused at the doorway, before turning to head back to him. She leaned her head against his own, before planting a soft kiss on his cheek.

“I didn’t really mean it,” she whispered, her golden eyes dim.

“Oh, silly. Darrel the horny goldfish is a story I’ll treasure for a long time to come,” David said with a chuckle and a groan. The kitsune hugged him tighter, before reluctantly releasing him and leaving him behind with a tentative glance.

David passed out.

***

David woke in the early afternoon the next day. He noticed that Aika and Miki had adjusted the single beds on either side of his, and he found the girls sleeping on either side of him. They must have been up late the previous day sourcing information from the patrons. His head still throbbed from the intensity of the succubus’s assault, but it also filled him with a degree of confidence.

“David!” Miki exclaimed. Aika blearily blinked, before rushing upright when she realised he was awake.

“Are you alright?”

“Y-yeah. Thanks for helping me yesterday. That succubus was strong. But… I’m feeling good about it,” he turned to them with a weak grin. “Short of a Sister of Lust launching a prolonged assault, or full-on having sex with me, I think there’s little chance of me losing myself to them.”

Aika’s red lips twitched into a smile, but the girl seemed to relent in her teasing. David smiled back, pleased that she wasn’t taking the events of the prior day personally. He still noticed her looking into the distance occasionally, her brows furrowed. Something had been on her mind from the start of the loop, but she still hadn’t seen fit to tell them. David would give her the time she needed.

“What did you manage to learn?”

Miki gestured for him to join her by the window, which she opened. The inn was overlooking Zephelgor’s town square, the central portion of the kingdom. They pointed at different groups of demons, noting things down on a piece of paper they must have gotten from the innkeep.

Demons of all kinds filled with square. Those sporting the grey robes of the House of Sloth preached to passing demons. Sisters of Lust clad in familiar pale-yellow robes could be seen walking through the crowd, the other demons giving them a wide berth out of deference as much as fear.

For the first time, he was also greeted to demons from the other houses.

David felt a chill run down his spine as a demon in pitch black plate armour strode through the crowd, two heads taller than the tallest demons around him. His eyes were devoid of sclera, entirely black as he casually surveyed the area.

“Pride,” Aika whispered.

“How do you know?”

“I went invisible and lingered downstairs once I made sure you were safe. Demons talk when they’re drunk,” Aika said with a mischievous smile. “Demons from the House of Pride seem to be known for their enhanced physical characteristics. They’re also known for the distinctive black armour. They’re a House known for producing a number of powerful Dark Knights.”

Dark Knights…

The demons’ champions.

Grandmother probably fought her fair share of them during her time as an adventurer during the Demon Queen’s reign. And I’m sure that a couple were to blame for her scars.

David squeezed Aika’s hand appreciatively.

Demons from the House of Gluttony were clad in brown clothing, and many of whom were prominent in another way. True to the implication, they were large in stature, but their weight also made them strong. Some demons filtered out of the way of one immense, rotund demon wearing Gluttony’s colours.

They would make for terrifying tanks or bruisers.

“Those demons are from the House of Wrath.”

David looked in the direction that Aika pointed, and felt his hair stand on edge. They were dressed in flowing white robes that reminded him of the kitsune’s own garb. Wide-brimmed straw hats shaded them from the sun’s rays, and each of them had a long, elegant and curved blade at their side. They moved with a deadly elegance and calm, contrary to the sin that they embodied.

“Envy.”

Aika pointed towards a spattering of demons in elegant red dresses. Rather than the seductive quality carried by the succubi of House Lust, the demons of Envy had a refined beauty to them. Their bearing, manner of dress and way that they carried themselves all seemed to be tailored deliberately to distinguish themselves from the rabble.

“From what we can tell, each House occupies a different section of the kingdom. But we’ve heard some whispers and gained a lead,” Miki said, looking to Aika who nodded reassuringly.

“There have been rumours,” Miki trailed off, her gaze falling. Aika reassuringly squeezed her hand. “Rumours of people hearing howls at night in the Gluttony Quarter,” she completed. “People think that there are beastkin trapped in there, being experimented upon. They think it has to do with Gluttony’s ‘contribution’ to the Competition.”

Enhancing demon’s magical abilities…

David glanced at Miki.

But Miki is the only beastkin we know that possesses the manasurge beastform.

What could they be doing with beastkin?

David nodded his head.

That demon in the sky had a control over magic that most archmages would struggle to reach.

It’s as good a place to start as any.

“Let’s head to the Gluttony Quarter.”


Chapter 14



On Tuesdas evening, after the sun had set, they departed for the Gluttony Quarter. Demon mages had spread out light orbs that hung over the sidewalks, illuminating Gluttony’s section of the city. True to the implication, it seemed like the kingdom’s best restaurants were situated in Gluttony Quarter, and David salivated as the tantalising scent of sizzling meat reached them.

“This… doesn’t help at all,” Miki grunted. “So much for using my nose to sniff them out. The smells in this place are overwhelming.”

“We could check out the mansion where Gluttony’s royal family reside. It’s likely to be well protected, and there would be no better or more secure place to conduct the experiments.”

Aika and Miki nodded.

They strode through the night market, watching as demon families congregated around the stalls, children eagerly pointing at food as they tugged on their parents’ clothing. He could see couples on dates, and old demons with potbellies sitting around tables with friends, glasses of beer spread out in front of them.

[Telepathic link]

David directed it to both Aika and Miki.

“The Church would have us believe that they’re savages. This looks like…”

“The houndkin enclave,” Miki interjected, making David’s eyes widen in surprise.

“The demons in the Gluttony Quarter seem to have a strong sense of community. I guess food is as good as anything to unite a people,” she continued.

David’s eyes wandered to a mansion atop a hill that was visible from the night market. It had high walls, and he could make out soldiers clad in brown armour – Gluttony’s colours – patrolling the walls.

“Miki. Aika and I are going to try to get as close as possible as we can to the mansion. I’ll transform into my werewolf form and try to see if I can detect any lingering scents. Stay in the market, and try not to attract too much more attention,” David said.

Miki turned around at him with narrowed eyes.

“What do you mean ‘too much more’ attention?”

“David’s getting a little jealous of those looks you’re getting,” Aika transmitted as she pouted her lips.

With a nod he broke off with Aika towards the mansion.

[True invisibility]

They crept forwards, melting away into darkness. There was a staircase leading up to the battlements where the soldiers were patrolling. They quietly climbed to the top of the wall. House Gluttony’s soldiers were relaxed and widely dispersed around the perimeter.

[Beasts form: werewolf]

David shifted, his enchanted clothes expanding with him, still under the effect of [true invisibility].

He sniffed the air, attempting to untangle the scents around him. The pair of the crept past the yawning guards, whose eyes were enviously fixed on the night market below them. But even as they crept closer to the mansion, David wasn’t able to make out any strong scents that were reminiscent of beastkin.

[Telepathic link]

David connected his telepathic link to Miki, before merging it with his link to Aika.

“Miki… it looks like we’re—”

“DAVID! HELP.”

David froze.

“Miki? What’s wrong? Where are you?” Aika said with alarm.

“I was walking around the edge of the market, when I caught a scent. I tried to reach you… but the telepathic link wasn’t open—

“Nevermind that! Where are you?”

“This huge knight in brown plate armour. He seemed to just pick me out of the crowd. He hauled me back into the wagon with some other beastkin.”

“He saw through the illusion?” David questioned.

“I don’t know. He didn’t say a word.”

Shit.

Shit, shit, shit.

“Do you have any idea where they’re taking you?” Aika transmitted.

“I’ve only caught glimpses out of the carriage. We’re in an area filled with grey buildings. I think it’s the Sloth Quarter. I see some of the monks around.”

“Hold on, we’re coming to get you,” David said.

David dropped his [true invisibility], watching as Aika did the same.

“Let’s go.”

***

Sloth Quarter sat immediately adjacent to Gluttony’s section of the kingdom. Under [true invisibility] the pair of them ran through dark streets, avoiding the bald demon monks in grey robes they had noticed around the bazaar.

Unlike Gluttony’s Quarter, it was silent, and seemed to be dedicated to monasteries, places of learning, archives and libraries. In other circumstances, David would have been eager to delve into the secrets that House Sloth had to offer him, but they were running out of time.

Should I just restart the loop?

Damn it, I should have checked whether the loop ends on my death, or whether they live past me.

I can’t risk her living through torture if I die prematurely. I need to survive, and I need to save her.

[Telepathic link]

“Miki?”

“I’m alright. They’ve got us locked up in some sort of warehouse.”

Using his werewolf senses, David’s eyes widened when he finally caught Miki’s scent. With Aika trailing behind him, effortlessly estimating his position from the soft sounds of his movement, they made their way towards what looked like a large, abandoned building at the precipice of the Sloth Quarter, directly adjacent to the Gluttony Quarter.

“This must be it,” David whispered. “Aika, I’ll create a distraction. You go in and get her out. If you can… help the others. But if we release all of them, Gluttony will just capture them again. We don’t have anywhere to house them. Wait here. Run in once I give you the signal.”

David crept around to the side of the building, where a couple of soldiers in House Gluttony’s armour and colours were stationed. They looked to be casually chatting together over dinner. There was a single guard stationed as a lookout while the others took their break.

David dropped his [true invisibility], knowing that he had to actively focus on maintaining it. He couldn’t use it while he was in combat, or when he was activating his other skills. Neither could Aika from the sounds of it, seeing as it demanded so much mental focus to maintain.

[Beast form: manasurge]

[Flaming needles]

The subtle lines of mana around him blinked into existence. He willed a flaming needle into existence beside him, before frowning.

That was much, much easier than it was last time.

The new beast form must really help with my mana control… I might not have Miki’s efficiency, but this changes everything.

David watched with cold satisfaction as three other needles blinked into existence. He launched the salvo straight towards the guard on lookout. Two of the needles pierced through his neck, with his other two missing their marks. The impact caused the guard to choke and gurgle, before falling to his knees.

The other guards rose with shouts, before rushing over to check on their comrade.

[Fireball]

Anticipating their actions, the fireball exploded in their midst, flames spreading to the portions of their armour covered in fabric. Their shouts and screams filled the quiet night air, but David had already repositioned, and was peppering the guard house with more fireballs.

[Telepathic link]

“Now, Aika!”

“I’m going in!”

David looked over his handiwork, the guards in utter disarray.

I’m going to need to find myself some more offensive spells or skills.

Using the manasurge beastform for fireballs and flaming needles is like bringing a [lightning column] spell to get rid of a couple of ants. I’m refilling my mana almost as soon as I expend it.

[True invisibility]

He narrowly avoided a guard by ducking into an alcove, watching as he ran past.

[Telepathic link]

“Miki? Are you alright? Aika’s gone in to look for you.”

“The place is filled with houndkin. They were smart enough to leave some guards behind. They’ve got me in manacles that disrupt the flow of my mana… but I think I can still wreak some havoc. They don’t restrict my powers completely.”

David cursed as he recalled the blade he had found in the Passage of the Beastmage – the same blade with an enchantment that disrupted mana. Fortunately, it seemed like the manacles still didn’t quite match up to Miki’s new form.

Another guard broke away from the group huddled in front of the warehouse, running deeper into the Sloth Quarter.

Looks like he’s trying to alert the House.

Not if I can help it.

[Flicker step]

[Accelerated thrust]

David leapt down from his perch, before flickering forwards over the dark cobblestone. His sword speared through the demon’s chest, the other guards exclaiming when they noticed the commotion.

[Beast form: werewolf]

David was already bounding towards them. He leapt, hurling down on them with a body mass that none of them could rival, instantly breaking through their formation. Their shields wobbled from the impact of his claws, and their swords retracted close to their bodies in a vain attempt to protect themselves.

Instead of charging directly at them, he leapt up onto the shopfront on their right, dodging a meek swipe, before falling on them from above. He slammed into the middle demon, pinning him to the ground.

[Rend]

His claws tore through the demon’s neck. David [flicker stepped] just as the other two demons swung towards him with a shout, allowing their swords to clash as he disappeared from his position, appearing a short distance behind them.

[Beast form: manasurge]

David’s form shifted back to his default form, his hair glowing from the flow of the mana within him. He flung a fireball at each of the two remaining guards, watching as they writhed in pain before succumbing to their burns – practically roasted within their armour.

Before David could react, a large knight clad entirely in dark brown plate armour emerged from the warehouse’s entrance. The knight was so tall that he had to crouch to get through the entrance, striding towards David with an easy grace, hefting a greatsword that was as tall as he was.

This might prove a challenge.

The knight lunged forwards, executing a vertical slash. From the grace of the slash and the knight’s confidence to commit to it, David could tell that they had trained for many years more than he had. Even accounting for the loops, he knew that he was still only beginning to fully get a grasp of his skills.

He was no longer only fighting creatures in the Infinite Dungeon.

[Flicker step]

David retreated, flashing out of the greatsword’s range. He wasn’t about to let his pride get to him, and flaming needles began to blink into existence overhead before hurtling towards the knight. They were difficult to direct as they were, and he seemed to have to rely on his eyesight to guide them. The knight lurched forwards, quicker than should have been possible with his armour. Raising his greatsword, they casually deflected a couple of oncoming needles headed in the trajectory of its helm.

Shit.

[Fireball]

[Flicker step]

[Fireball]

[Flicker step]

Taking advantage of his mana recharge rate, David started to appear in a zigzag pattern around the knight, constantly hurling fireballs in their direction as he appeared. Finally, something seemed to catch, and David flinched back as a bestial roar emerged from the knight.

The knight ripped off its helm.

David was greeted to the sight of a houndkin.

[Flicker step]

[Flaming needles]

David danced into the houndkin’s proximity, flickering to the side as the greatsword swung down, clattering against the cobblestones.

Insight gained!

[Flaming rapier] unlocked!

David instantly called the skill, the burning sword appearing in his hands.

[Accelerated thrust]

As the knight raised a gauntleted hand to intercept the needles that were hounding him, he was blind to David’s blurringly fast thrust. The flaming rapier weaved under his raised hand and into his throat at a diagonal angle. David’s flaming blade was driven deep, and the houndkin knight shuddered before falling inert to the ground.

[Beast form: werewolf]

With his extra mass, David quickly drew the knight away from the cobblestones, casting glances to either side for approaching demons that may have witnessed the fight. Thankfully, the streets were deserted, owing to Gluttony’s diligence in picking a discreet spot to house the beastkin.

David rushed into the warehouse. Aika had freed Miki, and the pair of them were fighting back against a single surviving guard. He saw groups of houndkin tied up and concentrated in the corners of the building.

David ran forwards, stabbing the final surviving Gluttony guard in the back while he was occupied with Aika and Miki.

“Are you two alright?”

They nodded at him, panting. After quickly looking them over, it seemed like they were unscathed from the fight.

“Wait, David.”

“Miki…”

“I know,” she bit her lip, eyes lingering on the beastkin looking at the trio of strange demons that had carved apart their captors. Many of them looked so weak, frail and defeated that they didn’t even spare them a glance. He spotted beastkin of all sorts – houndkin, bunnykin and lamia all bound in strange grey manacles.

“I know that if we free them, Gluttony will hunt them down and punish them. But let’s at least figure out what’s going on here, before reinforcements arrive. We’ll… save it for another loop,” Miki said with difficulty. David gave her arm a brief squeeze, before pulling Aika and Miki to the side.

“Help,” one of the houndkin called out weakly. He saw Miki’s heart break in that moment, just as his own had in the earliest loops. It was something that she would numb to in due time. They all eventually did. He just wasn’t sure whether it was a good thing.

[Flaming needles]

Miki’s eyes grew wide as needles appeared above David’s head. They slowly and carefully severed a couple of the houndkins’ bindings, and David threw a dead guard’s keyring into their hands.

“Free the rest. Stay low and quiet.”

“T-thank you.”

David turned to his friends.

“Come on. We need to search the place before more soldiers arrive.”

Before long, they stumbled upon an empty office. Miki had gone outside, and was stationed a distance away from the warehouse. She would warn them if Gluttony’s forces approached, and David, after learning his lesson, kept his [telepathic link] open with her. A large board had been erected, and numerous documents were splayed out across the table. They dove straight in, looking for documents that could be of use to them.

“This one says that the warehouse is just a ‘storage facility’. It has the address of a ‘laboratory’ situated deeper in the Sloth Quarter. Here.”

David skimmed over the paper, before stowing it in his bag of holding. Apart from the laboratory address, it had little else of relevance to his disappointment.

“David, guards are approaching. You have to leave, now,” Miki’s voice echoed in his head.

David gritted his teeth as he ran from the warehouse with Aika, his thoughts still hovering on the houndkin knight that he had fought with.
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They returned to the inn having altered their disguises and booking another room. They collapsed onto their beds as the exhaustion of the day caught up to them.

“We still don’t know why House Gluttony is after the houndkin, but at least we have a lead.”

Miki looked shaken, and Aika was gently rubbing her forearm as she stared off into the distance.

“Miki.”

Miki looked up at David’s soft voice.

“Are you alright?”

Miki nodded, her lips tight, before she sighed.

“It takes some getting used to, knowing that the fate of all these people won’t really… matter in the scheme of things,” she whispered, before she looked up at him. "

“Yeah.”

The silence was heavy as they ate.

“Miki… I think I know how they found you. The knight that identified you? He was a houndkin.”

Miki’s hazel eyes widened, her fingers tightening around Aika’s forearm.

“Foxfire fools the senses… including smell. But your clothes… he must have caught a trace of you somehow. We should get a new change of clothes just in case.”

“Why… why would he be working for House Gluttony against his own kind?”

“I don’t know,” David said, staring at his palms with houndkin blood on his hands. “Maybe Gluttony have promised them something? But whatever the reason is… it’s no justification for jailing and experimenting on houndkin.”

Miki shook her head, her gaze hardening.

“Alright. What’s our next move,” she asked. Aika smiled at her, giving her friend a tight hug, and making Miki gasp and laugh.

“Tomorrow – on Wednesdas. We’ll scope out the laboratory in the Sloth Quarter. Try to figure out just what experiments they’re conducting, and how it involves the beastkin.”

“Do you think it could be associated with the giant demon that attacked Vedir?”

David nodded.

“If they somehow found a way to supercharge demonic magic… that’s the obvious conclusion. But we still don’t know enough. Let’s get some rest, and tomorrow, we’ll scope out the place.”

***

On Wednesdas afternoon, they made their way towards the laboratory address with fresh disguises. The border between the Sloth and Gluttony Quarters was filled with guards scoping out the area. The trio gave them a wide berth, heading deeper into the Sloth Quarter, and towards the address they noticed on the document.

“David… those are…”

A stream of Greed for Speed carriages filed down the road, heading for the central area of the Sloth Quarter. David caught a brief, vague glance of a pretty female demon with purple hair dressed in the pale yellow robes peering out from the window of the floating carriage. After a second, she climbed back inside. The glimpse of her familiar yellow robes signalled her allegiance.

“The House of Lust. What are they doing here?”

From what he had gathered from Salara, House Sloth and Lust were neutral parties, uninvolved with the Competition. But there was also the possibility that they were cooperating with one another to achieve a different goal.

The whole thing seemed like one large, tangled web with many moving pieces.

He would have to untangle one mystery at a time. That way, he wouldn’t get caught in its midst, and instead, he could turn the web into something that served him.

Their destination was an unassuming small shopfront sandwiched between a monastery and a preschool. It appeared to be a bakery, and an elderly demon was casually handing out bread to some monks that were lining up in the store.

David glanced uncertainly at his friends, beginning to doubt that they had gotten the right location. But now that he thought of it, it was the perfect place to conduct atrocious and clandestine experiments.

“No one suspects the baker,” he whispered.

***

“Hello darling. How might I help you this fine day?”

The elderly woman beamed at Aika as she entered the bakery. Aika casually stepped ahead of David, who was trailing her under the effects of [true invisibility], beaming right back at the shop attendant with an effortless smile.

“Miss… are you from House Envy? Because you’re glowing today. The bread smells absolutely divine,” the kitsune gushed.

The older woman blushed, her maroon skin turning a shade deeper as she idly picked at her horns. They were shaped like a ram’s and were a dark blue colour.

I have to give it to her…

She is a natural. I would struggle with this.

“Oh, you flatterer, you’ve made this old woman’s day. Here, on the house.”

As Aika and the shop attendant chatted, David carefully crept around the counter. His eyes fixed on a trapdoor beneath the elderly woman’s feet.

[Telepathic link]

“Entrance is likely a trapdoor behind the shop counter. It’s very impractical… they might have tunnels leading to the basement from different areas. We’re probably going to have to cause a diversion to get in.”

Aika bid farewell to the elderly shop attendant, before stepping out of the store, followed by David. David dropped his [true invisibility] around the corner, before joining Aika and Miki. Instead of standing around, they decided to take a walk around the block to gather their bearings.

House of Sloth’s main monastery came into view, only a street away from where the bakery was situated. David stared up at the imposing, dreary structure – built from dark grey brick and sporting a large, domed glass roof that called to mind the temple ruins he had encountered in the Passage of the Beastmage. Monks and orderlies scurried about the courtyard, and Sisters of Lust, as well as other attendants dressed in pale yellow robes seemed to be scurrying in and out of the temple assisting the monks.

“We’ve got two options,” David said. “We can come back at night or try to create a diversion. There’s also a risk that the lab will be highly guarded.”

“I vote coming at night,” Miki replied, “Although, we should probably move quickly. After our stunt at the warehouse, they might hike security—”

The explosion ripped through the monastery.

David barely had time to react, falling into a kneel. His ears were ringing from the aftermath of the blast, and his vision swam. He immediately turned to Aika and Miki. Their illusions were still in place, and Aika greeted him with a nod. Miki was clutching her head, but when David approached to check on her, she brushed him off.

“I-I’m alright. Just shaken.”

When they rose, they were greeted to a haze of thick, grey dust that filled the street. As the seconds passed and his hearing returned, he could make out the shouts of initiates of House Lust and Monks of House Sloth as they rushed out of the building. An entire portion of Sloth’s monastery had collapsed, but the central portion where the entrance was situated had survived.

“David… about that diversion you were talking about,” Aika whispered.

David’s eyes widened.

“Let’s go.”

David rounded the corner, and they were greeted to an empty bakery. The shop attendant had likely fled, and David was doubtful about whether she was even aware of the true identity of the building as a front for the lab.

They rushed inside, David activating his skill.

[Beast form: werewolf]

Crouched out of sight, David’s body expanded, wedging him uncomfortably between the wall and the counter. His claws dug into the door’s handle, and David began to pull with all the strength that he could muster. He gasped as the door came flying upwards, the latch having stretched and broken under the force he exerted.

“They must be panicked underground. Miki, stay up here. Aika and I will use our invisibility to see what we can manage to find downstairs. I’ll keep the telepathic link open.”

Miki nodded, and Aika and David climbed down the ladder leading into the basement. They entered a tunnel area, and under the effects of [true invisibility] they followed the tunnel in the direction away from Sloth’s main monastery. David waved his hand in front of him, attempting to dispel the dust that hung in the air from the explosion.

Shit…

Some of the tunnels and rooms might have collapsed.

They finally arrived at a junction leading to a number of different rooms. David and Aika immediately split up, searching through whatever documents they could find. Parts of the room had collapsed, with debris scattered around the floor, and David brushed the dust aside in desperate search of information.

“David, come to me. You really need to see this,” Aika said.

Rarely anything shook the kitsune. She was good at maintaining her façade and keeping her cool under pressure. But this time… David could sense horror at the edge of her voice.

“Aika… is everything alright?” Miki’s voice echoed.

David read the paper that Aika stretched out to him, transmitting it over their telepathic link for Miki’s benefit.

“Cross-breeding attempts with beastkin remain unsuccessful. Gluttony’s heir remains an exception. His mana channel density warrants further attempts at replication. Pain suppressants continue to gradually decline in their efficacy. Reserve doses have been delivered as a contingency,” David trailed off, feeling goosebumps erupt all over his skin. “Zero successful beastkin and demon cross-breeding attempts achieved. Attempt relocation out of House Sloth’s territory. Pride’s spies have still been sighted in the Gluttony Quarter, but we expect greater scrutiny from Sloth if the current site is maintained.”

David felt a chill run down his spine as he turned the words over in his mind.

But… what’s this about cross-breeding demons and beastkin?

Gluttony’s heir is half-demon and helf-beastkin?

They set up their operations in the Sloth Quarter to escape the spies around Gluttony’s territory?

David exchanged a nod with Aika, before heading out to rejoin Miki above ground.

***

By Thursdas the following day, the kingdom of Zephelgor was up in arms about the explosion. They watched through the crack in their window as a group of rowdy demons beat up another in green clothing hailing from the House of Greed.

“Hear, hear! Duke Selmerenian of House Sloth assassinated! Initiates and Sisters from House Lust were injured in the explosion. The perpetrators remain unknown—”

Someone in the crowd around the town crier interjected.

“NONSENSE! We all know it’s the work of House Greed! This is what you get when you welcome outsiders to our doorstep. Down with the Grand Bazaar!”

David shut the window, turning to his friends.

“Your mother told me that she heard news that the Duke of Sloth would be assassinated,” David continued, looking to Miki. “Now that the House of Greed is being blamed for his assassination, I imagine that they’ll close the Bazaar down.”

“This is getting messy,” Miki said with a sigh. She glanced up at David, noticing him staring into the distance.

“You’re worried about him?”

“How couldn’t I be?” David said with a tight smile.

I hope Molo’s alright.

We never did see him at the town square, and with all the vitriol towards House Greed, I imagine the bazaar might close down, and the mercenary force might disperse.

So much for promising him that I wouldn’t abandon him.

“Let’s focus on unwrapping this mess,” Miki said, drawing him into a hug, seeming to discern his thoughts. David smiled at his friend, putting a hand on her own, before taking a seat.

“Do you think House Greed was really behind it? Aika asked.

David shook his head.

“If they were smart, they would know not to use their mercenaries to get the job done. Any bodies of humans or beastkin would immediately cast suspicion on them. But frankly? I’ve got no clue.”

“What should we do next?”

“Our main suspect so far is Gluttony’s heir. We’ve learned that he’s half-demon and half-beastkin, which has somehow supercharged his mana channels. It’s possible that he was the demon we saw over the Isles. If he’s Gluttony’s trump card, then he’s going to be locked into the Demon Academy next Mondas.”

Miki and Aika exchanged a glance as David continued.

“It seems like infiltrating the Academy is almost inevitable.”

“But how?” Miki asked.

“I’ve got an idea…”

His gaze rose, and he nodded to his friends.

“We’re going to the House of Lust.”
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The section of the Kingdom overseen by the House of Lust was startlingly humble. Clean streets were filled with ordinary demons going about their day. Children going to school, chaperoned by their parents. Elderly demons buying groceries and congregating with friends, while enjoying the afternoon sun. But of course, that was only a section of the Lust Quarter. The area closest to Zephelgor’s outer wall quickly devolved into tiny, muddy streets and ramshackle sheds and shelters. David could see that a large section of Lust’s domain was dedicated to the slums where many of the needy congregated.

At the heart of the Lust quarter was a temple. A temple that dwarfed the Vediran chapter’s base of operations, and even the vast temple dedicated to the Archdiocese in humanity’s capital of Ardern. While it was enormous in scope, it was humble in its design. Pale-yellow sandstone blocks formed the bulk of the structure, reminding him of the sights he had glimpsed in Zandria, the Great Dunes.

David, Miki and Aika strode up the steps.

He had begun his journey offering himself up as an experiment for Ovelia. A means for her to learn about the mental influence of succubi. Here he was now, strolling into a den of vipers.

More like a den of dragons, given how powerful they are.

As David finally surmounted the steps, his breath caught as he took in the temple before him.

The interior of the temple was dim, although vast pillars of sunlight filtered through gaps in the temple’s walls. Motes of dust hovered through the silent, cavernous structure. David could hear the soft lapping of water against sandstone emanating from within. His eyes were drawn to a demoness as she emerged from the water, glittering droplets dripping to the warm, stone ground from her naked skin.

Female and male demons walked unclothed within the temple, their forms bare. Neither sex appeared to be bothered by the mutual lack of clothing. From Aika and Miki’s glares that were boring into the back of his head, it seemed as if they were well aware that he did not share their apathy towards their forms.

“Can I help you?”

A voice echoed from behind him. David’s eyes hovered over a succubi dressed in familiar pale-yellow robes that vaguely outlined the curves that lay beneath. A Sister of Lust, the most powerful of the succubi.

“Honoured sister. My friends wish to receive the blessing of lust. I wish to become an initiate.”

His heart hammered in his chest as he waited for her response. The sight in the temple had confirmed what he had suspected in the brothel. Membership to the House of Lust was not only reserved to succubi. Ordinary male and female demons without the powers of the succubi were also part of their house.

“Undress. All of you.”

Miki and Aika exchanged a nervous glance, before they began to undress. The other demons about the temple paid them little heed, as if entrants being instructed to strip on the spot was a common occurrence.

“All of you.”

David gulped as the Sister’s gaze bore into him, before he obliged her.

When they were completely undressed, the Sister examined them with clinical efficiency. From the curt nod of her head, it seemed as if they had passed her assessment.

“Follow.”

When David went to pick up his robe, the Sister interrupted him.

“Leave it.”

David hesitantly rose to his feet, following behind the Sister. The sensation of walking naked through the temple, attracting the curious eyes of the very attractive, very naked women within, was one that would take some getting used to. Only the Sisters of Lust seemed to be an exception.

The dread in him only deepened when he noticed a succubi with a supple ass walk past him, the crease between her ass and thighs clearly defined for his viewing pleasure. With a cursory glance between his legs, David realised that his member had lengthened from his arousal. Any more, and he would threaten drawing attention to himself.

Darrel the horny goldfish eunuch.

Darrel the horny goldfish eunuch.

His mental chant worked wonders when he recalled Aika’s promise to him.

“Be seated.”

The sister led them to a small, rectangular room that contained a single table with refreshments and some burning candles. She knelt opposite him on a thin mat placed over the warm, sandstone floor.

David’s eyes lingered on the Sister as his mind whirled.

“You will answer the questions we pose to you truthfully. What are your names?”

“Astara,” Aika replied.

“Miki,” Miki replied after her.

From the glance that they gave him, it was clear that Aika and Miki could feel the sister’s presence across their minds. While their ability to steal a man’s will from him was what they were notorious for, it seemed like their other powers that could be applied equally to both men and women. It was a good thing that David had planned for that eventuality.

They were cautious to keep Aika’s identity a secret. The kitsune were doubtlessly on the lookout for their heir, and even if some of the demons from the House of Wrath followed a similar naming convention, they could never be too careful.

The sister turned to him.

“Your name?”

“David.”

David felt the familiar sensation settle across his mind. The feeling he had experienced when playing Salara’s game of secrets. He watched calmly as the Sister’s eyes bore into his own.

“What have you come in search of?”

“Freedom,” they all answered.

This time, none of them had to fake their response.

He thought he saw a brief glimmer of empathy in the Sister’s eyes at the desperation in his tone. That was another strategy, leading the Sister to her own conclusions. He was sure that many demons with a dark past sought out the Temple of Lust as a means of starting a new, better life. He suspected that if the Sisters prosecuted every potential initiate with skeletons in their closet, they might be left with none to support the temple. That wasn’t an approach they could afford to take, given the casualties sustained in the attack on the House of Sloth.

David had already confirmed in his interaction with Salara, the succubus at the brothel, that lying to succubi was possible. The trick was in framing your answers appropriately. The demon character he was playing could be anyone he wanted, but he had to believe his answers for himself. The same could be said for Aika and Miki – and they opted to provide answers close to the truth to minimise the risk of slipping up.

The challenge wasn’t in getting in.

It was finding out how they could earn the trust of the temple in under a week to be chosen as arbiters for the seclusion of the demon heirs in the Academy on Mondas.

“Do you promise to be loyal to the House of Lust, and to carry out your duties with—”

The Sister bombarded them with mental force.

Aika and Miki didn’t react.

But to David, the sensation was crushing. It felt like boulders were piling on top of him, grinding his bones to dust. All the while, the Sister’s expression didn’t waver, and neither did his as he withstood the surprise assault. He was expecting the Sister to test him at some point to rule out the possibility that he was a male kitsune infiltrator. It was a good thing he had mentally prepared himself for the outcome.

“—impunity and loyalty?”

“I do,” they echoed.

“Welcome to the House of Lust.”

“You... don’t require anything else? Anything...” David trailed off, this time in genuine surprise.

For the first time throughout their conversation, the Sister smiled.

“You will not need to prove your worth through your birth. Or through your wealth or standing. We accept all that are willing, and we accept you as you are. You will have food, shelter, community and safety in the House of Lust. But as for your wishes of becoming succubi? That is an honour that must be earned. Through sustained dedication to our cause, or great achievement. All of you will proceed to the baths to be cleansed. Then you will begin your responsibilities,” the Sister said with a strict but kind tone.

He noticed the first real glimmer of emotion in her eyes.

“We are thankful for your membership. We are in great need of it, in recent times. Now depart.”

David gulped as his friends’ eyes met his own at the mention of the ‘baths’.

***

The baths were a cavernous room full of steam. Sunlight filtered into the sandstone room, the rays alighting on the warm, yellow floor beneath his bare feet. The Sister had instructed him to wash off the dirt and grime of his journey, and to return once he was finished. The sound of giggles and laughter could be heard amidst the rippling of water.

He strode past a pair of bathing succubi. Their skin was coloured a pale grey. One of the girls smiled as he passed, scrubbing at small, perky breasts. The other washed her back as the pair spoke quietly, relaxing in the hot water and steam.

He still hadn’t ceased in his mental chant.

The throbbing between his legs had grown to an unbearable degree. ‘Darrel’ the goldfish’s unfortunate fate was the only thing holding back a raging erection that threatened to break free at any moment. From the smug look on Aika’s face, it seemed she was well aware of that fact and enjoying his suffering immensely. Unfortunately for him, the male demons around him seemed unbothered by the nudity, and it seemed like something the demons of House Lust were accustomed to.

“Don’t think I can’t see you staring as well,” David whispered under his breath, causing Aika to stick her tongue out at him and Miki to glare.

“You should know by now there’s only one goldfish I’m interested in,” she whispered back, threatening to eviscerate his mental chant into little pieces.

His eyes drifted to the bath beside him, and he caught the briefest glance of long purple hair through the steam, watching as another girl dutifully washed the succubus’s back. Their voices were hushed, but still discernible over the soft lapping of water.

“Iris, you have to believe me! He was a human. He resisted my influence!”

David’s eyes widened.

Shit.

It’s Salara.

Calm laughter like honey echoed softly in response to Salara’s statement.

“Oh, Sal. You do know that he was probably a half-demon. Most of them can resist the influence of novice succubi like us. Or do you think you’re special,” Iris’s companion teased lightly.

“You have to believe me! We even had sex… really good sex, and I brought him to the very edge! He should have folded but he didn’t! Urgh. You’re the worst,” Salara pouted.

“Hush,” the other girl whispered, “will you be returning to the bazaar?”

“No… House Greed pulled it down after all the backlash. Everyone’s blaming them for Duke Selmerinian’s death. I’m heading off to the House of Sloth. They’re sending a couple of Sisters over to establish a telepathic net to catch other invisible infiltrators lingering around. You know, like the one they have up around their quarters?”

“You’ll be joining them?”

“Pfft, I’m not nearly strong enough,” Salara snorted, “Only Sisters can manage it. They’ll need me to calm—”

Their voices faded away as David, Miki and Aika continued their path further into the baths. If he lingered for any longer, they would draw unwanted attention.

[Telepathic link]

“Guys—”

“Well, well, well… if it isn’t the consequences of your actions, ‘Darrel’,” Aika piped up with immense satisfaction.

“Who would have thought that your ‘fishy fun’ would have gotten you in this predicament,” Miki giggled.

“It’s a good thing that we were using different appearances when we entered the bazaar. Thankfully, it doesn’t seem like she’s sticking around the temple for long,” David grumbled telepathically. “But there’s something else… if Sisters can counter our invisibility, it limits our ability to sneak around the temple. Especially around their quarters. Aika?”

“Awww,” Aika grumbled, “I won’t go sneaking off then.”

David spotted an empty corner, which would allow them to finish their bath undisturbed and out of sight from the succubus he had encountered at the bazaar. As he sank into the water with Aika and Miki beside him, David closed his eyes with a sigh.

“What are you doing in my spot, peasants.”

A demoness with dark purple skin approached them. Her hair was cropped close to her skull, and David could see that she had shaved patterns across the sides of her head. Her lips were twisted into a snarl as she rapidly approached him. She was one of the first few demons that he noticed with a tail, and two sleek purple wings sprouting from her upper back.

No way…

Of all the places that I would find you—

Generic bitch number three.

I was wondering when you were going to show up.

The demoness wound up for a kick that she seemed to be directing towards his head. David watched on carefully as she executed the clumsy kick, easily dodging out of the way before darting forward and yanking her other ankle towards him.

She collapsed with a yelp, falling on an admittedly plump ass. But his actions only served to make the succubus more enraged.

“Ygrit. That’s no way to welcome newcomers.”

A familiar calm and melodious voice echoed outwards from behind Ygrit.

‘Iris’ was a demon with long, wavy lavender hair which seemed to glow in the sunlight filtering into the baths. She had a pair of bright eyes of the same hue, and a pair of black horns that gently curved inwards on either side of her head. Her eyes were lined with a hint of water-resistant mascara, and David noticed a mole just above her right eyebrow. Water droplets sluiced off a pair of round perky breasts, that immediately caught the eye. Her upturned pink lips were curved into a soft smile. He also noticed, to his shame and awe, that he could make out a tight round ass from between the gap within her thighs, just under her shaved sex.

Danger.

I sense danger.

David swallowed, knowing that Aika and Miki’s eyes were boring into the back of his head.

But the momentary threat that Miki and Aika posed gave way to something that equally gripped the trio’s attention.

Barring the dark black horns on her head…

The demoness had beige skin, unlike all of the other demons David had encountered to date.

She could have easily passed as a human.


Chapter 17



David stared at the second half-demon he had ever encountered.

Ava was the first, and her mixed heritage was reflected in the diminutive stumps on her head. It seemed as if the mixed ancestry could be expressed in other physical differences, such as skin colour.

His eyes quickly darted upwards when he realised he was still staring at Iris, and he was greeted to a warm smile that immediately made him feel guilty about drinking in her nude appearance. She looked to be older than him by a couple of years, perhaps in her mid to late twenties if he had to make a guess.

Ygrit, the purple succubus that had attempted to kick them out of her bathing spot piped up, which made David jolt. He had almost forgotten about her altogether.

“Just because the Princess has left doesn’t mean that you run the place, Iris. You’re a filthy brat, half-demon. You have the blood of our enemies in your veins. Worse, you’ve been with us for a measly five years and only gained the blessing of lust last month. Some of us were born in this temple and have served from the moment we could walk,” Ygrit spat.

To David’s surprise, a familiar succubus burst out of the mist drifting through the baths, jabbing a pointer finger into Ygrit’s chest.

“Shut it, Ygrit. You know that it isn’t the length of service that matters, or how quickly you gain the blessing that matters. If you’re really going to play it that way, I gained the blessing of lust after a few weeks,” Salara gloated with an easy grin, making the purple-skinned demon glower.

“You know as well as I do that they’re going to pick Iris as an arbiter because of who she is. Someone that you wouldn’t measure up to even if you spent another hundred years working on that charming personality of yours.”

Ygrit let out a harsh bark of a laugh.

“You think they’ll select her to represent us at the Academy? You’re insane Salara.”

Iris’ gentle smile shifted to Ygrit, who was fuming by the waterside.

“It will be up to the Sisters to choose who will represent our House, Ygrit. I agree with you. I am unworthy. Frankly, I think this whole Competition is a waste of time, when we could be—”

“Caring for the sick, yes, yes,” Ygrit snapped with a snarl. “You’re the perfect bloody succubus. The poor and the sick love you, you’re all they talk about. You’re the Sisters’ favourite, despite there being plenty of us, whole demons, who have sacrificed far more than you have. They should just drop it all and make you Queen of the fucking Continent! Why limit yourself?”

Ygrit shot a final glare towards Salara and Iris, before stomping away from them.

“Are you alright?” Iris said, worry filling her eyes.

“I am. Thank you for the help. I’m David. This is Astara and Miki.”

Iris strode up to him where he was bobbing in the baths before crouching, making him avert his gaze. The succubus didn’t seem to have any reservations presenting him with a full view of her nude form. He was also speaking softly and modulating his voice to ensure that Salara didn’t recognise him.

“Welcome, welcome. I’m Salara. Iris will take good care of you,” Salara said with a brief smile. “The caravan is leaving for the House of Sloth any time now, I’ll be late if I stay.”

The maroon-skinned succubus simply waved to Iris before striding from the baths. David let out a soft breath of relief. He didn’t know how long he’d be able to keep up the front before Salara recognised his voice.

“Ygrit is a wounded soul,” Iris said, slowly stepping into the baths to join them. “She might seem harsh, but there is a deep and enduring kindness in her,” the half-demon finished with a gentle smile.

The only thing deep and enduing about that girl is her hatred for you.

Iris entered the water beside him, followed shortly by Salara.

“I’m Iris. It is nice to meet all of you. That wonderful succubus over there is Salara. You’ve come to us at the perfect time, we’ve never been more in need of new recruits.”

As she drew closer, David averted his eyes.

“There’s no need to be shy,” Iris smiled. “Is this your first time bathing with others?”

“Yes, David. Is it?” Aika smiled, making his cheeks flush.

David scratched his head, feeling a tingling itch wash over his head at Aika’s tone.

“N-no. It isn’t.”

“May I? There is no need to be shy. We are all brothers and sisters here,” Iris said gently.

“If we’re all brothers and sisters… do you ever have sex?” Aika asked, as Miki stared at her in alarm.

Iris laughed, gracing the kitsune with a smile.

“Oh, we definitely do. We aren’t bonded by blood. But there’s a time and place for such things, you know? We would be no better than beasts if we couldn’t control our lust.”

Looking at the houndkin and kitsune beside him, David cleared his throat.

Iris walked up to Aika and Miki with a smile, raising her sponge.

“May I?”

To their credit, the girls nodded, and the lavender-haired succubus began scrubbing their backs.

“You are friends?”

Miki and Aika exchanged a glance.

“Lovers?”

“Just friends,” he said, scratching an itch on his scalp brought forth from his extended time in the baths. Thankfully, neither girl gave away the game. They had agreed beforehand that disclosing the true nature of their relationship from the get-go to potential bonds could nip any blossoming connection in the bud.

“Ah. No wonder. Seeing your friends in such an… unfamiliar state must have aroused you. There’s no shame in it. It’s perfectly normal for you to have these reactions. Many new male demon initiates do. The other houses aren’t as… forthcoming with nudity, but you will get accustomed to it, whichever house you might come to us from.”

David felt his cheeks heat when Iris glanced at something that had grown long and hard under the water. Aika and Miki’s gazes intensified, and he was certain that the bombardment that would result if he opened his telepathic link would cause the loop to instantly restart.

“You are of course, welcome to seek out partners as you wish. Sex is a beautiful and natural thing. I’m sure there would be many here that would be willing to assist you.”

The worst part was that Iris said each and every word sincerely, without even a hint of seductiveness. David cleared his throat, covering his erection as he turned away from the half-demon, who resumed her scrubbing of Aika and Miki’s backs.

Before long, they had finished their bath. David could swear that it was the longest one he’d ever taken.

Iris smiled at them.

“Come, let me take you for your rounds.”

***

The ‘rounds’ that Iris had mentioned turned out to be the primary responsibility of the temple residents, which were comprised of both succubi and members of the House of Lust that lacked their powers – the initiates. As far as David could tell, Sisters were senior succubi, while those like Iris and Salara were novices, who hadn’t gained the rank of Sister. There weren’t any male succubi to be found, and he supposed that only female demons were capable of becoming succubi.

They walked straight out of the baths, still unclothed, before heading towards the temple’s interior. David’s eyes widened as he watched two Sisters lead in a group of people from the temple’s entrance in a long train. They wore tattered clothes, and the stench as they entered the temple was palpable. David was standing beside Iris, while Aika and Miki were attending to a line of people opposite him, wearing malicious smiles as they stared at him.

“It may be difficult, but try not to make a face,” Iris said gently. “They can tell how we react. Do you know why we bathe before we serve them?”

That wasn’t why I was making a face.

It has everything to do with the look Aika and Miki are giving me right now.

He drew himself out of his thoughts, forcing himself to consider her question.

“Why we bathe before we serve them… dignity? To ensure that we approach our duties by bringing the best of ourselves to them? Doing so respects their dignity.”

“Wonderful. That’s it exactly.”

Iris pushed a stray lock of hair out of the way as she smiled. The temple entrants were crouched at regular intervals along the water’s edge. An elderly male demon halted in front of him. The old man had curled into himself, uncertainly casting glances back at David as if he was afraid.

“Here,” Iris said softly, walking towards him. She laid a single, soft hand on the man’s back.

“Do not be afraid. We are not here to judge, but to serve.”

To David’s surprise, he watched as the man’s tension drained from him. He realised that the elderly women Iris and Salara were attending to were similarly relaxed.

Wait a minute…

Is she using her powers?

Recognising the surprise that must have shown on David’s face, Iris smiled.

“Succubi are known mainly for their ability to twist the wills of non-demon men, but we have so much more to offer,” Iris whispered. “The powers of truth and calming are in our grasp, and we are capable of extending those without such limitations.”

Iris smiled at David, nodding encouragingly at him. He dipped his sponge into the water, before gently scrubbing the elderly man’s back. As he did so, the image of his grandmother returned to him unbidden. He felt a painful lump well in his throat before he swallowed it down, blinking the tears from his eyes.

Then, to his surprise, he felt a comforting sensation settle across his mind like a warm blanket on a winter’s day. He blinked, before staring at Iris who simply winked back at him.

***

[Telepathic link]

“Did you have a good time flirting with your new friend, Darrel?” Miki chimed.

“Yeah, Darrel. You seemed to be bonding with her very well. Can we expect some company on future loops? Maybe even some baby goldfish after a quick fishy fuck,” Aika quipped with a telepathic giggle.

“You’re both being mean. She seems like she’s a favourite to be selected as one of the arbiters. She’s a good person to get to know—”

“Your favourite, you mean,” Miki teased.

“Urgh. I give up.”

They were seated in a common room available for the initiates to socialise and relax in. The room was filled with demons, who were now clothed after their duties. It seemed like the initiates and succubi were encouraged to get to know each other.

What House Lust promised wasn’t just shelter, but community. He was also surprised to see a significant amount of half-demons present. From the way Ygrit had treated Iris, it didn’t take a long leap in logic to conclude that the House of Lust was a shelter for outcasts shunned from other families or houses owing to their mixed bloodlines.

David sighed, puzzling over their next steps.

Their infiltration of the House of Lust had gone smoothly but now came the challenge of infiltrating the Academy. Getting close to Iris was one possibility, but he found it unlikely that the girl would simply pick the trio to accompany her to the Royal Demon Academy. Unless he made a huge impression on her, turning his charm to the max in the next few days, the opportunity to join the arbiters would slip right through their fingers.

The other possibility, was learning who was most likely to be selected, and replacing them using [veils of illusion] as stand-ins. That option was risky and less likely to be successful. If Iris was selected to be an arbiter, she would be able to pick out differences in their personalities over the course of the month they were confined.

David relaxed, listening to the overlapping voices of the other succubi wash over him.

“Duke Selmerinian, can you believe—”

“—short on initiates because of the—”

“—Magus Kiran, good to see you back—”

“—Iris is so fucking hot—”

He sighed, shaking his head.

There’s so much chatter around the Duke of Sloth.

I wonder if anyone here has any ideas on what the other Houses are cooking up for the Crown Competit—

David’s blood ran cold.

He ran the words he heard over in his mind again.

And again.

And again.

“David? Are you alr—”

David stood to his feet, feeling his blood rush to his head. He whipped his head around, looking at the mass of succubi and initiates standing casually about the packed common room in discussion with each other. His heartbeat had began to quicken, every pulse clear and heavy in his head as the dim sound of ringing began to overwhelm his senses.

He could hear people talking to him, but they were soft, muffled and in the background. His eyes darted over every single demon in the room, memorising each face, each feature, until he felt someone grab his arm, drawing him out of his thoughts.

“Hey, hey,” Miki said softly.

Aika was on his other side, looking at him with wide eyes filled with worry.

[Telepathic link]

“I heard the name of my grandmother’s killer.”

David trembled.

“Magus Kiran. He’s here, at the Temple of Lust.”


Chapter 18



David’s vision was tinged red. Every single heartbeat reverberated through his chest, and he could feel the rush of his blood with every pulse that echoed in his eardrums. Tingles emanated across his skin, as he itched to call forth his skills to turn the room around him into a bloody puddle.

Which would be more effective?

Fireballs have the greatest area of effect.

I could use [beast form: werewolf] to rip into them. I doubt any could escape.

[Flaming needles] to take care of the Sisters – quick and efficient.

Maybe I kill them slowly. Capture each and every one of them in the temple. Put them in an initiation room, and interrogate them. Once I’m caught, I’ll restart the loop—

“DAVID!”

Both Aika and Miki arrested his attention with their telepathic shout. The girls were openly staring at him with concern now, their eyes wide and hands tight around his forearms. He could feel their fingernails cutting into his skin. When they attempted to tug him away, David resisted, tempted to return to his thoughts. He itched to return to the familiar feeling that suffused through him when he found himself in a situation where the had no hope left.

To return to the adventurer’s mind.

Slap.

The sound rang out briefly in the common room. But with the chatter of the crowd, it was barely noticed. Only a few demons turned over to spare them mildly inquisitive glances, before returning to their conversations.

David felt the prickle of heat spread throughout his cheek from Miki’s slap.

He looked at her in shock, his thoughts quietening. They dragged him around the corner, and Miki and Aika wrapped him into a tight hug once they were out of sight.

“The bastard who killed her… it was a demon,” he whispered maniacally. “A demon from the House of Lust. How many Magus Kirans are there? She was an elite adventurer during the Demon Queen’s reign. Of course she would be targeted by the House of Lus—”

“David,” Miki said softly.

“Yes? What is it?”

Miki stared at him with eyes that were filled with fear. He saw the same expression in Aika’s own. Her golden eyes, so calm and unflappable were wide with intense panic. His friends filled him with warmth as they embrace tightened.

But he didn’t need warmth.

He needed blood.

***

From Fridas to Sundas, David worked on autopilot. He watched Iris as she passed him, occasionally. For some weird reason, every time he saw her, he noticed her look of concern grow more and more pronounced. She would ask him if he was doing alright, and he would catch her speaking with Miki and Aika in private sometimes, as he carried out his responsibilities.

Occasionally, the adventurer’s mind would return. He would feel the urges. To call forth his werewolf form, and to colour the water channels in the temple’s main chamber red with blood.

He felt manaform call to him, begging him to bring forth his fireballs, and to turn the sandstone foundations of the Temple of Lust to cinders. Perhaps then, the truth he yearned for would be birthed from the embers of the destruction. Something had to come out of it.

When he had entered Zephelgor, he found himself having a surprising empathy for the demons. They were people, no different from humans, or the beastkin. Watching them go about their mundane days, watching parents take their children to school, seeing the elderly congregate with friends, reminiscing about better days.

But with every second that had passed, he felt his empathy slowly being grinded away. The wheel of his grief turned and turned, and it ground away the other slivers of emotion within him. Slowly and methodically, with every passing minute and breath. All that mattered, was that he knew that somewhere in this temple, was the person responsible for ending his grandmother’s life.

His grandmother had been an elite adventurer who had fought against the Demon Queen. The reason why the Church kept their identities secret, wasn’t out of the kindness of their heart, but because they were crucial strategic assets. If you killed a member of the party of promise, or a Delver, you weakened that kingdom significantly.

There was always the chance that he was wrong. Perhaps it was a pure coincidence. But as he constantly turned the brief fragment of what he had heard over in his mind, thinking on the intonation and the cadence, he could have no doubt as to the significance of what he heard.

There was a part of his mind that seemed to be itching for his attention. A tiny part of him growing smaller and smaller as the wheel turned and grew. It seemed to tell him that his fate was now linked to Miki’s and Aika’s. That his actions would have consequences for his friends. That if he burned to death in the cinders of the Temple of Lust of his own creation, then perhaps they would too. Or perhaps they would suffer, if they survived past him in the loops.

Before he knew it, Sundas evening had arrived. The day before the demon heirs entered seclusion in the Royal Demon Academy. He watched on blankly as Iris spoke, identifying the people that would accompany her as arbiters and custodians of the heirs.

“Trovold, Triza and Adolon. Their commitment to caring for the wounded and their calm under pressure speaks to the depth of their character. Many of you have witnessed their tenderness in the wake of the disaster in the Sloth Quarter, and tenderness is a quality that is in short supply at the Academy with tensions as high as they are. We will depart tomorrow morning for the Academy.”

The claps and cheers around him rang hollow as Iris selected her participants.

David knew he had failed in his plan. His smart, cunning plan.

He couldn’t find it in himself to care.

He strode away from the crowd, the environment around him muffled as he headed back to his bunk.

The wheel turned and turned.

***

Aika

In the days that followed, Aika watched David turn into someone who seemed entirely alien from the young man she knew. A silly, optimistic boy who had instilled her with the bravery to defy the fate that was written for her. Now he was a hollow husk of himself. Mindlessly performing his tasks, avoiding Miki and herself when they attempted to talk to him.

But there was an edge to him.

An edge that made her shiver, for she was a kitsune trained in the Palace of Mists.

She knew deception, and she knew truth.

The truth scared her.

“Miki. What do we do?”

Without David’s [telepathic link] skill, they were forced to find a secluded corner of the temple to have their conversation. Her friend let out a sigh, resting her chin on her shoulder. Aika leaned her head on Miki’s enjoying the brief moment of warmth.

“My mum used to tell me something about kindness,” Miki said softly. “She told me kindness was a double-edged sword. That a kind person with the biggest of hearts were also those capable of the greatest atrocities.”

Miki turned to her friend.

“When we first talked about beastkin… I could tell he was kind and empathetic. He had a big heart for someone who had judged him wrongly, and he saw us for who we were. No more, no less. He loves intensely… but I know he has the capacity for great hate. And with all the loops combined… he’s still known us for a fraction of the time he’s known his grandmother. Can you imagine how he must feel? To find out that House Lust were the perpetrators?”

Aika squeezed her friend tighter as she watched a tear slip down her cheek.

“We might be on the verge of losing him, and I don’t know if we’d get the old David back. You know how he’s been approaching the loops, right?” Miki asked.

“He could go around killing everyone as he wanted,” Aika said, with a frown, “doing things the easy way. But he isn’t. He’s trying desperately to maintain a grip on himself. You saw that he released those beastkin, he’s doing it for us too. We need to do something. But as much as I wished that we could solve the problem… I don’t think we’re who he needs right now.”

“Do you think…” Miki said, trailing off.

“We’re not just pretty faces, are we cutie?” Aika said, glancing up at Miki where she was resting her head on her shoulder. The houndkin broke out into a smile and gave her a squeeze.

***

The next day, when David rose, he realised that he had overslept. His head was groggy, and he was just as empty as he was the day before. With a groan, he shuffled out of the bunks before washing his face. He didn’t bother looking at his reflection, he knew what he would find. But to his surprise, the common room was surprisingly empty.

Striding out into the temple proper, he finally understood why.

The demons were crowding around the temple entrance, staring at a visitor in the doorway.

A large figure stood with his back straight, uncaring of all the stares that should have weighed him down.

“I wish to join the Temple of Lust, Sista,” the voice rang out, which was immediately followed by an outpouring of protests from the demons gathering around.

David’s eyes widened as he stared at a man who remembered none of their past experiences, but who had been willing to name David as his family, the family that he chose.

“SILENCE,” the Sister shouted, causing the demons around her to fall still. She turned back to Molo. “Leave, houndkin. Do you know how easily I could slither into your mind, and make you cut your own throat,” the Sister before him said.

Molo laughed.

A tremendous laugh that echoed in the silence of the Temple of Lust. He bent down, fearlessly bringing his eyes level with the sister in front of him.

Molo smiled, before it gradually began to fade. All that was left in its wake was a steady look of confidence that made goosebumps erupt across his skin, even with the numbness currently suffusing him.

“Perhaps you would, Sista, perhaps you would. But I’m telling you that you won’t. Find the lie in that, Sista.”
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The Sister and Molo faced off in silence.

“Why have you come to our temple.”

“To speak to my brotha, and to join you.”

“Your brother? You wish to join us?” she asked incredulously.

“Yes.”

The Sister paused, casting a glance at the demons that were watching from the base of the temple stairs.

“Then, come.”

The demons around her erupted into protests. Shouts broke out and both insults and physical objects were hurled in his direction. His brother calmly avoided them all, beaming with a wide grin.

“Hi, David.”

His friends rounded the corner, striding up to him. Aika and Miki had dark rings around their eyes, and he could see that their hair was out of place and their clothes dishevelled. It looked like they hadn’t slept a wink.

“How did you—”

“Link.”

[Telepathic link]

“We infiltrated House Greed. Realised that they had been keeping the mercenary force they recruited from the Grand Bazaar within the walls, paying the ones who agreed to the arrangement handsomely for the risk they were taking,” Miki began, glancing at Aika with a tired smile.

The pair of them watched him in silence. David didn’t see fit to break it.

“Did I ever tell you what happened to Darrel the horny goldfish after his wife chopped off his penis?”

David stared at Aika, watching as her mischievous smile widened.

“Darrel got fishy depression. So, his big brother came to comfort him. They hugged for a looong time, and Darrel was so happy that he forgot that he’d lost his penis. The all lived happily ever after.”

David felt something drip down to the ground.

Was it raining? A leak in the temple?

He ran his fingers across his cheek, smothering the tears in their path.

The wheel shattered.

Feeling returned.

David fell slowly to his knees, as he was overwhelmed with emotion. He could vaguely feel the warmth of his friends as they drew him into an embrace. Their arms curled around him tightly, and he breathed in the scent of two of his dearest friends.

A beautiful houndkin and kitsune with hearts of gold, whom he loved more than anything in the world.

“Thank you. I don’t know what to—”

“Yeah, yeah,” Miki said, her cheeks clearly flushed through. “You can get all sappy with us after you go speak to him. Make sure he doesn’t get his throat cut— mmfmmf!”

David interrupted Miki with a deep kiss, before drawing Aika into one as well. Then, he rushed down the staircase and towards the Sister. Mercifully, it seemed like she had made an exception for the houndkin, and hadn’t forced him to strip in front of the angry crowd.

“Molo!”

His brother grinned wide.

“Sister. May I attend his initiation? I can vouch for him. He’s… family.”

David felt the firm presence of the Sister as she settled across his mind, probing his words for their veracity. This time, he needed no framing, no fancy twisting of his words to satisfy the Sister.

“Sit. What brings you to the House of Lust.”

“I came in search of my brotha.”

The Sister’s eyes narrowed.

“Then how can you assure me that you will be faithful to our goals?”

“You care for the poor in the sick, ay? I did that all the time back in the enclave,” Molo said with a grin. “I’ve been doing it my whole life. Doing it for the demons isn’t any different, ay? None of us are different when it comes down to it. We eat the same. Sleep the same. Take dumps on worms all the same,” Molo laughed with a wink towards David.

The Sister seemed to be at a loss for words, because she could read the houndkin’s sincerity in every single syllable.

“Do either of you harbour ill intentions towards this House?”

David felt the hair on his forearms rise, as the Sister’s presence pressed down upon his mind.

“I don’t, sista.”

“I do.”

The Sister looked to David in surprise, but he raised his hand before she took any drastic measures.

“I harbour ill intentions towards the entire world at the moment, Sister. I’m grieving. I lost someone important to me, and I’m angry at the world. That’s why he’s come here in the first place. I’m sorry if it makes things inconvenient for you, but I can promise, that he’s the best man that I know. He’d rival the kindest people in this kingdom. Passing him up would be a mistake,” David said.

The Sister hesitated, her presence rippling above the surface of his mind, before it retreated.

“Then you will strip, and bathe. We are too far stretched to babysit you, initiate Molo. You will have to take care to guard yourself,” the Sister said with a sigh and a shake of her head. David felt a strange sensation in his chest as the Sister rose.

“I thought for a moment that your House was rotten, and built on lies,” David said softly, making the Sister pause, and glare at him. David met her eyes. “But I see now that I was wrong. Thank you.”

The Sister’s eyes narrowed, before she departed from the initiation room.

“That was a stupid thing to say, brotha. Now they’ll be suspicious of you.”

“I frankly can’t find it in me to care,” David said with a grin. He embraced his brother, and he felt something in him shift. The suffocating weight of his grandmother’s loss got just the tiniest bit lighter, as he was met with family of his own.

“We have a lot to talk about, brotha. Let’s go.”

***

David sought leave from his duties and permission to bring Molo to the gardens behind the temple, where they would be out of sight from the rest of the initiates. They begrudgingly granted him permission but cautioned him that he couldn’t expect such leniency in the future.

They sat down together, listening to the calming waters of a fountain in front of them.

“Someone in this House killed my grandmother, Molo.”

Molo’s eyes widened.

“And you wanted to kill them? The people in the temple?”

“Yeah.”

Molo nodded his understanding. He laid a large hand on his back.

“A desire for revenge is like an illness, brotha. It grows inside you. There are moments when you fall so unwell that you get delirious. Where you think you can conquer the world, even though you would fall to the floor if you tried to leave your bed. Your desire for revenge will trick you in the same way, and convince you that achieving it will make it all better.”

David listened, doing as his grandmother taught him.

“Do you know what the cure for revenge is, brotha?”

“I don’t.”

“Forgiveness.”

Molo closed his eyes, and David had a sense of what his brother was picturing. A father whom he hadn’t respected for being a servant to humans. A father who defended him when Molo had lashed out against their masters.

“I forgave my father, and I forgave myself. It took a long time. You will have to do the same. Forgive her killer and forgive yourself for failing to save her.”

Molo rose, rounding on his brother as he laid a large palm on his shoulder.

“Revenge is like an illness because it rules you, brotha. Do not let it plant its seed into your heart, or dictate your actions. I do not believe in revenge, but I believe in accountability,” the large houndkin grinned, and this time, David saw something other than the innocent mirth he so often did in his blood brother’s smile.

“You will find the person who did this, and you will hold them accountable. But you will not lose who you are in the process by harming innocents. Because, as difficult as it is to admit, there are both kind and despicable people in this place,” Molo said, gesturing to the Temple of Lust.

“People worth respecting, and people worth despising. People deserving of both. Demons are no different from the rest of us, brotha. Now, are you ready to see them as they are?”

David felt a chill run down his spine at his brother’s words. He closed his eyes, and he understood the fine balance that needed to be struck.

He rose, and he rose unburdened.

“I am, Molo. Thank you.”

“I’ve told you about the worm story, I hear. But I fear it might be time for another.”

“Oh?”

“Ay. There was once a time when I misplaced my girlfriend’s pet rock.”

David surprised himself with a smile of anticipation, knowing he was in for a good one.

“How old were you exactly?”

“My age is not important to the story, ay? I asked her to imagine what she would say if a friend came to her in desperate need of her help. This hypothetical friend’s boyfriend misplaced their pet rock.”

“What did she say?”

“She said that she would tell her friend that forgiveness is a virtue. And that they should find it in themselves to forgive their boyfriend, because everyone makes mistakes.”

“I’ve got to admit, brother. I’m struggling to find the moral in this story.”

“Sometimes, the people we love can see with eyes that are much clearer than our own. Learn to depend on them.”

“Did you tell her about the rock?”

David saw a glint in Molo’s eye.

“I did.”

“And?”

“She broke up with me, and my ass hurt for days to come with how hard she slapped it. I can still hear the echo of that slap, it rings through the years, ay? My cheeks have never been the same since. It was a truly sad day, brotha.”

“How old were you again?”

Molo grinned.

***

In the days that came, David noticed a definite shift in the Sisters’ opinion of him. They had marked David, Aika, Miki and Molo as people to be monitored. In other circumstances, it would have been an impediment. But David learned how to make it serve him.

This time, when he dove into his responsibilities, he did so without the thoughts that were weighing him down. So did Aika and Miki, seeing that he had recovered. Molo, being the likeable oaf that he was, managed to chip away steadily at the demons’ wariness of him, before becoming a favourite at the temple, to absolutely no one’s surprise.

David decided to take Molo up on his advice.

[Telepathic link]

As David sat wedged between Aika and Miki in the baths, he turned to them for advice.

“I need your help.”

“David!” Aika said. “Are you alright? You’ve been quiet, but Molo told us to give you time.”

“I’m… finally feeling better. I don’t even have the words to thank you.”

“Maybe you can start by telling us what you want to get out of this loop? Now that we’ve thoroughly messed up our plan by making them distrust us,” Miki said as she smiled beside him.

David’s eyes narrowed.

“I want to learn about who killed my grandmother. I want to learn more about the Demon Queen, who potentially ordered the hit. About just how the House of Lust turns demons into succubi, because we need to know our enemies if we’re to defeat them. And I also want to get back on track with our goal of uncovering just what the hell is going on with the stupid Crown Competition.”

“Woo! David’s back,” Aika exclaimed, as she happily blew bubbles in the water beside him.

“Thanks to you guys.”

“Alright alright,” Miki cleared her throat, eyes averted, her cheeks a bright red.

“Books!” Aika exclaimed.

“Books?” David frowned in confusion.

“Mmhm. If you want to learn about the Demon Queen. The temple has a library.”

David sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose.

You know… she does have a point.

“Maybe… we can learn who killed your grandmother if we can gain their trust,” Miki added. “We might have to do some spying. But honestly… it might be difficult. Short of befriending a Sister… or maybe a potential Sister…”

Miki shook her head.

“Got it. We’ll leave that one for later.”

Miki and Aika looked at him in surprise as he smiled.

“And what about learning about the Crown Competition?”

The girls exchanged a glance.

“Maybe… the same way we learned about Greed’s mercenary companies being in the city.”

“And how did you pull that off?”

Aika poked him in the cheek.

“We talked to the beggars.”
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Two days later – Thursdas – second week in Zephelgor

“It was just yesterday that I saw it, I swear to ye. Those Wrath folk with the hats and swords,” the old beggar droned, mouth opening and closing as if struggling to find the words to say. David didn’t overlook the way the man’s eyes shifted to his with a look of cunning that clearly contradicted his apparent inarticulacy.

David handed him a coin.

“Ah yes! My memory comes and goes like the wind these days. It was just yesterday on Wednesdas when I saw them all up in a hurry. They patrol the Wrath Quarter, beautiful place I tell ye, but the streets were empty. Old Maven tells me they still are!”

It’s our second week in the demon kingdom.

He’s saying that House Wrath mobilised their warriors yesterday on Wednesdas, but for what exactly?

David slipped another gold coin into his extended hat, before waving him off with a smile. He made his way back to the temple, mentally cataloguing what he knew about the Crown Competition.

On the first week on Wednesdas evening, the Duke of Sloth was murdered by an unknown actor. Then, the week afterwards, also on Wednesdas, House Wrath mobilises their warriors for some unknown purpose. Two significant political events that he didn’t have the full explanation for.

David continued to ponder over the developments as he entered the temple’s library.

Now, I suppose it’s time for me to address my second goal.

The Demon Queen.

David thumbed past the books, keeping an eye out for any that were relevant, extracting them from their shelves. Other succubi and initiates were softly turning pages, engrossed in their own reading. As much as he wanted to despise them, he could see that the temple had its merits. For one, Molo was still alive. In fact, from the fast friends he had made once his initial impression had been dispelled, the beastkin was thriving.

David sat down, digging into his books, pouring over passage after passage. By the time he was finished, the sun had set, and it was time to share his findings with his friends. David called them together, filtering into an empty initiation room, before shutting the door.

“What have you found, brotha?”

David took a seat opposite Aika, Miki and Molo.

“The Demon Queen was defeated fifty years ago. During her reign, her succubi infiltrators were an absolute menace to the humans and the beastkin. They would shave down their horns, sever their tails and even their wings, and change the pigment of their skin to that of a human. House Envy’s ‘shapers’ were noted to help them with the transformation. All this was done to go behind enemy lines and turn the will of the strongest and most powerful men amongst the humans and beastkin. The results were devastating,” David continued.

“They managed to infiltrate the Royal Family’s elites. Turn people in the Archdiocese. My grandmother once told me of a succubus that made it all the way into the Arcanum to twist the mind of an archmage. The Kingdom had never been in greater peril.”

His friends were at the edge of their seats as they listened.

“Then, it all abruptly ended with her death. The party of promise infiltrating Zephelgor and killing her for good.”

“That sounds to me like what the Church says, brotha,” Molo said. “What did the demon’s texts say?”

His friends waited in anticipation for him to continue.

“The same. The very same thing.”

The initiation room was silent

David had to admit it to himself. Part of him was hoping that the Queen was alive. That he would have a focus for his hate and rage.

“So, where do we go from here?”

“We watch and wait. Keep speaking to the beggars, learning of the movements of the Houses, to prepare for the next loop when we make it into the Academy. And then we learn how to nip all of this, in the bud, and prevent a demon Armageddon. If we don’t know what’s going on inside the Academy, maybe giving us an idea of what’s happening on the outside will prepare us for the next loop.”

The trio nodded.

***

The days passed as they continued to carry out their temple duties. They attempted to make headway with the Sisters, but they kept a healthy distance from them. Ironically, it was only Molo who had any success in breaking the ice with them with his disarming personality, and even then, they were guarded.

The third week rolled around, and Aika sustained the Broodmother’s assault on Tuesdas evening. They had taken her to an abandoned initiation room, and stayed with her as she ingested the beastblood cores that would create the soul trap. This time, she managed to fight off the Broodmother with even less resistance.

The next day, on Wednesdas of the third week, the development they had been waiting for arrived. It wasn’t their diligence with the kingdom’s beggars that informed them of it.

The barrier around the Royal Demon Academy fell to the ground.

News arrived shortly after.

“Gluttony’s heir is dead! Gluttony’s heir is dead! Murdered in the safety of the Academy! The heirs have returned to their Houses, and the kingdom is in strife!”

David felt an intense chill seep into his bones. As he looked at his friends, he saw that they shared the looks of horror on the faces of the demons beside them, but for a very different reason.

Their theory was wrong.

Gluttony’s heir was not the monstrosity he had glimpsed in the sky, hovering over the Isles of Vedir. The demon that had turned the beaches of the Idyllic Isles to glass with pure magic.

David listened on as the town crier continued. The streets of Zephelgor were tense. You learned to tell when you spent time amidst the common people. There were whispers around every corner, and the Houses were sending out more and more frequent guard patrols around the city.

Before they could process the news and its implications, the unexpected happened.

“Initiates Astara and Miki.”

David looked up from where he was washing an elderly man’s back. A Sister had approached the line, calling for his friends. His eyes widened when he realised what was happening. He exchanged a glance with Molo, who sported a not-so-subtle grin on his face.

“We have deemed you worthy of receiving the blessing of lust. Follow.”

David met Miki and Aika’s eyes, giving them a nod.

He only hoped their preparations would be sufficient.

***

Miki

“Come.”

Aika and Miki trailed the succubus, following her into the domain typically reserved for Sisters. They travelled down a winding staircase, going far deeper into the temple than they thought possible. Finally, they reached their destination. A room similar to the initiation room in size and nature.

“Before we begin, you must take the vow. You are free to refuse,” the sister intoned.

They exchanged a glance, before nodding their agreement.

“Do you vow to use your blessing to ease the suffering of the weak, to bring pleasure to the desolate, and to protect, and only to protect?”

Miki felt her skin prickle as she processed the nature of the vow.

“I do,” they echoed.

“The blessing you will receive is sacred. It belongs to all demons, and not to a single house. We serve life itself, and life, is the inevitability of lust.”

Miki’s eyes widened.

“If you understand the gravity of this undertaking and can commit yourself to our purpose… then drink. You are forbidden from speaking about what you witness today.”

Two cups were placed before them, each containing a clear liquid. Miki and Aika hesitated for only a moment, before they drank the liquid.

A moment later, she began to see the room swim before her eyes…

Miki activated the spell they had prepared for her. After David had relayed Salara’s recounting of her process of becoming a succubi and his theory, they had taken the appropriate measures to prepare. The wondrous thing about the House of Sloth and their dedication to sharing knowledge, was that spellbooks were a little more accessible than they were in Vedir, in the Arcanum’s shadow.

[Cleanse poison]

Mana flowed through her innumerable channels, bringing the spell to life. Aika swayed under its influence, and Miki mimicked her motions.

“You will now enter the dream. Partake of the fruit and receive your blessing. You are no less worthy or deserving if it doesn’t awaken in you. Remember that.”

The Sister left the room, closing the door shut behind them.

When they had spoken to the initiates about the awakening of the blessing of lust, they had described the same sensation. They had heard rumours about the process, overhearing the Sisters speak to one another, describing their ‘awakening’.

They drank the liquid and were sent into the dream. They did as the sister’s said, eating the fruit that appeared, before the blessing settled within them. Some initiates received it, that many thought undeserving, while others who were paragons of virtue failed to gain the blessing.

But this was contradicted by the appearance of one, single individual.

Ava.

Headmistress Ovelia’s daughter.

A half-demon, who to their knowledge, hadn’t partaken of the fruit. She had been born with her powers in the Passage of Spell and Flame situated under Ardern, humanity’s capital. It was similar to what they had heard of the other demon houses. Some people being born with the physical enhancements that Pride was known for. Even with the beastkin, with some bearing forms that were more bestial than others.

“M-miki… the room is spinning.”

Miki waited with bated breath, before she felt a familiar tingle flow across her skin, her eyes widening.

David…

He was right.

Miki saw the flash appear around her, before she experienced a sensation that she had every, single loop.

Miki was teleported.

Into the Infinite Dungeon.
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Miki stared at the dungeon room before her. The closest possible analogy that she had for it, was the long, dark corridor in which she had gained her manaform – a gift from the titanic creature that swam around the exterior of the room.

She saw a sprawling tree that grew upwards from blood-red fertile soil. She could feel the moisture beneath her toes as she walked forwards, watching Aika do the same in a trance. The trees many branches sported long thread-like appendages that drooped towards the ground.

There it was.

The fruit.

Bulbous golden fruit, that glistened with life. For that was what lust was. The inevitability, the eventuality of the sin.

Miki spoke through the telepathic link.

“David… you were right. The House of Lust found a Passage. The drink is a means to deceive those who undergo the process.”

“Alright… but hurry. If I’m right, it also means that the drink you took has a sedative. That means you’re going to have to pretend to be knocked out. Keep an eye on Aika,” David replied.

“Gooooooooldfish eunuchs, swiiiiiiimming in the seaaaaa.”

“Definitely keep an eye out for her.”

Miki plucked a fruit from the tree, before handing one over to Aika. She took a large bite out of it, savouring the rich juice that burst forth. She watched her friend do the same. They finished their fruits, and it wasn’t long before Aika slumped onto the soft soil. She laid down as well, closing her eyes.

After a few minutes, she heard the sound of a succubi teleporting into the Dungeon. She felt a hand rest on Aika, before the sound of the exit teleportation was heard, before the same occurred for her. She felt cold hands gently pry apart her lips, administering what she assumed to be the antidote.

“M-my head,” Aika whispered beside her.

Miki made a show of waking up out of a groggy stupor. A Sister waited patiently for both of them to gather their bearings. Miki felt the familiar sensation of the Sister’s consciousness nudge up against her own, before the succubus frowned in disappointment.

“I’m afraid that the blessing wasn’t received. As I said before, neither of you are no less worthy of it. Please return to the temple above.”

***

“Brotha… this means…”

“Yeah, Molo. It does,” David gritted.

Miki and Aika seemed to have recovered their bearings. They were all gathered in one of the temple’s initiation rooms.

“The House of Lust has been concealing a Avarium-damned hole beneath its temple,” David cursed looking up at his friends. “It seems as if everyone and their grandmother is keeping a hole in their back pocket. Ardern, and now Zephelgor?” David trailed off, his friends watching on in silence.

“It made sense, and I can’t lie that the thought hadn’t come to mind. But there was one huge reason why I ruled it out. Succubi are incredibly powerful. And remnants from the descendants of demons are still around. Look at demons from Pride with their physical superiority. Look at Ava.”

David rose to his feet, rubbing at the goosebumps that had erupted across his arms.

“The blessing of lust is just one of the powers accessible to the demon houses. But it is the only one we’ve seen come to fruition. It means that the House of Lust has been concealing the presence of the hole from other demon houses.”

David sighed heavily.

“They managed to erase it from history over the years. And the last remnants of it are present in the ‘bloodline traits’ of the Houses. I bet that if you were to look hard enough, each ‘House’ likely pursued a different Passage and path to power. The Passage of Lust is just one of them. And looking at the war under this lens…”

David lay down on his back, staring at the ceiling of the initiation room.

“The Demon Queen was all that stood between the lives of humans and beastkin and our utter annihilation.”

David groaned.

“Of course it couldn’t just be easy, could it?”

“That would be no fun, brotha,” Molo grinned.

“If the House of Lust wanted to win the Crown Competition… they could do so in a second. All they would have to do would be to reveal the hole. If they managed to rediscover all of the Passages, the demons would burgeon in strength to a degree never seen before. With succubi infiltrators, and who knows what other powers the blessings confer…” David trailed off.

“It doesn’t matter how cunning the Church is, how strong our archmages are… the demons would dominate.”

“You’re forgetting us,” Aika said, poking her finger into his cheek.

“The more I think about it… the more I think humans are actually weaker. Even with the miracle of classes. Yes, we might have the odd class that’s overpowered. Maybe an adventurer is fortunate enough to awaken a good class, and to survive long enough to level up and get the right skills for it. It’s far more likely that they don’t. But consistent, repeatable, accessible, ridiculous power is at the fingertips of the demons right now,” David muttered. “It’s also at the fingertips of the beastkin, too,” David said with a glance towards Miki.

There were many an archmage who would kill to have Miki’s mana channels, which allowed her to practically breathe mana. Channels of such a high efficiency that even high magics weren’t out of her grasp.

“I’m starting to understand just why the Church work so hard to suppress the other races,” David muttered.

“They’re afraid.”

His friends nodded, signalling their agreement.

“But,” Miki spoke up, “it doesn’t explain why they were so intent on awakening the Broodmother.”

“The theory that they were trying to control the beastkin still stands,” David replied. “But for now, we have to think about what our next steps are. We have a little under two weeks until that demon arrives at Vedir. Accounting for the time it would take to travel, I’m certain that the next few days are going to be crucial.”

“Do you know what I think?” Aika said.

One glimpse at her gorgeous, glittering golden eyes instilled him with enough dread for a lifetime.

“It’s time to put that goldfish dick of yours to use.”

***

After a few hours, the arbiters assigned to the Academy returned. Iris and her assigned arbiters were solemn, their expressions downcast. David could imagine that they blamed themselves for the mishaps in the Academy.

Aika and David attempted to make their way towards the Sister’s quarters, but they had ramped up security after the death of Gluttony’s heir. David could only assume that they had widened their ‘nets’ capable of detecting invisible presences. There would be no sneaking into their quarters to listen in on Iris’ conversation with the Sisters.

It had to happen the old-fashioned way. But while he was at it…

David had a plan.

“Hi Iris. How are you holding up?”

The girl’s lavender hair and bright lavender eyes seemed a touch more dull since returning. Lifeless. It seemed as if she had taken the ‘failure’ of the heirs’ seclusion personally, and the bubbly, welcoming succubus was nowhere to be found. David felt a pang of sadness, knowing that she had been the one to stand up to Ygrit when they had first entered the temple.

David traced her gaze and noticed that her eyes were lingering on Molo. All of the returning demons had been surprised to find a beastkin in their midst, belatedly helping the rest of the demons with their responsibilities.

“He’s… a friend of mine.”

“He is?” Iris said in surprise.

“Does it bother you?”

Iris lips fell into a tired, warm smile and she shook her head.

“Sorry, David. I’m not myself.”

“From the sounds of it… it sounds like you’ve been through the political wringer. For the record? We haven’t heard much about just what happened, but no one I’ve spoken to has blamed the House of Lust for—”

“It was my responsibility to protect them!”

David flinched back, surprised at the anger in Iris’ voice. The girl was breathing heavily, and he noticed that a couple of the Sisters’ eyes were on them, along with some neighbouring initiates.

“I was trusted with their lives, and I failed.”

“Iris… I’m sorry—”

“Excuse me.”

Iris rose, hurrying towards the dormitories. He sighed, his fingers returning to their increasingly familiar position on his temples.

[Telepathic link]

“This is bad,” Aika whispered.

“David… give her some time. I know that we don’t have… much.”

“I’ll try my best, but if I can’t get through to her, I’ll just have to earn her trust in the next loop. Whatever we do, we’re going to need to—”

“ATTACK! ATTACK ON THE TEMPLE!”

Screams filled the air. The serenity within the Temple of Lust was twisted into chaos in a split-second. Initiates from the outside sprinted into the temple through the entrance, only to be skewered by arrows that arced through the air.

The deathly silence was shattered by screams that erupted from the succubi and initiates around them. David’s eyes widened as the army charged up the steps and through the temple’s large, triangular entrance. But it was no demon army that he was met with.

David was met with human and beastkin.

“Brotha, it’s—”

“CHARGE!”

The lead human roared, clad in full plate armour, and wielding a two-handed greatsword effortlessly in one hand, while hefting a tower shield in his other. Rogues dashed forwards under the cover of archers equipped with [double shot] and [triple shot] skills. Arrows filled the air faster than he could register. The air was driven out of his lungs as Molo shoved him into an alcove.

“MOLO!”

The arrows fell. David watched them fall onto his brother, driving through the thick skin of his chest, and burying themselves into his ribcage. Time slowed to a crawl as his brother tumbled to the ground, a final, soft smile on his lips.

His vision was tinged red as the human and beastkin army fell on the helpless initiates within the temple. The two channels of water that they used to wash away the dirt and grime from those that visited the temple were coloured crimson by the generous souls that dedicated themselves to a life of service.

He was tempted to succumb to the familiar state of numbness. To surrender himself to his rage, and to call forth his werewolf form and to tear the people that had harmed his brother to tiny shreds.

He chose differently.

[True invisibility]

[Telepathic link]

“Aika, remove Miki’s [veil of illusion]. We’re going to join the group attacking the temple. We need to figure out what’s happening, and why.”

“A-are you sure?” Aika replied.

“Stay alive, we’re going to learn everything we can. Come on.”

David adjusted his [veil of illusion] such that he appeared at himself, without the temple clothes that he was wearing. He remained hidden away in the alcove, watching closely as more and more humans and beastkin filtered into the temple.

A surprise attack by the Church? Is that what sets the whole thing in motion?

No… it can’t be.

Then…

David was ripped from his thoughts as he witnessed first-hand why the succubi had been so feared throughout the Continent. The commander at the head of the army clad in full plate shuddered as something seemed to come over him. David watched as he turned on his heel, staring back at the line of archers behind him that were filling the air with death.

The man drew a skill into existence, a slash that called forth an arc of wind that cut into the archers in a wide arc in front of him. Bowstrings snapped, limbs were severed, and the blood of the commander’s allies was spilt to the ground as the archers fell.

But even as the commander leapt into the fray, slicing apart human and beastkin alike, David watched as the rogues appeared. They flashed into and out of visibility, charging ahead of the vanguard. They rushed towards the temple’s many adjacent passages with a surprising confidence, seeking out the succubi responsible for subverting the will of the force’s strongest combatants.

David finally understood the ploy.

Unless the succubi already commanded powerful men to defend them, they would be forced to turn the rogues, who themselves were all clearly and most likely deliberately men. They would be forced to relinquish control over the strongest battlefield assets to defend themselves, and the army would gain crucial ground.

The House of Lust never stood a chance.

Perhaps, in its heyday, with succubi commanding the greatest of warriors, a force of this scale would have been crushed like an afterthought.

The temple fell to ruin.

And even as it did, a demon entered the fray. She was beautiful, with dark blue skin and sapphire eyes, speaking to a human beside her dressed in basic leathers. David’s eyes widened as he identified the true battlefield commander. The knight at the head had been a sacrificial lamb – powerful enough to attract the succubi’s attention, but not the true brains behind the operation.

The crowd parted, and familiar demons filtered into the temple. When he had seen them prior, they had been dressed in robes of elegant white, reminiscent of the kitsune’s style of dress. The demons of House Wrath that he now saw were dressed entirely in inky black robes, wearing black masks to obscure their features.

Following them were demons dressed in black plate armour. The very same armour he had once glimpsed in the central district. The armour of warriors from the House of Pride. Each demon from House Pride was far taller than the demons, humans and beastkin around them, and they walked through the crowd with an easy air of confidence.

The humans and beastkin around them seemed to stiffen or rush out of their way, giving them a wide berth as if afraid of their mere presence. The bulk of the warriors filtered towards the Sister’s Quarters, but a couple broke off in his direction.

[Telepathic link]

“David… Molo—”

“It’s alright. We don’t have much time. This must be the mercenary force of House Greed. The demons in the black robes must be elites from House Wrath, and those in plate armour are warriors from House Pride. The demon houses are working together for this, even though they didn’t seem to be previously.”

David heard a horn blare from the entrance, and the bulk of the army filling the central area of the temple filtered out. It seems like they had left their elites to clear out the various passages of the temple.

“Miki… follow the rest of them out. Aika, with me. Without the succubi around, we’ll be able to use our invisibility.”

He exchanged a nod with Aika.

Seeing as a swordsman from House Wrath was rapidly approaching their position, David and Miki rounded the corner leading back towards the dormitories. They rapidly activated [true invisibility], and held their breaths as the swordsman strode past them.

He halted.

His head swivelled about, slowly examining his surroundings, right hand resting on the hilt of his blade. The doors of a nearby wardrobe flung wide open, an initiate surging towards the swordsman with a dagger in hand. To the swordsman’s credit, he had his blade unsheathed almost immediately, and he drove it into the oncoming initiate’s abdomen with one, swift thrust.

But it wasn’t a fatal blow.

Before the warrior could pull his sword free and cut the initiate down for good, the dagger in the initiate’s hand flashed as it plunged into the swordsman’s chest.

The pair of demons fell to the ground, going still.

“Aika. Let’s go.”

They discreetly turned back the way they came, under the effect of [true invisibility].

David and Aika took a path around the exterior of the temple, avoiding the mercenaries that filled the central area. Before long, they finally reached the entrance to the corridor leading to the Sisters’ quarters. The very path that House Wrath’s elite had taken.

They continued to creep forwards, stepping over the bodies of fallen Sisters.

They may have been able to turn the minds of male humans and beastkin against them, but they were powerless against their own kind.

Then… why bring the mercenary force in the first place?

Unless…

Unless the succubi aren’t powerless against their own kind.

David felt his heart hammering in his chest. He was still reeling from their recent discoveries. The Passages of the Infinite Dungeon were long, and the abilities that the succubi gained were from consuming the fruit at the very beginning of the Passages.

If there were other rooms and abilities lying beyond… just what other abilities did more powerful succubi possess? From his understanding, succubi simply ate the fruit, and didn’t progress further down the Passage, but what if more senior Sisters were permitted to do so? What if there were exceptions?

As if to confirm his suspicion, David and Aika came across dead demons from House Wrath, their throats split by immaculate cuts, no doubt rendered by their comrades. Still, it seemed like Wrath’s elite force had pushed through, with enough of the succubi whittled down by the fodder that were the mercenaries.

“Aika. There are voices up ahead. Be careful.”

David rounded the corner and looked down upon a large, stone staircase. At the foot of the staircase were immense metal doors, and the swordsmen from House Wrath were standing just outside it. The warriors from House Pride joined them. His gaze was drawn to a single warrior, one at the head of the crowd. The swordsman was dressed in the inky black robes of House Wrath, and he had wispy, long white hair that draped down across his shoulders. The other warriors from both Pride and Wrath seemed to treat him with a degree of deference as they stood at attention.

There was a single object in the demon’s hands.

A bloody heart.

“We have the Queen’s heart. Proceed through, I’ve got the coordinates—”

The lead demon froze. Something in his expression changed, as his gaze jolted towards the staircase where Aika and him were situated. David stared into milky white eyes, entirely devoid of sight.

The blind swordsman moved quicker than he could react, and the last thing that David saw was the flash of a black blade, before his head was severed from his neck.
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CHOO—

David panted breathlessly as the loop restarted. He pushed the familiar sensations of warmth and pain that came from his body readjusting out of his mind. He grounded himself by focusing on the scene he had just witnessed.

“Excuse me!”

David blinked. Eyrie’s words were soft as the girl with light blue hair rushed past him, her suitcase being caught in the gap between the train and the platform.

The only thing he could hear was the word that the demon had uttered.

The Demon Queen.

She’s alive.

She’s in the temple.

His senses gradually returned to him, and David rushed forwards into the train, boarding it just in the nick of time before the doors closed.

Those were warriors from House Wrath and Pride that accompanied House Greed’s mercenary companies. Houses that I once thought were at odds with one another, working in tandem to take down House Lust, a house with no stake in the Competition.

They were after the Demon Queen’s heart. That was the purpose behind the assault on the temple. House Greed overwhelmed the succubi with fodder, and once the bulk of them were flushed out and killed, House Wrath entered to finish the job.

They mentioned coordinates… they were going to enter the Infinite Dungeon with the Queen’s heart.

Upon arriving at the platform, he saw that both Miki and Aika were already waiting for him.

They drew him into a tight hug, before they released him.

“Let’s get started.”

***

Mondas evening – first week in Zephelgor

After making their previous preparations in Vedir over the next four days, they departed for the demon kingdom. Just as he had before, Molo split off from them, joining House Greed’s mercenary company at the bazaar.

Seated on the bed in the inn, they prepared their next moves.

“Let’s go over what we know. In two days’ time, someone assassinates the Duke of Sloth, and House Greed is blamed for the attack. The initiates and Sisters of Lust are present during the attack, and Iris chooses who accompanies her to the Academy based on those that perform ‘well’ in that crisis. She only became a succubus a month ago, and she doesn’t command a lot of respect from the others. Many of the initiates also dislike her for her mixed blood, and she seems to pick who accompanies her not based on their length of service, but who performed the best when House Sloth is attacked.”

Miki and Aika nodded, following his train of thought.

“That gives us a chance to make an impression. While we’re at it, we can also figure out who’s behind the attack on Sloth by slipping into the monastery,” David said.

“On Sundas, Iris makes her pick, and on Mondas the next day, the barrier goes up around the Demon Academy. Only two days after the barrier rises, the House of Wrath mobilises their warriors, drawing them away from the streets for some reason. There’s no explicit news about the movements, but something must have shifted in the political winds. Then, a week after that on Wednesdas, Gluttony’s heir dies in the Academy, and the barrier drops. The Temple of Lust is attacked a few hours later, infiltrated by House Wrath, Greed and Pride. They carve the Demon Queen’s heart out of her chest, and prepare to delve into the Infinite Dungeon,” David finished.

Miki raised her hand, and David nodded at her with a smile.

“It’s strange… do you think House Wrath, Pride and Greed were allied from the start?”

David shook his head.

“If they were… they could have struck at any time. My guess is that someone is pulling strings inside the Academy and influencing the events on the outside which we’ve observed. The game within influencing the game without. Whichever house is responsible, they manage to unite multiple houses in competition for the throne to kill the previous Demon Queen. Knowing what we know about the Broodmother…” David sighed, putting his face in his hands.

“The demon we saw in the sky might be another monstrosity from the dungeon. Perhaps a demon ancestor. That’s the most likely conclusion,” Miki completed.

“So, if we intervene in the events in the Academy, we could nip all this in the bud?” Aika asked, her golden eyes glowing with curiosity as her tails energetically swaying behind her.

“If we intervene, we don’t give the culprit the leverage that they need to make the moves they did, and we see how they respond. Who knows what we’ll discover this loop, but… I’m feeling hopeful,” David smiled.

The girls paused. There seemed to be something on the tip of their tongues, but neither seemed intent on breaking the silence.

“My grandmother’s killer.”

Miki and Aika shifted nervously, but nodded.

“We could try. Replicating that moment. Revisiting it and examining every single person in that room…” David trailed off, squeezing the bridge of his nose.

He shook his head.

“Even if we did, it doesn’t change the fact that she’s dead. She isn’t coming back,” David said softly.

His eyes hardened.

“We’ll deal with the matter of her killer after we get to the bottom of this. Otherwise, there won’t be any point to finding them. There… was something else I wanted to talk to you about.”

David paused, shifting nervously as the girl’s watched in anticipation.

“Thank you for your help last loop. It meant… a lot to me.”

David drew in a breath, and he was embarrassed to feel it stutter as much as he tried to push his emotions aside.

“If you hadn’t been there, I might have lost it. Who knows how many loops I would have spent obsessively studying that common room, trying to find the killer.”

“David…” Miki began, her voice filled with concern which Aika shared, from the way her tails were swaying with nervous energy behind her.

“If either of you think less of me because of the way I… acted, I’d understand. My grandmother told me that I had an ‘adventurer’s mind’. Frankly, I think it was just a way to say that she knows that I’m as crazy as she is.”

The girls paused, even as they both fidgeted, no doubt itching to reassure him, the kind souls that they were.

“I surprised myself, that loop. I guess we should have been expecting a bad one, seeing how the beach loop ended,” David said with a smile that immediately saw the girls’ own drop. He laughed, dodging their attempts to grab him.

“Thank you for grounding me. I felt so hollow after we defeated the Broodmother. Even when I thought we’d solved the loop. And when they began again… I felt like I was returning to hell. But I’ve gained things I couldn’t even begin to imagine. I found myself a brother. And you. Two beautiful, frustratingly kind souls who mean the world to me.”

David shifted awkwardly as he averted his eyes.

“I love you both.”

Miki had teared up from his unwieldy words, while Aika simply sat quietly, which was a rarity for the kitsune.

“Aika? Is something wrong?”

The kitsune hesitated. For once, he wasn’t greeted with the chaos that he had come to expect from her, only silence. She ran a hand slowly through her long, silver hair, her eyelids draped over her golden eyes.

“I’ve been feeling a bit lost.”

David and Miki turned to stare at the kitsune.

“Miki wants to make a better world for the beastkin. David wants to save the world. You’re both so kind. Much kinder than me,” Aika said softly. “I don’t care about the demons, or the humans, or the beastkin. I feel like I should… but I don’t. When I joined the loop, I was afraid that deep down, I would hate having to try to save the world,” she said, her typically energetic tails now languid.

David raised his eyebrows in surprise, but he felt a pang of guilt. Aika hadn’t had a choice to enter the loop like Miki did. It was the price that she paid for gaining freedom from her family, only to be chained to another obligation.

“Was that what was bothering you at the start of the beach loop?”

Aika reluctantly nodded.

David stepped closer to her, drawing her hand into his. Miki, on the other side of her, wrapped the kitsune in a hug.

“And do you hate what we’re doing?”

Aika paused, before shaking her head.

“No. Because it’s with both of you. You’re my best friends.”

“Well… freedom is like that sometimes. Even though this is a very weird kind of freedom we’ve been granted. It’s still a little scary. You don’t have to have it all figured out.”

Aika shook her head with a smile.

“I guess I have figured something out.”

“Oh?” David said.

Aika’s eyes glittered.

“Going undercover in the demon kingdom. Dancing around the truth with the Sisters. It’s fun. It’s like the games we used to play on the palace, just on another level. Just that now, I can be as tricky as I want,” Aika whispered deviously, instilling a deep sense of fear in him, and from what he gathered from her expression, Miki too.

Uh oh.

[Telepathic link]

“Miki… have we unleashed something we shouldn’t have.”

“Well… it’s too late to put the crazy, hot kitsune back in the box. Don’t lie, you love her.”

“‘Crazy hot’? Or ‘crazy, hot’?” David remarked. “I’ll go with both. And you’re right, I do. I guess you know me too well.”

“I can hear you,” Aika said, pouting as Miki and David grinned.

“That’s a start. Go crazy, Aika,” David said with a gleam in his eyes, causing Miki beside her to snort.

“I will,” she said, her tails regaining their energy as they swished through the air. She pulled David and Miki into a tight hug. “I never want this to end,” Aika whispered which was as ominous as it was heartwarming.

“Uh…” David trailed off with concern.

“Careful David. The final boss might be right here in the flesh. This terrifying cutie might be the one to prevent you from ending all the loops,” Miki said ruffling Aika’s ears as she giggled.

David smiled as he embraced his friends.

***

Wednesdas afternoon – outside the House of Sloth’s main monastery

“Iris, do we often help the House of Sloth like this?”

David looked over to the half-demon succubus with beige skin and lavender hair. Her pale-yellow robes traced the contours of her body, and her lips curled into a sweet smile.

“We do. The House of Sloth serves the kingdom, just like the House of Lust. While we feed and clothe the needy, Sloth educates them. Just as all are welcome in our halls, so are they in the House of Sloth. They’re our brothers of a sort,” she smiled.

The pretty half-demon was just as he remembered her. She had light purple lavender hair that fell to the small of her back, as well as bright lavender eyes to match. Two black horns rose from her head. She had beige skin and a slender frame with generous curves that he could make out from under her pale-yellow robes. The sight of her in the bath was unlikely to be going anywhere anytime soon.

The carriage finally came to a halt in front of the House of Sloth’s main monastery. A towering building built from black and grey stone, it was imposing as it loomed over them. A monk hurried out from within, rushing straight for Iris.

“Are you a Sister from the House of Lust? Please, come quickly.”

Iris motioned for them to follow, and they trailed the monk into a small antechamber in one of the corners of the great hall.

“What you see here, you must not utter to a single soul. Remember the values of your house, as we do hours,” the monk whispered. David frowned, as he struggled to discern the monk’s meaning. He opened a door a short distance into the monastery, leading to a small antechamber.

David was greeted to houndkin.

Many of them were lying on stretchers, seemingly out cold. Others were staring nervously at the demons, hunched into themselves. Multiple pairs of eyes fixed on him and the initiates from the House of Lust as they entered.

“We discovered them on one of our rounds. Someone has been kidnapping houndkin. Holding them against their will. They need peace, initiate, until we can arrange for their transport back to the Isles,” he said with sadness.

Iris immediately nodded and motioned for Salara next to her to attend to a demon beside them who seemed to be writhing in pain. The demon went still, tensed shoulders easing as he was calmed by the succubus’ influence.

Iris turned to them as the explosion filled the air.

David’s arms curled around Iris, shielding her from the shockwave. He fell to the floor with a grunt, knowing that it would leave a bruise. Even though he had been anticipating the explosion, he was still caught off-guard by how violently it reverberated through the monastery.

Aika and Miki had remained outside, and just as they planned, they were now tending to those wounded by the blast. They had toyed with the idea of preventing it altogether, but after learning that succubi had the ability to detect invisible infiltrators, and the Duke likely had succubi in his service protecting him, they decided against it.

David pulled away from the girl curled up in his arms, her bright lavender eyes wide and fixed on his own.

“Are you alright?”

“Y-yes. Thank you. We need to help the rest of them.”

David helped her to her feet, and he noticed her eyes shift to the bruise at his side.

“I’ll be fine. We need to help the others.”

Without another word, he turned on his heel and started helping the demons in the vicinity. He carried those most grievously wounded from the monastery, handing them off to Aika and Miki. After ensuring that Iris caught a glance of the three of them working decisively and desperately to save the others, David exchanged a nod with his friends.

David broke off, crouching out of sight behind a collapse pillar, before adjusting his [veil of illusion] to reflect the appearance of a monk. He strode inside the monastery, walking briskly towards the source of the explosion.

He saw two elderly members draped in grey robes speaking with one another, deeper into the monastery. Translucent barriers shone over each of them, which marked them as practitioners of magic. David put his back against a wall, leaning over to eavesdrop.

“Sister. Take care of Lord Tarth. The heir survived.”

“What happened, Raveth? One of the other houses?” the female monk asked.

“Duke Selmerinian is dead, sister. Later. We must attend to the wounded,” monk Raveth replied.

“I don’t understand… House Sloth is neutral! We have no stake in the Competition—”

“We will discuss this later. It was a premeditated attack, and you should know that there are far more important things than the Crown Competition for us to contend with. That has always been our position,” Raveth gritted out.

“A premeditated attack by who?”

“Kitsune infiltrators. We found their bodies. They took the identity of monks of our house. The Church is making a move. Perhaps in concert with one of the other houses. Get in touch with the Sisters at the House of lust. The succubi guarding the Duke were likely killed in the explosion.”

“Impossible,” the sister muttered, failing to process the developments.

“We have the means of countering their invisibility, Sister. Succubi, with their telepathic nets, and Wrath’s best warriors with their senses. But we have no way of countering their foxfire. Male infiltrators fall to the succubi’s temptations, yes, but female infiltrators are virtually undetectable. You know as well as I do that the truth assessments have critical flaws, and we have no way of guaranteeing a suspect’s identity short of killing all who fall under suspicion and checking if they revert to their true forms upon death.”

“Then what do we do, Brother Raveth?”

“Extensively question the monks present. Check our records – any of them unable to answer our questions will be more thoroughly examined.”

“And what of the other houses?”

Brother Raveth cursed under his breath.

“The other houses will use this to their advantage. They will play their games, but we must endure, sister. We cannot lose sight of our vision.”

David paled, his arms trembling from the discovery of the culprit behind the Duke’s assassination.

Kitsune infiltrators working for the Church?

The Church, conspiring with another demon House to kill the Duke?

David’s eyes widened as the feeling of dread in his gut only began to intensify. It was almost a mockery. This was the second time he had heard the Church’s name come up in association with a world ending tragedy.

The game had just gotten a whole lot more complicated.
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Three days later – Sundas – first week in Zephelgor

“David, Astara and Miki. Their commitment to caring for the wounded and their calm under pressure speaks to the depth of their character. Many of you have witnessed their tenderness in the wake of the disaster in the Sloth Quarter, and tenderness is a quality that is in short supply at the Academy with tensions as high as they are. We will depart tomorrow morning for the Academy.”

David vaguely heard the sounds of the demons around him clapping, but his mind was elsewhere.

He had revisited the common room, sitting in the exact same spot, at the exact same time a few days before. Miki and Aika were also situated at different points in the room, but none of them had been able to detect the conversation that David had overheard. Whatever the reason, whether it was because of the butterfly effect of the differences in the decisions they had made, the perpetrator hadn’t revealed themselves.

Focus, David.

His eyes traced of the demons cheering as Aika, Miki and himself received the honour of acting as arbiters for the heirs secluded in the Royal Demon Academy.

“David. You saved me from injury at your own expense. I’ll always be grateful for your bravery and self-sacrifice,” Iris whispered beside him. It took every modicum of self-control for his friends at his side not to give him a smirk. But he was sure he wouldn’t hear the end of it if he opened his [telepathic link].

“I’m just glad I could be of service. I hope to serve you well in the Academy, if you would have me.”

“Of course,” Iris beamed,” that is why you were selected. I would gladly accept it and hope to serve you just as well.”

Commence on the [Path of the demon]?

Yes.

***

The ride to the Academy was silent.

The aftermath of a riot which had occurred that past night still lingered on the streets. Shattered glass, blood on the cobblestones, and looted shophouses were what greeted them as the carriage floated to its destination.

The assassination of Duke Selmerinian.

The fall of House Sloth’s leader at the hands of the Church.

“Isn’t this a recipe for disaster? Is there any point to keeping the remaining heirs in the Academy?”

David’s words rang hollow in the carriage. Iris looked at him with tired eyes, her lips curling into a smile.

“Sloth was never involved in the Crown Competition. On the contrary, if there was ever a time when the Academy was more needed… this would be it. House Greed ended up bearing the brunt of the backlash,” Iris continued, eyes fixed on the road outside. “The bazaar was blamed for causing the incident.”

David’s eyes narrowed.

“Who was blaming them?”

“Everyone,” Iris said with a helpless shrug. “We have no clue where the whispers started, but they were inevitable. The people were reluctant to host the bazaar, but House Greed’s promises…”

Iris shook her head, running a hand through her lavender hair, her typically bright eyes now tired and dull. Then, they softened as she looked back to them.

“Do you want to know why I picked you?”

David, Aika and Miki perked up at her question, shaking their heads.

“Because you were the only ones that remained calm in the chaos. Your first thought was to help the others. It’s something that comes naturally to people that have been in a tragedy like this before… but not so much to others. I had a feeling we were kindred spirits,” she said softly, before returning her gaze to the streets outside.

David’s eyes lingered on the half-succubus.

He knew next to nothing about Iris, apart from the fact that she was attracted enough to his form that she had been eligible to bond with him. He knew that she was kind, gentle, and that the Sisters had seen something in her to trust her with the crucial responsibility of overseeing the Competition.

He also knew how heartbroken she had been to fail.

When David caught her glancing at him, he returned a gentle smile of his own.

Not if I can help it.

***

David disembarked the carriage and took in his surroundings. At the heart of Zephelgor was the central quarter. The neutral ground over which none of the demon dukes and duchesses possessed authority.

Similar to the Vediran Adventurer’s Academy, the Demon Academy was comprised of a number of different buildings. One difference was that the buildings of the Demon Academy were connected together with a series of walkways. Due to the size constraints of the city, it made for a more compact campus, but one where the buildings were interlinked and spanned much higher into the sky than its Vediran counterpart.

David collected his luggage from the carriage, following an attendant who showed them to their rooms.

“All heirs will be situated in Qarath Hall and the adjoining buildings. The rest of the Academy will be inaccessible for the duration of your stay. We will be erecting a barrier around the premises to ensure your safety. Sisters of Lust have cast a mental net to ensure that there are no infiltrators in the Academy. They will continue to do so throughout the duration of your seclusion.”

This ‘mental net’ must be the method the succubi have of sniffing out invisible infiltrators.

The attendant rounded on them, pushing a pair of half-moon spectacles further up her nose. This demon, like some of the others David had come across, sported a pair of grey wings that emerged from her shoulder blades.

“The legacy of this practice hails back to the founding of Zephelgor. Apart from a single instance where the Competition concluded with the deaths of every single heir on the premises, it has been used to incredible effect to maintain peace between the houses.”

What the fuck—

“That regrettable incident was not related to the political tensions at the time, but instead caused by the heirs being left with nothing to do. This year, we have made great strides in mitigating the risk of such a tragedy repeating.”

David swallowed.

They killed each other because they were bored?

Just how psychotic are the heirs to the demon Houses?

“How bad have things gotten in the past? With all the heirs cooped up in here?” David asked.

The attendant calmly looked down at her palm and began counting issues off.

“Psychotic breaks. Marital disputes. Rampant narcotic use. Orgies.”

David swallowed. He got the distinct impression that the attendant somehow thought the final example was the most vile of them all.

“That is why we have taken the liberty of establishing a more rigorous curriculum this year. And plenty more healthy outlets for any pent-up energy to be expended. Although I am sure that nothing barring a massacre would prevent the orgies,” the attendant said with more than just a hint of resentment, pushing her glasses up her nose once more.

The curriculum spans a month.

In three weeks, a demon unlike anything I’ve ever seen lays waste to the Isles and who knows what else.

With all respect… some apocalyptic shit is going to go down, and the orgies will be the least of your worries, Miss Attendant.

“Please be punctual. We have a very exciting announcement to make. I am sure that you will all be thrilled with the development. You will be assigned individual rooms, all situated on the second floor.”

He exchanged a glance with Miki and Aika beside him as the attendant departed, leaving them to unpack and prepare for the gathering in the dining hall.

***

After leaving their belongings in the individual rooms they were assigned, they proceeded to the dining hall. Upon entering, two members were already seated at their table.

Going solely from her red dress, the girl in the middle was clearly Envy’s heir. Her glittering pink hair was tied up in twin pigtails, beside a pair of ram-like horns of a dark purple hue. She had arched eyebrows and elegant lips so perfect that they looked to have been rendered by a master artisan. Her skin was a rose gold tone, and shimmered gently in the light of the dining hall. The girl’s magenta eyes fell on them in turn but quickly dismissed them as if failing to identify anything of significance. To the heir’s left, was a boy with handsome, sharp features similar to the girl's. It seemed as if the Duke or Duchess of Envy had a preference for the sleek and symmetrical. So much so that they had had twins. He had rose gold hair to match his skin tone and similar, magenta eyes to Envy’s Heiress.

“Lord Rafalt and Lady Larelle of Envy. The heirs of Envy, although Larelle is next in line,” Iris remarked softly. “A few seconds older than him. He’s never lived it down.”

They drifted over to their seat a short distance away from Envy’s table.

Before long, the other houses began to arrive.

Wrath’s heir entered. Similarly to the demons they had glimpsed entering the Temple of Lust, he sported inky black robes and a long, curved blade at his hip. He had midnight black skin, and eyes and long, straight hair that shone silver, as well as two large wings that protruded from his elegant black robes.

“Lord Rake. Heir to the House of Wrath. And behind him…”

The heir from House Gluttony entered the room. Gluttony’s heir was a giant. If Molo was present, the demon would have towered over even his friend, standing at least eight or nine feet tall. He was dressed in grey plate armour, and wielded a gigantic greatsword that he rested casually on his shoulder as he strode into the room. He had ash grey hair and a pair of giant black wings that emerged from his upper back.

He’s half-beastkin. I wouldn’t be able to tell just from his appearance.

In his wake trailed his singular companion. David’s eyes widened when he realised that said companion was actually a race he was very familiar with. The girl had thick blonde hair, and a pair of circular glasses perched on her nose. She was dressed in far more flexible brown leather armour than the giant of a demon she trailed.

Houndkin.

What the hell is a houndkin doing here?

“What is the meaning of this!” Lady Larelle of Envy shrieked. “A houndkin, here? Are you mad, Dolrom?”

Lord Dolrom of Gluttony grinned a wide grin, waving away her concerns.

“If any of you touch her, I’ll eat you.”

David felt an intense chill as the towering demon’s eyes drilled into his. The houndkin by his side meekly avoided their gaze, taking a seat next to him.

This is just getting weirder and weirder.

“I present to you, Lady Xinra of Greed!”

The brainchild behind the Grand Bazaar entered the room.

Xinra was stunning. A girl who looked to be about his own age, with dark blue skin and sapphire eyes. Long, wavy hair of midnight blue so dark it bordered on black trailed behind her. She was wearing a dress that was a combination of sheer fabric and white cloth, that generously revealed her slender curves and perky breasts. Her belly button was exposed and framed by lean abdominal muscles that flexed and swayed as she walked. She had a pair of elegant, pale blue wings that sprouted from her shoulders behind her.

Her sapphire eyes found David’s and her lips drew into a smile.

David’s heart was hammering in his chest, and it wasn’t because of the look she was giving him.

The demon at the head of the mercenary army.

It’s her.

But before David could scrutinise her further another girl entered the room.

She was wearing a familiar black plate armour, that traced the contours of her body. She had a golden hair and golden eyes to match, and a pair of dark black horns that curled inwards. She was tall, with dark bronze skin, towering over him by a few feet. Her eyes swept through the room, rapidly alighting on each and every one of its occupants with calm disinterest. Judging them as beneath her attention.

“And last but not least—”

“You don’t have to announce me,” the girl said, her lips breaking out into a chilling grin.

“They know.”

David had to give it to her.

It was a fitting entry for the heir of Pride.


Chapter 24 



To his surprise, Iris did not dignify him with her typical commentary. David saw a wariness in the girl’s eyes. Knowing what he did about Pride’s physical superiority, he was sure that if Pride's heir did overhear her explanation, there would be hell to pay – arbiter or not.

“Good afternoon, Lady Luna,” the attendant said with a bow. Pride’s heir walked past her, taking a seat at her designated table. The attendant barely flinched, as if entirely expecting this development. She adjusted her glasses, before turning to the rest of them.

“Sloth’s heir will not be attending. He—”

“Was burnt to a crisp when his house exploded,” Rafalt of Envy cackled, the young lord’s magenta eyes wide with glee.

“Silence,” Luna of Pride said.

The tone of pride’s heir brooked no argument. Rafalt faltered as her golden eyes found his magenta ones, and he quailed where he sat, breaking away his gaze.

She turned back to the attendant with a nod.

“Regrettably, Lord Tarth of Sloth is recovering from his wounds, and will not be accompanying us these next few weeks. Now then, to commence. We have developed a comprehensive curriculum—”

“Boriiiiiing,” Larelle droned, rolling her magenta eyes. “This is all. So. BORING. Can we just kill each other already? I’m going to go crazy—”

“Did someone say kill?” Dolrom rose to his feet with a grin, even as the houndkin by his side repeatedly tugged at his arm. Eventually, he acceded and sat back down with a distinct look of disappointment, the houndkin patting his shoulder in consolation.

Luna was pinching the bridge of her nose with a grimace, while Rake watched the chaos unfold with raised eyebrows, nibbling on a snack. Before either of the twins could cut in again, the attendant got straight to the point.

“We have discovered an entrance to the Infinite Dungeon.”

All of the heirs simultaneously froze. The room grew still, and not even the ambient sounds of breathing could be heard from any of its inhabitants. David’s eyes widened in shock that he was not forced to manufacture. Miki had gone rigid, and only Aika had managed to conceal her surprise – and she had been raised in the Passage of Illusion from birth.

“Impossible!” Rafalt shouted. “If what you claim is true, this is a discovery of such scope that the House that uncovered it would win the Crown Competition outright!”

“Fascinating,” Xinra said. Greed’s heir smiled, sapphire eyes sparkling as if she had words that were itching to escape at the edge of her lips.

“What, Greed,” Rafalt’s eyes narrowed as he turned to Xinra. The girl calmly lifted her teacup, taking a casual, unhurried sip.

“I didn’t expect to learn much in this glorified prison of ours. I stand corrected.”

“And what have you learned?” Rafalt sneered.

“That you, Lord of Envy, have the beginnings of a brain. The Academy is working miracles and we’ve only been here for a day!”

David choked.

Xinra beamed at the spluttering Rafalt.

“Before I hear your whiny voice again, I’ll save you the trouble. It was discovered by House Sloth. As you know, they have no stake in the Competition. They ensured that it was placed on neutral ground. That way, the kingdom doesn’t fall apart from infighting over access to it, and House Sloth acquires the manpower it needs to uncover the Infinite Dungeon’s secrets for years to come. Am I right, miss attendant?”

The attendant stared at Xinra, the sapphire eyes of Greed’s heir reflecting her immense satisfaction.

“And how do you know this?” Larelle piped up, clearly unhappy that Xinra was running intellectual circles around her brother.

“Oh! Because we tried to bribe them, of course,” Xinra laughed, her voice like tinkling bells. “But they refused to allow us to monetise access their discovery. We proposed a truly… innovative service. One that would see adventurers pay a monthly cost to retain access to it. A shame it was turned down.”

“More like motive for House Greed to bomb Sloth and assassinate their Duke,” Larelle seethed.

Xinra smiled calmly.

“Careful now, don’t give me motive to burn down yours,” Xinra said with a wink. “Oh, wait a minute! I have plenty already. Two reasons, in fact.”

Xinra cast a deliberate look towards the twins.

I do not want to get on her bad side.

Xinra’s eyes wandered back over to David, greeting him with a salacious wink.

But I have a feeling she’s going to want to introduce me to many different sides of her, whether I like it or not.

The attendant cleared her throat.

“As I was saying... we wish to offer you the chance of being the very first to challenge its rooms and passages. From our initial exploratory efforts, we have identified some suitable dungeon rooms for you to challenge, but there is much left to be discovered. So, the question I would pose to you is this,” the attendant trailed off. A change came over the meek but sassy attendant, a hint of mischief entering her gaze.

“Do you wish to bicker amongst each other, to go at each other’s throats, or stand at the very edge of discovery, uncovering something that could change the fortune of our kingdom for centuries to come?”

The attendant’s unspoken words were clear.

The heirs eyed each other carefully, a tension building in the room. If they did manage to uncover a Passage or some technology that had been lost to time, it could turn the tide of the Competition and the fortune of their House.

“From a month’s time-out to a potential bloodbath in record time,” Xinra said with a smile. “Who in their right mind ever thought that this would be a good idea? Are you really that against the orgies? I would have preferred the latter.”

David was inclined to agree.

***

“David, you wished to speak to me? Come in!”

Iris beamed at him warmly, as she peeked out from behind her door. David smiled back, walking through and closing it behind him. The half-succubus was dressed in a thin black dress that irreverently revealed her form. He could make out the precise shape of her perky breasts from beneath, as well as the curve of her back leading to the supple ass he had glimpsed in the baths.

Her eyes were framed by dark eye-shadow, and her pink lips were curled into a warm, welcoming smile.

“The Academy and House Sloth have made our jobs a whole lot more difficult,” David said, “how exactly are they expecting us to keep the heirs safe if they allow them to go on dungeon runs?”

Iris took a seat on her bed, before gesturing for him to join her.

“I don’t think they are. Allowing them to go on proper dungeon runs, that is,” she smiled.

David’s eyes widened.

Of course…

If the demons haven’t been exposed to the Infinite Dungeon, and the heirs’ knowledge about it is limited, then the Academy is free to supply them with some Tier 1 rooms of little consequence or risk to them.

“They’re keeping a bunch of spoilt children preoccupied,” David muttered, prompting a laugh from Iris. He scratched his neck with embarrassment as the girl beamed.

“Exactly. Which should, provided all goes well, make our job easier. Do you have a preference for who you would like to look after? I was thinking about how we should approach this, and I figure that we could divide and conquer.”

David considered the girl’s question, before nodding.

“Wrath and Gluttony. There may be less… complications if I take care of the male members,” David said, scratching an itch at the back of his head. “Being paired with the others might…”

“Start some drama?” Iris’ lips quirked upwards, “I suppose it would. You are very handsome after all,” she smiled.

David cleared his throat, his eyes darting to her own as Iris smiled on.

“Uhhh…”

“I’m not shy about my interest,” the girl said softly, shifting where she sat. “We are going to be working very closely together for a month, and I thought it would be best to get it out there early.”

David opened his status, glancing at Iris’ reputation.

Iris: 0

I suppose I should make a start with building up her reputation.

But not too… rapidly.

I’ll need to decide if I can trust her, first.

“I also figured that we should get to know each other seeing as we’re going to be working closely with one another. Is that something you’d be open to?” Iris asked.

David felt a familiar click fall place in his chest, having received a request that resonated with his class.

[Accept request]

“I would be delighted. I was curious… where did you come from before you arrived at the House of Lust?”

Iris’ smile seemed to fade a degree, making him instantly backpedal.

“I’m sorry. Talking about our histories is—”

“I’m from the House of Pride,” she said softly.

David’s eyes widened. The very same demons that prided themselves on their physical superiority. It wasn’t a stretch to conclude that they would look down on half-demons without a ‘pure’ bloodline.

“I lost my sister,” she continued. “We were living together in an orphanage in the Pride Quarter, our mother had abandoned us. But even so… we were so happy,” she said softly. “No matter how bad things got, we always had each other. But… I lost her. And that was why I decided to join the House of Lust.”

David rubbed the sheets of the bed beneath him between his thumb and forefinger as his face fell.

“I’m sorry for your loss. Have you been with the House of Lust for long?”

“Five years,” Iris replied with a smile.

“Do you miss her? Your sister?” David said softly.

Iris’s lips twisted into a strained smile, and David could see that her answer was reflected in the pain in her eyes.

“Sorry. It was a stupid question.”

“No… no, it wasn’t. I do miss her. She was… hard-headed, stubborn and brave. I’ve always been a bit timid, as I’m sure you’ve noticed. I don’t know what the Sisters saw in me picking me to be an arbiter,” Iris said, shaking her head with a soft laugh. Her eyes met his own, her palm pressing up against her cheek as she bit her lip, as if mustering the courage to ask her own question.

“And what about you? What brought you to the House of Lust?”

“I was living with my grandmother. She passed, and I found myself at Lust’s door as well,” David said softly, running his fingers through his hair to nurse an itch on his scalp. “We lived outside of the kingdom.”

Iris’ eyebrows shot up

“Truly? I’ve heard of demons that ventured beyond the walls… but I’ve always heard it was dangerous.”

“We were in a fairly… secluded area. There weren’t a lot of people around, and the ones who were… knew not to bother my grandmother,” David laughed softly. After she passed, I met Miki and Astara, and we decided to join the House of Lust together. It can be… dangerous when you’re alone. We wanted to find community.”

For a moment, the pair of them sat in congenial silence.

“I suppose that’s one thing we have in common,” David began, “we both know grief.”

“You’ve got a strange way of flirting with me, David,” Iris said, playfully raising an eyebrow, her words causing him to cough. She gave him a warm smile. “I’m glad I got to speak to you.”

“If there’s anything I could help you with, anything at all, don’t hesitate to ask,” David replied.

“Well…” Iris trailed off, squeezing her sheets which were bunched up in her fists. “We have to make sure that the seclusion proceeds flawlessly, I wouldn’t want to tarnish the House’s name,” she said softly.

David smiled reassuringly, before giving her a nod.

“Of course. And as for the arrangement? Would you like me to oversee Rake and Dolrom?”

Iris nodded, rising to her feet to get the door for David.

“It would be great if you could look after them, thank you. Maybe you could start with getting to know Lord Rake. He seems…” Iris trailed off.

“Less crazy?”

Iris’ eyes lit up with delight as she laughed.

“Don’t let the rest of them hear you. I… look forward to our next conversation. With all the excitement around the city, I’ve barely gotten to know you,” Iris said, a blush reaching her cheeks, “and your friends of course.”

“Goodnight, Iris.”

David felt Iris’s request to guard the heirs of Wrath and Gluttony resonate with his class.

[Accept request]

As the door clicked shut behind him, David opened his status.

Name: David Vandrake

Class: [Greatest Servant]

Level: 13

Vitality: 20

Strength: 20

Agility: 20

Endurance: 20

Intelligence: 11

Willpower: 12

Mana pool: 30/30

Skills:

Greatest servant:

	[Accept request]

	[Passive: servant’s insight]

	[Passive: unrealised potential]

	[Telepathic link]




Path of the Hound:

	[Passive: Beast constitution]

	[Rend]

	[Beast form: werewolf]

	[Beast form: manasurge]




Path of the Spellblade of Ages Lost:

	[Mana channelling]

	[Mage memory]

	[Flicker step]

	[Accelerated thrust]

	[Flaming needles]

	[Flaming rapier]




Path of the Kitsune:

	[Passive: Heart of foxfire]

	[Veil of illusion]

	[True invisibility]




Path of the soul mage:

	[Soul shield]




Path of the demon:

	[Passive: Blessing of Pride] unlocked!




Reputation:

	Miki: 100

	Ovelia: 65

	Aika: 100

	Eyrie: 10

	Iris: 5




His eyes fell on the skill he had gained from fulfilling Iris’s request to speak to her.

The blessing of pride? She must have inherited it from her lineage.

It seems like demons are able to gain multiple blessings at once if she also has the powers of a succubus.

It’s just a matter of time before I gain skills related to her succubus powers, and once I do, I’ll be able to poke around with the heirs to uncover what they know about the events set to take place.

It’s time we untangle the game within.


Chapter 25



The next morning, the heirs ate quietly over breakfast, keeping to themselves. It was clear that the tension created by the Crown Competition had made them reluctant to socialise, but if the previous seclusions were anything to go by, it wouldn’t take long for that to change.

[Telepathic link]

“Aika? Miki?”

“How did your chat with the pretty succubus go?” Aika piped up.

“It went… well. We agreed that I would focus on looking after Wrath and Gluttony’s heirs. With any luck, I might be able to understand why House Wrath mobilised, and if it has anything to do with their heir.”

“Did you get an idea of what her goal was?” Miki chimed in.

“It seems like she’s intent on making sure the seclusion goes off without a hitch. She doesn’t want to disappoint the House of Lust, and it seems like she’s quite dedicated to them. Her requests seemed consistent with that goal. Well… for the most part,” David replied.

“Aaaaaand? What were the requests? Did you get any skills?”

David shot Aika a flat stare from across the table as the kitsune simply smiled back, the heirs around them utterly oblivious of their telepathic conversation.

“The first request I completed granted me the ‘blessing of pride’. That was the house she was from originally before joining House Lust. It must mean that some of Pride’s genetic abilities linger in her. It also means that a demon can have more than one blessing at a time. Maybe I’ll ask her about how their abilities actually work.”

“You didn’t tell me what her request was,” Aika said slowly, causing David to curse internally. The kitsune didn’t miss a thing.

“She… wanted to get to know me. But wait—”

“Riiight. So, the brilliant, lonely, prodigy’s main goal in life isn’t to secure herself some goldfish dick,” Aika whispered mischievously, “I believe you.”

“Aika… she also requested that I take care of the heirs to Wrath and Gluttony. We know that the events on the outside turn around them and Greed. In the meantime, the both of you should get to know the heirs as best as you can. Their goals, and whether they have any schemes while they’re in the Academy. Do either of you have anyone in mind?”

“I’ll take Envy’s twins,” Aika conveyed telepathically with glee. “They seem like a fun challenge, and Iris supported the decision when I spoke to her this morning.”

“And I’ll take Luna of Pride. Iris said she would take Xinra of Greed. It seems like Pride’s heir has something against half-bloods, and Iris said she’d have little luck trying to get her to cooperate,” Miki replied.

David looked up to see Luna glaring from across the room at Iris, who seemed to have withdrawn into herself, before the heir’s gaze shifted in Dolrom’s direction.

Does she know the secret behind Dolrom’s heritage?

Is that why she’s so openly hostile to him?

Dolrom’s houndkin attendant was nowhere to be seen. She was probably in Dolrom’s room, presumably for her own safety. Luna, Larelle and Rafalt had not responded well to her presence in the Academy. David wondered just how House Gluttony had managed to secure her access.

Eyeing his next objective, David rose from his spot before walking over to where the heir of Wrath was seated – Lord Rake.

“Hello,” Rake said with a serene smile. “You must be one of the arbiters.”

“Nice to meet you, Lord Rake. I’m David, with the House of Lust. May I join you?”

Rake nodded his head. As David joined Wrath’s heir, his mind was whirling with possible ways to break the ice.

“I hear—”

“RAKE! Fight me!”

Dolrom of Gluttony’s voice escaped with a bellow from behind him, interrupting him mid-sentence. The towering demon grinned down at the pair of them, lips stretched into a visceral grin. Dolrom turned to Rake at David’s side.

Uh oh—

“Say hello to David first. It’s only polite,” Wrath’s heir said casually, taking a sip of his tea, as if totally accustomed to Dolrom’s antics.

To David’s utter astonishment, Dolrom simply grunted his agreement, before sliding into place beside David. The long stool that stretched the length of the table creaked and bowed under Dolrom’s weight. The size discrepancy between them was comical, especially when Dolrom picked up the cutlery that his hands seemed to completely envelop, before picking at his meal.

Alright… wasn’t expecting that.

“Where’s Polova?” Rake asked, taking another sip of his tea.

“In the room,” Dolrom grunted.

“Poor thing. Is she going to be cooped up in there for the whole month?” Rake asked, raising an eyebrow with a hint of disappointment.

David began to sweat, caught between the two heirs. He had grown significantly in power since the beginning of the loops, but he doubted he’d have the ability to break up a fight between them. Especially if he was trying to disguise his identity.

Once more, to his surprise, Dolrom did not attempt to cleave Rake in half. Instead, he simply bared his teeth at Wrath’s heir, the elegant swordsman receiving it with a small smile of his own.

Wait a minute… was that a grin?

“You’ve got to tell me your workout plan, Lord Dolrom,” David said with caution. “I’ve been told that I can afford to put on a bit more muscle.”

Gluttony’s heir threw his head back and laughed raucously, flecks of his meal flying into the air. Wrath’s heir on David’s left seemed to smile at his words.

Alright… maybe there’s hope for them yet.

“Tell me,” the immense demon said, leaning closer to him.

Dolrom’s eyes flashed.

“Can you fight?”

David swallowed as he considered Dolrom’s question. Rake continued to eat, but his eyes patiently lingered on David’s form, watching and waiting.

Are they… bullying me?

“Love it. There’s nothing quite like a good fight,” he replied slowly.

“GOOD!” Dolrom exclaimed, giving him a hearty slap on the back which drove the air from his lungs.

“We shall make a team with the three of us, this afternoon. It is settled,” Dolrom nodded.

“Sounds good to me,” Rake smiled up at the larger demon, who grinned in return.

Ah… I get it.

They’re battle maniacs.

More than that… they seem like friends.

That’s unexpected. I assumed that the heirs would be at each others’ throats. I suppose some of them would be friends despite the tension between their houses.

“I’ve got a better idea,” a feminine voice echoed from across the room. David felt a chill run down his spine as Pride’s heir rose with a smile true to her nature. Miki’s eyes were wide with alarm as Luna rose from beside her, leaving the houndkin alone at Pride’s table. From the look in her eyes, David got the distinct impression that Miki had failed to grab Luna’s interest.

How did she hear our conversation? Dolrom, I understand, but I was speaking far more quietly.

It must be House Pride’s physical proficiency.

Luna of Pride strode over to their table, halting opposite Dolrom and Rake.

“Why don’t we play a game instead? We’ll see which one of you lasts the longest before I slit your throats. What do you say?” she said, leaning in with a grin.

“Lady Lun—”

“Shut it, slut,” she snapped at Miki, who flinched at Pride’s reply. To both heirs’ credit, Rake and Dolrom didn’t look the least bit shaken. Unlike the heirs of Wrath and Gluttony he was sandwiched between, Luna made his hair stand on edge from the open hostility in her tone. David had to resist the urge from instinctually summoning his [flaming rapier] and thrusting it into the heir’s throat.

Rake it seemed, had a similar idea. David saw his hand curl around the hilt of his blade. While his gaze was calm, David remembered very well just how he had died in the last loop. The elite swordsman from House Wrath had severed his neck before he could blink, and he had little doubt that the peaceful dining hall could turn into a bloodbath if a few wrong moves were made. David’s hand shot out, latching around Rake’s before he could unsheathe the blade. Thankfully, he managed to catch it on the way out of its sheath.

He turned towards Luna.

“Why don’t you prove it in the Infinite Dungeon? Unless you’re afraid that you can’t clear rooms as well as they can?”

Luna’s eyes narrowed as they found his own. She had treated him as if he was a part of the furniture, barely even sparing him a glance as he spoke.

“Careful, manwhore,” she growled, leaning towards him. “We can’t kill each other, but that doesn’t go for you and your friends,” she said with a vicious grin.

David raised his hands in surrender.

“It would just be a shame if we stumbled upon a room that needed all of us to clear it. Don’t you want to be the one to discover something that will push the kingdom forwards? We’ve been stagnating for long enough as it is.”

His heart hammered in his chest as the words escaped. Lust’s grin gradually began to fade, morphing into a glare.

“If it gets to the point where we are in need of your help, then perhaps the kingdom deserves to fade into obscurity.”

Pride’s heir turned away, returning to her seat.

[Telepathic link]

“Miki? Are you alright?”

“Don’t be surprised if you find me dead in a ditch,” she muttered. “This girl is crazy.”

***

As the afternoon rolled around, they all gathered in Qarath Hall’s basement. David looked over a huge stone slab that had been fitted in a circular recess in the centre of the room, teleportation glyphs covering its surface. It was if a deployment array similar to those he had encountered at the hole in Vedir had been lifted and fitted into the recess.

“Step into the circle.”

It seemed as if not all of the heirs were intent on delving in to the dungeon. Rake and Dolrom were itching for the chance, as was Luna. But Xinra of Greed and Rafalt and Larelle of Envy were content on remaining behind. Iris herself admitted to not having any combat ability and was staying behind with Aika to accompany the other heirs.

Maybe it was her arrogance, or maybe it simply spoke to her confidence in her abilities, but Luna was content to dive alone. He saw Miki beside her, burdened with equipment that Luna had instructed her to carry.

“Every week, we will unveil the coordinates of a new dungeon room, provided you manage to surmount the previous challenge,” the attendant began. “We—”

“Enough already! Give us the coordinates.”

The attendant relented with a sigh, before providing them with the glyphs. The attendant crouched at the edge of the circle, showing them how to input the coordinates into the teleportation array. She injected a surge of mana into it, which made the glyphs glow.

Without another word, Luna leapt forwards, teleporting away in a flash.

“I guess this is it,” David muttered.

“Into the Infinite Dungeon we go.”

***

“RAAAGH COME AT ME YOU BASTARDS!”

David’s lips twitched as he watched Gluttony’s heir rip into the slimes that he towered over. Dolrom’s two-handed greatsword carved a path through the globules, and David was actually beginning to feel sorry for the small green things.

Rake to his right, had broken out a small tea set, and was steeping some tea as the echoes of Dolrom’s shouts reached them. To his surprise, Luna to his left wasn’t fighting the creatures. Less to his surprise, she was fuming as she stared at the creatures that filled the small dungeon room.

“They’re babysitting you,” David called out to her.

Luna’s look of rage intensified at his words.

Luna’s the only one that has displayed open hostility to Dolrom and Rake so far… She’s the most likely culprit behind the events in the Academy.

But maybe it’s unwise to test her boundaries so blatantly.

Luna looked a second away from plunging the twin blades sheathed at her sides into his neck. But to his surprise, she huffed a sigh, spitting to her side.

“At least you put it plainly, manwhore. This is insulting,” Luna grunted.

[Telepathic link]

“Miki, it looks like she respects honesty. That we can work with.”

“And how did you know she wasn’t going to split you in half for risking that little quip?” Miki asked incredulously.

David was drawn out of their telepathic conversation when Lord Rake beside him extended a teacup for him to accept.

“I have heard rumours about the Infinite Dungeon,” Rake said with a soft voice, sipping his tea. “Perhaps we might find additional dungeon coordinates if we uncover a loot room.”

“I… I don’t think that will be possible,” Miki began, receiving a sweltering glare from Luna. Still, his friend seemed to gain confidence with every syllable. “My guess is that the Academy have scouted out the loot rooms and cleared out any potential coordinates ahead of time.”

Something in Luna’s gaze seemed to shift as she regarded her assigned arbiter. It almost looked like she was staring at Miki with a look of begrudging respect for her insight.

“There is one hope,” Miki continued. “A secret dungeon link. Occasionally, loot rooms and dungeon links are hidden in dungeon rooms that otherwise look like duds. The chances are slim, but provided that’s the case with this one…”

Both Rake and Luna’s gazes intensified as they focused on Miki.

“I’m sure the Academy has done a sweep of the room,” David interjected with a smile, “but let’s see how thorough they’ve been.”

Luna chuckled softly, before her soft laughter burgeoned into guffaws.

“You are the strangest arbiters I’ve met, slut and manwhore. One would suspect that you’re trying to lead us to our deaths!” Luna grinned viciously at him.

Nope. We’re just keeping you busy so you aren’t at each other’s throats.

Besides, the chances of finding a hidden link are slim. Especially if the Academy has done their due diligence—

David frowned when he noticed the attendant standing a distance away staring at him with wide eyes, sweat trailing from her brow in multiple streams.

Uh oh.

“Let’s get to it!” Luna said with renewed vigour, her eyes flashing. The tall blonde demon clad in plate armour unleashed an explosive jump that cracked the stone floor beneath her. She fell like a meteor, crashing into a group of slimes situated a short way away from where Dolrom was fighting.

Luna unsheathed twin blades at her side. Even though the creatures were slimes, many an overconfident adventurer had fallen to creatures from the mere fact of being outnumbered. The creature’s slimy bodies exploded outwards into lengthy spikes, seeking to impale Pride’s heir. The girl’s golden eyes swivelled, keeping track of the morphing slimes and weaving with the dexterity of a cat as she casually stepped around their attacks.

“Is this your first time seeing a warrior from Pride fight, David?”

Rake was still sipping his tea as he watched on. David took a sip of his own.

“Yes… it is.”

“And how about yourself? You told me that your grandmother used to be a soldier and taught you the basics. Here.”

To David’s surprise, Wrath’s heir withdrew an elegant, curved blade from his bag of holding, before handing it to him. David unsheathed the blade and couldn’t help but admire its brilliant sheen.

With a nod towards Rake, David stepped forwards, approaching another group of slimes. He fell into a sharp lunge, thrusting the blade into a slime and watching in satisfaction as he shattered the dungeon core floating within. Ripping his blade out with a horizontal slash, David ducked beneath a blue slime that morphed into a single, lengthy spike that burst outwards in search of his head.

He avoided the spike just in the nick of time, before cutting off the protruding appendage with a casual slash of the blade. His eyes widened when he noticed how easily the curved blade passed through the creature. David stepped forwards, stabbing it in the core, before turning to look back at Rake.

Wrath’s heir was nodding approvingly as David returned. He had never been so grateful for all of the physical training he had done in the previous loops, which had allowed him to grind up his physical stats to a respectable level. He was still far from reaching the strength of Luna or Dolrom, but it made him useful enough without having to compromise his identity by using his skills.

With a final sip of his tea, Rake rose to his feet.

“Allow me.”

By now, Dolrom and Luna had cleared the bulk of the slimes, and it seemed like the pair of them were prodding at the enclosed dungeon room’s walls in search of a possible secret link. Miki was trailing them, and with her trap-detection skills, she was helping identify suspicious looking areas.

The calm warrior strode towards the last of the slimes in the room.

Then, to David’s surprise, Rake’s face morphed. The peace and calm in his body language and the serenity exemplified by his features ended violently. His face contorted into an expression of such anger that David had only felt a handful of times before.

The demon executed a slash with his black, elegantly curved blade.

It was like the air was split in twain, as the last of the slimes in front of him unravelled, as if pulled apart from either end by invisible strings. In a blink of an eye, his blade had returned to his sheath, and his expression of serenity had returned. The change had overcome him so quickly that David wasn’t sure if the transformation had been a hallucination. But the remains of the slimes scattered about the dungeon floor was concrete proof to the contrary.

Rake strode back towards David.

“Would you like me to teach you our arts?”

“I… would very much appreciate that.”

They cleared the dungeon room meant to last them an entire week in just under two hours. The attendant situated at the entrance of the dungeon was wearing an expression of dread. The thin trails of sweat he had spotted previously had grown into streams, and the woman was anxiously biting her fingernails.

[Telepathic link]

“Miki, have you found anything?”

“David… I’ve messed up. Come quickly,” Miki replied.

David and Rake caught up to Dolrom and Luna, who were crowded around a point in the wall bordering an empty loot room.

Cleared out by Academy attendants, no doubt.

“H-heirs! Congratulations on your astoundingly fast clear of the dungeon room. You truly are a credit to your houses—” the attendant cried, trailing in their wake. “I will make sure to prepare additional dungeon rooms for you to explore, if you would just return with me to the—”

“YARGH!”

Dolrom’s roar filled the air, before his greatsword came crashing down on a point in a wall. Dust filled the air from the blow. David waved away the stray particles, coughing as they tickled his lungs.

[Telepathic link]

“Miki… you might have been a little too good at your job.”

From a distance, David watched the houndkin’s cheeks flush.

“I-I’m so sorry. I didn’t expect to actually find a hidden connection… I assumed the Academy would be thorough. Luna’s too sharp for me to deceive her, and before we knew it…”

“It’s alright, Miki. This might lead to changes in the loop… but we’ll just have to wait and see,” David replied. “Besides… if it does lead to a Passage, it means that we might have the potential to grow ourselves.”

“H-h-heirs! I must insist that you do not contin—”

The attendant paled as Luna strode over to her. Pride’s heir brought her face right up to the attendant’s. David felt a pang of sympathy for the young woman.

“You said it yourself, didn’t you? This is for the benefit of the kingdom. Or were those empty words?”

Luna turned on her heel, and together, they pressed further into the Passage.
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“Now this is more like it,” Luna grinned.

They followed the corridor all the way through to a clearing. Beyond them was a temple with vast black pillars along its front facade. David climbed black marble steps that seemed to be inlaid with gold. Vast, twin black doors at least ten to fifteen times his height lay some distance ahead of them, barring off the rest of the true dungeon room from access.

“Slut,” Luna said, turning to Miki. Luna’s grin widened, but there was something genuine in her smile this time.

“You’ve done well. For providing us with this entertainment, I’ll see to it that you and your temple are greatly enriched after our imprisonment,” Luna said, golden eyes gleaming. “You’ve made our stay a lot more fun.”

Before the temple doors was a small circular area outlined in gold. They strode up to a stone tablet rising from the ground. David ran his fingers across the words, feeling the hair on his forearms rise. The only thing standing between them and the doors, was a wide mirror housed in a wooden frame.

David read the words on the tablet.

The humble gain entry.

“What do you think it could mean?” Rake asked, turning to David.

“I’m going to BASH down those doors!” Dolrom roared, striding ahead of them before the group could react.

Dolrom stepped into the circle, his appearance appearing in the mirror. A large demon identical to Dolrom with a pair of huge wings and a greatsword strode free from the mirror’s surface. It seemed to be cast from roiling shadow that had materialised into Dolrom’s form.

“We have to… defeat ourselves?” Miki said, her voice rising a hitch.

“RAAARGH!”

Gluttony’s heir charged forwards, executing a mighty overhead swing. The shade’s identical sword wreathed in shadow dropped into a diagonal hang, and Dolrom’s blade slid off to the side as his strike was diverted.

The pair of them began exchanging blow after blow – evenly matched. Dolrom began to get faster and faster, wielding his greatsword less like a two-handed weapon and more like one would wield a shortsword – with an agility and fluidity that should have been impossible with such a large, unwieldy blade. Still, his reflection matched him, falling into a dance equally as fluid.

Eventually, Dolrom paused, panting from the exertion. Gluttony’s heir cast a glance back towards the group before letting out a sharp bark of frustration and stepping out of the circle. The moment he did, his reflection disappeared. But now, Dolrom’s shade could be seen lingering on the surface of the mirror.

David’s eyes narrowed.

I don’t know what Dolrom’s more frustrated about. Not being able to go further into the dungeon, or not being able to let himself go with the shade.

I get the feeling he’s holding back his abilities. And if what we learned about him in the previous loop is true, he’s far more powerful than he’s letting on.

“The humble gain entry,” David repeated. “I suppose we have to ‘register’ our reflections in the circle, and then return after acknowledging our limitations and building upon them. If we manage to defeat our shades, then maybe we’ll gain entry to the temple.”

The other demon heirs nodded their agreement. Rake, to his surprise, was staring at the mirror with a look of open hunger, which was surprising given his serene demeanour. In fact, he beat Luna to the chase, stepping into the circle the quickest. The master swordsman exchanged a few swings with his shade, his eyes growing hungrier with each passing blow.

It seemed like he could tell the quality of his opponent from even his more casual swings, and it wasn’t long before he stepped out of the circle. The look of eagerness on his face had only intensified.

Luna, followed shortly by David and Miki registered their reflections in the mirror before stepping away. They begrudgingly retreated to the dungeon’s entrance, returning to the Academy proper.

***

Dinner in the dining hall was a lot more amiable than their last meal. In fact, the discovery of the temple seemed to have dispersed some of the tension, so much so that Miki and Luna actually joined Rake and Dolrom where they were eating.

[Telepathic link]

“Aika… Miki found a Passage in the dungeon.”

“NICE! Can I come? Pretty please?”

David winced, exchanging a glance with Miki from across the table.

“That might be… a little difficult. It might be possible if you convince either of Envy’s heirs to come into the dungeon. The attendant has the door to the teleportation glyphs sealed off now. I’m sure she’s going to try to keep it sealed… but I can’t see that going very well.”

“David? If the other Houses pursued different Passages just like the House of Lust… I have a hunch that I know exactly which House this Passage might relate to,” Miki said. “The House of Pride.”

“You’re… right,” David muttered, eyes widening. “The test of ‘humility’ seems to be an exercise in acknowledging one’s limitations so that they can be built upon. Maybe whatever’s in that dungeon allows you to develop your physical characteristics or abilities. But that aside…” David trailed off. “Tomorrow is the day that House Wrath mobilises.”

“Do you think… Luna could have been responsible for killing Dolrom in the previous loop?” Miki asked.

“She’s the only one that’s showed open hostility to him. But now that we’ve managed to unite them… things might just play out differently. We’ll just have to wait and see.”

“Hot succubus alert,” Aika interrupted.

“David?”

Iris’ voice pulled him away from his telepathic conversation with Miki and Aika.

Iris smiled down at him.

“May I speak with you?”

***

After hastily finishing his meal, David proceeded over to Iris’s room, closing the door shut behind him. They returned to their spots on her bed as they had last time.

“Is everything alright, Iris?”

The succubus brushed a lock of lavender hair behind her ear with a soft smile. She was wearing a sheer black dress that teasingly revealed the silhouette of her curves beneath.

“Amazing, in fact,” she smiled brightly.

As she did, David felt something shift within him. He realised that his system had registered the completion of Iris’ request to guard Rake and Dolrom in the dungeon run. Given both heirs’ proficiency with a blade, he was convinced that anything capable of hurting either of them would have spelled his demise as well. He was beginning to realise that her request wasn’t so much directed at protecting them literally, but ensuring that they didn’t get at each other’s throats.

“You managed to unite the heirs! This will make our job a whole lot easier,” she smiled.

“I’m… not too sure about that. Dolrom and Rake seemed to be friends already. They all seem very eager to dive into the dungeon, even Luna. But I’m worried that uncovering that Passage might endanger them—”

“I’m not too worried about the dungeon,” Iris replied, shaking her head, “the greatest risk was the risk they posed to each other. Thankfully, it seems like they’re behaving.”

David nodded slowly.

I suppose she has a point. Dolrom, Luna and Rake are definitely skilled enough to take on a tier 2 dungeon – which is probably what awaits us on the other side of the temple doors.

“How was it accompanying Xinra today? Did you or Astara face any difficulties?”

“That friend of yours impressed Envy’s heirs with that tongue of hers.”

Upon seeing the look on David’s face, Iris giggled, waving away his concern.

“Not in that way. Envy values beauty, and Astara is certainly beautiful. But they also enjoy their verbal spars, from what you could tell yesterday. Astara seems to be holding her own just fine! As for Xinra…” Iris trailed off. For some reason, her cheeks seem to heat and she coughed into her fist.

“She’s quite excited to meet you.”

“R-right.”

They sat in awkward silence. As Iris shifted beside him, David opened his status, taking the opportunity to review if the request he had completed for Iris had netted him any rewards.

Under the path of the demon, a new skill had in fact appeared.

[Body cultivation] unlocked!

Iris: 20

David’s heart began to hammer in his chest as his eyes lingered on the skill, before ripping his attention away, and back to Iris seated next to him.

“I was wondering if we could continue our conversation from yesterday… I’d like to get to know you better.”

Iris beamed at his words, the anxiety filling her seeming to melt away. She adjusted herself on her bed to face him.

“What would you like to know?”

“Was the House of Lust everything you were hoping it was?”

Iris paused, considering his question.

“To tell you the truth… it was the Demon Queen that really made me want to join the house.”

As she spoke, Iris’s gaze seemed to drift, like she was lost in her memories. David admired her long, lavender hair, and the way her bright eyes of the same hue glittered in the magelight of her room. The hem of her thin, black dress shifted further up her flawless thighs as she adjusted.

“What did you admire about her?”

“She was the closest that the Continent has come to true peace. Her succubi should have ended the war with humanity, but the Church was too stubborn,” she said with a hint of disappointment.

“You don’t think the succubi made tensions worse?”

Iris shook her head resolutely.

“No. I think she found a bargaining chip so powerful that the other races would have no choice but to sue for peace. When they didn’t… I truly believe she could have obliterated the humans and the beastkin, but chose not to.”

Knowing that the Demon Queen was concealing a Dungeon entrance from the other Houses… I don’t think Iris understands just how right she is.

“Then, the party of promise kills her. Our most promising sovereign, one who wasn’t completely lost to madness,” Iris sighed. “But there are rumours… that she lived.” Her eyes shone as her hand shot out to curl around his forearm. “That she’s been alive all along, in the fifty years since her death.”

“What do those rumours say?”

“There was once a succubus who infiltrated the Arcanum. Have you heard of her?” Iris asked. When David nodded, she continued.

“Rumour had it, that the Queen had an adopted daughter, and it was her daughter who infiltrated the Arcanum. Her name was Lazaara. An orphan who earned the blessing of lust. But there are two versions of the story. One where Lazaara took over the archmage’s mind, tearing apart the Academy – setting human mages back decades. But there was also another version of it,” Iris whispered, her eyes glinting.

“That Lazaara had fallen in love with the archmage that she was seeking to turn. That the two ran off to have a child, but that they were hunted down by the Church. Some rumours say, that the Demon Queen is still alive. That the only reason the war ended was because of the time she spent with her daughter and her son in law.”

“Do you think she’s still alive? The Demon Queen?” David asked.

“I hope so. It’s my favourite story.”

Strangely, Iris turned melancholy. The brightness in her eyes dulled, and her shoulders slumped. David itched to reach out to lay a comforting hand across her shoulders. Biting his lip, he settled for laying a hand on top of Iris’s own.

The succubus eyelids fluttered at the motion, eyes wide as she stared at David.

“Are you alright?”

“Y-yes. I’m fine, thank you. I like the story because it doesn’t depict the Demon Queen as a conqueror with a lust for power. In this version, the Demon Queen cared for her daughter, enough to accept that she had fallen in love with a human. And if the rumour is to be believed… she stopped the war because of them. A mother’s love halting the war,” Iris said softly, brushing an errant tear that trailed down her cheek.

“You mentioned your mother last time.”

Iris looked up at him in surprise.

“I don’t know the reason why she did what she did… but you deserved better. Both you and your sister. She’s no mother of yours if she abandoned you,” David said softly. “I felt the same way about my parents. Why did they have to go and die, leaving me behind? I think I know… a little about how the resentment feels.”

David squeezed her hand, and his eyes went wide when Iris leaned towards him, planting a soft kiss on his cheek.

“Goodnight, David. Thank you for speaking with me. I…” Iris trailed off, shyly averting her eyes.

“I look forward to seeing you again,” David completed with a smile.

“Goodnight.”

***

The next day on Wednesdas, they settled in for their usual morning meal. Luna and Dolrom had forgotten their previous animosity and were animatedly talking about how they would overcome their shades barring entrance to the temple.

David’s eyes traced around the dining hall.

While the mood between the heirs had improved significantly…

There was only one problem.

Lord Rake, the heir of Wrath, was gone.
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“I’ve confirmed with the succubi sustaining the telepathic net – there’s one less consciousness they can detect in the Academy,” Iris said. The pretty half-demoness’s face was deathly pale, and her eyes were drawn. Ever since they noticed Rake’s absence, Iris had spent every waking moment combing the Academy in search of him. It was clear to David that she took the demon’s disappearance as a personal failure.

They were gathered in the dining hall, and no one had been permitted to leave. Still, ‘permission’ wasn’t a concept that some of the heirs had any respect for. Gluttony had stormed out in a rage. He practically smashed through the doorway in his rush to head towards the deployment array to get inside the Infinite Dungeon.

When he returned, Dolrom was breathless, his eyes dull. He sat heavily in his chair, and David watched on as the attendant and Luna approached him.

“Well? Speak up?” Luna barked.

“I couldn’t find him anywhere,” Dolrom said with a low voice. “He wouldn’t leave. I know him. He wouldn’t.”

His confidence seemed to have been utterly drained from him. The change was so jarring that it seemed like even some of the other heirs were caught off-guard. Luna on the other hand, had no patience for him.

“Shit. If he got into the temple before us… the thought of being beaten by one of you,” she spat, eyes lingering on Dolrom’s form. The hulking half-demon’s eyes narrowed.

“What did you say, Pride bitch?”

Dolrom’s voice was low, each syllable ringing clear and true in the still silence of the room. Tension filled every fibre of his being. David could almost sense something tangible change in the air.

[Beast form: manasurge]

His eyes widened as he saw the mana in the room roiling. Coalescing and twisting around Gluttony’s heir, as if he was the centre of a cyclone, the invisible ambient mana around him bending towards him.

This is bad. Very bad.

Before David could rise to his feet to intercede, Luna let out a snort and turned on her heel, walking away from him. The mana in the room gradually began to ease. Wasting not another second, David strode over to Dolrom.

“Lord Dolrom,” David began gently, “when you visited the temple… did you see Rake’s shadow in the mirror?”

Dolrom nodded silently.

“Then we’ll need to challenge our reflections and win. Doing that will tell us whether he’s in the temple ahead of us, but my bet is that our reflections will disappear after we defeat them.”

What we need isn’t internal conflict right now.

If I can shift the heirs’ attention in a single direction… maybe we can avoid some bloodshed.

Dolrom grunted, immediately rising to his feet. Despite the Academy attendant’s protests, he strode through the door, heading towards the deployment array. The other heirs followed in his wake. Xinra of Greed and Laraelle and Rafalt of Envy seemed curious about the temple they had found.

After descending into the Academy’s basement, David was greeted to the sight of the double doors leading to the room containing the deployment array. They had been smashed wide open, presumably the result of Dolrom’s handiwork in his desperation to check the dungeon room. David examined the lock on the fallen doors, eyes widening when he realised that a clean incision had been administered across its surface, rendering it ineffective.

[Telepathic link]

“Miki, Aika?”

“David, are you alright?” Aika asked softly.

“I am. There’s an obvious answer to his disappearance.”

“Yes…” Miki said, “all he would need were some other coordinates to a different dungeon. Others entering from another dungeon entrance could meet him in the dungeon room and use their escape crystals to extract him back to their deployment array.”

David nodded, agreeing with Miki’s assessment. It was far from a locked-room mystery – the answer was staring them in their faces, unless Rake was lying dead somewhere around the Academy.

“The only question is… why? Rake seemed fine yesterday,” David inquired puzzled. “In fact, he was itching to challenge his shade. I can’t imagine that he would want to pass up on the opportunity.”

“Maybe…” Aika said with a tinge of sadness in her voice, “he felt an obligation towards his family. If Wrath was stirring in preparation for the attack on the temple, maybe he was instructed to join. And that obligation was more important than what he wanted for himself.”

Miki and David glanced at the kitsune, who was seated next to Envy’s heirs. She was wearing a cheery smile, but her telepathic words reflected a different reality. It was clear that she remembered the fate that had awaited her without David’s intervention.

“You’re right, Aika. Whatever the reason is, House Wrath mobilises its warriors today. The next ‘event’ is a week away, when Dolrom dies on Wednesdas. We’ll need to keep a close eye on him in the meantime,” David said. “He’s… not taking Rake’s disappearance well.”

“He must miss his friend,” Miki said softly. “I didn’t realise they were so close. I thought the heirs of the families didn’t often interact with one another?”

“That’s what I thought as well,” David replied. “But those two… seemed like exceptions for some reason.”

Their telepathic conversation was interrupted by the teleport into the dungeon.

“Did you make any more progress with Iris?” Aika asked.

“I did. And I gained a new skill – [Body cultivation].”

“That sounds like a good one!” Miki exclaimed, before her telepathic voice fell. “Do you think Iris can be trusted? That you’ll want her to join the loop with us?”

David slowly nodded.

“She seems sympathetic towards humanity. She told me that she admired the Demon Queen for wanting to bring an end to the war. What do you think? Do you have a read on her?”

“She’s been… nothing but kind to me,” Miki said softly. “There’s a tenderness to her that I admire. I saw the way that she tended to the people at the temple.”

“She’s smart too!” Aika exclaimed, “she gave me tips on how to manage Larelle and Rafalt so that they don’t bully me.”

“Thanks… that’s good to know.”

“Well?” Aika asked. “Can we expect another fish in the bowl?”

“Darrel the goldfish has certainly been having a lot of fishy fun without us,” Miki snorted, causing the pair of girls to giggle.

David merely smiled, refocusing his attention on the dungeon before him.

***

“This… is incredible,” Lord Rafalt whispered, staring in awe at the temple cast from black marble.

Luna’s golden eyes fell on Dolrom, their eyes locking.

Without another word, the pair rushed towards each other, hefting their respective weapons. The heirs from Envy let out a yelp and jumped back at the deafening sound of their blades clashing.

Shit, are they trying to kill each other?

No… wait a minute… that’s not it.

As the fight between Luna and Dolrom unravelled, it was becoming clearer that Luna had refined her technique close to perfection. Every step and swipe of her twin blades was deliberate and graceful, and she moved as if reciting the steps to a choreographed dance which made Dolrom’s efforts seem trivial by comparison. But the sheer power in the attacks of Gluttony’s heir seemed to keep her at bay.

Before long, Dolrom slipped up. His blade skittered across the glossy black marble floor, and Luna took advantage of his mistake to push her twin blades against his wide throat.

“Not bad… glutton. You fight well. But you need to work on your footwork, you overextend yourself with that big fucking blade of yours. Keep your attention on your opponent when you attack.”

David expected Dolrom to interrupt Luna’s unsolicited feedback with a blade through her throat, but to his surprise, the gargantuan demon warrior merely returned a curt nod.

It seems Rake is important enough to him that he’s willing to put his pride aside for this.

[Telepathic link]

“Whatever improvements we make… they can’t be skills or spells – those will give us away. We’ll need to improve our technique. Thankfully, our shade seems to match which attacks we use. There’s one person who would be the best to help us out with that.”

Miki’s gulp was audible through the telepathic link.

Luna began instructing Dolrom in the steps he could take to negate his bad habits. To David’s surprise, Dolrom didn’t once talk back to the other heir. Instead, he simply listened intently before he strode towards the circle once more. His doppelganger melted out of the mirror’s surface and the pair began to exchange blows.

Throughout the course of the fight, Dolrom seemed to detect the deficiencies in his reflection, and David watched with fascination as Gluttony’s heir began to correct the flaws in his muscle memory. The improvements were incremental and gradual – but no less concrete.

“You’re next, manwhore,” Luna grinned, raising her twin blades.

***

They spent three days fighting against their doppelgangers, gradually improving against them. David’s theory that the reflections would only limit themselves to the abilities and skills that they used turned out to be correct, and he could slowly feel himself surpassing the snapshot of him that had been captured by the mirror. Despite their progress, the tension between Dolrom and Luna was palpable. She remained the main suspect for Dolrom’s death in a week’s time.

But… perhaps the discovery of the dungeon Passage changes that. I don’t know what their relationship was like in the last loop, but this time, Luna is genuinely helping him overcome his limitations to access the temple.

I wonder if it’ll be enough.

Back in the Academy, it seemed as if Xinra was organising a little ‘event’ that they would have to look forward to in the coming days. Aika herself was bored out of her mind as her incessant telepathic messages seemed to imply. She had gained the trust of Envy’s heirs but hadn’t detected anything suspicious so far.

Rake still hadn’t been found, and they had received no news from the succubi outside the barrier about Rake’s whereabouts. David couldn’t help but feel concerned for Wrath’s heir. Given the time, he was confident they could have become friends.

“GO! Manwhore, show them how it’s done!”

David slipped under a wild horizontal cleave of his shade. He could see the deficiencies in his striking technique. How it left him vulnerable for a counterattack timed right after the passage of his blow. David’s sword struck through, burying itself in the shade’s chest, taking advantage of his previous weakness.

“Nice one, David!” Miki called out. Luna let out a whoop of excitement to his surprise.

“You’re the first of us to clear the challenge. Improvement is easiest when you don’t have much of a foundation,” Luna grinned widely, but David took the jab in stride. When he looked into the mirror in front of him, he could no longer see the shade that previously occupied it.

That confirms that Rake never entered the temple. His shade is still in the mirror.s

He must have teleported elsewhere.

Miki, Luna and Dolrom followed closely behind, dispatching their shades with the improvements in their technique that Luna had counselled them on. Of all of them, it seemed like Luna had gained the most from fighting her doppelganger. Her technical fighting ability was already honed to a point, and the process of fighting herself meant that she was able to gain insights about new flaws in her form previously beyond her awareness.

Before long, they stood at the precipice of the temple, and David could tell that they were itching to enter.

“Shall we?” David asked.

They laid their hands on the temple doors and pushed. The seam of shadow sealing the doors disappeared, and the temple doors opened.

“P-please be careful!” the Academy attendant called out at their backs.

They strode into the wall of shadow, making their way inside the temple.

Finally entering the Passage of Pride.


Chapter 28



The interior of the temple was far larger than it appeared on the outside. David stared at immense statues lining its walls, towering far over him. It was an interior so cavernous that its ceiling was wreathed in shadow, beyond the reach of the orbs of magelight burning high up in the air.

It was pride, unfettered and embodied in stone.

David strode forwards on black marble floors inlaid with gold, his footsteps ringing out in the silence of the temple. His eyes widened when Dolrom fell to the floor, clutching at his abdomen. Luna barely spared the other heir a glance as she looked over their surroundings.

David’s eyes widened as he watched Dolrom discreetly withdraw a device, placing it against his thigh before depressing a button on its surface. Almost instantly, the scowl of pain on his face began to dissipate. When he cast his gaze towards David, he ensured that his eyes were carefully averted to signal that he had been oblivious to the other demon’s actions.

The pain suppressants the documents spoke about…

That must be what it was.

“This… this is like our stories,” Luna said with reverence where she was standing ahead of them. Before either of them could react, Pride’s heir sprinted towards a structure a short distance away from the temple’s doors. David turned around towards Dolrom, offering the large demon his hand.

“If you’re worried about Rake,” David said quietly, “I knew him for a day, and I don’t think anyone or anything could have put a scratch on him.”

Dolrom’s eyes widened in surprise as they found David’s.

“I have a brother too. Not of my own blood, but that doesn’t make him any less. In fact,” David said clasping the demon’s large hand, pulling him to his feet with all the strength he could muster. “It’s the very opposite. You understand.”

Dolrom nodded with a grunt.

Just as I suspected.

Dolrom and Rake are very close.

“I’m sure they have people looking for him. In the meantime, want to search this temple? I’m willing to bet you’ll be able to find a pretty good fight. But I know that it isn’t the same without your brother,” David said softly.

“I would like to meet this brother of yours one day,” Dolrom said gruffly, hefting his two-handed sword.

Together, they joined Luna where she was standing in the structure. The room was circular, and contained a vast mural depicting different creatures.

“They’re different constitutions,” Luna whispered, running a hand over the mural. “Different paths of body refinement.” Her golden eyes gleamed as they drank in the artistic renditions. “If we continue down any one of these paths… we’ll build bodies belonging to legends. Just like the stories,” she said, her voice raw with anticipation.

David regarded the demons depicted across the mural.

There were eight in total.

Demons of varying forms. He picked out a hulking demon with innumerable folds of fat. He was shirtless, wielding twin greataxes. Ordinary demons were depicted at his feet, rising up to the demon’s ankles. The demon towered over the rest, many of whom were bowing in supplication.

Gluttony?

David walked past, eyes latching onto the next artistic rendition. A demon with inky black skin, immense black wings and a long, curved blade. The demon had fallen into a crouch, its blade partially sheathed. While its face was the picture of serenity, all around it were falling leaves drifting to the ground, split into tiny pieces.

Wrath.

A naked female demon holding a mask while seated on an elaborate throne. Her voluminous curves were carefully rendered, but David had an inkling that the artist’s intention was not to seduce but to inspire. There was a confidence in her pose that screamed that she was above all envy. Compared to the previous renditions, this one would have been fairly ordinary were it not for the fact that the mask held by the demon looked like a face. It was just as realistic and precisely rendered as the demon’s own.

My instincts are telling me that this demon represents Envy, but I’m not ruling out Lust.

David could also make out the demons associated with Pride, Greed and Sloth. Each demon had slight similarities to the royal demon houses, but taken to an extreme. Greed’s demon was depicted with her arms outstretched amidst a shower of falling golden coins, their brilliant sheen muddied by a red hue.

“Blood…” Miki whispered. David nodded his agreement.

The demon exemplifying sloth was dressed in plain grey robes, and was seated in a meditative posture. He had a single, striking quality that sent chills down David’s spines. His eyes. Orbs of darkness that seemed to hold within them, infinite points of light.

Luna had come to a halt before the next rendition. Her eyes were wide as they traced the Demon exemplifying Pride. A warrior depicted in the heat of battle, with immaculate features and wielding twin swords. Just like the demon exemplifying gluttony, the ordinary demons depicted at its feet were dwarfed by its gargantuan stature.

As striking as they were, those were not the demons that caught David’s attention.

David continued to walk along the mural, until he came upon another familiar sight. The one which Dolrom had halted in front of.

His heart began to hammer in his chest, a chill prickling over his skin.

The demon above Vedir.

He was greeted to the familiar image of a hulking demon with grey skin. Black veins covered the surface of its body, and brilliant white rays resembling the mana that had turned the beach to glass were circling the creature. It seemed to be rendered in even greater detail than the other creatures, occupying a central position in the mural, as if afforded a particular reverence.

Does Dolrom get turned into this monstrosity by completing the Passage?

No… that doesn’t line up with his death, unless it was faked.

If they were taking the Demon Queen’s heart into the dungeon… I can only assume that these demons were the progenitors of the different houses. Their ancestors.

Monstrosities from within the Infinite Dungeon, just like the Broodmother.

“Sluts from Lust. And you, glutton. Gather,” Luna barked, making him jolt. Pride’s heir was impatiently gesturing for them to join her. Despite the glower that Dolrom shot her way, it seemed like practicality and curiosity prevailed. Dolrom strode over to join them, eyes still lingering on the grey demon.

“I’ve heard my mother speaking about our warriors of old. How they had refined their bodies in different ways. Some of us, the gifted receive the powers of our ancestors. Enhanced sight, vision, musculature. But our ancestors, by conquering monstrosities, were said to forge legendary constitutions. This temple must allow us to pursue a particular constitution,” Luna said.

“How exactly do you… pursue a constitution?”

“You defeat the creature and consume its heart. The ultimate show of dominance. Of pride. If you possess Pride’s blessing, your body will shift.”

We have to kill creatures, consume their heart… and the [blessing of pride] will do the rest, allowing demons to gain constitutions resembling that of their ancestors?

Without so much as another word, Luna disappeared down one of the corridors leading further into the dungeon. With a nod in their direction, Dolrom did the same – having chosen the path of the grey demon they had glimpsed over Vedir.

David wandered over to the final depiction. While the grey demon occupied the central portion of the mural, seeming to stand separately from the others, there was a single house that hadn’t been represented.

But when David’s eyes fell onto the demon exemplifying Lust…

He was confused.

He stared at an enormous black dragon wreathed in golden flame, but there was something curious about it. Within the flame, David glimpsed images. Images depicting different periods in the dragon’s life. One image depicted a baby dragon looking up at its mother, while another depicted a dragon in its adolescence, taking flight with its peers.

“This creature… it might have powers over memory,” David breathed, his eyes widening. “I think… I’m going to pick this one.”

“Good choice,” Miki smiled. Casting a glance around them, she risked slipping her hand into his and giving it a squeeze.

“Miki… we either have the choice of pursuing Dolrom and Luna or going off on our own. Any thoughts?”

“Both of them are far stronger than we currently are. This dungeon is at best a Tier 2 dungeon room… I think we could get more out of it if we pursued a path for you.” Miki concluded.

David was inclined to agree with her judgement.

They headed in the direction of the dragon path.

***

The ‘dragon path’ as they had termed it, led into the bowels of the temple. David could hear the sounds of crackling fire as he approached. He put a finger to his lips, before creeping around the corner to catch a glimpse of the room.

They were greeted to a dungeon room containing black wyverns. Raised stone structures housing beds of hot coals rose from around the room. The wyverns were lounging high up on their perches, with some of them casually snapping at encroaching competitors vying for their spots.

[Telepathic link]

“You ready?”

“Let’s do it.”

[True invisibility]

David stalked into the room, trying to identify their first target. The wyvern on the column closest to the door was sleeping, giving them the prime opportunity for a sneak attack. It was then that David realised that most of his ranged options – [fireball] and [flaming needles] were flame oriented spells.

“Now, Miki.”

Miki activated her manaform, her long black hair glittering as mana circulated through her, turning the air around her thick. The beasts immediately sensed her presence, their heads snapping in her direction. She summoned a ball of lightning into her hands, before thrusting it towards the lead wyvern.

[Beast form: werewolf]

David’s claws sank into the stone of the column. Once he got a foothold, he began bounding up the column as the wyvern above him shrieked, flapping its wings as its eyes were fixed on Miki. He vaulted over the column, claws seeking out the wyvern’s throat.

[Rend]

The mana claws that blinked into existence tore through the wyvern’s neck. David pinned the creature on the ground with his foot but he hesitated as his eyes lingered on the creature’s chest.

Guess it’s time to find out if Luna was lying.

David’s jaws widened, before they sank down. But even as he chewed on the creature’s heart, he could detect no changes within him.

If it isn’t the blessing…

[Body cultivation]

David felt his muscles come alight, and he let out a groan of pain. He watched on in horror as his body and skin began to burn and morph. It turned ridged, with miniscule black scales growing over his forearms. He felt a spark come alight in his chest, the warmth growing and growing as the scales continued to encompass his skin.

But as quickly as the feeling had arrived, it disappeared, the scales retreating back into his flesh. David cast a quick glance around the room, at the other wyverns perched high up on the rock formations.

I’m going to need a couple more hearts.

***

With each wyvern he slayed, David activated [body cultivation] before consuming their hearts. Every time he did so, the transformation gradually intensified. The black scales covered a little more of his body, and the warmth in his chest burned a little hotter.

Eventually, it reached a tipping point, and the heat in his chest burgeoned into a crescendo.

David immediately checked his status screen.

Path of the demon:

	[Passive: Blessing of Pride]

	[Body cultivation]

	[Archdragon’s constitution: Scales of the Wyrm] unlocked!




[Archdragon’s constitution: Scales of the Wyrm]

Miki ran up to him, eyes wide as David grinned at her.

Upon activating his skill, black scales instantly blossomed across his skin. His fingernails sharpened into sleek claws, and he felt the warmth in his chest burgeon into an inferno. David coughed, and the barest hint of flame escaped his lips.

“W-woah,” Miki whispered, staring at his form. David traced her eyes, his hands wandering to the top of his head, where two horns now protruded from his skull. But as he maintained his form, he realised that there was a catch. David opened his status screen. Looking at his mana, he realised that keeping the skill active hungrily consumed it. In the blink of an eye, his remaining mana had halved.

“It consumes my mana like crazy,” David muttered.

“Good thing you have a solution for that now, don’t you,” Miki smirked.

David grinned back at her, activating another skill.

[Beast form: manasurge]

His form began to glow as the mana channels threated throughout his body. Almost immediately, he felt the drain on his mana slow to a crawl. With a few experimental swings of his sword, David grinned. While his werewolf form gave him raw physical power, this form improved his dexterity, speed and durability. More than that, it synergised with his manasurge beastform, and it was only just beginning.

“It’s called the Archdragon’s constitution,” David whispered, twisting his forearm to take in his new form. “That must be the creature in the mural.”

“We’d best be getting back to the entrance,” Miki whispered, eyes still wide in awe and lingering on his form. “I’m sure the others will be finishing up soon.”

***

By the time they regrouped with Dolrom and Luna and headed back to the Academy, evening had already arrived. Neither heir disclosed if they had made progress in furthering their respective constitutions, but both sported pensive expressions over dinner. David was sure that Rake’s absence was still weighing heavily on Dolrom’s mind. He did however, notice the pair exchange brief glares as they ate.

The tension between Dolrom and Luna is clear. But even so, the demons all seem to respect this tradition of theirs. In previous seclusions… I imagine that the houses were united in electing a Demon King or Queen that best represented their interests. The war with humanity brought the Houses into line.

But with the Church’s involvement and potential cooperation with one of the houses… someone’s broken convention. For the first time in their history, they’re cooperating with an external enemy to secure the throne. That’s assuming of course, that the Church isn’t working independently.

If Luna or Dolrom had made any progress in the Passage of Pride, neither of them showed it. What David did notice, was how Dolrom’s expression contorted again in a visage of pain.

“Dolrom?”

The huge demon grunted, rising from his seat and retreating to his room.

The houndkin that accompanied him…

She’s been staying in Dolrom’s room the entire time.

Iris strode over from where she was seated opposite Xinra of Greed wearing a tired smile. David nodded, rising and trailing her as they exited the dining hall. He cast a brief glance towards Aika and Miki who each greeted him with discreet nods.

***

“Iris… how have you been?”

Iris seemed noticeably more tired ever since Rake’s disappearance. To David’s surprise, they hadn’t returned to her room as they had last time. Instead, the succubus led him down one of Qarath Hall’s many corridors. David’s eyes narrowed as he took in her appearance.

Her long lavender hair was dishevelled, and her mascara slightly smeared. Her eyelids would droop for a second, before she would rapidly blink and refocus her attention on their passage through the hall.

“Iris… have you been sleeping?”

The succubus jolted at David’s words, her gaze darting to him in alarm.

“I… I’ve…”

David gently halted her in her path. He laid his hands on her shoulders, twisting her to face him.

“How long have you been awake for?”

The girl fell silent, her eyes averted from his own as she bit her lip.

“You can’t go on like this,” David said gently, grabbing her hand. “You’ll burn yourself out, and you won’t have the energy to deal with them during the day. You need to take care of yourself.”

“I failed, David,” she whispered, trembling and shaking her head. “Maybe… if I’d been awake on the day that Rake disappeared, I may have been able to prevent what happened. We still don’t know where he’s disappeared to. Who knows what might have happened to him? He could be dead for all we know. And I’m to blame for it.”

“You aren’t—”

“I am. The responsibility is mine.”

“No, you aren’t. We’re all to blame for it. You, Astara, Miki and I. The responsibility was ours.”

Iris looked at him in surprise.

“If you carry on like this… you won’t be in any state to help them. What have you been doing at night?”

“Patrolling the corridors,” she replied softly.

David felt a flash of shame and frustration as his gaze lingered on the succubus. She was utterly distraught from having failed Lord Rake and was taking that failure to heart.

“Hey.”

Iris paused, her gaze rising to meet his eyes.

“Why don’t we have another chat?”

David led her by the hand back to her room. They entered together, and David gently guided her to her bed.

“I… I can’t. I need to—”

“Let me worry about patrolling the halls, alright? We can start a rotating shift. How about that?”

“That… that sounds good,” she yawned, before a faint blushed reached her cheeks.

“You should sleep—”

“No. Don’t go,” she said softly, her fingers curling around his arm.

“Tell me about your grandmother.”

David’s eyes widened as he felt her request resonate with his class, feeling a click in his chest. Iris’s eyelids were drooping, but she was resolutely keeping them apart, waiting for his answer.

[Accept request]

“My parents… I know it’s different from what your mother did to you and your sister, but I also felt like they abandoned me. I know that they died in a monster attack, but it didn’t really make a difference to me, you know? I still blamed them for leaving me behind. It’s been so long that I can’t recall their faces.”

“How old were you?”

“I was around five when they passed. I can barely remember their faces. All I had were mage pictures.”

Iris’s hand tightened around his own.

“My grandmother stepped up to take care of me. I often wondered if she resented me for coming into her life. I’m sure that she was hoping for a peaceful retirement… but there I was, another burden for her to deal with.”

“Did you have a good relationship?”

David grinned, shaking his head.

“We would argue all the time. We had lots of differences.”

“That sounds… nice.”

David frowned, surprised at the girl’s words as she yawned once more, her eyelids drooping further.

“Why do you think so?”

Iris slumped against her pillow, letting out a slow breath as she closed her eyes.

“It’s better than if she didn’t care at all.”

“Was that how it was with your mother?”

“Yes. Her love was… conditional. If you didn’t do as she pleased, you were punished. The part that surprised me, was that living on the streets was so much easier than living under her roof,” Iris replied.

David squeezed her hand, and he watched the half-demoness smile appreciatively.

“Those days with my sister on the streets… it was the happiest time of my life.”

David sat in silence, listening to Iris’s soft breaths as he closed his eyes.

“You’re different, you know that?” Iris whispered, her voice barely discernible as she teetered on the edge of sleep. “You’re not one of those people who take, and take.”

David blinked, staring down at the girl who had slipped into a deep sleep from the fatigue that had built up over the previous days. Iris’s chest rose and fell at a steady cadence, her soft breaths punctuating the silence. David gently withdrew his hand from hers, leaving her room behind.

[Mental proficiency] unlocked!

***

David turned restlessly on the spot. He sat up with a sigh of frustration. His thoughts fruitlessly continued to circle over past events and revelations, and the welcome reprieve of sleep was currently out of his reach.

I guess I wouldn’t hurt to get started on our patrolling today.

He rose, opening his door and striding out of the room. After a careful glance around him, he activated [true invisibility]. The Academy didn’t make any effort to keep the heirs locked up in their rooms.

Given their strength, there was little they could do to keep Dolrom and Luna locked in – short of throwing them into a jail cell and slapping on a pair of mana-suppressing cuffs.

David walked along the corridor, observing the paintings lining the walls. Some of them depicted previous Demon Kings and Queens from ages long past. Perhaps they were a reminder to the Academy’s students of the legacy of the demon kingdom.

Tap.

David froze.

His head swivelled in search of the sound.

What was that?

David crept forwards as silently as he could. He walked on the balls of his feet, ensuring that he was doing everything he could to mask his footsteps.

Tap tap tap.

The sound of footsteps was now far more pronounced. He peeked around the corner, seeing a familiar beautiful demon with a pair of silver horns and mystifying golden eyes. Aika, in her demon form, strode down the corridor ahead of him, similarly casting glances at the walls. It seemed like he wasn’t the only one struggling to sleep. Aika paused, removing a book from the shelf and turning it over in her hands, eyes narrowed.

Of course she wasn’t able to hold back her curiosity. It was only a matter of time before the Academy’s secrets tempted her. Maybe I should get back at her for all the teasing she’s been doing lately.

If I hear the word ‘goldfish’ one more time…

[Telepathic link]

David established a link with Aika, his grin widening mischievously.

“AHHHHH,” he shouted telepathically.

“WHA—W-what was that? David?” Aika replied breathlessly.

David was silent, staring at the figure in front of him.

“David? Is everything alright? Are you ok?”

“Aika. Where are you right now?”

“I’m in my room! Where else would I be? Not everyone tries to get into a stranger’s pants at midnight—”

David stared at the figure wearing his friend’s appearance.

Shit.


Chapter 29



“Aika… listen to me carefully. There’s a female kitsune infiltrator amongst us. There’s someone with your appearance walking the halls.”

“What?!” Aika exclaimed. That’s impossible. The succubi’s mental net is still in place? If someone arrived from within the Infinite Dungeon, or if there was anyone around before the barrier came up, they would know?”

“Not if the infiltrator posed as one of the heirs, Aika,” David gritted back. “They’re trying to make you take the fall for whatever it is they’re attempting to do. If they’re an experienced infiltrator, they probably have the ability to turn invisible as well. Come quickly, I’m around the corner— shit!”

When the figure completed their review of the book, they winked out of existence.

They’re using their invisibility.

David stalked down the corridor, keeping his ears peeled for the slightest sounds that would betray the kitsune’s location. But as the minutes ticked on, he couldn’t hear anything.

Wait… there is a way.

[Telepathic link]

“David, are you there?”

“Stay in your room, Aika. Don’t move.”

David rushed back towards their rooms, pausing before Iris’ door. He gently twisted the doorknob, pacing quietly over to the succubus’ bed. She was splayed out over her covers, moonlight filtering through her curtains to bathe her milky white skin. David hesitated, but eventually relented. He gently shook Iris to wake her up.

“Iris, Iris.”

“H-huh? David?”

“I need your help. Can you cast a mental net like the other succubi? I was out patrolling, and I caught a glimpse of someone wandering the halls at night. I wasn’t able to catch exactly who it was, but they disappeared into thin air. We might have a kitsune infiltrator on our hands.”

Iris’ lavender eyes went wide. She immediately nodded, throwing aside her covers. They quietly exited her room, staring at the closed doors around them. Iris squeezed her eyes shut, consciously spreading her consciousness outwards. David felt a slight tickle across his scalp, the only indication that her powers had washed over him.

Iris shook her head.

“The other set of rooms are across the hall,” David whispered. Iris nodded her agreement, and the pair of them crept closer to where Gluttony, Pride and Envy’s heirs were situated. Iris closed her eyes again, but just like before, she shook her head.

“They’re all there. I can feel their consciousness in their rooms.”

Damnit. The infiltrator must have returned to their room by the time I woke Iris.

“Iris… you have to believe me. You can check—”

“Of course I trust you.”

David felt his cheeks heat as he stared into her pretty lavender eyes filled with sincerity. The guilt in his chest twisted further, a hint of bile surfacing.

“I have a plan,” Iris whispered, leaning towards him and placing a hand on his forearm. “Xinra wants to hold… an event. You can talk to each of the heirs and slip the right questions to them. I’ll be out of sight, but I’ll still be testing the truth of their statements… with a soft hand. We may be able to find out just who it is. Are you willing to help me with it?”

David nodded his agreement, feeling the request stir in his chest.

[Accept request]

“Of course.”

Iris bit her lip, drawing his hand into her own. David could feel her trembling, and her eyes were desperate as she stared up at him.

“Whoever this ‘infiltrator’ is… they could be responsible for kidnapping Rake. If it truly was a kitsune, they could have disguised themselves as Dolrom, someone Rake trusted, before luring him away from his room and into the Infinite Dungeon,” she said rapidly, her eyes widening.

David felt a visceral chill run down his spine.

The Church… tampering with the Crown Competition by sneaking into the heirs’ seclusion. It’s possible that they’re responsible for the awakening of the demonic monstrosity, just like they were with the Broodmother.

With a final exchange of nods, the pair returned to their rooms.

“You’re right… I’ll fill Astara and Miki in on the plan. With your help, we may be able to unveil the infiltrator when their guard is down during Xinra’s event.”

Iris nodded, gradually relaxing. The fatigue of the past few days had clearly caught up to the half-demoness. The surge of relief she felt at finally discovering a lead must have sent the wave of lethargy she was holding at bay crashing down.

David led the succubus to her bed, gently guiding her down to the sheets.

“Get some rest. We’re going to be busy in the coming days.”

“Thanks,” Iris whispered.

His eyes widened when the succubus pulled him downwards, planting a soft kiss on his cheek.

***

The next day, David, Aika and Miki headed down to the dining room after David filled them in on the events of the past night, and of their plan. His eyes hovered over the demons present, mind whirling.

We know for sure that it isn’t Luna, Dolrom or Iris. All of them have blessings awarded by the dungeon and have been able to prove it. The only people who haven’t demonstrated a blessing are Lady Larelle and Lord Rafalt from Envy, and Lady Xinra from Greed. And perhaps…

David’s eyes fell on the Academy attendant who was seated a short distance away from him.

The attendant.

But she would have had access to the Academy prior to our entry. It wouldn’t make sense that she would be sneaking around looking for something when she could have just acquired it before we arrived when the Academy was clear of staff and students.

David heard a tinkling of a fork against glass.

“My delightful peers and our diligent arbiters,” Xinra spoke with a beaming smile, “I’m growing dreadfully bored of being cooped up in this place and wish to propose a suggestion! The slightest adjustment to our schedule this evening.”

Luna bristled at Xinra’s words, but to her surprise, Pride’s heir held her tongue.

Is Luna afraid of her? She must be competent to have gained her respect. Salara did tell us that Xinra was the one that organised the Grand Bazaar.

“A party, this evening. Come dressed your best, I’m sure our lovely attendant would be able to furnish you with some appropriate attire if any of you find yourselves without much to wear. Although I fully expect,” Xinra’s eyes glittered as they found David’s, “that some of us might find ourselves deprived of their clothes by the end of the night.”

Luna’s eyes bulged as she glared at Greed’s heir. Xinra simply smiled back, as if daring her to voice her complaints.

“There will be a reward for your participation, of course. A small gesture of my gratitude for your willingness to stave off my impending boredom-induced suicide,” Xinra said matter-of-factly, before her smile widened.

Sapphire eyes fell on each of them in turn. “Secrets you may desire might be yours for the taking. And there are certainly secrets aplenty in this delightful group of ours.”

Xinra greeted them to a deliberate pause, which had all of the room’s participants tense up.

“Come to my party, and I’ll give you exactly what you want. If I like you, maybe I’ll throw in a little bonus,” she said, winking at David.

David swore he could feel Aika and Miki’s stares digging into his skin.

[Telepathic link]

“Don’t look at me! I haven’t said a word to that crazy girl.”

“Mmhm, we believe you,” Miki snorted.

***

After another afternoon spent in the dungeon, David finally cleared out the last remaining wyverns barring his path further into the dragon path. Dolrom and Luna had been just as eager to dive into their own paths, which allowed David and Miki to call on their skills and abilities without reservation.

Finally, they came upon a room filled with rivers of magma. With [Archdragon’s constitution: Scales of the Wyrm], he was impervious to the effect of flame. He could freely walk on the searing coals underfoot, without having it burn through his skin and muscle.

“I… I can support you from out here,” Miki said. She looked a little crestfallen, knowing that her ability to traverse through the dungeon was far more limited than his own. David gave her hand a reassuring squeeze.

“You do know,” David pulled the houndkin towards him, making her right ear twitch, “that once you get your hands on the right spells, you’ll be far more powerful than I am?”

“Sure,” Miki mumbled, biting her lip as she eyed his own. “You’re just saying that.”

“No… I’m not. Only you have those ridiculously efficient channels, but we haven’t been able to get you the spells that will really make them flourish. But for now… you do have a spell that can change everything. With this new form? Far more dextrous, fast and durable? I can’t think of anything that synergises just as well as that spell of yours.” David leaned over planting a kiss on Miki’s lips and making her huff.

“You’re just flattering me because you know that you’ll be getting busy tonight. Don’t think we missed the way that Xinra looked at you,” Miki said flatly. She crossed her arms, blowing away a stray strand of wavy black hair that wandered over face. Her right ear was still twitching wildly from the aftermath of their kiss, but David resisted the urge to point it out.

“And what about Iris? What’s her reputation?” Miki continued.

“It’s… sitting at 50 now.”

“Should Aika and I prepare a ‘welcome to the time loop’ sign?”

“Do you approve of her?”

“You’re interested in what I think?” Miki raised an eyebrow, taking a step towards him.

“Yes. That’s the only way anyone new is joining the—”

“The ‘time-travelling harem’. Right,” Miki smirked.

“I was going to say ‘time loop’, but—”

“I do approve of her.”

David’s jaw dropped in surprise.

“Wait… you do?”

“Both of us do. She was looking out for Aika even before you noticed the infiltrator. And now? She practically won’t let our crazy hot kitsune out of her sight. It’s… kind of adorable,” Miki said with a sly smile.

“And… does Aika feel the same?”

“In her words… she said that Iris ‘has a butt so great it would get her out of bed in the morning’. I’d say she approves.”

David let out a sigh of relief that he hadn’t realised he had been holding in. As the days drew on, he was more and more certain that having Iris as an ally would be a great boon in uncovering the mysteries underpinning the Crown Competition. Having an ally in the Academy would greatly shift the tides in successive loops.

He was dealing with a scheme far more convoluted than what he had encountered on Vedir.

“Thanks, Miki.”

The houndkin let out a sigh.

“You just can’t help yourself with the damsels in distress, can you?” Miki murmured.

David simply gave her a smug smile, remaining silent.

“W-why are you looking at me like that? Aika and I are not damsels… will you stop smiling, you asshole—”

David dodged a playful swipe from his friend as Miki huffed.

“Well… it is a core part of my class. I can’t really get around it.”

David gulped at the stare Miki graced him with, but she eventually relented with a sigh.

“Alright. Let’s clear this room and get back to your ‘party’. Do you think…” Miki trailed off, her eyes lingering on one of the flowing rivers of magma ahead of them. “Do you think it could be the Church that’s behind this whole thing? This infiltrator? Kidnapping Rake and killing Dolrom?”

“It makes sense…” David began. “Iris had a theory. If the Church knew about Rake and Dolrom’s friendship… it’s possible that the infiltrator disguised themselves as Dolrom to lure Rake towards the deployment array. As for Dolrom… we’ll need to keep a close eye on him in the next few days. If we can uncover the infiltrator during Xinra’s ‘event’, we might be able to figure out who’s behind this all. Assuming Dolrom is their next target, we’re going to have to intercept them before they can carry out their plan.”

Miki bit her lip, her right ear twitching anxiously. She let out a heavy sigh before rounding on him and pulling David into a hug. He was greeted to her familiar sweet scent, and her lips locked with his own. Miki reluctantly pushed him away after their kiss.

“Next loop, I’m going to make sure that you make it up to us,” Miki whispered, before gesturing towards the room. “I miss you.”

David hugged Miki, planting a kiss on her head.

“I miss you too. Now, my lady. Shall we?”

“Still don’t know how we ever became a thing,” Miki snorted, pushing him away.

***

The enemies occupying the second part of the dungeon took the form of flame elementals. Each came in a different shape and form, which made strategizing against them and their attacks a challenging endeavour.

Or it would have been without his latest skill.

The fire elemental above him in the form of a flaming bird sent a shower of fireballs crashing down upon him. The balls of flame broke apart across his ridged black skin, gracing him with an almost pleasant warming sensation. Aika’s chain lightning crackled overhead, spearing into the creature and dropping it to the floor. Before the elemental could recover, David plunged his sword downwards and through the creature’s dungeon core.

The fire elemental sputtered out of existence, leaving behind a couple of bright orange crystals resembling dungeon cores.

At least it beats taking a bite out of a heart.

David slipped the crystals into his mouth, wincing at the sudden heat across his tongue. If it weren’t for his Archdragon’s constitution, it probably would have seared off his tastebuds. David felt the warmth within him intensify, and he knew that he was on the right track.

Together, they continued to systematically clear out the cavern of all of the smaller flame elementals, until he was left with just one at the very heart of the room.

The elemental had taken the form of a dragon. One with an engorged stomach that dragged itself across the ground and leaked pure magma from its jaws. The other fire elementals may have contained what he was terming flame shards, but this one had a hail of those shards circulating in place of its heart.

“You ready, Miki?”

Miki nodded, and David broke out of cover, sprinting towards his final opponent.

[Archdragon’s Constitution: Scales of the Wyrm]

He felt a tingling sensation wash over him as his skin transformed. The hot stone beneath his feet that would have otherwise burned only warmed him, and so did the fire elemental’s flames. The engorged dragon let out a torrent of flames that surged towards him like a wave.

A lightning spell blinked into existence above the creature, scoring its skin as the bolts flickered down vertically across the top of its head. It led out a roar of pain, its eyes searching the periphery for the perpetrator. But before it could target Miki, David burst through the flames, eyes locked onto his target.

[Beast form: werewolf]

In a flash, his form shifted, and the explosive strength of his werewolf form was returned to him in an instant. He leapt upwards, both hands clasped around the hilt as he drove it towards the fire elemental’s skull.

[Rend]

[Accelerated thrust]

Claws of mana blinked into existence on either side of his blade, before it was propelled forwards, empowered by his skill. It slammed into the creature’s skull, and a roar that momentarily deafened him ripped through the cave as the creature writhed in agony.

“Alright, just like we—”

David felt Miki’s [haste] spell take.

David let out a yell as the world sped up around him, empowered by Miki’s [haste] spell. His movements were quicker than his reactions could register, and as it stood, he would struggle to take advantage of the spell’s effect.

Unless…

[Mental enhancement]

He winced, feeling a piercing pain in his skull, but gradually, his perception began to shift relative to his speed. As his brain caught up to the spell’s effect, he could feel his surroundings slow as he was empowered by the [haste] spell that Miki was channelling. The random and jarring movements of the fire elemental began to slow, becoming reactions that he could parse and anticipate. Now perched on the creature’s body itself, David made his way towards the centre of its mass, where the swirling flame shards could be glimpsed beneath its translucent skin.

But as much as the fire elemental resembled the land dragon, it was still an elemental. David was reminded of that fact as the elemental’s skin beneath him fissured, peeling apart, before steam and flame erupted from the gaps in its skin.

[Archdragon’s constitution: Scales of the Wyrm]

He morphed just in the nick of time, narrowly avoiding burns that would have brought the time loop to a premature end.

[Flicker step]

[Accelerated thrust]

[Rend]

David blinked towards his intended destination. He unleashed a roar as he plunged his mana claws into the chest of the creature with tremendous force, fully empowered by his skill. He knew he had struck true when the fire elemental beneath his feet blinked out of existence, leaving him only with the final rotating fire shards that had been situated at the creature’s core.

Wasting not a moment, David grabbed the crystals and ate them, welcoming the slight burn they induced while his dragon scales were still active. His eyes widened as he felt the warmth within him burgeon once more, enveloping his body.

Opening his status, he saw the second addition to his body constitution repertoire.

[Archdragon’s constitution: Dragonflame] unlocked!

David sank breathlessly to the ground with a grin, as Miki let out a whoop of triumph from her perch on one of the elevated overhangs present in the dungeon room.

“Miki… you were amazing. That haste spell changed the fight entirely, everything just came into focus! And you held it for so long? Your—”

David’s eyes widened as Miki grinned.

“Your regeneration? It keeps up with the cost of the—”

“It sure does,” Miki said with a very self-satisfied grin.

“Forget about me, you’re utterly broken,” David whispered.

David called his status screen, his eyes widening as they passed over his stats.

Name: David Vandrake

Class: [Greatest Servant]

Level: 13

Vitality: 23

Strength: 23

Agility: 23

Endurance: 23

Intelligence: 14

Willpower: 12

Mana pool: 30/30

Skills:

Greatest servant:

	[Accept request]

	[Passive: servant’s insight]

	[Passive: unrealised potential]

	[Telepathic link]




Path of the Hound:

	[Passive: Beast constitution]

	[Rend]

	[Beast form: werewolf]

	[Beast form: manasurge]




Path of the Spellblade of Ages Lost:

	[Mana channelling]

	[Mage memory]

	[Flicker step]

	[Accelerated thrust]

	[Flaming needles]

	[Flaming rapier]




Path of the Kitsune:

	[Passive: Heart of foxfire]

	[Veil of illusion]

	[True invisibility]




Path of the soul mage:

	[Soul shield]




Path of the demon:

	[Passive: Blessing of Pride]

	[Body cultivation]

	[Mental enhancement]

	[Archdragon’s Constitution: Scales of the Wyrm]

	[Archdragon’s Constitution: Dragonflame]




Reputation:

	Miki: 100

	Ovelia: 65

	Aika: 100

	Eyrie: 10

	Iris: 50




“Miki… the Archdragon’s Constitution allows me to train my physical stats,” David said, his eyes darting to his friend’s. “When you put me under the effect of haste, using [mental enhancement] allowed my brain to catch up to the stats, and I think it managed to raise my intelligence.”

David let out a yell of excitement.

“I’ve finally broken through the plateau. I’m able to raise my stats again!”

Miki grinned, embracing him in a tight hug.

“But… wait a minute, what about your willpower?” she frowned.

“I think willpower is the only stat that hasn’t moved since I gained my class. Why? Do you think something’s wrong?” David asked.

“I just think it’s strange. You’ve done plenty to train yourself against the succubi. Now you’re able to withstand the influence of a Sister, and when you started out, you could barely resist Ava.”

“Hmm,” David hummed, eyes narrowing, “I suppose you’re right.”

He turned back to his friend.

“For now, let’s join Luna and Dolrom at the temple entrance. We’ll puzzle this out later.”

***

“There you are, manwhore! Have you seen the glutton around?”

Whatever changes Luna’s body constitution had brought on, Pride’s heir seemed intent on keeping them to herself. She appeared just as she had been last, with a satisfied and smug smile across her face.

“Dolrom still isn’t back from his path? Should we go looking for him?”

“Ah, there he is.”

David turned around, watching the large demon approach them as he clutched at his head. He grunted at them, but his face was twisted in an expression of pain.

“Dolrom, are you alright?” David asked.

The large demon grunted, striding past him and through the door of shadow. Exchanging a worried glance with Miki, the pair followed in his wake, returning to the Academy to prepare for Xinra’s event.

***

After cleaning up and changing into the ‘appropriate attire’ that the attendant had procured for them, David proceeded towards the dining hall. Both Dolrom and Luna were absent after the dungeon run, having retreated to their rooms showing no interest in Xinra’s offer. The remaining heirs were all in attendance.

Miki was wearing a sleek red dress with a high thigh slit, that gave him an excellent view of her toned olive legs. Her wavy black hair tumbled across her shoulders and she gave him a sly smile. Aika beside her was dressed in a flowing silvery gown that offered a generous view of her full breasts that were unashamedly on display. Her golden eyes sparkled, and the kitsune seemed to be wearing a smile to match Miki’s.

I’ve got a bad feeling about this.

[Telepathic link]

“Both of you look absolutely gor—”

“Just remember that this is what you’ll be missing out on,” Miki began. “Imagine getting to peel these things off us, exploring our bodies like you’ve never gotten to before,” she whispered.

“Miki—”

“It’s a real shame,” Aika said as she pursed her lips, “I’ve always wondered if we would get bored if we had all the time in the universe and the ability to have the most mind-blowing sex possible. Today, you might have been able to find out,” she said, as she bit her lip.

“Guys—”

“David. You look… wonderful,” a voice said from behind him.

David hesitated, turning around to take in Iris.


Chapter 30



Iris was stunning.

His eyes traced the short black dress which hugged her lithe figure. The dress curved outwards where her perky breasts pulled it from her torso, tantalisingly revealing themselves with its diving neckline.

Unlike Miki’s, which collected around her feet, Iris’ dress was short, fully exposing her smooth legs. It teased him by keeping the ass which he knew to be immaculate just barely out of sight. Her lavender hair shone in the light of the dining hall, and he could see delicate golden accessories draped around her black horns. Bright lavender eyes were painted with dark eyeshadow and he watched them widen with a hint of satisfaction as she took in his own appearance.

The half-demon seemed to notice his wandering gaze, a light blush reaching her cheeks. She strode towards him with a small smile across her pink lips.

“Just as we planned?” she whispered.

David nodded in reply.

“A-ahem. Attention, arbiters. Lady Xinra has—” the attendant broke off, coughing into her fist. Her eyes were stormy and her lip was twitching with an intensity that concerned David.

“She has instructed me to inform you that the party will be taking place in the gallery. If you would please make you way over there.”

The Academy attendant looked about a millisecond away from tearing the place down and ripping into them. Still, David turned on his heel, making his way towards the gallery. When he arrived, he saw that Envy’s twins were already there.

But to his surprise, their choice of dress greatly departed from his own.

At least, Lady Larelle’s had.

Lady Larelle had abandoned her clothing altogether. David would hardly refer to it as ‘clothing’, but she had glitter that arced across her skin, concealing her more… private areas. Her magenta pigtails were just as he remembered them, and her deep magenta eyes were boring straight into his. His eyes were drawn to her hand as she raised her glass to her lips, maintaining eye contact all the while, before drawing it aside and emphasising her breasts beneath. From the way her legs shifted, his eyes were also drawn to her pussy, tantalisingly hidden by the glitter.

David forced his eyes away to her twin standing next to her.

Lord Rafalt was clothed in a smart suit jacket and black shirt beneath. David’s eyes narrowed as he watched the Lord’s eyes fall on Miki, Aika and Iris’ forms, watching as he licked his lips unguardedly. He felt a hand close around his forearm like a claw, holding him back from the step that he had unknowingly taken.

[Telepathic link]

“You know, it’s cute seeing you get this… protective,” Aika said, her golden eyes sparkling. “But don’t worry. Like we told you. One goldfish dick is enough for us, isn’t that right, Miki?”

Miki stared at him with playful, warm brown eyes, adjusting her dress in a way that made it tighten against her lean body.

“Oh, alright. We’ll stop torturing you. Now go do your job. You’d better perform well, Darrel.”

Taking in the room around them, David noticed that Xinra had gone to pains to make the gallery as… comfortable as she could. The paintings around them previously depicted scenes of battle, but they had been meticulously replaced with artwork of another nature.

Scenes of sheer pleasure. Demons engaged in carnal union with one another, their bodies painstakingly rendered for the audience’s viewing pleasure. It seemed as if Xinra had convinced the attendant to break into the gallery’s reserves to find paintings that fit the theme of their current ‘party’.

“Your companions are beautiful, but I find it ironic that the art of pleasure has been lost on arbiters from the House of Lust,” a calm voice intoned from behind him.

David swallowed, turning to find Lady Xinra, the heir of Greed before him. Unlike the girls around him, Xinra wasn’t dressed revealingly. On the contrary, her dress was voluminous, bearing a dark blue shade that reminded him of the ocean’s depths. He could see the slightest hint of her curves beneath as she strode towards him, her hips swaying.

“The fun is in the mystery. The anticipation. The unveiling. But if there is nothing to unveil, how much anticipation can you really build? Our Lady of Envy is certainly confident in that regard, isn’t she,” Xinra remarked, the edges of her lips twisting upwards.

“Thank you for… arranging this, Lady Xinra.”

Xinra laughed, throwing her head back and brushing her dark blue curls behind her.

“Of course you would thank me, David. You’re the one who has the most to gain from our little… ‘party’. I doubt that our Lord of Envy is nearly as exciting as you. He isn’t the one we all have our eyes on tonight,” Xinra said with a wink.

“How have you found your stay at the Academy so far?” David asked, steering the conversation away from the topic.

“Utterly dull,” Xinra announced with a flat tone which clearly reflected her disappointment. “I was hoping they would be at each other’s throats by now, but that blasted discovery of yours has made them cooperate. There’s nothing that gets an orgy going with some tension. I’m so bored that I contemplated—”

“Yes, you did say,” David cleared his throat.

Xinra guided him to a large section of the gallery laden with a plush mattress. Xinra splayed out on her side, and David couldn’t help but notice the subtle way the light seemed to filter through her dress to hint at her figure beneath.

“You and those friends of yours are certainly very curious,” Xinra began softly.

David’s eyes widened imperceptibly in alarm, before he concealed his expression.

“Did you find it strange. Why you were chosen, of all the candidates in the House of Lust?”

Xinra smiled at him.

“That is the secret that I propose to offer you. For your reward for choosing to attend,” she said.

“Well, in the spirit of anticipation, we shouldn’t be so hasty,” David replied with a smile. “The Grand Bazaar, that was your creation?”

“It was a long time coming,” the heir sighed. “Closed so quickly because of our race’s prejudices. Tell me, David, do you think there is anything to be gained by bartering with humanity?”

“Plenty,” David replied, to Xinra’s great satisfaction, if the fluttering of her eyes was anything to go by. “Expanding our industry would be crucial to matching humanity. We shouldn’t depend on the odd elite and succubus to secure our foothold in the Continent.”

“A man after my own heart,” she purred, licking her lips.

“Tell me, have you come across anything of curiosity in the Academy?” David leaned in, “personally, I’ve been itching to take a stroll around at night.”

“A brilliant idea,” Xinra said, sapphire eyes sparkling. “One that I haven’t had the presence of mind to pursue,” she said, leaning in. As she did, her dress tightened over her full breasts, nipples straining against the fabric.

Xinra’s lips brushed against David’s ear.

“The halls are oh so dangerous at night. But what’s life without a bit of—”

“Risk,” David completed, casually brushing a strand of her hair behind her ear. But before he could execute the move, Xinra caught his wrist, forcing it away.

“You’ll have to work a little harder than that, David,” she whispered. “The night is still young.”

“Now then… the secret?” David asked, trying his best to conceal his anticipation and nerves.

“It would only make sense that the House of Lust would send their strongest and most trusted of Sisters to oversee our seclusion,” Xinra continued, guiding him closer towards one of the paintings. “Instead, they sent a succubus in training and two fresh attendants. A succubus who is just breaking into her powers. Of course, the tragedy at the House of Sloth stole many of lives, but there were Sisters to spare. So why send a succubus of lesser power?”

David followed Xinra as she wandered over to a painting by the wall. It depicted the passionate union between what looked to be a lady and her butler situated on the edge of a window. From the look in Xinra’s eyes, it seemed like she was doing her best to build some anticipation for the coming evening.

He hated to admit that it was working.

David gulped.

“Indeed. It is curious.”

“Tut tut, David. That’s all you’re getting.”

David whirled to look over at Greed’s heir, who was giving him a tantalising smile.

“What did you expect? For me to tell you the reason outright? Now where,” she leaned in running the tip of her finger down the bridge of his nose, “would be the fun in that. As I said, the thrill is in the mystery. Do enjoy the party, David. I expect that I’ll be seeing you soon.”

Watching Xinra depart, David swallowed down the lump in his throat as he began his mental chant.

He had a strong feeling that Darrel the goldfish eunuch would be working hard tonight.

***

Aika

Aika watched as David and Iris exchanged a glance. Iris imperceptibly shook her head, which had two implications.

The first was that Xinra hadn’t in fact roamed the Academy after dark. The second, more likely alternative, especially given their target, was that she had been alert to the possibility of Iris testing the veracity of her words throughout her conversation with David. Either way, it was helpful to rule her out as the infiltrator for the moment.

Aika strode up to the twins she had gotten to know over the course of the week.

“Astara, you look stunning,” Larelle shrieked. “Your figure,” she whispered, eyes roving over her exposed cleavage and shining silver hair and horns. Over the past few days, Larelle had gone to pains to emphasise just how much of a shame it was that Aika had joined the Temple of Lust. According to her, she was far better suited to the House of Envy.

Then, there was the matter of Larelle’s brother.

Rafalt was staring openly at her tits. In his defence, she had ensured that they were precariously balanced to maximise their magnetic effect. David’s reaction to them had certainly reassured her as to her success in that endeavour.

“Lady Larelle, you’ve hardly gotten to know my temple brother. Why don’t you—”

Before she could complete her sentence, Larelle was already off in David’s direction.

Aika was actually beginning to feel pity for him. She was half-convinced the night would end with the loop restarting. Being cooped up a bunch of noble, entitled, and most importantly, bored demonesses with a specimen like him was asking for trouble.

“Astara, you look stunning today. Would you peruse the artwork with me?” Rafalt shifted nervously from foot to foot.

“I... have a better idea,” she whispered into his ear, watching the man’s eyes widen. “Why wait? Let’s explore the Academy together.”

“O-of course!”

Aika gave Iris and imperceptible nod as they left the room, entering the bordering corridor.

Aika pushed Lord Rafalt against the wall, leaning in and giving him a great view of her chest.

“Tell me, Lord Rafalt,” Aika whispered, lips brushing up against his ear. “do you like what you see?”

“Y-yes I do.”

Aika felt a slight tingle run across her scalp.

She smiled back at the young man, taking his hands into hers and leading him deeper into the mansion.

“Why don’t we play a little game,” she whispered.

“I-I love ga—”

Miki emerged from around the corner. Aika gripped Lord Rafalt’s shoulders, allowing her friend to smash the wooden board across his head, knocking him out. Even unconscious, the kitsune’s foxfire sustained the illusion. Iris rounded the corner, falling into a crouch and clamping the manacles across his wrists.

Iris’ message had been received loud and clear, inherent in the tingle she had sent across Aika’s scalp.

Aika hadn’t asked him about wandering the halls, she hadn’t needed to.

There was an art to lying, and those that lied about the simplest of things often had deeper secrets to tease apart. Despite taking every chance to leer and stare at her over the past week, it seemed like Lord Rafalt did not in fact, like what he saw.

Aika remembered the wise words of her grandfather.

Small lies reveal the most.

“Let’s get her to the cells,” Miki said, just as Iris rounded the corner, her face pale.

They had finally found their kitsune infiltrator.


Chapter 31



“Oh, they’re finally gone, I’ve been waiting all night!” Larelle whined. “Those girls hover over you like flies, but I can see the reason they do,” she purred. Larelle stepped closer, eyes locked onto his, as she rubbed her body against him.

David was beginning to see the wisdom in Xinra’s words, that the fun was in the anticipation. But in Larelle’s defence, she was beautiful, and a primal part of his brain itched to wipe away the glitter draped all across her body. Larelle gave him a hungry grin before she dove right in, her tongue running across his neck. Xinra was seated a short distance away. She was perched on a stool with one leg crossed over the other. Her sapphire eyes were gleaming as the scene unfolded in front of her. Xinra’s wet lips parted to savour a sip of her wine.

Focus on the damned mission, David.

Keep them occupied while Aika, Miki and Iris do the real work. If Larelle catches wind that we’re suspecting her brother of being an infiltrator, there’s no way she would let us interrogate him.

[Telepathic link]

“Miki? Aika? Are you alright?”

“We got the infiltrator. She was disguised as Lord Rafalt,” Aika replied, “I’m watching over her. We’ve got her in a cell and we’ve placed the manacles on her, but they don’t work on foxfire,” Aika said.

“I’m searching Rafalt’s room with Iris, but we can’t find anything incriminating. How are things on your end?” Miki asked.

David winced as Larelle yanked his pants down, drawing him out of his telepathic conversation.

Her breath warmed his cock with every exhalation, and the girl’s magenta eyes were hungry as she ran her hands across his shaft. Her lips parted, and she began thrusting his sex deeper into her throat in a clumsy but enthusiastic blowjob. David’s own eyes wandered to her breasts, slightly slick with sweat. Her nipples were now erect and visible through the thin layer of glitter.

“I-it’s going alright,” David grunted, “they’re both occupied—”

“You’re already fucking them?” Miki said incredulously.

“Demons work hard but David works harder,” Aika purred. “Don’t let us distract you now. Keep them busy.”

“I’m sure he would be happy to oblige,” Miki grumbled.

David’s eyes wandered back to Xinra, whose smile had only widened as she took another sip from her glass. He held Xinra’s eye contact as Larelle redoubled her efforts. She gasped as she drew in a breath, panting as she stared keenly at his now throbbing cock. Before he could react, Larelle pushed him down onto the blankets. Her pigtails swung wildly as she advanced, falling into a crouch over his upper chest, giving him a clear view of her slick pussy.

A single gem fell onto his chest, dragging a thin thread of her fluids down with it.

“Lick it,” Larelle moaned in a high voice.

He had to admit that her desperation to fuck him turned him on immensely, lack of anticipation or not. Perhaps he was far too simple minded to enjoy sex like Xinra evidently did. Before Larelle settled on top of his face, his eyes widened when he realised that Xinra had pulled aside her skirts, revealing her bare legs which were a dark blue tone.

Her sapphire eyes were gleaming and fixed on their bodies, and her fingers wandered between shapely thighs. David groaned as Lady Larelle sat on his face, drinking in the heir of Envy’s sweet scent and taste. He thrust his tongue upwards, hearing a gasp escape her lips as her body shuddered. He began vigorously combing over the lips of her pussy, intermingling his saliva with her fluids.

“N-no! If you do that—”

Bingo.

David gripped her thighs, pulling them towards his face as he continued to eat her out. He felt her shudder breathlessly, before letting out a shriek. Lady Larelle convulsed as she came, tipping over and falling onto the soft mattress that they were splayed out on.

Despite having fallen over onto the mattress, Larelle hungrily continued to stare at him, pulling her thighs back in the missionary position and inviting him into her exposed sex, now moist with her fluids.

“F-fuck me. Hurry u— aaAAH!”

David pressed down on the top of his shaft, gliding it in. He began to thrust forwards with increasing frequency, feeling Larelle tighten around him with each thrust. Her eyelids were twitching and pigtails swinging wildly as she lost herself to pleasure once more. To his right, Xinra had abandoned her stool, walking closer to them.

The fingers of her left hand were firmly in her mouth, a thin line of drool dripping from the edge of her lip as Greed’s heir eyed him with hunger. Her other fingers traced over the lips of her sex and across her dark blue skin, which was now slick with her fluids.

“Harder! Harder!”

Larelle’s shrieks echoed through the gallery. David could feel himself getting closer to the edge, but he knew that he was in for a long night ahead of him. The tips of his fingers played across Larelle’s clitoris, causing her to tense up and shudder with waves of pleasure that rippled across her body.

He admired the way her breasts shook as she came, and he finally succumbed to temptation to wipe away the glitter covering her nipples. David brought his mouth closer to her breasts, running his tongue across her areola and watching her gasp tiredly again.

Before Larelle could protest, David flipped her over, watching as the girl naturally arched her back in anticipation to take him from behind. Even as David inserted his cock and reached for her pigtails just begging to be pulled, it seemed as if Xinra had finally succumbed to anticipation.

Her dress was hanging off one of her shoulders as she leaned in for a kiss. Even as Larelle continued to slam back into him, Xinra locked her lips with his, inviting his hand to roam over to the fabric of her dress. David pulled it down to reveal large round breasts and erect nipples. David could vaguely feel the sensation of Larelle shuddering pleasurably, pressing up against his thighs as she came again.

The Lady of Envy slumped to the soft folds of the mattress utterly exhausted and breathless.

“Kind of her to get you ready for me,” Xinra whispered in between kisses, her tongue running down his neck as her hand wandered to his cock. Unlike Larelle, she did not lack for experience, expertly working his member and driving him closer and closer to the edge. But however much that she ran her tongue over her lips, she made no move to draw her mouth closer to his cock.

“You didn’t think I would debase myself like that, did you,” Xinra said with a coy smile, increasing the frequency of her pumps. “If you’re concerned…” Xinra gently pushed him down to the mattress, positioning his cock over a panting Larelle. She guided his member over her slick pussy, still wet from their union, lubricating it. Larelle shuddered in pleasure, but before the Lady from Envy could make another move, Xinra playfully pushed him away.

She positioned herself next to one of the paintings, sticking her ass out invitingly. An elegant hand drew aside the back of her dress, and its many folds parted to reveal a supple ass and glistening sex slick with her anticipation.

“You see each of the paintings in this room,” Xinra whispered to him, retreating backwards to envelop his cock between her two soft thighs, rubbing it against the bottom of her pussy slowly and deliberately. “Feel free to let them inspire you. Do you think you can do them justice?”

David gulped.

***

Miki, Aika and Iris watched as ‘Lord Rafalt’ gained consciousness. Iris nodded to them from around the corner, indicating that she had settled her consciousness against the prisoner’s own, also inducing a calming effect on him.

Aika stepped forward pressing up a dagger against his throat.

“We know,” she said softly. Aika detected the slightest flicker of emotion in Rafalt’s eyes. Just like his attraction to her had been manufactured, so was his coming outrage.

“I will have you—”

“Has the Church infiltrated the entirety of House Envy?” Miki continued softly, causing his eyes to widen before his face twisted into an expression of disappointment at his reaction.

They exchanged a glance.

“Why did you go after House Sloth?”

Lord Rafalt trembled, even with the benefit of Iris’ calming influence.

“If you promise to be honest with us, we will ensure that you’re kept safely and free from harm until the barrier goes down.” Aika said softly.

“T-they were after the Duke’s heart. The heart of a strong demon,” she whispered, looking up at Aika with alarm. “Please,” Lord Rafalt whispered in a feminine voice, eyes wide and trembling.

“What were you searching for in the Academy?”

The infiltrator turned rigid. From around the corner, they could feel Iris gasp stumble into the room, arms outstretched and brows creased as she concentrated on the kitsune. The kitsune’s eyes snapped to her, before widening. Miki pressed a blade against the infiltrator’s throat.

“Tell us what you were looking for, and you will not be harmed.”

“O-our objective was to destroy a delivery that House Gluttony made to the Academy,” he whispered, “Please—”

“What object?”

“They’ve stored—”

The kistune infiltrator burst upwards from their seat, their manacles coming undone. The infiltrator’s hand slipped between the bars, poised to close around Miki’s throat, before Iris barrelled into her, sending her sprawling out of the kitsune’s grasp. Iris’s eyes went wide as the infiltrator wrapped their fingers around her throat, digging into her flesh and restricting her airway. She desperately attempted to pull away, but her opponent was pulling her flush against the bars.

Aika burst into action.

Unsheathing her sword and angling the tip towards the infiltrator’s thighs, she stabbed forwards seeking to incapacitate her. Her blade slid through the gaps in the bars, heading for its target. Due to the infiltrator’s struggle with Iris, their movements were unpredictable. ‘Lord Rafalt’ fell into a sudden crouch, and the abrupt shift in direction caused Aika’s blade to slide right into their throat.

The infiltrator gurgled, blood pouring from her mouth until she abruptly slumped to the ground. Aika quickly withdrew the blade, the foxfire holding the illusion in place sputtering out to reveal a female kitsune with three grey tails lying limp in Lord Rafalt’s place.

“Iris! Are you alright?”

Iris was coughing, her eyes red and hand brushing up against the marks around her throat.

“I-I’ll need to contact the succubi on the outside. They’ll be alarmed that there’s one less consciousness in the Academy,” Iris coughed, before breaking away and rushing up the stairs.

“Wait! Let me help you,” Miki called out with a brief nod to Aika.

The kitsune reached for her telepathic link.

***

Aika filled him in on what they had learned. The claim that the Church had infiltrated House Envy, and that they were in search of an object entrusted to the Academy by House Gluttony.

[Telepathic link]

“Aika… is Iris—”

“She’s alright. Miki’s tending to her throat. She put herself in harms way to save Miki.”

“I need to—”

“David,” Aika said gently.

Her soft tone caught him off-guard, snapping him out of his thoughts.

“You know what you need to do now. We’ll take care of her. You’ll be able to see her soon. Now go.”

“Right. Thanks, Aika.”

David treaded softly across the mattress filling the gallery room where both Larelle and Xinra were laying. As he did, his mind whirled from the discoveries.

What could the infiltrator have been looking for?

Why would Gluttony run the risk of the object being discovered by the heirs? Why keep it in the Academy at all… unless they were planning for it to come into play during the seclusion?

Wait a minute…

I know what they’re looking for.

David retrieved the pair of anti-magic manacles from his bag of holding and began to approach Larelle. As David walked over the blankets, Larelle’s eyes tiredly fluttered open.

“Hi handsome. After another round—”

David fastened the manacles across her wrists. The heir’s magenta eyes went wide in alarm.

“W-what is the meaning of this. How DARE YOU!”

Lady Xinra stirred from the commotion, frowning as the scene unfolded in front of her.

“We’ve just discovered that your brother is a kitsune infiltrator working for the Church,” David said calmly as he guided her towards the gallery’s exit, Xinra trailing behind them.

“M-my brother,” she said with utter horror in her tone. David had to give it to her, if she was in fact an infiltrator, she was putting on a very convincing act. “W-wait! I can prove that I’m not an infiltrator! I’ve been gifted with the blessing of envy!”

Aika, Miki and Iris approached them, coming to a halt. Iris’s eyes were drawn, and David could see the red mark of the infiltrator’s grip around her neck.

“B-bring me a skeleton from one of the labs. I’m a shaper. I can shape flesh and bone. Not well, but I still have the power,” Larelle sobbed.

Miki frowned, breaking off to retrieve a skeleton to verify Larelle’s claims. The girl was still sobbing at the revelation that her brother had been an infiltrator. If it was an act, Larelle was being very convincing.

“House Sloth’s Dark Knights have mobilised against House Envy. They’re attempting to verify the identity of the remaining members of the royal family as we speak,” Iris said hoarsely, with a hint of pity at Larelle’s state. Before long, Miki returned with the skeleton, and they released her from the manacles.

If she was in fact a kitsune infiltrator, she would have been able to wield foxfire even with the manacles on. But David still kept a close watch on her as she closed her eyes, arm outstretched towards the skeleton.

They watched in awe as the bone began to gradually shift, pulling away from its natural curvature.

“It’s true. She has the blessing of envy,” Iris said softly. “I’m… I’m sorry about your brother, Lady Larelle.”

Lady Larelle of House Envy fell to the floor in tears.


Chapter 32



The mood in the Academy on Fridas morning was sombre with the discovery that Lord Rafalt had been an infiltrator. Since the development, Lady Larelle had locked herself up in her room, opening the door only to receive her meals. The attendant had also temporarily suspended further dungeon dives into the Infinite Dungeon, to Luna’s great displeasure. Still, given the circumstances, Pride’s heir seemed content to accede to her request, for now.

David itched to return to Iris’s room, where Miki and Aika were tending to her injuries. But instead, he forced himself to walk elsewhere.

Towards Dolrom’s room.

David knocked on the door, greeted only by silence.

“Excuse me. May I speak to Dolrom?”

“He’s unable to speak to you at the moment,” a soft feminine voice called out.

David cast a quick glance in either direction, ensuring that no one was in his proximity.

“It’s about his medication.”

The door instantly jerked open, and David was greeted to the sight of a familiar female houndkin with blonde hair. Her glasses were askew on her face, and David could see sweat dripping from her skin. The houndkin yanked him into the room, closing the door behind them.

Dolrom was laid out on his bed, panting. Black veins were visible all across his exposed skin. The demon’s eyes were fluttering, his lips shifting as they uttered formless sentences.

“You need to get him medical attention,” David said, his eyes wide.

“You don’t understand,” the houndkin said quietly. “There’s no way they would allow us to drop the barrier, short of a death happening within the Academy. It’s been their tradition for years,” she said, her ears drooping.

“He will be dead if you don’t get him help this instant. Let me speak to Iris—”

“NO!” the girl exclaimed, before her voice fell. “No. I don’t know how you learned about his medication, but no one else can know about this. This is bigger than any of us. If the other houses found out…”

“If a kitsune infiltrator learned of it, there’s nothing stopping them from leaking it to the other houses! We need to act quickly—”

“No,” the houndkin announced with a tone of finality.

She turned back towards the bed, gently dabbing Dolrom’s forehead.

“He can hold out, I’m sure of it.”

They must have received instructions not to disclose the existence of the medication to the other houses.

If Dolrom is House Gluttony’s trump card, they wouldn’t want to leak a critical weakness. I suspect that he is their ‘contribution’ in the Crown Competition. They’ve raised a prospective demon king with souped up mana channels and a mana core with far greater potential than any previous demon mage.

David turned his attention to the rest of the room. His eyes passed over numerous shards of glass splayed out across a small table pressed up against the wall. It looked like a number of vials in Dolrom’s room had been shattered, the remains of the substance they contained staining the table’s surface. He felt his pulse begin to quicken, and an intense chill run down his spine.

“You didn’t leave his room for a moment, did you?” David said softly.

The houndkin gently shook her head, her eyes and attention fixed on Dolrom.

Without another word, David left Dolrom’s room.

***

David entered Iris’s room to find her lying down on her bed. Miki was applying an ointment to the abrasions around her neck, while Aika was pacing back and forth, her brow furrowed.

“How is she?”

His friends looked up at him as he entered the room. Iris gave him a weak smile before closing her eyes. It seemed like the exhaustion of the past few days had caught up to her. David sat by her side, taking her hand into his own.

“She can answer you,” Iris said softly with a cough. Her voice was still hoarse from the wound the infiltrator had inflicted. “I’m fine. There’s nothing to worry about.”

“You saved Miki’s life, Iris.”

“No—”

“Yes, you did,” Miki interrupted firmly. “If you hadn’t pushed me away, the infiltrator probably would have crushed my throat. Now, no more talking. Lay down,” Miki said firmly, gently pushing the succubus back onto her bed as she continued to apply her ointment.

“Can I speak with her?” Miki and Aika narrowed their eyes, making him wince, but they acceded to his request. Before Miki departed, she hesitated, shooting a glare at Iris.

“You’re not getting out of that bed, miss.”

“B-but—”

“You’re not going anywhere. Just for today. We’ll make sure the Academy doesn’t burn down.”

David watched with a hint of amusement as Miki departed.

“Sorry about those two.”

“N-no, not at all,” Iris said softly. “Miki hasn’t left my side since the infiltrator attacked. She’s been nothing but kind to me. Tell her not to feel guilty, won’t you?”

David smiled, taking her hand into his own.

When she attempted to sit up, David simply pushed her back down onto the bed.

“Do you want me to send Miki after you?”

Iris finally smiled with a sigh, settling back into her bed.

“You’re close with them, aren’t you? I envy your friendship,” she said softly.

“Yeah. They’ve spent a great deal of time looking out for me. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for them.”

“How did you meet?”

“We met in the central district. Like I mentioned before… after my grandmother passed, I entered the kingdom, and I ran into them. They’ve been my friends for a long while. They had their own troubles, and we ended up fleeing to the House of Lust together,” David said, scratching a tingle at the back of his scalp as he smiled.

“I consider you a friend too, you know?”

“But… you barely know me?”

“I barely knew them when I first met them. I’d like to get to know you, Iris. If that’s something you’d like too,” David said as he rubbed his scalp, self-consciously scratching at his hair.

“Especially now that you’ve found the culprit… you can rest easy now.”

“N-no. We have to stay vigilant,” Iris protested, but before she could make another attempt to rise, David’s palm was already outstretched, ready to push her right back down.

For a moment, the pair of them remained silent. David listened to the sound of Iris’s soft breaths fill the room as sunlight filtered through the curtains.

“House Sloth has sent word,” she said softly. “House Envy’s royal family fled their accommodation when Sloth’s Dark Knights approached. Hardly anyone remained behind. House Sloth believes that the kitsune working for the Church infiltrated the highest echelons of Envy’s royal family. The Duke, Duchess and Larelle’s brother, with Larelle being the only exception.”

David nodded. It explained why Envy’s heir hadn’t emerged from her room. The Academy’s attendant had likely filled her in on the news.

“I’m… a total failure,” Iris whispered. The silence hung heavy in the air, but David continued to listen on, remembering his grandmother’s words. “Rake is still missing, potentially dead. Rafalt turns out to be an infiltrator right under my very nose. We’re two heirs down, and only two weeks into the seclusion,” she whispered. “They shouldn’t have entrusted me—”

“The only way you were preventing either of these incidents was if you had a crystal ball. Short of planting yourself outside Rake’s door every night, there was no way you could have stopped him. As for Rafalt? The infiltrator slipped beneath the notice of even the Sisters. You aren’t to blame, Iris. If anything, you managed to help keep the peace between the heirs for long enough for us to still be alive today.” David slowly took her hand into his, giving it a soft squeeze.

The girl still looked crestfallen, but she mustered a wan smile. David drew her into a hug, feeling her tears moisten his cheek. They remained that way for a few passing moments, before Iris gently drew herself away.

“Thank you. I don’t know… what I would have done if it wasn’t for you, Miki and Astara. Truly, I—”

David leaned in and kissed her.

Their lips softly intertwined briefly before Iris pulled away.

“N-no. I’m worthless. I had one responsibility, and I failed in that—”

David kissed her again, but Iris only pushed him away, the guilt clear in her eyes. It seemed like she still blamed herself for the developments with Rake and Rafalt. They paused, only a hair’s breadth apart from each other, but the distance feeling immense.

“My grandmother. I told you about her, didn’t I? There was something I left out,” David whispered, drawing her hand into his. “I know a thing or two about guilt. I left our home because of my own selfish desires. I’d lived there for my entire life, and I was so eager to leave. To see the outside world. To take in the kingdom, and to make something of myself,” he said, his words raw and unfiltered. He ran his fingers through his hair, brushing at an itch in his scalp. “Maybe, if I stayed home, I could have prevented her death. But that wasn’t how it played out.”

Iris listened closely, her eyes dim, having lost some of their lustre.

“The only thing we can do is try to be better. The rest of the heirs remain, and we need you if we’re to make sure they get out of this alive. Don’t let this get to you. You can’t, because they’re depending on you. We all are.”

David traced a finger down her beige cheek, softly brushing aside a purple lock of hair.

“Tell me about her. Your sister.”

Iris’s eyes widened at his question, before she gradually settled back into her bed.

“She was a troublemaker. Mischievous and loud. She had a way of uniquely pissing off the other children who we used to play with. But she had a heart of gold. She always tried to help others when she knew that they were in trouble. And she was fair. Behind all her bravado… when it came down to the line, she never failed to do the right thing.”

“She sounds like an amazing person. Just like you. She’d be proud of the person you’ve become.”

Iris gave him a weak smile.

“And so would your grandmother. I couldn’t have gotten this far without you.”

“Oh?” David smiled, “giving me the credit?”

A soft blush spread across Iris’s pale cheeks.

“Rather than a total failure, you caught the person responsible. An infiltrator from the Church. There is something that I’m worried about, though,” David paused with a frown.

“Dolrom. He’s been cooped up in his room. I managed to convince the houndkin to let me in so that I could check in on him… but he looks like he’s in rough shape. I have a feeling that the infiltrator was sent to destroy his medication.”

“His medication?” Iris asked, perking up.

“That’s right. I noticed that he would occasionally inject himself with something while we were down in the dungeon. His face would contort with pain, and he would use the medication. I think he’s run out,” David said, scratching the itch on his scalp.

Iris’s eyes went wide in alarm.

“Then we need to send word to House Gluttony immediately! Request medication for him.”

David nodded.

“I think we should too. Can you send word to the succubi? He’s in bad shape. I’d hate for him to deteriorate further if we don’t act quickly enough.”

Iris nodded, sitting up with a wince. David extended his arm out as support, helping her to the edge of her bed. Iris planted a soft kiss on his cheek, giving him a small squeeze.

“Thanks for looking out for them, David. I know the heirs can be a…”

“Pain in the ass?”

Iris giggled.

“That. But it means the world to me that you’re doing your best to look out for them. And me.”

With a final brief embrace, David rose from the bed, heading for her room door. He hesitated a moment, eyes softening as they lingered on Iris’s own, before shutting the door behind him. He jolted when he realised that there was someone waiting outside.

“About time, manwhore,” Luna growled. “I’ve been trying to find one of you Lust sluts. Everyone’s all locked up in their rooms, and I’m being driven out of my mind. When will Dolrom be out for the next dungeon run?”

“He’s… feeling unwell, Luna. So is Iris. And Larelle must have heard the news about her family. It might be a little… quiet for a couple days, but I’ll see what I can do about the dungeon.”

Luna’s golden eyes bore into his, but he let out a sigh of relief when Luna gave him a curt nod, before turning on her heel to head back towards her room.

David let out a sigh as he massaged his temples.

***

The next day on Satdas morning, David woke to the sound of steel clashing.

“Shit—”

[Telepathic link]

“Miki! Aika! What’s going on?”

“Dolrom and Luna! They’re fighting in the courtyard!”

David gritted his teeth, rushing down the staircase to the ground level. He burst out into the Academy’s courtyard and was greeted to Lust and Gluttony’s heirs locked in battle.

The differences between their previous spar and this one were glaring. Both demons were moving with a speed and strength that eclipsed their prior limits. Dolrom’s overhead swing with his greatsword whistled through the air in search of Luna’s neck, the immense blade moving faster than it had any right to. He wielded it like a child wielded a thin wooden dagger, swinging it with reckless abandon and emulating the blinding strikes of the warriors they envisioned in their dreams, only this time, Dolrom was living it.

Luna on the other hand was dodging blow after blow, her eyes constantly cycling towards different parts of Dolrom’s body, reading his intentions like a book. She dodged and twisted, falling to her knee as Dolrom’s blade whistled over her. Her twin blades flashed as she struck, driving the first deep into Dolrom’s thigh, before abandoning it entirely. As Dolrom’s next slash came down, Luna avoided it by a hair’s breadth, before jumping off Dolrom’s forearm when his blade embedded itself in the ground.

“WAIT—”

Luna’s other blade halted at Dolrom’s jugular, the heir of Pride’s lips parting in a smile of intense satisfaction.

“Feeling any better, glutton?”

Dolrom was panting, and as David walked closer, he could see that density of the thick black veins over his skin had only increased. Dolrom grunted in the affirmative, plucking out the blade embedded in his thigh and tossing it back to Luna. He cursed and spat on the ground beside him, before striding for the Academy’s entrance.

What the hell is going on?

***

David knocked on the heir of Gluttony’s door.

After returning to the Academy, Dolrom had locked himself in his room, away from prying eyes. Luna had refused to tell him the reason behind their fight. She only claimed to have received a request from Dolrom earlier that day to spar. She had been more than happy to oblige.

David gritted his teeth as he slammed on the door once more.

“DOLROM! Shit…”

Turning to Miki, Aika and Iris beside him, they were all at a loss as to how to help Gluttony’s heir.

“Iris… have the succubi reached out to House Gluttony? Has there been any response?”

Iris shook her head, her face pale.

David cursed, turning back to Dolrom’s door.

“Dolrom… are you in search of something? Something to help with your… condition?” The sound of heavy breathing from within halted for a moment. “We’ve tried to reach House Gluttony. They might be able to send whatever you need—”

“Go away.”

Dolrom’s voice always carried a hint of irreverence that David admired. For as insane that the heir sounded, there was something reassuring about his open and blind arrogance and faith in his abilities.

The voice that reached them sounded nothing like him.

It was filled with fear.

“Please, you have to, ARGHHHHH!”

The door to Dolrom’s room exploded outwards. It was sent flying off its hinges, slamming straight into the girl standing in its path.

Iris.

“IRIS!”

Iris tumbled to the ground, motionless, as Dolrom emerged. The black veins that David had glimpsed in the temple had overtaken his body. They were bulging and pulsing, and any sign of the demon that David had come to know over his period in the Academy had all but disappeared. Looking past the demon into the room, David caught a glimpse of the houndkin girl slumped up against a dresser beside his bed.

“DOLROM! Get it together!”

The demon took a step forwards, but before it could progress any further, a figure shoved David to the side, just before Dolrom’s fist cleaved the space that he had been occupying. Luna gritted her teeth as she caught Dolrom’s blow, but for the first time, Pride’s heir strained to fight back against the force that he was exerting.

Luna leaned back, driving the heel of her foot into the towering demon’s chest with all the force she could muster. It was a kick so strong that it would have shattered his ribs like twigs, but all it managed to achieve was pushing Dolrom back a step. Even so, he was far from the monstrosity that David had glimpsed over Vedir, and confident that the demon was not Gluttony’s heir that he saw before him.

He rushed to shove off the door covering Iris, pulling her body from beneath it. She was breathing but unconscious, and he retreated down the corridor, handing her off to Miki and Aika.

[Telepathic link]

“Get her to the temple as soon as the barrier comes down. It’s happening sooner than it ever did in the previous loops, but this is where everything comes to a head. I’m going to try to help Luna subdue him—”

David heard a heart-rending cry emerge from Dolrom, before a tremendous slam reverberated throughout the Academy halls. David broke away from his friends, turning the corner to find Luna hunched in the middle of a crater that her impact with the wall had created, a line of blood trickling down from the edges of her lips.

But before Dolrom could finish the job, something shifted in his expression. He seemed to be warring with himself before the pain threatened to overcome him. The giant demon reversed his two-handed blade, bringing it to his neck, and sliced.

Dolrom sank to his knees, his body splaying out onto the floor as he collapsed. David rushed to grip his shoulders, a hand covering the gash across Dolrom’s neck. Blood poured forth, escaping through his fingers and fountaining over the ground.

“Dolrom. Dolrom!”

Gluttony’s heir stared back at him with blank eyes.


Chapter 33



After the barrier around the Academy came down, they rushed Iris back to the Temple of Lust. It didn’t escape David’s attention how Xinra immediately broke away towards the Greed Quarter. Miki and Aika trailed him as he ran up the temple steps.

[Telepathic link]

“Aika, Miki—”

“David… what the hell is going on? Wasn’t he meant to die next Wednesdas?” Miki asked incredulously. “Maybe… maybe it was my fault. Discovering that dungeon. Do you think it could have accelerated his deterioration?”

“Miki. We have to focus, it won’t be long before the other houses arrive at the temple.”

“But—” Aika interjected.

“We can expect Greed, Wrath and Pride to arrive on our doorstep any moment now, unless something changed this loop. I don’t think it has. Both of you get into position and link up with Molo. Find out if he’s managed to learn anything while on the inside.”

David silently met Aika and Miki’s eyes.

The girls exchanged a glance and nodded.

“David… be careful,” Miki said softly.

He clutched his friends tightly in his arms, before reluctantly relinquishing them. David smiled at his friends, before rushing towards the infirmary, which was where the initiates had carried Iris. David jogged over to the Sister attending to her.

“Sister, is she going to be alright?”

“She’s unconscious and concussed, but she’ll be just fine,” the Sister replied. The temple’s attendants had dressed Iris’s wounds. She was lying down with her eyes closed, but David could still see her chest steadily rising and falling. He brought up her reputation, checking if he had met the threshold for her to enter the loop.

Iris: 80

His eyes hovered on her peaceful expression, before he broke away from her, returning to the temple’s main chamber where his friends were gathered. David rushed back into the dormitory, eyes alighting on his hiding place. He entered the wardrobe opposite the room where he had glimpsed the dead swordsman from House Wrath.

It wasn’t long before he heard the screams.

He could feel the thumping of his heartbeat in his chest, the rush of blood in his ears. He watched the initiate he had glimpsed last loop rush into a wardrobe beside his own, a dagger in hand.

[Telepathic link]

“Miki? Aika?”

“We’re alright, David. We’ve blended into Greed’s mercenary force. Be careful,” Miki replied, her voice filled with concern.

David’s attention was arrested by the entering swordsman from House Wrath. The demon was dressed in elegant black robes, and his hand was rested casually on the hilt of his blade. David could tell that he was overconfident in the way that he casually glimpsed about the room. He was an elite swordsman from House Wrath going up against succubi and initiates who didn’t have the ability to fight back.

Just as he had witnessed before, the wardrobe burst open, the initiate flying forwards towards the swordsman with a dagger in hand. House Wrath’s elite had his sword out in a split second, immediately running through the approaching man with the elegant blade. But in his overconfidence, Wrath’s swordsman had been caught off-guard. While he had struck true, his blade had missed the initiate’s heart. The dagger in the initiate’s hand gleamed in the afternoon sun, plunging into the swordsman’s own. Ironically, it was the speed of the swordsman’s response that led to his demise.

The pair of them fell to the ground motionless. David quickly hid their bodies in the wardrobes before extracting the swordsman’s curved blade and casting his [veil of illusion]. His usual appearance faded away in favour of a swordsman clad in elegant black robes and a featureless black mask.

As he strode towards the temple’s central chamber, he was greeted to the familiar sight of Greed’s mercenaries having cleared out the temple. He noticed how many of them gave him a wide berth as he crossed the open floor, heading to the Sisters’ Quarters.

The pair of warriors clad in House Pride’s signature black armour watched on impassively as he passed between them, heading deeper into the temple.

[Telepathic link]

“I’m through.”

“Be careful, David,” Aika said softly.

By the time he arrived, he could see that a familiar heart was in the grip of the lead swordsman’s hand.

“We have the Queen’s heart. Proceed through, I’ve got the coordinates.”

For the very first time, he witnessed the immense metal doors at the foot of the staircase slowly open to permit them entry. His breath caught as his attention was drawn to what lay within.

A deployment array.

In the very heart of the Temple of Lust.

The swordsmen from House Wrath and warriors from House Pride filtered through the doors, David drawing up the rear.

[Mage memory]

David hovered at the edge of the group, ensuring that he caught a glimpse of the dungeon coordinates that were entered into the array for future reference. The teleportation glyphs around them began to glow, and the world around him disappeared in a flash.

A second later, a dungeon room blinked into existence around him. Before David could take in his surroundings, the scene shifted once more. They were teleported a number of times by the demons’ spatial mages, transporting them deeper into the Passage.

But even the short glimpses he caught of the dungeon were enough to set him on edge. The Passage seemed to be styled after the interior of a mausoleum. Dark grey walls rose all around them, with a ceiling so high that the dungeon’s light orbs failed to illuminate it. With every brief glimpse of the dungeon room that David caught, he was greeted to the corpses of dungeon creatures that eerily resembled the demons. But these creatures embodied all of the demonic aspects that many demons lacked.

Every single one of them had a pair of wings, a tail and demon horns.

Pride’s foot soldiers covered the dungeon, arrayed in a tight formation. Not all Passages were created equally, or posed the same threat, and this one had taken an army to clear. Before David could further scrutinise his surroundings, he blinked away to their next destination.

“Aika, Miki… I think I’ve figured out why House Pride have been so quiet throughout the Competition. They must have found a deployment array. Just like the one House Sloth deposited in the Academy, Pride must have caught wind of another.”

“And they just so happened to stumble across this Passage?” Miki asked.

“I don’t think they stumbled upon it. I think they were led to it,” David replied softly.

“You don’t think…” Aika interjected, “the Church?”

“The Church. First, they tried to assassinate the Duke of Sloth, attempting to steal his heart for whatever it is they were planning. They failed in that mission, forcing them to go after the Demon Queen.”

“But… I don’t understand!” Aika exclaimed, “I thought the events in the Academy were linked to those on the outside? Rake disappearing and Gluttony dying…” she trailed off.

“I think I know how they did it.”

“You WHAT?” Miki shouted.

Before David could reply, they had reached their final destination.

The room itself was unremarkable. Compared to the rooms he had blinked past; this room was far smaller by comparison. Even so, it contained a single feature that dwarfed him in scale.

A tomb.

It stood vertically up against the far wall and was cast from dark grey stone. The stone cover that once sealed the tomb and its inhabitant now lay in pieces at the foot of the tomb. Swordsmen from House Wrath gathered a distance away from the stone structure. Opposite them, warriors clad in black plate armour formed a perimeter around the tomb, warding off Wrath’s kinsmen.

There was a stillness and intensity in the air that immediately set David on edge.

But something far more terrifying was staring right back at him.

A grey demon at least ten times his height lay within the exposed, vertical tomb. A pair of immense grey wings were folded behind it, and a pair of crooked black horns rose from the top of its skull. Large black claws curled inwards from the tips of its fingers, and its body was wreathed in muscle and black veins. A black scar ran from between its collarbones down to its sternum. Threads of black mist poured from the abyssal wound, filtering into the air around it.

David’s breaths grew shallow as he beheld the monstrosity that had assaulted Vedir before him. The grey demon in the sky that had turned its beaches to glass and reduced its people to nothingness…

Dead and unmoving.

“Isadora, I’ve brought the heart. Our agreement?”

The lead swordsman with the Demon Queen’s heart in his grip strode forwards. House Pride’s warriors clad in plate armour raised their weapons, shifting uneasily as House Wrath’s elite approached. It was clear that they were far warier of him than they were of the other swordsmen accompanying him.

From between the wall of black plate armour, a woman emerged. She had dark blonde hair, a pair of elegant black horns and skin of dark bronze. She was dressed in a flowing robe the hue of blood, which matched the shade of her lips.

David could immediately see her resemblance to her daughter. Luna shared her arched features and sleek eyebrows. But unlike Luna, who announced her presence loudly with both her voice and bearing, there was a deadly refinement to Duchess Isadora’s every movement. Heedless of the deadly warriors around her, she strode with casual grace to meet the swordsman from House Wrath.

“I will honour our agreement. I am a woman of my word. Now, the heart, if you please?”

“You claim that this creature of yours will end the war—”

Duchess Isadora strode forwards, fearlessly halting right before the swordsman, well within his striking range. She didn’t even pay the hand rested on the hilt of his blade a passing glance, and David couldn’t decide whether it was foolhardy or whether it spoke to her confidence.

“We are but a shadow of ourselves, Ralach,” the Duchess said softly.

She traced a fingernail across the dull grey surface of the heart in Ralach’s hands. The swordsman from Wrath was warily watching the Duchess, before she took a step away.

“I am to blame for it,” Duchess Isadora said softly. Her eyes held a strange hint of regret that was antithetical to the confidence that she emanated. “I should have listened to your counsel. But she convinced us all, and I spoke out in support of her. Hers was an addictive dream. That if we suppressed the sins, the very things that made us who we were, that peace and coexistence awaited us. Fruitful partnership with humanity and the beastkin. The Continent united and free to delve into the wonders of the Infinite Dungeon.”

Duchess Isadora smiled, golden eyes gleaming.

For a moment, David saw a younger woman. A demon filled with optimism and hope, eager to reach out to the other races, and to build unshakeable bonds that endured through the centuries. All in pursuit of a grand dream of prosperity. Then, it faded. Hope turned to despair as her lips curled into an ugly, rictus grin. A rage overtook the Duchess, instilling a deep sense of dread in him.

“What was our restraint rewarded with?” Isadora continued, her voice low. “With every step we ceded, Humanity advanced relentlessly. They twisted our sincerity into lies. We became a convenient scapegoat for the Royal Family to legitimise itself in the eyes of its own people. That was what our kingdom was reduced to. What our existence was reduced to.”

Isadora ceased in her slow pacing, coming to a halt right before Ralach.

“Our greed, lust and gluttony for power, all tempered in service of a dream of peace. We indulged our sloth, neglected to envy, and our pride was crushed to dust. But most of all, Ralach, we forgot our wrath.”

For the first time, David witnessed a flicker in Ralach’s serene expression. A transformation in the swordsman that reminded him of Rake. The scene returned to him, watching the young demon suddenly overcome with a rage that David could barely comprehend.

“Watch your words, Isadora,” Ralach said softly. “Wrath is a heavy burden to bear. It is not a sin that my House has forgotten.”

Isadora’s eyes flashed.

“No, you did not. You were the only one of us that remembered. You always cautioned us against the Humans. Their Church. None of us listened, and we paid the price for it. We failed our children, Ralach. They deserve the world, and all they’ve received is this pretty prison,” Isadora gritted her teeth. Ralach remained motionless, barring the slightest tightening of his fist over the grip of his sword.

Isadora turned on her heel, gesturing to the demon lying in the tomb.

“We have failed our children, but he will not fail his.”

Ralach’s eyes widened as Isadora continued.

“He is our Father, Ralach. The father of demons. You ask me if he will ‘end the war’? Duchess Isadora laughed incredulously. “No, he will not end the war,” the Duchess whispered, her voice piercing through the silence to ring clearly in his ears. “He will do what a parent does best. He will teach.”

“From his lust, his children will be birthed anew. With his greed and gluttony, he will sweep across the Continent,” Duchess Isadora’s eyes flashed, “and with his wrath, he will deliver unto us freedom. We’ve forgotten ourselves, old friend. We’ve forgotten the sins that we embody, that make us who we are. And so…

Isadora gestured to the gargantuan demon lying still in his tomb.

“I bring us a demon capable of reminding us of them. It is time we awaken the Archdemon of Sin.”
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Duchess Isadora nodded to the warriors creating a perimeter around the grave. A scaffold had been constructed leading up to the abyssal gash in the Archdemon of Sin’s chest. David had a distinct feeling he knew exactly what Duchess Isadora intended to do with the heart of the Demon Queen.

David gritted his teeth.

He was powerless to intervene. After Duchess Isadora’s speech, Ralach, who he now recognised to be Rake’s father and the Duke of House Wrath, gestured for his men to retreat. It seemed like he had been convinced by Isadora’s words.

Maybe there’s a way to sabotage his reawakening.

But attempting to activate [true invisibility] would be a death sentence with all these swordsmen around.

Damnit—

“Duchess Isadora.”

A voice rang out from behind the contingent from Wrath. A familiar tall demon clad in black plate armour strode forwards, pushing along a girl in front of him. It was the same demon he had spotted in the town square on his first day in the kingdom.

From the way his peers reacted to his appearance, David could tell that he was no ordinary demon.

He was a Dark Knight.

A champion of the demons.

But the Dark Knight was not what had caught his attention. David’s eyes fell on a familiar girl with beige skin, long and wavy lavender hair and a pair of beautiful eyes of the same hue. A girl in shackles, with blood trailing from the edges of her lips, who was forced to the ground by the Dark Knight.

“We found her in the infirmary.”

A silence hung in the air as the girl blearily stared upwards in the vague direction of the Duchess.

“What do you want me to do with her?” the Dark Knight echoed with a calm, low voice.

“You were given your orders,” the Duchess said simply. “Kill all succubi in the temple. Have you reason to question your instructions?”

“No, Duchess.”

“Good.”

Duchess Isadora turned on her heel, heading towards the demon. Iris’ shoulders slumped, tears dripping free from her eyes as the Dark Knight raised his greatsword overhead.

The blade fell.

[Flicker step]

[Rend]

David blinked forwards, appearing right over where Iris was kneeling. Three claws of mana materialised in mid-air, clashing against the swing of the Dark Knight’s greatsword. It had been a casual swing; the Knight hadn’t been expecting resistance. All the same, it cleaved through his skill like butter, and David barely managed to pull Iris from its trajectory before it carved a bloody path through her.

His disguise flickered out of existence, and she stared at him with wide eyes filled with shock.

“D-David?”

[Beast form: manasurge]

[Archdragon’s constitution: Scales of the Wyrm]

The mana channels brought on from his manasurge beast form filled his body. His skin turned black and ridged, and David could feel a searing heat in his chest as the transformation took hold. Before he could unleash his attack, the Dark Knight had already recovered from his swing, and he found himself on the receiving end of a horizontal slash that cleaved the air in twain.

[Rend]

[Accelerated thrust]

David rapidly called forth his mana claws once more, intercepting the blow. The Dark Knight’s greatsword cleaved through the claws that he called forth, blurring through his vision.

[Flicker ste—

David felt the blade cleave through his forearms, almost severing his limbs from his body. Even with his Archdragon’s constitution, he was no match for the Dark Knight. The warrior almost contemptuously reversed his blade, smoothly shifting into a thrusting stance as he waited for David’s response.

David delivered it with flames.

[Archdragon’s Constitution: Dragonflame]

An inferno burgeoned into life within him, filling every inch of his lungs. David’s maw dropped open, and flames poured free, filling the air before him as if desperate to escape from his body. They poured and poured, and the torrent didn’t cease.

Not until a black greatsword parted the flames.

David was forced to lunge backwards out of reach of the blade, aborting his attack. He was breathing heavily. He stared at House Pride’s Dark Knight as the demon casually strode towards him as if he were taking a stroll under the afternoon sun.

“DAVID! RUN!” Iris screamed from the sidelines, where a number of House Pride’s warriors were attempting to hold her down.

The Knight’s knees bent, armour creaking in preparation for his explosive advance. Before he could react, another knight clad in black plate armour barrelled into the Dark Knight. David’s eyes widened as Luna slammed into his opponent, her teeth bared as she attempted to gain the upper hand.

“GO! BOTH OF YOU—”

The Dark Knight sent a fist flickering through the air, driving it straight into Luna’s abdomen and denting her armour. The girl wheezed and sank to her knees. It was only then that David realised that she had activated her body cultivation, but it achieved nothing in the face of the towering elite.

“Knock that daughter of mine out, and deal with the rest,” a calm voice echoed.

“M-mother,” Luna coughed, attempting to angle her head towards the Duchess. “Please, spare them.”

Luna’s golden eyes, so often filled with pride and a casual disdain for those she considered beneath her, were filled with an entirely different emotion as they fell on David, before lingering on Iris.

“Mercy—”

The Dark Knight responded to her request with a backhand slap which knocked out Pride’s heir, sending her sprawling to the ground inert.

“Why… why are you here, you can’t—” Iris whispered, lavender eyes wide and pleading as she shook his arm.

“I told you that I would be of service,” David whispered softly.

Iris’ eyes were breathless and wide, her tears dripping onto his cheek.

“No. No, no, no, no. What are you—”

“Do you regret it, Iris?” he whispered, watching as her eyes widened.

The half-demoness trembled as she watched on incredulously in silence. In front of them, the Dark Knight continued to walk onwards, each step echoing loudly in the silence around them.

“I hope I gave you what you wanted,” David smiled. “And for the record? I never once regretted meeting you.”

The black blade fell.

***

CHOO—

David felt a familiar wash of warmth envelop him as his body adjusted to the changes in his stats and skills. He strode towards the train, taking a moment to help Eyrie with her luggage before settling in his seat. The train ride to Vedir was serene, and as he emerged out onto the platform, he smiled when he was met with two familiar faces.

“David… did you…” Miki began, trailing off.

Miki and Aika waited breathlessly before he nodded.

“I’m craving some seafood, anyone fancy returning to the Passage of the Beastmage?”

His friends simply stared at him as he smiled on.

“You did it…” Miki whispered.

David nodded.

“I don’t imagine we’ll have much time… so we’d best get to it!”

***

After reuniting with Molo, the rest of the loop was spent in the Passage of the Beastmage. Knowing what awaited him this time, David brought a wealth of dungeon cores to widen his channels and broaden his mana capacity. He focused on purifying his mana channels using the seaweed and expanding his base mana capacity with the cores they prepared. Miki and David attempted to hunt for additional spellbooks to little avail, and Aika continued to nurture her foxfire in the Passage of Illusion.

Before long, the end of the second week had arrived. The trio were on the very same beachfront that David had visited when he first glimpsed the demon invasion. Ordinarily, the end of the second week marked the beginning of the raid on the Passage of Illusion which took place on Mondas and ended on Tuesdas evening with the Isles falling to the beastkin massacre.

Instead, a far different sight greeted them.

Together, the trio watched the Archdemon of Sin, Father of demons, hovering in the skies over Vedir, a demon army at his back. Pure mana coalesced into vast hands, poised and ready to rain destruction upon them.

“What did I tell you?” David said smugly to his friends. “Even accounting for travel time… two weeks was all it took this time.”

“Pfft,” Aika spluttered. “She may be smart, but she’s not as smart as us,” the kitsune smirked.

“You really believe in her?” Miki said softly.

“I do.”

Miki shot him a glare, but it gradually shifted into a smile.

“Well… if you made the wrong decision, we’ll have eternity to deal with the consequences. And roast you for it. And die for it.”

David gulped just as the Archdemon’s magical bolt hit the beach.

***

Next loop

David, Aika and Miki waited at the Vediran train station. David’s arms were crossed, and he was steadily tapping a foot as he waited for her arrival.

There was a tension in the air as the train pass through the portal.

With a hiss, it arrested at the Vediran platform. The passengers disembarked – adventurers, mages from the Arcanum and tourists coming to visit the idyllic Vediran Isles and to catch a glimpse of the legendary Vediran hole.

But amongst them, walked someone who wasn’t at all out of place from the rest of the humans in the crowd. A beautiful girl with lavender hair and eyes, whose eyes were shaded by tasteful dark eyeshadow. A slender form with elegant curves that could draw whichever eyes she chose, whenever she deemed it necessary.

Iris walked onto the platform.

The demon had removed her horns. No longer could David see the twin black horns often adorned with elegant golden jewellery. She had shed the one defining characteristic that marked her as a demon, and she strode out into the Vediran platform casting tentative glances around her.

But unlike all of the previous times he had interacted with her, he detected something else in her gaze.

A deadly intelligence that had been absent in all of the previous loops, concealed beneath her veneer of kindness and warmth.

After all, he expected nothing less from the one behind it all.

The mastermind behind the Crown Competition.
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Iris

Iris watched on calmly as David and his ‘friends’ took their seats opposite her. After she arrived at the station, they had immediately guided her towards a quiet inn a short distance away. She could sense a tension in the air between them, but she expected nothing less.

She tried to ignore a feeling pressing on the edges of her consciousness as her eyes alighted on the familiar young man. The ‘demon’ who had come to the House of Lust in search of freedom.

Iris had never believed it. But with the current developments… she was beginning to understand that there was truth to his claim.

“How many times have you met me?” she asked calmly, fingers interlinked.

Her eyes darted to the ‘kitsune’ on David’s right, the radiant girl with long, silky silver hair and four tails that weaved through the air at a languid pace. She could feel golden eyes scrutinising her, and for some strange reason, she thought she sensed a begrudging respect in them. The kitsune looked pleased to see her, and Iris wasn’t sure how she should feel about that insight.

“That was our second loop meeting you,” David replied, “but you should remember that.”

He gave her an infuriating smile that made the feeling at the edge of her consciousness intensify. She pushed it away all the same. Her eyes hardened as she fixed him with a stare. Iris refused the urge to call forth her truth-telling abilities, knowing that David and his companions had long ago learned how to subvert them.

“It was dumb of you to trust me,” Iris began, her eyes shifting to the girl on David’s left. A beautiful ‘houndkin’ with long black hair falling to the base of her toned back. She had flawless olive skin and the bearing of a rogue familiar with fast-paced combat. Miki frowned, her gaze intensifying at Iris’ words.

David smiled.

Iris had been exposed to many smiles. The smiles of demons interested in laying with her. The smiles of others who had naively professed their love for her. But neither were sincere. They always spoke to something that they wanted from her.

Smiles given with a motive.

David had always had a different smile.

A smile that didn’t demand, but one that made her feel seen.

Appreciated.

Iris gritted her teeth as the feeling at the edges of her consciousness burgeoned, threatening to break through.

“How did you find out?”

“There were a couple of moving pieces to untangle,” David began, leaning back in his seat. “It all starts with Duke Selmerinian of Sloth. Kitsune infiltrators working for the Church make an attempt on his life to steal his heart, but he detonates the monastery destroying his body before they can get to him.”

The slight smile across David’s lips fell.

“That brought us to the Crown Competition. The game on the inside that dictated the outcomes of the game on the outside. First, was the matter of Lord Rake’s disappearance on Wednesdas of the second week.”

“Oh?” Iris smiled, relishing in the glare that Miki gave her. On the other hand, the mischievous smile that Aika was giving her set her on edge as the kitsune continued to stare at her in fascination.

“Yes. I found it strange that Rake would just up and disappear from the Academy, even if he had the means to do so through the deployment array. I saw just how eager he was to dive into the Passage that Miki found – leading to the temple. How eager he was to challenge his shade to gain entry. Perhaps there was the possibility of familial duty overriding his desires. Your explanation of the infiltrator disguising themselves as Dolrom to gain his trust was also persuasive. Great touch, by the way, planting that possibility in my mind,” David said with a glint in his eyes. “But there was another piece of the puzzle that allowed me to put it together.”

“And that was?” Iris leaned back in her chair, crossing her right leg over her left and raising an eyebrow.

“Dolrom of Gluttony. The heirs of the Houses had little contact with one another, but the pair of them were a strange exception. They were the best of friends despite their differences and their houses.”

David leaned forwards, his eyes glinting. Iris’s own eyes narrowed as she felt the feeling she was warding off at the edge of her consciousness threaten to break through.

“But that alone wasn’t enough. There was another clue. The strange approach of the House of Lust in selecting their arbiters. Why send a succubus in training rather than a fully-fledged group of Sisters? Why send unawakened initiates? House Lust did lose many initiates in the explosion – plenty were incapacitated and injured, which narrowed the pool. Without those losses, I doubt the Sisters would ever have accepted your proposition to take us along. But plenty of the Sisters themselves remained. Powerful succubi who would have been perfect to safeguard the heirs.”

Iris remained silent.

“Because they didn’t want the heirs to be controlled. Just as Dolrom of Gluttony was a half-demon… so was Lord Rake,” David said, nodding at her. “I never did quite understand just why they were so close… or why Luna targeted the both of them. That was, until I realised that she had a similar distaste for you."

Silence pervaded the room. Iris could feel a bead of sweat trace down her cheek.

“Salara mentioned this briefly while we were in the baths. That novice succubi who had recently gained their abilities would struggle to control half-demons. But what the Sisters didn’t know… is that you inherited a bloodline ability. One you gained from your heritage as a demon hailing from House Pride. An ability that granted you enhanced ‘mental proficiency’, allowing you greater control over your abilities than any other succubus at your level. The fact that you could cast a telepathic net over the rooms when I was searching for the infiltrator was further evidence of that. As Salara said… only stronger succubi like the Sisters are capable of the feat.”

Iris’s eyes went wide.

“H-how do you—”

“The rulers of the Houses would never would have permitted a fully-fledged Sister entry into the Academy. They feared them. Especially when they knew that Senior Sisters weren’t constrained by the limitations that fledgeling succubi were subjected to. House Lust’s most powerful succubi had the ability to control demons. They had the ability to turn the willpower of the strongest men of all races, including their own, into mush. So, they reached a compromise. Sending a promising initiate in their stead. One with… a soft touch,” David said.

David paused, before he deliberately itched his scalp.

“Ooooh! No wonder I was itching so much! Here I thought I had a flea problem,” Aika quipped, scratching at her own hair.

“You were the one who controlled them,” David said.

Iris bit her lip as she watched Aika’s grin of mischief widen even as Miki’s frown deepened.

“You controlled Lord Rake. Walking him to the deployment array and teleporting him out of the Academy and straight into House Pride’s hands. Your actions gave Pride leverage over House Wrath, by holding their heir hostage. After that, the next stage of your plan was discovering where Dolrom kept the medication he used to suppress his… ‘condition’. Your performance was certainly impressive,” David said with a smile and a glance towards Miki.

The pretty houndkin’s ears were twitching wildly as she glared at Iris.

“Miki—”

Iris felt a sharp pang of guilt within her, and she averted her gaze from the houndkin’s. David leaned forwards, his warm brown eyes locked onto her own.

“You were the one responsible for cuffing the infiltrator. You left them uncuffed, giving the infiltrator an opportunity to take Miki hostage once they realised.”

“And here I thought you’d protected me,” Miki snorted, turning away from her.

“She did,” David said softly to both Miki and Iris’s surprise. David’s eyes continued to bore into her own. “She could have let the infiltrator kill you. Then, the pair of them could have gone after you, Aika. But she chose not to take that approach.”

“I knew I liked you!” Aika said cheerily without a hint of resentment, tails swaying excitedly through the air behind her. Iris’s shoulders had shrunk, and her eyes were fixed on the wooden floor beneath her.

“You didn’t expect us to unveil the infiltrator from House Envy. You were afraid that we’d learned about Dolrom’s pain suppressants, and that we would try to get him help by reaching out to House Gluttony or bringing down the barrier. So… you moved up your timeline.”

David rounded the table, standing beside her.

“Sometime after we enter the Academy… you smash his personal supply of pain suppressants by controlling Dolrom. That’s how they get destroyed without the houndkin’s knowledge – she remained in the room with him the entire time and would have detected someone else’s entry. Then, after we uncovered the infiltrator, while he was already on the brink, you controlled him once again, making him fight Luna. But Dolrom eventually breaks free, taking his own life.”

Iris felt another deep pang of guilt resonate within her.

“I… I—”

“You weren’t expecting it,” David interrupted, “you were expecting him to succumb to his… ‘condition’. I understand. I have to admit…” David said, leaning back and crossing his arms.

“Making the door hit you and ‘knock you out’ was a great touch. If a trick works well once,” David said with a glance towards a glowering Miki, “why not use it again?”

Iris closed her eyes, feeling the guilt wash over her.

David began to pace before her.

“With Gluttony’s heir dead, House Gluttony lost their contribution to the Crown Competition. The singular, miraculous specimen of a half beastkin and half demon with astounding proficiency over mana. What they were hoping so desperately to replicate with all their experiments. And with that, House Pride eliminated two of its most prominent opponents, leaving only one.”

David rose to his feet, walking slowly around the table and rounding on her.

“The House unconstrained by allegiances, morals or loyalty. A House not interested in the throne. A House ruled by coin. House Greed. The very same House that House Pride framed as the one responsible for Duke Selmerinian’s death due to the presence of the Grand Bazaar. After knocking out Pride’s greatest opponents, you swayed them to your side with the promise that House Pride would be the one to ascend to the throne. Duchess Isadora led the assault on the Passage with House Wrath. And once House Gluttony’s heir was killed, she ordered Greed’s mercenary force to take the Temple of Lust, getting the heart of the Demon Queen, which she used to raise the Archdemon. All made possible… because of you.

David’s voice fell.

“Her daughter.”

“What do you want with me?” Iris whispered, voice trembling as her fists shook beside her. She shot to her feet, sending her chair scattering backwards.

“Do you want to torture me? Capture me? Trap me in this ‘loop’ with you, such that I have no way to fight back? If that was your plan, you’re naïve,” Iris gritted out.

David shook his head.

“Not at all. Even if I didn’t care about what you did to me, you could threaten Miki or Aika. You could hound us in every single successive loop attempting to foil our plans. There are plenty of ways for you to—”

“Then why?”

David turned to his two companions. Miki’s thumb was tracing over her bagh naks as she stared at Iris, while Aika’s golden eyes continued to gleam as she fixed Iris in her sights. He nodded to them, and Iris watched them rise to their feet, leaving the room with a hint of hesitance.

Leaving her all alone with David.

“Because we need your help,” David said quietly.
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Iris

David stared at her. His warm brown eyes were as steady as ever, and he looked frustratingly calm despite the circumstances they found themselves in. By comparison, Iris knew that she looked like a panicked hare, ready to bolt at a moment’s notice.

“What… could you possibly want my help with?” Iris said. A fire entered her gaze as she leaned forwards, her face only a hair’s breadth away from David’s own.

“Are you going to ask me to abandon the plan? To let the Church and the Royal Family walk all over us? Do you know just how long we’ve been kept under their boot, reduced to—”

“I do,” David replied softly.

Iris stared at him in astonishment.

“What do you know? You’re just a—”

“Human?” David interjected with a smile. “Miki? She’s a houndkin, as you now know. Another victim of the Church. They subjugated her people. They had the means of empowering them at their very fingertips, and the Church hamstrung them.”

David slowly returned to his seat, sitting heavily.

“Do you know that one of the first dungeon Passages that we discovered, was a Passage that allowed beastkin to foster mana channels far surpassing that of human mages? The Church ordered it to be walled up. You haven’t seen Miki use magic… but once you do, you’ll begin to understand the Church’s actions.”

“Understand? How could I—”

“I said understand,” David interrupted, “not condone. What the Church has done to both of your people is unforgiveable. Villainizing demons and crippling beastkin. If your goal is to empower demons, and to achieve a peace like the Demon Queen once envisioned, then I’ll do my best to see that goal come to fruition. But…” David trailed off.

Iris stared at him with wide eyes, her body trembling.

“That wasn’t your goal now, was it?” he whispered.

David closed his eyes, letting out a slow and steady breath.

“Do you know how I brought you into the loop? How I know about your abilities?”

Iris remained silent, her lavender eyes fixed on him.

“My class. [Greatest servant]. It has a reputation system that allows me to bring people that I forge deep bonds with into the loop with me. By hitting ‘100’ reputation. Some of that is built through affection, but a large part of it is helping people achieve goals which define them. With some people… achieving their goal is impossible, because of its sheer scope. But with others…”

Something cracked inside of her as she took in his words. She felt hot tears stream down her cheeks, and an intense flash of hatred bubbled up within her.

A hatred that was as much directed at David as it was herself.

“Well congratulations, David. You won. You stole my heart and convinced an idiot like me to believe that there was someone out there who desired me for who I was, and not merely for what I had to offer them. My body or otherwise,” Iris said softly, her body trembling.

She had so much rage inside of her.

How long had it been building?

Since the time she watched her mother so casually deliver the order to kill her?

No. It had begun building far, far earlier.

Since the time she had been evicted from her home onto the streets?

Maybe she had simply come into this world with rage. After all, she was a disgusting half breed with no intrinsic worth.

A burden to be discarded.

“You have your culprit,” she whispered hoarsely, “I’m trapped in here with you, and for as long as I am, I can’t put the events into motion, awakening the Archdemon of Sin, because he’ll attack the Arcanum and make the sun explode. You’ve won, David. It was all a fucking lie—”

“It wasn’t a lie, Iris. Not all of it,” David said softly as he rose from his chair, walking over to her.

“I know why you picked us to join you at the Academy,” David said with a small smile. “It wasn’t just because of how we acted in a crisis. It was because we were new to the House of Lust. Impressionable. Easier to control and manipulate. We lied to each other, Iris. But I also know that there were parts of you that weren’t a lie. Your kindness and your warmth.”

David’s fingers brushed away her tears. She wanted to bite back with a witty retort. Or perhaps simply to scream at him, but the lump in her throat had only grown bigger.

“I’m sorry that I kept the time loop from you. But I also know that if you had known about it, you would have either schemed against me with your knowledge or tried to eliminate me because I stood in the way of your goals. I also…”

David trailed off, pain entering his eyes.

“Didn’t want you to have to live through that moment again and again,” he whispered.

“So, you knew?” Iris replied, wiping away her tears.

“You knew that Duchess Isadora was my mother.”

“I did.”

Iris closed her eyes, letting out a sigh. As she did, she felt a weight lift off her shoulders. She finally calmed herself, settling back into her seat.

“You told me yourself that you were from House Pride. In hindsight, I understood why you avoided Lady Luna… she’s your sister. I can see why you said she was honourable. As… terrifying as she was, when push came to shove, she always came through. She put aside her hate for Dolrom, helping improve his technique so he could venture into the temple. She stood up for you when your mother attempted to kill you. She…” David’s voice softened.

“Was standing outside your room when she thought you had been hurt by the infiltrator. But she’s not someone that your mother trusted with her plan—”

“Because she’s too straightforward and too much of an honourable fool to carry it out,” Iris mumbled, “to the very end.”

David shot her a smile which brought the feeling at the edges of her consciousness back into focus. Her heart ached as she stared at his wavy brown hair and frustrating smile.

“But I knew for a fact that Isadora was your mother, when they brought you to her. They would have no reason to. As the Duchess said, her orders were to kill all succubi. That was, unless, they made an exception for you. It was at that moment that I understood what your true goal was, Iris.”

Iris felt her heart hammering in her chest as she waited for David’s words.

“A mother’s love was beyond you. So, you simply wanted her approval, and it was what you received when you helped her achieve her goal.”

“Then… why—”

“Why did I fight the Dark Knight?” David said softly, drawing her hand into his. “We’re all messy people. With layers on top of layers. Secrets on top of secrets. But I had a feeling that gaining your mother’s approval wasn’t your only goal. It certainly was the driving factor behind the requests that you assigned me. It would make sense for you to want to gain my trust to help you achieve your goals in the Academy. But at the very end… I think you realised that her approval wasn’t what you truly wanted.”

David’s eyes rose to meet her own.

“You wanted unconditional love. Love that wasn’t an exchange. And by dying for you, I gave you what you wanted.”

The feeling at the edge of her consciousness broke through. Iris wept but pushed David away when he attempted to embrace her, the waves of both love and grief crashing into her in equal measure.

“It was all a lie,” she said softly. “You did it to get me into the loop—”

“Yes. I lied to you by not telling you about the loop outright. But… I would have done the same even if we weren’t in a time loop.” David said with a slight smile. “You can check the truth of that statement if you like.”

Iris glared at him before she let out a sigh.

“Iris… you want to know why I brought you into the loop? Yes, I do need your help. But I also want to build a more honest foundation to our relationship. If that’s… something you’d be interested in.”

David winced as her glare intensified.

Finally, a heavy silence settled between them. She was still feeling a sickening mixture of anger at the thought of David’s gesture of self-sacrifice being self-motivated, and relief that he did still seem to care about her.

“So… where do we go from here?”

David cleared his throat, carefully scanning her face. Iris made it a point to ensure that her glare was still firmly fixed in place, refusing to give him the satisfaction of relief.

“Well… we’ve never made it past the Archdemon,” David said, rising to his feet and extending a hand towards her.

“Would you like to find out what happens next?”

***

David

David followed Iris out of the inn, casting a brief glance at Aika and Miki who were waiting by the door.

[Telepathic link]

“So… I think I’ve convinced her not to kill us—”

“You were reaaal smooth there, Darrel,” Aika purred, “I’m surprise you didn’t need any goldfish dick to convince her.”

“You know…” Miki began, raising an eyebrow at him, “In her defence, I would be just as pissed if I found out that our relationship was built on a lie.”

“H-hold up you two… give me a break—”

To his surprise, his friends brushed past him, striding towards the half-demoness.

“Hey Iris,” Miki began softly. David halted in his path, swallowing down the lump of dread in his throat as he watched the inevitable happen.

Iris turned to Miki, her shoulders tense and mascara lined lavender eyes narrowing.

“Have you ever left Zephelgor?” Miki asked cautiously. Iris slowly shook her head in response. Aika jumped up to her, making her recoil. The kitsune had assumed her human appearance, and her red lips were drawn into a gleeful grin. Aika smoothly linked arms with the half-demoness, drawing her through the corridor.

“Then we have so much to show you.”

“So… given how his… ‘system’ works, I’m guessing that you two…” Iris said slowly.

“Yep. We fell for the bait too,” Aika sighed. “David’s magical penis charmed us all,” Aika exclaimed, making David choke and massage his temples.

“You won’t believe how this all started,” Miki said with a smile directed at him which made his blood run cold. “A certain someone wanted to build a harem.”

“Oh,” Iris said flatly, glancing at him with mild disdain.

Then her smile widened, albeit a little shakily.

“Tell me more.”

Somehow, David found himself staring at three gorgeous girls who were all shooting glares in his direction.

“W-wait, Miki, you left out very important context—”

Without another word, Aika and Miki led Iris out of the inn.

***

The next few days in the loop passed as they usually did. David averted Silofi’s assassination, diverted Evelyn to the orphanage, and extended the loop by sending a missive to ‘V’ on behalf of the Headmistress.

The only difference was that Iris had enrolled with them. While she was still keeping a wide berth from David, it seemed as if she had at least slightly warmed up to Miki and Aika. David was convinced that she was confused about how to act around the kitsune and houndkin, especially when they didn’t seem to bear her any ill will for the fact that she had been responsible for arranging the events that lead to the Archdemon of Sin’s awakening.

David was seated on his bed in his Academy dormitory, pondering his next steps.

There was a glaring question that loomed over all of them.

What happens if the Archdemon of Sin doesn’t awaken? If Duchess Isadora is unable to put her plan into place without Iris’s help?

David’s gaze hovered over the clues written before him. Small, disparate pieces that nagged at him, speaking to something deeper beneath it all. While the current loop did serve to answer the glaring question on all of their minds… it also allowed him to further explore a theory.

David rose at a knock on his door. Aika, Miki and Iris filtered into his room, closing the door shut behind them.

“You called?” Miki smiled, raising an eyebrow.

Aika immediately shed her human appearance in favour of her kitsune form, and flung herself onto the bed, stretching across it with a contented sigh. Iris was pale, and her eyes were averted from his where she stood at Miki’s side.

For some strange reason, ever since she had entered the Academy, she had been more withdrawn than he expected. He understood that she was angry at him for his deception. Perhaps, it was also the matter of being thrown into the deep end, being exposed to other races and their cultures.

“I wanted to speak to you about the Broodmother and the Archdemon of Sin. There are two things we’ve overlooked. Or rather… that we’ve put off until now.”

David sat down on his bed with a sigh.

“The first, is who is behind their awakening. It’s clear now that the Church has played a key role in either catastrophe. The Vediran Chapter allying with the kitsune and other beastkin to awaken the Broodmother and infiltrating House Envy and allying with House Pride to awaken the Archdemon of Sin.”

“You want to target the Church next?” Aika enquired, staring up at him where she was lying with golden eyes.

“Well… not exactly. There’s something else we haven’t addressed,” David began. “Don’t you find it strange that both the Archdemon and the Broodmother target the Arcanum once they awaken? Both of them attack the Arcanum, and their attacks are what seems to trigger the sun’s explosion. My guess is that there’s something in the Arcanum they either saw as a threat, or something they were seeking to obtain. I’m leaning towards the latter.”

“How can you be so sure?” Miki said, frowning in confusion.

“House Gluttony.”

David gave the girls a wide smile of satisfaction as they stared on in confusion.

“Is he always this frustrating,” Iris whispered to Miki, loud enough to be clearly discernible.

“Always,” she whispered back.

David pretended not to hear them.

“I think I know why the pair of them are after the Arcanum. And you’re going to see it for yourself.”

***

Third week – Tuesdas evening – day of the Broodmother’s awakening

The trio watched as the Broodmother slumped to the ground. The immense monstrosity had the body of a six-legged fox with an elongated snout filled with black teeth. Beastblood dripped from between its fangs, the very same substance that induced a change in the houndkin in the previous loops. Aika was situated in the Regenerating Springs, but over the previous loops, she was beginning to suppress the Broodmother’s attempt at possession with increasing ease.

Still, David wanted Miki and Iris to witness it for themselves.

The Delvers strode forwards, accompanied by Headmistress Ovelia.

But David's attention was not on the Broodmother itself, or the elite adventurers approaching her corpse. His eyes traced the Broodmother's bulging belly, watching as the skin encasing it began to ripple. The Broodmother's womb was torn asunder, ripped apart by her child within as she emerged.

“You’re right…” Iris whispered under her breath, turning to him with wide eyes. Miki herself held a hand up in front of her mouth, trembling from the realisation even as she fought to retain control of her faculties as the child's screams intensified.

Together, they stared at the Broodmother’s child.

A kitsune girl who looked to have reached their age. A kitsune with nine tails swirling behind her, with two abyssal black eyes devoid of sclera, with blood trailing from them down her cheeks. Blood, that upon closer inspection, was intermingled with tears. In other circumstances, the abyssal foxfire surrounding the creature and the nine tails at her back would have caught his attention.

But in these?

Their eyes were all locked onto another feature that stood out to them as clear as day.

Something they had overlooked from the very beginning.

They stared at the pair of crooked horns which rose from the top of the kitsune's head.

“Dolrom isn’t the only half beastkin and demon, is he?” Iris said softly, as the Delvers and Headmistress Ovelia advanced to silence the child’s screams.

Screams that he now knew were brought forth from the very pain of her existence.

“No…” David replied with a sigh.

“No, he isn’t.”


Chapter 37



Miki

Miki bit her lip, wondering what she could do.

After the Raid on the Passage of Illusion, Iris had secluded herself away in her dorm. The half-demoness rejected all of their attempts to reach out to her – physical or telepathic. Perhaps it had been a matter of seeing the Broodmother for herself that caused the change.

Miki could understand what it was like. Even if she did remember the previous loops she had spent with David, it was another thing entirely experiencing it. There was the confusion that came with different, overlapping past selves. Each with slightly different experiences and relationships than the others.

Aika had dealt with the whole thing enviably, but then again, there was little that she didn’t deal with grace. Even though Miki noticed that her friend was still grappling with her newfound freedom in her own way, she was dealing with it far better than Miki was herself.

Perhaps the person that best understood Iris…

Was her.

Miki knocked on the half-demoness’s door.

“Iris?” she said softly.

For a moment, Miki was only greeted to the sound of the passing wind. Then, to her surprise, the door opened with a soft click. Iris’s mascara trailed down her cheeks, and the girl’s beautiful, bright lavender hair that she only slightly envied was a tangled mess.

They stood in silence, looking at each other.

Something that she had only confided in Aika, was what it felt like joining the loop. When she had been admitted to the Vediran Academy… she had been overjoyed. For what it meant for the beastkin as a whole, a people denied the opportunity to become true adventurers. But also, for what it meant for her. The chance to connect with others, to make more friends, and to form bonds that would last her entire life.

As much as she wanted to become a mage…

She also wanted to form meaningful bonds with others around her.

Miki felt a pang in her heart as her eyes fell on Iris. Not because her betrayal hurt. It did sting knowing the reason Iris had saved her life from the infiltrator. She knew it had been another way for Iris to divert suspicion from herself.

Miki felt a pang in her heart for a different reason.

“May I come in?”

“O-of course.”

Miki walked in, softly shutting the door behind her.

“I’m sorry about the mess,” Iris said softly.

Miki walked past the strewn boxes of food cluttered around the floor, taking a seat on the bed right next to Iris. She flinched, lavender eyes going wide as Miki reached out to lay a hand on her forearm.

“One of my very first memories of the loops… do you want to know what it was?”

Iris slowly shook her head, eyes fixed on Miki’s hand where it rested on her own.

“The moment when I tore into David’s throat, while I was under the influence of the Broodmother.”

“But… Miki, you weren’t in control of yourself—”

“That wasn’t what hurt the most,” Miki said softly. “What hurt the most, was how I distrusted him every single loop. My… ‘cousin’ on the other hand? Molo found it in him to trust David every single time. So did Aika. She was smart enough to see the truth of David’s words from the very beginning.”

Miki chuckled with a smile as she met Iris’s eyes.

“You never expect it, but it can be the smallest, silliest things that eat at you.”

Iris and Miki remained silent, the tropical wind battering Iris’s dorm room door.

“So, I want to nip it in the bud.”

Iris went rigid.

Miki shifted closer to the other girl, laying her other hand on her forearm.

“That loveable idiot is hopeless with these things sometimes,” Miki said with a gentle smile. “David will never know what it’s like to be on the other side, like we do. We had a rule, you know?”

Miki’s lips curled in a wry smile, her right ear twitching.

“We agreed that Aika and I would have a say in who was to join our little magical time-travelling harem.”

Iris lips pulled upwards in a slight, half-smile before they dropped.

“We wanted you to join us.”

“You don’t know me.”

“And you don’t know us.”

Miki stood to her feet, poking Iris gently in the forehead.

“You think you’re the only one who wants to watch the Church burn? The only difference between you and I,” Miki began, a fire in her eyes, “was that you had the balls and opportunity to follow through on your plan.”

Miki straightened as Iris’s jaw fell open.

“You think you’re the only one who doesn’t have much love for their own race? You should speak to our crazy, hot, fox girl,” Miki said, raising a eyebrow and placing a hand on her hips. “She was cooped up in a Palace her entire life, fated to becoming the host for the lovely, eldritch monstrosity that we saw yesterday. Do you think she wants to save anyone? Least of all a people who condemned her to her death with their prophecy?”

Iris stared at her in confusion as she continued.

“I get it. You don’t think you’re a good person. You did some horrible things for the wrong reasons, yes. It doesn’t change how horrible the things you did were,” Miki said with steel in her voice, making Iris flinch back.

But then, her tone softened, and she gently took Iris’s hand.

“But as much as the time loops are a curse, they’re also an opportunity. For us to be better. Your actions led to Rake being held hostage and Dolrom killed. The Sisters and initiates at the temple that you came to know and love. All for your mother’s approval, but never her love, because that was an impossible goal. Iris, that mother of yours?” Miki trailed off, her grip tightening around the half-demoness’s hands.

“You don’t need either. Not her approval, or her love.”

A sob wracked Iris’s body as the girl curled into a ball, tears streaming down her face. Miki sat beside her, wrapping her in a warm embrace, clutching her tightly. She felt every sharp intake of breath, and her hands intercepted Iris’s fingernails when they threatened to dig into the skin of her palm as hers had so many times.

Miki lost track of time as they shared their embrace, Iris’s sobs finally coming to an end. She could hear the girl’s soft breaths as she slowly recovered from the emotional exertion.

“Do you really think we can find a way to build a better world?” Iris said, her voice a whisper.

Miki cupped the half-demoness’s beautiful face with a smile.

“Why do you think we said we needed you? Because you’re hot? Pfft,” Miki snorted.

“Hey.”

Miki smiled, extending a hand to Iris. The half-demoness sniffed as she wiped away her tears. She gingerly accepted Miki’s extended hand, shakily standing to her feet.

“I forgive you.”

Iris trembled as Miki wrapped her in a hug.

“I forgive you, Iris. So, are you going to come downstairs to join us? That poor boy of ours is losing his mind trying to figure out how to get through to you.”

Iris buried her face in Miki’s neck, nodding.

“Do you think… Aika—”

Miki rolled her eyes.

“Don’t get me started. She can’t stop raving about how you tricked her with your goody two-shoes act. The moment you’re back, she’s going to want to drag you over to the Passage of Illusion to learn how you manipulate people. Please don’t teach her.”

“Thank you, Miki,” Iris whispered.

***

“Aika… Aika, please stop trying to do that to your clone…” David let out a sigh, his face in his palms.

“Tell me you don’t want to see it in action during you know what,” Aika said a hair’s breadth away from his face, her lips pouted while she raised her eyebrows expectantly.

How do I get through to Iris… nothing I’ve tried is work—

The door to his dormitory opened with a click. Aika’s clone instantly disappeared in a haze of illusory foxfire. David stared in amazement as Miki walked in with a smug smile on her face, hand in hand with Iris.

“Iris!”

“Sorry I’m late.”

“YAY!” Aika exclaimed, rushing towards the demoness, all four tails a flurry as they writhed behind her, betraying her excitement at her sudden appearance.

“I’ve wasted enough time,” Iris said with a shaky smile, “why don’t we get started.”

David continued to watch on, slowly nodding.

“That… isn’t a big deal. We have all the time in the world, after all, ahem,” he said with an uncertain smile.

Miki and Iris exchanged a knowing stare, which was completely lost on him.

[Telepathic link]

“Miki—”

“No conversations behind each other’s backs,” Miki smiled sweetly, making David pale.

“I-I was just saying—”

“You can talk to her later, I know you two have a lot to catch up on,” Miki smoothly interjected, squeezing Iris’s forearm reassuringly. “But for now let’s think about our next steps.”

David let out a small breath.

He felt relief flood him, seeing Iris nod her agreement to Miki’s words.

“Alright. As you’ve seen… I think the Broodmother and the Archdemon of Sin might have had a child. As we also know from Dolrom… just existing caused him enough pain to drive him to madness. The only way that he managed that pain was with his medication. Iris…” David trailed off, “do you know what was in his medication?”

The half-demoness looked up at him before nodding.

“My mother discovered that Dolrom was using a reagent to manage his… condition. A mana consuming agent,” Iris said. “House Gluttony sent reserve doses to the Academy ahead of time, in case of an emergency. My objective was to destroy them and Dolrom’s other doses before he could use the medication. I was meant to cooperate with the infiltrator from the House of Envy.”

“Do you think injecting their child with the reagent could save her?” David asked.

Iris slowly shook her head.

“The Broodmother’s child was on a whole other level. The foxfire she commanded… I don’t think Dolrom would have been capable of an equivalent feat. From what we learned… Dolrom was already using a dosage that was at the limits of House Gluttony’s ability to produce.”

David nodded, anticipating her response.

“You think…” Miki began, her eyes lighting up.

“You think that the Broodmother and the Archdemon were trying to save her? Why both of them attacked the Arcanum. They were trying to get in?”

“Exactly. I think the Arcanum is at the centre of all of this. Perhaps the Church was attempting to awaken them so they could break down the Arcanum’s barriers? We don’t know. Maybe they weren’t expecting the Broodmother and Archdemon to act the way they did. But what we do know, is that something inside the Arcanum is triggering the sun’s explosion when the Broodmother and the Archdemon of Sin attempt to breach it. Beyond that, that it might also contain something capable of saving their child. But now...” David trailed off, turning to Iris. “We have a way to test that theory.”

“You brilliant, crazy goldfish,” Aika whispered, her four tails swishing excitedly behind her.

“You want to awaken the Broodmother and the Archdemon at the same time?”

David grinned, nodding his agreement.

“With Iris’s help in Zephelgor, we may be able to time their awakenings. But there are also some other possibilities. Enrolment for the Arcanum begins at the very start of the loop. We’ll be able to join Eyrie when she enrols. We might just be able to figure out what’s blowing up the sun, and just what the Broodmother and Archdemon are after. Not to mention…” David grinned, nodding at Miki.

“It’s high time the Continent got it’s very first houndkin archmage.”

Aika and Iris directed smiles at Miki, making her blush.

“I finally feel like… we’re getting somewhere,” Miki said with relief. David stepped up to his friend and drew her into a tight hug. He could see how the loops wore on both Miki and Aika, despite their best attempts to conceal it.

With each passing day, they all grew more on edge.

Something tells me that we’re only scratching the surface.

But Miki’s right… we’re slowly but surely getting to the bottom of this.

***

The days passed quietly as they waited for the fifth week of the loop. David had returned to the Demon Kingdom with Iris while Aika and Miki remained in Vedir. The pair of them were training in the Passage of the Beastmage in preparation for the loop they would spend in the Arcanum.

Still, the prospect of the loops finally coming to an end had filled all of them with nervous anticipation, except Iris. The half-demoness was still quiet and subdued as she accompanied David through Zephelgor’s streets. David had extended his [veil of illusion] to restore Iris’s horns to her to avoid attracting suspicion.

[Telepathic link]

“House Wrath hasn’t mobilised. It looks like your presence at the Academy was central to your mother’s success,” David said. “The infiltrator won’t be able to enter Dolrom’s room to shatter the medication he’s stashed inside it. Even if the infiltrator does manage to find the reserves, Dolrom will last until the end of the Competition thanks to his personal supply. Without you… Isadora doesn’t get Wrath’s warriors, and she can’t clear a path into the Passage. Neither can she flood the temple with Greed’s mercenaries without the certainty of House Pride’s victory to sway House Greed. Her plan doesn’t come to fruition.”

Iris didn’t respond. She simply strode through the streets, casting her eyes over the Lust Quarter. David could still see her smiling at the beggars and street urchins that they passed. They were all familiar faces to her during her time at the temple.

“Iris… Are you alright?”

“All of you. You’re kind. Far kinder than I deserve. Miki taking the time to speak to me. Aika showing me around the Passage of Illusion.”

Iris fell silent, the minutes passing as they continued to walk onwards.

“We’re here.”

They had walked deep into the Lust Quarter, turning down a winding lane into slums that bordered Zephelgor’s wall. The stench of grime filled the air in a thick cloud, coating the area. Thunder echoed in the sky above them, lightning flashing in the far reaches of the voluminous dark clouds. The half-demoness trudged through the mud path, heedless of the flecks of mud that stained the hem of her dress.

Iris continued further into the slums with practised ease. She navigated its winding, cluttered roads effortlessly, betraying the years that she had spent on the streets. Lightning crackled in the sky above them, before it finally began to pour.

“Iris!”

David rounded the corner, jogging to keep up with the half-demoness, before he abruptly halted. She was standing in the rain, her pale yellow dress drenched through from the downpour. The mascara that she often lined her eyes with was trailing down her face as she stared at a small shack. It was hastily constructed, primarily from thin sheet metal. Animal droppings were visible from the outside, and refuse left behind by squatters filled the tiny enclosure.

“Iris?”

“Do you know when my mother cast me out onto the streets?”

David hesitated as his eyes lingered on the girl beside him. Her dress was drenched through, but she was doing nothing to ward off the unforgiving downpour as it hammered down upon them.

“You entered the House of lust five years ago—”

“I was cast out when I was ten,” Iris said softly, her words barely discernible over the sounds of the thunderstorm.

David froze, his eyes widening at her words.

“I had ten beautiful years with my sister. As you now know… she’s an honourable, kind fool. But even she couldn’t do anything about my mother’s decision,” Iris’s eyes fell. “I wandered around each Quarter, being kicked out from one after another. No one wants anything to do with a useless little girl cast out onto the street. Well… that was what I thought, until I learned otherwise.”

David felt his blood run cold as Iris turned on her heel and smiled at him.

“People will take and take. Even the ‘kind’ demons at the Temple of Lust. People always find ways to take from you, even when the person before them is a girl of ten with nothing to offer. You don’t have to worry, David. I don’t have any great love for the demons.”

David remained silent.

“I don’t have any great love for anyone,” she said, bright lavender eyes unwavering as they stared into his. “My mother has made her stance very clear, and truth be told? I’m grateful that you brought me into the loop. You showed me just how much she valued me, in the end.”

Iris’s fists tightened. Her nails cut into the skin of her palms from her barely withheld rage.

“So, you don’t have to worry about me supporting the demons and getting in your way,” she said softly.

David itched to take a step forwards, and to draw her into his arms. But he knew that this was bigger than that. A pain that wouldn’t be washed away from the temporary warmth that his embrace would bring, assuming it didn’t bring disgust.

But perhaps there was something else that he could offer.

“I told myself I wanted to become an adventurer to protect people. To be more like my grandmother. What little boy who grows up in a small town doesn’t have dreams like that? But that changed, recently.”

David gently released Iris’s hand.

“You see… when I visited Trolth after the loops began… I discovered that someone killed my grandmother. It happened right before the beginning of the loop, so there was no way for me to stop it. I learned that a Magus Kiran from the Arcanum had visited the village, telling them that her cause of death had been a far-cast incineration spell. But despite my efforts to find him… he seemed to have disappeared into thin air. No one I spoke to at the Arcanum knew of a ‘Magus Kiran’.”

David laughed, shaking his head, the water droplets from the thunderstorm falling to the ground.

“Imagine my surprise when I heard his name being spoken in the Temple of Lust, two weeks ago.”

David looked to the thundering skies above them, eyelids flinching as the droplets landed on his face.

“That was when I realised that I didn’t care for the world like I thought I did. I didn’t really care for demons, houndkin or humans. Not when I was ready to massacre innocents, if it meant finding my grandmother’s killer – life by bloody life.”

“And did you?”

David smiled and shook his head.

“Miki and Aika. They’re a lot more than just—”

“Incredibly hot?” Iris offered with a hint of a smile.

David glared back, until Iris’s smile finally broke through.

“Aika is a crazy trickster who will decimate your self-esteem with goldfish jokes for far longer than they’re funny. Miki is a magic-nut who has a heart far bigger than it has any reason being. I also have a brother, whom you haven’t met yet. Molo.”

David stared at the muddy puddles beneath him, feeling the water seep into his shoes.

“I’m not doing this for the demons, the humans or the beastkin. I’m doing it for them. I can’t find it in my heart to love everyone on this damned Continent like some people might be able to. But I will endure this hell for them… and for you.”

“You don’t know me.”

Iris’s eyes were blank as she stared at him, all previous hint of mirth gone from her expression.

“You’re right. I don’t know you. You wouldn’t believe me if I said I cared about you, because everything we shared was a lie, wasn’t it?”

Iris flinched, looking away from him.

“You might hate the world, yes. And you know what? Maybe you’ll eventually decide that you want to burn it all down and fight the rest of us for that right.” David took a small step back. “But I do know that you found it in yourself to make an exception,” David said softly, “it’s why you’re standing here with me right now.”

David stepped forwards, gently taking Iris’s hand into his, rubbing a thumb over its slick, wet surface.

“There are some people in this rotten world who find it in themselves to give, irrespective of just how much was taken from them. I’m not one of those rare, beautiful people, and I know it. But you are. The times that you spent in the temple, caring for those from the streets, I know that the warmth and kindness you brought them was genuine.”

David’s hands slipped out of Iris’s, wrapping around her to draw her into a tight hug.

“Thanks to a certain pesky kitsune, I’ve also learned how to tell when someone is lying. Even if the person that they’re lying to is no one other than themselves,” David whispered, his arms tightening around her.

“You don’t hate people, Iris. You love them, and you’re scared of how much you do. You just have to find the bravery to direct that love to people who are deserving of it.”

Their embrace continued even as the rain intensified, but the flashes of lightning and the sounds of thunder faded into the background. Eventually, David released her, Iris’s mascara entirely washed away from the shower.

“Now, should we get out of this rain? Though, I’m sure Aika would love how dramatic this whole conversation is,” David said with a grin.

“Thanks, David.”

David smiled, holding a hand out to her.

“There’s… just one last thing we should do here before we leave,” Iris said, glancing towards the Temple of Lust bordering the slums with a clouded expression.

Iris’s bright lavender eyes locked onto his own.

“I know where to find this ‘Magus Kiran’ of yours.”


Epilogue



David trailed after Iris under the effect of [true invisibility] as they entered the Temple of Lust. As they strode through its halls, David felt his heart hammering painfully in his chest. The rage that had subsided in the interest of preventing the Archdemon’s awakening had returned all at once. The Sister’s telepathic net only extended over the Sisters’ Quarters, and he was fairly certain he wouldn’t be discovered in the dormitories.

[Telepathic link]

“David… this is the initiate. I want you to stay invisible.”

“Iris—”

“Trust me with this. Let me uncover what he knows.”

David stared at Iris’s back, gritting his teeth. Even though it felt like he was betraying his grandmother’s memory, he let the rage that resurfaced ebb away gradually with each step that he took.

“So, you’re going around calling yourself ‘Magus Kiran’ now, are you?”

“I-Iris!”

An elderly demon leapt out from under his covers. David’s eyes widened in shock as the elderly demon embraced Iris tightly, and he watched as a genuine smile blossomed across her face as she gave the demon a kiss on the cheek.

“Some of the others heard whispers that you had left the city! Some even told me that they’d seen you cutting off your horns! I was worried,” the elderly man continued. “Is everything alright, Iris? We were surprised when you opted not to be considered as an arbiter.”

“I’m alright, Lerrick. I just needed a break from it all,” Iris replied. “Now, what’s this about a top-secret mission I hear you whispering about, hmm?”

The elderly demon chuckled, abashed. He conspiratorially glanced to his left and right before ushering her out of the dormitory and towards one of the initiation rooms. David trailed them all the while, his pulse deafening in his ears.

Iris gave him plenty of time to enter before closing the door shut.

“It was an order from the Sisters,” the elderly demon said solemnly. He groaned as he sat on the mat laid out for prospective initiates, rubbing his back as he did so.

“What were you asked to do?”

“Now, you can’t tell a soul about this, alright? They asked me to venture to a village. A human village. Her instructions were very precise. They told me to ensure that there were no living humans in the home, and to hit it with my strongest incineration spell, making sure to raze the entire mansion.”

Iris frowned, elegant brows furrowing.

“That’s strange… why didn’t they ask you to make sure that there weren’t any ‘living’ humans in the home? Was your target—”

“You’ve always been a smart one,” the elderly demon chuckled, giving her a nudge. “That was because there was a dead human in the mansion when I arrived.”

“Lerrick… what did she look like?”

“Oh! She was an old lady. Plenty of muscles, though. Scars along her forearms. Looked like she was a retired adventurer, the old thing... even older than me,” Lerrick cackled. “But there was something strange about it all, I tell ya, Iris,” the old demon said, scratching his neck.

“Mana in the muscles and skin. A shaper had been at her. One of them from House Envy with their blessing. Someone with a fair bit of skill too, was a work of art if I do say so myself,” he sniffed. “I cast an illusion to head off the townsfolk, but that was a glamour. All fake. But this…”

“Alright Lerrick. Say… who was the Sister who gave you this task?”

“My, aren’t you a curious one today, Iris? Just because I like you so much, I’ll tell ya. Senior Sister Frieda. The big boss.”

Iris drew the old demon into a hug, before releasing him.

“Don’t forget to bathe tonight, old man. You stink.”

Iris waved off the old man, watching with a smile as he strode out of the initiation room.

David dropped [true invisibility].

“David. David.”

He felt a familiar calming sensation immediately settle across his mind. Iris winced when she realised just how far into his rage he had lost himself.

But now…

There was only confusion.

“David… I don’t have any reason to believe that Lerrick would lie about his mission. He’s an old mage who fought in the last war. He’s always been loyal to House Lust and mostly helps with the odd renovation request when the temple is in need of some spellpower. He—”

“I’m not going to hurt him.”

Iris’s eyes were filled with concern as she drew him into a tight hug. She eventually released him, and when she did, her eyes contained a fury that reflected his own.

Only this time, it was not a fury directed at old man Lerrick.

“Iris. I want you to do me a favour. Call Senior Sister Frieda to the room,” he said quietly.

Iris’s eyes widened as David telepathically sent her his plan.

***

David trailed Senior Sister Frieda into the Sisters’ Quarters. Even Iris herself hadn’t been permitted entry, and together they strode further into the temple taking a familiar path that he had once walked. David passed Sisters of Lust cloaked in pale yellow robes and veils, succubi capable of bending the strongest men’s wills to do their bidding.

The monsters of the previous demon war.

They paused before elaborate twin double doors wrought from redwood.

Senior Sister Frieda rapped her knuckles on the door. She hesitated a moment, before pushing the double doors open to a dark chamber he had once caught a fleeting glimpse of, once before. The furniture within, unlike the doors that he passed through, was simple and made of plain, cheap wood.

The bulk of the room was occupied by a large bed, obscured by a veil running horizontally across the length of the room, bisecting it in half. Purple curtains obscured the figure seated on the bed, and David was only able to vaguely make out her silhouette.

“I’ve been wondering what I was going to say to you for the longest time,” David said softly, his voice echoing around the dark room. “You can’t imagine how hard it was to convince your succubi to let me in.”

David laughed.

“A mother’s love… It’s only recently that I realised just how lucky I was to receive it. My grandmother. She cared for me with every fibre of her being, even though she did everything in her power to make it seem like she didn’t.”

David slowly began to step closer to the veil, and he could virtually feel Senior Sister Frieda’s eyes boring into his back.

David didn’t quite find it in himself to care.

“So, when I learned that she died…” David halted a hair’s breadth away from the veil.

“I swore that I would find the person who killed her and tear them apart piece by piece. Imagine my surprise, when I realised that the person responsible was you.”

David’s eyes rose, burning a hole through the veil and fixed on the silhouette seated a short distance before him. A silhouette that he could easily obliterate in a blink of an eye if he called forth his manasurge form, raining fireballs down upon it, reducing the room to ash as Lerrick had done to his mansion.

“But there was something else eating away at me the entire time. An annoying inconsistency. Do you want to know what it was?” David said softly, brushing his fingers against the fabric of the veil.

“My willpower statistic. Why didn’t it ever increase after pitting myself against all of those succubi? When I painstakingly increased my resistance to their powers? Then, there was Iris. A half-demon with blessings from two houses. I only ever received a single one from her,” David said softly.

“You’ve hidden the entrance to the Infinite Dungeon from your own people. You hid the secret behind your succubi and limited the powers of the ones that were awakened. What’s the hurt in keeping a couple more? Like, for instance, hiding the fact that male demons can gain the blessing of lust, just as female demons can,” David said, withdrawing his hand from the veil, taking a step backwards.

“Perhaps the reason I never gained the blessing of lust from Iris… is because I had it all along. Which brings me to my dilemma,” David said with a smile.

David’s hand rose, pointed in the direction of her silhouette.

“The Demon Queen. A liar and a murderer. For hiding this secret from me, and ordering a hit on the person I loved the most in this world and killing her once and for all…”

His fingers flexed, poised to call forth a fireball to end the figure’s existence.

“Tell me how would you like to die—”

Instead, he opted for a different approach.

David gripped the veil and pulled it aside.

“Granny.”

Book 2: END
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Thanks for reading Book 2 of Infinite Dungeon!
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