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Chapter 1


“Lily, would you like to go on a date with me?”

Luscious red lips parted as David watched on in anticipation. Lily’s spittle emerged, landing on the ground next to him. Her flawless pale forehead creased as her visage twisted into one of distaste. As if she had bitten into an apple, only to find it infested with maggots.

His longtime crush, Lily Verindale, proved his grandmother wrong with two elegant words.

“Fuck no.”

Grandmother Aela’s words of wisdom returned to him.

“The worst she can say is ‘no’, young man. Don’t let your fears dictate your life, lest you remain trapped in a cage of your own insecurity,” she said, her needles clinking as she leisurely knitted the sock in her hands.

“Now is the time to explore, to sow your seed wide as your grandfather once did—”

“And you never had a problem with that Granny?”

David remembered his grandmother smiling fondly, pausing in her knitting.

“Tell me grandson. Blood of my blood. If the very first rock you stumbled upon was a diamond, would you truly appreciate its value? By the time your grandfather met me, he was experienced enough to know mine.”

David stared flatly at her, eyes narrowing as his grandmother broke into a chuckle. The crinkles around her eyes deepened as her gaze took on a devious glint. He might have been a coward who baulked at the thought of asking a girl on a date, but he also recognised bullshit when he saw it.

“Kidding. I had my fair share of fun as well, and I’m no hypocrite. Hypocrites are bitches. And I didn’t raise a bitch either. Now go. Ask that girl out on a date, or I swear on my dearly departed husband and daughter that I will disinherit you. No grandson of mine will be thwarted by some village princess with a firm ass,” Aela sniffed derisively.

And a village princess with a firm ass she was. As Lily Verindale turned on her heel and walked away, David let out a sigh as his eyes drifted to her tight leather pants, which perfectly framed her defined glutes and thighs. Legs which had nobles running from nearby cities to catch a glimpse of her.

Then, his eyes drifted to the sword at her side.

A blade forged by her father, the village blacksmith.

Unlike the bulk of her other suitors, David didn’t admire Lily solely for her physical attributes. A perceptive eye would detect a swagger in her step. A fluidity of movement that hinted at impeccable balance and lightning-fast reflexes. A stride imbued with confidence and purpose that he himself lacked. Qualities that had come from Lily’s diligent training with the village guards.

He still wondered whether his infatuation for Lily was born of true attraction or envy.

She knew what she wanted to become, and she had embraced her path.

An adventurer.

It was what he longed to become. It was a goal that no one but his grandmother knew. For to whisper it out loud was to be ridiculed, or far worse.

Since the advent of the Demon Queen, becoming a male adventurer was an impossibility. No matter the strength of the previous heroes of old, they had all equally crumbled into lustful depravity in the face of the Demon Queen’s succubi.

But it wasn’t simply a matter of losing themselves to lust. Once a succubus sank her claws into a male adventurer, she could bend them to her will, subverting their own.

The Demon Queen’s reign marked a departure from the previous Demon Kings – all of whom had been terrifying in their different ways – but none as successful as her in their conquest.

That was, until she had been defeated by the party of promise. A group of elite adventurers formed solely of women blessed with elite classes, who had trained to reach the apex of their potential.

Even after her defeat, her hordes lingered, and so did her succubi. The presence of a male adventurer in a raiding party simply presented a risk that they would fall under a succubus’ mental influence and pose a danger to the rest of his party. The day of the Demon Queen’s ascent had marked the decline of male adventurers, a feature that persisted in her absence. Since that day, every awakened human male had posed a risk.

David let out a slow sigh as he released his fist, scoffing at the distinct lack of forearm definition that the gesture should have engendered.

“Well… at least Granny won’t be disinheriting me.”

***

“Well, my grandson, did the princess let you into her pants—”

“No, Granny,” David shrugged, “it was a lost cause.”

“Pity,” his grandmother grunted. She was seated in her rocking chair by the fireplace. David’s eyebrow twitched as she threw the single sock that she had knitted in his direction.

Aela Vandrake was a kindly old grandmother. Or so you thought, until she graced you with her charming personality. Beyond that, her muscles were evident under her flowing garments, even in her advanced age. To his mild annoyance and envy, her forearms rippled when she had thrown the sock, betraying a grip strength far beyond his own.

After all, she had been a veteran adventurer. Despite his prodding, she had never revealed the full extent of her escapades, although David had his own theories. That she had taken up residence in one of the finest mansions in the village indicated that she had likely stumbled upon a lucrative haul in the Infinite Dungeon, or managed to fell one of the Demon Queen’s lieutenants to have claimed such a generous bounty.

Those were the two main pathways to wealth and fame, although no one in his village seemed to know exactly how his grandmother had attained hers.

“I’m sending you to the Hole at the Isles of Vedir.”

David stood still in shock, his grandmother’s words echoing in his ears.

For as long as David could remember, every attempt of his to learn the sword or to delve into any of the schools of magic had been promptly terminated by Aela. His attempts to sneak behind guard patrols to glimpse monsters that may have wandered out from the Infinite Dungeon, all thwarted by her firm hand. Upon learning of his dream, his grandmother had promptly squashed it.

Sending him to the Hole was a complete reversal.

Railing against the Demon Kings and Queens was only one of the two critical threats that the Continent faced.

The Infinite Dungeon was the greater of the two.

The ‘Hole’, as it was termed, was one of the entrances that had been discovered off the Isles of Vedir. They were the sites where the bravest and best of humanity and the other races pushed further into the unknown, stumbling upon the Infinite Dungeon’s many wonders and horrors.

“What’s brought this on, Granny?”

His grandmother’s eyes softened, and as she blew out a steady stream of smoke into the air before her.

“It’s been how long since their deaths?”

He remained silent.

“They left you too soon, in my incapable hands. It was a wonder your mother turned out the way she did, kind, brave and twice the woman than I ever was. Your father? Well, he was alright.”

His grandmother strode forwards, and in the magelight of the light orbs adorning his living room, she placed a steady hand on his shoulder as she exhaled. In the midst of the swirling smoke, David thought that he glimpsed scars which covered his grandmother’s forearms. They betrayed tales of battles fought, before the vision disappeared as if it had been a trick of light.

“You have always wished to become an adventurer. It pained me to hold you back from your true desire… but that was your mother’s wish for you. Still, I was never very good at obedience.”

Aela strode through a doorway leading to the mansion’s immense library. He paled as she deftly extracted the book that he had last been reading.

Denizens and Devils: An Exhaustive Treatise on the Creatures of the Infinite Dungeon.

“You must have wondered why I turned a blind eye to your curiosity. Or did you really believe that you were being slick while you snuck in here and read up on the Dungeon? Or when you steal my swords to hack away at tree trunks? You do know that it’s terrible for the blade, right?”

David gave his grandmother a flat stare as she guffawed. Then, she gave him a wistful smile and straightened.

“This village has grown too small for you, David. You’re at a crossroads. Stay in this shithole and learn a trade now that you’ve finished your education…”

The familiar glint of mischief returned to his grandmother’s eyes.

“Or awaken your class with my blessing, and pursue the life that you wish for yourself. Who knows… maybe you’ll even manage to get a girl to go on a date with you. Miracles happen.”

He stared at his grandmother unblinkingly as she calmly met his gaze with a hint of a smile. Not only were most men forbidden from becoming adventurers, it also meant that they were forbidden from awakening a class. A man under the influence of a succubus was a new thrall for the demon army, and the stronger they were, the more devastating the betrayal.

But there were always exceptions. To those with influence, wealth or power, rules were merely suggestions.

David returned his grandmother’s smile as he shook his head.

“As much as I want to take you up on it… no. You know that I would just endanger those around me. Worse yet… people wouldn’t take kindly to a male adventurer,” his eyes hardened. “If I awakened a class, I would sooner be killed in my sleep than level.”

“Risks have to be taken if you want to pursue your dream.”

David paused as his grandmother passed him a letter.

“My friend is the headmistress of the Vediran Adventurer’s Academy. She will help you awaken your class—”

“But—”

“On the condition that you aid the headmistress in her studies to investigate the mental resistance of succubus influence.”

David let out an imperceptible sigh as the catch finally reached him. His grandmother’s face twisted, a jarring departure from her usual nonchalance and confidence. Her eyes seemed far away, as if she were lost in her thoughts.

“If the Demon Queen was capable of exploiting the mental vulnerabilities of male adventurers, then it is always possible for the demons to do so again. At least, that is the logic that the Capital is adopting. I won’t lie. There will be risks. You may lose yourself as a result of Headmistress Ovelia’s tests. It's a choice that I never had to face myself when deciding to be an adventurer. But then again, I was always a risk taker.”

Then his grandmother smiled. The tension eased from her face as her eyes settled on his.

“So, are you willing, Vandrake?”

David thought about his life in the village of Trolth.

About the life that awaited him.

David delivered his answer with a silent nod.

For a moment, neither spoke. The silence felt thick in the air between them, an unfamiliar sensation to him. Grandmother Aela returned a tight smile. His eyes narrowed as he detected the slightest hint of tension in her eyes, before it was gone.

“It’s a good thing I packed for you. You leave tomorrow.”

“Wait, what?”

***

David stared at the carriage that his grandmother had arranged for him. He looked at the luggage at his side in a daze before casting a glance back towards the mansion. It would be the last time that he visited for a while.

“Grandma.”

David gritted his teeth, frustrated at the unfamiliar feeling of distance between them. Every instinct told him that his grandmother was holding something back from him. The temptation to ask her just what had brought on her abrupt change of mind was overwhelming.

But at the same time, he was afraid that if he did, she would change her mind.

Or that he would change his.

“Grandshit of mine. Come here.”

David enveloped her in a hug, trying to ignore the mixture of sadness and pride in the corner of her eyes. Despite the fact that her strength eclipsed his, she felt small and frail in his arms, and David was reluctant to let go. He struggled to speak through the painful lump that had welled up at the base of his throat, but he knew that the words were important.

“Thank you for taking care of me. I’ve never… I’ve never properly thanked you. I’m sure mother and father never planned for it to be this way, and I’m sure that you were hoping to enjoy your retirement—”

“Nonsense, I would not have had it any other way, fool.”

David gritted his teeth as he pulled his grandmother closer.

“Now do your granny proud and get laid. I swear to haunt you from the depths of Infinity if you fail to continue the family line. After all my rigorous training, I want to see at least four wives and eight grandchildren running around causing havoc—”

“Grandmother,” David said, clearing his throat as he saw the coachman chuckle at her words. She gently pushed him away, waving him off as she turned on her heel, walking up the mansion steps.

He had tolerated Aela’s incessant comments about his “dating” ability because he knew what it represented. As strong as she was, there was no crueller a lesson on the ephemerality of life than that which a parent learned upon losing a child.

His mother.

Now, she was letting go of another.

David let out a slow breath, watching as she paused at the dais, turning towards him once more.

Thank you, Granny.

For everything.

***

David dragged his suitcase towards the station. He had visited humanity’s capital city of Ardern numerous times – it was only a short carriage ride away from Trolth. Gleaming white towers and numerous buttresses adorned the palace and the adjacent cathedrals. Ardern was the seat of power for Humanity’s monarchy, as well as the Holy See.

He heard the hiss of steam and turned to admire the steam locomotive parked at the station. The platform was bustling as people hurried to different trains lying in wait. Ardern was a hub for transit. The Galkian Locomotive Company’s locomotives used portal architecture to transport individuals to the far reaches of the Continent in the blink of an eye. The risk of portal instability and national security concerns meant that the portals were situated a distance away from the Capital.

“Before boarding the trains, please ensure that you have confirmed your destination and have all of your belongings…”

“I guess it’s about time…”

He frowned, opening his satchel to retrieve the envelope that his grandmother had passed him.

As miraculous as Granny Aela’s change of stance towards adventuring had been, something had rubbed him the wrong way about their exchange.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out that his grandmother wasn’t just a veteran adventurer. He had noticed the respect and distance the village had afforded her, even if their respect had not equally been extended to him. They must have recognised qualities of her that warranted that respect, even if they weren't aware of her true identity. He also knew that one did not amass that much casual wealth and information if you weren’t significantly well-connected, more than your average veteran adventurer.

His guess?

That she was a member of the party of promise. There was no way to confirm it, however. It was all speculation. The identities of the members were closely guarded secrets. To prevent the demons or other bad actors from assassinating the adventurers, no one barring the King, the upper echelons of the Holy See and Ardernian counterintelligence was privy to that information.

But what had really disquieted him were three small factors in their exchange.

The first was that she had been worried. He still recalled the time when he had almost been flattened by a stray earth elemental as a child, only for his grandmother to cut it into smithereens while her raucous laughter echoed around him. For as long as he had been alive, he had never known his grandmother to fear anything.

The second was how she had framed the decision she presented him. She had always been careful to reassure him that his decisions were his own. She never nudged him, even gently, in the directions that she prescribed for him. She scorned manipulation, teaching him to identify it, and had always respected his wishes and autonomy. Of course, she drew the line at teaching him combat, but that was something she had always openly proclaimed. That she had borderline instructed him to depart for the Isles, and with such urgency, gave cause to question.

As for the last factor?

It had been a simple instruction.

David retrieved the envelope his grandmother had handed him, instructing him to read it before boarding the train. Tearing it open, he felt his heart thunder in his chest as he caught the item that fell from its folds.

David frowned as he turned it over in his hands, his grandmother’s words ringing in his ears.

“Once you have made your decision… wear the necklace.”


Chapter 2


David turned the necklace over in his hands. A single black pearl had been entwined by a frayed string. David rubbed his thumb across the smooth surface of the pearl, staring into its depths. His close inspection of the necklace failed to return any insightful titbits of information.

Perhaps it’s enchanted? Something to protect me from harm?

David had heard of enchanters from the Arcanum creating life-saving items which were sold for mountains of gold to adventurers of the highest ranks.

“What the—”

David started as he watched the pearl fall to dust in his hands when he placed the necklace around his neck.

CHOO—

The whistle of the locomotive filled the air, causing David to stumble. Steam erupted from the locomotive’s chimney.

“Excuse me!”

David started as a mage in flowing black robes cut across his path, a girl shadowed by a long, pointed hat. David hurried after her, helping her carry her luggage over the slight platform gap, to which she responded with a shy smile.

“Thanks for the help! I’m Eyrie. Are you headed to the Isles of Vedir too? Are you enrolling in the Arcanum?”

Without the urgency of the departing train to occupy him, David finally had the chance to take in Eyrie’s features. Wavy, light blue hair cascaded down her robes. A pair of deep sapphire eyes stared back at him as she looked on with curiosity.

He had to remember that there were many people critical of men being even tangentially related to the adventurer’s guild. The stories of male adventurers turning on their teams at the behest of succubi had turned the public swiftly against the presence of male participants in adventuring teams altogether. But as they left the era of the Demon Queen behind, the increasing demand for adventurers looked like it was leading to a gradual easing of the rules. He knew that some men had made it even to the highest rank of adventurer – the Delvers.

“Nice to meet you. I’m David. I’m just thinking of doing some sightseeing. I’ll be staying with some relatives for a while. Say… are you enrolled in the Arcanum?”

Eyrie’s eyes shot open, and she clapped her hands together with enthusiasm. David couldn’t help but feel a tinge of relief at her reaction. Out of the corner of his eye, a woman sitting on the opposite side of the train eyed him, having heard what he said.

Confessing that he intended to become an adventurer or mage was a fast way to attract unwarranted attention.

“I am! I’ve gotten an apprenticeship with High Magus Silofi!”

Eyrie brimmed with excitement, prompting a smile from David. It had been a while since he had such an unguarded interaction with someone. His peers in the village were wary of his status and gave him a wide berth, with the exception of Lily, as was evident from her ‘tactful’ rejection.

“What’s your specialisation?”

His question caused Eyrie to hesitate, and he watched her fiddle with her robes, her face falling noticeably.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“No, that’s ok! Eyrie waved off his worry, greeting him with another undeserved bright smile. “I’m interested in… ahem… soul arcana.”

David’s eyes shot open as Eyrie whispered her preferred speciality under her breath.

Soul arcana? Soul magic? That’s the purview of the Holy See. It’s sacrilegious for mages from the Arcanum to be dabbling in the realm of the soul. For a mage at the Arcanum to be practising soul arcana… she’s either doing it covertly, or it’s been sanctioned by the church. Either way, this isn’t something to be admitted freely to a stranger.

David frowned, watching as a light blush reached Eyrie’s cheeks under his stare.

As nice as she is, she seems a little naïve.

But then again… what do I know about the world?

“I see… perhaps that’s best kept private. You never know who might be listening, specialities are competitive, and toll magic is a niche area.”

It was a pathetic attempt to play it off, but it was better that onlookers assumed that Eyrie and her mentor had a bardic speciality. His grandmother had said that some mages could do some pretty cool things with bells.

“O-of course! Thank you. Wait, look!”

Eyrie twisted to look outside the window. During the course of their conversation, the train had continued outwards from Arden. David followed Eyrie’s finger, and he smiled at the familiar sight of the portal to Vedir. The gargantuan portal flashed a bright orange, and other portals to different locations throughout the Continent could be seen in the distance.

David had once visited Vedir with his grandmother, but it seemed as if it was Eyrie’s first time travelling through portal architecture.

In an instant, their surroundings shifted, and the bright blue sky turned golden. The sun could be seen setting in the distance. The sight of the Vediran Isles was breathtaking. He heard Eyrie gasp at the clear blue waters surrounding the main island as they approached from over the sea. The locomotive’s rails levitated high over the water, giving them a perfect view of the white, sandy beaches bordering the island. Small figures that were beastkin and humans could be seen enjoying the waters and lounging.

That could be a good date spot…

But let’s focus on awakening a class first. Then staying alive.

David grinned, thinking of Grandma Aela.

After that, I promise I’ll work on the grandkids, Grandma.

His eyes were drawn to the feature dominating the central portion of the Isles. What had once been thought to be an enormous sinkhole when it was first discovered by Ardenian colonists yawned ominously, dominating the scene as the train curved upwards on an incline.

The Vediran Abyss.

The Eye of God, as termed by the beastkin.

The sea’s arsehole, as termed by Granny.

The Vediran Hole loomed before them. Buildings bordered its edge, which was cordoned off by a high wall. Some distance away, the Arcanum loomed – a dark tower piercing a golden sky, twisting far above them even as high up as they were.

“It’s beautiful,” Eyrie breathed, turning back to look at him from where she was, palms pressed against the glass.

David returned her smile as adrenaline coursed through his veins from the anticipation.

***

After saying a quick goodbye and watching Eyrie run up to some members of the Arcanum dressed in similar robes to her own, David headed off in the direction of the Vediran Academy. If the Holy See and the Palace were the main political players in Ardern, the Arcanum and the Academy commanded the most political weight on the Isles of Vedir.

In the light of golden hour, David paused to admire the enormous tower that speared irreverently into the orange sky, watching as birds alighted on its side. The wonders of the Arcanum had reached every corner of the Continent. After awakening a magical class, prospective students could apply to study a range of magical professions that included healing, druidry, elementalism, ritualism and more.

David had heard whispers that the upper floors of the Arcanum were sealed off by tests placed by ancient archmages – aiming to assess the magical prowess of their successors. There were rumours that the Arcanum wasn’t human-made, but born of the Infinite Dungeon. That was because spatial dilation magic of the same type that had birthed the portal network was at play inside the tower – meaning that it was far vaster on the inside than out. Plenty of mages had been able to replicate the effect, but not nearly to the extent seen in the Arcanum.

With a hint of regret, David turned away. For now, the Arcanum’s secrets were beyond him. Perhaps he would be able to further investigate it if he awakened a mage class. There were a handful of exceptions where men had been allowed to undertake the class awakening due to their natural proclivity with mana, but Granny had ascertained very early on that David didn’t share this affinity.

His class remained a mystery.

After navigating through winding streets, it wasn’t long before David reached his destination.

The Vediran Adventurer’s Academy.

***

“Excuse me. My name is David Vandrake, I’m here to see Headmistress Ovelia.”

Ovelia’s secretary was a girl about his age. It was likely that she had gained an administrative class that allowed her to develop skills in information organisation, memorisation and the like. Administrative classes were non-combative, but highly desired by the Ardernian military for the logistical advantages they conferred.

From the way Avelia’s secretary was scanning him, David had a distinct feeling that there was something other than logistics on her mind.

The girl had long dark hair tied in pigtails and glasses that were perched on the end of her nose. David’s eyes bore into her hazel ones, trying insistently to prevent himself from glancing at her generously unbuttoned shirt. She lazily fanned herself as the glyphic fan above them graced them with gentle gusts of cool wind to ward off Vedir’s tropical heat.

The secretary, “Charlotte”, gave him a smile that reminded him that while his status as one of the few men on Academy grounds might give him an advantage in the dating department, it also exposed him to untold…

Risks.

David smiled as naturally as he could, even as his heartbeat began to pick up.

“Hi, handsome—”

“Knock it off, Charlotte. Don’t scare him off on his first day. Nice to meet you, David. Headmistress Ovelia. Don’t mind my assistant here, you’ll have plenty of opportunity to be... acquainted. She’s one year your senior.”

David turned and felt his heart sink further at the sight of the headmistress. She wore a similarly unbuttoned shirt, beads of sweat evident on her bust. Her shirt was tight and strained against her breasts, but unlike Charlotte, Ovelia seemed entirely unaware of her effect on him. Bright auburn hair tumbled across her shoulders, which she casually began to pull into a ponytail. The motion strained her shirt even more, bringing her chest into definition—

David could already picture grandmother shooting him a shit-eating grin.

Of all the important details that you just neglected to mention, grandmother.

“It’s my day off, so I’m a little sloppy. Excuse my attire. Why don’t we get started? We have a lot to get through with semester starting tomorrow. Follow me,” the headmistress said with an evocative wink.

“Lord Avarium, wherever you are up there… please lend me your assistance,” David prayed under his breath, before he followed Ovelia from the room.

***

It was a mistake.

All of it.

David attempted to lift himself from the training ground floor. The arena was sandy and he could feel the stares and hear the giggles of other prospective candidates around him. Most were girls about his age, who were also undergoing pre-admission tests. He still hadn’t glimpsed another male adventurer in his time around the Academy.

He felt his cheeks colour, but the embarrassment granted him much-needed mental clarity.

However seductive the headmistress had been in their initial meeting, every bit of that feeling had been thoroughly purged from his mind. His forearms were bruised from his landing when the headmistress sent him flying across the arena with a casual throw.

From her cold smile, it seemed that she had been fully aware of her initial effect on him and was taking the necessary steps to ensure that every bit of his previous interest was replaced with dread.

“Your first lesson. Don’t be lulled into a false sense of security. The Infinite Dungeon is ruthless, and so are its explorers. Your peers will use every conceivable advantage against you if you have something they want,” the headmistress said, casually flicking a speck of dirt from her shirt.

“Come.”

David rose. He stalked forwards, trying to compensate for the shifting of his vision from his sudden twisting through the air. He lunged, attempting to mimic his grandmother the few times he had seen her wield a blade. His overhead slash was swiftly intercepted by the headmistress, who immediately grabbed his elbow, halting the blow. She used her other hand to push his wrist backwards, sending his blade tumbling to the ground.

The headmistress took a casual step backwards, crossing her arms and shaking her head when he made to pick up his sword.

“Your physique is lacking. Abysmal footwork and sloppy combat technique. Poor stamina. I’m surprised… it’s almost as if…”

It seemed like he wouldn’t have to explain to her that his storied grandmother had neglected to provide him with any training he needed to become an adventurer.

He picked up his sword, ignoring how the specks of sand dug into his skin as he gripped it tightly, the only evidence of his frustration. He burst forward, but before clashing with Ovelia, he threw it in her direction. Abandoning his swing, he instead fell into a lunge, his quadriceps screaming from the unfamiliar motion. A firm hand effortlessly halted him in place as it caught his shoulder, and he felt the prickle of a wooden blade against his neck as the headmistress raised her sword to his jugular.

“I’m sorry to disappoint you, Headmistress. But I’m eager to learn.”

The headmistress’ lips turned upwards in a slight smile. She released him with a nod.

“Humble. Quick to adapt. Most of all, you’re strategic and use the right head. Well... for now. There’s hope for you yet. But if you fail to take your physical training seriously, falling behind in one of our practical classes could spell your end. You’re lacking too many fundamentals for me to apprentice you. Improving your physical fitness will be your responsibility, and I hope that you take it seriously.”

“Yes, Headmistress.”

I’m surprised she was considering apprenticing me at all.

Headmistress Ovelia stepped towards him, lowering her voice so it couldn’t be detected by the prospective students around them.

“Good boy. It is especially important to keep track of your goals given the range of distractions you might encounter at the Academy. I trust that you’ll remember that.”

“I will.”

The teasing smile dropped abruptly, demonstrating unequivocally that it had all been an act to hammer home an important point. If David didn’t make up for his weaknesses and get up to speed with his classmates…

He would be as good as dead.

***

Still sweating from his workout, David endured the hooded cloak that the headmistress had granted him. After promptly changing her attire, she guided him swiftly through the streets leading to the Vediran chapter of the Holy See. While the seat of the Holy See was Ardern, their chapters could be found in almost every province.

The sun had fallen, and harsh shadows were cast by the torches illuminating the main entrance to the temple. A long line of women waiting to be awakened trailed from the entrance. It seemed like his awakening would be handled with much more discretion, which he greatly appreciated.

As they stepped into the dark side entrance, David made out Headmistress Ovelia’s bow. She inclined her head towards a man who strode towards them.

“Honoured pontiff, I present David Vandrake for his awakening.”


Chapter 3


Grandmother Aela had informed him of the exceptions to the rule against male class awakenings.

The wealthy were free to make exceedingly generous donations to the Holy See, which saw a number of their progeny granted the privilege of undergoing the process. So were the children of those in power.

The Church was especially lenient where initial assessments indicated the presence of a high mana pool. Many of those awakened men ended up as mages working in the Arcanum, some even rising to the rank of archmage – although they were provided with top-notch guard detail.

Once, when his grandmother had been a junior adventurer, she learned of a succubus infiltrating the Arcanum, seducing a male archmage and bending his mind to her will. The destruction had been catastrophic. The headmistress at the time had taken immediate action, working in concert with the other archmages to execute him. The succubus, on the other hand, had escaped.

However, there was one other significant exception. Men who were selected by the Church to take up the mantle as pontiffs of Avarium. Those with a high proclivity towards soul arcana were a valuable commodity, enough that the church was particularly flexible with those candidates.

David was drawn from his thoughts as the golden stare of the Pontiff bore into him.

“That will be all, Headmistress. You. Follow.”

David swallowed, but watched in surprise as the headmistress stepped before him, planting herself between him and the pontiff.

“I hope you’ll grant me the privilege of observing, Pontiff. Please, I insist.”

The headmistress’ smile was like a dollop of glistening honey situated in the middle of an [incineration] trap. The pontiff’s gaze lingered on Ovelia before he eventually returned a brisk nod. They walked in silence through the dark corridor before entering a large, empty room.

“Be seated at the circle’s epicentre. We will first undergo preliminary tests before the soul spark is administered.”

“Yes, Pontiff.”

David could feel adrenaline coursing through his veins, and his gaze was fixed on the attendant responsible for administering the preliminary tests. They would provide the pontiff with an indication of his natural mana pool, his proclivity towards soul arcana, as well as a number of other physiological and magical markers that might hint towards the true nature of his class.

To his surprise, he realised that one of the two attendants was male, with sandy brown hair and a lanky frame. When David turned to the other, he resisted the urge to sigh when he noticed that the church garb did nothing to hide her voluptuous curves and lean body.

The nuns are hot too? Is everyone in this damned town stupidly attractive?

Despite his efforts, the preliminary tests were completed without issue. In fact, there was nothing exceptional about it from the tests. A sense of dread welled at the bottom of David’s stomach as the pontiff approached, clearing his throat as his golden eyes fixed on his seated form.

“I regret to inform you that he has not scored exceptionally in the desired categories. There is a high risk that he will awaken a conventional combat or administrative class, and the risk of perversion by succubi infiltrators will be high. I cannot in good conscience—”

“You forget yourself.”

A chill ran down David’s spine at the headmistress’ casual words. The attendants jolted upright in surprise.

David watched astounded as the pontiff’s shoulders tensed. He had assumed that there was little that would penetrate the religious fervour that he wielded like a shield, but here Ovelia was, spearing right through it. The headmistress shot him a discreet wink as the pontiff turned away, waving a hand absentmindedly.

All of a sudden, David felt a burning feeling in his chest, like something had come aflame deep within him. He wanted to scream as the feeling flashed through his being, but it was over in an instant before he could even register the sensation.

His arms trembled as he sank to the floor.

He looked at the words that had appeared in his vision.

Name: David Vandrake

Class: [Greatest Servant]

Level: 1

Vitality: 7

Strength: 6

Agility: 8

Endurance: 6

Intelligence: 11

Willpower: 12

Mana pool: 5/5

Skills:

Greatest Servant:

	[Accept request] unlocked!




David’s eyebrow twitched as he eyed the status screen. A mixture of sheer excitement, disappointment and fear was making him nauseous as the pontiff approached expectantly.

“Inform me of the class you were granted. Be warned that lying to the Holy See is a treasonous offence punishable by death.”

Headmistress Ovelia scowled at the pontiff before crouching next to David and laying a reassuring hand on his shoulder.

“Well?”

David gritted his teeth, his disappointment reaching his expression.

“[Servant]. I gained the skill ‘accept request’.”

David stared at Ovelia, watching the imperceptible shift in her expression, finding what he had expected.

David let the disappointment wash over him, his grand hopes and expectations dashed.

Then he honed in on that feeling, letting it play out across his features.

The pontiff’s eyes lingered on his crouched form, closely scrutinising his expression.

The pontiff nodded and gestured for them to leave.

***

His grandmother had taught him many things in her stories of adventuring. One of those things was the importance of social ties, and most of all, integrity.

A team you could not trust was one that would spell your demise. Finding companions that you could trust with your life was the difference between making it through a Tier 3 dungeon relatively unharmed and ending up as fodder for the manticores.

But there were times when you needed to lie.

Most importantly, to lie convincingly.

[Servant] was a class that was well known. The highest-level servants were highly sought after by the royal family, by wealthy merchants and even the military – falling into the category of administrative classes that could vastly improve one’s quality of life.

The ability to accept requests at a distance, for example, allowed servants to relay messages or deliver instructions even when they were far from your immediate vicinity. They also possessed a slew of other useful skills that, if he leveraged properly, would probably secure him a nice retirement fund and cushy life if he found the right employer.

That was, if he had been a mundane [servant].

David’s eyes burned a hole through his status screen, fixed on the word that prefaced the class.

Greatest.

Classes could evolve and change, depending on an individual’s experiences. Aberrations were even observed in the classes that people awakened with. But their starting class usually dictated the flexibility of their evolutions. A servant, for example, was unlikely to gain the skills of a [blademaster] or [healer], no matter how much they honed their mastery in those areas.

In all of his study and review, David had never come across the class he had gained.

“As a [servant], you will face mental and physical limitations that other classes will hold over you. You will be at a constant disadvantage. Your best bet will be to find employment in one of the checkpoints or outposts in the Passages.”

The teasing tone that had appeared in the headmistress’ voice previously was nowhere to be found. Now, she spoke with directness to him, a hint of pity entering Ovelia’s tone. The headmistress shook her head, her auburn ponytail bobbing behind her.

“But the gap can be closed, to an extent. I have known men who needed no class to become master bladesmen.”

“Could you pass on a message for me, Headmistress?”

“Of course.”

David shifted, giving her a respectful nod.

“Could you tell my grandmother that it’s a class that I regret, but that I will try to make the most of it?”

The headmistress shook her head, laughter escaping her lips. For a moment, he was reminded of his initial impression of her, a degree of seductiveness entering her demeanour.

“Of course. Don’t let the opinions of anyone limit you. Even mine. Now then, we’ve assigned you a private room. We have some prepared for the odd male entrant, as rare as they are.”

The headmistress pushed open the door to his room, leading to a humble bed, a wardrobe and study desk. A single window framed by tattered curtains overlooked the Academy yard.

“Thank you for your help, headmistress.”

“Oh please. In private, you can call me Ovelia. ‘Headmistress’ makes me feel old. You don’t think I’m old now, do you?” Ovelia said with a wink, before closing the door behind him.

David waited, his heart pounding as he heard her footsteps disappear into the distance. He waited a few more minutes when all around him was silent, barring the sounds of crickets and insects in the tropical vegetation.

David immediately exited his room, mentally recalling the map of the Academy his grandmother had provided him with. He had taken the opportunity to memorise it, and he recalled his grandmother’s words to him, his lips stretching into a grin.

“You will have to be prepared for anything, David. Your class could be anything from the most mundane to something entirely unique, something yet to be uncovered. Every human’s class lies dormant within them, ready to be uncovered by a spark. It is impossible to change; your existing potential is merely revealed and made accessible with the expertise of a soul magus.”

David frowned, thinking over his grandmother’s words.

“Is there any way for me to research the value of the class that I gain?”

“The Academy’s library. It’s open at all hours of the day for students and alumni, including all throughout the night. Expeditions into the Infinite Dungeon are not neatly scheduled during the day, and this flexibility is a boon for delvers.”

David nodded, referring back to the map she had given him, and identifying the library.

“The book of [classes] should point you towards the classes on record, as well as the Holy See’s classification of their importance.”

He watched with a mixture of amusement and horror as his grandmother spat with distaste next to her. He grimaced, knowing that it would be his responsibility to clean the mess up.

“Their opinions be damned. If I had listened to them, I never would have made it as far as I have.”

“You still won’t tell me your class? Or your level?” David raised an eyebrow, watching as his grandmother merely chuckled.

“I’ll reveal it to you the day you get a girl to bed—”

“There’s one other thing, grandmother. If I do get a unique class, one that I don’t recognise… should I disclose it to the Church?”

His grandmother’s smile widened into a feral grin containing her answer.

“How about this… I’ll send you a missive saying that I ‘regretted the class I obtained’ if it’s something unique or powerful. That shouldn’t trip any flags if the See is monitoring communications—”

As David formulated the contingency, Aela’s eyes softened as she regarded her grandson with a pride that he failed to recognise. She knew that the boy was hard on himself, with a tendency to overly chastise himself for his mistakes, and to underrepresent his strengths.

It was those types of people that she had learned to take notice of as an adventurer, for they were the most prone to surprising you.

“That’s my boy.”

***

David entered the Academy’s library. It was situated in Zefarian Hall, a sizeable building clad in red brick covered with hanging moss. It reminded him of the archaic buildings he had glimpsed in the capital, with their sweeping spires and buttresses.

As he opened the twin doors to the library, he was immediately greeted with the familiar hue of magelight emitted from the light orbs scattered throughout the building. He was sure that the Academy kept a steady supply of enchanted objects from the Arcanum. To his pleasure, he also realised that the library was absent of people.

Quickly navigating the organisational criteria, he immediately began to stride towards the shelf containing the book of [classes]. Extracting it from his place, he navigated through the alphabetically organised volume, searching for the [greatest servant] class. As page after page passed him by with no result, he broke out into a grin.

David cast a quick glance at his surroundings before returning his attention to the book, only to realise that he felt a prickle at the back of his neck. While his grandmother hadn’t taught him combat, she had taught him to trust his senses.

It felt like someone was watching him.

He felt sweat surface on his neck, dripping down onto his chest, its passage feeling electric. He continued to read the book before calmly performing another casual sweep of the room.

Only this time, more deliberately.

Which was when he spotted the shadow watching him.

Golden eyes fixed on his position, originating from the opposite corner of the library, where the magelight failed to reach. David didn’t cease in his cursory scan of the room, taking care to ensure that his body language didn’t betray his acknowledgement of the presence of the other person.

He carefully continued to page through the book, moving to smoothly return it to its place on the shelf.

Which was when he heard a slam.

The twin doors of the library burst open, and a mountainous figure entered Zefarian Hall. The figure walked briskly towards him, and his mind whirled as he considered his options before the figure entered the magelight.

A huge houndkin with a wide grin approached him, shoulders thrice as broad as his own, standing a good few feet over him. David realised that the beastkin’s lips were curled into a smile before the houndkin tentatively let out a whisper.

“Brotha?”

David grinned when he grasped the male beastkin’s question.

“I’m a guy alright, oof—”

The beastkin barrelled into him, wrapping him in his arms and dangling him off the ground, only for David to realise that the poor guy was weeping.

“Another man, I’m saved!”

David grinned, letting out a laugh and patting the beastkin on the shoulder reassuringly.

As he did so, he cast one final glance at the dark corner of the library.

The figure was gone.


Chapter 4


“Molo… they’re staring at us, aren’t they?”

“Like how I stare at my midnight snacks, Brotha,” the hound beastkin beside him nodded his agreement.

The pair were standing in the Academy’s cafeteria after their fortuitous meeting in the library. The gargantuan beastkin was a refreshing sight – friendly, open and welcoming. He stood at least four feet taller than David and was covered in black fur across his back and shoulders. He wore a pair of torn trousers, and his chest was bare. His face resembled that of a human’s, although his laughter revealed pronounced canines that resembled those of a wolf. He also sported two wolf-like ears that rose from the sides of his head.

“These skewers are to die for, brotha. Spicy, like some of these ladies. Just less dangerous. Here.”

David accepted the skewers that Molo had ordered from the shop. They found a seat a distance away from a group of staring adventurers. Their stares seem to carry a mixture of curiosity and apprehension, but not outright hostility. For that, he was grateful.

His mind returned to the shadowed figure in the library who had been watching him before he forced his attention back to the present moment.

“How long have you been here, Molo? I didn’t realise that the Academy…”

He hesitated, but Molo laughed it off. From his knowledge, the Academy hadn’t previously accepted beastkin in any capacity.

“This is a trial run, brotha. The Academy is admitting beastkin for the very first time! The ‘Beastkin Exchange Program’, they call it. I’m nothing special, but my cousin’s the real deal. She’s the most talented from my enclave,” he expressed proudly, tearing the tender seafood from his skewers. He broke into a cheeky grin, giving David what he considered to be a gentle nudge.

“Ayyy, I’m the first beastkin you’ve met?”

David nodded, feeling a flash of shame.

“That obvious?”

“No shame, brotha! Could tell from your stares. Sorry, but I’m not interested.”

“Uhh… Molo I don’t swing that way—”

Molo gave him a hearty slap and erupted into laughter, managing to find considerable amusement in his embarrassment.

“I’m just joking, brotha. But we’re built different, ay! I’ll give you my training program. Especially if you have an eye on any of the ladies.”

He flexed, and David narrowly prevented his jaw from dropping as he saw the sheer mass of muscle that rippled beneath his skin. David winced, looking down at his lanky arms in comparison, that his grandma put to shame.

“Deal. I’ll take you up on it—”

“Molo! There you are! I’ve been looking all over for you.”

A female beastkin strode up to their table. Where Molo was hulking, towering far over him and twice as wide, the female beastkin was slender but extremely fit. She shared Molo’s black fur. Hers appeared soft and wavy, where Molo’s erupted from his back in a wild and thick mess. Except for the patch of fur across her upper back and shoulders, the rest of her body resembled a human’s. Exposed toned shoulders and a six-pack revealed by the motion of her walk caught his attention.

Molo’s laughter erupted once more as he gave David another hearty slap on the back.

“We should take him to the enclave for a workout, ay Miki?”

“Nice to meet you, I’m David. Miki, was it? You’re Molo’s cousin?”

A pair of adorable ears perked up from under her long black hair, one of which twitched as she looked at him in curiosity. Her outward expression was stony, however, and she crossed her arms as she frowned at him.

“Come, the Chieftain is waiting for us. I was looking all over for you! You’re late for the feast.”

Miki grabbed Molo by the forearm and displayed admirable strength by managing to drag him away from the table.

“Wanna come along, brotha? I can show you around!”

“MOLO!”

Miki seemed to be so utterly repulsed by the suggestion that David just waved at Molo, making no move to join him. He didn’t want to start making enemies even before classes started at the Academy.

“Enjoy your feast, Molo. I’ll catch you at the induction tomorrow.”

Molo gave him a broad grin and stepped towards him to squeeze him in a hug that had him lifted off the ground. David watched Miki shoot him a look of suspicion before dragging her cousin away, heading for the exit.

As David watched them depart, his thoughts churned.

Human and beastkin relations have always been tenuous. Miki’s treatment of me is a reflection of that. Molo is just... a really nice dude, unless he has some ulterior motive.

For all the danger that the Infinite Dungeon has posed, the royal family and the Holy See never allowed beastkin into the Arcanum and the Academy. Their interests have always been in securing humanity’s dominance at the expense of any of the other races.

They’ve always taken a hardline stance against allowing other races to participate…

I wonder why the sudden change has come about?

David smiled as he returned to his room.

Whatever the cause might be, it’s nice to have made a friend.

***

On Fridas morning, David headed to the lecture hall. As he entered, he immediately noticed the raucous chatter within. The energy was electric as his classmates eagerly awaited the commencement of their induction.

“They admitted men this year? Are they insane?”

David ignored his classmates’ stares and whispers as he strode up the steps to find a seat.

He watched how the other girls gave him a wide berth, leaving the seats immediately adjacent to him empty. He felt a pang of regret at the sight of it, but he knew that their fears were warranted. No one wanted to team up with a man who could spell their end if they fell under the influence of a succubus.

“The Academy must have lost its mind. Have you seen the number of beastkin they admitted as well?”

David tried his best not to roll his eyes at the blatant racism. If those idiots were all his class had to offer, he would be sorely disappointed. David tried his best to fix his gaze towards the front, taking a moment to cast a cursory glance around the room. From what he had noticed, with the exception of him and Molo, there weren’t any other male adventurers in his cohort. Although something that surprised him was that he wasn’t the sole object of scrutiny.

Molo and Miki weren’t the only beastkin who had been enrolled in the Academy. While they were the only pair of houndkin that he noticed, he had also noticed bunnyfolk, a pair of girls who looked to be twins with ears that rose high above them. There was also a lamia seated near the front row, occupying a huge portion of the bench that she was seated on.

He felt a tinge of relief at the fact that he wouldn’t be bearing the burden of his classmates’ ire alone.

He gave the lecture hall a cursory glance, trying to pick out the pair of golden eyes he had glimpsed in the library the night before. To his disappointment, he failed to find anything that resembled the eyes of brilliant gold that he had noticed. Moreover, he was convinced that it was a shadow that he had seen, rather than a living being.

David waved to Molo as he entered with Miki, returning the houndkin’s broad grin as he jogged over. To his surprise, Miki sat next to Molo. Given her initial distaste for him, he was half-convinced that she would have abandoned her cousin to sit elsewhere. It seemed like sitting with him was still preferable to braving the potential ire of their unfamiliar classmates.

“How was your feast?”

“You should have been there, brotha! Next time, I will take you to one of our celebrations. Houndkin know how to party.”

Miki rolled her eyes with a soft snort, but didn’t contribute her thoughts.

The chatter came to an abrupt halt with the entry of Headmistress Ovelia. Instead, he caught a few hushed whispers of reverence as the headmistress greeted them with a smile.

“Welcome everyone, to the Vediran Adventurer’s Academy.”

She walked out from behind her lectern to stand before them.

“You may have noticed a few… changes in this year’s cohort,” Ovelia continued, flashing him a quick smile.

“I can assure you that all of our new candidates have been equally well vetted. I would also like to extend a warm welcome to our beastkin representatives! You are the pioneers of a new era. You all are.”

The whispers grew hushed as the headmistress’ expression darkened.

“We have enjoyed many years of peace since the Demon Queen’s demise at the hands of the party of promise. But we cannot take it for granted. Our greatest foe is the Infinite Dungeon.”

David listened, enraptured, straightening in his seat.

“As you are aware, our most successful adventurers have penetrated to the third layer. But we have barely scratched the surface of what it has to offer. Some of our most compelling technological and magical advancements can be attributed to breakthroughs that adventurers made in tackling the dungeon.”

The headmistress turned, heading towards the chalkboard.

“As you know, there are three tiers of adventurers – named after the layers of the Dungeon we have surmounted. Tier 1 adventurers are those who can reliably clear dungeons of the first layer. This is where you’ll be doing the bulk of your training. For the exceptional among you, opportunities to assist even Tier 3 adventurers are on the table. Especially for an upcoming raid where a breakthrough to the next layer is suspected to be possible. To Tier 4.”

Hushed whispers erupted at the Headmistress’ words. Even David was surprised at the revelation.

“But for those with aspirations to join those strike teams, you will have to demonstrate exceptional ability across a range of domains to be trusted to handle the dangers the dungeon presents. To those who succeed in joining the expedition, your role might be small but significant. But I’ve failed to mention the final tier of adventurer.”

David sat at the edge of his seat as Ovelia’s eyes flashed. He could have sworn that her gaze flicked to him for just a split second.

“Delvers. Those who go beyond. The strongest of adventurers, many of whom are beyond level sixty in their respective classes, legends in their own right. To those who qualify, you’ll be seeing some of them on the raid to the next layer. I myself have only reached the third tier. But without further ado…”

The Headmistress gave them a wry smile.

“Don’t panic.”

She snapped her fingers.

***

One moment, David had been seated in the lecture hall along with the rest of his class, and the next, he was sprawled out on a cold, stony floor along with the rest of his classmates. His eyes widened as he took in the sprawling glyph beneath their feet, realising that they had been teleported.

David glanced around him and realised that only a handful of students had managed to remain standing. One of them was a girl dressed in white robes with dark blonde hair and dark green eyes. David watched as she immediately went to the aid of the students around her. Strangely, he noticed pronounced dark circles around her eyes and hair that was bedraggled.

Another had pink hair tied in a ponytail and appeared to be wearing the garb of a rogue, with dark leather armour paired with high leather boots. She seemed to spare a short glance at the rest of her classmates before crossing her arms and returning her attention to Headmistress Ovelia.

The final girl had long, straight black hair and a pale complexion, paired with dark red lips. She wore traditional, elegant white robes that criss-crossed one another, her hands obscured in long sleeves. A single silver hairpin protruded horizontally from her hair, the tip so sharp that he was certain that it could easily be wielded as a weapon. She was poking her cheek and staring at him, quite adorably, seemingly more curious about him than intimidated or hateful, which was a nice change.

He turned instead to Molo and Miki. Molo was brushing himself off, but Miki remained seated, temporarily disoriented from the teleportation. David crouched, extending a hand to her. The beastkin brushed it aside, standing to her feet by herself.

“Whooyo! This Academy is going to be fun, ay brotha?”

David grinned up at his friend. Together, they walked to the railing where Headmistress Ovelia was located, gesturing for the group to join her.

They exchanged a glance, walking forwards and taking in the sight together.

“You can say that again, brother.”


Chapter 5


“The Eye of God,” Miki whispered reverently. Molo grinned, clapping him on the back. “What do you think? We’ve lived here for our whole life, and I still can't believe how big it is. Never got to see it this close before.”

David nodded, taking in the entrance to the Infinite Dungeon. The same yawning black abyss that he had spotted on the locomotive ride into the city. Up close, it boggled his mind, eviscerating his sense of scale.

Multiple deployment centres had been established around the perimeter, leading to different entrances. In the early years, the mages who had discovered the dungeon realised that there were teleportation points situated around the Hole. When matched with appropriate dungeon coordinates, adventurers could be teleported to the dungeon rooms.

The ‘layers’ of the dungeon were actually a loose way to classify at which point in the substrata a dungeon was located. Some dungeon rooms were isolated, meaning that they didn’t lead to further rooms. But every so often, adventurers found a ‘Passage’ or a series of dungeon rooms that were linked together. Those often held the most valuable rewards and dangerous creatures.

“Follow me, children. Let’s descend into hell. Don’t get too excited.”

David stared at Headmistress Ovelia.

“Psst, Molo.”

“Ay brotha?”

“Think the headmistress is a sadist?”

Molo and David exchanged a grin, which was promptly snuffed out by the serene smile that Ovelia directed their way. Hurrying into an enormous lift with the rest of his cohort, they watched as it screeched, descending downwards. Headmistress Ovelia raised her voice over the racket.

“The deployment centres serve an important purpose – they house the teleportation arrays leading to landing zones of dungeons that we discover. The dungeon coordinates are found in the dungeon rooms themselves. Don’t think about trying to run a Tier 3 dungeon room even if you find the coordinates for it. If the creatures won’t skin you alive, then I will.”

David watched in awe as they emerged, heading to the first teleportation room. Headmistress Ovelia nodded to the attendant, and the glyphs sprawling outwards beneath his feet came alight. They glowed a bright blue that cascaded off the cavern walls before they were teleported.

This time, the bulk of the class managed to stay on their feet.

“Glavewood forest. A Tier 1 zone that we unveiled recently. You’ll be facing the native wildlife. No biggie.”

Ovelia smiled at a mage who rounded the corner, and David watched in horror as the magus’ eyes glowed a bright blue.

“Oh… we might have thrown a dungeon boss in there to spice things up too. Have fun!” the Headmistress said, giving them a wave.

[Short-range teleport]

This time, the teleportation glyphs beneath them didn’t light up, but the room flashed white in his eyes. He blinked, realising that they had been teleported again by the magus’ skill. Screams and shrieks of his classmates could be heard as he took in their new surroundings.

He stared at soft, dark green moss underfoot that covered the forest floor. Naturally occurring light orbs floated in the sky, illuminating the mossy grove around them. Tall trees that eclipsed them in height rose throughout the dungeon. David could make out the silhouettes of birds and other flying creatures that crossed above them in the canopy's heights.

“We don’t have any weapons! What the hell was she thinking? Is she trying to kill us?”

One of the girls shouted, streaks of tears running from her eyes. David watched as she grabbed her friend by her arm, her pitiful face twisting into an expression of rage as she glared at Miki and Molo, before turning to the other beastkin nearby.

“It’s all because of—”

“Here’s what we’re going to do,” David interrupted with a voice filled with authority. Now wasn’t the time for internal strife or conflict. He knew just what the girl’s intention was, and throwing around blame at the beastkin would just end up endangering their lives and causing a rift to form in the group.

It didn’t matter that it was only a Tier 1 dungeon – he guessed that most of his classmates hadn’t levelled up significantly, and barring those that came from privileged families, had limited combat experience as well.

“We split up into groups of three. Any more, and we’ll be sitting ducks for monster attacks,” David gestured to the tall trees beyond them. Their roots erupted above the ground and would limit the mobility of any larger group.

“We also need to find the loot room. We’ll be able to equip ourselves, and with any luck, finding it will be our win condition… assuming this dungeon isn't part of a Passage.”

David nodded with confidence that he didn’t have, turning to glance over his classmates.

Thank you for teaching me the art of bullshitting, grandmother.

Most of them seemed to be open enough to his strategy. But most importantly, he had achieved his goal of diffusing the immediate tension.

“There’ll be time for introductions later. Let’s group up and move out.”

One of his classmates was a girl with bright orange hair who was built like Molo, standing a head and shoulders above the rest of the group. She returned a fiery grin as she nodded her assent.

“You heard the man, group up and move out!” she roared, her voice echoing through the dark forest lit dimly by the light orbs and iridescent insects. David appreciated the gesture but winced, knowing that they had just announced their presence to all the denizens of the Glavewoods.

The girl stepped closer to their group and crouched.

“Valadria, by the way. That’ll give 'em a kick up the arse to get a move on. Hi handsome,” she winked at Molo before turning around to join the rest of the girls, looking to pick out a group.

Valadria roped the girl with the magenta ponytail and the other with golden hair and deep green eyes into a team. David noticed the girl dressed in elegant robes with long, silky black hair staring at him, pursing her lips adorably.

“There’ll be time to admire your options later,” Miki hissed, before a loud scream echoed through the forest. He felt a chill sink into his bones, brought on by the deafening cry. Silence permeated the dungeon, the creature’s call having silenced the atmospheric chirping of the moss crickets.

What was that?

“Move! Now!”

Grabbing onto Miki and Molo, they rushed into the forest, watching as the other groups did the same. Hopefully, one of them would manage to find the loot room and trigger the end of the exercise in time, before the creature reached them.

“That’s a Wailer,” Miki whispered to him. “I heard that one was discovered in a recent delve. Rumour has it, it was discovered on a raid with some kitsune.”

“Wow… they’re really opening delves to beastkin. It’s good to hear. Still, I’m surprised the Headmistress thought to include it in our induction.”

According to Miki, it was large and moved on all fours, and it would be impeded by the undergrowth in the forest. They would be relatively safe even if they encountered it, if they kept their heads down and moved quickly.

“Great work, brotha! What’s your class? Miki uses her bagh nakhs, and I use heavy weapons.”

David glanced towards the unfamiliar weapons fitted over Miki’s knuckle. They were a cross between a knuckleduster and a bladed fan, the blades protruding outwards from each of her knuckles. David winced at the thought of them tearing across his skin.

“We should know if we’re to fight together, ay?”

David gritted his teeth as they pressed further into the forest.

“I… I’m a [servant]. Sorry Molo, if there was more time, I would have recommended that you group up with someone else with a combat class—”

“That isn’t how we houndkin work, brotha. Come now. No more stupid suggestions.”

To his surprise, Miki didn’t shoot him a mocking glance, reacting with a curt nod to Molo’s words, although she did glower at him.

Being Aela’s grandson came with advantages and disadvantages… but mostly the latter. People may have treated him well, but he was certain that it was mostly because of his status as her grandson.

People always had an angle, or something they wanted out of him.

That was why he had grown up calculative.

Learning to read people had been an important skill after he had been burned once or twice.

He knew that from the moment they had entered class together, his classmates had been cautiously sizing each other up, guessing at the advantages that they would be able to derive from potential alliances.

Many famous adventuring teams that had gained notoriety had formed their teams early – some even having formed during this very exercise. It was an important choice, who you chose to associate and network with, and not one lightly taken. The group you formed now could last you for life.

Seeing the sincerity Molo and Miki treated him with…

David felt his resolve burn deep within him.

Let’s do this.

***

The dungeon was cavernous and looked like a microcosm of a forest that one would find on the surface. Its ceiling was too high to be visible and partially obscured by the canopy of the large trees. A whole ecosystem had arisen around the plants – and David could see small birds and animals rustling in the bushes as they advanced, or perched on branches overhead.

They had equipped themselves with large rocks they had found underfoot. It was the closest thing they could use as weapons, seeing as they hadn’t found any suitable branches to fashion into makeshift spears.

David turned his mind back to his class. From his readings on the normal [servant] class, servants levelled by completing the requests of the people that they served. Usually, that meant forming a bond with them. It was possible that his class operated the same way.

“Hey, Molo. I want to try something. This is going to sound weird… but don’t worry about it. Will you accept me as your servant?”

Molo froze.

He turned, staring at David with wide eyes. His expression conveyed such an expression of shock that it caused David to flinch.

“No, brotha. We are all equals here,” he said softly, shaking his head. Before David could reply, he felt a firm hand around his forearm. Miki discreetly shook her head with a wince, holding him back.

“Don’t ask him for that. Try it with me instead.”

David got the distinct impression that any questions about Molo’s reaction would have been unappreciated. Besides, they had other more pressing priorities.

“Miki, will you accept me as a servant?”

“Yes.”

David felt something stir in his chest. A feeling of something clicking into place, as if Miki’s request had resonated with his class.

He opened his status.

Name: David Vandrake

Class: [Greatest Servant]

Level: 1

Vitality: 7

Strength: 6

Agility: 8

Endurance: 6

Intelligence: 11

Willpower: 12

Mana pool: 5/5

Skills:

Greatest Servant

	[Accept request]




Commence on the [Path of the Hound]?

Yes.

“Incoming!”

Molo called out from in front of them. They watched as a wild hog appeared from between the bushes. It was almost half David’s height. The scars of previous injuries were visible along its flank, with grey patches of skin peeking out underneath its grey fur.

“It’s charging!”

The hog squealed, ending the silence around them. David felt the ground shake as it thundered directly at him, surging past Molo with purpose. Before he could react, Miki pushed him away, falling to a crouch and bouncing on the balls of her feet.

He watched with a mixture of awe and horror as the hog’s beady red eyes fixed on Miki, ploughing directly into her. To his surprise, Miki planted her feet and caught the hog’s tusks, wrestling it and holding it in place.

She’s strong.

“Now! Attack it, human!”

As Miki called out to him, he felt a familiar feeling of resonance in his chest.

The feeling of something clicking into place.

[Accept request]

David activated his skill before running forwards, stepping unsteadily over the mossy ground. He raised the rock overhead, bashing it repeatedly into the Hog’s skull until he felt something give way. The creature jolted, and he watched the life seep out of its body as it fell motionless.

“Nice work, brotha! Good kill.”

Molo’s previous discomfort had all but disappeared as the large houndkin shot him a grin. Miki kept her eyes averted from his before she paused by the hog.

“Mol. Behind you!”

Molo whirled around, narrowly avoiding being gored by a second boar that sped from the bushes. As the first one had held his attention while targeting David and Miki, the second had angled itself at him. David heard more rustles from the bushes, and he was sure that there were other creatures about.

“Molo, duck!”

David called out as one of the birds of prey descended from its perch, talons outstretched as it fell in a dive towards Molo. The houndkin whirled his fist, timing the strike perfectly and mincing the bird into a shower of bloodied feathers.

David rushed forward, picking up another rock on the way, which he threw towards the hog. He managed to successfully taunt the creature, slowly circling while holding its gaze and allowing Molo the time to recover. The moment that he halted, the hog charged. David lunged to the side into a clumsy roll. He winced as his shoulder impacted the ground, but as he turned his head towards the hog, he realised his gambit had been successful.

The creature had gorged itself on a protruding log with a sharp edge, unable to stop itself on time due to the slippery moss underfoot. He had made sure to time his bait after noticing that the creatures had difficulty adjusting their course at late notice.

Molo finished off the hog with a rock of his own.

“You alright there, brotha? That was a nice dodge.”

Molo grinned at him as he helped him to his feet. Then, he strode over to the hog and withdrew a spherical green gem from the corpse.

“The human is broken.”

David frowned at Miki’s words, turning questioningly towards her. She was staring at him with a frown, her right ear twitching. That was when he realised that a line of drool had been falling from his lips.

What in the—

“Feeling a little hungry, ay? I’ll whip up a steak for you in no time!”

He hurriedly wiped it away, confused at the sensation. Miki deposited it in her satchel.

“No need, Molo. You got all the dungeon cores?”

Miki and Molo exchanged a silent glance at his question.

“Yeah. I’ll turn it in after the mission, don’t you worry. We’ve been lectured enough,” Miki responded with acid on her tongue, turning her back to him. Molo gave him a sad smile before the pair turned to start down the path they had taken.

David stood still in stunned silence.

What the hell is going on?

***

He puzzled over Miki’s comment about the dungeon cores, and the venom with which she had said it. There was also the matter of Molo’s reaction when David had asked to be his servant. Then, there was the fact that he had started drooling out of nowhere. They were oddities that he wanted to tease out, but it was neither the time or place to do so.

The second, arguably greater mystery, were the words that had appeared above Miki’s head.

Miki reputation: 1

David called his status window, and his eyes widened.

Name: David Vandrake

Class: [Greatest Servant]

Level: 1

Vitality: 7

Strength: 6

Agility: 8

Endurance: 6

Intelligence: 11

Willpower: 12

Mana pool: 5/5

Skills:

Greatest servant:

	[Accept request]




Path of the Hound:

	[Passive: Beast constitution] unlocked!




David felt adrenaline course through his body at the sight of the new skill that had appeared in his status.

Beast constitution… did that have something to do with the drool?

By becoming Miki’s servant and fulfilling her request… did I obtain part of her powers somehow?

The Holy See made it a point to emphasise that only humans had the ability to gain a class. Demons or beastkin were relegated to their innate abilities. David had never heard of a class capable of deriving skills based on the abilities of another race, let alone another human.

What if he took it further – acting as the servant of someone with a different class from him. Could he obtain their abilities as well?

The possibilities were incredibly exciting. If his class worked like how he assumed it did, by serving the strongest individuals he could find as mentors, he would be able to exponentially grow his abilities.

“Miki… do you feel any different?”

The female houndkin walked slightly ahead of him, with Molo taking the front. He was sure that she had heard his question, if the involuntary twitch of her right ear was anything to go by, but she failed to respond to him.

He halted.

“Do you have a problem with me?”

She froze.

Miki turned back to glare at him. She fell in step with him, some distance away from where Molo was walking.

“What is it to you, hum—”

“Do you know how adventurers get killed in the dungeon?”

Miki paused, surprised at his line of argument.

“Creatures get the jump on them. They might run unprepared into a boss or mini-boss class monster. But disagreements and team breakdowns are equally as deadly and entirely avoidable.”

David let out a sigh, making sure to keep an eye on their surroundings.

“From the time we met, you’ve been treating me like a bug that got in your salad.”

“I like bugs.”

“I… You get my point. If we’re to work together as a team, we’ll need to trust one another. If I’ve done something to offend you, please just tell me.”

Miki stared at him, her features shifting through several expressions.

“I…”

She paused to look at Molo before lowering her voice to a whisper.

“Later.”

The only thing that prevented David from doubling down was the look that she gave him in response. She nodded to him and gestured to continue following Molo. When he turned his gaze back at Miki, he realised that something had changed.

Miki reputation: 2

“Looks like we’ve made it, ay?”

Mol turned back towards them, halting as they came across a strange structure in the dungeon. It looked like the entrance to a temple, where the roots of a great tree drooped over the entrance.

“I think we’ve found it. The loot room.”


Chapter 6


The intrigue of the Infinite Dungeon came from many different sources.

There was the nature of the fantastical creatures that dwelt within. Hearing Grandmother Aela casually mention exchanging blows with a lightning serpent had done nothing but enflame his enthusiasm in learning more about the workings of the dungeon.

Then there were the mysteries. Technology from ages long past, that the Holy See and the Capital were desperate for. If adventurers stumbled onto a single piece of technology that had any degree of replicability and utility? They were set for life. Advances in portal architecture and even the locomotive design had been derived from discoveries found in the dungeon.

But most tantalising to adventurers of all tiers… were the loot rooms. They housed treasures of untold proportions. His grandmother had told him of a colleague who had obtained the egg of a Wyrm, which he had subsequently made his pet. He went on to be known as the Wyrmlord after purchasing a mansion thinking it would house the vast creature, only for it to dwarf the size of his home.

Enchanted swords, hand-crafted armour from nameless master artisans, mysterious artefacts, dungeon cores and gold. It was the bread and butter of what fuelled adventurers’ repeated delves into the dungeon.

There were many theories as to why the loot rooms were present. Some posited that the Infinite Dungeon was actually an ancient civilisation, and that the loot rooms were where the civilisation had kept its most valued possessions. Others suggested that the Infinite Dungeon was a trap, and that the loot rooms acted as the honey to entice hungry adventurers.

Even though David knew that it was a loot room of the first layer, which usually produced the most mundane rewards, he was still excited for their haul.

The room was lit by a trio of light orbs which illuminated three stone pedestals.

Each of them contained a different reward.

The first looked like an ancient battleaxe. Moss covered its surface and dark wooden handle, and glyphs carved into the blade betrayed its status as an enchanted item. David had learned that at higher tiers, the glyphs were so small as to merely appear as part of the blade’s make. Here, they were large, implying the presence of a basic enchantment. Molo hefted the battleaxe with an approving smile.

The second pedestal contained a frayed book. David’s eyes shot wide open as he rushed towards it, realising that Miki had done the same. She looked in surprise at him before frowning and walking away.

“A spellbook…”

While magi learned spells when levelling in the dungeon, spellbooks allowed them to learn targeted spells at an accelerated rate. Depending on the quality of the spellbook, it had the potential to deepen their understanding of the given spell, increasing the flexibility with which it could be used. However, the real stopping power came from the skills that a mage gained.

The final pedestal contained another bag – this one filled with dungeon cores.

David fist bumped Mol, exchanging a grin, and they moved to collect the loot after a cursory check for traps. It was a run-of-the-mill haul, trivial, compared to what he was used to seeing on the news.

But what really mattered was that they had found it.

“We’ve lucked out. We found it straight away. I guess we beat the induction.”

Miki smiled at David before catching herself and turning away.

The dungeon room that they were in was an isolated room. In the case of Passages made up of multiple, discrete rooms strung together between layers, Granny had told him that tiers were separated by doors clouded with mist.

It served as a final warning for adventurers to heed that the difficulty was just about to spike.

But not all dungeons were part of a Passage, as was the case with the Glavewoods.

***

“Congratulations, everyone. You’ve made it out alive. Only four broken limbs and six broken ribs. Well done. Feel free to keep the loot that you discovered.”

A short duration after they discovered the loot room, they were summoned back to the centre of the Glavewoods, before being teleported back to the lecture hall.

The win condition had been just as he assumed – so long as one group found the room, the test was considered a success. It was the principle that groups pushing Passages operated on.

His classmates were in varying states. Valadria’s group seemed to be unscathed, although he noticed some tension in the group. The magenta-haired girl and the girl with blonde hair were eyeing each other warily while Valadria slapped them on the backs, laughing.

The girl with silky black hair and long white robes seemed to be standing by herself, lips pursed as she twisted on the spot, her arms clasped behind her.

Did she even team up with anyone?

The others looked a little battered. The two girls who had almost started a fight looked to be bruised, likely sustaining a few of the broken or bruised limbs that the Headmistress had called out.

“If you thought that this encounter was challenging, you will be disappointed to know that the difficulty in a dungeon Passage increases exponentially with every successive room that you clear. I suggest you take pleasure in it,” Ovelia grinned, shooting David a discreet wink.

“Now tell me, how do you think you performed today? Let’s see… you there, the handsome young man whose eyes keep drifting in class.”

David scowled at the all too amused Headmistress.

“Definitely a sadist,” he mumbled under his breath.

“What was that? You’ll have to speak up.”

“I think it was average. The bulk of us are relatively low-levelled, and without the skills or equipment necessary to back us up, we risked being overwhelmed when more creatures joined the fight. We were also unfamiliar with each other’s fighting styles—”

“Not that you had much of one to begin with,” Miki mumbled under her breath, which David ignored.

“—and I think we would have been decimated had you teleported us to a Tier 2 dungeon. Or if that Wailer in there had cornered us while we remained in the clearing.”

Headmistress Ovelia beamed at him, nodding her assent.

“Excellent! I can tell you with absolute certainty that most of you, would have been hard-pressed to last in a Tier 2 dungeon, let alone a Tier 3. Difficulty is exponential and unforgiving, and the learning curve is steep. Be prepared to be pushed. Because once you graduate, there will be no further handholding, and the risks you take will be your own. Your performance today has been assessed by our instructors, and I expect you to submit a 1,000-word essay describing how you would revisit the encounter differently with the knowledge that you now have of your teammates, and of the creatures in the Glavewoods.”

Headmistress Ovelia paused in her pacing, turning to face them with a deadly smile.

“David here touched upon one of the aspects critical to your development as adventurers that we’ll be paying particular attention to next week. Enjoy your weekend, gear up, and bring your best when you return to class next Monsday. Congratulations on surviving your first assessment!”

The Headmistress clapped, but no one seemed in the mood to join her.

“Now, return to your dormitories, you’re done for today. From now on, your schedule will be filled with a range of different classes. You will also be taught as a cohort, so I suggest you get to know your classmates. Here at the Academy, we pride ourselves on giving you a holistic education to die for. Welcome to the Academy.”

The headmistress gestured for him to join her. David nodded in reply.

As he rose, he noticed Miki making a beeline for the exit. Jogging to catch up to her, he grabbed her hand and leaned in.

“I meant it when I said that I wanted to talk to you. If we’re going to team up again, I want to clear the air. Otherwise, we’ll go our separate ways. I won’t bother you or Molo.”

Miki looked at him with a mixture of anger and confusion, wrenching her hand back from him. She cast a cursory glance back at Molo, who had fallen asleep at his desk.

“Fine. Meet me tomorrow after breakfast, out front of the dorms.”

With a nod, David proceeded down the steps to join the headmistress.

He supposed that it was time he made good on their agreement.

***

“Headmis— Ovelia… you must have seen lots of adventurers with interesting classes… can you tell me about them?”

“Hmm… the most interesting? [Bell mage] was a cute one, the class of a friend of mine that works at the Arcanum. [Mythic guardian] was another. That’s the class of one of the male Delvers with a capital ‘D’, Lord Vendrick. Rumour has it that his skills are geared towards summoning feats worthy of myths.”

David quickly raised his eyes to meet the headmistress as she turned around to look at him. She was dressed in riding pants and a shirt that exposed her lower back. She also wore a rapier at her side. Much like other high-levelled adventurers, there was a way that she moved that was almost hypnotising, in no small part due to her slim-cut pants.

From the smirk that she directed at him, David knew that he had been unsuccessful in disguising his glance.

“Why do you ask? You looked through the Book of [Classes]?”

David nodded. He had been debating disclosing his class to the Headmistress in private. She had a wealth of knowledge, and leveraging it to understand his class and develop his abilities would be an amazing opportunity. But he wanted to wait until he better understood her relationship to the Holy See and could gauge her overall trustworthiness.

“I did.”

She gave him an apologetic smile.

“Don’t worry too much about your class. Reaching a high level in practically every profession makes you a valuable asset.”

Did she just—

“I could teach you the ropes, if you’re eager to serve?”

She definitely did.

David gulped, but his eyes came alight when he noticed the opportunity presented to him.

“Thank you for the offer. I am.”

The headmistress gave him a familiar smirk before they reached the foot of the staircase. David felt his cheeks heat, and he knew for a fact that she was fucking with him.

Still, recalling how it had worked previously with Miki… this time, he didn't feel the familiar clicking feeling in his chest.

Ineligible – existing Path assigned: [Path of the Hound]

David’s eyes widened as the words appeared in his vision.

So, I can only serve one person at a time?

Can I terminate my agreement with Miki if I want to?

David felt anxiety creep up on him at the thought of potentially wasting a one-time opportunity, but he took a deep breath to calm himself.

I’ll figure it out, focus on the task at hand.

“You might be wondering just why I extended the offer to your grandmother. Do you know much… about your father?”

David’s eyes snapped to the headmistress.

“No. Only that he was good to my mother. They died when I was just a baby.”

“Amelia was… a dear friend of mine. And so was her husband. They were both excellent adventurers. Better people.”

The headmistress trailed off, and the mirth and mischief that he had detected previously had evaporated. She unsheathed her rapier, twisting it in her fingers.

“Before you ask me what your grandmother’s class is, or why she’s so important… I have no idea either. Trust me, I’ve looked. My best bet is that she was a member of the—"

"Party of promise?" David offered, watching Ovelia grin.

"Smart man. But that isn’t what’s important. Your father had the ability to resist the mental influence of succubi. Or so your mother claimed.”

“He WHAT?”

Ovelia turned to him, taking a seat with a sigh.

“I tried to convince your mother to bring him to the Academy. We needed to study just how he was able to resist their mental influence. But as you know… after the Demon Queen died, there was a power vacuum to be filled. The Dukes and the Marquesses scrambled for power, and once the box that were the succubi was opened, it was never closing shut.”

Ovelia pinched her brow, and for a moment, she didn’t seem like the eccentric headmaster with a penchant for sadism. Nor did she seem like the impossibly seductive and powerful adventurer that he was certain she was.

She just looked like a woman who grieved her friends.

Then she rose, her gaze hardening.

“So, I managed to cut a deal. I kept in touch with your grandmother. She told me about your wish to become an adventurer, and I managed to hammer out an agreement with the Holy See. I do have some sway with them to admit students that I think are promising. So here we are.”

David nodded, processing the recent revelations.

His grandmother had been tight-lipped about his parents. Apart from the odd mage image or two that she shared with him, they were as good as strangers to him.

“Let’s get started, shall we? Take a seat right here.”

Following her to an adjacent room filled with vials, books and hastily drawn sketches, David did as he was told. A contraption had been built into the back of the chair. It looked like a more sophisticated version of a mage imager. His guess was that it was designed to take a snapshot of his brain when he underwent… the tests. He wouldn’t have been surprised if it had been extracted from a Tier 2 or Tier 3 dungeon.

“Now, relax. This first session is just to get a rough idea of your basal mental resistance,” Ovelia said, bending over to slowly adjust the contraption. It also precariously exposed him to her open shirt and the view within.

The smirk that played on her face on their way downstairs returned to her lips.

Then she fastened the clasps around his hands in a single, swift movement.

“Don’t worry, just a precaution. You can come out now, Ava.”

David turned, staring towards the door as soft footsteps reached his ears. His eyes widened as a cloaked figure pulled back her hood to reveal herself.

The succubus walked into the room.


Chapter 7


“A succubus?”

“Would you like it if I called you a potato just because you look like one? The gall of these human males. Mum? Is this what you have to deal with all the time?”

Mum?

The succubus had a dark red pixie cut that perfectly framed a pair of dimples as she smiled. Her skin was a dark blue hue, and two golden horns rose from either side of her head. She had a slender frame, lacking her mother’s considerable… assets.

Although… there was something distinctly off about her.

Her horns were ridiculously short.

It would almost have been adorable had the circumstances been different. After all, he was still strapped to a chair.

“Half-succubus, thank you very much! Now let’s have a look at what we’re working with, shall we?”

Ava the ‘half-succubus’ skipped around him, giving him a once-over. He noticed that she was quite lean and tall, and dressed in a similar outfit to Ovelia.

“I think you have some explaining to do, headmistress.”

Headmistress Ovelia merely laughed at her antics, watching her whirl around David in a flurry of curiosity.

“Trust me when I say that every woman and her grandmother has attempted to capture a full-fledged succubus for their own purposes. None have succeeded. The demons are smart. They are guarded by their very best, the Dark Knights. My beloved daughter here is a bastard—”

“I am NOT!”

“I found Ava when she was a baby. She’s a halfie. Half human and half succubus. It means that her powers aren’t at the level of a fully-fledged succubus. The odds of you losing yourself are very low, and they’ve been tested and stretched before.”

Ava slowly leaned closer to him, maintaining a slightly creepy smile, as if she were thoroughly fascinated by him.

“Have… you let her outside?”

“She would be too much of a menace.”

Ava proceeded to stick out her tongue at him, before harrumphing and striding for the door, only for it to slam in Ovelia’s face.

“You’re both MEANIES. I’m leaving.”

“Get to work.”

The Headmistress’ words were stern, but there was an undercurrent to them that David couldn’t quite grasp.

“I don’t want to do it again. Pretty please?”

Ovelia stared flatly at Ava as her daughter batted long eyelashes at her. Then, the half succubus let out a long, exaggerated sigh.

“Aye, aye!”

Ava gave her mother a crisp salute before extending her arms out in front of her. All of a sudden, he felt something shift in the girl’s demeanour. Her face fell, and her eyes lost some of their brightness – the comical mood all but evaporating. He caught a glint of something in Ava’s gaze that made his heart ache.

But his curiosity was quashed by the fear of just what he was going to be put through. David didn’t know what to expect. He had heard accounts of male adventurers who had lost themselves from being exposed to a succubus’ influence. Their minds were broken, and they had become mindless servants for the demons to use as they saw fit.

David gritted his teeth, reminding himself of his resolve. It was the price he had to pay for his awakening. He knew the risks, and he was willing to weather them.

“HA!”

The girl exclaimed, thrusting her hands forwards. David blinked, staring at the gesture, watching as the girl pouted, lifting and stomping her foot while glancing back at the doorway.

“Shame it isn’t working. Maybe we could stop here—”

“Go on, just like we practised.”

Ava hesitated, a flash of uncertainty crossing her expression, before her face fell. The Headmistress’ tone brooked no argument.

David frowned as he watched Ava lean in. All of a sudden, he felt an electric tingle pass over his skin. His attention was suddenly drawn to her smooth lips and ruby red eyes that threatened to swallow him whole. Ava ran a gentle finger down his forearm, causing goosebumps to erupt across his skin.

Then he felt his lips part, as if anticipating Ava’s as she drew closer to him.

The sweet smell of her sweat and skin filled his senses, and he felt his breathing grow shallow.

Then it was like he was floating above his body.

His grandmother had told him about adventurers who had undergone traumatic experiences in the Infinite Dungeon. Being trapped there without an escape crystal for weeks or even months. Seeing friends and loved ones killed off by the dungeon’s horrors. Being trapped in rooms that twisted their senses for days on end.

If they returned alive, dissociation was a common symptom. The body’s self-defence mechanism to protect itself from the trauma.

David was aware from a rational perspective that he was dissociating. Then he watched his mouth lull open, and realised that he hadn’t commanded it to.

Overwhelming terror suffused him.

The sensation of control being stolen from him made every fibre of his being scream in protest.

Immediately, the sensation ended, and when he opened his tear-filled eyes, he only then realised that his throat was coarse and filled with mucus that had surfaced to insulate it from harm. He coughed, swallowing it, breathing raggedly.

Then he noticed Ava.

Terrified.

She was crouched in a corner and trembling, with tears trailing from her eyes, silently mouthing words that he couldn’t recognise.

Adrenaline and terror churned within him in a deadly cocktail, making him forget his sense of self-preservation, causing blood to surface where he had strained against his leather bindings. He fell back into the chair and immediately controlled his breathing, accepting that the feelings within him were beyond his control for the moment.

It was a moment that would pass.

Slowly, his composure returned. And with it, his resolve. He slowly steadied his body, concealing the involuntary shivers that the experience had brought forth, turning to look at Ava.

“Thank you.”

The girl looked up at him with wide eyes, open-mouthed.

“That must have been terrible to go through,” he said softly.

Tears filled her eyes once more, before she fled from the room, covering her face. For a moment, he sat there in subdued silence, thinking back on the words that Ava had been mouthing.

“I’m sorry.”

His thoughts were interrupted a moment later when Headmistress Ovelia entered the room.

“You exceeded all of my expectations, David,” she said softly.

“Not because you withstood her influence greater than any other man, no,” her face fell slightly, but she immediately hid her disappointment. “But because you were exactly how your grandmother described you.”

She gently undid his constraints, helping him to his feet.

“Do you know what I truly admire?”

David silently shook his head.

“True courage. It is how legends are made in this damned world. Sparks of bravery that turn mere [soldiers] into [peerless blademasters].”

Ovelia squeezed his shoulder, handing him some tissues.

“You may think yourself weak, David Vandrake, but I see potential. There have been [servants] that have shaken the world before, and I am confident that you will be the next.”

David didn’t know why the headmistress was telling him this. Perhaps she was just afraid of losing her only test subject, or perhaps there weren’t many people insane enough to subject themselves to what he had agreed to.

She led him back out into her office, and Ava was nowhere to be seen.

“The same goes for Ava. How many times has she had to do this?”

"Too many. But she will have to endure it for a while longer. Both of you will. You may not have any innate basal mental resistance to the effects, but it may be possible for you to gain the resistance with repeated exposure. Our sessions will continue weekly. Putting you through this every day would only put you at risk during our class exercises. Enjoy your weekend. And thank you, David.”

David nodded, indicating his gratitude, before the headmistress guided him upstairs.

***

As David was greeted by the cool, tropical breeze on his way back to the dorms, he thought back to the sensation of being put under the influence of a succubus.

Was that how it felt for all the victims? Being prisoners in their own body, unable to do a thing?

I can’t imagine anything more horrible.

He shook his head, turning his attention to Ava.

It seemed like she had been raised in solitude, away from other people. Her main point of contact being her mother. Even his experience, growing up in the village, allowed him to socialise with the other children. Even then, he had longed to see the outside world.

By comparison, she had been raised on her own, and it was clear that she resented her nature, and her powers. From Ovelia’s words, it was clear that Ava had performed such experiments in the past to be able to tell that his mental resistance was no less innately superior to other men. It also meant that Ava had full knowledge of the reaction she would inevitably provoke, which explained her initial reluctance.

How lonely.

David gritted his teeth, but continued onwards. Up until now, everything about his “excursion” – leaving home, revealing his class, completing the induction - felt like a fever dream. There was something about his experience with Ava that grounded him, reminding him of the stakes.

The Demon Queen, who had unlocked the powers of the succubi may have been dead, but the succubi and the means for empowering them remained. It was just a matter of time before the demons moved once more. And even still… the demons were not what the headmistress had identified as the most dangerous threat to the Continent.

That had been the Infinite Dungeon, and the threats that emerged from it.

Tier 3 was the pinnacle of human achievement.

Who knew how deep the dungeon went?

But for the first time… his resolve was truly shaken.

Are my desires selfish?

I would just be putting my fellow adventurers at risk if I fell under the influence of a succubus.

As he settled onto his bed, staring at his ceiling, he closed his eyes without reaching a satisfactory answer.

***

On Satdas morning, David grabbed a quick breakfast at the cafeteria before heading to the dormitories a short distance away. It wasn’t long before he found Miki seated near a fountain next to the dorms.

“Hey. Thanks for agreeing to speak to me. Is Molo coming along?”

The female houndkin looked up at him, her right ear twitching. It seemed to be a nervous habit, one that she unknowingly resorted to when she was on edge.

“I’m sorry.”

David raised his eyebrows in surprise.

“I shouldn’t have treated you the way I did in the dungeon.”

David took a seat next to her, watching as Miki tentatively rubbed her forearm, her gaze fixed on the ground. The silence drew on, and David felt compelled to speak up, but the words of his grandmother returned to him.

“Learn to listen, grandshit of mine, to really listen.”

“What do you mean, gran—”

“Do not jump in and interrupt people, it is the mark of idiocy!”

“But Granny, you just—”

“Don’t just wait for your turn to speak. Actively try to understand. You’ve always been eager for me to teach you the blade, but what you don’t realise is that words can be just as effective. Perhaps deadlier. And besides, there is nothing more excruciating than being misunderstood.”

Miki took a deep breath in, which she let out slowly.

Finally, she rose, gesturing for him to join her.

“It would be easier for me to show you. Will you come with me?”

“Of course.”

David rose, following her as they made for the Academy’s entrance.

***

The Isles of Vedir were a series of islands clustered around the Vediran Hole. Each of them were populated with buildings, although there were plentiful beaches and resorts to enjoy.

Eventually, they came upon a series of densely clustered houses. David deftly avoided a group of screaming children as they ran through the streets, kicking a rubber ball along the cobblestone path.

All of them were houndkin.

“This is our enclave.”

Miki continued to walk further into the cluster of buildings, the path eventually leading to a set of stairs. As they climbed, she continued to speak.

“Molo’s parents were servants to humans on the Isles. But… they were treated differently from human servants, especially those with classes.”

Miki’s expression fell as she glanced over the homes of the houndkin.

“Even among beastkin, there is a pecking order. Would you like to take a guess at where the houndkin place?”

“At the bottom.”

Miki paused, scrutinising David’s face. Eventually, she replied with a slow nod after assessing his sincerity.

“That’s right. Far from those of higher classes – like the lamia or those at the very top – the kitsune.”

David followed her gaze to a cluster of islands in the distance. When assessed against the dense streets of the houndkin’s enclave – the difference was glaring. The houndkin lived in slums, where the kitsune lived in palaces by comparison. Elegant buildings of gleaming white shone in the distance, covered by hanging vines and fruit. Crystalline ponds shone and attracted tropical birds to flock.

“Molo’s parents were abused by their employers. Treated like dirt. Yet they were desperate for it. That is what we were raised to do. To serve. Look at us,” she whispered.

They had reached the apex of the staircase, and David looked down at the houses that sprawled outwards below him. At the innocent smiles of the children who played, ignorant of the fate that awaited them.

“For the longest time, we were not permitted to act beyond our station. To obtain a formal education. To enter industries that other beastkin were free to embrace. Do you know why?”

“I don’t.”

Miki led him to a veranda overlooking the hilly landscape.

“Enclave. It was the word that humans taught us hundreds of years ago to designate our homes. Do you know where our true home is, David?”

David paused, considering the question. From what he had been taught about beastkin – they had migrated to the Isles of Vedir, originating from different parts of the Continent after being pushed out of their homes by monsters. The Isle may have been situated atop the Hole, but it granted them a land barrier which insulated them from natural disasters, while also allowing them a degree of protection from monster hordes, especially with the assistance of—

The Holy See. And the Arcanum. The Ardernian throne.

Humanity.

Was it human arrogance? The notion that the beastkin were reliant on their help.

Something clicked into place as he reflected.

“You didn’t migrate from different parts of the Continent, did you?”

Miki smiled as she leaned backwards. The twitching in her ears had finally ceased.

“We came from the Dungeon. It had everything that we ever wanted, ever needed to grow powerful. How do humans level?”

“Adversity. And by fulfilling the object of our class.”

“And what about us? How do beastkin grow strong?”

“Without classes… you would have to rely on your innate strength. I suppose the same things that humans would have to rely on, if we were without our classes.”

“That’s where you’re wrong.”

From within her dress, Miki retrieved a familiar small, green orb. The dungeon core they had extracted from the hog in the Glavewoods. She placed it into her mouth, shattering it with a single flex of her jaw. The dormant mana within suffused her body, and she let out a sigh of contentment.

“There was another name for them, back in the day. Beast cores. Do you know that for the rest of my peers, consuming dungeon cores out of their quota is an executable offence? I hope you’re beginning to understand.”

David nodded, his shoulders falling.

“I suppose it went something like this. The humans overwhelmed you with the power of classes. They drove you out of the dungeon and into the enclaves, forbidding you from accessing the beast cores. Then, they elected your ‘rulers’, the beastkin that live in privilege like the Kitsune, who were appointed to enforce the rules designed to subjugate you. Even though humans can't process mana directly from dungeon cores, the Arcanum mages must have discovered their utility as a source of mana for enchanting. So… there were two incentives to keep dungeon cores away from beastkin. To keep them weak and subservient to humanity, and to reduce the demand for dungeon cores, keeping prices down.”

Miki nodded her agreement.

“Quite an effective strategy. The best part is that humanity does the barest minimum, and the system of control that they put in place continues to operate like a well-oiled machine.”

“Then what about you?” David said, eyes on the horizon. "What do you want to achieve?"

Miki turned to him in surprise as he stared at the buildings beneath him. He watched how the shadows grew ominous as the sun burned overhead. Barks and howls could be heard in the midst of the compound that were the houndkins’ residences.

David continued.

“Being admitted to the adventurer’s Academy. Beastkin were previously forbidden—”

“And so were men. But my guess is that times are changing. Humanity must be scared.”

A chill ran down David’s spine at Miki’s words.

“There would be no other reason to enrich us. Why risk an uprising by empowering us? Our greatest champions once rivalled the highest-level humans, while we now languish.”

“They were idiots.”

Miki stared at him unblinkingly.

“What?”

“The humans who formed this scheme. The Holy See. The Capital. They were fucking idiots.”

David met her gaze levelly.

“Do you want me to say it again?”


Chapter 8


“I understand why you were cautious when you first met me. You thought I would share their views, that the beastkin were meant to be controlled. That adventuring was below your station, and that your only purpose is to serve humanity. Well, I don’t.”

It was Miki’s turn to wait in silence as David continued.

“My grandmother was once an adventurer. She delved the Vediran Hole. It was hard to get her to talk about her adventures, but she did mention the beastkin that she encountered on her journey.”

David picked up a small stone, running his thumb over it, before flicking it off the edge of the veranda.

“They were like humans. Some good, some evil. Diligent, lazy, smart and dumb. No different to us.”

Miki was trembling.

David’s frown shifted into an expression of concern.

“Are you—”

“I’m fine.”

Miki let out a breath.

“I’m fine. Thank you. I just… I never thought I would hear those words. Not words belittling us, or treating us as some people to be saved. But words that showed that she just saw us… for who we were. With our faults and our strengths.”

“What do you say, then?”

Miki paused, looking at him questioningly while discreetly wiping a tear that had trailed onto her cheek.

“I might only be a [servant], but I swear to do everything in my power to help you shove their inflated egos right up their herniated arseholes.”

Miki’s laughter rang out like bright bells as she tumbled to the ground, clutching her midriff.

“Where’s your national pride—”

David rolled his eyes, prompting a further giggle to escape. He slowly returned a smile of his own.

“You’re not that bad, human. No, David. Thanks for listening to me.”

For the first time, he had the distinct impression that Miki actually saw him. Taking him in not as an enemy to be wary of, but as something more. All of a sudden, he was aware of their proximity. The way that her thigh brushed up against his, and the way that she was staring deeply into his eyes. Her sundress shifted in the wind, clearly revealing her well-toned body beneath and the soft curves—

Miki blushed, her right ear beginning to twitch madly as she promptly averted her gaze, shooting to her feet.

“Well then! We’ve got a lot to do now that that’s out of the way. We need to get equipment – armour, weapons, and provisions for our dungeon dives, you heard the headmistress.”

“O-of course.”

“Come with me. Molo must be at the gym. We’ll pick him up and make our way to the market.”

Miki turned back to him, the faintest blush in her cheeks still remaining.

“If there’s one thing that us houndkin do well, it’s our craft. C’mon.”

Miki extended a hand towards him, her eyes averted.

He smiled, accepting her hand as she helped him to her feet.

As they made their way down the stairs, heading back towards the gym, David’s eyes were drawn to the words that appeared suddenly in his vision, above Miki’s head.

Miki’s reputation: 20

***

By the time they had begun to head back to the Academy, the sun had already set. They talked about the enclave, and Miki told him that she had a couple of good vendors in mind for their equipment shopping the next day.

He glanced at Miki as they walked. There was a clear shift in her demeanour, the tension between them dissipating. Her laughs and smiles came easier as they idly chatted on the way back to the Academy.

“Careful, Miki.”

David had instinctively pulled the houndkin back before a large group of city guardsmen jogged through the street. He watched Miki flinch, but averted his gaze when he realised that she had blushed from the contact. But instead of drawing away, he was surprised when the houndkin didn’t pull away.

“Do you think something’s happened?”

Walking further down the street, they observed a crowd gathering around the base of the Arcanum.

“Murder! Murder at the Arcanum! Learn more about the conspiracy—”

“I think we should go,” Miki whispered. Trailing her gaze, David watched as a few of the guardsmen eyed them where they stood. He felt an irrational rage burgeon in his chest after their conversation. It seemed as if some humans in Vedir had no quandaries with seeing other races as beneath them.

They reached the Academy not long afterwards. After waving a quick goodbye to Miki, David made his way to his room.

“Psst. Brotha. Where were you?”

David raised an eyebrow, breaking into a grin at the sight of the gargantuan Molo hiding in a plentiful bush.

“You left me alone! Them over there are more dangerous than the dungeon, brotha.”

David nodded his firm agreement with a glance towards their fellow female adventurers. It seemed like he wasn’t the only one reluctant to join in the socialising. Molo brushed himself off and swung an arm around his shoulder.

“You and Miki talked, ay?”

David cleared his throat before slowly nodding.

“We’re good now. Sorry about what happened back in the dungeon.”

“Nah, nah. Nona that. Between you and me, I’d say she fancies ya. Remember to use protection, brotha. Though godfather Molo is always here to save the day. Will you run with us again next week?”

David hesitated, surprised at the anticipation in Molo’s expression, as if he was afraid that…

Has he been waiting for me all this time just to confirm if I’d be teaming up with him again?

“Of course, brother. Think I’d abandon my very first friend here?”

Molo broke out into hearty laughter, and after a quick fist bump, they went their separate ways. David returned to his room, showered and collapsed heavily on the bed as the exhaustion of his first day at the Academy caught up to him.

So much had happened.

Ovelia’s surprise induction.

Meeting Ava, and learning about the mental vulnerability of male adventurers. And about his father as a potential exception to the rule.

The talk with Miki, discovering the lies that the Capital had told of the origin of the beastkin, as well as learning about their subjugation.

“Grandma, you must have seen so many things on your adventures. The good and the ugly. I wonder how you dealt with it all,” he said with a sigh.

“Goodnight, you old hag.”

***

The next day was Sundas, the day before classes commenced once more. Ovelia had made it very clear to them that the weekend was for them to prepare for the coming weeks. That meant acquiring whatever equipment that they saw fit within their allocated allowance.

Miki had invited him to accompany her to the enclave again, assuring him that she knew some great houndkin craftsmen that could outfit them at cost price. He strode together with Molo and Miki through the bustling houndkin market, looking at the plethora of shops on display.

Browsing the wares, he got his hands on a basic short sword similar to the one had used during the induction, as well as some leather armour that wouldn’t impede his mobility. His strength wasn’t high enough to equip anything remotely as heavy duty as plate armour, which was only something that Molo would be able to handle.

“Hey Miki…”

“Yes, human?”

David watched the right corner of Miki’s lips twitch upward. After their conversation the last night, her attitude towards him had undergone a definite shift, which was a huge relief to him.

“Do you know any stores that sell books?”

“Nerd.”

“She’s got a point there, brotha.”

“Shove it you two.”

Miki guided them to an old bookstore tucked away at the end of the alley. He picked out two of his favourite encyclopaedias that he had enjoyed reading back home in Trolth, a certain half-succubus on his mind.

If she hasn’t seen the outside world much… she might find these interesting.

After completing their shopping trip, they returned to the Academy.

“Do you two have any plans for the afternoon?”

To his surprise, they both nodded.

“I’ll be pushing my personal bests down at the gym! You’re always welcome to join, brotha! Never skip a day.”

“How about you, Miki?”

To his surprise, she blushed, averting her eyes from his.

“A couple of our classmates invited me to an outing. We’re having some drinks by the beach.”

David smiled as her right ear twitched in anticipation. As much as Miki was eager to prove herself, he was sure that just like him, she was excited to try to make new friends at the Academy.

He was happy that she was taking steps towards that.

“Alright, have fun. I guess I’ll see you at the class party later tonight. I’ll be in the—”

“Library,” the pair of them echoed. David narrowed his eyes and watched as they began to hurry off in different directions, lugging their hauls with them.

“Nerd,” Miki whispered under her breath again, giggling as he stared at her.

“You two are getting way too comfortable,” he grumbled, prompting laughter from his friends.

***

There were two things that David wanted to research – the nature of the Passages, and books that might expand on classes like his own. He was still hesitant to tell anyone about his class. The most likely candidates were Molo and Miki. He knew that the Holy See and the Capital took a keen interest in new classes where they arose, and he didn’t want to be relegated to being a lab rat for them to test.

It was one thing helping Headmistress Ovelia with her research, but another to be beholden to the church and state for the rest of his life.

“Passages, Passages,” he murmured under his breath as he stepped through the bookshelves.

“Ah, there—”

David froze. As he rounded the corner, he came face to face with a familiar girl with long, black, silky hair and an elegant, flowing garb that concealed her hands. She was one of the few girls who had remained standing after Headmistress Ovelia’s sudden teleportation.

She had swapped out her regal red lipstick for darker tones. Together with the hint of eyeshadow around her doe eyes, David was once more at a loss for words.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t see you th—”

“Boo.”

David watched, stunned, as the girl leaned towards him while standing on her tiptoes, poking his cheek with her finger.

“Uh…”


Chapter 9


“Strange, it didn’t work. I thought you were scared of women.”

David gaped as the girl paced, scratching at her chin in confusion.

“I… think there’s been some misunderstanding. I’m David. You’re in my cohort, right? It’s nice to meet you.”

He extended a hand towards her. She paused, staring down at the hand, before returning her gaze to him and looking back down at his hand again.

Then she clasped it.

“I’m Aika.”

And didn’t let go.

At least for another minute. Before finally, David gently extracted his hand from hers, taking a step backwards. He could feel heat in his cheeks, and he could have sworn that he detected a hint of mirth in her dark eyes. Before he could speak, she brushed past him, leaving him flabbergasted.

“Well… I suppose that could have been worse. She could have wanted to kill me for awakening a class. Practice gratitude, c’mon, David.”

Slapping his cheeks and shaking his head, David navigated to the bookshelf, which contained the book that he was searching for – Passages of the Infinite Dungeon.

“Huh. That’s convenient.”

The book was slightly jutting out from the bookshelf, as if it had been recently used. Opening it, he realised that its previous reader had been looking at an entry titled the Passage of Illusion. True to its name, it was a dungeon that featured foes capable of conjuring devious illusions and a plethora of 'traps' that many an adventurer had fallen to. It seemed like it was one of the few Passages that had been significantly progressed, with rooms cleared up to the third layer.

“Hmm… interesting. They’ve made it to the Tier 3 rooms.”

As he continued to page through the book, to his frustration, none of the passages in the index or from his brief skim seemed to make any obvious links to the houndkin or their origin.

Sighing, he turned around and headed back to the centre of the library. He glanced up towards the second floor and caught Aika staring at him once more. Instead of shifting her gaze away, she blatantly continued staring at him until he gave her a slow wave, which she returned.

Could she…

Nah, there’s no way she has a crush on me.

He spent the next couple of hours trying to look into classes similar to his, but it was to no avail. It seemed as if adventurers kept their classes and skills close to their chest. Most of the disclosures were made by retired adventurers with no additional incentive to keep their skills under wraps. While some adventurers proudly boasted of their skills in exchange for coin, knowing an adventurer's weaknesses allowed you to exploit them.

***

“There you are! Both of you look… great,” David said, eyes passing from Molo to Miki.

They had dressed up. Molo had put on a suit that excellently showed off his muscular form. His unruly and thick black hair had been combed into submission, and he laughed at David’s compliment, throwing a hand over his shoulder.

Miki was stunning. If her summer dress had hinted at her impeccable physique underneath, the tight black dress she donned all but shouted it from the rooftops. David tried to avoid his eyes from slipping to the cleavage on display courtesy of the low cut of the dress, instead slipping to the silky black hair that tumbled from her shoulders.

“T-thanks,” Miki whispered, a slight blush reaching her cheeks.

The class party was being held at the Academy’s cafeteria. Exposed to the open air, the cool tropical breeze softly nudged the hanging light orbs that brightly lit the area. The sound of sizzling meat could be heard as they approached, as well as the sounds of laughter and chatter.

“How was the beach?”

Miki turned to him in surprise before smiling.

“It was great, I’ll introduce you to my friends,” Miki said with excitement, although her face turned stony a moment later. “Don’t go getting any ideas.”

“Afraid you’ll get jealous?”

Miki blushed as Molo thumped her on her back, roaring with laughter.

“He’s got you there, cuz.”

“Stara! Lara!”

Miki ran up to a pair of girls getting some drinks at the bar.

They just had to be the bunny girls.

Stara and Lara walked over to where they were seated. They were dressed in thin strips of fabric that wrapped around their body, leaving almost nothing to the imagination. The pair of them were tall and lean, only amplified by their stiletto heels that only served to emphasise their curves.

“David, Molo – meet Stara and Lara. They were also accepted as part of the Beastkin Exchange Program.”

“Hi there.”

"So, this is the cutie you were talking about,” Stara shot him a wink which provoked Miki to slap her friend’s shoulder while blushing a deep crimson.

“Stara!”

David felt his cheeks heat under Stara and Lara’s stares. There were many rumours and stereotypes about different kinds of beastkin of varying veracity. Houndkin gravitated towards physical trades and specialties, given their physical prowess. Lamias had established themselves as excellent traders and merchants, some hypothesising that they had an almost biological fixation with hoarding and gold. kitsune were versed in the arts of illusion and trickery.

As for the bunnyfolk?

They had a reputation for being… promiscuous.

“He’s fun to tease, you picked well,” Stara said, still staring at David.

“Not that there’s much to pick, urgh. Nothing against David, he’s perfectly fine and all, but would it have killed them to admit a couple more male adventurers?” Lara complained, pouting as she poked her twin in the side.

“You may not have to wait very long, sis. The demons have been on the decline, and less and less succubus sightings have been reported. We might find that we’ll have our pick when the next batch comes in. Until then, you’ll have to work hard to keep us all satisfied,” Stara purred, running her fingers across his shoulders. “Will you be able to meet our expectations?”

To his surprise, Miki only smiled at him with a mischievous glint in her eye.

If you want to play it that way…

Then I’ll play.

“I guess you’ll just have to find out the hard way.”

Stara giggled as Lara shot him a look of mild disgust.

“Really? The hard way? That was the best you had?”

David winced. She did have a point. It sounded much better in his head.

“Besides, I’m not the only man around. Molo? Help me out here please—”

Molo was nowhere to be found. Just a moment ago, he had been seated on his right. That he had managed to disappear completely unnoticed was an achievement, but the mystery of his destination was solved only a moment later when cheers erupted from a table at the other end of the cafeteria.

“Go Valadria! Get his ass!”

They moved to where the rest of the crowd had gathered, and David watched Molo arm wrestle the gargantuan woman who matched his size who he had briefly spoken to during the induction. Their muscles bulged, veins visible as the pair strained, their efforts shaking the entire table and threatening to topple the glasses of booze that bounced precariously on its surface.

“[Feel my rage].”

Valadria activated her skill and let out a roar, before slamming Molo’s hand down onto the wooden table at such a velocity that it shattered the wooden table in twain, sending the glass mugs crashing to the ground.

The crowd around them erupted into cheers as Valadria, the victor, pumped a fist in the air with a wild grin, muscles glistening with sweat and braided orange hair swinging whenever she turned.

“Molo! Are you alright?”

David rushed to his friend's aid, laying a hand on his shoulder. He could feel Molo’s heart beating thunderously and racing from the exertion. Molo simply stared with adoring eyes at the victor opposite him.

“Serves you right! You shitty beastkin should go back to where you came from!”

The shout rang through the cafeteria. The applause and cries of excitement dulled down, a subdued muttering running through the crowd. Silence filled the air, and the tension was thick enough to be cut by a blade.

A girl pushed her way through the crowd, sneering up at Molo.

“You are weak. Did you ever think that you would stand a chance against real adventurers? Against classes?” the girl spat to her side, her eyes filled with vitriol. “I don’t know what the idiots at the Academy were thinking admitting you this year. Admitting a man,” she gestured to David, her sneer widening.

He watched her nudge the girl next to her, and watched her friend pipe up.

“Y-yeah, that’s right! All of you will be fodder for the monst—”

“The two of you aren’t the brightest stars in the sky, are you?”

David stood to his feet, brushing off his knees. He felt the gazes of his cohort fall on him and felt his heart begin to race.

“I don’t even know your names—”

“I’m—” the first girl interrupted.

“Generic Bitch Number One, and your friend is Generic Bitch Number Two, as far as I’m concerned. I have no interest in learning either of your names. Do you know why?”

The first girl baulked as he strode up to her.

“Because neither of you are going to make it through the first week if you keep this shit up. Did you think it would do you any favours to antagonise the very people you would be crawling into the dungeon with? The same people that would be there to save you if you find yourself with your back against a wall, about to be roasted to a crisp by a manticore?”

“I…”

“Please, continue. Make sure your voices are heard loud and clear. Because your screams certainly won’t be heard when your vocal cords are fried to a crisp.”

He watched with a modicum of satisfaction as the girl stumbled backwards, clutching at her friend. From their fancy dresses, it seemed like they were nobles – certainly wealthy. They were probably used to being insulated from the consequences of their actions. He didn’t think he’d done that a great of a job at insulting them.

But as far as David was concerned, he was doing them a favour by teaching them a valuable lesson.

He shook his head as they departed, turning back to Molo.

“You alright there, broth—”

Repeating his miraculous disappearing act, David noticed that his friend had once more teleported a distance away without making a sound. He saw Valadria with an arm around his friend’s shoulder with the pair of them holding jugs of beer.

The poor bastard looked smitten.

And not the least bit grateful for his words at Molo’s defence.

“Why you little—”

“Generic Bitch Number One and Generic Bitch Number Two… that was a great line. We’d let you use it on us later tonight if you want,” Stara said, dignifying him with a salacious wink. Lara sighed with a roll of her eyes,

“So that’s why you’ve been so keen on talking to me, huh? Afraid of what I’ll do when your back is against the wall in the dungeon,” Miki teased, nudging him with her arm and causing his blush to deepen. He noticed that Miki had had a couple of drinks. She seemed much more at ease around him, and was only growing bolder by the second.

He watched as she licked her lips, and he swallowed. “Our brave hero, how would we reward you?”

“I uh…”

Miki and Stara giggled – taking pleasure in his pain. And he was certain that he would be tormented like that for the remainder of the night if he didn’t intercede.

“Boo.”

David turned to stare at the elegant finger that had found its way to his cheek, turning to find Aika gently poking him just as she had back in the library.

“A-ika hey again. These are my friends Miki, Stara and Lara. H-have you met?”

“Hello.”

The trio warily greeted the human girl.

“Can I touch your ears.”

Before Miki could answer, David watched in fascination as Aika gently rubbed Miki's ears, prompting a soft moan to escape from her lips. She turned as bright as a tomato, and Stara fell to the floor in laughter as Lara sighed, shaking her head.

“Girl, you’re never going to live that one down,” Lara droned.

“H-hey, I didn’t say that you could touch my ears!” Miki protested, gently trying to remove Aika as the other girl leaned closer, eyes fixed on Miki’s twitching ears. All the while, Aika’s lips were adorably pursed as she single-mindedly pursued her goal.

“G-greetings! I come with alcohol, would any of you like some?”

Another familiar girl with blonde, flowing hair and emerald green eyes approached them with multiple jugs in hand. David recognised her as one of the few girls who had remained standing during the headmistress’ teleport. David admired her flowing, white dress that tastefully emphasised her voluptuous figure, as well as the intricately embroidered sunflower above her right breast.

Tearing his eyes away from her figure, David noticed that the dark circles under the girl’s eyes had only deepened since, and if her hiccups were anything to go by, she had been drinking a considerable amount.

“My name is Evelyn. Would you like an offering of alcohol? I find that it calms the feelings inside me!”

They stared at her as the girl hiccupped.

“What feelings would that be, Evelyn?” David offered.

“Oh… well, I’ve been told by the pont— people that it’s usually a common ailment in orphans. Are there any orphans here with us today?” she said, swaying as she turned towards the group. David gave her a long look before hesitantly raising his hand. Molo joined him, casting the girl a look of sympathy. For a moment, he thought he saw Miki’s hand twitch, but it could easily have been a trick of light.

“I-i-it’s not that I have a thing against people with parents… I love everyone equally, humans or beastkin. We are all miracles, praise Ava—”

The girl bit off her sentence, eyes wide as Miki, Lara, Stora and Aika stared at her in fascination.

“You’re… a member of the Holy See?” David offered, raising an eyebrow.

“P-p-praise Avalach! Not his holiness Avarium! Avalach’s my puppy, at home. I miss him very much.”

“Do you want to pet her ears too? It might help.” Aika said, motioning towards a gaping Miki.

“F-f-forgive me!” They watched as Evelyn proceeded to narrowly avoid tripping over her dress as she rushed away. Every drop of beer in the six jugs that she carried remained within their containers, which was nothing short of a miracle.

David’s eyes narrowed.

So, we have a sad Church girl who’s also in the dead parents club. Someone who also seems to have discovered alcohol for the very first time. Someone needs to hold an intervention.

No wonder she looks so distraught and tired.

Although… lugging around three of those jugs in each hand is no small feat…

She must be strong.

The rest of the night proceeded a touch more jovially. Molo brought Valadria by, introducing her to the rest of them. David would make it a point to pay Molo back for all of his teasing, given the smitten expression on his face as she spoke.

As the night drew to a close, David found a spot around the corner from the bar to look out at the ocean beyond. The thrill of the coming days was settling in after their riveting introduction to the Infinite Dungeon, as well as the unexpected discoveries with his class.

“Mind if I join you?”

Miki strode up to the wooden balustrade, leaning against it as she peered up at him. David smiled at her.

“I didn’t say that you could.”

“What’re you going to do, tell me off like you did to those girls?”

“I don’t know… would you be into that?”

Miki giggled, nudging him in the shoulder and making him wince, but he shared in her laughter.

“There’s something weird about you that I’m trying to figure out. I know that there are plenty of humans that support the beastkin. Without them, this Beastkin Exchange Program wouldn’t have been possible in the first place,” Miki said, her eyes on the horizon as the wind teased her hair.

“But I felt like you understood me. Us. Why is that?”

David nodded, looking into her eyes.

“Where I grew up… people were wary of me. My grandmother was a powerful adventurer. The villages respected us, but always kept me at arm’s length.”

David laughed, shaking his head.

“Imagine my surprise when I roll up to the Academy expecting the same treatment, or worse, and that big bumbling bastard sweeps me into a hug in the library.”

“Molo is too good for this world,” Miki agreed with a smile.

“I’d like to think I understand what it’s like, having people keep you at arm’s length because they don’t understand you. I’m sure I don’t understand exactly what it’s like for you, but—”

Miki kissed him.

She leaned in, and David felt her arms on his chest before they encircled him. As she pressed herself up against him, she felt her heartbeat beating just as wildly as his, as he leaned into the kiss. He could smell the sweet scent of the cocktail on her breath, and when they came apart, he immediately noticed her right ear twitching wildly.

“Goodnight, human. I’ll see you bright and early tomorrow.”

“Not afraid that I’ll be off flirting with another girl when you’re gone?”

Miki grinned, leaning in closer to whisper into his ear.

“It’ll take more than that to get me jealous. Why did you think I got in nice and early? I don’t like to waste time. And besides…”

Miki walked off, hips swaying as his eyes traced her form.

“I don’t mind sharing,” she winked, leaving him behind gaping at the balustrade.

“Ugh she really knows how to… you win, Miki.”


Chapter 10


“Good morning, everyone! Welcome to your first week at the Academy. I hope you’ve gotten all the equipment you need over the weekend, and that you enjoyed your class party, because we’re about to get serious. I have an announcement to make.”

The mumbles and whispers died down as Headmistress Ovelia made her prompt entrance. To David’s surprise, she looked mildly dishevelled, her outfit hastily put together.

“There’s been a change in schedule. During the induction, I promised you the opportunity to take part in the dungeon push later this month if you demonstrated sufficient skill and prowess,” the Headmistress said, pacing at the front of the lecture hall.

“I’m afraid that there’s been a change in schedule. The dungeon push is scheduled to occur next Sunday, about a week from now.”

Voices rose as whispers filled the hall. Some students exchanged worried looks. Plenty of his classmates, much like himself, had looked forward to joining the historic dungeon push. There were rumours that they had reached the end of the Tier 3 dungeons, and that the push would take them into the fourth layer – an unprecedented achievement thus far. Being a part of the historic raid would have been on the forefront of everyone’s minds.

“While I appreciate that some of the quickest improvements in your skills will be observed at the start of your journey, there is only so much you can work on in the span of a week. The test for admission to the raid will be conducted today, which brings me to today’s class.”

Headmistress Ovelia’s eyes found his.

“As David pointed out to us last week, one of the reasons why your first dungeon run was suboptimal, was a lack of knowledge of your peers’ abilities. Today, we’re going to rectify that. And as I love to remind you, there is no better way to learn than through applied practice.”

The class watched in anticipation as the Headmistress drew her rapier, the tip of it burning with flame as she carved a glyph in the air.

She’s a [spellblade]?

The teleportation glyphs beneath them flashed once more, and the lecture hall disappeared. Instead, they appeared under the searing sun. The duelling arena was situated in the middle of a number of islands. Grandstands circled the giant arena, and they had an excellent view of the ocean spread out before them.

Ovelia waved her rapier once more, and they watched as a matchup list burned itself into the wooden board suspended in mid-air over the arena.

“You will be paired up against each other in one-on-one combat. Upon reviewing your performance in the dungeon, I have taken the liberty of pairing you up with opponents that will allow you to flex your stuff.”

Miki leaned closer to him.

“She can’t have done that for everyone, after all, we’re facing up against one another.”

David nodded, his brow creased as he searched for his name on the board.

Evelyn, huh…

When she met his eyes, she bowed to him before catching herself and greeting him with an adorable smile and a cheery wave.

“I’m fucked.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself, brotha. She’s a tough cookie.”

David frowned as he searched the board for Miki and Molo’s matchups. It seemed like Molo had been paired up with Valadria. It was clear that with the benefit of her class, she far exceeded Molo’s strengths, not that he seemed to be particularly bothered by it with the satisfied expression on his face.

As for Miki…

“I’m fighting Baela. Does that name ring a bell to anyone?”

Molo and David exchanged a glance before returning a shrug. At the party last night, they hadn’t encountered any “Baelas”.

“Proceed to the grandstands. You will be called pair by pair. We will begin in exactly ten minutes, and each fight will last for fifteen. Fights end by knockout. Don’t hold back. Today, we’re lucky to be in the capable hands of Magus Vesterisa, a [barrier mage]. As you will see, barrier mages are considerable boons to us in our dungeon runs.”

The barrier blossomed into existence, forming a thin membrane a few millimetres above his skin, conforming perfectly to his body. Headmistress Ovelia paused in her pacing, sheathing her rapier. Her eyes flashed as they passed over students.

“I will not wish you luck. If you find yourself relying on it in the dungeon, you’re as good as dead. Fight well.”

“Don’t go overboard with the reassurance, Headmistress, you’ll make me overconfident,” David mumbled under his breath.

“David and Evelyn, step up to the arena.”

***

“G-greetings, David. It is a pleasure to see you again.”

“It’s good to see you too, Evelyn.”

Evelyn gave him a shaky smile as she looked uncertainly at the Headmistress. She shifted uneasily from one foot to the other, casting furtive glances at him. It seemed like she had not successfully recovered from her night last night. She was slurring her words, and the dark circles beneath her eyes had only deepened.

“Is… everything alright?”

This time, she greeted him with a more genuine and steady smile.

“I’m sorry.”

David frowned in confusion before he watched the headmistress conjure a burst of flame into the air, which sprouted from the tip of her rapier.

“BEGIN!”

David shifted his eyes back towards Evelyn, only to realise that she had disappeared.

Then he was sent flying.

***

Molo, Valadria and Miki watched the scene unfold in slow motion like a locomotive crash. The first thing that had drawn their attention to David and Evelyn’s battle was the golden flash that had been emitted from their direction.

Evelyn snatched a golden greataxe out of thin air. It looked like it belonged in the hands of a Dark Knight were it not for its golden heraldry and elegant carvings. Then they watched the ground beneath Evelyn shatter as she closed the distance in a split-second, driving the haft of her greataxe directly into David’s abdomen.

They winced together when they watched him flicker away, being thrown by the sheer force of the blow, hurtling towards the grandstands in a low arc.

Magus Vesterisa conjured multiple soft barriers in quick succession, each of them bursting like a pop as they slowed David’s momentum. Even with their assistance, he hurtled into the stone wall, but thankfully, it looked like his personal barrier had held.

He still looked unconscious.

“Don’t mess with the fucking nun…” Valadria whispered under her breath, exchanging a look of amazement with Molo.

“Ay, sista. Oath to that.”

Molo put a reassuring hand on Miki’s shoulder as she rose, her hands covering her mouth in horror.

“Evelyn wins. Valadria and Molo, you’re up next.”

“Well then, big boy… let’s dance.”

Valadria laughed as Molo returned a grin.

***

“Are you alright?”

David woke groggily, wincing from the glare of the sun. As his eyes adjusted, he realised that the barrier magus Vesterisa was beside him, doing a quick check of his personal barrier.

“I’m fine. W-what happened?”

“It’s best that you ask your friends,” she gave him a tight smile before turning to face the bouts.

David took in her face, and noticed the dark rings around her eyes. He also noticed that her makeup was… disrupted. Two faint trails of mascara stained her cheeks.

“Magus Vesterisa… are you alright?”

She turned to him in surprise, eyes wide, before she let out a soft sigh.

“It’s been a week,” then her eyes softened as she gave him a smile of gratitude. “Thank you for asking.”

Taking that as an indication that she didn’t want any further exploration of the topics, David turned his attention back to the arena. It seemed like they were prepping it for the next bout, a [geomancer] was helping to rectify the destruction that Evelyn had inflicted with her strike.

“Evelyn isn’t just strong, she must be level thirty to forty or above… she’s a prodigy.”

“I’d put her in that ballpark, too,” Magus Vesterisa replied to his surprise.

“My guess is that she’s got some sort of ‘holy’ class. Possibly [holy berserker] going by that axe of hers.”

Why the hell is she even at this Academy?

She should be pushing Tier 2 dungeons in her sleep.

David bit down the wave of frustration at how the battle had played out, but most of all, at his powerlessness. Many of his classmates had unlocked their classes early and had likely obtained a handful of skills in the time. The wealthier of them likely had tutors and opportunities to spar and grow exponentially, while the rest were forced to wait till they came of age to begin delves into the Infinite Dungeon.

Stop it, David. There’s no point in dwelling on the lost battle.

Now the question is – where do we go from here?

David thought to himself quietly as Valadria and Molo took to the stage.

Then his eyes widened, an idea springing to mind.

It was something to test out when they next delved into the dungeon.

In the meantime, he turned his attention to the bouts. Now was an excellent opportunity to learn. He was surrounded by classmates who were superior to him in skill, stamina and strength.

But he knew where his own strengths lay.

Valadria and Molo took their places, bumping fists before falling into their stances. He watched Valadria ‘cock’ her fists and the wide grin that Molo returned, before they lunged at one another.

Valadria struck first, her right fist lashing out in a swipe that carved through the air in a flash as she unwhirled her tightly wound torso. David winced in anticipation of the blow, but Molo was already falling into a crouch before leaping forward, arms outstretched and poised to grapple her at her waist.

Valadria nimbly skipped to the side, forcing Molo to break into a clumsy roll. She seized the opportunity, raising her fists above her head, poised to smash them down on Molo’s recovering form.

David and Valadria realised the feint too late.

Molo’s form seemed to accelerate, recovering from the roll at a rate that David had assumed to be impossible from the angle at which he landed. He sent a deft jab straight into Valadria’s liver, sending her sprawling backwards, and breaking her form.

Her swing missed, and Molo immediately followed up by stepping into her reach and driving his right palm directly at her chin, sending her bottom jaw crashing into her top jaw to her surprise.

“[Doubled—”

Before Valadria could shout the skill, Molo hooked his ankle behind hers and pulled, sending her tumbling to the ground, her head impacting solid stone. Valadria flickered in and out of consciousness before Molo swiftly repositioned, pressing his knee on top of her windpipe before she could utter another word.

David watched in amazement as Valadria slapped her free arm against the ground, signalling her submission.

“No way…”

“You thought the fight was clearly in Valadria’s favour?” Vesterisa asked, to which David reluctantly nodded. From what he had seen of their arm wrestle the night before, the massive advantage that skills conferred on Valadria was clear. But on the other hand, Molo’s mastery of the technique and the speed with which he prevented Valadria from seizing the opportunity to use her skills had led to a surprising upset.

“I’m not surprised. But beastkin and humans work differently. I’d hazard a bet that Valadria hasn’t had the chance to level in the Dungeon just yet. beastkin often have an edge in the early tiers, where their superior strength and racial abilities give them a significant edge. But that edge is equalised as humans level.”

Magus Vesterisa let out a sigh.

“I’d hazard a guess that Valadria hasn’t had much access to the dungeon.”

“Oh?”

“It’s possible for you to level outside the dungeon, but something about doing it inside increases the rate at which you level. Almost as if it catalyses the levelling process. That’s why you find administrative classes working in outposts throughout the Passages.”

Magus Vesterisa helped him to his feet, giving him a pat on the back.

“It seems like the big guy’s a friend of yours. Don’t be surprised if the rest of you overtake him sooner rather than later.”

David returned a strained smile, and Valadria gave Molo a small punch in the side, before whispering something in his ear that had Molo’s ears twitching similarly to Miki’s.

Not if I can help it.

***

The next few bouts were instructive, but didn’t hold David’s attention for very long. He recognised Generic Bitch Number One getting her ass handed to her by the lamia, who had used a long golden spear to practically fling her from the arena.

Stara and Lara were paired up against each other, and David watched in fascination as the two exhibited a unique fighting style that seemed to embody a form of dance, while wielding a pair of chakrams like daggers. They weaved into and out of each other’s range, exchanging a flurry of blows that he had trouble keeping up with.

They would be perfect guerrilla fighters. Darting in to strike at the enemy and out in an instant.

“Looks like you’re enjoying this a little too much,” Miki said at his side. From the twitching of her right ear, David could tell that she was clearly nervous for her fight.

David didn’t respond, merely drawing her hand into his. He smiled as she looked at him in shock, but he noticed her relax and lean against him.

“Forget qualifying for the raid. I’ve got an idea. I want to discuss it with you and Molo.”

She frowned, biting her lip but eventually nodded. He gave her hand a squeeze, pulling her towards him to give her a peck on the cheek. Her eyes widened in surprise, but he simply grinned.

“For luck.”

“Don’t need it.”

“Then you’re welcome to shove it up that fine butt of your—”

David grunted as Miki poked him in the side with a half-grin. She let out a small sigh, some of the previously visible tension having dissipated.

Then, she rose to head to the arena.

It turned out that “Baela” had been the girl with dark magenta hair and the leather armour that David had recalled from the induction. She had a plain shortsword at her side and a distinctly bored expression on her face. Miki readied herself opposite her, raising her fists, which sported her signature bagh nakhs.

“Commence,” Headmistress Ovelia said, her rapier unleashing a burst of flame into the air with a flourish.

Miki dropped into a crouch, bouncing on the balls of her feet in a boxing stance. Pugilists were typically at a disadvantage against someone with a weapon with greater reach. But in the dungeon, the variable structure of the hallways sometimes called for the expertise of close-ranged fighters. [Berserkers] like Evelyn and Valadria had difficulty swinging large weapons in confined spaces, and that was where they shone.

David felt his stomach drop as Miki’s quick and precise strikes were easily dodged by Baela, the bored expression on her face remaining.

Baela deliberately stretched out her forearm, presenting an easy target. The first of Miki’s bagh nakhs thudded into her flesh. Baela yanked her arm closer to her torso, and David watched in horror as Miki was tugged along with the momentum.

“What the… she opted out of the barrier?”

Baela ignored the bleeding in her forearm and sent a blindingly fast chop towards the back of Miki’s neck, knocking her unconscious. She let Miki slump to the floor, and walked off the stage.

David gulped, realising that he had been right in pinning her as an advanced fighter. Miki was hardly a slouch, and she would have even given Molo trouble with her dexterity and her ability to slowly wear him down with strikes from her bagh nakhs.

Baela had dealt with her almost contemptuously.

The rest of the fights finished up with much less fanfare. While David had expected it to go to a second round, it seemed like the initial bouts were enough for the headmistress to assess their capabilities for the raid.

David himself noticed a huge gap in the skill levels of his classmates, with Baela and Evelyn clearly standing out from the rest. Then, there were the oddities. Aika, for example, simply let her opponent cut her down while attempting to ruffle Generic Bitch Number Two’s hair.

It seemed like the bulk of students were either concealing their skills or had none to call on in their bouts. What Magus Vesterisa had told him had rung true – the Infinite Dungeon was the catalyst of power.

The cohort was silent as the Headmistress teleported them back to the Academy.

If her intent had been to display the distance between the bulk of them and real adventurers…

She had certainly succeeded in her goal.

***

“What did you want to talk to us about, brotha?”

Molo was beaming, still riding the high off Valadria’s words and the outcome of his fight, no doubt. Miki, by comparison, was much more subdued.

They had both squeezed into his tiny room, with Molo sitting on the floor at the foot of his bed, and Miki on the mattress beside him.

“Miki, you told me that the way that beasts grow stronger is by absorbing dungeon cores, is that right?”

Miki nodded, a hint of confusion in her eyes.

“I’ve got a plan.”


Chapter 11


“Greetings, class. I am Professor Vinloch. I will be your instructor for Dungeon Ecology.”

Professor Vinloch was a short man who had the class stunned by his appearance. He rose to about David’s chest and was wearing a pair of round glasses. He was tiptoeing to reach the top of the lectern as he continued with his lesson.

“As you are aware, preparation for the coming raid is in full swing. Many of the Academy’s instructors have their hands tied assisting with the Dungeon push. As such, I believe that it would be prudent to properly engage and incentivise you as recompense.”

Professor Vinloch’s eyes glinted, tilting his head downwards. An errant ray of sunlight hit his glasses, proceeding to blind a large portion of the class that had leaned in at his words.

“A game. First, I will explain the points system.”

Professor Vinloch hopped off his lectern, pulling a chalkboard into the centre of the room. He grimaced, looking up at it, before he pulled over a box, which he hopped onto.

“You will break into groups of your own choosing and explore the dungeons. You will only be permitted and be eligible to gain points from Tier 1 dungeon rooms, so there is no incentive for you to progress any further. For each loot room that you clear and each piece of dungeon loot that you turn in, you will gain points. For each boss or mini-boss that you manage to fell, you will gain points.”

The class watched intently as Professor Vinloch began to list out the potential rewards on the board.

Of them… there was one in particular that piqued David’s curiosity.

Access to the Rejuvenating Springs.

And it’s the top prize… I wonder what that’s about.

The classroom burst into mutters and chatter the moment that Professor Vinloch completed the very first line. He proceeded to list out other rewards that included discrete pieces of equipment, guarantees for advanced classes in the second and even third years that were in high demand, and otherwise where enrolment was otherwise subject to luck.

He also proceeded to write down the point weightings for the different goals assigned to students. Boss kills were weighted most highly, followed by various dungeon items, and, surprisingly, the cataloguing of rare creatures.

“As you can see, there are quite a few valuable rewards on offer. But no doubt… the first prize has many of you interested. As you know… spellcasting is limited to those with larger mana pools. There is a high correlation between high innate mana pools and the awakening of a mage or hybrid magic class.”

Professor Vinloch abandoned the chalkboard, walking towards the front of the classroom.

“Typically, one’s mana pool expands as you level up. But for those of you with combat or administrative classes… there is a way to expand your mana pool or to correct deficiencies, giving you access to the spells obtainable through spellbooks. And of course… this also extends to beastkin.”

Miki froze.

The chatter and murmurs in the classroom came to an abrupt halt.

“As the Headmistress informed you… we are moving into a new, exciting era. Beastkin, for the most part, have been denied access to magical development. A regressive policy, in my humble opinion, that has operated to limit their growth significantly. No more.”

Professor Vinloch graced the class with a wide grin.

“Now, are there any questions?”

Miki’s hand was the first to shoot up.

“You there in the back.”

“Professor, how will we obtain the dungeon coordinates for our delves?”

Professor Vinloch nodded with a smile, approving of her question.

“Just as you would outside of this Academy. An adventurer’s skill and ability lies not only in their knowledge of the dangers of the dungeon and their ability to surmount them. There is a social element to excelling as an adventurer. Dungeon coordinates are discovered in the Dungeon Passages, and have become a commodity in themselves. You will have to reach out to the various Dungeon Companies on the Island to secure coordinates for your use, or leverage what personal connections you have to achieve your goals.”

Miki’s face darkened after she thanked the professor.

“Hey. You alright?” David whispered under his breath. She gave him a weak smile and nodded, seemingly caught up in her own thoughts.

David had a small suspicion as to why. The various Adventuring Companies with access to the coordinates were comprised entirely of humans. They were unlikely to be willing to divulge the coordinates to different passages to beastkin, putting them at a distinct disadvantage.

He gave Miki’s hand a reassuring squeeze, to her surprise.

“Don’t worry. I’ve got a plan.”

***

David, Miki and Molo sat in one of the spare classrooms. Miki was shifting anxiously, while Molo gave David a reassuring grin and thumbs up.

“Alright. I’ve got some ideas for how we’re going to tackle this. First…”

David glanced at Miki.

“We’re going to have to abandon hope for the Rejuvenating Springs.”

Miki visibly crumbled at his words, the hope in her eyes fading. Her expression sent a twinge through David’s heart.

“But not for long. If the Academy is willing to offer it as an incentive once, then they’re sure to do it again. I think we have a better opportunity in front of us right now. There was one thing that the professor didn’t link to points – do you know what that was?”

Miki and Molo exchanged a glance but shook their heads.

“Go on, brotha.”

“Dungeon cores.”

Their eyes widened in recognition.

“You said that the beastkin had quotas for how many they could obtain and consume. I've checked – traders mark up prices of the cores when they're selling to enclaves because they know just how important they are to you. Here’s what we can do – we’ll make an agreement with the students to trade their dungeon cores for dungeon equipment that we find that they can cash in on for points. We’ll trade the cores to the beastkin enclaves in exchange for resources and information,” David said with a glint in his eyes. Miki and Molo’s eyes widened as they started to comprehend his plan.

“That’s right – dungeon coordinates. We can distribute the coordinates to others in exchange for more cores, and the cycle continues. Right now, most of Professor Vinloch’s prizes, while enticing, aren’t of much help for any of us. But the funds and information that we get from this will set us up for the rest of our time at the Academy. Not only that… it’ll give you the foundation that you need to advance with the dungeon cores that we’ll gain. But I promise you,” David said quietly, “that I’ll do everything in my power to get you a trip to the springs, Miki.”

“Ay, what about me, brotha!”

David winked at Molo.

“Don’t swing that way, brother. Now let’s get to work. We can forget the adventuring companies. From what you’ve told me, houndkin have cornered the crafting market, and I’m sure there are whispers of dungeon coordinates among the crafters in close contact with the adventurers. Can you two reach out to your elders to see if they would be willing to hop on the deal?”

"They might be reluctant to go against the Church… but it's a good idea. We could always claim that we're just making cores accessible to more beastkin rather than consuming them past our quotas. Whatever we actually choose to do with them, this would provide us with a cheap and hopefully large influx of cores," Miki whispered, her eyes widening.

Molo nodded, rising to his feet.

“Leave that one to me, brotha. You’re smarter than you look,” Molo grinned. David flicked him off with a grin of his own before giving him a fist bump.

“You… you’re really something, aren’t you?” Miki said, coming to a halt in front of him. She still looked nervous,

“You never told me that you were interested in magic.”

She blushed, running a hand through her soft, black hair.

“My… mother taught me about magic. I’ve always been fascinated with it. But like Professor Vinloch said… it’s never been on the cards for houndkin.”

“Your… But I thought beastkin weren't capable of using magic?”

Miki noticed his confusion, and gave him a smile of understanding.

“My mother, adoptive mother, is a kitsune. They are the only race of beastkin with a naturally high mana pool who are capable of using spells. They have their own magics as well, illusions and foxfire. She was the reason I managed to score well enough to be admitted to the program. She gave me an education. She teaches the kids in the enclave.”

David’s hand tightened around Miki’s.

“She sounds like a wonderful person, just like her daughter.”

Miki pushed him away, the tension on her expression melting away as she laughed.

“Alright human. You’d better not put any moves on my mother—”

“Is she hot?”

David let out a grunt as Miki jabbed him in the side.

“Don’t as stupid questions, of course she is.”

Miki shook her head, putting her hands on her hips.

“First, I’ll try to get us some coordinates, then we can get our hopes up. The elders might take some convincing before they agree to it. It won't address the issue of consumption quotas, but it will make cores more widely accessible.”

Miki turned away, walking to the door. David’s eyes were immediately drawn to her legs and the tight pants she was wearing, that didn’t seem to impede her mobility in the slightest.

“You’ve definitely got a way of making me feel… optimistic, you know that? I know it is a long shot, but maybe if we manage to make it to the Springs…”

Miki’s eyes dropped to his own pants.

“Maybe I could be convinced to give you a little reward.”

David stared as Miki left him behind, hips swaying seductively. He felt something stirring below and immediately gave himself a slap as he turned his mind to their objectives.

There was one other avenue that he could attempt to explore.

***

“H— Ovelia. Thanks for agreeing to see me.”

Headmistress Ovelia winked as she crossed her arms. David tried not to stare as her shirt stretched out over her breasts, emphasising her cleavage. From the smile that she was giving David, she was fully aware of her effect on him.

“Anything for you, handsome.”

“You seem… tired. Is everything alright?”

David watched the Headmistress’ eyes widen in surprise, before she returned a smile.

“I’m alright… thanks, David. The raid being moved up in schedule has put quite a lot on my plate. I’ve been busy coordinating with the Delvers, and you would be surprised at just how much logistics go into planning something like this; it’s a nightmare.”

“Is there anything I could do to help? Perhaps in exchange for some dungeon coordinates?”

Headmistress Ovelia bit her lip, and David felt his heart hammer in his chest as she rose from her seat.

“Why aren’t you a sly fox. And how exactly would you propose to help?”

After Miki had presented her ‘incentive’, he was already at the limit with how much more teasing he could take. Ovelia sauntered up to him, hips swaying as the handle of her rapier glinted in the sunlight filtering into her office. From where Ovelia was looking, he was almost certain that she could see the lump in his pants. She bit her lip once more, before leaning in to whisper in his ear.

“Mana grass.”

“W-what?”

Ovelia leaned back with a smirk.

“Mana grass. There’s been a shortage. It’s tedious work harvesting it. Veteran adventurers don’t want to waste time harvesting, but they’re usually the ones with coordinates for the discrete rooms. If you could help me out with gathering some of it, it could be a lucrative opportunity for your team.”

David’s eyes widened.

“Would… you consider another reward?”

“Oh, David, I would do that for free.”

David cleared his throat, feeling the blush in his cheeks intensify.

“Miki. My teammate is interested in the Rejuvenating Springs. I doubt that we’ll be able to compete with some of the other… monsters in my class. But would you consider it?”

Ovelia returned to her seat and nodded with a smile.

“Perhaps. But I was right about you. You think strategically. Most adventurers are used to running into the problem head on, and plenty of them become monsters, as you say with that strategy. But doing that hardly allows them to reach their full potential. I look forward to the outcome of the game, David.”

David stepped forwards, trying his best to conceal the lump that had only grown larger as he walked.

“Would you pass these on to Ava? I thought that she might like these books.”

“O-of course.”

It was Headmistress Ovelia’s turn to be surprised, which David realised with a hint of satisfaction, before he turned to make his exit.

***

His plan worked.

Miki successfully obtained a couple of dungeon coordinates from the houndkin’s elders. David rallied some of his classmates – including Valadria, Stara, Lara and Aika, and told them to spread the word that he was willing to trade the coordinates in exchange for the dungeon cores that they obtained when clearing out the dungeons.

David did know that there was one limitation of his plan. If any of them decided to turn on their word, he was unlikely to be able to enforce their agreement. But then again, his threat to the generic bitches still ran true – if any of them betrayed his trust, it marked them as untrustworthy and would discourage their other classmates from teaming up with them.

The real risk was catching the attention of the Holy See. He was, in a way, establishing a black market by funnelling the cores to the enclaves indirectly. But he was willing to bet that with the dungeon raid on the horizon, the powers at be were hurrying to prepare for the historic push and had bigger things to worry about. Empowering the beastkin that might be helping them with said push might not attract the sanctions as it once did. That was the angle the beastkin could play to negotiate changes in quotas or their temporary suspension.

Still, when all was said and done, that left one crucial thing to be done in the four days before the end of the week, when the game concluded.

It was time to run some dungeons.


Chapter 12


“Here goes nothing,” David whispered. He discreetly slipped a small dungeon core into his mouth. His eyes shot open as the mana within trickled down his throat.

His heart began to beat faster and faster, and his body began to heat up. He felt more alive, and his senses seemed to amplify.

Taking the opportunity, he quickly pulled up his status screen.

Name: David Vandrake

Class: [Greatest Servant]

Level: 1

Vitality: 7 (+2)

Strength: 6 (+2)

Agility: 8 (+2)

Endurance: 6 (+2)

Intelligence: 11

Willpower: 12

Mana pool: 5/5

Skills:

Greatest servant:

	[Accept request]




Path of the Hound:

	[Passive: Beast constitution]




David grinned at the result. From what he had learned, humans weren’t capable of directly consuming the mana from dungeon cores like beasts were accustomed to. But he was willing to bet that the new skill he had gained allowed him to process mana similarly to beasts.

It also seemed like for a short time after consuming a dungeon core, he enjoyed a temporary improvement in his stats.

But he knew that he was just scratching the surface with his ability.

“Shall we?”

Molo let out a whoop and a wild grin as he burst into the corridor. He hefted the shield before him, and David watched in awe as he charged through the slimes filling the corridor like a battering ram. Running behind him, David quickly snatched up the dungeon cores that they left behind, putting them in his satchel.

Together, they charged through the corridor, with Molo in the lead. A hidden wall rose, and an ape emerged, with screeches that made his blood run cold. Molo turned back in alarm, having run too far ahead to pivot back. Due to the confines of the corridor, the best David could do was attempt to stab the ape with his short sword.

The creature deftly evaded his strikes, lunging for David's throat.

Miki appeared in a blur, her bagh nakhs flashing with speed enhanced by the mana from the beast cores. David watched her punch dislodge the ape’s bottom jaw, slamming it into the wall. Miki quickly righted herself in anticipation of any other potential ambushes.

“Here! The exit is this way!”

They burst out into a cavernous space. It was a dungeon room similar to the Glavewoods, but in place of towering trees, the trees that scattered the area were barren and dead. A single, gargantuan light orb hung high above in the cavern, as if in place of the moon.

It wasn’t long before they heard the howls.

“Miki… you said your mother gave you this coordinate?” David panted, turning to Miki. She nodded in response, readying her fists as they scrambled to find a favourable location to face off against the pack.

“I think we’re onto something here.”

There were plenty of dungeon coordinates that led to isolated dungeon rooms on every tier. Those rooms weren’t linked to a Passage, and their only use were their resources, loot rooms, and the creatures that lay within.

As Professor Vinloch had informed them, when you came across challenging rooms, with plenty of enemies, mini-bosses and bosses, it meant that it was likely that you had come across a Passage. So far, from the moment they had arrived at the coordinate, enemies had assailed them with a fervour that eclipsed the mobs they had faced in the Glavewoods.

Miki’s mother had come through.

“Remember the plan!” David shouted as he heard the wolves close in on them.

David withdrew another dungeon core from his pouch, wincing as he chomped down on it. He felt the exhilarating sensation of mana suffusing his body.

It wasn’t long before the first wolf appeared.

“Molo!”

The wolf had crawled through dead roots, weaving between them with an agility that he envied. Since the beginning of the game, David had trained diligently with Molo and Miki, attempting desperately to hammer in the basic routines and footwork that they taught him.

But there was only so much that he could achieve in the span of a couple of days, where they had been training for years.

What he did learn was to identify his mistakes, then to understand precisely why a particular foot placement, strategy or swing was incorrect. The frustration came from perceiving the gap between what he knew to be right and his body's instinctive reaction to perform a subpar technique.

His hypothesis was that the beast cores would help him close the gap. The wolf darted forwards, its jaws clamping shut in the place his neck had occupied just a second ago.

“David!”

“Trust me!”

David circled the wolf, carefully keeping his eyes on its legs and body language.

There.

David felt a flash of terror as the wolf leapt. Ordinarily, his body would have lagged behind, lacking the years of muscle memory that both Miki and Molo had honed.

But it was not so with the beast core.

He felt the woosh of air as the wolf soared over him, flattening himself into the dirt. He watched as it skidded for a split second, righting itself before leaping at him again. David pivoted, the wolf only grazing him as he dodged its second attack.

David watched the nape of the wolf’s neck pass him by, exposed for a strike.

He relented.

He waited for the wolf to attack again. Each and every exchange, he noticed his body closing the gap. He knew he was growing tired and that his stamina was lagging, but whenever it did, he crunched on yet another dungeon core – instantly invigorated.

The value of the cores wasn’t in the slight bump to the stats they granted him.

It was how useful they were as a training aid.

They allowed him to efficiently recover stamina that he would otherwise have only recovered after a long period of rest. Heightening his reflexes just a touch, allowing him to push himself closer to the edge where growth was at its pinnacle. Not too far in his comfort zone to be useless, and not too far out of it to be deadly.

When the exchanges with the wolf became easy, that was when he knew it was time to end the fight.

The wolf panted, its steps unsteady, and David lunged. He plunged his blade into the side of the wolf’s neck, its lifeblood slowly seeping from its body.

“Are you alright, David?”

Miki approached him with concern, but Molo simply laughed.

“Brotha, you’re crazy! That’s how you want us to train?”

David nodded, his eyes gleaming.

“Precisely.”

They turned to look at the tower shield jammed between the roots. They could hear other members of the pack outside, their claws tearing into the shield in an attempt to dislodge it.

They heard a howl, this one far greater than the others.

If they waited too long, the entire pack would arrive, cornering them into the small cave under the roots.

“You ready?”

“Ay!”

Molo charged, driving his shoulder into the tower shield and plunging forward. The pair of wolves attempting to dislodge it were ragdolled backwards. Without missing a beat, Miki lunged outwards from behind him, overtaking Molo and driving her bagh nakhs into the first wolf’s throat.

David, who was slower than Miki, attempted to guard Molo’s flank from the remaining wolf. This time, when the wolf lunged at him, David felt a burst of satisfaction as his body obeyed him. His intent was translated into form as he pivoted smoothly without thinking, his sword flashing as he administered a smooth cut across its flank.

“We need to reposition! I’m using the scent, get away!”

David withdrew a pair of tightly wrapped bundles as well as a flint and steel. He quickly pinpointed the direction from which the pack leader’s howls were coming from, before lighting the fuses and throwing the bundles in the two corridors leading to the small clearing they were in.

Miki and Molo drew out bundles of their own. But instead of lighting them aflame, they each took a sniff, visibly gagging from the scent but acclimatising themselves to the scent.

The bundles were actually fungi mushed together, which would emit a pungent odour when lit aflame. It was important for them to desensitise themselves, given that their already heightened sense of smell was further amplified by the dungeon cores.

The bundles exploded, the smell washing over him and making his eyes water.

“Take out the smaller ones, we’ll get the pack leader alone. If it’s far above our pay grade, we’ll retreat.”

“You’re crazy, brotha! Using a mini-boss as a training dummy! You always did like the crazy ones, cuz!”

“Molo, focus!”

The wolves were upon them. They slammed into the wall of spores. Miki unlatched herself from the tree that she had climbed above the corridors, falling upon a pair of wolves and instantly driving her claws into their skulls.

Molo covered her, slamming an attacking wolf up against a wall, while Miki ended its life with a quick slash of her bagh nakhs.

Then, the pack leader arrived.

Instead of the dull grey of its underlings, this wolf had a coat of ash white. It watched them with a keen sense of intelligence in its maroon eyes. Unlike its subordinates, it hadn’t charged blindly into the spore bombs, but approached with caution – sniffing the air, but fearless and steady in its approach. Also unlike its subordinates, it rose to Molo’s height, and muscles rippled beneath its fur as it stalked closer.

David’s heartbeat began to race as he sized up the intelligent creature. It was careful to keep Molo and Miki in its sight, quickly identifying David to be the least threatening of the group.

“Kill it, David!” Miki shouted.

A similar sensation filled his chest – the resonance with his class. It was a request that he could accept.

[Accept request]

David, Miki and Molo chomped down on another beast core, and they watched the leader charge.

Molo braced with the tower shield, driving its bottom edge into the soil to use it as leverage.

“Flanking!” David shouted, watching as the creature anticipated Molo’s gambit – choosing not to confront him head-on. With its superior agility, David watched in awe and horror as it swiftly changed its direction with a twist of its body, diverting its momentum in an instant.

Molo unleashed his battleaxe.

The enchantment on the weapon flashed a bright orange, conjuring a blinding flame that seared through the air in an arc. It clipped the side of the greatwolf, cutting through the tendons of its leg, and causing it to sag under its own weight. The smell of burnt meat filled the air, but David quickly realised that the blow had only enraged the beast.

“Kill!”

Miki dashed in, ducking under the beast’s gargantuan jaws to score the tendons on its other leg. The greatwolf roared in agony, its front feet buckling as it fell to the ground.

It was already too late once David recognised its gambit.

Red eyes flashed, the wolf biting not towards Miki, but towards her satchel.

The bag full of beast cores popped like flavoured bubbles in the creature's mouth, and they watched in horror as the wounds inflicted on its legs began to rapidly repair themselves.

The wolf… it can draw mana from the beast cores too?

Its jaws loomed over Miki, poised to clamp down.

He threw the remainder of the spore bombs at the pack leader.

They burst into light green spores that filled the air around the wolf. He saw it stagger as it was hit point-blank by the full force of their stench. Normally, a gambit like that would have mildly annoyed the greatwolf, perhaps rendering its sense of smell temporarily ineffective.

But after consuming a whole bag of beast cores?

“Molo, now!”

Molo’s greataxe scythed through the air, slamming into the pack leader’s skull. David could hear the crack echo out even at a distance, and he watched the beast’s body jolt before it eventually fell still.

Molo and Miki fell to their knees, and when David approached, he could see that their eyes were watering from the stench. Their shoulders fell and rose rapidly as they panted from exhaustion.

“Human, you’re one crazy bastard.”

David grinned at Miki’s words as he helped them to their feet, giving them rags to wipe away their tears and cover their noses from the lingering stench.

Eventually, they rose and pressed further into the forest only to hear more howls. It seemed like the greatwolf was the limit of their abilities for now. For future reference, David identified the location of the loot room from a distance to make sure that they claimed the loot when they eventually returned. His eyes also widened upon noticing the smallest hint of mist emanating from the room.

“Miki… Molo… this dungeon is part of a Passage.”

His friends let out whoops of excitement as they noticed what he did.

“For now, the rest is beyond us. But we’ll have to return here eventually, maybe after the conclusion of the games. And now… the moment of truth,” David muttered.

He opened his status.

Name: David Vandrake

Class: [Greatest Servant]

Level: 1

Vitality: 9

Strength: 8

Agility: 10

Endurance: 8

Intelligence: 11

Willpower: 12

Mana pool: 5/5

Skills:

Greatest servant:

	[Accept request]




Path of the Hound:

	[Passive: Beast constitution]

	[Rend] unlocked!




“Well? Don’t hold us in suspense?” Miki poked him in the side, seeing him stare blankly at the air in front of him.

“My stats… they went up, just like we suspected. I can use the dungeon cores to train my physical stats really quickly… at least until their effectiveness plateaus. But…”

“But what?”

David stared at the new skill that he had unlocked.

***

The day before

“What are our points sitting at now?”

“Approximately 320, brotha.”

Miki and David stared at Molo in amazement as he performed the mental arithmetic at an astronomical pace. The enormous beastkin gave them a smug grin.

“I’m not just a pretty face, ay?”

“Not bad so far… I’d say we’re probably falling in the middle of the pack… no pun intended.”

Miki rolled her eyes, but punched him in the shoulder. David did notice a smidgen of disappointment in her eyes. On the one hand, by providing their classmates with dungeon coordinates, they were placing themselves at a disadvantage by giving them more opportunities to score points.

But on the other, they were enriching their enclave massively as a whole. The thing about dungeon cores, as distinct from levelling, was that their effectiveness didn’t decline outside of the dungeon. That meant that even the rest of the houndkin, who weren’t permitted access to the dungeon except in exceptional circumstances, would benefit hugely from the beastcores that they had secured for them.

Still, David had told her about the headmistress’ offer. They had also asked their classmates to inform them of the location of mana grass, effectively outsourcing that side goal at the same time.

All in all, David’s plan had worked excellently.

“I haven’t been entirely honest about my class.”

David winced at the look of surprise on Molo and Miki’s faces.

“Both of you have stood by me from the moment that I arrived at the Academy.”

David raised a hand before Miki could reply.

“Yes, you distrusted me. You had every reason to. But you also gave me a chance and talked to me about what was on your mind. You trusted me with that,” David told Miki, watching as she blushed.

“I’m sorry that I lied to you.”

“I’m sure you had a good reason, brotha,” Molo said softly, laying a reassuring hand on his shoulder. Even as he did, David wasn’t blind to the slight tinge of hurt that played across his friend’s face.

“I gained a unique class. One that I haven’t been able to find in the Book of [classes]. It’s called the [greatest servant].”

Miki and Molo’s eyes widened at his words.

“The reason I lied to you, to everyone, was because of… the Holy See. I wanted to try my best to fly under their radar. To fly under the radar in general. The Holy See aside… you know how it is with adventuring. If you’re strong, people respect you. If you have potential…”

“They crush you, and stomp it out because you’re competition. It can be cutthroat.”

The tension in Miki and Molo’s faces eased up. But even still, David felt his heart thunder in his chest as his eyes fell on Miki. She made to reach out for him with a reassuring hand, but David held up his palm, biting his lip.

“There’s something else I need to tell you. It’s about… how the class works.”

***

“Miki! Wait!”

Molo and David watched her storm out of the room, tears running from her eyes.

David let out a sigh, gritting his teeth.

“You messed up there, brotha.”

“I… I wasn’t even thinking about how she would feel, Molo.”

The houndkin broke out into a soft smile.

“You’re new to this, ay? Not just adventuring, but knowing how to treat a girl’s heart.”

David put his face in his hands, but before he could dwell any further, Molo spoke.

“Brotha, my first girlfriend asked me whether I would love her if I was a worm. You want to know what I said?”

“Molo… that’s different—”

“I told her that I’d take a dump on her whenever she wanted, all she had to do was ask. Catastrophic, brotha.”

David choked, watching as Molo solemnly nodded his head.

“I thought that worms liked fresh fertiliser. It was my honest mistake, turns out they don’t. But there’s only one way to make up for it, and it isn’t sulking about it in your room, ay? You know what to do.”

David nodded, standing to his feet.

“Go get your girl.”

“And take a dump on her to assert my dominance?”

“You took the wrong moral away from the story, brotha. That’s a dangerous thing.”

David exchanged a smile, bumping Molo’s fist.

“Thanks, brother.”

***

David found her where they had last spoken. Up on the veranda overlooking the houndkin’s enclave. By now, he was a common face, having accompanied Molo and Miki when they had gone to speak to their elders about the dungeon core exchange.

David sat next to her, eyes on the horizon.

“The first girl I ever liked swore at me and spat the lingering distaste from her mouth when I asked if she wanted to go on a date with me.”

“Yeah? Maybe you deserved it.”

“I didn’t deserve that… but I do deserve this. I’m sorry, Miki.”

Miki’s eyes didn’t move from the horizon.

“I should have told you sooner. But if you think that the reason I liked you was just because of the way that my class worked… that I was pursuing you just because I got skills from your… reputation?”

David gritted his teeth.

“Then you couldn’t be more wrong.”

“What do you like about me, then?”

David swallowed as Miki’s gaze turned to him. He could see that her fists were tight by her side, and that she was trembling slightly, her eyes still wet from the tears.

“You didn’t see me as some selfish human man who was putting his future teams at risk for a pipedream, even though that is technically exactly what I’m doing. You gave me a chance, and you explained yourself. I know that takes a great deal of bravery to do. You were certainly a great deal braver than I was.”

David hesitated, fumbling with his hands in his lap.

“I was afraid that you would distance yourself from me after realising what my class was like.”

As the silence drew on and the sun continued to set, David let out a soft breath.

“I understand if you don’t want to see me again—”

“So, you don’t like me because I’ve got a great ass, or abs to die for?”

David sputtered, coughing as Miki watched on with sickening satisfaction.

“I’ll forgive you on one condition. No, maybe two.”

Daivd stood to his feet in a rush, relief washing over him.

“Anything you wa—”

“You’re coming to the feast with me after the dungeon game this weekend. I’m going to introduce you to my mother.”

David paled as his eyes widened.

“O-of course.”

Miki’s smile was like a half moon in the evening light, sharp enough to cut steel.

“The second?”

“You answer a question.”

“Yes?”

“Would you…”

Miki trailed off, sliding closer to him. David watched as she slid her finger down his neck and down his abdomen, halting just above his crotch.

“Like me if I was a worm.”

David blanked, staring into Miki’s hazel brown eyes as her blank stare slowly morphed into one of intense amusement.

“He told you the story, too?”

“It’s his go-to story. I’m pretty sure he’s given that pep talk to every one of the pups when they first fuck up badly.”

They snorted and laughed, thinking of Molo’s grinning, smug face.

Then she leaned into him and kissed him.

Before biting him on the lower lip.

“Ow!”

“Don’t lie to me again, got it?” Miki breathed, David’s face in her hands.

“Yes ma’am…”

“What is it, spit it out, human.”

David looked at her uncertainly, gulping.

“I… uh it’s nothing—”

“We just had the conversation about honesty—”

“Are we… a thing now?”

“Do you want us to be?”

David hesitated. He watched Miki’s lips curl upwards, noticing his reaction.

“Miki, wait, let me explain—”

“There’s no explanation needed.”

She sank downwards, forcing his back and head onto the cold stone beneath them. She was on top of him, her eyes drinking him in as she leaned closer, pressing her breasts into his chest.

She leaned back, sitting softly on top of his crotch.

“I know your type. You’re ambitious. You certainly won’t want to settle down with the first girl with a cute ass that you fall for, will you?”

He winced as she nestled his erection between her legs.

“But don’t worry, I meant what I said. I don’t mind sharing.”

Miki ran a finger gently down his erection, causing an electric shiver to course down his spine.

“But if you lie to me again, you’ll have nothing left to share. Deal?”

“D-deal.”

“Good! I’ll see you tomorrow for the dungeon run.”

Miki rose, leaving him splayed out on the floor. David’s cheeks flushed as he heard giggles erupt nearby, watching as a group of female houndkin gawked at him from where they were peering around the corner.

Miki strolled over to them, shooting him a wink, before disappearing with her friends.

“Fuck,” David whispered.


Chapter 13


The dungeon runs continued, with David’s team almost tripling the points they had obtained in the first couple of days, reaching the deadline with just over a thousand points.

Unfortunately, Valadria’s team comprised of Evelyn and Baela had surged ahead, almost doubling their own points, having hit a total of 2200. To their surprise, Stara and Lara trailed close behind at 1800, employing a blitzing strategy where they rapidly searched dungeon rooms and hit every loot room they could find. They lost out on the points they would have gained by fighting bosses and mini-bosses, but amassed points with great efficiency and minimal risk.

Still, David felt like they were making solid progress. Not only had they enabled the houndkin to gain a hefty chunk of dungeon cores, they had also earned a profit from their endeavours. On the skills front, his training strategy of consuming the cores and pushing himself to the absolute limit had paid dividends with the increase in his physical stats. Then there was the matter of gaining another skill from his relationship with Miki.

[Rend] did just what it suggested.

David could feel the energy surge through him when he activated the skill, tearing apart the air in three slashes – one comprised of his blade, and the other two inflicted by blades of mana that appeared at either side of his sword when he called upon the skill, mimicking a beast’s claws.

He also could feel that the skill interacted with the mana derived from the beast cores, allowing him to amplify his strikes to a much greater extent than he ordinarily would.

“Congratulations on an excellent performance! One of the best we’ve seen from a batch of freshman in years. You distinguished yourselves by identifying a key bottleneck in delving in the Infinite Dungeon… dungeon coordinates,” Professor Vinloch gave David an approving nod.

“For many years, [geomancers] have tried various means of drilling into the ground in an effort to penetrate into dungeon rooms – all to no avail. Each dungeon room is its own microcosm and instance, and impermeable from the outside, as if to suggest that accessing them otherwise than through the conventional means is forbidden. Thus, the importance of dungeon coordinates. And as some of you have discovered, these coordinates are rewards found in the loot rooms themselves.”

“A huge congratulations to Valadria’s team, who will be given the option to support the raid departing on Sundas! To the top three teams, please see me after class to claim your rewards.”

“Where’s Baela? I don’t see her in class today, there’s no way she’d miss out on the prizes,” Miki whispered under her breath. True to her words, when David scanned the lecture hall, Baela was nowhere to be found.

“After all of your hard work, please enjoy an extended break until classes commence next Wednesdas, when the raid is estimated to end. I will release a list of other rewards that the rest of you will be able to exchange for your points, although I expect the lessons you learned in this exercise will be the greatest reward. See you next week.”

With that, Professor Vinloch dismissed them, and they filtered out of the lecture hall.

“Brotha… you see that?”

“What is it, Molo?”

“The teams that won.”

David’s eyes shifted to the stage. Valadria and Evelyn strode up as the team in the lead, followed Stara and Lara. But behind them…

“Aika? She came in third all by herself?” David said, his eyes widening at the realisation. Now that he thought, he didn’t notice Aika joining any of the other students in the induction test when they had split up to search the Glavewoods either.

“She’s strong, ay?”

“And very attractive,” Miki whispered, sending a jolt through David’s spine. He smiled weakly at her as she returned a sweet smile.

“W-well, I’ve got some plans with the Headmistress, I’d better be leaving—”

“Aren’t you a busy boy.”

“M-molo a little help, Molo? Molo, why are you running?”

“You’re on your own with this one, brotha! Remember my wisdom!”

“I’ll take a shit on your chest—MOLO HELP!”

Miki grinned as she watched Molo run away, detecting danger when he saw it. To David’s surprise, Miki simply pecked him on the cheek, giving him a slight shove.

“Don’t forget. I’ll see you at the feast tomorrow.”

Then to her surprise, David caught her arm, drawing her closer to him as he returned the kiss.

“Can’t wait.”

“I bet you can’t,” Miki whispered under her breath with a passing glance at his trousers. David blushed and coughed into his hand as she walked off.

***

“Ava… are you going to come out now?”

David swallowed down the nausea that threatened to overwhelm him when he sat back in the chair, preparing for the mental resistance testing. The headmistress called out to her office, but didn’t receive any response.

“Um… hi Ava, I’ve brought a couple more books with me, if you’re interested in them?”

Two golden horn stubs peeked from around the corner of the Headmistress’ office. As he made eye contact with Ava, he felt a pang of sadness at the fear in her eyes. Not fear of him, but a fear of how she would be received.

“You… you don’t hate me?”

“Hate you? No way. I’m grateful for your help. It must be awful to have to do this again and again, as your mother tries to find a way to work around this.”

“T-thank you for the books. They were incredible. I’ve never seen illustrations like those before, and mother’s brought me plenty of books from the Academy’s library.”

“I’m glad you liked them.”

“Tell me about the game, mother told me that you were competing for points by going on dungeon dives, what was it like! Did you see any creatures?”

Ava delivered a slew of questions, immediately taking a seat beside him and recovering her previous enthusiasm in an instant. It brought him a great deal of relief to see her acting more like her usual self again. And he did not miss the headmistress’ look of gratitude that she shot him.

I really can’t get a read on her… is she just teasing me or does she…

No. There’s no way.

He had debated telling the headmistress about his abilities, but due to her obligations and her proximity with the Holy See, he figured that he would continue trying to explore with Miki and Molo’s help. He had already made some steady progress experimenting on his own, and it had only been a week since he had arrived at the Academy.

The test went similarly to last time. When Ava activated her abilities, David could feel himself dissociating. This time, he felt a lot less alarmed at the sensation and tried to mentally pull himself back into his body. Despite his efforts though, it took about the same amount of time for him to regain control of himself.

The headmistress assured him that it could take time before any differences in his mental resistance began to show. And perhaps he would have been worried had there not been something of significance at the forefront of his mind.

The feast.

***

As David arrived at the houndkin’s enclave, he saw light orbs strung up and children playing with sparklers, running along the streets. On his way over, he had glimpsed other islands sharing a similar celebration – the kitsune’s palaces lit up with elegant light fixtures, and the bunnyfolk’s den entrances bustling with people.

David had cleaned up for the occasion, not precisely knowing just what to expect.

Apart from the fact that Miki was going to introduce him to her mum.

“Granny, if only you could see me now.”

David smirked, thinking back to the message he had requested the headmistress to relay to his grandmother. He hadn’t received a reply, but he was sure that Granny was enjoying her newfound peace and quiet. He had little reason to worry. There were few people capable of causing her significant trouble, even in her advanced age. She would reply when she saw fit.

“Brotha! Welcome!”

A loud booming voice called out from within the crowd, and David grinned as Molo emerged to wrap him in a hug. Molo dragged him over to where a group of his friends were sitting, introducing David to them. They tried to convince him to join their local gym, which he was inclined to do. He was already seeing the fruits of his training, having gained a respectable amount of muscle mass. His recovery time after physical exertion had also lessened noticeably.

“Hey Molo… with so many people using beast cores, do you think there’ll be any trouble with the Church?”

Molo laughed, shaking his head.

“It seems like they’ve been turning a blind eye to it, brotha. Times are truly changing. I’d suspect dungeon core suppliers to be changing their policies after seeing the Church’s reaction to our plan. But enough about that, ay. I’m sure you’re looking for Miki.”

David grinned and headed in the direction that Molo pointed him towards. The crowd continued to grow denser as he continued down the street, realising that it led to a large town square that was filled with tables stacked with food and performers.

Glancing towards the far edge of the square, David glimpsed what must have been the hounkin elders sitting at an elevated table, deep in discussion.

“Are those… representatives from the Capital? And the Church?”

“Sure are, brotha. They attended our last feastday as well. Had a hand in organising it. Things are looking up,” Molo grinned.

David recognised the white robes that the Pontiff had worn, as well as a man dressed in black plate armour emblazoned with the crest of the royal family – a golden, twisting star encompassed by concentric circles.

“You made it!”

Miki barrelled into him, encircling him in a hug.

She was stunning.

A dark red dress draped from her shoulders, contrasting beautifully against her long, black hair. She squeezed his arm to her chest, clearly enjoying how he gulped, letting out a small giggle.

“Let me introduce you to my friends.”

“O-oh you’re really introducing me to everyone—”

“My friends are off limits.”

“Wait, I never intended—”

Miki grinned, tugging him along towards a group of houndkin girls – the very same ones that had witnessed his previous interaction with Miki on the veranda. Miki’s friends were not shy about teasing him, but David was just happy that their previous conversation didn’t seem to be lingering on her mind.

“So… what does it say my ‘reputation’ is right now? You can see it, right?”

David winced. He knew that he could make the number appear over her head, similarly to how he made his status screen appear.

“It’s… sitting at 50 right now.”

“Interesting…”

“What are you thinking about…?”

Miki gave him a wink.

“Oh, not much. Just wondering how high it’ll get by the end of tonight. With all the serving that you’ll be doing, you know?”

David gaped at her, but before he could reply, he watched as one of the elders at the head table rose, letting out a howl into the night. The chatter died down, and the feast’s attendants turned in the elder’s direction.

“Welcome, kin and honoured guests!”

“That’s the enclave’s Chieftain – Charak. He’s one of our best warriors; they’ve even made exceptions, bringing him along to dungeon raids,” Miki whispered.

The houndkin’s roar filled the air and was followed by cheers from the crowd. Upon closer inspection, he was an elder only in name – clearly only slightly past his prime. Much like Molo, he was covered in thick muscle, and a long cloak of black fur hung from his shoulders – likely a prize from a dungeon boss.

“We welcome you to a very special feastday. I have an important announcement to make.”

The whispers were silenced, and David could feel an electric anticipation in the air.

“For the first time in our history, the Vediran Academy has admitted two of our best young warriors into its midst. Molo and Miki have been a boon to us in more ways than one,” he said, raising a goblet in their direction. His words were followed by raucous cheers and the stomping of feet like a stampede.

David felt Miki’s hand tighten around his as she blushed from the attention.

“Today also marks a second historic departure for the Isles. The very first expedition into the fourth layer will commence,” the Chief said, eyes scanning over the crowd. “I am pleased to announce that by the grace of our honoured allies, a few select warriors under my wing have been chosen to support the raid, among them, Miki and Molo!”

David’s eyes widened before snapping to the Church and Capital representatives who joined in the clapping next to the Chief.

“But enough chatter! The beer flows freely, and there is food aplenty. Tonight, we feast, and on the morrow we make history!”

The cheers that erupted were deafening. Miki’s friends and nearby houndkin approached her to congratulate her. He also noticed Molo receiving the same treatment a short distance away, watching as his friend met his gaze, giving him a thumbs up and a grin.

“Were you planning on telling me?”

“I didn’t want to ruin the surprise,” Miki said, dragging David away from the centre of the crowd. “Come on!”

“B-but—”

“The food? Men.”

“Can you blame me? It looks incredible.”

Miki smirked.

“Yeah, I know it does. There’ll be plenty to feast on where we’re going.”

David wisely chose to withhold any further comments before giving a final passing glance towards the mountains of food that the crowd had gravitated towards.

The sounds of the celebration faded away as they climbed further up the enclave after countless flights of stairs. They continued up the hill upon which the houndkin’s enclave was built, and David could see the lights of the celebration below them as they climbed. He admired the trees that lined the path, orange leaves that gleamed in the maegelight of the suspended light orbs.

Eventually, Miki led him off the beaten path to a small clearing overlooking the Isles.

“Miki… this…”

David stared at the tent that Miki had prepared for them. Along with the small light orbs that dotted the area, giving their surroundings a warm glow. David could also see that she had prepared piles of food – likely having raided the tables before he had arrived.

He felt his guilt twist in his gut.

“I’m—”

“Shh. We’ve already had that talk. Let’s eat.”

They ate in comfortable silence, staring out at the other islands. David could feel his heart hammering in his chest.

“My mother couldn’t make it today. It seemed like she had duties to perform at the kitsune’s celebration. But she’s very excited to meet you.”

“I… bought her a gift.”

Miki frowned as David withdrew the wand. It was more ornamental than anything of substance, but its form had immediately gripped him when he had glimpsed it one day, wandering the houndkin markets.

“This is… beautiful. Thank you.”

“I got something for you too.”

Miki stared as he withdrew a book from his satchel. Specifically, a spellbook – one that contained a basic illusory spell.

“I’m sorry that we couldn’t get you to the Springs… but I’m determined to make it there eventually. Once you build up enough of a mana pool, I figured—”

Miki interrupted him with a kiss.

Unlike the previous times, it wasn’t soft or slow. His breath caught as Miki pushed him to the ground, unbuttoning his shirt with deft fingers while her lips and tongue intertwined with his own. She removed her dress while straddled on top of him, exposing the fact that—

“You weren’t wearing any…”

“Shame you didn’t notice sooner,” Miki whispered.

Her breasts were on full display, lit by the dim light orbs –perky and round. David ran his fingers down her soft, slightly tanned skin, swallowing as Miki guided his hands up towards her breasts. He cupped them, a soft moan escaping her lips as he ran a finger across her nipple, and he watched in satisfaction as she blushed from the involuntary sound.

As his gaze traced her body, moving to her toned abs and down towards her—

“Not so fast,” Miki leaned closer, obscuring his view. He felt a deft hand unzip his pants, and a finger trace across his erect member. Before she could go any further, David pulled her by her arm, twisting her down onto the ground, while he perched on top of her.

“W-wait!”

“You aren’t the only one who can play these games.”

David ran his tongue over her breasts, watching her shudder in pleasure as he gave them a soft bite. His hand reached up to her ears, and as he gently stroked them, he watched her back arch in pleasure as her blush deepened.

“W-what are you—”

David ran his hands between her smooth thighs, tracing closer to her pelvis. As he did so, he began to kiss her skin, drawing closer and closer to her navel, then proceeding below. He could feel her shaking in anticipation as he finally reached his destination. David felt Miki’s hands curl into his hair as he tasted her, her sweet scent overwhelming his senses.

“I can’t wait. I can’t—” Miki said breathlessly, before David acquiesced.

As he thrust inside her, he felt a loud moan escape Miki’s lips as she covered her face in embarrassment and overwhelming pleasure. He began to slide deeper and faster, the pleasure utterly overwhelming his senses and forcing him to slow in his pace.

“Faster,” Miki commanded, having removed her arm from her eyes. David could see a hunger in them that made his heart race, and he rushed to oblige.

He rapidly thrust forwards, watching as her soft breasts bounced from the motion and her cries escaped into the air.

“Miki I’m—”

“Come for me!”

Miki pulled him forward, inviting him to finish between her breasts, her erect nipples hard to the touch. Miki moaned as he covered her in his seed, which dripped off her soft skin. He collapsed on top of her as they panted breathlessly, watching as Miki’s lips rose to meet his again.

“I’m sorry, um… I should have lasted longer.

“Who knows how tomorrow’s raid is going to go. Or if I’ll even live to see next week,” Miki whispered.

“Don’t say that—”

“My point is… you didn’t think we were only doing it once, did you?”

Miki smiled mischievously.

“We’ve got to make the most of our night.”

Miki slipped out a beast core from a pouch beside them, slipping one into her mouth, and leaning in to kiss him. He felt the core dissolve, mana surging into his body and instantly replenishing his fatigue and amplifying his senses.

He watched, stunned as Miki mounted him once more, beginning to rub his member between her legs, causing it to throb intensely with pleasure.

“Oh… fuck.”


Chapter 14


David rose to the sunrise filtering into the tent. Rising with a groan, he was hit with the aftermath of his night of debauchery, feeling the strain in his muscles after having consumed multiple beast cores along with Miki.

Miki had absolutely blown his expectations away for the night. She had hinted that things were leading in a physical direction, but he didn’t expect just how eager she was, or how fast things had escalated. But as fun and pleasurable as the night had been, the image of her falling asleep in his arms with the night sky above them was not one that he would ever forget.

Miki was nowhere to be found. She had told him that she would need to hurry to make preparations for the raid, which gave David a couple of free days to plan his next steps and experiment with his abilities before Molo and Miki returned.

A part of him was envious that they would be going on the historical raid without him, but he quickly quashed the irrational feeling. It was what both of them deserved. He never could have imagined that in the span of a week at the Academy, he would make such fast and close friends, or have found someone as amazing as Miki who wanted to be a part of his life as much as he did hers.

Instead, he was more concerned for their safety. All he wanted was for them to return safe and sound, and to continue adventuring and delving with them.

He returned to the Academy with a spring in his step, his thoughts on the next possible steps for him.

“I won’t be able to delve into the dungeon solo with no one around to partner up with… maybe I could pay Granny a surprise visit! I might even be able to tell her about my class and ask her for tips,” David nodded to himself. He smiled. He’d only been away from home for a week, and he was already beginning to miss her.

“Morning, handsome.”

David turned, waving to Stara and Lara who were headed to the adventurer’s guild as well. They looked to be slightly hungover from the feast that the bunnyfolk had arranged.

“Hey guys.”

“Someone had a big night last night.”

“Uh…”

Stara smirked, shooting him a wink and pointing at her nose.

“Beastkin, remember?”

“Oh.”

Lara scoffed, rolling her eyes at her sister’s antics.

“Forget the smell, it’s written all over your face! So, it finally happened, huh? Miki’s been raving about you this whole week. I haven’t been able to get her to shut up.”

David chuckled, scratching the back of his neck. Then he recalled the news.

“Did you guys hear? Molo and Miki were selected to go on the raid!”

“Urgh, I’m jealous. Only our best warriors made the cut, there was no room for us. Although I’m sure plenty of the kitsune got priority too,” Lara sneered. Stara poked her sister in the side, but David noticed something that had been less prevalent to him before.

There were dynamics between the beastkin as well. It seemed as if some of them received preferential treatment from the Capital and the Holy See more than others.

“Sis, you need to get laid. Speaking of which, if you and Miki would ever like a bit of company, just let me know,” Stara winked at him as he stared.

Lara rolled her eyes.

“Is sex the only thing you ever think about?”

“It’s much more fun than whinging about geopolitics, dumbass,” Stara said, poking her sister in the side. “By the way, David. We’ll be at the beach having drinks if you’d like to hang out with us. Dorms are a little empty. It looks like everyone’s taking the chance to visit family back home.”

“I might take the opportunity as well.”

Stara took a step towards him, her long, bunny ears twitching above her as she stared at him.

“Looking forward to seeing someone back home?”

“No, no. Just my grandmother.”

“Good. Because I’d be ratting you out to Miki if you were.”

“Oh.”

David swallowed, watching as Stara narrowed her eyes. Then, her eyes shot wide open in recognition. Lara just stared at her sister in confusion.

“You didn’t. You sly bastard, you actually convinced her to let you sleep with other girls! You’re thinking of building a harem, aren’t you?”

David let out a sigh, knowing that there was no stopping Stara once she had gained a bit of momentum. As much as she loved to tease him, he also appreciated just how sharp she was. Practically nothing got by her if she was interested in finding out about you.

“I’ve spent a lot of time living in a village in the middle of nowhere. Leaving for the Academy was the very first time I took a step outside of my comfort zone. Miki is absolutely amazing. I seriously don’t know what she sees in me. But I also want to get to know other people, and to have new and different experiences. I don’t think I’m quite ready to be tied down so soon after I’ve gained independence for the first time in my life,” David said, the words pouring out in a rush.

It was the first time he had admitted it out loud. He had received practically no attention back in Trolth during his schooling, barring the odd girl who spared him a passing glance. If anyone was interested, his grandmother’s reputation had likely scared them off.

“You don’t have to explain yourself to me, hot stuff. I’m planning on getting a harem of my own.”

David raised an eyebrow as Stara winked at him.

“You are?”

“Yeah, why not? So many of the top adventurers have plentiful harems. They say that as you level and your stats grow higher, you get more… insatiable. Your libido increases. You can also go harder, for longer, and take more of a beating. beastkin can’t level, but all of the bunnyfolk’s top warriors certainly have their fair share of partners. I’m guessing it’s the same for us when we absorb more cores. But I suppose…”

Stara gave him a once-over, looking at him from head to toe.

“If I found the right guy capable of satisfying me, I wouldn’t mind joining his.”

David felt his cheeks warm at Stara’s words, as Lara rolled her eyes. Seizing the opportunity to shift the attention away from him, David turned to her sister.

“What about you, Lara? Have you thought about dating someone?”

“Me? Nah. Too much effort. So are harems. Especially if your lovers end up hating each other, that’s how you get stabbed in the back,” she shrugged. “I’ll just fuck who I want to, when I want to. Keep it simple.”

David felt his sweat surface as Lara’s eyes found his own, the eye contact dragging onwards. From her disdain for dating or flirting, he had always pegged her as someone who wasn’t interested in it. In a scary way, Lara seemed even more casual about her relationships than her sister. More intimidating still was that she didn’t seem to entirely mind his presence…

“Alright, well it was nice chatting with you guys. I’m going to catch a train back to Ardern. I’ll see you when I’m back.”

Waving goodbye to the twins and trying his best to cleanse the unholy thoughts that had surfaced, David packed his suitcase and made for the train station.

As he approached, he noticed that there was a bit of commotion out front. He recognised Generic Bitch Number One and Two arguing with a train conductor while other travellers were staring up at something a distance away from the station.

Following their gaze, David immediately realised what they were looking at.

The portal was gone.

The enormous portal a distance away from the Isles had disappeared. The locomotive tracks hung suspended in the air. David could see a cluster of mages hovering around the area, casting diagnostic spells to get to the root of the issue.

David discreetly crept closer to the generic bitches.

“There have been some technical difficulties with the portal architecture, and I assure you madam, that we’re doing our utmost to get it up and running as soon as possible—”

“I will have you know that my father will be having some stern words with your supervisor. This is utterly unacceptable! I’m going to be trapped on this godforsaken island for who knows how long because of your sheer incompetence!”

David considered interceding, but seeing the almost bored expression in the station employee’s eyes, he had a good feeling that the man had it under control. Still, with a hint of disappointment, he gathered his belongings and made his way back to the Academy.

He considered taking Stara and Lara up on their offer to join them at the beach, but winced as his body reminded him of his current priorities. While the cores did accelerate his recovery, using them constantly as an aid did not grant him or any other beastkin an endless supply of stamina.

Fatigue would build up, just more insidiously, and he would need to pace himself to avoid injury.

Considering that they had saved up an admirable war chest after Professor Vinloch’s game, his mind turned to one possible goal that could address.

Enchanted equipment.

***

The boat docked at Inazuma. It was the largest island in the Isles of Vedir. As soon as David stepped off the boat, it was like entering a different land.

It wasn’t the elegant lanterns that adorned the dock at regular intervals, or the towering architecture on display that gripped David’s attention. He had glimpsed the huge mansions and streets paved with flowers and cherry blossom trees from the houndkin’s enclave.

It was the people.

Every manner of being – houndkin, bunnyfolk, lamia and even humans were out and about on the street. But there was something off about them. Little things that implied that there was something beneath the surface, that there was more to them than met the eye.

“You must be new, young man,” an elderly lady laughed, calling out to him.

“Welcome to Inazuma. The island of illusion. You are in the domain of the kitsune, and you walk among them.”

“But…”

“You expected them to look like foxes? To bear some resemblance to the houndkin? You certainly can’t be blamed for that assumption, young man. But the kitsune pride themselves on their tricks. Their natural form might be the one that you envision, but they take pride in deception – at toeing the line. It amuses them to hide in plain sight, and they make a game of it. Or should I say…”

David’s eyes widened. Peering down at the old woman, he noticed that her remaining teeth were just the tiniest bit sharper than they should have been.

“We take great pride in it.”

David felt a chill run down his spine. He nodded respectfully to the old woman.

“Thank you for your introduction. Could you point me in the direction of the marketplace?”

He hurried in the direction that the old woman had pointed him towards, taking care not to stare as he weaved through the crowd. Some kitsune were more blatant with the modifications to their looks than others. One depicted himself as a houndkin, but with a long tail. A human woman’s eyes glittered in the sunlight as she waved an elegant fan to cool herself.

Then he frowned, his neck snapping around as he thought he caught sight of someone familiar. He saw a flash of silver hair vanish in the crowd, leaving him scratching his head. He shook himself from his thoughts, as his eyes caught on to a curious sign, nestled in the shade between stores.

Tribbana the Oracle.

Come reveal your future.


Chapter 15


“Welcome, young man. You come in search of your fortune.”

“You’re quite perceptive,” David chuckled, only to stop when he realised that the fortune teller opposite him wasn’t nearly as amused. "

“How much will a reading cost?”

“For you, young man? It is free.”

As the old hag says, nothing in this world is free except death and taxes.

I’m curious what the catch is, or how she’s going to upsell me.

“Oh? Thank you for your generosity. But I insist.”

David handed her a handful of silver coins, which she gracefully accepted. He wasn’t a particularly superstitious man, but he didn’t see any point in antagonising the oracle further.

“I see a—”

“Sorry for interrupting… don’t you usually need cards for this type of thing? Or a crystal ball?”

“Amateurs,” she spat to the side, “I would sooner divine the future using a toilet bowl filled with my own piss, and even then it would give me a clearer vision of the future,” she muttered.

“I’m glad that you’re well hydrated,” David said with a grin, only for him to falter when she didn’t return his smile.

I’ve been getting too cosy with all the colourful characters at the Academy.

There are ordinary people out there too. Don’t be a weirdo.

“I see a tree with infinite branches. In a reality where possibility is a commodity, you are the wealthiest man in existence. But wealth so often brings suffering when it is not directed with purpose.”

David frowned, considering her words.

Has she pegged me for a player? Is she saying I’ll have plenty of options?

“You will experience the truest taste of life. The sweetest and the foulest. Tastes which many go a lifetime without experiencing. But remember that it is up to you how you let your experiences mould you. Do not let fate usurp your authority to become the captain of your ship.”

She’s quite a good motivational speaker.

“And when you sink into the depths of despair, its feelers writhing into your skin, remember all of the memories that made life once worth living.”

David froze.

“Take care, my son.”

David started, jolting out of his reverie. He was surprised when he noticed a tear running down his cheek, quickly wiping it away as he shook his head. He stared at the oracle, whose face was shrouded in shadow, before she reached slowly for her hood.

She withdrew it to reveal an utterly ordinary, bored-looking older woman.

“That’s all I’ve got. Scram.”

The oracle shooed him away from his seat. David acquiesced, leaving the Oracle’s tent as he nodded to himself.

“Figured out how she makes her money,” he muttered, “traumatises her customers, then cuts a deal with the thought healers nearby for a cut of the profits. Oracle my ass, spouting some generic nonsense and pairing it with motivational bullcrap. If I wanted useless platitudes I would have bought a self-help book instead.”

He stared back at the unassuming black tent nestled between the market stalls with a shudder.

“Still… great business model. But I’m never doing that again.”

***

The rest of the day was spent perusing the various stalls on offer. If the houndkin were the foremost craftsmen on the Isles and the Arcanum were responsible for enchanting their wares, Inazuma was where the items ended up pretty and packaged, ready for sale.

David purchased Molo a shield enchanted with a [kinetic redistribution] spell. Kinetic magi specialised in redirecting the force inflicted on them right back at their opponents. A shield with a good kinetic enchantment could be used in a range of versatile ways – from being used to stop a charging minotaur, to halting a fall from an otherwise deadly height. That was assuming that the enchantment was of a high quality. At the price range that David was shopping, Molo could use it to greatly improve his survivability.

For Miki, David purchased a pair of sandals enchanted with [haste]. It gave Miki a permanent flat speed boost, which she could use to dance around her opponents. He also purchased a coupon to enchant a bound spell on her bagh nakhs. After getting them enchanted, she would be able to trigger the spell using a catchphrase or by channelling mana if she were a mage.

For himself, David bought a bag of holding – enchanted by the Arcanum’s spatial magi. He also bought a steel dagger and a small shield as options for him to use in his off-hand. With the limited skills at his disposal now, it was better if he invested more heavily into Molo and Miki’s builds before purchasing items for himself. He would have a better idea of what to buy once he unlocked more skills.

***

The days passed slowly.

David filled his time with sparring with Stara and Lara, spending some time talking with Ava, seeing as the headmistress was away, and perusing the library. Whatever issue that had been plaguing the portal architecture had been a critical one, seeing as how both generic bitches were accounted for at the dorms, fuming at their inability to return to the Capital. David made sure to give both girls a wide berth whenever he spotted them lurking around the Academy grounds.

He also found himself worrying a great deal for Miki and Molo. He was sure that the novice adventurers still enrolled in the Academy would be given non-essential roles, supporting the push from the backline, which was well within their abilities.

It wasn’t long before Tuesdas evening rolled around. Stara and Lara had told him that the Isles were preparing for the return of the adventurers. So far, if there had been a sizeable setback, news would have arrived on their progress. Instead, all seemed well as preparations to celebrate their arrival went ahead. Strangely, when he attempted to visit Ava knowing that she was by herself with her mother away on the raid, she was surprised to find that the half-succubus was not in Ovelia's underground lab.

Strange… I guess Ovelia's arranged for her to stay somewhere else for the time being.

David took the chance to head down to Inazuma, booking a room at an upmarket inn and purchasing two seats for their dinner buffet. This time, David knew that it was his turn to repay Miki. He was sure that Molo wouldn’t be too disappointed to be left out when he found the enchanted shield waiting for him in his dormitory, and a voucher to take Valadria out to a nice restaurant and hotel sitting on his bed.

He was seated in the lobby of the hotel, having left a message with Miki’s friends to inform her to meet him outside the establishment.

“Maybe I didn’t think this through,” David grimaced, glancing at the clock on his room’s wall. It was starting to get late, and he couldn’t hear the sound of festivities outside like he was expecting. He felt the sickening feeling of nausea and anxiety stir in his gut, but he quickly pushed it down.

“If something had gone wrong with the raid, I’m sure they would have sent a message back or called for reinforcements.”

Still, David rose from his seat, leaving the room behind. He exited the room, returning to the hotel’s reception.

“Where is everyone? Maybe the festivities have started?”

David frowned as he checked the rooms around him. They were all empty, and there was no one minding the hotel desk. With each step he took towards the entrance, he could feel his pulse begin to rise, the sickening feeling in his gut resurfacing.

David stepped out onto the street.

He stepped up to the railing which overlooked the Inazuman market.

David froze.

In place of the bustling market filled with people of all different races…

David stared out at a market filled with only one.

Kitsune. In their original form. Their visages discarded, and he stared at what the humans had originally called foxkin, only to be abandoned in favour of the title they had chosen for themselves.

Everywhere he looked, he saw eyes that glowed in the darkness, and numerous tails that emerged at their back, each almost as long as their torso. They were entrancing, and David stopped himself as he realised that he had taken an involuntary step towards them, threatening to tip over the balustrade overlooking the market.

But there was another abnormality.

They were all staring in one direction.

David jogged out onto the street, following their gazes.

He stared as a single figure hovered high over the Vediran hole. They gleamed with silver light that seemed to emanate from the fur of their tails. Blazing golden eyes shone as pinpricks in the darkness. They were like twin stars where they hung ethereally suspended, the nine tails behind them writhing like an angry beast possessed of its own mind. They were too far away for David to make out their defining features.

David’s gaze returned towards the market streets. He noticed something trailing between the cobblestones, coming to rest at his feet. He crouched, touching his fingers to the substance, and immediately recognising it for what it was.

Then looked back at the market. At the foot of the figures caught in a collective dream, obscured by their long, elegant robes, he glimpsed them.

Bodies of humans.

Ripped to shreds. Their blood filling the grooves between the cobblestones, staining them red.

David immediately broke out into a sprint away from the market, his mind awhirl.

An uprising?

Are the kitsune taking advantage of the absence of the adventurers to make a move on the Isles?

David’s eyes widened as he reviewed the events of the past few days.

The train station. The faulty portal architecture. Could it have been sabotaged by them?

David gritted his teeth as he made his way through the alley. His destination was the bridge that connected Inazuma to the central island where the Hole and Academy were situated.

The bridge was littered with the bodies of humans.

Think, think, think.

David’s eyes widened as he closely considered the inert forms. The differences between humans and beastkin were slight, in some instances. houndkin had fur that sprouted from their shoulders, were typically blessed with greater physical prowess, and their ears emerged from the top of their heads.

Other than that, they maintained a similar form to humans.

Yet even upon a second glance…

There was not a single beastkin’s body to be seen.

David let out a slow breath, the anxiety melting away.

“You’ve got the adventurer’s mind, grandshit.”

“What do you mean, Grandma?”

“Pity you don’t have the smarts to boot.”

“Grandma!”

Aela chuckled as she knitted, rocking her chair gently.

“When shit hits the fan. When your back is against the wall. Some people crumble, fully appreciating their doom. But not us, boy. I see you. We see things as they are, and everything else fades away.”

Grandmother Aela’s eyes darkened as she shut them, her grip tightening around her sewing needles.

“Embrace that feeling, and let it see you to the other side.”

David crept out of the corner, dragging one of the human’s corpses towards him. He slowly undid the man’s cloak, noticing that it was stained by his blood. He withdrew a core from his bag of holding, having ensured that he had stocked it full in case of emergencies.

He absorbed the beast mana, keeping multiple small cores in his mouth and cracking one at a time to dissolve them.

He was surrounded by beasts with enhanced senses. The only possible way he could think to fool them would be to suffuse himself in beast mana. His own scent would be written off as originating from the dead human’s blood that stained the front of his cloak.

But he was still prepared to run.

David’s heart thundered in his chest as he appeared in plain sight to the figures on the bridge. The beastkin seemed entranced, enraptured by the figure above the islands. They all remained still, their bodies rooted to the spot. He still couldn’t properly make out who the figure was.

I’ll stand out like a sitting duck if I try to get across.

His eyes latched onto a paddle boat at the docks below the bridge. It was a small craft likely meant to facilitate travel for the maintenance of the bridge. David quietly hopped in the boat and began to paddle across the channel to the main island.

***

With every passing moment that he drew closer to the central island, David heard the sounds of battle grow louder. The screams of the dying. The feedback from spells hitting flesh and stone.

When he emerged from the docks on the central island, he saw the streets in chaos.

Beastkin of every type ripped into the humans on the island, killing them with brutal efficiency. But these weren’t the beastkin that David was familiar with. Rather than possessing slight deviations from human features, the budding features of their races were made more pronounced, dominating their forms.

The houndkin that David watched was covered from head to toe in fur. A tail had emerged from the rear of his pelvis, and its face had shed its humanoid features for an elongated snout filled to the brim with razor-sharp teeth.

David felt a surge of relief when a cabal of mages appeared, casting destructive spells at the oncoming houndkin.

When the amalgamation of [fireballs] and [chain lightning] spells wore off, David emerged from his hiding place, hands in the air before the mages blasted him into oblivion mistaking him for an enemy.

“What’s happening? I was on the other island, I managed to—”

“It’s a massacre! They’re killing us all. A coup, they’ve lost their minds—”

“Silence, Magus Trima! You, boy. Identify yourself.”

“David Vandrake – an adventurer from the Vediran Academy.”

“David. Your priority is to reach the train station. Inform the [quartermaster] there that—”

“Incoming!”

A houndkin emerged from around the corner.

He froze.

Much like the houndkin from before, their forms had shifted. But David also noticed what they were wearing.

Armour.

They had discarded their weapons in favour of claws that now sprouted from the tips of their fingers.

David took in the lead figure as it approached. The towering mass of black fur that ran on four legs towards him, snarling as the mages behind him buffeted its approach with spells to no avail, before breaking and running for cover.

David stared as the beast reached him, the words escaping his lips softly.

“Molo.”

Something changed in the beast’s eyes. Momentarily, for just a second, David wondered if he saw a flicker of recognition in his friend’s expression.

Then, the beast turned, lunging towards its companion that had its jaws poised for David’s neck. David broke away, running for the alleyways as Molo held back the oncoming houndkin. In place of fear, David felt a rage begin to build at his very core. Something had twisted his friend into a beast that he had barely recognised. Reducing him to his basest instincts. And even then, Molo had recognised his friend and defended him with his life.

David gritted his teeth, feeling something crack as he did so, his rage barely contained. He sprinted down the corridor in desperate search of the leader of the mages who had wanted him to pass on a message. He came to an abrupt halt when he recognised the man, now leaning against the corridor, with an arm placed against his side.

“Hey. Hey, are you with me?”

The mage blinked, the life fading from his eyes, but David could see a trace of recognition in the man’s expression when he made out David’s features through the tears that had surfaced.

“What caused this? What did you want me to relay?”

“Dungeon. Dungeon,” he whispered, before the light left his eyes. David’s body slumped. He lowered the man’s frame to the floor, turning the words over in his mind.

Which was when he heard the beast approach.

The houndkin had progressed to a stage far beyond what Molo had. They were less person than wolf. It was covered in midnight black fur and approached David fearlessly, drool dripping from its fangs.

David stilled.

“Miki.”

The beast didn’t hesitate.

David flung a handful of beastcores in her direction, which harmlessly glanced off her hide, failing to deter her in the slightest.

[Rend]

David formed his fingers into a claws, tearing them across the air in front of him, watching as the summoned blades of mana dug into his friend’s skin, drawing blood.

But it was nowhere near enough.

As Miki slammed him against the ground, the sounds of the world around him faded. All he could see was Miki’s bestial face as she loomed over him, her paws weighing on his ribcage, crushing his bones. As blood began to fill his lungs, trailing from his lips—

David closed his eyes.


Chapter 16


CHOO—

The whistle of the steam locomotive filled the air, causing David to stumble. Steam erupted from the locomotive’s chimney.

“Excuse me!”

David started as a mage in flowing black robes cut across his path, a girl shadowed by a long, pointed hat. David stared as the girl hurried into the carriage, hefting her luggage into the train with some difficulty. She cast an anxious glance at him, calling out.

“Hurry! The train’s about to depart!”

David stood motionless, watching as the carriage doors closed and as the train began to leave the platform. He shook, falling to his knees as they gave out from under him. His head was ringing as the panic attack gripped him, his vision tinged red, and every heartbeat reverberating throughout his body.

Every muscle fibre felt like it had been spontaneously lit aflame. It felt like magma was coursing through his veins, burning him alive from the inside.

“Hey, hey! Are you alright? Get him some water!”

David could vaguely sense people around him, raising a bottle of water to his lips.

What happened?

Why am I…

David closed his eyes, recalling his grandmother’s words.

“Embrace the feeling.”

“What was that? Are you alright, son?”

Daivd let the fear, confusion and pain wash over him, opening himself up to it. He sat with his emotions, with the agony and sadness of what seemed to him like a fleeting dream.

“Thank you,” he said to the man, accepting his bottle of water. “I’m sorry to worry you. I was struck by a dizzy spell. I’m alright.”

When the bystanders were sure that he was standing, they went their separate ways, leaving him on the platform, seated alone.

Being sent back in time? Is there even a spell capable of such magic?

I didn’t see a caster. But that girl…

“Her name was Eyrie,” David whispered, recognising the girl that he had spoken with on the train. Then, he recognised someone else on the platform.

“Fucking incompetent bastards, all of them. They should have halted the train for me.”

David’s eyes widened as he recognised the girl ranting to her friend.

“Excuse me, are you bound for the Vediran Academy?”

Generic Bitch Number One and Two glanced at him like he was a lunatic. Water had dripped onto his shirt, making it damp, and he was sure that they noticed the sweat marks across his body.

“It’s just that… I have a sister that will be attending the Academy. We’re from an adventuring family. I was meaning to say goodbye to her.”

“Oh!” The girl’s eyes instantly brightened, before they narrowed with ambition.

“What a pleasure to meet you! It’s wonderful to hear that some good, proper candidates are being admitted this year. I’ve heard rumours of the most terrible thing, that Headmistress Ovelia has administered a plan to enrol beastkin into the Academy. Can you imagine that? Utter savages being given the licence to venture into the Infinite Dungeon?”

“Pure insanity,” Generic Bitch Number Two muttered under her breath, nodding her head in agreement.

“May I ask after the name of your sist— excuse me? Where are you going?”

David walked away from the pair, nails biting into his palm, mentally running through plausible explanations. He might have been under the mental influence of a threat yet undisclosed to the public. Attacks along a mental vector were already proven to be exceedingly difficult to defend against, with the succubi being the prime example.

The second was that his consciousness was sent back from the future, returning to his present body when he had been killed on the island by Miki.

Then, an idea crossed his mind.
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His class, skills and even his stats remained.

The burning sensation across my body… Could it be my stats being conferred onto my old form?

He had heard Granny talk about theories about the relationship between levels and the soul. Some scholars posited that one’s stats were a reflection of one’s physical capabilities. It was a strong argument, seeing as physical improvements were reflected in stats as they were made.

But there was another school of thought that argued that it was the strength of the soul that developed. That stats – both physical or otherwise – were linked to something greater. That changes on a more fundamental level occurred when stats were raised.

David shoved the theories to the side, his thoughts instead turning to a single item.

That of a small, black pearl that had crumbled to dust when he had first made his decision to become an adventurer right where he stood on the platform.

It was time that he got some answers.

***

When David stepped off the train that had arrived back in Trolth station, his eyes immediately latched onto a trail of smoke rising high into the sky a distance away. As David stepped off the platform, he noticed the presence of soldiers from the Capital, wearing the familiar insignia of the Royal Family.

“Did you hear? They were calling it a hit. A far-cast incineration spell,” David heard whispers from a passerby on the platform.

David’s pulse began to race, triangulating the origin of the smoke.

No… it can’t be.

***

The ride into Trolth was tense, and David’s fears were confirmed when he arrived at the scene.

His home.

Razed to the ground.

“GRANDMA!”

David rushed forwards, thrusting open the gate and ignoring how his skin was charred by the metal of the grates, still hot to the touch.

Nothing had been spared. The structure of the mansion was in ruins, and the beautiful gardens around him had turned to ash. Smoke still rose in droves. David pushed on despite the hot smoke that filled his lungs, making his eyes water.

“David, son.”

A hand fell on his shoulder, but David shrugged it off, rushing towards the remains of the building. The cloying scent of ash filled his senses, making his eyes water. Before he could burst into the ruins, he felt arms pulling him back as he tried to struggle forwards.

“I’m sorry. She’s gone.”

David froze, turning back towards the mayor. The man had his hat in his hands. His clothes and hands were stained black, covered with ash. So were his assistants’ and Lily’s, who accompanied him, wearing similarly sombre expressions.

David wasn’t suspicious of the townspeople. He knew that even if the entire town conspired against her, his grandmother would have been capable of killing them outright. Escape would have been trivial.

Unless…

“A magus from the Arcanum came to investigate. It was a targeted [greater incineration] spell. The distance was far enough away that the mana trace was minimal, and it deteriorated by the time they arrived. Only someone level 40 or even 50 and above could have done this—”

“Take me to her.”

The Mayor nodded, gesturing for David to follow him.

“I’m sorry for your loss, David.”

***

David stared at his grandmother’s body.

The [death mage] had confirmed her identity with a skill, but David knew that it was her as soon as he saw her. Aela had always been larger than life. The indomitable veteran adventurer who always had the answers, who seemed invincible.

Her skin was entirely charred. It seemed like her body had borne the brunt of the damage. David could make out her facial features. There was no doubting it.

His grandmother was dead.

“What was the time of death.”

“David, please. We should get you to an inn—”

“Please answer the question,” David said softly.

The Mayor and his entourage stared at him.

David hadn’t wept.

He hadn’t mourned.

He was simply staring intently at his grandmother’s frame.

But it was clear that the man had detected an edge to David’s voice that made him hesitate.

“3.40pm”

The seconds turned into minutes before the Mayor finally watched David’s shoulders fall. He heard the man let out a soft sigh, his loss finally seeming to click. Weirdly enough, he got the impression that the young man was only then finally coming to terms with his loss.

Tears ran from his eyes, and he fell to his knees as his fists bunched around the side of the mattress.

“No,” he whispered. “No. I’ll never arrive on time. It happens before I arrive at the station,” he mumbled under his breath, his body starting to shake. The Mayor exchanged a glance with his daughter before directing his assistants out of the room.

He had witnessed many losses in the village. People reacted differently – some laughing from the sheer shock when they found out about a sudden loss. David’s reaction was to be expected. He knew just how close the pair had been. The villagers had been wary of his grandmother, and it had extended to their treatment of the young man.

“I’m sorry, David. The investigator insisted that he would send a missive to the Academy to inform you. Did they get to you in time?” the Mayor continued, attempting to divert the man’s attention from the tragedy, if momentarily. His grandmother had not had a peaceful death, and staying at the morgue would traumatise the poor kid.

David rose to his feet, and the Mayor flinched back when he saw the look in his eyes.

“What was the investigator’s name,” David whispered.

“M-magus Kiran. An independent investigator from the Arcanum, dispatched by the Capital. Your grandmother saved many lives as an adventurer, defending the village from attacks. We will get to the bottom of this, and whoever did this will pay. You have my word, David.”

David seemed to deflate, some of his anger leaving him. He watched the young man wipe away his tears, and the Mayor’s eyes widened.

People gossiped. Whispers under their breaths, and some, more blatantly. David lacked the sheer will of his grandmother. Some people were natural-born adventurers or warriors, and his daughter Lily had never pegged David as one. But the look in his eyes, seeing how he straightened, with resolve practically emanating in waves, the Mayor was reminded of Aela.

“Thank you for all that you’ve done here, Mayor Ardelt.”

“Won’t you stay—”

David shook his head, stepping out of the room. The Mayor waved off his assistants as they made to rise to their feet in an attempt to stop him.

“Let him go,” Ardelt said, shaking his head. “He’ll return when he wills it.”

The Mayor’s eyes lingered on David’s back – one that he could swear had gotten a fraction wider than the last time he had glimpsed it.

“Your grandmother would have been proud of you. May Avarium guide your steps, young man.”

***

The train ride back to the Isles was silent. Without Eyrie to keep him company, and his thoughts on his grandmother and the mystery of the beast rage, David was exhausted.

There were too many questions and not enough answers.

What was the necklace that she gave me? Why did she choose to encourage me to pursue adventuring now? Did she know that she was being targeted? Why didn’t the Arcanum ever inform me of her death?

David gritted his teeth, considering his options. There was one intuitive direction that he could take. Relying on someone with power, authority, and some connection to his grandmother. Trying to solve this all by himself was a pipe dream.

He needed someone he could rely on.

David strode into the Academy, ignoring the glances that the other students shot his way. He headed straight for the headmistress’ office. This time, Charlotte, her secretary, wasn’t minding the desk. It was evening by the time he had reached the Isles, and she had likely clocked off work.

He knocked on the door.

“Headmistress Ovelia? May I come in?”

The door to the office swung open to reveal a familiar woman with wavy red hair tumbling down her shoulders. Headmistress Ovelia smiled.

“David Vandrake, I assume? I was beginning to worry! Welcome to the Vedir—”

David shut the door behind him, turning the latch. Ovelia frowned, crossing her arms as he turned back towards her.

“I apologise, Headmistress. There’s something I need to tell you.”


Chapter 17


He didn’t know where to start. The claim that he had come from the future was so outrageous, he fully expected her to throw him in jail and thoroughly investigate him for espionage.

So, he decided to begin with the news that he himself had learned.

“My grandmother was killed today.”

Headmistress Ovelia froze. He watched her eyes harden, hand moving subconsciously to rest on her rapier. He handed over the death certificate that the Mayor had provided him with, stamped with an official seal. Arcanum mages employed certain precautions to prevent fraud and David knew that the Headmistress would be able to verify it if she wished.

“An incineration spell. The Mayor informed me that an independent investigator from the Arcanum by the name of Magus Kiran was sent by the Capital to investigate her death. It was far-cast, and they weren’t able to trace the origin of the spell.”

“David, I’m so—”

David raised his hand, which was trembling despite his best efforts to steady it.

“What I’m about to tell you is going to sound insane. I’m fully aware of it. It is going to lead you to question my mental state, or beyond that, question whether I have been illegally spying on you and the students of this Academy. I’m begging you to give me the benefit of the doubt.”

Headmistress Ovelia shifted. The sympathy in her eyes was quickly replaced with cautious anticipation. Her hand didn’t move an inch from her rapier.

“I’ve returned from the future. Or at least… my consciousness has. I recall coming to the Vediran Academy. Meeting Charlotte, your secretary who flirted with me on the way in.”

“It does sound like something Charlotte would do”, the Headmistress began in an effort to lighten the mood, her incredulity plain on her expression.

“You tested my physical abilities. Later that evening, you took me to the Holy See where you awakened my class. My class is still with me, and I can prove it.”

Headmistress Ovelia nodded patiently, her eyes carefully lingering on his.

“You could have appealed to a sympathetic member of the Holy See to trigger your awakening outside of official means—”

David didn’t waste time trying to convince her.

“This is the first year that the Academy has chosen to admit beastkin. Miki, Molo, Lara and Stara being some of the friends I made. But that’s besides the point. On our first day, you teleport us into the Glavewoods—”

David watched the headmistress’ forehead crease into a frown.

“—where we’re forced to find the exit, while evading the attention of a Wailer—”

The Headmistress stood to her feet, but before she could continue, David pressed on. If he was going to trust her with what he had experienced, he was going to use every piece of information at his disposal to do so.

“During our first week, the Tier 4 raid was expedited. Professor Vinloch hosts a game – where we accumulate points by completing Tier 1 dungeon rooms to earn prospective prizes. It’s around that time that the portal architecture to the station goes down, and stays down.”

David paused, gritting his teeth.

“Something happened during the raid. I was on Inazuma when I saw a crowd of kitsune in their true forms, with none of their glamours. There was a figure floating in the sky that they were staring at. Another kitsune. And the beastkin…”

David could feel his eyebrow twitch as the scenes of his death returned to him.

“The beastkin transformed. They seemed to lose themselves, going on a rampage and slaughtering every human they could find in sight.”

“These are some incredible claims, David. I do admit that you’ve attained access to some information that should have been kept under careful lock and key…”

Headmistress Ovelia let out a slow breath, carefully watching him. It was clear to him that she didn’t trust him, and neither would he, were he in her shoes.

“On the first day, you introduced me to Ava.”

In a fraction of a second, David could feel the cold blade of Ovelia’s rapier against his throat.

He continued undeterred.

“She has blue skin, golden horns and a maroon pixie cut. She’s your adopted daughter, whom you found abandoned. Half succubus, half human – a ‘bastard’, which you joked to me the first time that we underwent the test,” David gritted his teeth in frustration. He wished he had spoken more to Ava, to have some details that he could use to corroborate his claims.

He did notice, however, that his knowledge of Ava seemed to shake the Headmistress. It seemed as if she had managed to keep her existence a secret – perhaps even from the Arcanum, the Capital and most of all – the Holy See. He had little doubt that if they knew about her presence, she would have been forcibly taken away from Ovelia.

“I swear to you that I’m not threatening you. All I want is for you to consider what I’m telling you.”

The headmistress rounded on him. He heard the sound of mana fizzling as the headmistress conjured manacles to latch his hands together.

“The reason I knew about my grandmother dying this time was because this is the first time I’ve gone back into the past. I don’t know if it’ll be possible again. But I do remember… my grandmother giving me something. A black necklace. She told me to wear it if I decided to become an adventurer, and I should have put on the blasted thing as soon as I had left the mansion. But it’s too late now,” David whispered. He felt tears trail down his cheek, and he closed his eyes, waiting for judgment.

Headmistress Ovelia was at a loss for words. When she eventually did speak, it was as if she was an entirely different woman from the one that David had met in his previous experience.

“You will return to your dorm. I will speak to you about this in the morning. There are things that I need to verify and settle before we speak further. Do not leave the Academy grounds. Do not disclose to anyone what you have disclosed to me. And most of all,” David watched as a thin flame blossomed across the headmistress’ rapier as she held it to his throat.

“Do not disclose Ava’s existence to anyone, on pain of death. Is that understood?”

“Yes, Headmistress.”

“Proceed to—”

“The room opposite Zefarian hall. That was the one you assigned me last time. I have one favour to ask you.”

The Headmistress stared at him in silence.

“Could you try getting in touch with Magus Kiran at the Arcanum? Or verify whether he exists?”

“Leave.”

As David’s eyes passed over the Headmistress, he did pick out an emotion.

Alarm.

She was thrown off by his knowledge. He had to trust that she would come around after some of his predictions were confirmed. He was at least grateful that she hadn’t totally dismissed his claims as paranoia that had originated from his grief, although he wasn’t fully confident in that conclusion.

***

David settled into bed. The exhaustion of the day had sunk into his bones. There was a sense of despair, seeing the beastkin running wild around the Isles, having lost themselves. A sense of powerlessness, that whatever he did, he wouldn’t be able to prevent it from happening.

Wondering what had happened to his friends.

Molo.

Miki.

But he clung to the tiniest sliver of hope.

He had been prepared to enter the Academy without any allies to call on. But against all of his expectations, he had made friends and developed relationships richer than he could have ever envisioned in the span of a week.

The headmistress wasn’t the only avenue to pursue.

Fatigue took him, as David’s dreams reached him.

He dreamt of pleasant times with a grandmother who masterfully concealed her concern. Who swore at him, calling him ‘grandshit’ in a way that had other mothers appalled. Someone who nurtured his curiosity rather than stamping it out, without resenting his presence as a burden that his parents had left for her.

David dreamt of his grandmother.

Until those dreams were cut short.

***

CHOO—

David stared unblinkingly at the familiar scene.

The whistle of the steam locomotive filled the air. Columns of steam rose from the locomotive’s chimney.

“Excuse me!”

Eyrie, in the garb of the Arcanum, stumbled past him, struggling to get her luggage into the carriage. David felt a warm flash spread over his body, sending his nerves tingling. It had been less pronounced last time because of the wave of anxiety and dread that had washed over him.

He felt the temptation to slip back into the familiar despair.

To fall to his knees and scream, wondering just what had triggered the loop.

Someone must have killed me in my sleep. The headmistress? Perhaps it was because I revealed the presence of Ava, and she prioritised her daughter’s safety over mine.

Or perhaps… grandmother’s killer. If they watched me return to Trolth, it’s possible that they could have tracked me down and killed me after tailing me to the Isles.

David rushed forwards, helping Eyrie with her suitcase and giving her a tight smile. It seemed like Eyrie was unaware of the tension behind his eyes as the familiar scene repeated itself.

“Thanks for the help! I’m Eyrie. You’re headed to the Isles of Vedir too? Are you enrolling in the Arcanum?”

“Nice to meet you. I’m David. I’m just thinking of doing some sightseeing, I’ll be staying with some relatives for a while.”

David relied on his previous excuse. But he knew that he would need to change things and take risks if he was to get anywhere.

“Say, Eyrie… there’s an old friend of mine at the Arcanum. It’s been ages since I’ve been in touch with him, and the Arcanum keeps turning away my blasted missives – protocol and all of that. Would you be able to let Magus Kiran know that I’d be keen to catch up with him? You can send me a missive at this address.”

“Of course, I would love to!”

David watched Eyrie’s features carefully. She didn’t take a second glance at the note before stowing it in her pocket. He breathed a sigh of relief, knowing full well that Eyrie would have been likely to express her surprise if she realised that he was actually headed for the Academy, which was the address that he had written down.

“Look! The portal!”

David’s mind whirled as he watched the familiar orange portal approach. He didn’t know it the first time, but it would be the last time that he glimpsed it after reaching the Isles. This time, he didn’t look out at the awe-inspiring view of the Vediran Hole.

His mind returned to his grandmother’s words as he warred with the temptation to crumble.

“Do you have the Adventurer’s mind too, Granny?”

Aela laughed as she messily chopped at the chicken with slashes that were designed to kill rather than cook. David gently removed the cleaver from her hands and helped her dice the chicken up.

He was expecting her to be ready with yet another jovial retort. To tease him for his ‘silly’ questions, or pick on him for his nosiness. At his young age, he had been too stupid to realise the idiocy of his question, for the answer had been obvious.

“You get all sorts, David. Women who trained for it from the time they were born, in search of glory, adventure or gold. All sharp, keen-eyed and ready to whet their blade on the horrors of the Infinite Dungeon.”

David listened, remembering Granny’s previous advice – not that he had ever needed it. He knew that it was a rare moment when she spoke about her adventuring experience, and not one that he would ever interrupt.

Something crossed Granny Aela’s expression as she smiled at him.

“Then you watch them crumble when they walk into hell. Brave, competent souls, their lights extinguished. Their first dive into a Tier 3 dungeon room, watching their skills and training fail them.”

Grandmother Aela laid a hand on his shoulder.

“It takes a certain something to be an Adventurer, grandshit of mine. Something that I believe both of us have. Though I would rather send you to a premature grave than set you on that path.”

David winced, but he obliged his grandmother, knowing that she wanted him to ask.

“And what’s that? What does it take to be an adventurer?”

Granny Aela smiled.

A smile that he was sure to have made both the strongest of men and women pale. A smile that would have made Demons baulk if they had the misfortune to ever glimpse it. A smile that carried with it grace, for it gave forewarning to Kings, Queens and Nobles who dared to undermine her.

“Madness.”

David grinned back with a smile imbued with madness of his own.

He was her grandson, after all.


Chapter 18


David followed his previous path. Showing up to the Academy. Greeting Headmistress Ovelia, and narrowly avoiding her clerk Charlotte as she sought to sink her figurative claws into him.

He knew that he had an opportunity. One that had been denied to him before due to his initial inexperience. But over the first hellish week in the Academy that he had lived through, both Miki and Molo had hammered into him the basics of battle enough to ensure that he would have a decent chance at staying alive in a Tier 1 dungeon.

Beyond that, his experience in the dungeon, supported by his training with the cores, had proved invaluable.

This time, when the headmistress knocked him on his back in the training arena, the stares around him carried a touch less mirth and ridicule.

“Hmm… your fundamentals are shaky, but they’re there. Good job. They will keep you alive as you adjust to Academy life and our delves into the abyss.”

“Headmistress, might I make a request?” David said, wiping the sand from his lips.

Headmistress Ovelia gave him a coy glance.

“For you, handsome? Anything.”

David’s eyes didn’t move from the tip of her rapier, and he glimpsed from his peripheral vision that Ovelia had broken out in a smile – no doubt appreciating his alertness.

“Would you consider taking me on as an apprentice?”

The Headmistress raised an eyebrow in surprise, which was when David lunged. He recalled the way that Miki moved as she weaved between wolves, striking like lightning. Her footwork certain and sure even on uneven ground, reflecting her keen awareness of the terrain.

His sword glanced off the headmistress’ rapier before being sent flying high in the air. His breath was driven out of his lungs as the Headmistress darted out a leg, hooking her ankle behind his foot and sending him tumbling to the ground.

“Great strategy – diverting my attention and going for the kill, although you faltered at the end there,” teasing her lips into a smile. “I’ll have to watch myself around you. Wouldn’t want to fall into any of your traps.”

“I was being sincere, Headmistress.”

She seemed genuinely surprised at his words, especially when he didn’t follow up with another surprise attack. She pursed her lips, toying with her wavy red locks before delivering her answer.

“Alright.”

David’s eyes widened in surprise.

“On the condition that you awaken a class that interests me. It’s plain to me that you have potential and a great mind for adventuring. It would be a shame to squander it. You have enough of the basics down where you would benefit from my instruction.”

The headmistress pulled him to his feet. David felt triumph surge through him. She had initially written off the prospect of apprenticing him due to his utter lack of combat ability and experience. He was now up to her baseline standard.

Ovelia was a pivotal figure. As the person in charge of the Vediran Academy, her word held significant weight, even when measured up against authorities from the Arcanum and the Holy See. David needed to gain her full trust.

Beyond that, the opportunity to derive skills from her own abilities as a high-levelled [spellsword] would be invaluable. So far, he had only learned to ‘serve’ under a single individual. He hadn’t yet determined whether there was a way to sever a link and bind it to someone else to derive skills from someone new.

For now, the time loop presented him with an opportunity to overcome that limitation.

“Now, let’s pay a visit to the Holy See, shall we? I’m sure you’re excited.”

***

The pontiff’s eyes passed over him. David felt a chill as he was subjected to his scrutiny. He was seated in the centre of the circle. They had entered the temple as usual, without the pontiff detecting anything amiss. The attendants that he noticed last time were present again. The girl with a voluptuous figure and the boy with sandy brown hair – both of whom were veiled.

The Awakening was carried out as it had previously. It seemed like the Church’s mastery over soul magic did not extend to determining the shape of his soul. It was for this reason that classes, stats or levels could be concealed at all, and why the Church exacted such a high penalty for misrepresentations.

“David… I’m afraid I won’t be able to take you on as an apprentice,” Ovelia said, her voice sullen. “Don’t get me wrong, [servants] are invaluable in forward bases established along Passages, but are at a disadvantage on the battlefield. You’ll find it increasingly difficult to match your peers as their classes provide them with boons to their physical and magical stats.”

“Headmistress… there’s something I haven’t told you.”

“I admire your persistence, but—”

“I wasn’t entirely honest at the Holy See, Headmistress.”

Ovelia raised her eyebrows.

“Oh?

“I didn’t lie. I do have a servant class, but it’s something… more. It’s called [greatest servant].”

“Oh.”

The Headmistress grinned. Her eyes came alight, and she shot out of her chair, gripping him by the forearm. He didn’t know whether to be surprised, intimidated or aroused as she drew closer to him.

“A unique class. They are exceptionally rare, and you made the right decision to keep it from the honoured pontiff. The Church would have kept you in some basement until they understood every facet of your class. Then, they would have put you to use in pursuit of our lord and saviour Avarium’s goals. Instead, I’ll have the pleasure of testing its limits,” the headmistress said, cackling to herself.

Fear… I definitely should be feeling afraid right now.

But David returned Ovelia’s wild grin. What he needed now was someone who could help him exploit the limits of his class.

“I have a skill called [accept request]. I suspected that completing a request of yours might help me gain levels and clues about just what my class could do.”

The Headmistress nodded fervently.

“That’s a great idea.”

“So that means… that you’ll be taking me on as an apprentice?”

“You certainly have a way with your words, David Vandrake,” the Headmistress teased, pushing him away with a single finger, and sending him stumbling back a couple of steps.

“I accept you as my apprentice.”

Commence [Path of the Spellblade of Ages Lost]?

David’s eyes widened as he read through the Path on offer.

That must be the headmistress’ class.

David mentally willed his intention to accept the headmistress’ apprenticeship, feeling something click into place within him.

“Call me Ovelia. And yes, there’s no time like the present!”

David stared at Ovelia, and he was beginning to understand just how she had reached her position. Even if her battle ability was to be admired, she had an uncanny fascination with the unknown. It was something that he could relate to. The only reason why he hadn’t relentlessly tested the limits of his class with Miki and Molo was because he had assumed that they would have more time after the dungeon run.

With that avenue closed off to him, he had only one option.

But it also meant that the timeline would change drastically. Checking the time, he knew that it was already past the time that he had run into Molo in the library. The thought provoked a sharp pang of regret in his chest. Molo had been his very first friend. Someone who had accepted him unconditionally from the very beginning. The thought of seeing the gargantuan houndkin again was enough to stave off some of the dread that the time loop presented.

Then there was the mystery. The shadow with gleaming golden eyes that had been watching him as he paged through the Book of [Classes].

But if he was to make it through this timeloop and unravel the mysteries underpinning the events on the island, he would have to let those desires go, at least temporarily.

Miki.

David squeezed his eyes shut before nodding his assent to the Headmistress.

“Excellent. I… have an idea. If you are open to it.”

Ovelia shifted nervously. It was a stark departure from her usual demeanour, which caught David’s curiosity.

“Rather than staying in your usual dorm room… you are welcome to stay with me at my manor. I believe it could be helpful for exploring the nature of your class.”

David tried to disguise his surprise when he felt the feeling of resonance bloom within him.

Based on my theory… I’m able to accept requests that go to the heart of someone’s goals.

What exactly does me living with her have to do with her goals?

[Accept request]

“I would be delighted to.”

Ovelia smirked, and David immediately regretted the way he had phrased his words.

***

David expected Ovelia to lead him down into the basement where her laboratory resided – where Ava was currently staying. Instead, she brought him to the Professor’s Quarters. They passed through a gate which led to a quadrangle with a stunning garden at its centre.

Beyond it, David recognised an area within the vast Academy grounds which housed separate mansions for the various professors. Each of them varied drastically in their construction.

“One of the perks of working here. That is Professor Abigail’s residence. She specialises in botany, and if you’re ever in need of ingredients – she’s the woman to talk to.”

Professor Abigail’s residence seemed to be a gargantuan, intricate greenhouse comprised almost entirely of glass planes. David could glimpse bioluminescent plants sprouting within, of all different shapes and sizes.

“You mean she sleeps in there?”

“Yep. With her teaching assistants.”

David’s jaw hung open.

“You mean—”

“As you’re aware… we undergo certain physiological changes as your stats increase. Alongside better immunity, stamina and overall health… a higher libido is to be expected.”

David gulped.

“You’re saying that professors are permitted to sleep with their…”

“Students, teaching assistants – yes. It creates a disadvantageous dynamic for those who aren’t privy to those relationships. Some professors swear them off, decrying them entirely for ethical reasons, while others embrace them.”

“And…”

David thought that he had heard the softest echo of a moan as they passed Professor Abigail’s greenhouse.

“Where do I stand on that spectrum? I suppose you’ll have to find out, won’t you,” Ovelia said, giving him a wink that made him gulp.

The fact that the Academy was so blatantly open about the favouritism was a little surprising, but seemed consistent with the way they currently operated. Exceptions were made for those from families with wealth or influence. His presence at the Academy itself was one such example.

Headmistress Ovelia’s residence was a small mansion with a beautiful front garden. It seemed like she had styled her residence after the classy architecture he had encountered in Inazuma. Petals from a cherry blossom tree shifted between them as they walked along the path.

It seemed like Ovelia had leveraged her relationships with people in the Arcanum to make sure that it included all of the latest bells and whistles. That being said, the mansion itself was – surprisingly – a little untidy. David got the impression that Ovelia was often fixated on her research and tended to neglect some of her other responsibilities.

“No better time to put your class to the test. Are you willing to serve me?”

“I am.”

“Wonderful… I suppose we can get started with the requests,” Ovelia said, her eyes glinting with glee.

“Untie my boots, apprentice.”

David stared at the Headmistress as she extended a foot towards him. She winked at him, and he quickly averted his eyes, focusing on the task in front of him. He wasn’t surprised when the resonance in his chest didn’t appear. If his theory was correct, he could only derive skills from requests that went to the heart of a person’s goals. For example, surviving the boar attack and helping Miki fell the mini-boss were in line with her goals of empowering the beastkin.

The same couldn’t exactly be said of Ovelia’s request to untie her boots.

Without further ado, David knelt, undoing the clasps of the headmistress’ boots. A cursory glance up at her face revealed an expression of immense satisfaction which clearly hinted exactly where on the spectrum the headmistress fell in their earlier conversation about Professor’s Abigail’s nightly activities.

If she didn’t break it altogether.

But he also glimpsed another familiar figure.

Ovelia reputation: 1

Seeing that number surprised him. At the time he had formed a link with Miki, he was convinced that she had thoroughly disliked him. To see that his reputation with Ovelia mirrored what Miki’s had been raised interesting possibilities.

Either the reputation system isn’t linked to one’s fondness for me…

Or the headmistress doesn’t like me nearly as much as her behaviour seems to imply.

“You can do the socks as well, if you’d like.”

When he blanched, the Headmistress simply laughed, waving for him to follow her.

“Feel any different?”

“Unfortunately not.”

“I didn’t really expect that to work,” she smirked. “But it’s good to test the bounds. Once you know the minimum request required to activate your class, you may be able to ‘serve’ other people and benefit from the gains without their awareness. Or complete lots of small, arbitrary requests to maximise the skills you can derive from them. But we’ll go through the details of your class tomorrow.”

“There is one thing, though… [Spellblade of Ages Lost], is that the name of your class?”

The Headmistress froze, her eyes boring into his, before she broke out into a wide grin.

“I am going to have so much fun with this,” she whispered to herself, looking at David like he was her latest toy, and for all intents and purposes… he suspected that that was exactly what he was. “But we’ll pick this up tomorrow. Come.”

Ovelia led him upstairs, pointing towards the master bedroom.

“That’s my bedroom. Feel free to come in at any time,” Ovelia grinned. David was beginning to suspect that the Headmistress took great pleasure in tormenting him, and that things were only just beginning.

Then, she pointed at the room on the other side of the hallway, a short distance away from her own.

“And that will be yours. Unfortunately, there are only two bedrooms in this house. Any more, and…” the Headmistress trailed off, her expression growing uncharacteristically clouded.

I suppose she doesn’t want to draw even the slightest bit of suspicion towards Ava.

“Well, I’m off to the shower. You’re welcome to join me,” she grinned. Instead, David turned on his heel and promptly made his way to his room. He shut the door and unpacked his luggage. His body moved formulaically as his mind was occupied with his thoughts.

It seemed like the headmistress hadn’t yet been informed of his grandmother’s passing. He was beginning to suspect that the message that the supposed ‘Magus Kiran’ had promised to deliver him had never reached the Academy.

He stared at the bed, and a wave of fear rose unbidden.

The events can’t have been a coincidence. Grandmother being killed. The portal network being shut down, and then the beast rampage at the Isles of Vedir coinciding with the Tier 4 raid.

Just what did they find down there?


Chapter 19


Headmistress Ovelia yawned, heading down the steps to an unfamiliar home.

She stared at the clean floors, orderly kitchen and spotless glass panes of her mansion. The place had been tidied up into a state that she had trouble recalling.

“Good morning, Ovelia.”

“What’s the occasion?”

The headmistress asked, quirking an eyebrow. David shrugged.

“I figured I would test out whether proactively ‘serving’ you would make any difference to my class.”

“And did it?”

“Unfortunately not. But your… ‘reputation’ increased.”

“My reputation?”

“Yes. And there was something that I failed to mention yesterday.”

Ovelia frowned at him.

“Oh?”

“When I accepted your request to stay with you… I gained a skill.”

Ovelia’s eyes widened, and David noticed the slight blush that coloured her cheeks, although she instantly smoothed over the brief crack in her composure.

“Tell me more.”

***

“So you’re saying that your class seems to quantify your relationship with the targeted ‘master’ in the form of ‘reputation’.”

“Yep.”

“And that after I realised that the mansion had been cleaned… my reputation increased.”

“That’s right.”

“I wonder if this ‘reputation’ acts as a limit to the type of requests you’re able to access and fulfil. Don’t leave me hanging! What was the skill that you gained?”

David mentally recalled his status.

Name: David Vandrake

Class: [Greatest Servant]

Level: 2

Vitality: 9

Strength: 8

Agility: 10

Endurance: 8

Intelligence: 11

Willpower: 12

Mana pool: 5/5

Skills:

Greatest servant:

	[Accept request]




Path of the Hound:

	[Passive: Beast constitution]

	[Rend]




Path of the Spellblade of Ages Lost:

	[Mana channelling] unlocked!




Reputation:

	Miki: 60

	Ovelia: 3




Not only had his reputation with Ovelia increased, David had also gained a level. It seemed that by increasing his reputation with numerous people and unlocking more skills, it progressed his overall [greatest servant] class.

The possibility of gaining other game-changing skills excited him to no end.

“I gained a skill called [mana channelling]—”

The Headmistress shot to her feet, her eyes wide.

“You WHAT?” she roared, knocking her chair back a short distance from her sudden rise. David winced, returning a weak smile. “[Mana channelling] is a skill that almost every mage class covets. It is a foundational skill to one’s class.”

Ovelia briefly hesitated in her pacing, turning back to him.

“But to appreciate just how ridiculous your class is, there are some fundamentals about classes that you need to know.”

David nodded, straightening his back as he listened attentively.

“Different individuals may share a class but possess different skills. The prevailing hypothesis is that each class has a skill pool and that your experiences dictate which skills you acquire. As you level and class promotions and permutations occur, that is when unique skills come into play – are you with me so far?”

David nodded.

“My class is [Spellblade of Ages Lost]. But it didn’t start out that way. I was an ordinary [mage] before my team and I discovered a Passage. Clearing that up until Tier 3 was my main achievement. It was dubbed the Passage of Spell and Flame. In the course of clearing the Passage, my own class and the classes of my partners morphed. We gained skills related to mana cultivation and flame specialties, which was even the case with our group’s warrior.”

“So Passages…”

“Are paths to power. Although you won’t hear that freely said in the Academy. It is something that the Holy See is very intent on keeping under wraps. Popularising Passages which lead to powerful skills and classes would be against their interest, after all.”

David felt a chill as the Headmistress casually confirmed his hypothesis.

“[Mana channelling] was a skill that allowed me to gradually increase my mana pool. Human mages naturally replenish their mana reserves over time or by consuming mana potions. The reason why you don’t see every mage chugging potions constantly is because of the prohibitive cost to prepare them. Planting high-grade dungeon cores in the soil, harvesting the mana grass that results, then removing all of the impurities through an involved process is what is required to make them.”

David was on the edge of his seat as the Headmistress smiled.

“The reason why [mana channelling] was a game changer for me was because it allowed me to channel mana through my skin and gradually overload my maximum mana pool. The more that I did it, the more my pool gradually increased.”

And what would happen… hypothetically… if I wasn’t limited by the human inability to process mana from dungeon cores.

“Our team leveraged our access to the Passage, keeping its value under wraps, and selling it to the highest bidder. Eventually, it reached the point where it was on the brink of making it public – and I traded the information for my spot at the Academy. Since then, I’ve been free to study the intersection between magic and adventuring at my own leisure,” the headmistress continued.

It was strange.

David noticed that Ovelia could shift at the drop of a hat. Teasing him and wielding seduction like a weapon, and then transitioning to the almost dry, academic scholar. There were layers to her, and David had the feeling that he was only just scratching the surface.

But there was something that had been eating away at him. That tempered his excitement to use the skill to expand his naturally limited mana pool.

Everything paled in comparison to this.

“Ovelia… do you know if there are any Passages that nurture… time magic?”

Ovelia paused, scanning his expression. David knew that it was a lost cause to conceal his interest entirely from her. So, he needed to make it convincing.

“My grandmother…”

He paused, and just as he suspected, the headmistress filled in the gaps.

“She’s getting old. I understand, David. But no. Time is the one domain that we have not been able to enter. There are many mages at the Arcanum in desperate search for a Passage that might lead to something, but so far, we’ve had no leads. I’m personally of the opinion that it is the one frontier that we will never breach,” Ovelia said resolutely.

David’s shoulders fell, but his expression morphed. He allowed curiosity to fill the enormous hole created by his grief, and turned his attention to something he did have power over at present.

“Can you teach me how to use [mana channelling]?”

***

The [mana channelling] lessons were excruciating.

The rate at which David drew in mana from the air around him was constant, and no more than Ovelia’s. That was one of the main limitations of the skill. But to mages with no alternative means of digesting mana safely and efficiently, it was a game-changing skill.

The lessons were excruciating because David couldn’t wait to get his hands on dungeon cores.

Ovelia also attempted to assist him in terminating their link. But no matter what either of them said or did, nothing seemed to displace the link once it had been formed.

“[Greatest servant]… it’s possible that your class is a double-edged sword. You aren’t just the ‘greatest’ because of the flexibility and sheer power your class affords you. You’re the ‘greatest’ because you are loyal. Incapable of gaining another’s power once your bond is forged. In which case…”

Headmistress Ovelia nodded, her expression grave.

“Your options are limited. My apologies, David, I should have foreseen the risk.”

David smiled, waving off her concern – simply because what he did know was that it wasn’t as great a limitation as she assumed it would be.

“But it’s best that we get to class. You wouldn’t want to miss your induction, would you? But before we do, there is one last thing that I wished to share with you.”

Ovelia paused.

“Last night, two assassins attempted to take your life. I dispatched them.”

David’s heart thundered in his chest.

So it wasn’t the Headmistress who assassinated me.

Someone else was after me, and the Headmistress was running interference.

It’s possible that after spooking her with my knowledge of Ava, she was no longer keeping an eye on me, instead ensuring that her daughter was safe.

Did she save me in the first loop as well?

But… this time, I didn’t return to Trolth. Could it be that whoever killed Grandma is also after me?

“I highly suspected that they were commissioned by your classmates.”

David choked, staring at the headmistress.

“You can’t be serious. I expected there to be some animosity, but…”

The Headmistress nodded, giving him a sombre smile.

“No doubt some of your peers have lost loved ones to the work of succubi infiltrators. Male adventurers and mages turning against their teams and killing the people they were closest to. It is a burden that you’ll have to bear so long as you continue down this path. Especially, with a class like your own.”

Ovelia shook her head, giving him a reassuring smile.

“But let me worry about deflecting any further attempts and putting a stop to this. In the meantime, I want you to complete the induction and come out alive on the other end.”

Sensing the headmistress’ intent, David tried to activate his skill.

[Accept request]

He frowned when the skill failed to take. The past times that it had worked, it felt like something had clicked inside of him. But this time, his attempt failed.

“Strange,” Ovelia murmured when David informed her of his findings. “Perhaps there are limitations on your ability to game requests. If that were the case, I could assign you a list of arbitrary, simple tasks which would reward you greatly. Untying my boots is quite a fun task. But maybe the request has to be genuine, or relate to a core goal of the person that you’re serving.”

And getting me to stay with you was a ‘core’ goal of yours?

David tried to keep a straight face as he exited her mansion, heading towards the Academy proper.

It was time for the induction.

***

Headmistress Ovelia’s appearance on the first day went similarly to how he recalled. He felt a pang in his chest when he saw Miki and Molo seated with the bunny sisters. He felt a surge of relief when Molo’s jaw dropped at the sight of him. David made sure to give him a thumbs up, which his friend enthusiastically returned, even as Miki scowled at him.

Some things never change.

It was a small gesture, but it made him feel less alone.

The Headmistress teleported them into the Glavewoods.

“We don’t have any weapons! What the hell was she thinking? Is she trying to kill us?”

David instantly recognised Generic Bitch Number One. She was crying, but David watched as her expression twisted into one of sheer rage as her eyes fell on him, before shifting to the Beastkin.

“It’s all because of you! The Academy admitting beastkin, men, they’ve lost it! And now they’re throwing us into dungeons—”

The beastkin quickly formed a small group, proceeding to break off from the rest of them. He felt a pang of regret as he watched Miki and Molo depart with the rest of them. He doubted they would accept him into the group off the bat.

David turned to the rest of his classmates. He recognised Valadria – the towering giant of a woman as she spoke to Baela and Evelyn, proposing an alliance. He had a distinct impression that none of his remaining classmates were particularly intent on teaming up with him.

Then, he glimpsed into the distance and noticed that Aika had broken off from the group on her own.

What is she thinking?

David cursed, running after her. She was moving quickly, and she was exceedingly nimble as she weaved through the undergrowth. David struggled to keep up, and he was afraid that he might lose her at any moment.

Then, he froze.

Staring down at him was an immense quadrupedal creature. It was close to six times his height, and had a thin, lanky frame. It was covered entirely in pale white skin and had a skull shaped like a canine, although it lacked any form of vision which David could recognise. Its jaw unhinged, and rows of razor-sharp teeth filled its maw.

David also glimpsed a huge, metal collar inscribed with glowing glyphs around its surface.

“Hey! Watch out!” he called out towards Aika.

The creature unleashed a silent wail which had him clutching at his ears, attempting to block it from his mind. It echoed outwards at a frequency beyond his hearing, but drove him to the knees with the piercing pain that erupted behind his eyes.

The Wailer screamed.


Chapter 20


It was all over in an instant.

Behind watery eyes, he noticed that the Wailer had seemingly lost interest in him as it proceeded to amble through the forest after unleashing its scream. The creature, while looking like a nightmarish monstrosity, seemed relatively docile in nature.

David would have been surprised if the Academy had included a boss monster that posed a serious threat to them in their induction exercise. He suspected that they must have included it to intimidate them and make them panic, inducing a sense of fear but forcing them to focus on their objective of finding the way out of the dungeon. Still… he had expected the creature to put up more of a fight.

“Damnit,” he swore when he realised that he had lost track of Aika.

David walked alone through the Glavewoods. Just like last time, he chose to equip himself with a rock that he found on the forest floor.

It wasn’t long before his first enemy presented itself.

The bushes underfoot shook as the hog charged towards him. The corners of his lips quirked upwards when he realised just how much slower the creature seemed to be compared to when he had first faced them.

David didn’t bother to dodge, simply timing his strike with precision.

The rock slammed into the beast’s skull, and the battle was over in a brief instant.

“Here.”

David started, turning around to realise that Aika was standing behind him. She expertly parted the beast’s hide with a dagger to withdraw a dungeon core which she threw his way.

Then, she simply turned around and began to walk away.

“Wait! Would you like to team up with me?”

David felt a chill as Aika’s eyes passed over him.

Something’s different…

When he had met Aika previously, she had acted innocently, attempting to scare him and poke at his cheeks. It seemed like the Aika before him was like an entirely different person. She was cold, and her face betrayed no emotion.

I wonder why she’s acting so differently now.

Was it because of how I acted with Miki and Molo? This time, I didn’t intervene when Generic Bitch Number One tried to sow discord at the beginning of the induction.

But there are more important things to worry about.

She also entirely ignored his request to team up, and rather than chase her, David simply let her disappear into the forest ahead. He quickly withdrew the dungeon core and placed it in his mouth.

“Please work…”

David’s eyes widened as the mana dissolved, seeping into his body.

He activated his skill.

[Mana channelling]

David screamed.

It felt like his blood had begun to boil. Previously, when he had consumed the cores, he had noticed benefits to his physical state. But by activating the skill, it felt like he was suddenly aware of a whole other dimension within his body.

David gritted his teeth, withstanding the pain.

Are these my mana channels? They’re trying to accommodate the beast mana.

Instead of being diverted to his muscles and joints, the mana was forcibly drawn towards his mana channels. He felt like they were struggling to accommodate the beast mana efficiently. He also felt something at his core, which the channels led to, through which his mana was circulating.

Is that my mana pool?

He also noticed that a lot of mana was being lost in the transference, lapping outwards and dissipating into nothing as his core struggled to contain it.

He quickly found a spot to sit under a tree, which still gave him a relatively good view of his surroundings in case of any approaching students or creatures. Then he practised the breathing technique the headmistress had shown him, and he watched as the flow of his mana began to mimic it. His eyes widened when he realised that his core was beginning to stretch, and as soon as it did, it was like his body had come aflame once more.

After a few minutes, the mana had dissipated entirely.

He opened his status.

Mana pool: 7/7

It actually worked!

David grinned triumphantly. It was like trying to squeeze water into an overfull bowl, and his body protested at the attempt. He also realised that his mana pool had increased at a rate far faster than what the Headmistress had suggested.

When David rose, the helplessness at the back of his mind that had plagued him from when he had first looped slowly began to ebb away. He began to truly grasp the potential of his class. The synergies it could awaken if he unlocked the proper paths.

David heard the horn sound, signalling that one of the groups had successfully found the exit to the dungeon, and made his way back towards the clearing.

***

Almost as soon as the induction was over, the Headmistress summoned him. He watched Molo and Miki depart with the sisters, knowing that it would be a while before he would get to speak to them again.

But he also had other important goals to achieve.

The first was finding out the reason why the dungeon push had been expedited, and finding out if it was possible to delay it.

The second was securing a spot on the dungeon raid itself. He needed to find out the root cause of the beast rampage, and he highly suspected that it was linked to the raid.

David noticed a few differences from his previous experience with the headmistress. She was just as flirty with him, teasing him and bombarding him with suggestive notions. He was beginning to suspect that she enjoyed seeing him squirm.

But on the other hand, he was beginning to understand her. Ovelia wielded seduction like a weapon. A tool to divert people’s attention. He was quickly beginning to realise that her real priorities were her daughter and her research.

Upon returning to the mansion and having a quick shower, he glimpsed the Headmistress poring over her books, murmuring words under her breath, her lips moving in silence. He saw her squeeze her temples as if in frustration, and realised that there was a more serious side to her. With goals that she was absolutely intent on achieving.

He knocked on the door.

“I’m ready to go, Ovelia.”

She stood to her feet, the expression on her face melting away and replaced with another, more familiar teasing smile.

“Next time, you’re welcome to ask me to join you. Now then, there’s someone I would like to introduce you to.”

As they headed towards the Academy’s basement, David considered what other potential questions he could ask Ovelia. If he was to gain her trust in successive loops, he would need to understand her motivations and how to prove his sincerity to her.

“Headmistress… may I ask a question?”

“Of course, handsome.”

“My grandmother said that you had an interest in mental vulnerabilities induced by succubi… I was wondering what compelled you to look into that area.”

The Headmistress’ eyes shifted to his, and David had the distinct impression that he was being analysed. She sighed, shaking her head.

“You’ll see why.”

David frowned, and it was only partly a performative gesture.

“Mother!”

This time, Ava emerged the moment that the Headmistress locked the laboratory door. Ovelia’s hand immediately gripped her rapier as she shouted.

“What have I told you before, Ava?”

The Headmistress promptly stepped forwards, interposing herself between David and Ava. He noticed that the Headmistress was careful to ensure that her daughter’s hood was properly fixed, and she moved her other hand over her rapier. David watched the succubus flinch in response to her mother’s stern tone, and her smile crumbled to pieces.

“Y-you were taking a while. I was worried.”

Ovelia’s trying to protect her. She doesn’t know how I’ll react at the sight of a half succubus, and she was only willing to take the risk last time because of the arm restraints.

David waited patiently as her mother ushered her into the other room.

“Please don’t mind her. She’s meant to be studying, but she’s never been able to sit still for very long. Off you go.”

The moment her daughter disappeared, David watched Ovelia turn on the charm once more.

“Sorry for my outburst. Your presence around the house has gotten me a little bit more pent up than usual,” she whispered.

Focus. She’s just trying to distract you.

The Headmistress wrapped her arm around his, leading him towards the testing room that he had been seated in previously. She leaned over provocatively, and while he was meant to be distracted by the view that her pose presented, she deftly did up his wrist restraints.

Ava peeked at him from around the corner and her hood drooped from the top of her head, before falling behind her and leaving her horns exposed. David watched the Headmistress heave a sigh as her gaze hardened.

“Hello.”

Before the headmistress could say a word, David interjected.

“I’m David. Ava, did you say? It’s nice to meet you.”

The pair of them stared at him with incredulity.

“I figured you would be allied with a succubus. What other way would you be able to test how they exploit the mental vulnerabilities of males?”

It was a subtle motion, but the headmistress’ shoulders shrank an imperceptible degree.

It seemed like his lack of reaction, like last time, had definitely been noticed by the Headmistress. It seemed like Ava was also much more subdued.

“You don’t hate me?” she whispered in a way that made him shift in his seat.

“Of course not. I think it’s brave of you to help out with the research. If anything… I’m grateful to you.”

“No, no.”

David raised his eyebrows in surprise as Ava stepped backwards. To his shock, the girl was crying, tears trailing from her eyes, which she wiped with a jerk of her arm.

“I won’t do it. Not to him.”

This time, the headmistress didn’t insist when Ava left the room. They heard a slam come from her main office and the lock of a latch. The Headmistress closed the door to the testing room and slumped against the door, sliding to the floor, before placing her head in her hands.

“You’re just too damned likeable, aren’t you?”

“I’m… sorry. I just thought…”

“What did you think?”

Ovelia stared at him. This time, he was certain that he wasn’t staring at a caricature. At a woman who played a role to disarm the men around her, making them move as she wished. To achieve her true goals, which David was coming to appreciate.

“I’ve heard about what men go through when a succubus entrances them,” David said softly. “They lose their minds. It isn’t a pretty sight. If she’s your daughter, and she’s been having to help you with your experiments, she must have seen a lot of suffering. And…”

David shifted in his seat.

“She must have been on the receiving end of a lot of hate.”

The Headmistress continued to stare at him.

“It would also make sense to assume that neither the Holy See or the Capital know about her. If they did, they would have captured her, throwing her in a dungeon to rot while exploiting her abilities in every way they could think of. So… no. If you were expecting me to hate her, I don’t.”

Ovelia squeezed her temples tightly.

Then he noticed something shift in her expression.

She undid his restraints and opened the door. As she did so, her eyes were carefully averted from his own.

“Would you please try to convince her?”

[Accept request]

“It would be my pleasure.”

David walked slowly out into the laboratory proper, sitting against the door to Ava’s room.

“Hi there, Ava. Are you alright?”

His words were met with silence.

“Do you like to read?”

A pause. Then he heard some movement. A moment later, the door was unlatched, and it opened just a fraction.

“Yes.”

“What genres?”

“Horror.”

David grinned.

“Good taste. I’m a fan of cheesy romances, personally. Slice of life, too.”

Ava opened the door, staring at him incredulously.

“No way.”

“Why? I’m not allowed to like romance?”

“Those are girly genres!”

“And horror is as well?”

The half succubus stared at him open-mouthed, before she smiled at him.

And David understood.

The reason why Ovelia wielded seduction like a tool. The reason why she stayed up into ungodly hours poring over her research. The reason why she had been willing to leverage her position to admit David into the Academy. The reason why she continued to subject her daughter to this treatment, time and time again, despite how much it tore her apart to do so.

“I’ll tell you what. I’ll bring you some of my favourite books for you to read. One of my favourites is about a literature club where all the girls are secretly eldritch monsters trying to charm a boy. What do you think?”

“It is?! That sounds AMAZING.”

David nodded.

“But in exchange… I still want to go ahead with the test.”

David’s expression remained impassive as both the Headmistress and her daughter wore visible expressions of surprise on their faces.

“Even… when you know how scary it can be?”

“I really want to. And if I could choose whose hands I’d want my fate to be in…”

Ava watched him, a mixture of fear and anticipation in her expression.

“I’d want it to be in the hands of someone with a good taste in books. I’d never be able to live with myself otherwise. Now that I know that yours isn’t entirely terrible, I feel a whole lot better about it all.”

Ava broke out into a grin, and much of the guilt written across her face melted away. To his surprise, he had expected more resistance from her, but it seemed like she had grasped the true motivation behind Ovelia’s actions, just like he had.

The tests went as he had experienced before. Ava triggered the dissociative effect, and David still felt like he was powerless against the sensation. It frustrated him that the repeated exposures weren’t producing any noticeable changes, but he tabled the problem as one that he would attempt to resolve with his class. Perhaps by attempting to form a servant relationship with Ava herself.

David bid Ava a quick goodbye, making sure to reassure her after her attempt. He intended to follow through on his promise to give her the books.

Headmistress Ovelia was silent the entire way back to her mansion. Eventually, David broke the silence.

“I understand why you do it. Why you work just as hard as you do.”

When she looked at him, he didn’t see her resort to her usual remarks. Or attempt to distract or taunt him like she usually would. Instead, Ovelia simply waited.

“The Infinite Dungeon is the greatest threat to our existence – you said it yourself. You want to get male adventurers back on delves without the threat of them being turned by a demon raid. But there’s more to it than that.”

David nodded.

“You want to build a world where you daughter will be able to walk about freely without the threat of being killed for who she is. A world where she isn’t feared or hated. You want her to be able to live a life of her own choosing.”

Silence filled the air between the pair of them.

“And… you’re willing to help me with that goal?”

David smiled before crouching down to undo her shoelaces.

“I am the [greatest servant], after all.”


Chapter 21


Name: David Vandrake

Class: [Greatest Servant]

Level: 3

Vitality: 9

Strength: 8

Agility: 10

Endurance: 8

Intelligence: 11

Willpower: 12

Mana pool: 7/7

Skills:

Greatest servant:

	[Accept request]

	[Passive: servant’s insight] unlocked!




Path of the Hound:

	[Passive: Beast constitution]

	[Rend]




Path of the Spellblade of Ages Lost:

	[Mana channelling]

	[Mage memory] unlocked!




Reputation:

	Miki: 60

	Ovelia: 20




David pondered over the new skills that he had gained. The first, was the skill he had gained from levelling in his class. [Passive: servant’s insight] implied that it might provide him with the ability to discern the goals of the people he served. He hadn’t noticed anything different about himself, but he made it a point to ensure that he would keep an eye out.

His completion of Ovelia’s request to convince Ava to continue with the experiments had rewarded him with another skill – [mage memory]. It allowed him to memorise spells and other details – another cornerstone, basic skill that many mages coveted. Ovelia was just as shocked when he told her, and he was certain that she had reached the same conclusion as him.

But skills aside, he noticed a definite shift in Ovelia’s treatment of him after his encounter with Ava.

On the one hand, she had entirely dispensed with her flirtatious behaviour. No longer did she tease David or set out to flirt with him. Instead, she bombarded him with chore after chore under the pretence of attempting to determine which baseline requests would lead to the unlocking of new skills. She also wanted to determine whether the effects would be cumulative.

He knew bullshit when he saw it.

David had a sneaking suspicion that she was merely tormenting him, but he didn’t think that Ovelia was that needlessly sadistic. He gained new skills when he helped the people he served attain the goals that went to the core of their desires. He also disclosed that her opinion of him had increased quite drastically. It was this second fact that David suspected was the blame for his new plight.

It seemed like the headmistress was keeping him out of her hair.

“Ovelia—”

“Call me Headmistress.”

David stared at her, struggling to determine just what she was attempting to achieve. If her goal was simply to confuse him, she was succeeding.

“Headmistress… do you have any requests—”

Her eyes were cold as she handed him the sheet of paper. She had taken the trouble to list a very extensive set of chores for him to complete. David’s eyebrow twitched. He was beginning to wonder whether he was being punished, but he didn’t know precisely what he had done.

“If I’ve offended you—”

“Get it done by today.”

Without another word, the headmistress disappeared upstairs, leaving him clueless with the paper in his hands. It was the day after his first day at the Academy – Satdas. The class party was scheduled for Sundas, the next day, and David figured that it would be his best opportunity to strike up a conversation with Molo, and attempt to counter Miki’s initial impression of him.

He also knew that the headmistress had received forewarning about the raid being pushed up sometime on the weekend before class began on Mondas – when her announcement had been made to them. If he could figure out the details of the raid being expedited, perhaps it would give him the opportunity to intervene and delay the raid.

It took him until the evening to complete the chores.

Just as he had expected, David didn’t gain any new skills for his troubles, although the mansion had never looked better. To his disappointment, the headmistress hadn’t received any missives that he could have intercepted. That left Sundas as the day when she was informed of the raid being expedited.

While he completed the chores, David constantly cycled [mana channelling]. The outcomes were abysmal compared to his strategy with the dungeon cores, and his mana had only increased by a single point.

By the time he completed his tasks, the sun had already fallen. He walked up the stairs to inform the headmistress, which was when he heard what seemed to be voices coming from her room.

David stepped softly towards her door, only to freeze when the ‘voices’ came into definition.

He had been gravely mistaken.

Ovelia’s moans could be heard from the hallway, as well as the vigorous creaking of her bed. David eyed a large stack of wine bottles that she had placed outside her room. He could see that the door was slightly ajar, but he quickly quashed his morbid curiosity and retreated to his own room as quietly as he could.

Two hours later, when he stepped out to have a shower, he realised she hadn’t stopped.

***

Ovelia had informed him that as adventurers levelled, the physiological changes in their bodies came with certain benefits and drawbacks. The increase in one’s libido was something that David had just witnessed firsthand. But it also became much more expensive to get drunk.

From the sheer amount of empty wine bottles he saw strewn about the corridor the morning afterwards, David was certain that even with the physical advantages that came with her high level, the headmistress was going to be out for the count for a good part of the morning.

And when the mail was delivered in the morning, an unexpected opportunity presented itself.

David opened the door and watched as a familiar face approached the mansion.

Charlotte, the headmistress’ secretary, gave him a sly smile.

“Hi, Charlotte.”

“It seems like she’s taken a liking to you. No surprises there.”

She looked him up and down, and David suddenly gained a strong sense of empathy for small prey animals.

She handed him a box containing a number of letters.

“Her mail. She’ll want to review it as soon as she wakes up. The courier came by yesterday night with an expedited delivery for her. Found it on my desk this morning. She’s been getting them all the time these days.”

David nodded, trying to conceal his excitement.

“Of course, I’ll let her know as soon as she’s up.”

Charlotte gave him a wink before turning to return to the Academy grounds. David let out a soft sigh of relief and mentally catalogued what Charlotte had told him.

David quickly flicked through Ovelia’s letters, halting when he reached the one marked as ‘expedited’. David hesitated only a second before cutting the envelope open.

Ovy

I fucking hate the Church. I didn’t believe you until I saw it myself. Those pontiff pricks actually did manage to conceal a whole damned Hole under the Capital. Can you imagine that? Another dungeon entrance right under our noses this whole time.

But I guess you can, seeing as you were the one who discovered the Passage of Spell and Flame. Can’t begin to wonder how you sniffed it out, but this gig has been pretty great. We’ve established some chokeholds, and a couple of lucky mages have managed to farm those skills that you were talking about.

Scary fuckers, those pontiffs. Who would’ve thought a bunch of old men with pointy hats would have been able to make the Arcanum their bitch by monopolising access to the Passage.

Now… to business. I’ve been in touch with the Delvers. They’re scheduled for another exploratory push into the Passages over here, but I could send them your way if you really want me to. The archdiocese has been ecstatic over the Vediran push, but I know that there are plenty of pontiffs who consider it a ‘distraction’. My guess is that they aren’t privy to what the big man knows, and want to hoard the Delvers for themselves. New Passages in Ardern means more political capital to leverage.

I know the Vediran chapter has been breathing down your neck to get the show on the road. If you’d like me to expedite their arrival to Vedir – let me know by the end of today. But if you want a little more time to prepare, it’ll be a simple matter to squeak into the right pontiff’s ears, which will get you another week at best before the archdiocese intervenes.

Nothing like some internal politics and self-interest to muddy the holy waters.

Awaiting further instructions. The Church are monitoring my communications, so send your reply to the following address.

V-

David stared at the message. With a quick glance towards the staircase, he folded it and placed it in his pocket. As he continued with the morning chores, he slowly came to terms with the letter’s staggering revelations.

A Hole… under the Capital?

That the Holy See have been concealing?

Not to mention… the Passage of Spell and Flame that Ovelia mentioned wasn’t at the Vediran Hole, it was in Ardern. That must have been what she bargained to gain her position as headmistress. It would have been invaluable if they had wanted to use it as leverage to bend the Arcanum to their will.

For what exactly… I haven’t the slightest clue.

David gritted his teeth as he folded the letter. There were schemes within schemes, and the deeper he looked, the more that was unveiled. The letter also implied that the archdiocese was particularly ‘ecstatic’ about the Vediran push.

The archdiocese is based in Ardern.

What exactly would they have to gain from a dungeon push in Vedir?

David bit his lip, his mind awhirl.

It’s plausible that the Vediran Chapter struck some deal with them. The Church isn’t a monolith, and at any one time, there are multiple players vying for power.

Breaking through to a Tier 4 passage could unveil a path to power unlike anything ever seen before. Skills that could be farmed that are magnitudes more powerful than those from Tier 3 dungeons.

David shook his head.

But I can’t assume anything. There’s another possibility to all of this – that the archdiocese knows exactly what happens when the dungeon is breached.

If that’s the case, what exactly would they get out of the beast rampage?

There were still too many uncertainties. David still couldn’t say conclusively that it was the raid that triggered the beast rampage, but it was too unlikely to be a coincidence. Neither would it make sense for the beastkin to stage a rebellion with powerful Delvers present in Vedir – even if they were tangled up in a Tier 4 dungeon.

But the letter did provide him with an opportunity.

David quickly crept back upstairs. From his previous days doing the chores, he knew where the Headmistress kept her drafted letters. If he was to send a reply, he needed the Academy’s seal. He knew that it was used as a way to verify communications.

He had a crazy idea.

First, David ripped the letter to pieces and flushed it down the toilet – leaving no evidence of its presence. He knew that he needed to take a risk. There was a risk that Charlotte would ask Ovelia about the expedited communication she had received. David eyed the other letters, and quickly extracted the one addressed to Ovelia by the Holy See’s Vediran chapter.

Then, he crept towards her door on the balls of his feet, slowly pushing it open and wincing as it softly creaked.

It turned out that he had no reason to worry.

The headmistress was snoring, sprawled out on her bed. The smell of alcohol and sweat hung heavily in the air from last night’s ‘activities’. David’s eyes widened when he noticed Ovelia’s state of dress. She was in her underwear, her bra visible from where she was splayed out.

For a moment David was drawn in by the sight of the waves of her red hair, draped invitingly over her full, large breasts that strained against her bra.

David promptly tore himself away from the image, heading immediately for her desk when he determined that she was still fast asleep.

He found what he was looking for.

David extracted Ovelia’s Academy seal and activated his skill.

[Mage memory]

The intricate lines of mana comprising the seal burned into his mind – and David instinctually knew the length and shape of every line and curve. It seemed like [mage memory] was a rare enough skill and one whose access was controlled by the Holy See that they hadn’t seen fit to update their verification procedures, luckily for him.

Keeping a watchful eye on the headmistress, he imprinted the seal onto a blank piece of paper, which he folded and placed in his pocket. Then, he extracted the ‘expedite’ stamp and depressed it on the Holy See’s letter. It was also a good thing that the Ardernian postal service standardised its seals.

David froze when he heard a sound from behind him.

The headmistress shifted in her bed, turning onto her belly before she continued to snore deep in her sleep. David’s cheeks burned when he realised that his initial assumption had been incorrect.

The headmistress wasn’t entirely in her underwear.

She was only wearing her bra.

I’m so sorry, Ovelia.

David swallowed before leaving the room, trying his best to ignore the throbbing between his legs and the guilt at glimpsing what he had seen.

***

Ovelia rose about an hour later and joined David for lunch after a long shower.

“Good morning, headmistress.”

Ovelia grunted, avoiding his eyes as she dug into her meal. David was waiting for his gambit to be revealed. He had sent a short reply to ‘V’ on her behalf – simply stating ‘delay – proceed as planned’.

He expected that he would know very soon if they were onto his deception. He knew that if it came to it in subsequent loops, he would ‘simply’ be able to intercept the letter at the tower before it reached Charlotte’s hands.

David’s eyes widened as he caught himself.

Subsequent loops? Just when did I start expecting to fail?

“You look worried,” Ovelia said, startling him out of his reverie.

“I was wondering if it would be ok for me to attend the class party today. I haven’t had much time to get to know my peers.”

Ovelia waved a hand at him, grunting her affirmation.

“Is everything alright?”

“Is there something that would imply that I’m not?”

The headmistress met his gaze, and David instantly regretted asking the question.

“No… not at all.”

With another grunt, Ovelia returned to her meal, and David hurried to his room to prepare for the coming event.

It was finally time to speak to them again.

His very first friends at the Academy.


Chapter 22


His classmates turned to stare at him.

“The headmistress’ sex toy. Nice of you to join us,” Generic Bitch Number Two exclaimed, prompting a laugh from her friend. David ignored them, walking past them straight to his destination.

He had waited long enough.

David strode straight up to the group of beastkin who had congregated together in a corner. The differences with his previous interactions with them were stark. Stara and Lara stared at him warily, while Miki’s lips were drawn with tension. The lamia let out a low warning hiss as he continued to approach undeterred, stopping right in front of the man that he wanted to meet.

“Molo, right?”

“Ay, that’s me! I saw you in the induction, it is good to meet you brotha!”

Molo extended a hand, and David could feel the tension in the air as the other beastkin watched on.

He didn’t hesitate for a second, gripping the hand in a handshake and drawing the larger beastkin into a half-hug. He grinned as Molo let out a surprised laugh, reciprocating with joy.

“Ahh, it is good to finally meet another man.”

Miki glared at Molo, nudging him in the shoulder. The larger houndkin stared back abashed.

“We have nothing to say to you.”

Stara stepped forwards, bearing her teeth.

“You aren’t welcome here. Leave.”

David looked at Molo as the houndkin gently shook his head.

I guess he doesn’t want me to try talking to him while the others are around.

They’re defensive. I can see it in their body language.

Who knows what they’ve had to endure from the other humans while I’ve been busy with the headmistress.

David felt a pang of sadness as he looked at Miki, remembering their final day together. How they had held each other in their arms, only for all of it to be erased like the fleeting dream that it had been.

How do I even begin to return things to the way they were?

Will it ever be possible?

David turned away, his face falling. David turned to his other classmates. Many of them were staring at him outright, but a few seemed a touch less hostile than the others.

“Hey, Aika. Thanks for helping me with the core during induction.”

Aika turned to glance at him. Her face was just as impassive as the first time he had seen her this loop. It was like she was an entirely different person. She carried herself with a grace that David struggled to remember when he had first met her, and her dark eyes put him on edge as she regarded him silently.

“Sorry for bothering you.”

David retreated, knowing that his presence was unwelcome.

Was there a single person who would talk to him at this blasted party?

One thing that he knew for certain was that he needed to gather as many allies as he could. But he underestimated just how much brief, insignificant events could compound and entirely change the way that others received him.

David decided to head over to one of the classmates who he did know to be a decent person.

“Valadria, right? I’m David. Nice to meet you.”

David stared up at the gargantuan [berserker] with frizzy ginger hair.

“It’s nice to meet you, David. I remember you from the induction.”

She was in conversation with Baela and Evelyn, who had both turned to regard him.

“Hello! It is great to meet you David,” Evelyn said, beaming at him. Just as he had glimpsed last time, he noticed pronounced dark circles under her eyes, and she was visibly drunk.

What demons is she trying to chase away?

Or maybe she just can’t hold her liquor?

I doubt the Holy See lets its nuns go on benders, but you can never know these things for certain.

Baela simply remained silent, watching him. They were dressed just the same as they had been previously – Baela with her magenta hair tied in a ponytail, garbed in leather armour, while Evelyn donned a white robe, holding multiple jugs of alcohol in her arms.

“Do you guys have any clue about what to expect this next week?”

Valadria nodded with a smile.

“My cousin graduated before me. The first week is exciting. We get our pick of subjects to enrol in, depending on what we’d like to specialise in. I’ll be trying out for duelling with Headmistress Ovelia. Any tips on how to get into her class?”

“I think she’s interested in unique classes or skills… so I’d try to flaunt your stuff if you have the option.”

Valadria gave him an appreciative nod despite his generic advice.

“Don’t mind those two, they’ve been whinging about the beastkin this whole time. If you ask me, I think they deserve a fair shot. Especially that big guy over there, I reckon he’s cute,” Valadria giggled which prompted a grin from David.

The beginnings of an idea formed in his mind.

“Why don’t we go introduce ourselves to them?”

“But… they didn’t seem very keen on talking to you when you first tried?” Evelyn said, her voice trembling, before she blushed, seeming to grasp that what she had said might come across as offensive. Before she could stumble over herself to apologise, David nodded.

“Not all of us share the idiots’ opinions. It’ll be awkward, but we might as well make them feel welcome.”

“What do you want from them?”

Valadria and Evelyn turned in surprise towards the third voice.

Baela stared at him, and David found himself shocked at the accusation inherent in her words.

“For one… I know what it’s like to feel like an outcast. Believe it or not, someone tried to kill me on the first day. The headmistress managed to foil the attempt,” David said, seeing an opportunity to justify his living situation.

He carefully watched Valadria, Evelyn and Baela’s expressions – but apart from the surprise on their faces, he couldn’t detect any tension that betrayed any further knowledge.

“I see,” Baela said, with a nod of her head.

With that, David headed back towards the beastkin. They tensed as he approached them for the second time.

“Say… how about an arm wrestle?”

***

Molo and Valadria slung their arms around each other, singing in drunken happiness after their ‘battle’. It warmed his heart to see his friend alive and happy again.

Miki, on the other hand, was glaring daggers at him.

“What do you want from us?”

“I think you’re cute.”

Miki gaped at him before she seemed to remember herself, frowning adorably.

“You’re right. I’m a selfish, sleazy human male. Just as you suspected.”

For a moment, she was at a loss for words before he broke into a slight grin.

“So, how was your day?”

Miki seemed like she was having trouble contemplating whether she wanted to kick him in the nuts or storm away after slapping him in the face. Before she could make a decision, David raised his hands in defeat.

“The reason I wanted to talk to you guys was because you seemed friendly. I’m sure you’ve noticed that my presence here isn’t the most welcome either. I thought you might know what it felt like.”

At that, Miki seemed to pause, casting a glance over to—

“Pair of Generic Bitches, aren’t they?”

Miki snorted, her lips turning upwards before she remembered herself again.

“You don’t have to try so hard to be upset at me, you know,” David smiled. He instinctively went to poke her in the side as he did when he was teasing her, but quickly arrested the motion. He felt a tinge of sadness as he slipped back into their dynamic, but watched her react differently.

There were no magic words that he could say to bring things back to the way they were before.

But he knew that all wasn’t lost just yet.

“Alright, human. I’ll give you a chance. Are you truly sleeping with the headmistress as the others have said?”

“Why are you so interested?”

Miki blushed, and David let out a laugh. He turned his head and watched as Molo gave him a sneaky thumbs-up. Before Miki could stomp away, he gently held her arm.

“You’d be able to smell it on me if I have.”

“I can,” Miki glowered.

David blanched, realising that he had indeed snuck into the headmistress’ room.

“You won’t imagine the things that woman makes me do,” he whispered – his eyes adopting a thousand-yard stare. He watched with satisfaction as Miki aborted her escape out of morbid curiosity.

“Making me clean every inch…” Miki’s eyes widened.

“Of her house. I’m a [servant] – it’s my class.”

Miki glared at him.

“A useless class.”

“Well… you might be surprised.”

“You’ll have to prove it for me to believe it.”

David smiled.

“Then how about a date. After class tomorrow. Give me a chance to prove that you’re wrong about me.”

At that, Miki’s eyes softened. David remembered how she had treated him with distance before he had been honest with her.

The ball was in her court.

“I’ll think about it,” she murmured, before joining Lara and Stara, who were staring intently at them.

David smiled as he saw her right ear twitch.

***

“Headmistress, I’m back!”

David called out as he entered the mansion. The light orbs were out, and David suspected that Ovelia had retreated to her room. As he climbed up the stairs, he began to hear a rhythmic thumping.

The familiar sound of the headmistress’ moans reached him.

In contrast to the day before, there were no wine bottles in sight in the hallway, and the door was more than just slightly ajar. The headmistress’ moans were desperate, and the throbbing between his legs had grown to a painful degree.

“Wanting to fuck a student. Look at you. You’re pathetic. All of those insults at Professor Abagail, and you’re no better. She was just more honest,” he heard her say from within her room.

The thumping redoubled, and the Ovelia’s moans loudened in their intensity until they reached a climax. David could hear the Headmistress’ heavy breaths, but he was already inching back towards his room.

David shut the door behind him, but it didn’t take long before the thumps returned again.

“Uh oh.”


Chapter 23


“Good morning class! Welcome to Introductory Botany. My name is Professor Abigail. Welcome to my home.”

David felt a chill as Professor Abigail uttered the words, having a good idea of exactly what she got up to in her greenhouse. Professor Abigail had long brown hair with streaks of white in the midst. Her hair was braided and sported a number of eye-catching flowers. An utterly ordinary woman at first glance, with a somewhat extraordinary sexual appetite, if Headmistress Ovelia was to be believed.

Although, she was certainly living up to her reputation in that regard.

“Psst. Brotha.”

“Yeah, Molo?’

“I might be going loco… but is our teach staring at me?”

David grinned at his friend.

“Better be careful, brother. You might become a permanent fixture in the greenhouse.”

Just like the woman herself, there was more to Professor Abigail’s greenhouse than met the eye. The moment that he had entered it, David realised that the greenhouse employed heavy-duty spatial dilation magic. Upon entering, the class was greeted to a sprawling greenhouse filled with all manner of plant life.

Just from a glance, David could make out creeper vines that leisurely twisted along the sides and roof of the building, sporting bulbous yellow fruit. Cacti that seemed to be imbued with energy, with arcs of electricity jumping between their spikes. Fields of bioluminescent flowers under a cherry blossom tree that glowed, situated at the very heart of the greenhouse.

“Today, I will be introducing you to a range of the most useful and valuable plant life in the dungeon. As you know, adventuring is resource-intensive. Doubly so if you choose to strike out on your own. Let me introduce you to…”

Professor Abigail ushered them down a flight of stairs into a cave system where yet more plant life could be found. Glow in the dark mushrooms, truffle sponges, and fields of glowing grass.

“Mana grass. The most valuable commodity in the dungeon. As you know, humans cannot process dungeon cores like beastkin are capable of. When creatures die naturally in the dungeon, the mana cores can degrade in the soil, imbuing the plant life with energy, which can cause interesting mutations. Mana grass in particular seems to turn the mana into a state which the human body doesn’t reject, and it is the base ingredient for the most potent of potions – including mana potions.”

“Professor, are there certain biomes where you’re more likely to find mana grass than others?”

Professor Abigail smiled at his question before nodding.

“David, was it? Excellent question. Mana grass is fairly common in Tier 3 dungeons where even mundane creatures drop potent dungeon cores. Alternatively, loot rooms and boss areas are prime examples of growth areas in the earlier tiers.”

David nodded appreciatively, even as a plan began to form in his head. One of the requests that the Headmistress had set him was to find more locations for mana grass in preparation for the upcoming raid. He could use the mana grass he found as leverage to convince the Headmistress to take him along on the raid.

Now, it was finally time to secure some allies.

“So… what now,” Miki said, striding up to him after class. David was certain that she had agreed on their ‘date’ more out of curiosity than anything. David walked out of the Academy, straight towards the veranda in the heart of the houndkin’s enclave.

Molo was waiting for them.

“No one informed me that Molo was coming along,” Miki said dryly, provoking an abashed grin from the larger beastkin. “You do know that he’s my—”

“Cousin. Yes. But not by blood. You were adopted.”

Molo and Miki exchanged a confused glance as David took a seat, looking out at the enclave.

“Molo’s parents were mistreated while they were servants for wealthy humans. He has a dream to raise the houndkin up, breaking them out of the hierarchy that’s been imposed on them.”

Molo’s eyes widened and Miki slowly reached towards her side.

In response, David simply continued, his back to them.

“And your adoptive mother is a kitsune. You share Molo’s wish, but you also break other barriers for beastkin. Your dream is to become a mage.”

Miki faltered as her eyes widened.

“Please, sit.”

The pair of them stared at him. Miki seemed to overcome her momentary reluctance, reaching for her bagh nakhs before she witnessed Molo take a seat and motion to her.

“Let’s listen to him, cuz.”

David smiled at his friend.

“What do both of you know about time magic?”

***

“You’re claiming that you’ve met us before. That we delved together, that I had a relationship with you, and that the Tier 4 dungeon push is going to trigger a beast rampage that leads to the human population on the Isles being slaughtered?”

David nodded, his eyes resolute.

Miki stared at him like he was insane. Molo, on the other hand, merely looked contemplative.

“Whatever sick joke you think this is…”

“Not as sick of a joke as Molo’s. You know the one where he told his ex-girlfriend he would shit on her when she asked him if he would love her if she was a worm?”

“Heh, good one brotha.”

Molo bumped fists with David as Miki continued to progressively lose her mind.

“WHAT IS GOING O—”

“I’m going to be asking a lot of both of you. We have two weeks before the Delvers arrive to make the push into the Infinite Dungeon, and I wish we had years. Your chieftan, Charak, will announce during the second feast that the both of you were selected to make the push into the dungeon. I also suspect that the locomotive portal architecture will go down a few days before the raid, but the previous timeline was very different to the present one.”

Miki was fuming, pacing aggressively before them, but keeping David in her sights all the while.

“Do you know why I’m telling you this, Miki?”

She paused, seeming to pick up on something in his voice.

“You told me what you valued the most. Honesty. This is my way of honouring it. I know how I sound. If I was on the receiving end, I would think I was a mad lunatic and a perverted stalker to boot.”

“Perverted stalker?” Miki stared at him in confusion.

“Because I know that you have two moles right above your…” David gestured to Miki’s bottom half. When he felt the bite of cold steel against his neck, he knew that he deserved it – even as Molo burst into raucous laughter.

“Ay, cuz. There are too many things about us that he knows. We should hear him out.”

“You’re too trusting,” Miki snapped, staring at David.

He nodded.

“That’s why there is something tangible that I can do to prove it to you. I told you about how my class works, right?”

Miki scoffed, but before she could continue, David extracted a dungeon core and popped it in his mouth. Both of his friends lurched towards him, knowing the risks it posed to a human attempting to absorb beast mana from a core directly. When he saw them move towards him, he felt an overwhelming sense of appreciation for his friends. Even as a stranger, they were generous with their kindness.

He absorbed the mana. He rose to his feet, and he gestured for Miki to come at him. She stared at him in shock and confusion, but acquiesced. David avoided her flurry of blows, her fists whistling past his face and torso as he twisted, anticipating her moves.

[Rend]

David cut the air apart in front of him, in a similar way to how beastkin could direct their mana to their claws to amplify their damage potential.

The pair of them stared at him before Molo broke out into a wide grin.

“You’ve got to give it to him, cuz. He knows how you fight.”

“Perverted stalker,” she muttered, but this time, her glare lost much of its animosity.

“So, assuming we believe you. Assuming we trust that you’ve come back in time. What exactly would you have us do? Boycott the historic raid that almost everyone on the Isles is in support of?”

“I want you to help me hunt for mana grass.”

“Mana grass?”

“Yes. There’s a shortage now, at the worst possible time. The houndkin have plenty of dungeon coordinates. We’ll come up with an agreement to survey those locations for them, and they can negotiate for a loosening of the beast core restrictions and a supply of cores in exchange for any mana grass we harvest. We’ll be prospectors, authorised to enter the dungeon.”

“And what exactly do you get out of this?” Miki asked, her eyes narrowing.

“I use it to convince the headmistress to allow me to accompany you on the raid. I need to figure out precisely what happens so that…” David trailed off, and his shoulders slumped.

“You aren’t expecting to succeed this time, are you, brotha?”

David’s lips stretched into a tight smile, and he knew that Molo must have seen something in it. A helplessness that houndkin could relate to, under the foot of the Capital and the Holy See.

“I’ll speak to the chieftain,” Molo said, standing to his feet. He raised a hand before Miki could protest, and David saw a side to his friend that he never thought he had glimpsed before.

The gentle giant had steel in his eyes.

Molo actually believed him.

“It’s a good plan. The best way that we can empower our people, and at little cost, ay?”

The giant houndkin stepped in to embrace him.

“I don’t deserve a friend like you,” David said, his voice cracking as the wall that he had put up against the storm of his emotions began to crack.

Molo smiled before he descended down the hill towards the enclave.

“I made a promise to you last time.”

Miki was silent.

“The Academy has access to Springs which can form mana channels in those that don’t possess a [mage] class or who are born with deficient mana reserves, which is the case for beastkin.” David continued. “I promised that I would get you those coordinates, and I hope to be able to live up to it this time.”

David rose to his feet, and left Miki standing alone, staring in his wake.

***

He had done all that he could. It was up to Miki and Molo to trust him, but the same could be said of him for them.

He needed to put his money where his mouth was.

Or more accurately, his grandmother’s money where his mouth was.

“I am very sorry for your loss, Mr Vandrake. Cochlean Bank expresses its deepest regrets over the loss of your grandmother. Her patronage with us was deeply valued, and we hope to have a fulfilling ongoing relationship with you moving forwards.”

“How much can I withdraw?”

In the bank clerk’s defence, they didn’t blink an eye at the bluntness of his question.

“Your grandmother assigned a condition dictating that below the age of forty – you would only be able to secure a dispensation of 5% of the total funds in her balance per year. A common safeguard to ensure that beneficiaries do not squander hefty allowances,” the clerk said while smiling.

“And how much would that be?”

***

More than enough, was the answer. But not so much that his financial troubles were trivialised.

Even so, David hesitated to set foot in the beautiful Inazuman market where he had last purchased his equipment. He glanced around at the beautiful people around him – the result of the kitsune’s glamours, and felt a sinking sense of dread. How quickly everything had changed, the idyllic market turning into a nightmare, with blood running through the cobblestones.

Pushing down his emotions, David promptly bought the enchanted equipment that he had for Miki and Molo as well as the book he had mentioned to Ava – Loki Loki Literature Club. The hit horror houndkin romance book.

Finally, he bought a novice spellbook for himself. It would give him the ability to cast a [fireball] once he mastered it – one of the staple spells for beginner [mages] for its efficiency and moderate destructive potential. [Mage memory] would greatly expedite the process and ensure that he didn’t forget complicated nuances in the spell architecture.

While we waited for Miki and Molo to progress things with the houndkin – there was only one thing left for him to do.

I need to get stronger.

Harvesting beast cores. Expanding my mana pool. Most importantly, completing the headmistress’ requests to gain more of her skills.

But…

There was a small barrier to his goal.

“Hi Charlotte, is the headmistress in?”

Charlotte smiled, giving him a nod before returning to her work. It seemed like everyone at the Academy was busy preparing for the raid, which could be both a boon and an impediment.

He had been puzzling over the headmistress’… actions over the past few days.

But he finally thought he had gotten to the root of the problem.

“Enter.”

Headmistress Ovelia’s voice was curt, and when David entered her office, she was in poor shape. Her hair was dishevelled, her clothes wrinkled despite his best efforts, and she sported an expression of utter misery.

“Yes?”

David let out a slow breath.

“Will you go to dinner with me this evening?”

Silence filled the room as the Headmistress stared at him. Her quill slowly dragged across the page, where it lay forgotten in her hands.

“I’d like to show my appreciation for everything you’ve done for me.”

Then she seemed to slump.

“Oh.”

“By taking you out on a date.”

Her gaze snapped back towards him.

“I’ll see you at seven,” the headmistress said without missing a beat. David bit down a smile, and he knew that his assumption had been right.


Chapter 24


“You made it, Headmistress.”

The Headmistress strode forwards in a shimmering black dress. It perfectly traced the contours of her body, emphasising her large breasts and displaying a generous amount of cleavage. It took all of his willpower to ensure that his eyes didn’t stray, but the slight, involuntary flicker was enough to cause a sliver of amusement to appear across Ovelia’s lips.

Still, he was pleased to see an emotion other than fatigue, stress or frustration – as had been the case in the past few days. David had the distinct impression that he was severely underdressed for the occasion in his simple pants and shirt.

In the light orbs tuned to a warm beige, her dark, hazel eyes glittered as she met his gaze.

“Thank you for arranging this,” she said folding her hands neatly in the lap.

“Can I call you Ovelia?”

David thought he saw the slightest shift in her calm demeanour.

“Do you want to?”

“Of course I do.”

The headmistress slowly nodded her head. He could see her lips almost stretch into a smile, but weirdly enough, he got the impression that she was actively attempting not to break out into one.

They ordered their meals in turn. David also ordered some wine for himself, and the strongest cocktail on the menu for Ovelia, who was taken aback by his initiative.

“It’s no fun if I’m the only one who’s getting tipsy. Unless… you would prefer something else, of course?”

Ovelia shook her head, this time, failing to hide the smile that crept onto her face.

“You know me too well.”

“Actually… I don’t think I do. I was wrong about many things.”

Before the Headmistress could reply, the waiters served their meals, along with their drinks. David took a long sip of his wine before immediately proceeding to top it up with another glass. He reconsidered and ordered a whole bottle.

He was going to need it.

“Do tell. What misconceptions did you have about me?”

“I thought… that you were like Professor Abigail.”

Ovelia quirked an eyebrow at him before breaking into laughter. David grinned as she snorted, the nearby diners turning towards them and casting curious glances.

“Oh? And you’ve come to a different conclusion?”

“For one… your seduction was a front.”

Ovelia’s smile fell from her burgundy lips. The sight of it pained him, but he steeled his nerve and pushed on.

“When you first met me, you used it as a means to manipulate me into doing exactly what you wanted. I didn’t realise it at first. It was only after I met Ava that I really began to understand.”

David took another bite of his meal, and he thought he heard the slightest rattle of cutlery against plate as the Headmistress dug into her own meal, betraying her nerves. Her eyes were fixed on him, hanging onto his every word.

“Then I understood why the sudden change came about. I’m sure you’ve got your hands full planning the upcoming raid… but that wasn’t it either.”

David refilled his glass. It was true what Ovelia had said. Despite only being level 3, the increase in his physical stats had already slightly bolstered his tolerance for alcohol.

“It was like you stopped seeing me as a tool to be manipulated and started seeing me for who I was. You started to respect me. It wasn’t as easy to nudge me in the directions you wanted as you had before. And… I also know that you didn’t want me to feel uncomfortable, living under the same roof as you. So, you started to distance yourself and began to draw up boundaries.”

A slight blush had reached Ovelia’s cheeks. David watched her quickly down her drink before immediately motioning for the waiter to bring the next.

“As much as you teased me about Professor Abagail, I think you felt guilty about forcing me into something that I didn’t entirely want. After all, you’ve gone to great lengths to ensure that you never imposed any ‘untoward’ feelings on me. You dealt with them yourself.”

Ovelia’s blush deepened, and David confirmed that the headmistress had not known that he was aware of her nighttime activities.

“You’re right. I do owe you an apology. I’m sorry for how I treated you. I’ll arrange for alternative accommodation immediately—”

David shook his head, leaning forwards in his chair.

“I can decide what I want for myself.”

“And what is it that you want?”

David rose from his chair, helping Ovelia out of her own, leaving a stunned waiter behind as he grabbed the bottle out of his hands.

***

David pushed Ovelia onto her bed, her back resting against her bedframe. As David’s lips locked with her own, her scent washed over him as he shifted his focus from her lips to her neck. He felt the Headmistress’ shiver of excitement as he ran his tongue over her skin.

David’s hands roved over her full breasts, his fingers wandering under the shimmering black fabric to brush against her erect nipples. Ovelia moaned in pleasure, and David felt his bulge strain painfully against his pants.

“Rip it off.”

David only hesitated for a second before he tore the headmistress’ dress in twain. Her full breasts were exposed, and David immediately began to run his tongue and fingers over them, caressing her soft skin. He continued to pull as the fabric parted over the navel, eventually coming entirely apart to reveal her sex.

He felt a hand wander to his crotch, attempting to unzip his pants. Then the Headmistress abandoned her restraint. He felt his dress pants tear in twain, along with his underwear.

I’ll miss you, my single pair of dress pants.

You were a worthy sacrifice.

“You’ve been holding it in this whole time,” she whispered, her lips brushing up against his ears, as her hands encircled his member. Before she could proceed, David yanked her thighs towards him, and Ovelia let out an excited gasp.

David glided his sex against hers, encircling it with her thighs. He felt Ovelia’s cries of pleasure begin to heighten, her eyes meeting his and carrying a silent plea within them. He slowly rubbed his member between her thighs, while it was pressed up against her wet sex.

“No foreplay?”

“I’ve waited long enough.”

David thrust his member deep inside her. He was almost instantly overloaded with intense pleasure, and every movement threatened to shove him straight over the edge.

The Headmistress had made her preferences clear.

With her nipples between his teeth, David began to thrust as hard as he could and Ovelia arched her back, gasping out in pleasure.

“Yes! Yes!”

He felt the headmistress cross her legs behind his lower back, using them to drive him into her harder and faster. He saw Ovelia’s eyes roll back as she moaned, and he watched her large breasts shift hypnotically with every steady thrust.

Sweat glistened across her skin, and David was overwhelmed with his arousal. The sultry headmistress, teasing him over the course of a week, pleading for him to thrust deeper and faster.

He felt Ovelia tighten around him as she reached her climax.

The pleasure overwhelmed him, and he released his seed over her body, feeling a tingle pass through his legs from the surge of pleasure. He lay down next to her breathless, and he couldn’t help but notice how Ovelia’s hands immediately gravitated towards his member.

“I’ll be right back. Bathroom.”

“Hurry,” she whispered.

David closed the door behind him, quickly grabbing something from his room and swallowing it.

He felt his lethargy ebb away as the dungeon core dissolved, his stamina replenishing and the exertion disappearing from his body.

He peered at the Headmistress’ door as he returned to the corridor and winced, recalling just how loud those thumps from her room had been.

“Avarium save me.”

***

“Good morning, handsome.”

David admired Ovelia’s form as she rose, her red curls tumbling down her defined back. David had found an excuse to nip to the bathroom another one or two times before he had been forced to tough the rest of the night out. His body ached all over, while the Headmistress looked like she had experienced her best sleep in days.

“Ovelia…”

“Yes?” she queried, sliding up next to him in the bed, her breasts in full view. David tore his eyes away from them, clearing his throat as he felt a weak throb in his nether regions. It was clear that the little man needed a break after last night’s festivities.

“I’ve found a potential solution to your mana grass shortage.”

Ovelia glared at him, but eventually broke into a teasing smile.

“I’m listening.”

“The houndkin have access to dungeon coordinates. If we trade some beast cores in exchange for the coordinates, we might get lucky with a favourable biome. You can leave the actual scouting to me and some students that I’ve recruited.”

“What’s the catch?”

David winced at her tone, but continued undeterred.

“I’ve heard rumours about a Rejuvenating Springs… I suspect it might be good for the cultivation of my mana. And…”

The Headmistress paused, her eyes narrowing.

“I’d like to accompany you on the raid.”

“Absolutely not.”

“Please consider it. I’ve grown much stronger, and going on the raid would give me the chance to network with some Delvers – maybe even finding my next mentor, if such a thing were possible.”

“You’re so eager to get rid of me already?” David blushed as Ovelia laughed.

“Alright. I’ll consider it. But you really shouldn’t make requests like this after our fun last night. It might lead a woman to question the intent behind your actions.”

David winced.

She did have a point.

“I think my intent was obvious.”

Ovelia laughed in response, giving his buttocks a squeeze.

“I’ll consider it. But I have a request of my own. Meet me at the entrance to the laboratory after your classes finish. There’s something I want to show you.”

David raised an enquiring eyebrow and made to get up, but Ovelia merely pushed him back onto the bed.

“Don’t be late, or I’ll be forced to punish you.”

Against his better judgment, every fibre of his being was tempted to grab her arm and pull her back onto the sheets, but David remembered his goals for the day and relented.

There was no way to guarantee there would be a day left to spend otherwise.

***

“We’ve got a deal, brotha.”

David stared at his good friend, the gargantuan houndkin greeting him with a wide grin.

“Chieftain Charak approves of the idea. He’s provided me with the dungeon coordinates.”

“I’ve got the headmistress’ approval too. Great job, Molo,” David said, giving his friend a fist bump.

“I guess now we’ve only got one hurdle left to surmount before we can get started.”

David and Molo exchanged a glance before turning their heads towards Miki, who was standing a short distance away. Her expression was stormy, and David had an excellent assumption as to why.

“I slept with her last night,” he said under his breath as he walked up to Miki. Her beautiful face twisted into an expression of disgust, and she made to walk away, before David extended a hand to halt her.

“You couldn’t have known… but we had the discussion. Back when we started our relationship. I’ve told you about the past loops, but not about my life.”

David told her about his life in the village. Being sheltered by his grandmother, shunned by the other kids, and trapped in a gilded cage. He told her about his desire to explore. To get to know other people freely, and to experience all that adventuring had to give.

“And how exactly did I react when you told me this?”

“You winked at me and said you didn’t mind sharing.”

Miki stared at him. Really stared, before she cursed under her breath.

“That’s exactly the sort of cheesy thing I’d say,” she mumbled, her voice barely discernible, before she seemed to remember herself and glared at him.

“I actually thought it was quite hot—”

“No one cares. I’m in. Let’s go find this mage grass. Not a word about this ever again, or our headmistress might find herself without a toy to play with.”

Miki harrumphed and brushed past him, making her way towards the women’s dormitories.

“I’ll see you tomorrow!” David called out after her.

“Suffering from success, ay?”

David winced, but laughed as Molo shot him a grin.

“You’re a braver man than I, brotha. Say…”

David looked curiously up at the houndkin.

“Did I ever have a chance with Valadria?”

“You sure did, brother. Go shoot your shot.”

“Now that’s how you use time-travelling powers, ay?”

“Oath to that, Molo.”

David grinned as he gave his friend a fist bump.

***

David arrived at the entrance to the laboratory at the stipulated time. As he approached the door, David jumped when a hand came to rest on his shoulder. He saw the headmistress raise a finger to her lips, gesturing for him to follow her back out into the hallway.

“We aren’t here to see Ava?”

The headmistress shook her head. Bubbling with curiosity, David followed her in her wake. They descended a curving staircase lower into the bowels of the Academy, before eventually coming to a halt before a plain stone wall.

The headmistress grabbed his arm and pulled him into the solid wall. As he stepped through, he gaped at the uncanny experience.

“The Academy has fake walls? There are secret passage—”

“Don’t get too excited,” Ovelia whispered in his ears, achieving very much the opposite effect that she expressed. “Follow me.”

The Headmistress conjured a mote of flame beside her, which lit up their pitch-black surroundings. The tunnel continued for some time at a slight downwards slope, until they finally reached the exit.

[Summon magelight]

David watched the Headmistress wave her rapier, sending out a number of intense light orbs which flashed into existence, illuminating their surroundings.

He stared in awe at the sight that awaited him.


Chapter 25


David stared out at a town under the Academy. It looked like they had stumbled into a dungeon room. The cavern had a high ceiling, enough to easily contain the structures that awaited within. David stepped out onto a cobbled street bordered on either side by shop houses and tall towers.

Are we in a dungeon room?

But that’s impossible… [geomancers] have tried everything to brute force their way into dungeon locations, and all their attempts have failed.

“What… is this place?”

The Headmistress gestured for him to follow her. They strode through the dark and quiet town. When he scrutinised the buildings more closely, he realised that while some were fully constructed, others were half-built and incomplete.

“You were right about my goals.”

David paused, considering her words before nodding.

“Ava.”

“It’s too risky to bring her to the surface. The kitsune are specialists at illusions, and any spell that I’m capable of casting won’t keep her from their eyes.”

Ovelia turned to David. This time, she didn’t withhold her emotions, and David could sense the sadness and desperation in her eyes. But there was also resolve, and an unyielding determination.

“I’d like for her to really experience what it’s like on the surface. As you can see, I’ve done a shoddy job with the place so far,” Ovelia winced, to which David responded with a soft smile.

“Frankly… I don’t think it would make a difference to her.”

Ovelia smiled, but David could see that it failed to reach her eyes.

“Do you know much about the Passages?”

“Giving me a pop quiz, Headmistress?”

Ovelia reached out and pinched him in the side, a yelp escaping from him. She smiled, and this time David could see that a degree of tension had melted from her shoulders.

“Passages are dungeons chained together, leading through the layers. They’re also paths to power. What about them?”

“I found Ava in the Passage of Spell and Flame.”

David’s eyes widened.

“Her parents had somehow obtained the coordinates to the location. Both of them were formidable in their own right, and they had constructed a home from scratch in the third layer.”

David’s eyes widened.

That would mean that they would be constantly under pressure from the dungeon’s denizens.

Having to kill off creatures again and again as they respawned.

“They… attacked my team. They were trying to hide their existence from the world around them, and we just happened to be the ones who put an end to their lives.”

Ovelia’s hands were shaking. David reached out and took them into his own.

“They had disguised themselves as creatures. But we should have known that something was amiss when we saw the home that they had built for themselves.”

“They killed one of my party and left a couple of the others in critical condition. The rest retreated to the surface to get help. I stayed behind to scout ahead. When I checked their home… I found her.”

“Did you tell Ava?”

Ovelia smiled.

“I did. It was too big a secret. Too heavy. I waited until she was old enough to understand, and I told her. It was hard for a while. I knew that she was angry. She lashed out with her words, and part of me wished she had just taken up my rapier and cut me down instead.”

A tear dropped onto the stone floor below them.

“But then she apologised. Crying and telling me she was sorry, as if she was the one in the wrong. Finding and delving into that Passage was the greatest regret of my entire life.”

Ovelia paused as she wiped her tears from her eyes.

“And my greatest blessing.”

David watched Ovelia, and for the first time since their meeting… he saw her for who she truly was.

The layers of duplicity peeled back to reveal the raw shape of her character.

He saw a mother doing the utmost for her beloved daughter. Shackled by the guilt and shame of her actions, which had stolen Ava’s parents from her.

Beneath that was a fear of disappointing Ava, and the profound sadness that she couldn’t grant her daughter the life that she wished for her.

He saw a woman who put her own needs and desires by the wayside to be a mother. Denying herself the small pleasures in life, in the pursuit of forging a better world for her daughter.

A woman who would fight tooth and nail to secure whatever slivers of happiness that she could, for the girl who was her world and her greatest love.

“Would you help me bring this place to life?”

David sat next to her, taking her hands into his own, before giving them a gentle squeeze.

“I would like nothing more.”

***

The rest of the day was spent with the headmistress as they cleaned up a small section of the town. Ovelia produced spell tomes with the [repair] and [growth] spells. David attended to the dirt beds, sowing seeds that Ovelia had sourced from Professor Abigail. He watched in amazement as the flowers began to grow at an accelerated pace.

He had utterly underestimated the use of [mage memory]. With the exception of spells that catered to specific classes, it drastically increased his ability to parse spell complexity and to memorise complex spell structures – trivialising the learning of novice spells. The only issue was that finding spell tomes was a challenge. Once they were read and comprehended, they lost their effect after expending their mana.

Of course, he didn’t compare to Ovelia. He watched as she expertly assembled the shop fronts – shifting stone that she had stored in multiple bags of holding – and embellishing them with furniture, doors and lamps.

He could see the love that she had invested in her makeshift city, and could practically feel her excitement at disclosing it to Ava.

After a few hours, their work was finally complete.

“It looks amazing. Thank you for doing this with me,” Ovelia said, slipping an arm around his waist.

“The evening before we depart for the raid… let’s show it to her together.”

“You want me to come too?” David said in surprise. Ovelia nodded with a soft smile.

“She likes you, you know. You’re her first friend.”

“Then I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

***

The headmistress’ invitation lingered on his mind. David didn’t know just how many loops it would take to overcome the rampage and to uncover the mysteries underpinning it. Even if the moments were fleeting and forgotten by all but him, they held the despair at bay. It made his impossible task feel a little less impossible.

David turned his mind to his next goal, calling his status.

Name: David Vandrake

Class: [Greatest Servant]

Level: 3

Vitality: 9

Strength: 8

Agility: 10

Endurance: 10

Intelligence: 11

Willpower: 12

Mana pool: 15/15

Skills:

Greatest servant:

	[Accept request]

	[Passive: servant’s insight]




Path of the Hound:

	[Passive: Beast constitution]

	[Rend]




Path of the Spellblade of Ages Lost:

	[Mana channelling]

	[Mage memory]




Reputation:

	Miki: 60

	Ovelia: 45




He realised that Ovelia’s reputation had increased substantially over the course of the last few days. He also noticed, with some abashment, that his stamina had increased by two points after the night with the Headmistress.

He approached Miki and Molo at the deployment centre, smiling when he noticed that both of them were wielding the equipment that he had purchased for them. After repeatedly studying and practising with the spell tome, David had finally mastered [fireball], although it took most of his mana to cast.

“We’ve run this dungeon before? Why are we doing it again if we didn’t find any mana grass?”

“This dungeon is part of a Passage. And there’s been something that I’ve learned about Passages.”

David turned to his friends.

“Passages are paths to power. The headmistress gained her position after discovering a crucial passage now used by mages from the Arcanum to obtain fundamental skills.”

“I’ve never heard of the headmistress discovering any Passages?”

“That’s because it was kept a secret. And it was also not discovered at the Hole in Vedir.”

The pair stared at him with wide eyes. David grinned back at them.

“There’s a Hole beneath Ardern. But I’ve come up with a little hypothesis. If the Passages are paths to power, and the beastkin originated from the Vediran hole… then they may be paths to power for the beastkin. And this coordinate that your mother provided you with—”

“How did you—”

David interrupted Miki, gesturing to the dungeon around him.

“Is one such Passage. So, we’re going to multitask. Our main goal is to search for mana grass. We’re also going to try to get as far into this Passage as we can, and hopefully, we’ll be able to check whether my assumptions are right, and it is a path to power.”

David’s personal goals were to obtain as many dungeon cores as he could and to continue [mana channelling] as they explored. They agreed that they would be camping out in the dungeon, and that meant missing classes to realise their goals.

“As for running Tier 2 rooms… we’re going to need a bigger team.”

“Miki!”

Stara bounded forwards, wrapping the girl in a hug. Lara, her sister, trailed behind her with a bored expression. She turned to David, a hand on her hip. “I hope you know what you’re talking about.”

“You guys… just what are you getting out of this?”

“Your crush told us about the Rejuvenating Springs. And what he told us about the Passages being paths to power got us curious.”

“But you can’t tell a soul about this. If the Holy See or the Capital catch on to the fact that beastkin are pushing passages independently, they’re going to start getting very nervous,” David said, before Miki could protest Stara’s characterisation of him as her ‘crush’. David had noticed that whatever animosity that Miki had towards him was increasingly being replaced with confusion.

It was a start.

“Alright, let’s go.”

***

“Stara! They’re flanking!”

They ran through the woods, the howls of wolves at their back. Stara lunged to the right, her chakrams flashing as a wolf attempted to penetrate their left flank. She plunged her chakram into its neck, before cutting free in an instant, leaving an arc of blood trailing from her blade.

She caught up with them in a manner of seconds.

A tremendous howl erupted through the woods, making his teammates glance uncertainly at one another.

“Focus! It’s a greatwolf, but nothing we can’t handle. He’s going to be our warm-up. Let me take this one.”

David popped a dungeon core in his mouth, prompting the bunny sisters to gasp. He felt energy surge into his muscles, rejuvenating him instantly.

“Molo!”

This time, the greatwolf had gained significant momentum during their chase, and it seemed intent on using it. The beast charged towards them at a full-on sprint, growling as spittle flew from giant canines in its wake.

Molo and the greatwolf clashed. Canine met steel, and David heard a yelp of surprise as the wolf’s momentum was arrested by the kinetic enchantment on Molo’s shield. Then, he watched the warrior draw back his shield, which was thrumming with power, before using it to smash the wolf’s jaw.

The kinetic energy sent the wolf reeling backwards.

David jumped forwards, a fireball building in his hands which he sent arcing towards the wolf’s skull. The creature screamed in agony as it melted through skin, muscle and bone. But to his shock, the beast let out a roar of pure rage, fixing its attention on David.

Time seemed to slow around him as the wolf pulled off its final, desperate lunge.

It was like watching a carriage collision in real time, knowing that the wolf would reach him before he had the opportunity to react. The image of Ovelia returned to him. How in their spar, she had channelled mana down to her legs, which had amplified her movement speed to such a degree that her body had turned into a blur. It was as if something clicked within him, like reaching a new, deeper, level of understanding.

Insight gained!

[Flicker step] unlocked!

[Flicker step]

As David executed the skill, the mana within him diverted towards his legs as his muscles tensed. David blurred through the air in an instant, and the wolf’s jaws slammed shut in the space that he had occupied just moments before.

David’s next fireball was already in his palm. The ball of searing flame shot into the wolf’s skull a second time, and this time the creature slumped to the floor, motionless, as it finally struck home.

So that’s what my new skill does. I can gain skills by gaining insight into my mentors, and by pushing myself to the very edge.

“You two… just took down a boss by yourselves,” Stara whispered.

David strode forwards, quickly cutting into the wolf’s body and extracting the dungeon core within.

“And your boyfriend uses dungeon cores? Since when was that a thing?” Lara exclaimed, staring at David with a mixture of suspicion and awe.

“We’re going to have to do a lot more than that. I’ll explain later.”

After a few more minutes of walking, they finally reached their destination.

The loot room.

After their previous encounter with the greatwolf, they had spotted it in the distance, as well as the door of mist that it contained. The reason they hadn’t pushed forwards was due to the risk of other creatures and potentially a dungeon boss lurking around the area. But this time, with reinforcements, David had been willing to brave the risk and to delve beyond.

“Loot!” Miki gasped before blushing at her outburst. They strode into the room to check their haul. To his surprise, there was only a single item of loot in the room.

Dungeon cores.

In other circumstances, he would have been disappointed. But it wasn’t even that he was in need of more cores to stretch his mana pool.

There was something off about these cores.

While most cores were translucent and clear, these seemed to have something germinating within them. A black substance that looked like spreading veins that emanated from the centre of each core.

“Have any of you seen cores like these?”

“No, brotha. You think they’re bad news?”

“Not necessarily…”

“Guys! I’ve found something else!”

Stara called out from deeper into the loot room. They gathered up the cores, and when they turned the corner, they were met with a grisly sight. A dead adventurer was slumped against the wall, and their skeleton was all that remained of them. The glyphs on their enchanted equipment still glowed faintly in the dark of the loot room.

“No way,” Lara whispered.

But there was a single difference that stood out to them.

The adventurer was a beastkin. While beastkin possessed features that were similar to humans for the most part, there was a few subtle differences that differentiated the species. Miki and Molo’s claws, for one, were different in nature to human nails. They stared at the tips of the adventurer’s fingers, the claws plain for all of them to see.

“I thought we were the first wave of beastkin adventurers?”

David and Miki exchanged a silent glance. It seemed as if her assertion that the beastkin originated in the dungeon was not an opinion that was widely held.

I wonder who told that to her? Perhaps her mother?

They carefully extracted the enchanted equipment from the skeleton. After a couple of minutes of testing, they figured out that the adventurer was carrying a short sword enchanted with a lightning enchantment, which David accepted. His bag of holding contained a number of health potions, which they distributed among the group. Strangely, the remains of his clothes were torn and ripped, their enchantments destroyed.

David stared at the ripped clothes that adorned the skeleton.

It’s possible that something attacked the adventurer, causing the tears.

But I feel like I’ve seen this pattern of tears once before…

David felt an intense chill run down his spine as he turned an orb over in his hand.

The rest of his friends looked on in confusion as he contemplated in silence.

“I think I know what those dungeon cores do.”


Chapter 26


“Have you ever known any beastkin with the ability to shift into different forms?”

“Only the kitsune, brotha. But they use illusions to achieve the effect.”

David nodded.

“I think the adventurer must have tried consuming one of these cores. I don’t think his clothes were ripped because something attacked him, but as a result of his form shifting. Physically.”

They stared at him in stunned silence. It was a bold claim, and catching Lara and Stara up on previous time loops wasn’t feasible. Miki seemed to stare at him with a mixture of horror and comprehension in her expression, having put the pieces together. Molo just looked contemplative.

“Let’s push on.”

***

The most common way to distinguish between dungeons of different tiers or layers was the presence of the mist wall. When a Tier 1 dungeon led to another of the same tier, the passage in the loot room would be a plain door. But the presence of a mist door signified a transition to the layer below, as well as a difficulty spike.

They emerged from a cave into a lush jungle. The light orbs that hung in the sky gave the impression that they were walking out on the surface, and the heat and humidity made trickles of sweat run down his neck.

“Whoa. It’s massive,” Stara gasped, as she took in the Tier 2 room.

“Look!” Miki cried out, grasping David’s arm, and pointing towards a patch of forest. David saw a faint glow coming from within and broke out into a wide grin. But he knew that there would be a trade-off. If they disclosed the location of the Passage, they could risk losing access to it altogether.

That was why David had anticipated the challenge.

“Molo?”

His friend gave him a thumbs up and a grin.

“Got all the tips from the Proff, ay! Although she did invite me to her greenhouse…”

David made a mental note to give Molo some forewarning about Professor Abigail’s nighttime activities. As far as he knew, his friend only had eyes for one woman, and it was Valadria.

“Alright, everyone. Lara, Stara – scout ahead and establish a perimeter. Miki and I will help Molo with the mana grass extraction and preservation. If we detect any signs of monsters that we can’t handle, we’ll retreat back into the previous dungeon room.”

They nodded and got to work. They extracted the necessary tools from the bag of holding and began transplanting the magical grass into the container that Molo had prepared for them. They needed a constant source of energy, or they would lose their potency.

Thankfully, the harvesting went smoothly, and after about an hour, the field of mana grass had been entirely harvested and packed away.

“I’ve got some more good news. This place is a goldmine,” Stara said with a grin.

“More fields of mana grass.”

“It must mean that this dungeon is full of creatures… for better or for worse. We’ll deposit this with Professor Abigail and make another push deeper into the dungeon. I’ll also try to look into just what these beast cores are before we try anything with—”

David was interrupted by a hiss that echoed through the jungle, silencing the ambient sounds of insects.

“GET BACK!”

They heard the sound of tree trunks splitting as something began to shift deeper in the forest.

It was gaining on them.

“Lara!” Stara cried out, when a scream rose from further into the jungle. David pulled Stara back before she could rush in.

“I’ll get her. Go!”

David pushed Stara towards Molo, who began tugging her back towards the dungeon entrance. He saw Miki hesitating, as if debating whether she should follow him into the fray.

“Go, Miki! Follow them!”

David pushed deeper into the jungle, hearing Lara’s screams grow progressively louder. He saw a shifting mass of snakes in a small clearing. The snakes had immobilised her, tightening their bodies across her limbs.

Preparing a feast for their god.

David unleashed a fireball, the heat sending the snakes flinching away and clearing him a path to Lara. David crouched, firmly encircling his arms around Lara’s torso, ignoring the few snakes that were attempting to similarly encircle him.

[Flicker step]

David felt the mana surge into his lower body. He pulled and the snakes straining to keep Lara immobilised were ripped apart by the force of his lunge. Their dead bodies fell away as he ran, casting another fireball to clear a path back.

The deafening hissing deeper in the forest was only growing louder.

Then he tripped.

One of the snakes darted into his path, his foot landing on its body. David was sent tumbling to the ground with Lara in his arms.

Mana: 1/16

Fuck.

Other snakes rushed to encircle his legs, rooting him to the ground. He watched helplessly as they started to head towards Lara.

I made so much progress.

David strained to reach for his short sword, but a gigantic snake had begun to wrap itself across his body, limiting his mobility.

David let out a sigh, resigned to his fate.

Miki’s bagh nakhs flashed through the air, piercing into the snakes’ skulls with uncanny precision. David stared as she danced around him, weaving past the snakes’ attempts to immobilise or bite her, planting punch after punch and shattering skulls.

As the snakes went limp, ripped off his body one by one from her brutal punches, David felt blood return to his limbs and managed to slowly climb to his feet.

“Come on!”

With Lara in Miki’s arms, they sprinted towards the dungeon link.

They made it out of the forest when the beast that had been chasing them revealed itself.

A gigantic serpent, its body the width of a two-storey mansion came crashing out of the woods. Its jaw yawned open to reveal two massive fangs that hung from the roof of its mouth. The smaller trees and foliage in its path were decimated with its passage. David could feel a sense of fear sinking into him at the glimpse of its immense red eyes that were locked on them.

“Brotha!”.

After passing back through into the loot room, they collapsed to the floor, their chests heaving from the exertion.

“Lara!”

Stara knelt by her sister as Lara groaned.

“I feel like Molo sat on me.”

Molo grinned, giving her a thumbs-up.

“You wouldn’t be alive if I did, sista.”

David laughed, pure relief surging through him. Then, he turned to Miki.

“I told you to run,” he whispered.

Miki remained silent as she shifted from one foot to the other, as if struggling with what to say.

“Thank you, Miki. You saved our lives.”

“We can talk more when we’re back at the Academy, ay?”

With a nod, returned to the deployment centre.

***

“You secured a source of mage grass, but refuse to disclose precisely where it is… unless I agree to keep its location private?”

Ovelia tapped the quill to her mouth as she considered David’s terms. The haul of mage grass that they had harvested had certainly been persuasive, and the headmistress was in a very good mood.

“Here are the coordinates for the Rejuvenating Springs. Do not disclose them to anyone else, but you and your party are given permission to use them.”

“And…”

The headmistress let out a sigh.

“I’ll consider bringing you along on the dungeon push. But I’m not going to fund your endeavours. You can’t rely on me for everything,” the headmistress said with a wink. “We don’t have that type of relationship, do we?” she teased. Ovelia bit her lip, looking him up and down as if contemplating jumping on him in the middle of her office.

To his regret, she sighed but smiled at him.

“Well done. I agree to your terms.”

David gulped but nodded.

“Thank you, Ovelia.”

“You’re a week and a half into your first semester, and you’ve already managed to pull off what few fully fledged adventurers have. With a [servant] class.”

“Well…”

“Yes, yes. You’re the greatest servant for a reason,” she said with a smile. “Now was there anything else?”

“Yes, actually… we found this in the loot room preceding the Tier 2 dungeon.”

David extracted one of the beast cores, placing it on the headmistress’ desk. Her eyes widened at the sight of the black threads suspended in the middle of the orb. He described the scene that they had witnessed – the beastkin adventurer with his enchanted armour in tatters, still draped around him.

“I’ll investigate this further. In the meantime, make sure that none of your friends try dissolving the cores for mana. Trust me to look into this further… and to be discreet about it,” she said.

David grinned as any thoughts of flirtation evacuated Ovelia’s mind as she poured over the core with morbid fascination.

***

David returned to his group with the coordinates in hand. He made sure that he burned it into his mind with [mage memory], doing the same for the coordinates of the Passage they had just completed.

David felt something in his chest click as he left the headmistress’ office.

That’s right… I completed her request!

Name: David Vandrake

Class: [Greatest Servant]

Level: 5

Vitality: 9

Strength: 8

Agility: 10

Endurance: 10

Intelligence: 11

Willpower: 12

Mana pool: 15/15

Skills:

Greatest servant:

	[Accept request]

	[Passive: servant’s insight]




Path of the Hound:

	[Passive: Beast constitution]

	[Rend]




Path of the Spellblade of Ages Lost:

	[Mana channelling]

	[Mage memory]

	[Flicker step]




Reputation:

	Miki: 60

	Ovelia: 50




David had gained two whole levels for completing Ovelia’s request, as well as another five reputation. To his disappointment, he realised that he still hadn’t gained any more skills in his class – but recalled what had happened back in the Tier 2 dungeon.

Interestingly enough, he noticed that Miki’s reputation had stayed the same despite the effect of the loop. His current hypothesis was that it represented the ceiling of the abilities he would be able to uncover.

When he stretched himself attempting to rescue Lara from the snakes, he gained an insight into Ovelia’s abilities, his mind rapidly analysing and replicating her powers, awarding him with a skill.

The utility of [passive: servant’s insight] was clear as day. It meant that he would be able to progress in skills without being limited to having to complete requests.

I wonder if it had anything to do with the fact that I was ‘serving’ Lara in a way by saving her…

I’ll need to look into this further.

Lara was discharged from the medical centre after being given a lesser healing potion and a pat on the back. It seemed like she was bruised and had suffered from a broken rib, but was otherwise unharmed from the experience.

“I hate snakes,” she hissed, as her sister worriedly rubbed her shoulder.

“I’ve got some good news, everyone.”

David grinned, holding up the coordinate key.

“We’re going to the Springs.”

***

“Whoa.”

The Rejuvenating Springs lived up to their expectations. As soon as they entered the dungeon, they were met with a rush of warm, humid air. It was immediately apparent that this dungeon room wasn’t like other, more typical ones. It wasn’t common to construct buildings within the dungeon – barring outposts – but this room had received a considerable amount of attention.

The springs themselves were a deep green and glowed faintly, betraying the presence of mana. Multiple rock pools formed a large structure, and David could see spring waters pouring from the pools above down into the pools below.

David turned to Miki, Lara and Stara behind him, and let out a small sigh as Miki shot a quick glance at him, before breaking her gaze away.

He’d begged Molo to come along with him, but the big beautiful bastard had managed to score a date with Valadria, and nothing was coming in the way of it. Still, David did convince him to invest some time in the springs when he could. Even if he was going to be a warrior, there were so many uses for spells that it would be idiotic not to cultivate a basic mana pool, given the opportunity.

“Last one in is a rotten egg!” Stara laughed, before she proceeded to dart past them while she removed her clothes. Lara rolled her eyes, groaning as she limped after her sister, who had lost herself to her excitement.

“Come here, Lara. I’ll give you a hand,” Miki said quickly – sensing the opportunity and taking it.

David let out a sigh and turned in the other direction, heading towards the rock pools on the opposite side of the structure. As he removed his clothes and made himself comfortable, he let out a wince when he tested the waters. It was hot, but his grandmother had told him about her hot spring escapades before, and he knew that it would get better once he was in.

True to her advice, he let out a long sigh, enjoying the warmth as his body adjusted. He also noticed a tingling feeling across his skin, which he suspected was the mana at work.

For the first time in a while, he had a bit of a reprieve. Some time to reflect and think.

We’re coming up on the raid. It’s only four days away. They’ll be holding the duels soon to determine who gets to go along, if it follows the same flow as last time.

Then there’s the matter of the portals being shut off. But I won’t have time to investigate that if I’m prepping for the raid. The priority is finding out just what sparks the rampage.

But there had been many surprises that he hadn’t expected to encounter this loop as well.

Ovelia had surprised him in many ways. Both with her commitment to Ava, and with the presence of the miniature town under the Academy.

Finding the mage grass also meant that he would have a bargaining chip in successive loops with Ovelia. Not to mention, the strange dungeon cores containing the black substance within.

Could those cores have some relationship to what happens to the beastkin?

Or… if a Passage is a path to power… maybe those cores are necessary to help empower the beastkin in some way.

With the headmistress’ attention split between preparing for the raid and her research with Ava, it was unlikely that Ovelia would be much help to him with the dungeon cores. He would have to find a way to test them himself.

“Hey.”

David turned at the sound of Miki’s voice. She approached him, wrapped in a towel, before grimacing and dropping it. He turned away, feeling like it would be wrong for him to look.

“Why are you turning away? You’ve seen it all anyway,” she said.

David heard Miki step into the springs, her face contorting into a grimace.

“Are you alright?”

“It was nice at the start. Stara almost fell asleep once her excitement wore off because she was so relaxed. And then the pain started to kick in.”

David frowned.

“Pain?”

Miki nodded.

“It’s like something needling gradually into your skin. Can you feel it?”

David frowned, but on a whim, activated [mana channeling]. His eyes widened when he realised that the mana from the springs was seeping into his channels through his skin.

“It may be literally carving mana channels into your bodies.”

“That’s what we figured.”

David and Miki avoided each other’s gazes as they sat in silence.

“You know… its stupid. I feel jealous. Of my past self,” she said quietly. “I didn’t think that was possible,” she laughed.

“I heard my grandma tell me that she was jealous of her past self all the time, back when she didn’t have to put up with my bullshit,” David grinned. Miki giggled, and he felt a pang in his heart at the sight of her being happy. It felt like a lifetime since he had last spent time with her before the beast rampage, and a part of him still ached from the loss.

“I’m sorry that I treated you so coldly when you first approached us at the party. I can’t imagine how it must have felt…”

“To loop back? Yeah.”

David paused, thinking back to when he first saw them at the class party.

“I was really sad. For a number of reasons. After I died the first time, I returned home to find that my grandmother had been killed.”

Miki’s eyes widened.

“David… I’m sorry.”

“It happened well before the start of the loop, so there was no possibility of saving her. I still don’t think I’ve fully processed that she’s gone. I keep holding out hope that there might be a way to shift the loop, or maybe that it happens right after it starts, and that there may be a way for me to intercede, but…”

David trailed off, shaking.

“And then there was losing you and Molo. In a way.”

David winced, but he glanced up in surprise when he felt Miki’s hand on his arm.

“It’s alright, you can tell me.”

David gave her a shaky smile, appreciative of her support.

“I was overjoyed to see you, but…”

Miki shook her head, waving away his attempt at reassurance.

“You can say it as it is.”

“In a way, I’d lost you and Molo. The experiences we shared together. How we naturally became friends, and then… more. You were the first people in my life not to see me only as my grandmother’s son, but for who I really am. Both you and Molo understood me. And both of you are so frustrating,” David laughed.

Miki squeezed his arm, encouraging him to continue, and David could feel tears welling in his eyes.

“How sincere that big bastard is. He saved my life, even after he had… transformed, you know? And when I came back, he just trusts me, even despite the outrageous claims that I make. Always willing to be my friend. And you…”

David gently took her hand into his own.

“Are just as annoyingly kind as ever.”

“Really? I recall being a bitch to you,” Miki snorted. Then she shifted uncomfortably, avoiding his eyes. Tears began to fill her eyes, a soft sob escaped her lips.

“A-and… I was the one who killed you.”

David let out a soft breath, listening to the bubbling of the springs.

“You treat me warily at the start. It’s the smart thing to do. But you found it in you to come around and to trust me again. As for killing me… Miki, by the time you found me, you seemed to have been way further gone than Molo. It could be that the effect that takes hold ends up worsening over time. What I do know is that if you even had the smallest semblance of a choice, you wouldn’t have done that.”

David faltered, swallowing down the painful lump in his throat. He instinctively raised his hands as if to seek her out, before dropping them. It was so natural. The feeling of reaching out to her, and seeking her comfort, only to realise that things were diff—

David’s eyes widened in surprise as Miki pushed off the wall of the rock pool she was standing against, drawing him into a hug. He buried his face in her neck, tears continuing to well.

“It’s only my third loop. What if there comes a point in time where I loop back again, and again, and…”

“You get to know every little detail about us, while we think you’re a stranger?”

David nodded.

“I don’t want you to ever stop being my friend. I want you to promise me that.”

David stared at Miki as she came closer. David could feel her skin pressing up against him, and felt her hands brush up against his lower back, pulling herself closer.

“When you make it through this… and I know you will… I want you to tell me what you went through. And I want us to become friends again. But when you do… maybe don’t approach me while you still have the scent of another woman on you.”

“U-uh sorry.”

Miki grinned her lips brushed up against his ear.

“Like I said before… I don’t mind sharing.”

“You really don’t?”

Miki shook her head, but she sported a playful grin.

“I must have liked you a lot to agree to be a member of your harem, human. And so quickly too.”

David felt Miki reach down below the water, and he let out a groan as she began to softly stroke him.

“You know, there is one way to help me get over the jealousy of my past self. Prove to me why I liked you so much.”

“A-are you sure?”

“I trust you, you know what that means, right? I know that we’re going to turn into beasts. I know that we’re probably all going to die. Do you know me to be someone who wastes time?”

Miki rose from where she was sitting. Her perky breasts came into view, and he watched the glittering emerald water drip from her lithe form. Miki turned around, seeing her wavy black hair fall to the small of her back. She backed into him, her ass pushing up against him provocatively, and causing each pulsing throb to increase in intensity. She ground up against him, pushing him against the side of the pool.

“What about—”

“Lara and Stara? The pain was getting to Lara, so Stara took her back to the medical centre. Unless…” Miki gave him a coy smile. “You didn’t want them to feel left out? Sorry to burst your bubble, but we have plenty of time to make up for. I’m feeling a little greedy.”

David gaped as Miki’s grip encircled his member, guiding it straight for her sex. He felt himself sink into her, and heard the slightest moan escape her lips as she tried to conceal her pleasure. But before he could make a single move, Miki rammed herself back into him, her back arched and inviting.

She began to drive herself into him with increasing fervour, and David only grew more aroused as he intermittently glimpsed the sight of her breasts as she moved. Miki grinned when he realised that he was trying to catch a glimpse of them, completing her final thrust and pressing him back against the rock pool.

“Want to give them some attention?” she whispered. “U-urgh,” she groaned when David exacted his revenge, teasing her by running his fingers over her soft and fluffy ears.

“It’s going to be hard for you to gain the upper hand when I know your weakness,” David grinned.

Miki rolled her eyes, yanking his body towards hers.

“Oh really? Lift me up, then,” she said teasingly.

“Really? You’re going to make fun of my strength?”

David resisted the urge to open his status screen and curse at his strength stat, but he decided that he’d give it his best anyway. To both of their surprise, he hefted her into the air with relative ease, before rubbing his sex against hers, prompting a whimper.

He saw Miki’s hungry eyes and moved to satisfy her.

He was fully erect, his member pointing upwards, and David smiled as Miki blushed at her compromised position. David slowly lowered her onto his sex, starting slow but quickly accelerating and revelling in the expressions of pleasure that flashed across Miki’s face as she averted her eyes from his.

He guided himself deep into her and thrust deeper and deeper inside of her, as if to rise to the challenge of sating her lust. Each thrust was harder than the last, and he could see Miki melting as he attempted to overcome and subdue her desire with overwhelming pleasure.

“F-f-fuck,” she whispered.

David could see the sweat trailing down Miki’s lean body, and could see as she struggled to gasp for air as they exerted themselves.

“M-my pouch,” she mumbled, biting her lip and gesturing to the side of the rock pool.

“Get the—”

“I know. Because you had this bright idea last time as well,” David teased, slipping one of the cores into Miki’s mouth. He saw her body stiffen as the core dissolved.

As he went to take a core for himself, he froze.

He stared at the core in his hand.

And the web of black streaks contained inside of it.

“Miki—”

Miki growled, slamming him against the side of the rock pool.

No.

No. No. N—

“Give it to me,” she groaned, a hunger entering her eyes. David pushed her away, but realised that it had been magnitudes more difficult to resist her strength than it had been before.

“You ate one of the black cores!”

Her eyes widened.

“I w-what?”

She stumbled, and David pulled her out of the water in a rush.

“Are you alright? Do you feel any different?”

David stared at her with worry. Miki blushed.

“Well… I got a lot more eager after you gave it to me. And…”

She stared down at her claws, which had grown to be an inch longer than they were just a few minutes ago. Then, she turned her attention to her hair, which had expanded from across her shoulders and upper back to cover the sides of her arms.

“Shit.”


Chapter 27


David and Miki promptly got dressed.

“I’m so sorry Miki. I should have checked, but—”

“No… it was an amazingly stupid thing for me to ask you to do. I took one or two cores because I wanted to study them myself. I… was curious. I didn’t think of the risk, I was so…”

She blushed, but David just gave her hand a squeeze.

“What’s important is that you’re alright… for the most part.”

In the few minutes they had taken to change, David had already noticed a few changes in Miki. Her claws lengthened, on both her hands and her feet. And her hair had grown longer, also extending to different patches of her body.

“I… was meaning to tell you this when you recounted what happened with the beast rampage. I should have sooner,” Miki said, her face falling. “I still didn’t fully trust you at the time. But that isn’t the case anymore,” Miki said, her face filled with sincerity. David waved off her concern.

“But the stories our elders used to tell us of our ancestral warriors… they spoke of warriors that could turn into beasts at will. The difference was that they maintained their faculties when they shifted.”

“Did they tell you how they awakened their powers?”

“No… they didn’t go into the specifics.”

“Did they tell you about any other abilities that your ancestors had?”

“Well… yes, now that I think of it. They mentioned that some of us were powerful mages. But I always brushed that aside as wishful thinking given our mana deficit and lack of channels…” Miki trailed off, as her eyes shifted to the Rejuvenating Springs, and then to their surroundings.

The entirety of the dungeon was encased in a man-made white wall.

When Miki saw the look in David’s eyes, she realised what his line of questioning was leading her towards.

“Surely… you don’t think this could be a room from another Passage?”

David nodded grimly. He wouldn’t put it past the Holy See to keep this discovery from the beastkin and to simply twist the room to their own ends.

Then, David stared at Miki as she started to notice her change.

To revert.

“Miki! Your claws!”

Miki let out a gasp as she watched her claws withdraw into themselves, and her hair began to shorten. Any of the physical changes that had been present before had now disappeared. David frowned as he regarded the Rejuvenating Spring, and then turned his mind to the strange dungeon cores he had encountered.

“What if… this is the very start of different paths to power. The Rejuvenating Springs seems to correct and heal a beastkin’s natural mana deficiency. Those dungeon cores seem to almost nudge you slightly in the direction of shifting. They almost seem… like training aids.”

Miki stared at him, but slowly began to nod her head in agreement.

“Humans can obtain different skills for their respective class from different dungeon rooms. That’s why discovering new rooms is so valuable to the Capital and the Holy See. What if the dungeons also have ways to serve beastkin?”

“I want to try it again.”

David quickly grabbed Miki’s arm before she could plunge it into her sack.

“Wait. I’ve handed over the cores to the headmistress. She might be able to tell us if they’re dangerous for you to consume. Miki… we can’t do something reckless based on conjecture.”

“Then what should we do, David?” Miki gritted her teeth, and David could understand her frustration.

For years, perhaps hundreds of them, her species had been neutered by the actions of the Capital and the Holy See. David could understand her desperation to follow all of the leads, even if they came at a risk to herself.

“I promised you in my past life that I would get you to the Rejuvenating Springs. And I’m going to make another promise to you here and now. I’ll get to the bottom of this. If these Passages provide power to the beastkin, I will help you seize it.”

Miki nodded, rubbing at a stray tear, before she jumped towards him and encircled him in a tight hug.

***

The raid was just on the horizon. As he had anticipated, the locomotive portal architecture had gone down a few days before the day of the raid. The first thing that David did was to investigate the locomotive station the day before. This time, he noticed the portal blink out of existence. The station was crawling with operatives from the Galkian locomotive company. When the portal disappeared, the operatives were there to prevent the entry of others, and not to resolve the situation within.

That could mean that it wasn’t an act of sabotage, but a deal that had been struck with the corporation. It also meant that short of clearing out the station and holding it for himself, there was little chance of him preventing the portal’s shutdown. Perhaps he could attempt that strategy after gaining Ovelia’s trust earlier in a loop, in order to evacuate people from the island. But that wasn’t solving the underlying problem either.

He needed to prevent the rampage for good.

He had contemplated telling the headmistress about what he had experienced in the past loops, but he knew that by this point, he had limited evidence to prove his claims. He had no choice but to keep her in the dark and to try his best to avert the disaster when he was in the midst of it.

The duels proceeded as they had previously. David was paired up with Evelyn and unceremoniously disposed of. Even with all of his progress in his paths, the other girl was too blindingly fast and strong for him to put up a fight.

Surprisingly, this time, Baela was unaccounted for. David supposed that she must have dropped out of the Academy before the portals went down. He didn’t blame her. From her brief fight with Miki, she really didn’t have any reason to be at the Academy.

But the duels were a momentary distraction. David’s anticipation began to build as the hours passed. The single thing dominating his mind was the raid. Whether he would be able to uncover the cause of the beast rampage.

To prevent it.

With every loop, he learned more about the people around him. Seeing different sides to people that he held dear, and getting to know those that he hadn’t previously.

A seed of fear had taken root.

The thought of losing his friends again, having to endure loop after loop without being able to prevent the disaster, repulsed him to his very core. He had an overwhelming selfish desire to drag Molo, Miki, Ovelia, Ava and his friends onto a makeshift raft, and to cast themselves off into the sea.

But David knew that his friends would never stand for it. Their families and loved ones were on the island, and if they were going to be threatened, Molo and Miki would be there to protect them.

David stood in the same spot, during the houndkin’s second feastday – on the day preceding the dungeon run – postponed by exactly a week. The same elders that he recognised before were seated at the table. They were also joined by members of the Holy See – evident from their white robes – as well as soldiers from the Capital – the twisting star emblazoned across their armour.

I need to investigate the Holy See if they’ve been pushing for Ovelia to expedite the raid.

He watched Charak announce the news that Molo and Miki would be accompanying him on the raid, and he watched his friends' subdued reactions as they were jostled around by their own friends. He also caught their looks at him, filled with resolve.

David thought he knew what bravery entailed.

To push yourself out of your comfort zone to do little things that needled at you, when it would be so much easier to turn a blind eye to it and to avoid it. To throw yourself into the abyss, not knowing whether you would return.

He dreaded what courage demanded of him.

“This is where you took me, the last time. Before you left with the Delvers.”

He turned around to face both Miki and Molo, who had accompanied him to the spot on top of the hill overlooking the houndkin’s enclave. David felt his hands tremble as he clenched them, trying desperately to work out the anxiety that was running through him.

He felt a large hand rest on his shoulder.

“Brotha.”

He paused, looking up at his friend.

“I have a story for you.”

“Who did you shit on this time, Molo?”

David’s lips quivered as he grinned, but he knew that his friends saw straight through him.

They saw him for who he was.

What he was, for they knew what it was he was trying to conceal from them.

“My father. When I was young, I used to think he was pathetic. Serving humans, being their dog, enduring their insults. I thought he was a weak man.”

Molo grinned, but there was something other than his usual mirth visible in his smile.

An edge to it.

“I saw how he used to tremble. I saw a coward.”

David felt shame run through him.

“Then, in my foolish youth and rage, I stole from our masters. Not because I coveted what they had, but because I wanted to inflict pain on those who hurt my father. Even when I didn’t respect him.”

Even Miki stared in surprise at the larger houndkin.

“I saw how he defended me when they came for me. How he and my mother went down fighting for my mistake. I was a foolish boy, ay?”

When Molo smiled, David could see the pain in his eyes.

The regret that accompanied it.

“In the absence of fear, bravery has no place. It is when fear overwhelms you that your true character emerges. It is what you do in spite of it that defines you,” Molo whispered.

“My father wasn’t a coward for being afraid.”

Molo placed his fist on David’s chest.

“And I know you, brotha. You are no coward.”

The larger beastkin drew him into a tight embrace.

“You may be the [greatest servant], ay. But you will be a servant to no one. Not even to fate. So go out there, and forge the one that you want for yourself, brotha.”

Molo grinned, and this time David could see the resolve in his dear friend’s eyes.

“No matter how many times it takes. No matter how this dungeon run goes, or the next. Know that we will always choose to be your friends, time and time again.”

Molo took a step back, and with one final smile, he departed to make his final preparations. David knew that this wasn’t a story that he had relayed to anyone before. The true cause of his parents’ deaths, and his greatest shame.

Molo had entrusted him with it.

“I’m pissed.”

David turned with a start to Miki.

“We might turn into mindless beasts tomorrow, and I still didn’t get to have proper sex with you. Blue balled by a literal blue ball. Well... sort of.”

David looked at Miki incredulously, but the girl just raised an eyebrow at him.

“Wondering how I could be thinking about that at this moment? You clearly don’t have your priorities straight, human.”

Miki drew him into a tight hug, and David could feel her tremble.

“I can’t bear to lose you. You or Molo, again. What if…”

“At the end of it, we don’t remember?”

David gritted his teeth, and nodded.

“Then you make new memories with us. And you. Make. Sure—”

Miki poked his chest with every punctuation. He could see tears trailing from her own, beautiful hazel eyes as she did, watching as she bit her lip.

“You make up for what I missed out on last night.”

“What if you’re with someone else by the time I make it through this, huh?”

Miki growled, and David paled as she pulled him towards her.

“I don’t agree to join just anyone’s harem, you idiot.”

She released him.

“There might be loops when you don’t see us. But at the very end, I want you to promise that you’ll find me.”

“I promise. I love you, Miki.”

The houndkin watched him with an expression of shock. David simply grinned at her.

“Huh… maybe I’ll get you to join my harem instead. What’s it been, like two weeks? Are you that desperate?”

Miki extracted herself from her arms, scurrying a distance away, before pausing.

“You’d better remember that you said it first!”

She crested over the hill, disappearing from sight.

“I LOVE YOU TOO, IDIOT!”

David smiled as he heard her cry and wiped the tears from his eyes.

No matter what Molo says… I know that I’m a coward.

That big, beautiful bastard doesn’t know nearly as well as he thinks he does.

But… if I can’t be brave for myself...

Maybe I can be brave for them.

Two bright souls who had shown up for him again, believing the insane and standing at his side.

His first friends.

***

“Mum? Where are you taking me?”

David grinned in anticipation as he trailed the Headmistress. Together, they led Ava through the dark tunnel towards their destination. Ovelia had her palms over Ava’s eyes, while David held Ava’s hand to guide her through the tunnel.

“It smells kinda funky in here,” Ava mumbled.

“Shush. Spoilt brat.”

Ovelia rolled her eyes at David with a hint of a smile before she halted, having reached her destination.

“You ready?”

“Mmhm!”

Ovelia removed her hands.

The town before them had come to life. Flowers bloomed in the dirt beds, glowing iridescent. The shophouses with crumbling walls had been restored. The weeds beneath the cobblestones had been burned away.

They watched together as Ava stared out at the scene, entranced. Bright magelight illuminated the town square that they had restored. Ovelia’s brow creased, as if in concern. Ava stared out at the scene, entranced. Taking in the small town that her mother had created for her.

Together, they walked through cobbled streets lined with beautiful flowers, shopfronts that sported different goods that the headmistress had gone to pains to source.

All the while, Ava walked along in silence ahead of them.

Then she halted.

“Do… you like it? We tried our best to get it about as accurate as we cou—”

“Don’t go.”

Ovelia let out a gasp as Ava twisted, lunging into her and hugging her, the girl’s fingers encircling her mother’s cloak and twisting it into a spiral.

“Please don’t go.”

Ava’s tears fell to the ground, and David swallowed down a painful lump in his throat. Ovelia softly caressed her daughter’s hair as she returned her embrace in silence.

“You know that it’s my responsibility, my love. I’ll be back soo—”

“That’s what every adventurer says! And then they don’t! I don’t care about seeing the city, I care about you!”

Ovelia bit her lip, guilt and love for her daughter plain on her expression.

“I have to do this,” the headmistress said, grabbing her daughter gently by her shoulders.

“It only takes one. One dungeon that awakens [skills] beyond our comprehension. It could only take one to change your life, Ava. Don’t you want to live freely? Without a fear of others? I need to do this.”

“I don’t care! I don’t care if I have to stay in the laboratory forever. I don’t want you to go!”

“[Petrify].”

The headmistress uttered the spell softly. Ava’s form froze, her muscles turning rigid as it took hold. He watched Ovelia kiss her daughter gently on the cheek before taking a step back, even as Ava’s tears continued to trail down her face.

“[Petrify].”

David felt the spell take effect. His body turned rigid, irrespective of how hard he strained. He couldn’t move his lips or eyes, which were fixed in a single direction.

“When you told me that you gained a request that your class recognised when I asked you to stay with me… I felt like I was a sham of a mother,” Ovelia whispered as she drew closer to him. “I felt like it was selfish of me to want companionship when my daughter has been denied even the smallest and most basic parts of the life I take for granted. But I guess I completed your request of me, too. To learn more about your class.”

Ovelia kissed him on the cheek softly, before taking a single step back.

“It seems like we can have conflicting goals, and you’re free to advance all of them equally. We’re all contradictory in little ways when it comes down to it. And… true to your class, you helped me realise and accept that.”

David saw Ovelia’s face twist before she turned away.

“I’m sorry, David. I can’t allow you to come with me.”

David could only stare at the ceiling as the Headmistress drew closer to him.

“You’ve grown tremendously in the past two weeks. Beyond my every expectation. But even as much as you have, you won’t stand a chance in a Tier 4 dungeon.”

Ovelia paused, halting in front of him. David felt a hand caress his cheek, and lips meet his own.

“Thank you for everything you’ve done for me. But I won’t let you squander your life. Take care of her. I’ll be back soon. I’ve packed plenty to keep the pair of you going over the next few days. The seal will last for two days. I’m… sorry.”

David heard the footsteps grow more distant.

“Us professors were told never to pick favourites… ironic, I know. Given that policy. But I’ll make an exception just this once. Take care, handsome. I’ll see you soon.”

David heard the sound of the ward materialising into existence. He remained frozen for another half hour before he heard the [petrify] spell release, as Ava came free.

“MUM!”

A few seconds later, David gasped as the spell came undone. David stared at the glowing ward covering the tunnel exit. Ava ineffectively slammed her fists against the exit, still weeping as she called out for Ovelia.

“Ava, move.”

David summoned a [fireball], launching it at the ward, before he watched it ineffectively disperse in a flash of flame. When it didn’t work, Ava strode up to him, repeatedly beginning to punch him weakly in the arm.

“Why! Why would she do this?!”

David slowly walked to the steps and took a heavy seat. After a few more seconds of punching, Ava finally settled down, taking a seat beside him and placing her face in her hands.

Well, shit.


Chapter 28


“So… do you believe me?”

“Of course I don’t,” Ava said, with a mouthful of sandwich. She had calmed down somewhat after her mother’s betrayal, but David could still see the worry in her eyes. “You’re in a time loop? That genre’s outdated, buddy.”

“Great… then you won’t have any problem with my requests?”

They were trapped in the idyllic little town that Ovelia had created with no way out. Miki and Molo were expecting him to join them on the raid, but he was sure that their Chieftain wouldn’t permit their absence once they realised that something was amiss.

He was stuck here.

Ovelia’s ward over the exit had been supported by some very high-quality dungeon cores, and David was certain that any damage he was capable of putting out wouldn’t put a dent in it.

“Nope. I’m not going to tell you something weirdly personal about myself. That’s a trap! Stranger danger!” Ava stuck her tongue out at him, even as David felt a sense of despair build up within him.

All the work to gain Miki and Molo’s trust, and to put himself in a position to accompany the raid had been frustrated by Ovelia’s ‘betrayal’. Even if it had been out of concern. He had initially found it strange that he had been paired up with Evelyn during the duelling test. Now he was beginning to realise that from the very beginning, Ovelia had been doing everything she could in her power to deter him from joining the raid.

David squeezed his temples as Ava continued to much on her sandwich.

“I wigh teh yough dis—”

“Finish your food.”

“I will tell you this… there’s some good news that I maaaay have kept from you. And mum.”

Ava averted her gaze, whistling and twiddling her hands behind her back as she diligently avoided eye contact.

“Ava…”

“Alright, alright! You do have pretty good mental resistance against me. And the second time that we tried… it was much more difficult for me to get… in there. So, on the bright side… it seems like you have inherited your dad’s ability!”

David’s eyes widened.

“Wait! Before you get mad, the reason I didn’t tell you sooner was because…”

Ava blushed.

“I didn’t want you to leave. I promise I was going to tell you eventually!”

David sighed, but eventually relented – seeing the girl’s puppy dog eyes.

“How has your mother raised you… if you ever spent any time with my grandmother, she’d…” David trailed off, falling silent. Ava poked him with curiosity before she hesitated, seeing something in his expression.

“David? Are… you ok?”

“She’d whoop you into submission. Tell me exactly how it felt when you tried invading my mind again.”

“Don’t wanna.”

“Ava!”

“Okay! Okay… it just felt like I needed much more energy to gain a hold over you.”

“Can you try again?”

Ava’s eyes widened, and she stumbled backwards, her sandwich tumbling from her hands.

“W-without mum around?”

“Please. It’s important.”

Something began to change in Ava’s eyes as she poured over his expression. Then, she slowly walked over to him, drawing closer. As she stroked his arm and her scent began to overwhelm him, David felt the familiar sensation of dissociation. Like he was falling into the dark, watching himself drift away from himself.

This time, David put every last inch of his willpower into attempting—

To wrench himself back.

He gasped as he returned to his body, watching as Ava fell to the ground.

“Ava! Are you alright?”

She was panting, and she stared up at him with wide eyes.

“You… you drove me out.”

David slowly helped her to her feet.

“I… guess I did.”

***

If there was one positive thing to come from his time trapped with Ava, it was realising that his mental resistance to her powers was gradually increasing. And he suspected that he was gradually building his resistance up over successive loops.

“Have you considered that maaaybe… you’re like me?”

“What do you mean?”

Ava rolled her eyes before pointing towards the top of her head, where her twin golden horn stubs were perched.

“That you’re a half-demon, dummy.”

David frowned, nodding his head.

“It’s a possibility.”

At that, Ava stumbled before waving her arms out before her to steady herself.

“I didn’t expect you to agree with me.”

“Well… I didn’t know my parents. My grandmother would tell me stories about my mum and dad, but I’d have no way of confirming whether my dad really was human. I certainly don’t have any horns on me,” David said, waving Ava away as she stepped up to peer at him closely.

“But what we do know is that males of all races – human or beastkin are affected by succubus control. Only male demons aren’t affected. So, it’s definitely plausible,” Ava said, before immediately getting distracted by a grand sign lit up with colourful magelight.

“What’s this?”

“It’s an inn.”

“Can we go inn there? Heh. What’s it for?”

David groaned, but nodded. He watched with a hint of satisfaction as Ava glanced around the room, eagerly moving from one curiosity to the next.

He knew that the girl was distracting herself. She was deeply worried about her mother, but was trying everything she conceivably could to occupy her thoughts.

“It’s where travellers go to stay if they’re in the city temporarily.”

“So… do you like my mum?”

David blanched, clearing his throat as Ava narrowed her eyes at him.

“Yes. I do.”

“You aren’t going to be like Bonica from Loki Loki Literature Club… right? She was creepy and pushy.”

“I won’t.”

David resisted the urge to tell Ava that technically, it was her mother who had petrified them, leaving them in an underground makeshift city for two days, which was clearly concerning behaviour.

“It was a shitty thing for her to do to lock you in here with me.”

“Language.”

Ava stuck her tongue out at him before returning her attention to the inn. David heard the patter of her steps as she eagerly climbed up to the second floor.

“I like this place! Let’s stay here.”

David could tell that the Headmistress had clearly intended for them to wait their time out in the inn. He could see the food she had prepared for them, along with plenty of supplies. David unwrapped another sandwich that seemed to be warded against degradation by some sort of thin, enchanted sheet.

He tried to ignore the sobs he heard from behind Ava’s door as they settled down for the night.

***

They watched together as the ward dissipated into a haze of magical sparks. Ava gripped his arm hard, and David quickly led her back towards the Academy.

It was the evening of the rampage.

“I want to come with you. Please?”

David shook his head.

“Stay in the laboratory. Your mum… will be back to get you, ok?”

“You’re a bad liar. Just like her.”

David paused at that, turning around to look at Ava. There were tears in her eyes, and the façade she had taken care to maintain over the past few days was crumbling.

David drew her into a tight hug.

“Stay in the laboratory, ok? I’m going to do everything in my power to make this right.”

With some difficulty, David gently pried Ava off him, returning her to the laboratory.

He knew that he didn’t have much time.

If the rampage had begun, he needed to gain as much information as possible before he was overwhelmed by the beastkin.

He emerged on the surface to screams. The sky was a hazy red, and he could hear the roars of beastkin as they roamed the city. He could see that a contingent of mages and adventurers had created a barricade, turning the Academy into a makeshift base.

“You there! What’s your class?”

“[Servant]. What’s going on?”

The mage cursed under her breath before returning her attention to the archers and mages flinging spells at the beasts trying to overwhelm the barricade. It seemed like she had dismissed him as beneath her attention.

The mage in the last loop said that they were headed for the Arcan—

The barricade exploded.

A huge houndkin with a giant battleaxe charged through the gap. The battleaxe flashed with a powerful [force] enchantment, blasting students and mages away. David narrowly avoided the force wave that it emitted, leaping for cover behind a pillar.

Chieftain Charak.

If the houndkin’s chieftain had been formidable before, he had now turned into an absolute monstrosity. The chieftain decimated the adventurers close to him, entirely abandoning his battleaxe and ripping through their forms with his claws.

Think, David.

His eyes widened, remembering his main objective.

As the Chieftain was occupied with chasing the fleeing adventurers, David slipped through the hole he had torn open in the barricade. Adventurers and mages fought beastkin of all kinds – houndkin, bunnyfolk and kitsune in a desperate attempt to survive.

David kept his head down, slipping into an alleyway as he made for the Arcanum.

But there was something that he noticed this time that he hadn’t before. As time went on, the fervour with which the beastkin fought began to grow more intense. Their movements faster and their strikes stronger. Eventually, the resistance that the mages and adventurers were putting up began to crumble.

David kept his goal in mind as he finally reached the street bordering the mage tower.

His eyes searched the skies until they came upon what he had been looking for.

He saw her.

A kitsune with silver fur, all nine tails waving languidly at her rear where they hung in the air suspended. Spells uselessly impacted a translucent shield around them, effortlessly deflecting or absorbing the mages’ attempts to subvert them.

David heard a growl behind him, and he barely had the chance to raise his hands before the houndkin’s claws tore through his throat.

His final thoughts were on the face of the kitsune that hung suspended over the fighting, like a ruler watching over her soldiers.

It’s her.


Chapter 29


CHOO—

David came to on the platform once more. The familiar sensation of vertigo, and the warm flash surged through his body. He quickly steadied himself, the face of the kitsune lingering on his mind.

It can’t be…

But he shook his head. The clues had been there. As time passed, he had dismissed it as a trick of light, a meaningless distraction as he had surmounted the previous loop.

“Excuse me!”

He felt a pang of regret at the knowledge that he had failed once more. There was little chance of survival, knowing that as the beastkin grew stronger, the sparse human resistance on the island had been utterly torn apart.

Still, he couldn’t fall into despair.

He needed to stick to the plan.

David took a seat opposite Eyrie, contemplating how his discussion with the headmistress was going to go.

As she smiled at him, an errant thought sprang to mind.

Strange… I don’t recall Eyrie ever getting back to me with a missive last loop.

Never mind that. With Ovelia’s help, I’ll be able to get to the bottom of this.

***

“You wanted to speak to me, David?”

“You might want to be seated for this, headmistress.”

Ovelia smiled at him coyly, evoking a feeling of sadness in his chest. He recognised exactly what she was doing, wielding her seduction as a tool to get him to act in the way that she desired. It had taken almost the entirety of the last loop to get her to lower her defences and to see him for who he was.

“What I’m going to say will sound insane. But all I’m asking is for you to hear me out. You can put me in cuffs if you want—”

“Don’t threaten me with a good time,” Ovelia laughed.

David began to speak. He told her of what he knew of the raid, going into details. That she would receive a missive from a ‘V’ in the Capital telling her that the Delvers could expedite the push. He told her that the portal architecture would go down and how the raid would play out.

Ovelia reacted as she had last time, with ridicule and an undertone of anger in her voice. But before she could dismiss him, David continued.

“I know about Ava.”

He instantly felt the change in Ovelia’s body language.

“I know that you discovered her in the Passage of Spell and Flame under Ardern. And what happened to her parents. I also know how much you care about her, and about the miniature town you’ve created under the Academy to give her the chance of seeing what the city above is like.”

The Headmistress was silent. Her face was utterly impassive as he went into greater detail, sharing aspects of the story that she had never disclosed to another soul.

“Please, Ovelia. I know this because we had a rel—”

The world went white.

***

CHOO—

David stared at the platform before him.

“Excuse me!”

Eyrie rushed past him, struggling to heave her suitcase onto the train. The sensation of his body adjusting to the loop fell to the wayside as David tried to process what had just happened.

She killed me.

She killed me outright.

David felt the compulsion to fall to his knees, but he stubbornly boarded the train. He tried again and again, changing his strategy as he went.

First, he told her that he could predict certain events that would play out – Ovelia receiving the letter, the activities she had planned as a means to test them, and Professor Vinloch’s game. He attempted to gain credibility by predicting events one after another, without mentioning Ava. She interrogated him, before killing him – on suspicion of being a [mind mage] in service of the Holy See.

Then, he tried following the steps that he had taken before. Asking to be her apprentice and slowly building a relationship with her, even as the duplicity of it all sickened him to the core.

Nothing changed.

No matter how he trickled the information to her, or how he tried to gain he trust – Ovelia could never overcome the impossibility that was his claim. He knew that as an Academic, the prospect of time travel squarely contested her beliefs about what was feasible in reality.

It also took time for their relationship to deepen. No matter how David tried to hasten it, by the time Ovelia did see him for who he truly was, it was too late. His ability to prove the veracity of his claims diminished significantly – and whenever it turned to the subject of Ava, the headmistress’ true priorities revealed themselves with another hiss of steam from the locomotive.

On his tenth loop, David hesitated to board the train.

Fatigue wracked his body. His strategy of obtaining the headmistress’ help to pierce through the mysteries surrounding the rampage had utterly failed. He had learned the boundaries of Ovelia’s trust for him. He also saw how her affection for him turned out to be a double-edged sword.

He took a seat on the platform, knowing that even if every attempt to convince the Headmistress had ended in failure, he had other leads to pursue. For one, he still hadn’t successfully managed to join the raid. Neither had he fully pushed the Passages that he had discovered with Miki and Molo. He currently stood at a fraction of his true potential, and he needed to get stronger. He also couldn’t rely on Ovelia giving him a route into the raid. He would need to find another way to accompany the strike team without her help, while also evading her notice.

But there was another key figure at the heart of the plot.

It was time to confront them.

***

David walked into the library. Gentle magelight covered the bookshelves, not reaching the corners of some of the bookcases that remained encased in shadow. This time, he had taken the initiative to enter the library from its back entrance to avoid being seen and interrupted by Molo.

He paused by the Book of [Classes], casting a gradual gaze around the interior of the library as he had before. David felt the familiar prickling feeling on his neck. Just as he had before, for the briefest of moments, he saw a pair of glowing, golden eyes watching him from the recesses of the library, where two bookcases met to form a shaded corner.

David turned from his spot.

He strode directly over to the shadow. As he grew closer, he could make out, even in the darkness, that the corner was empty. He paused a short distance away with a sigh.

“I know you’re there. Can I please speak to you?”

David swallowed.

“Aika?”

The silence drew on as seconds turned into minutes. David held his breath and was beginning to doubt himself, before he saw a soft shimmer emanate from the shadows, and watched as a figure walked forwards.

Aika’s black eyes were locked onto his own. She appeared as she always had – with long, flowing white robes and silky, straight black hair that fell over her shoulders. Her dark red lips quirked into a slight smile.

“Interesting.”

Before he could say another word, she disappeared before his very eyes, shimmering out of existence.

“Aika, wait!”

David cursed as he whirled around, extending his hands out in front of her. He let out a sigh of frustration when she didn’t reappear.

***

There was no mistaking it.

The kitsune floating near the Arcanum, hanging suspended in the sky, was Aika. As to why she had disguised herself as a human, David had no clue. His attempts to search the dorms for her had ended with the dorm manager unceremoniously kicking him out and warning him that he would be executed if he was caught again.

David knew that his next opportunity to speak to her would come again during the induction.

As the headmistress spoke to the class, he bit down the conflicted feelings that surfaced in his gut as his gaze turned to her, as well as to Miki and Molo. The last few loops had been a blur as he focused his efforts on convincing the headmistress, and he was keenly aware of just how easily his reality could be erased without a second thought.

He gradually came to realise that he was slowly lessening the importance he placed on every loop.

He also knew that it was a way to protect himself.

Seeing him gaining and losing the trust of his friends every single loop was a thought he couldn’t bear. Recalling Molo and Miki’s words, he steeled himself as his eyes found Aika, who was glancing at him with a slight smile.

Chaos erupted as usual as they were teleported into the Glavewoods.

David immediately directed his attention to Aika, watching as she winked at him before disappearing into the forest. He desperately chased after her, heedless of the confused expressions his actions provoked from the other students.

“Aika! Wait, please!”

David abruptly forced himself to a stop as the girl appeared before him out of thin air.

She paced slowly towards him, a teasing smile on her dark red lips.

“Do I know you?” she said with a coy smile.

It was all coming together.

Just why she had taken such an interest in him the very first time he attended the Academy, and why her behaviour had changed so jarringly in the subsequent loops. He had noticed her in the library, and caught her interest, but she had only acted as a ditzy, clueless girl hovering on the periphery of the groups that he had formed, never fully engaging with him or his friends.

“You’re a kitsune.”

David saw the slightest flicker of surprise in her expression.

Before she could react, the Wailer’s scream filled the air. In the distance, David watched as the boss monster’s jaw yawned open, revealing its numerous rows of razor-sharp teeth and the large, metallic collar around its neck.

It was making a beeline towards them.

“Fuck, come with me—”

As he whirled around, he realised that Aika had disappeared once more. David cursed again before making a break for the creature’s flank. This time, he was tempted to test his abilities. His class had granted him skills from his relationships with Miki and Ovelia that had provided him with an excellent foundation to develop his physical abilities and magic.

The only problem was that he hadn’t gained any skills that directly increased his stopping power.

So, he used what he had.

“[Fireball].”

The ball of fire flickered into existence before hurtling directly for the creature’s head. He could hear the crackle as it came into contact with the Wailer’s grey skin, but the creature paid him no heed, only lumbering deeper into the forest.

Did the Headmistress put it there just to intimidate us?

David looked desperately at the foliage around him, but Aika was nowhere to be found.

Then he winced as the Wailer emitted a heart-rending scream. His vision shook, and the ground beneath him swayed as David struggled to steady himself against the trunk of a tall tree.

The rest of the induction played out as it always had. Once Miki and Molo’s group found the loot room, they were teleported back to the deployment area, then back to the lecture hall where they had been seated before.

Aika was nowhere to be seen.

David retreated to his room, feeling a sense of helplessness gnaw at him that he was only barely keeping at bay. He dumped his equipment on the floor before he leapt backwards.

“Hello.”

Aika was sitting cross-legged on his bed, casting a curious glance at him. Her chin was resting on her hand, and she was idly poking at her cheek with a finger.

She disappeared, and the next thing that David felt was a sharp prick against his neck.

“Wait! Wait. Please, just let me speak. I’m not trying to harm you.”

“Oh?”

Aika shimmered into existence beside him, her lips quirking into a playful smile.

Even as David tried to mentally collect himself, there was a curious thing that stood out to him about Aika that he hadn’t faced with any of the others that he tried to convince. Despite his actions, he realised that she didn’t seem to hold any animosity towards him.

“What I’m going to say will sound insane. But… hear me out. C-could you please remove that from my neck?”

The girl pouted, as if mildly miffed about his request, before acquiescing.

“I’m… in a time loop. I’ve met you before. You are always one of my classmates.”

The girl disappeared again, before reappearing a moment later seated on his mattress once again.

How is she doing that?

Is she teleporting?

“This is the weirdest way someone has hit on me before,” she said with a teasing smile.

“We… were never friends before. At the very most, you teased me and poked at my cheek.”

“Hmm,” the girl said with an incredibly self-satisfied smile, as if proud of her previous selves.

“But… something goes wrong. The portal system goes offline, and when the Delvers and adventurers make their way into the Tier 4 raid that’s coming up, the beastkin go insane. And you’re there,” he said, the words tumbling from his lips like a river that he couldn’t contain. Striking straight to the core of it.

Aika sat up just the slightest bit straighter.

“You’re there. In the sky. Floating above them all. In your kitsune form. You’re silver, with eyes of gold, and I see you in a defensive bubble… all nine tails behind you.”

At that, the girl’s eyes widened.

“Please… do you know anything of what I’m talking about?”

He watched the girl continue to purse her lips before rising to her feet and brushing casually at her robes.

“So… you’re saying that I looked… like this?”

Aika snapped her fingers.


Chapter 30


David watched in stunned silence as Aika’s appearance shifted in a flash.

Her features stayed the same. Doe eyes and elegant red lips that stood out against pale skin. But her irises had morphed from black to brilliant gold. Her hair began to shift into a silvery sheen, and two fox ears appeared on either side of her head. Her flowing robes seemed to have tightened in her front with the unravelling of twin tails, revealing her generous curves that they had so deceptively concealed. Her twin, elegant tails extended outwards from behind her, swishing languidly through the air.

“You aren’t lying to me. Hmmm.”

The kitsune seemed to have made the inference from the look of recognition in his eyes. Aika poked at her cheek in contemplation.

The kitsune nodded, seemingly reaching a decision.

“Can I be your friend? Will you let me adventure with you?”

Her lips quirked into a beautiful smile, and he felt himself almost unconsciously taking a step towards her as her enchanting appearance magnetically drew him in.

David felt something inside him stir.

The telltale indication that there was a request that his class resonated with.

“Of course.”

Without another word, David watched her disappear.

But not before seizing the opportunity before him.

Commence on the [Path of the Kitsune]?

Yes.

[Accept request]

***

It seemed as if Aika was open to getting to know him, even if she didn’t disclose her knowledge about the future events he had shared. David turned his mind to the other leads and goals he had neglected so far, knowing full well that there was no convincing the girl to disclose what information she knew before she intended to do so herself.

The next goals were related to his powers. He had placed considerable hope in the headmistress, which he now realised was somewhat of a dead end. He couldn’t simply rely on Ovelia to solve all of his problems, or to be willing to bring him along on the raid. He had to be able to stand on his own two feet and join the dungeon push on his own merits.

David concocted a plan for the loop. Involving Aika in his friendship with Miki and Molo and pushing the Passages they had discovered together.

Next was examining the Holy See’s involvement in the Rampage. ‘V’’s letter had implied that the Church had a vested interest in expediting the raid, and David hadn’t figured out why. This was going to be the hardest to achieve, and he would only resort to it if all other methods failed. Sneaking into the Vediran Chapter was going to be no easy feat, and if high-level pointiffs in Ardern weren’t privy to the underlying reason for the Archdiocese’s interest, David doubted that most of the Church personnel in Vedir would be privy to it either.

Then, there was the matter of his grandmother’s death. Eyrie had never gotten back to him on the ‘Magus Kiran’ from the Arcanum. But he highly suspected that the independent investigator who attended the scene had been there to tie up loose ends. Still, he was going to attempt to meet with Eyrie and pursue this lead further.

Finally, and most importantly, he needed to join the raid. Without knowing precisely what was happening to trigger the rampage, he was severely limited in his planning.

His goal for this loop was to get as strong as he feasibly could.

David summoned his status.

Name: David Vandrake

Class: [Greatest Servant]

Level: 5

Vitality: 9

Strength: 8

Agility: 10

Endurance: 10

Intelligence: 11

Willpower: 12

Mana pool: 15/15

Skills:

Greatest servant:

	[Accept request]

	[Passive: servant’s insight]




Path of the Hound:

	[Passive: Beast constitution]

	[Rend]




Path of the Spellblade of Ages Lost:

	[Mana channelling]

	[Mage memory]

	[Flicker step]




Reputation:

	Miki: 70

	Ovelia: 65

	Aika: 30




David stared at Aika’s reputation in confusion.

What’s up with that?

***

The next day, David spoke to Molo and Miki, relaying his knowledge of the previous loop. They reacted as they had previously – with Molo supportive of him, and Miki initially distrusting. But this time, he told them of his plan.

“We’re going to push the Passages that we discovered in the previous loops and make it as far as we can into the Infinite Dungeon. I want to focus on the Passage of the Shifter. That’s what I’m calling the dungeon passage that Miki’s mum gives us the coordinates for. Both of you… if you’re comfortable, I want you to consume those mana cores and to push yourselves to the edge. They might have something to do with the rampage,” David said. He watched Molo nod in response as Miki simply stared on in a state of stupor.

“Provided we manage to make some good progress, we can try to explore the Rejuvenating Springs. From the intel I gather in this loop, I’ll be able to plan out our paths and strategies more efficiently. I want to get all of us ready for the raid.”

“But David…” Miki began, shifting nervously from foot to foot. “You plan to bring along Aika? Wasn’t she the one potentially at the heart of this all? Do you really think it’s wise to do that, when…”

Molo reassuringly patted his cousin on the shoulder.

“Cuz, we won’t know who she really is until she fights with us, ay? What better way to find out? Let’s give her a chance.”

David had thought about it. The prospect that Aika was willingly facilitating the beast rampage. As mysterious and mischievous as she was… David couldn’t imagine her willingly partaking in the massacre.

“I think we should get to know her for who she is. For what it’s worth… I don’t think that she’s willingly participating in the rampage. And I think… just as you’ve been giving me the benefit of the doubt, we should extend that to her as well.”

Miki nodded uncertainly, but eventually relented. This time, he had decided not to take along Lara and Stara. With the limited beast cores that they gathered, David wanted to build up Miki and Molo as much as he feasibly could in preparation for the raid, and to consume his fair share to increase his physical stats until he started receiving diminishing returns. Leveraging his grandmother’s funds, he equipped Molo and Miki as he had before, and they set out for their first run.

***

“Hey, Aika.”

The trio approached Aika, who was waiting for them at the deployment centre. It seemed like she was wearing an elegant sword at her side, but was dressed in her usual garb. When David had asked her if she needed any equipment, she had simply denied him, insisting that she had her own enchanted armour and weaponry.

“Meet Molo and Miki. My friends,” David said with certainty, which evoked a grin from Molo. Miki simply warily eyed Aika. In her defence, she had every reason to be wary with how intently Aika’s eyes were fixed on Miki’s twitching right ear. The sense of déjà vu was overwhelming.

“Aika…” David began.

“But they’re so cute,” Aika whispered, prompting a blush from Miki.

“Alright, everyone… let’s get started.”

***

The push up until the first loot room went smoothly. Molo and Miki swiftly dispatched the greatwolf before claiming their prize from the loot room. At that point, David advised them to each absorb a core.

The changes in Molo and Miki were immediate. The fur along their shoulders grew outwards, and their claws lengthened. After testing their attacks, David was also certain that the cores made them stronger. When Aika tried consuming the cores, she felt the mental pressure that Miki and Molo were subjected to, but experienced no shift in her physical form.

When David himself attempted to consume a core, he didn’t feel any different apart from obtaining the mana as per usual. They immediately pushed forwards into the jungle. This time, they skirted the edge of the forest instead of advancing to the mana grass.

David had briefed them on his plan. This time, with Aika’s abilities to leverage, felling the giant serpent was a much more feasible strategy. The only problem was that given the discrepancies in the time loops, the serpent hadn’t appeared where and when it did the last time that David had fought it.

“I can hear it,” Miki whispered, before turning to Molo, who returned an affirmative nod. It seemed like their physical senses had been amplified by the dark cores.

Together, they carved a path through the jungle, killing every mob that they could find. What they noticed was that every so often, a beast core with the black substance would be found in a dungeon creature. David funnelled those to Miki and Molo while reserving the rest for his own training.

Eventually, they reached the serpent’s lair. They stood before a huge cave entrance that seemed to lead into an interlinking, tunnel-like cave structure.

After briefly outlining his plan, they prepared for action.

“Aika… be careful in there, ok?”

The girl had insisted on her role as the lure. She returned a smile before running into the caves, her sleek sword at her side. She had briefly outlined her abilities to David, and he realised that he couldn’t wait to see them in action… and to develop them himself.

It wasn’t long before the agitated hiss echoed outwards from the cave entrance.

“Get ready!”

From his perch atop a broad tree branch, David watched as the boss emerged. The giant serpent was right on Aika’s tail. The girl was running at a dead sprint, but the creature was constantly gaining on her, now that it was free of the winding tunnels.

The serpent’s jaws clamped shut around Aika’s torso.

“Now! Miki!”

Aika’s illusion shimmered out of existence. The serpent hesitated, confused at how its prey had escaped it. Before it could react, Miki leapt downwards from above, falling right on top of the serpent’s head. He watched with satisfaction as she plunged her bagh nakhs into its eyes, blinding the creature in an instant. Before the snake could begin to thrash, she leapt off its head, breaking into a roll as she struck the ground and began bounding towards their staging grounds.

“Molo, ten seconds!”

Relying solely on its scent, the serpent crashed into the trees in the jungle, slowing its passage. Miki managed to dance around the dense foliage, reaping the benefits of the black cores, before leaping out into the clearing.

“NOW MOLO!’

The kinetic enchantment on Molo’s shield hummed from their preparations. Striking it with [rend] a couple of times had quickly maximised the amount of energy it was capable of storing. As the serpent blindly entered their killing grounds, Molo’s shield blurred into the tree next to him.

The kinetic enchantment unleashed its stored energy, blasting straight through the trunk and toppling it over. David leapt down from his perch, closing in on the serpent as Miki danced around it, keeping it occupied and twisting in on itself as they waited for the enormous tree to topple.

“David! It’s stuck!”

David cursed as they watched the tree get caught in the sweeping branches of a smaller one. The serpent’s random thrashing was unpredictable, and he knew that they wouldn’t have time to prepare another kinetic blast to fell the tree that was in the way.

[Fireball]

[Fireball]

[Fireball]

David repeatedly flung fireballs towards the canopy of the interloping tree. He watched with satisfaction as his projectiles successfully immolated the branches impeding the falling tree’s path.

“AHH!

Miki let out a scream as the serpent’s writhing body crashed straight into her, sending her smashing against a tree trunk.

“MIKI!”

David watched helplessly, knowing that even with his [flicker steps], she was too far away for him to reach. Molo was also positioned on the opposite side of the killing grounds.

Neither of them could get to her.

Aika flashed into existence, grabbing a hold of Miki and yanking her to the side as the serpent sank its jaws into the tree that she had been leaning against. The kitsune had abandoned her human appearance altogether, and David saw the glyphs on her flowing robes light up as she impacted the ground heavily.

Thankfully, she had bought them just enough time.

The tree teetered before crashing onto the writhing serpent, pinning its body to the ground. David leapt on top of its form, using [flicker step] to get closer to the creature’s head. Identifying the creature’s weak point at the base of its skull, David drove his sword into the creature’s head, and watched in satisfaction as its writhing came to a standstill.

He leapt off the snake, immediately rushing to where Aika and Miki were lying on the ground. He quickly prepared a normal dungeon core for Miki to consume in case she had taken any damage.

He feared the worst, seeing how the snake had sent the pair of them flying with its errant strike.

Instead, he was greeted to a strange sight.

“Pretty please?”

“N-no!”

“Are you sure?” Aika whispered.

Her arms encircled Miki’s shoulders, and she had her hands poised over Miki’s twitching ears that were so animated that David was convinced that they were trying to wave away Aika’s hands on their own accord.

David heaved a sigh of relief.

***

After David gently extracted Aika from Miki to her chagrin, they cleared out the boss’ layer, killing the smaller serpents that dwelt within. They were rewarded with a sizeable pile of ordinary dungeon cores as well as the dark cores.

Before long, the light orbs in the dungeon had dimmed. Scholars said that they mimicked the passage of the sun, but competing accounts of their operation meant that sometimes you encountered a room that would darken as time passed, while in others, the lighting in the dungeon stayed the same.

They promptly set up camp. Molo skinned the snakes and began frying the meat over an open flame. David dedicated a portion of the ordinary beast cores towards expanding his mana pool, finally hitting the 20 mark. He reserved the rest to train his physical abilities when he found appropriate enemies to square up against.

They were seated in silence before Miki rose, taking a seat next to Aika.

“T-thank you for saving me back then.”

Aika’s eyes widened in surprise at the houndkin’s words.

“If you hadn’t pushed me away… I might not be alive right now.”

David exchanged a grin with Molo as they watched both girls flush in embarrassment, struggling to find the right words to say. David slowly walked over, clearing his throat and remembering what Aika had asked of him in his dorm.

“I think what she means to say, Aika… is that she’d like to be your friend too.”

“W-what? Oh! I mean… of course I would,” Miki said, rapidly blinking as she processed David’s words, emboldened by his encouraging grin. “Would you like that too?”

Aika nodded, and for the first time since he had met her, he saw a crack in her expression. He saw the glint of tears collect in her eyes before she blinked, and they disappeared. It seemed like he wasn’t the only one who picked up on it. Miki glanced at him before scooting closer to the other girl.

“I suppose… you can touch them. If you want.”

Aika feverishly nodded her head.

“I don’t know what the big deal is… you have really nice ears as well,” Miki grumbled, biting down a moan that threatened to escape her lips as Aika gently scratched her ears. After a brief moment of hesitation, Aika’s body shimmered – and she transformed into her kitsune form.

“Woah…” Miki breathed, her eyes wide as she properly took in Aika’s true form. “You have beautiful hair,” she said with a hint of envy.

“Go on,” Aika teased, her lips drawn into a coy smile. “I know you want to.”

Miki grumbled, but eventually accepted the invitation, running her own hands through Aika’s hair after hastily cleaning them.

“What ointment do you use?” Miki said almost subconsciously as she combed through the other girl’s hair, before she blushed upon realising the words had escaped her lips.

“I use Dranard’s.”

“You use Dranard’s as well? That’s what my mum recommended!” Miki exclaimed. Then she shot a self-conscious look towards both David and Molo who were munching on their skewers and watching the entrancing conversation unfold with keen interest.

Miki rose, pulling Aika to her feet.

“Let’s go. Don’t want these two making fun of us while we chat. They can go be boring together.”

“Wait, cuz! I want to know about Dranard’s too!” Molo protested.

Aika stuck her tongue out at David on her way out of the cave with Miki, and David let out a slow sigh. Molo lumbered up to him, taking a seat beside him and clapping him on the shoulder with a laugh.

“Brotha. No silky soft hair for me. Looks like you might’ve pissed her off with all that talk of your past ‘experiences’.”

David winced.

“She did tell me to always be honest with her.”

“It’s good that you are, brotha. It’s why she trusts you, and why she decided to come along. Still. Actions come with consequences, ay?”

Molo grinned, jerking his thumb towards the pair sitting outside.

“Speaking of which… they might fall in love with each other and run off without you.”

David let out a low groan, but grinned back.

“Well… it would sting, but I guess I’d be happy for them. It’s what they both deserve. Can you date me, Molo? It would be so much easier.”

“No can do, brotha. Not my type. You’re a man. And you’ve got hardly any muscle. See?”

Molo flexed his biceps, which rippled with appropriate fervour.

“Built different.”

***

David stayed awake, listening to Molo’s rhythmic snores. He saw Miki and Aika outside, sitting next to each other while staring up at the silvery light orb that hung above the jungle. They’d been speaking for a while now, and he watched Miki rise, wrapping Aika in a tight hug, before eventually letting her go.

When she drew closer to the camp, David noticed that her eyes were red and that her breath would catch with the slightest of hiccups every time she drew in a breath.

“Miki… are you alrigh—”

Miki gently pushed him away, wiping at her eyes, before gesturing towards Aika.

“Go talk to her.”

David paused, his brows creasing with concern.

“And David? Be nice. Or else I’ll kill you.”

“Wait, what?”

David watched in confusion as Miki strode past him. She prepared Aika’s sleeping roll ahead of the other girl. If her words were anything to go by, it seemed like they had bonded significantly after their chat.

David took a seat next to Aika’s whose eyes were still fixed on the silvery orb above them.

“Thank you for joining us. If it weren’t for what you did today… Miki would have been seriously injured.”

“Miki’s really nice. And cute. You like her, don’t you?”

David nodded.

“Yeah. I do.”

Aika beamed at him.

For the first time, David noticed that her smile actually reached her eyes.

“Well, I like her too, so you’re going to have to beat me if you want to date her.”

Aika stuck her tongue out at him, while David raised his hands in submission.

“I concede.”

The kitsune let out a giggle, and he felt her tail brush up against him as she stared up at the large light orb overhead.

“Thanks for today. This was really fun,” she whispered.

David felt something click inside of him and he knew that he had completed one of Aika’s requests for him. Even so, he brushed the feeling aside. He still felt an overwhelming urge to ask his questions again. With every passing moment, they needled at him, drawing him in with the temptation of a reprieve from his suffering. If only she would tell him why the beast rampage happened, and what her role in all of it was.

His eyes passed over her silvery white hair and bright golden irises that shone in the magelight. The very same appearance that he had glimpsed over the Isles of Vedir in flames.

Then he turned back to look over the jungle.

“Thanks for believing me and for coming along. I’m glad we became friends. Goodnight Aika.”

Something changed in the girl’s eyes.

He felt one of her silver tails brush up against his shoulder as she rose, greeting him with another smile.

“Goodnight.”

Aika walked back towards the cave, pausing before turning back towards him, a more familiar smile across her lips.

“Heh. She’s right, you are really cheesy.”


Chapter 31


David watched Aika and Miki walk hand in hand in front of him with a hint of a smile. Since their chat the night before, they had become fast friends. He was glad that Miki had dispelled her initial wariness of Aika after the girl’s actions.

His smile only twitched slightly as he watched them exchange a glance before fixing him with their gazes, then proceeding to burst out into subdued giggles.

Molo grinned at him with a smile devoid of sympathy.

What did I do to deserve this fate?

It wasn’t long before they came upon their destination. Unlike the previous Tier 1 room, the jungle room was huge. David was sure that they could have spent multiple days exploring the dungeon without discovering all of its secrets or denizens. But it was safe to say that the next dungeon link would be close to the dungeon boss’ location.

Eventually, they found it. A small temple situated a short distance away from the snake’s cave system, which contained a sizeable loot room as well as a dungeon link to the next location. It brought him a measure of relief to see that they were still in the second layer, as indicated by the absence of the mist surrounding the empty doorway.

David immediately pored over their haul. To his surprise, he discovered that among the loot they found was an enchanted rapier. David recalled his previous experience with [flicker step], and decided to test out a hypothesis. He wondered if he fought like Ovelia, whether it would be possible to gain more skills through insight. They pocketed some more dungeon cores, gold, and some dungeon coordinates before proceeding to the next room.

He was surprised to find that it led into what looked like the interior of a temple. Magelight flickered across dark, stony walls, illuminating intricate carvings of different types of beasts. Eventually, they came upon a doorway, and as they strode through, the sight beyond them took their breath away.

“Woah,” Miki breathed. “It’s like an inverted tower.”

True to her words, they could see into the floors below them. Each was crawling with beasts of different types. A familiar black liquid dripped from some of their jaws, and David’s eyes narrowed as he considered the task before them.

“We’ll be fighting in close range. We’ll have to clear each room systematically. Miki… can you teach me how to assess the area for traps?”

She nodded, and David followed her lead. Miki ran through the different types of traps that appeared in dungeons before David applied it in practice. Some adventurers were lucky, coming across dungeons that lacked traps altogether, while others perished to traps that were cruel in design. Deviously hidden and designed to kill. This dungeon was turning out to be the former, but on his first run through, David was intent on minimising risk.

The corridor eventually opened up into a relatively large room. They halted around the corner, crouched as they scouted the enemies prowling ahead of them. Large black panthers were prowling about the area. Their leader was a short distance behind them, feasting on the carcass of another creature from the dungeon.

“More beasts. Molo, you see the big guy at the back? Keep him busy. Miki, cover Molo’s back. Aika take the ones on the left. Distract them with your illusions. I’ve got the pair on the right. We rinse and repeat, moving from room to room. Ready?”

The trio nodded.

“Now.”

Molo charged, raising his kinetic shield. Miki rounded the corner after him, covering his back as he charged through the pack, straight towards the leader. A duplicate appeared beside Aika as her sword flashed, dancing towards the pair of panthers on the far side of the room.

[Flicker step]

The point of David’s rapier found the panther’s jugular. The enchantment across the sword flashed as it took hold, watching as the blade came alive with electricity.

Lightning enchantment?

As the panther locked up, stunned by the lightning David had inflicted, an image jumped to mind. That of the headmistress fending off a group of undead in the middle of a dungeon. The headmistress’ hand blurred, moving faster than he could track and decimating the skulls of three skeletons in quick succession.

Insight gained!

[Accelerated thrust]

As David activated the skill, his weapon accelerated to a speed beyond that which he could replicate with his current strength and dexterity. It speared through the second panther’s skull, immediately killing the creature mid-pounce. David fell to a knee as the creature’s body suddenly went inert, before crashing to the ground as it completed its arc through the air over his shoulder.

“David! Incoming!”

David’s eyes widened as other beasts began to pour around the corner.

A crazy idea began to form in his head, his eyes lingering on the panther that Molo was locked in combat with. Black liquid which dripped from its jaws, intermingling with its spittle.

“Molo! Draw the leader towards me.”

Other panthers bounded around the corner as Molo began to retreat. Iridescent fire blossomed across the surface of Aika’s blade, before she swung it towards the oncoming beasts. They danced free of the arcs of flame, but their momentum had been interrupted.

Seeing that Aika and Miki were handling the oncoming creatures, David returned his attention to the pack leader.

[Flicker step] [Accelerated thrust]

Using the skills in tandem, David lashed out at an ungodly speed, burying the tip of the rapier into the panther’s shoulder, shattering bone. The electric enchantment took hold, and the beast’s body locked up, allowing Molo to finish it with his battleaxe with a decisive swing into its neck.

[Rend]

With a sideways slash of his rapier, David conjured the claw-like mana blades to rip into the leader’s body. He plunged his hand in, withdrawing the creature’s mana core and confirming his suspicion.

“Miki! Molo! Prioritise the creatures with black liquid leaking from their jaws. They hold the black cores. Consume them! Push through the corridor! We need to go lower.”

Tossing the core to Molo, his friend instantly placed it into his mouth.

This time, the transformation was more drastic.

Molo abandoned his greataxe as he let out a roar. The beasts around Miki and Aika flinched, allowing them to handily dispatch a pair of oncoming wolves. Molo bounded towards them, leaping over the pair on all fours and catching a panther mid-leap.

Molo snapped the creature’s neck with dismissive ease.

As the creature slid from his friend’s fingers, Molo blinked, his jaw falling open in shock.

“Ay…”

“Cover him! Miki, extract the cores. Aika! Send an illusion into the next room to stall them.”

[Fireball]

David risked the throw, his fireball surging past Moko to crash into a wolf that had been poised to sink its teeth into his friend. David crouched, grabbing Molo’s battleaxe before throwing it towards him. He watched his friend catch it with a wild grin. This time, the transformations remained, but Molo hadn’t lost himself to the shift.

David’s suspicions were confirmed.

“Battle helps you process the cores! That’s the purpose of this temple. They aren’t going to stop coming. Prioritise the beasts with black cores, and keep your momentum up. We need to go deeper!”

By constantly consuming dungeon cores and withstanding the onslaught, they were eventually able to begin gaining momentum on the creatures. As Molo and Miki began finding more black cores to consume, David noticed an immediate shift in how easily they advanced.

They fought faster, reacted quicker, and were more in tune with their bodies to a degree that David would have previously thought impossible, had he not seen the fully-shifted beastkin tear apart Arcanum mages.

Only this time, both of them maintained their awareness. He noticed the briefest flashes where they forgot themselves upon consuming a core, but as they fought, their awareness returned.

Insight gained!

[Shifter’s physique]

David growled before stopping himself abruptly, his eyes widening. He quickly extracted another black core from a fallen hog and consumed it. David stared as hair began to sprout from his forearms, his fingernails hardening and lengthening.

For the briefest moment, a scream filled his mind. A scream so raw and agonising, that he felt rage build up in his body, feeling the urge to kill, and feast. The instinct pressed against his mind, But David focused on the single command that he had made sure to direct himself.

He threw himself into the fight.

His rapier was a whirlwind as he cut through flesh, sinew and bone, pressing downwards through a stairwell to emerge into yet another room. With every passing second, he felt the fog around his mind begin to disperse and the screaming subside, until Miki’s cries reached him.

“David! You’re… you’re ok,” she said, astounded as he grinned at her.

“Gained another skill. This is what the temple is for. You’ve got no way out but forwards. We have to keep consuming those orbs. Aika, stay behind us.”

“Aw.”

David exchanged a smile with the kitsune before the next wave of beasts filtered into the room. From a cursory glance over the edge, he could tell that they were roughly halfway down the tower.

David brought up his stats.

Name: David Vandrake

Class: [Greatest Servant]

Level: 5

Vitality: 13

Strength: 12

Agility: 14

Endurance: 15

Intelligence: 11

Willpower: 12

Mana pool: 10/20

Skills:

Greatest servant:

	[Accept request]

	[Passive: servant’s insight]




Path of the Hound:

	[Passive: Beast constitution]

	[Shifter’s physique] unlocked!

	[Rend]




Path of the Spellblade of Ages Lost:

	[Mana channelling]

	[Mage memory]

	[Flicker step]

	[Accelerated thrust] unlocked!




Path of the Kitsune:

	[Passive: Heart of foxfire] unlocked!




Reputation:

	Miki: 70

	Ovelia: 65

	Aika: 50




First, there was the matter of his stats. Training with [shifter’s physique] while consuming beast cores and throwing himself into the heat of battle had drastically increased his physical stats. Not to mention, choosing to emulate Ovelia’s combat style while adopting the rapier had helped him gain a skill through insight. The skill he gained from Aika seemed to be from fulfilling her request to adventure with them.

He had found it strange that he hadn’t obtained any further skills from Miki’s path as they fought in the dungeon in previous runs, but it seemed like his ability to obtain new skills was limited by Miki’s overall abilities. As Miki began gaining mastery over shifting, it became a skill that was available to him too.

Then, there was the matter of Aika’s reputation.

He had hardly spoken to her, but it was increasing rapidly. In the span of a mere two days, it had almost caught up to his reputation with Miki and Ovelia.

David shook his head, focusing on the task ahead of them.

It wouldn’t be long now before they reached the bottom of the temple.

***

The remainder of their passage through the temple was a haze of battle, blood and beast cores. Miki, Molo, and now even David’s shifting became more drastic. They began to resemble bipedal wolves, and their stamina, speed, strength and senses eclipsed what they had been before. But as they continued to battle and train, their control over their own faculties reasserted itself.

Finally, they stepped out onto the very bottom of the tower. The entire large, cavernous room was covered with a small layer of familiar black liquid. The room was filled with black fog, obscuring the path onwards, but David made out points of magelight scattered across the room’s high walls. The room was devoid of any beasts or a boss, but that could change in an instant, the moment they stepped in.

“Do you see that?” Miki whispered. “Murals across the walls.”

“It looks… like the cross between a fox and a wolf,” Aika whispered. “But…”

The vast creature that was depicted, whatever it was, was pregnant. Its belly bulged, and it walked upon not four but six legs in the artistic rendition. Then, his attention shifted to what was beneath it.

Beasts carved into the stone.

Hounds, snakes, bunnies, rabbits and foxes.

“Animals representing the beastkin. They’re… worshipping the creature,” Miki whispered.

But before they could further investigate, David thought he saw something stir deeper in the room.

“Did you see that?”

A sleek form rose, black liquid sliding from its body. A pair of black draconic wings snapped open across its back, with flame coming alight in its maw. A tail of a scorpion loomed over it, while the creature itself possessed the body of a lion. As its jaw dropped open, David could glimpse row upon row of sharp, curving fangs that came alight from the flame within.

He took a step into the black liquid.

The scream filled his mind again. David collapsed to his knees, while all his sensations were overwhelmed by the piercing scream.

The world around him melted away as David’s sensations were filled with pain.

The desire to consume overwhelmed him, and his drool fell to the black liquid below as he abandoned his bipedal stance, dropping onto all fours. He thought he could hear familiar voices calling out to him, but they were inconsequential.

He turned his head upwards, staring at the vast mural above him, a single word entering his mind.

MOTHER.

Before he could react, he felt something barrel into him, before feeling an intense flash of heat as the ground where he had been standing exploded.

“SNAP OUT OF IT!”

Miki’s voice pierced through the fog, and David’s eyes widened. He stared at the black liquid in his paws and then at his reflection in the dark water, illuminated by flickering flames.

He had fully shifted.

A lean, black werewolf stared back at him, with large teeth and razor-sharp claws.

He turned back to his friends and saw that Miki and Molo had undergone similar transformations. Aika maintained her form and was currently keeping the dungeon boss busy as his other friends attempted to ground him.

Unlike Miki and Molo, David had spent a much shorter time consuming the orbs and getting acclimatised to resisting the compulsions brought on by the black cores. Thankfully, it seemed as if Miki and Molo had fully adapted to their transformations.

The screams began again.

Before David could be overcome by the compulsion, Miki clocked him in the jaw, forcing him out of his stupor. David met her eyes and quickly nodded, before bounding towards the boss that Aika was holding at bay all on her own. Her silver kitsune form glimmered in the dark, and orbs of iridescent fire hung in the air around her. Boundless illusions seemed to spring forth from the flames, distracting the manticore.

“Catch!” Molo’s voice rang out.

David caught the battleaxe that Molo had thrown.

“You’ve got muscle now, brotha! Use your skills!”

David grinned, his hands tightening over the haft of the battleaxe as he surged through the black liquid. Where he had been previously incapable of carrying it, now, it was merely a small distraction.

David felt the familiar mental compulsion return, welling up to crash against his psyche like waves against a shore.

This time, he was prepared.

David filled his mind with the single goal of defending Aika as he roared, activating his skills.

[Flicker step]

[Rend]

David lunged in front of Aika, standing between her and the boss. As he swung his battleaxe, two large claws of mana materialised on either side of the blade, rising to meet the manticore’s tail as it descended.

The blade and mana claws severed the tail.

The boss reeled back from the blow as black blood fountained from its wound.

“David, shield!”

Molo bounded forwards, the shield with the kinetic enchantment in his grip.

[Accelerated thrust]

David’s battleaxe struck the shield, and he watched as it hummed with power. Molo charged the creature head-on before it could recover from the wound David inflicted, and it toppled backwards with a crash, sending waves of black liquid rebounding outwards.

David watched in awe as Miki used Molo as leverage to leap over the coming wave, claws glowing with mana, as they tore through the manticore’s exposed throat.

For a moment, all was still.

Then Molo let out a whoop, and the others followed with a yell of exhilaration.

They had taken down the boss.

Miki embraced him, before gently drawing Aika towards them. The kitsune’s eyes were alight with awe at their forms, which were gradually reverting to normal. Molo had planted a foot on the manticore and was hefting his shield with a wide grin.

“I can’t believe we did it,” he whispered.

“You better believe we did,” Miki whispered back as she squeezed tighter.

David felt something click inside him as he stared at Miki. When he brought up his status, he noticed that one of his skills had evolved.

[Shifter’s physique] > [Beast form: werewolf]

Then, he noticed that because of the disparity between his beast form and his normal form, his clothes had been torn to shreds.

So had Miki’s.

He caught Aika’s eyes roving between their bodies, tracing Miki’s soft curves before returning to the throbbing sensation between his legs, a side effect from the thrill of the fight. Then the girl seemed to catch herself as a deep blush blossomed across her cheeks, tearing her golden eyes away from them.

Miki, on the other hand, was just openly staring very appreciatively at him.

“W-where did my bag of holding go. Change of clothes. MOLO!”

His friend was unhelpfully waving the bag of holding he had dropped when he had transformed with a shit-eating grin across his face.

“This is why you work out, brotha! When you’re big enough to begin with, your clothes won’t rip!”

David cursed under his breath as he ran towards his friend.

***

After they had changed out their clothing and collected the beast core from the manticore, they proceeded further into the boss room, finally coming upon the loot room.

They had made it through.

But surprisingly… it was a dead end. No dungeon link awaited them.

“Look at the loot,” Miki breathed.

Piles of clear dungeon cores were scattered around the room. Molo grinned as he hefted them into a bag of holding, while Miki emerged holding a book in her grip.

“Is this what I think it is?”

It was a spellbook. But it was unlike the other, more typical spellbooks that he had encountered so far. This one was embellished with a cover depicting a beast holding a staff. When David tried to make out the words on the pages, activating [mage memory] he was surprised to find that it was ineffective.

“Miki… I think this is a spellbook for beastkin.”

Her eyes widened, and David watched a slight blush reach her cheeks. The girl bit her lip as she clutched the book to her chest, before Aika linked arms with her and pulled her to another corner of the loot room.

David frowned as he came upon carvings in the wall. These carvings did respond to [mage memory], and his eyes widened in surprise as he realised that they were dungeon coordinates.

“These are… other dungeon coordinates. I can see the coordinates for the Rejuvenating Springs as well! Maybe…” David pondered over the nature of the Passage. “Perhaps this passage is where every beastkin’s journey begins. Then, you can choose to embark on different specialisations, one of them, being magic. But I can’t say for certain without explor—”

“Thank you,” Miki whispered, wrapping him in a brief hug, before turning to her friend and embracing her.

“You’ll be a mage, Miki,” Aika whispered. “We need to tell Makoto,” she said, before tightening her hands around Miki. Aika stuck her tongue out at David as he watched on in confusion.

Makoto?

***

Overall, their expedition had taken approximately three days to complete. It took them the better part of a day to trek back towards the starting area. David promptly collapsed on his bed after having a long, hot shower. They returned by early afternoon on Wednesdas, giving him about a week and a half until the raid.

After so many loops of failure, he had finally made a breakthrough. Both in his abilities and progress in clearing the Passages. His thoughts returned to the vast creature depicted on the murals. The presence of the black liquid in the dungeon, and the mental compulsions that had overcome him made him almost certain that it was related to the Tier 4 dungeon push.

David was interrupted by a knock on his door.

He hastily pulled on some boxers and a pair of trousers and opened the door to reveal Aika.

“Would you go on a date with me?”


Chapter 32


David arrived at the station not knowing entirely what to expect.

“There you are!”

David stared as Aika strode up to him, sporting a wide-brimmed hat and a summer dress. She had a pair of shades on and was practically skipping towards him before grasping his hand and yanking him towards the platforms.

Before he could react, her arm was firmly wrapped around his and pressed up against his body. He watched the kitsune smirk with a look that said that he wouldn’t be breaking free of her grip anytime soon.

David stayed silent as Aika dragged him onto the train bound for Ardern.

What’s her angle?

First… she asks to go adventuring with us.

And now this?

The kitsune simply smiled as they sat beside each other – Aika having selected the window seat. He watched her as she stared out of the window in amazement as the locomotive began to move.

“You… haven’t been on a train before?”

Watching her carefully, he noticed Aika give the cabin a casual glance before shaking her head. They sat in silence for a moment, listening to the conductor’s announcements as they echoed through.

“Aika… I never got to tell you, but I unlocked a skill. From you.”

“Ooooh.”

The girl’s eyes widened in delight. He briefly explained how he thought it had happened. Aika had wanted to go adventuring with them, and he had fulfilled her request.

“Could this date count as another request?”

David shifted uncomfortably. He did feel it resonate with him, but it felt wrong accepting a request like that to gain a skill. He knew it was illogical. He needed to maximise his abilities in any feasible way that he could. He was also confused why a request like this was compatible with his class at all. Usually, the requests that he was capable of accepting were ones fully aligned with another’s core goals.

This just confused him.

“I insist.”

Aika just gave him a teasing smile as she pursed her lips. David felt his cheeks warm, and he cleared his throat, looking away. Aika didn’t answer, but she kept her arms wrapped around his as he stared in awe at the passing surroundings.

[Accept request]

After a few more minutes, the locomotive passed through the portal leading to Ardern, giving her a sweeping look of the city. David was feeling a mixture of embarrassment and frustration. Embarrassment from the dirty looks the other passengers were giving him, and frustration because he had a feeling that he wasn’t going to get anything out of her until he appeased her.

“Oooooh.”

Aika finally extracted herself from him, running to the balustrade to take in the view of the human capital city. She admired the palace – the seat of human royalty, and the Holy See’s grand cathedrals that dotted the Royal Circle.

“Let’s go over there first!”

“First? Wait, over there?”

David winced as Aika promptly encircled his arm and began tugging him in her direction of choice.

***

Ardern’s slums were situated in the southwest corner of the city, bordering the outer wall. It was the place to go if you were in the mood to get mugged, kidnapped, or to buy the highest quality drugs the city had to offer.

Which was why, when Aika disentangled herself from him and proceeded to make a beeline for the deepest part of the slums, David almost had a heart attack.

“Aika, wait!”

“Catch me if you can!”

Before David could give it any more thought, Aika turned invisible.

“Oh shit!”

David immediately turned his attention to the mud underfoot, but its surface was so marred with footsteps and carriage tracks that any disruption in them was difficult to notice – especially in the midst of the crowd. He was also perfectly confident that the kitsune was fast, if her strength and agility at the train station in maintaining her grip on him was anything to go by.

Even so, as strong and quick as she was, if she was outnumbered, things could get ugly very quickly.

David cursed, turning the corner and glancing everywhere he could. All he saw were roadside stalls and people milling about, many of whom were staring at him. David was fully aware that he was standing out in his garb. More than one pair of hungry eyes quickly fixed on him, seeing an easy target to prey on.

Aika wasn’t the only one in danger.

Shit.

David quickened his pace, eyes darting from one person to the next as he attempted to make out Aika. When he turned the corner again, his jaw dropped open in a look of horror as he spotted her trailing behind a gargantuan man with shoulders as broad as Molo’s. His eyes passed over the scars that covered his forearms and biceps, which rippled as he moved.

Oh no…

What the hell is she planning on doing?

David didn’t hesitate. He charged straight towards her, knowing that if he gave her even a split second to get away, she would disappear again instantly.

Or do something even worse.

He frowned as he watched Aika’s hand deftly enter the man’s left pocket at a blindingly fast speed, before her beautiful red lips drew into an adorable pout. Then, he watched in abject horror as Aika wound her hands up before lashing down to give the man’s arse the tightest slap he had ever witnessed in his life, just as he arrived. He watched in horror as the man froze, before turning to look over at Aika in alarm.

Aika simply lifted a dainty finger in his direction.

“I don’t know what came over him, sir.”

The man’s look of surprise deepened into a scowl of pure rage, watching as the scars across his face shifted with the change in expression.

“AIKA! Get back here!”

David dodged as the man reached for him, jumping forwards towards David with a lunge. His reach was so vast that David only narrowly evaded him by activating [flicker step]. The sudden motion paired with the slick surface of the mud road sent David sprawling. His clothes were dragged through the mud and filth, while he was greeted to an excellent view of the oncoming giant.

“COME HERE, BRAT!”

He barely recovered as the man lunged for him again, this time, managing to maintain balance as he danced out of his reach. The hogs in Ovelia’s induction prepared him surprisingly well for the encounter. David sprinted away, leaving the man steaming with anger in his wake, panting desperately and wishing that he had kept a dungeon core on hand to replenish his stamina.

The next half hour was spent anxiously searching for Aika, while regularly checking for his coin pouch. It only took one gentle nudge before he lost it for good. His grandmother had warned him what to look out for when navigating the slums.

Finally, he reached the canal leading out of the city walls and was greeted to the sight of Aika lounging by the waterside, heedless of the stink, in deep conversation with a female street urchin who looked to be about thirteen years old.

“Is that your boyfriend, big sis? He looks crazy.”

“AIKA! Wait, please. I swear I’ll do what you want, just—”

“He’s so cute, isn’t he?”

“I don’t see what the big deal is, to be honest.”

“Everyone has different tastes, you know, Viv? You might like apples, but I might like bananas. So when a really fine banana comes along, you might not appreciate it, right?”

The girl nodded her head wisely, processing Aika’s profound wisdom.

“You’re really smart, big sis.”

“Heh.”

Aika happily patted the urchin girl on the head, before watching as they exchanged a look. David stared as the urchin took something from within her pockets and handed it to Aika. As Aika strode away, waving at the urchin, he heard the little girl call out again.

“Go get em, big sis!”

David’s hand encircled her wrist.

“What do you think you’re doing? It isn’t safe here—”

“Looks like you caught me. Can we go someplace else now?”

David watched helplessly as the girl interlinked arms with him, heedless of the mud all over his clothes, and began to unceremoniously drag him in the next direction that caught her fancy.

What is going on?

***

The evening light was beginning to dim. The sky was a mix of gold, pink and purple hues as the sunset lit up the horizon. In the resplendent streets of the Royal Circle, David dripped mud onto the ground outside their destination. He could feel the aftermath of his cheeks burning from the attention he had drawn in their passage through the city. They had been stopped by no more than four guards before Aika smoothly talked their way out of trips to the guardhouse for public indecency.

She pulled him into the fanciest hotel she could find – The Dancing Orchid.

All of his attempts to further discern her intentions were for naught. Aika only responded by sticking her tongue out at him and poking him in the cheek, before continuing on her way.

A stern-looking hotel manager strode their way, flanked by a pair of attendants.

“Excuse me sir, I would kindly ask you to evacuate the premises. You are in refined company and your state of dress—”

The manager gestured vaguely to his outfit caked in sun-dried mud.

“Is entirely inappropriate.”

Aika smoothly stepped forward with a smile that could charm a demon.

“Forgive me, my husband had a dreadful fall and slipped into a sewage canal. We’ve had an utterly horrendous day, and would greatly appreciate it if you could book us a room?”

David stared at Aika as she slipped into a personality that seemed so contrary to her character that he almost believed that someone had possessed her. He noticed an instantaneous change in the manager’s demeanour at Aika’s diction, but he also noticed the man narrow his eyes.

“Forgive me, madam. Our policy is upfront payment for same-day bookings. Would that arrangement be convenient?”

“I’ll facilitate the payment,” David finished, stepping forward before Aika could respond. David relished the look of surprise on Aika’s face, the first he had glimpsed since meeting her. He arranged for a transfer from his grandmother’s account, baulking at the sight of the fee for a single night’s stay.

An attendant guided them up to their suite, and as soon as the door closed behind them, David rounded on Aika.

“I’m not moving another step until you tell me what you’re up to. How were you going to pay for the room if I hadn’t been able to step in? We really would have been arrested then. Besides! We don’t have time to be gallivanting around Ardern.”

“From what you told me… you have all the time in the world,” Aika said softly.

David paused. Aika looked at him contemplatively before her expression reverted. She smiled at him and lightly poked at his cheek, where he stood fuming with his hands on his hips.

“Please, Aika.”

“See the sights with me.”

David frowned. Every minute, his emotions had slowly been piling up. The frustration of failing loop after loop, at all of the things that he still didn’t understand. Of all the relationships that he lost every single time he failed. The pressure was building in his chest, and it was excruciating.

And here she was, treating this like it was a game.

“Please.”

This time, something in Aika’s voice made David hesitate. He didn’t find a coy smile across her lips or a teasing expression. Aika simply smiled – genuinely and openly. There was something about it that made his heart twinge with sorrow.

He let out a slow sigh.

“I’ll be out after a bath.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

***

They walked through the Royal Circle, examining the towering buildings around them. Unlike the slums, there wasn’t a speck of dirt or grime to be found. Birds fluttered from fruit tree to fruit tree, and bountiful gardens and parks filled the area.

He expected Aika to gape at her surroundings in awe. They were par for par with the best Inazuma palaces had to offer. Frankly, the Royal Circle won out in terms of sheer scale and ambition.

Instead, Aika simply glanced over it with an impassive expression.

“What do you think of it?”

David paused, taking in the surroundings himself and considering her question.

“Honestly? I think it’s all a bit much.”

They exchanged a smile.

“I promise you that there’s a point to all of this. Follow me.”

David followed Aika, frowning as she continued to walk a distance away from the hotel. Eventually, they came upon what looked like a school – a structure sporting a playground out front and a small cafeteria visible from the gate. David admired the stained glass window that dominated the front of the building – an intricately rendered sunflower.

“Oh, dear me! I’m afraid we’re just closing up for the day. The kids are all out on an excursion, although I’m sure they would be thrilled to meet you, mister and missus…”

“Blossom.”

The woman narrowed her eyes.

“Right… Mr and Mrs Blossom. Delighted to meet you both.”

“Perhaps you could show us around the facilities? Adoption is all the rage these days, many of our more established friends are interested in… lending their support to your noble cause. It would also bring us great comfort if we could see how the children were brought up for ourselves, you understand.”

At the mention of Aika’s ‘more established friends’, the woman’s suspicion evaporated. Instead, she instantly beckoned them in with a beaming smile.

“Welcome to Avarium’s Home. Our humble orphanage.”

***

David was only growing more and more confused as ‘Dalia’ showed them around Avarium’s Home. True to her word, none of the children were around, but she gave them a very detailed tour of the facilities that they had access to, as well as outlining the standard of education they received.

“How would you describe your relationship with the Church, Dalia?” Aika asked, smiling warmly at their guide. The woman returned her smile, guiding them towards a different section of the orphanage – this one directed to worship.

“The children are all raised according to the good word. We have a very close relationship with the Holy See, and pontiffs regularly visit to impart their lessons. You will find that our children are of uncompromising character,” she said, pride overflowing from her words.

Thump.

The muted noise came from nearby, and he almost wrote it off as a figment of his imagination before he watched the orphanage matron’s face momentarily twist. ‘Dalia’ smoothed over the crease in her forehead in a flash.

“Forgive me, we’ve recently adopted a new puppy, and they’re quite overactive this time of evening.”

“Oooh! I would love to see it. And play with its ears,”

“I’m afraid we haven’t acclimatised it to strangers, and it might harm you, Miss Blossom. Now if you’ll follow me…”

David watched Aika exchange a smile of understanding with the matron before following her from the chapel.

Thump.

Something was needling at him.

The entire day, from start to finish.

Aika’s insistence on visiting Ardern. Beelining straight for the slums and then paying the Royal Circle a visit.

Speaking with the orphan by the canal-side.

Thump.

“Excuse me, Miss Dalia? I hope you won’t mind if I took a quick look around. I’d hate for that puppy of yours to have injured itself while you’ve kept us company,” David said with a smile.

This time, Dalia’s alarm was immediately evident.

“I’m afraid it’s getting quite late, and you’re entirely right, Mister Blossom. I’ll attend to the pup straight away. Thank you so much for—”

[Flicker step]

David flashed behind the matron, knocking her out with a quick strike to the back of her head. He winced, softly lowering her to the ground as Aika watched on impassively. David immediately rose, attempting to pinpoint the source of the noise.

Eventually, they came to a halt before a plain brick wall.

Aika’s hands came aflame. Iridescent flames that seemed to hold within them a thousand colours lit up the dark room, and David watched the illusion deteriorate before his very eyes to reveal locked double doors.

Before he could make a move himself, Aika smashed open the doors with a precise kick.

The children came pouring out.

Street urchins still clothed with what they had worn in the slums were crying, screaming and yelling in fear.

Aika dispelled her illusion.

The human guise that she wore melted away to reveal her true form. Silver tails glittered in the iridescent foxfire around her, and the screams and yells began to fall silent as they were entranced by her form. An urchin ran to meet them from around the corner. The very same one that he had glimpsed speaking to Aika by the canal. The girl practically slammed into another younger boy, drawing him into a tight hug as tears ran down her cheeks.

“Thank you, thank you,” she whispered as she turned to Aika. “You’re an angel.”

The kitsune smiled.

“No… not an angel. Go,” she said softly.

David noticed a familiar man entered the orphanage, staring at the scene in shock. The same man who had attempted to lunge at him due to Aika’s ‘prank’. He slowly gathered the children, giving an appreciative nod to Aika and a brief glare at David, before departing.

“This… was what you wanted to do? This was the whole reason we came here?”

Aika’s human appearance returned.

“No,” she said with a smile. “To both of your questions. Now let’s get out of here. And David?”

“Yes?”

“Thanks for coming with me.”

***

David stared at the smoke that trailed from Avarium’s Home, the orphanage that had gone up in flames after their departure. His mind was still reeling from what had just happened, and he was still struggling to decipher Aika’s cryptic intentions. Night had fallen, and they had run back to the train station – with Aika having cloaked them with invisibility.

She expertly navigated them through the evening crowd, and David couldn’t help but notice as she cast furtive glances over her shoulder. After the events at the orphanage, she seemed noticeably more on edge.

After hopping on a train and walking to an empty cabin, Aika released their cloaking.

“Aika… I have no idea where this train is going. Shouldn’t we be getting back to Vedir?”

“I’ve got no idea where it’s going either.”

David wanted to protest. To ask her exactly what she meant, and why she was doing what she was, but he was exhausted. His shoulders fell, and he felt his eyes droop with fatigue. He was beyond asking questions. He was resigned to the fact that he would need to try a different tactic next loop.

He felt a gentle pressure on his shoulder and saw that Aika was leaning on him.

They rode together in silence until their train flashed through a portal, reaching their destination.

“Zandria. We’ve reached the Great Dunes,” David laughed incredulously as he shook his head. If Vedir had been their destination, this was the equivalent of being sent to the polar opposite side of the Continent.

He followed Aika as they wandered through the streets. He could see the immense sand temples of the Zandrians towering over the busy night market. He also saw foreign machines and technology on offer in the stalls, drawing his momentary interest, which he immediately pushed aside.

Eventually, they reached their destination.

“One enchanted carriage to the Oasis, please.”

“Of course, of course! Enjoy your time at the resort!”

They stepped into something that was less like a carriage and more like a floating box. A very comfortable floating box, but a floating box nonetheless. As they stepped inside, David watched in awe as the box shot through the sands, speeding away from Zandria and towards the “Oasis”.

“Still wondering why I’m doing this?”

“Yes.”

Even though the pause drew on, the muffled sound of the sands outside washing over them, he waited for her to break the silence.

“Kitsune pride themselves on their dishonesty. Their ability to deceive and mislead others. Do you know what the true nature of the Passages is?”

“Paths to power.”

Aika smiled with a nod.

“Yes. We saw it with the Passage we cleared. The Inazuma that you know isn’t our home. Our true home is the Passage of Illusion.”

David felt Aika tighten her grip on his arm.

“There are three stages before a kitsune reaches maturity. Each stage nurtures its foxfire, and the feats they can achieve with it grow in turn. To reach maturity, they must overcome every stage, which corresponds to rooms in the Passage of Illusion. I suspect it’ll be the same for you, with your [heart of foxfire].”

Aika paused, looking down at her lap where her hands were folded neatly.

“When you told me about the futures that you experienced… I knew that my life had run its course.”

David frowned, turning to face her.

“What do you mean?”

“There is said to be a ‘blessing’ endowed upon the ruling family of the kitsune. My family. That we possess the power over all beasts. It is prophesied that one day, that power will awaken in my family. In me.”

David paused, slowly turning her words over in his head. Aligning them with what he had witnessed at the end of each loop. Aika, floating in the sky, with an army of mindless beastkin at her behest.

“I think I understand… why you did this. Today.”

David turned to her, feeling the sorrow gnaw at his heart.

“You didn’t think you had any more of a life left to live. Not in this loop, or any of the others.”

Aika smiled at him, and David felt the pain gnawing away at him only grow more intense.

“When you live a life where you take pride in deception… you ironically become very good at telling when you’re lying to yourself,” Aika whispered. She crawled closer to him, her face drawing towards his own.

“Kitsunes trade in secrets. I heard whispers at the palace that the Holy See were kidnapping orphans from the slums. But I didn’t go to Ardern to rescue those orphans,” Aika smiled shakily, her lips a hair’s breadth away from his own.

“I know what it is to lie to myself, and I know that I am a selfish person. Not one worth saving—”

“And when you found out your fate was sealed, you wanted to live for yourself in the time you had left,” David completed.

He was beginning to understand.

“You really just wanted to go on a date. And you really just wanted to go adventuring with us, and to make friends. Those were actually the goals that were truest to yourself. You don’t want to escape. You think it’s your—”

Fate.

“Thank you,” Aika interrupted, her hand curving around his neck to draw him closer to her.

“Thank you for the best date I could have asked for.”

David felt something click in place as Aika’s request was completed.

“I’ve asked so much of you, but will you do one last thing for me? Can I make one final request of you?”

David watched on in silence.

He knew what she would ask of him.

“In this life, and in all the others… please kill me.”

David felt something shift in his chest. The something inside of him that signalled when a request arose that resonated with the core of his class.

Aika kissed him.


Chapter 33


“No.”

Aika’s lips were met with his palm.

She started in shock as David unceremoniously pushed her face away from his.

“You saw it yourself. I was the reason why you and your friends died, time and time again. I was the root of your suffering—”

“For someone so cheeky, mysterious and ‘selfish’… you’re also surprisingly dense.”

David felt it in his chest. The resonance that he felt when Aika had whispered her wish to him proceeded to disappear into nothingness.

He couldn’t have been more satisfied.

“Why?”

“Did I resent you? The moment I realised that it was you who seemed to be commanding the beastkin? Twisting my friends into senseless beasts? You bet your ass I did. But don’t be silly,” David scoffed.

“Why? What if you don’t have a choice? What if there isn’t a way?”

“Then maybe I’ll kill you.”

Aika stared at him, taken aback.

“Alright, it was a bad joke. But I’m pissed. Don’t try to kiss me after asking me to kill you. But you’re new to this, so I’ll give you a pass,” David glowered, glaring at the kitsune.

“I’m surprised to admit that I enjoyed our date as well. I didn’t realise just how much fun running around the slums and burning dodgy orphanages to the ground actually was. And maybe I would have kissed you if you didn’t ask me to kill you. But if you want another shot at it, you’re going to have to work for it, you got me?”

David waved his hand in her vague direction.

“None of this tragic princess bullshit. We just ran a Tier 2 dungeon together, killing a manticore and unlocking an ability in beastkin that only existed in stories. Then, earlier today, I just saw you set fire to a fucking orphanage right next to the Capital and the Archdiocese. In the middle of the Royal Circle. Oh, not to mention slapping that scary guy on the ass, now that took bravery. But this?”

David stared at Aika, who looked like she was struggling to decide whether to cry or laugh.

“No. If you’re going to kiss me, we need to go on another date. And if you want to go on another date, then agree to work with me to figure out how we can prevent this from happening. None of this set yourself on fire to keep my sorry ass warm bullshit.”

“I know just how cruel it would be to ask that of you,” she whispered.

“Then be a little more selfish. You know… you might be the only person naïve, stupid and kind enough to believe my claims the very first time that I told you. I saw your reputation increase after the very first night.”

Aika’s eyes widened in surprise.

“I guess it makes sense when you say that kitsune are trained to detect duplicity. But my point still stands. You say that you’re selfish and that you just wanted to go on a nice date, but your idea for a nice date just so happened to be rescuing those children. And your idea for resolving this little issue of mine, is to take yourself out of the equation to save me from suffering. Look, Aika. Let me give it to you straight.”

David laughed incredulously, and Aika stared at him with a hint of concern.

“I’m trying to build a harem here. I’m not going to get anywhere if I kill off all my most promising members.”

She stared at him in stunned silence before noticing how his lips quirked upwards. They broke out into laughter.

“You know what… I’m no longer mad about that kiss,” Aika whispered with mild disgust. “Were you serious about the harem? Miki told me but I didn’t believe her,” she giggled, evoking a groan from David.

“Urgh, ok look… as someone who’s also just had the chance to live a life on my own terms, I’m kind of looking to explore.”

“Well… just as long as the other members are hot.”

“Oh.”

David stared incredulously at Aika, who grinned back at him.

“You swing…”

“Both ways, yes. So… who have you ‘recruited’ so far?”

“Miki and I think… the headmistress. Sort of. Aika… I think we’re getting off topic.”

“You know I approve of Miki. And the Headmistress?” Aika fell over as her dainty giggles turned to snorts and belly laughs. Eventually, the laughter fell away, and the sound of the sands pushing up against their carriage returned.

“Alright. Another date then. But you’re going to have to come to me, this time. My family had someone tailing me on the day we first met. Since then, they’ve found some other means of tracking me. I don’t know how they’re doing it, but it can pierce through my illusions and invisibility. Remember. The Passage of Illusion. You’ll need to make it through to cultivate your foxfire, and…” Aika trailed off.

“It’s where they’ll be holding the raid.”

Aika smiled. She leaned in and planted a kiss on David’s cheek, even as his eyes widened, still reeling from her words.

The raid takes place in the Passage of Illusion?

And her family is tracking her?

“And when you get there, I’m getting what I want.”

“What do you mean your family is tracking you?” David frowned in confusion.

The carriage jolted.

Aika grabbed onto David, steadying him as their motion was suddenly arrested. The door to their enchanted carriage came flying off as a group of very angry-looking kitsune outside stared at the pair of them within.

“Grandpa!” Aika exclaimed, running towards the lead kitsune who wore the appearance of a grizzled houndkin. He held a spear in his hands, and he was staring at David.

Uh oh.

***

“So, you’re telling me that you managed to clear a dungeon passage by roping the heiress of the Tanakawa family with you a couple of days after your admission into the Academy? Then, you take her to Ardern against her family’s wishes, burn down an orphanage, before hopping on an enchanted carriage to the middle of nowhere?” Ovelia grinned, staring at David.

“Against my will… and she was the one who dragged me to Ardern… and then to the desert.”

“Riiiiight,” Ovelia nodded. “Well, you’re lucky that your girlfriend sweet-talked her family for you. The fact that they didn’t put a ridiculous bounty on your head is nothing short of a miracle.”

Ovelia’s face fell.

“But I do regret to inform you that Aika will no longer be attending the Academy, at least for the remainder of the semester. From what I can gather, her attendance here was part of an agreement with her family, and diving into dungeons without Academy supervision, absconding to Ardern and allegedly committing arson in the Royal Circle was not part of the plan.”

David nodded, letting out a slow sigh.

In a sense…

Aika was right.

Assuming what she said about her fate was accurate, taking her out of the picture would mean that her ‘awakening’ would never occur, and that the beastkin wouldn’t go on their rampage. But that assumption was full of holes. There was no guarantee that there weren’t other people eligible for possession, especially if anyone in the royal line could awaken the ability.

Most crucially of all… his assumption had been correct.

Aika hadn’t turned those beastkin into mindless soldiers of her own will.

There was no way she would ever do such a thing of her own volition.

There was something more at play.

As far as he was concerned, that was all that he cared about.
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David took the chance to review his status screen.

After his date with Aika, his reputation had increased significantly. Not only that, he had levelled twice in his class, gaining a new passive skill. If it was anything close to [servant’s insight], David was prepared for it to be ridiculously powerful.

David was beginning to suspect just what his role was, as the [greatest servant]. It wasn’t just to be someone who acted as a mere vehicle for his ‘master’s’ will. To blindly complete request after request.

He needed to help them advance the goals truest to themselves.

By denying Aika’s request to kill her, and convincing her to explore other alternatives, his actions went to the very core of his class. Still, David felt a twinge of doubt.

Who am I to decide what’s best for people?

Beyond that… what if Aika’s right?

What if there’s really no choice but to kill her to prevent the rampage?

David gritted his teeth, but cast aside his errant thoughts.

His path had never been clearer.

Progress through the Path of Illusion to nurture his [heart of foxfire]. He had tried using [veil of illusion], but true to Aika’s words, it seemed like he needed to progress through the Passages before it would be possible.

David clenched his fists.

For the first time in a long time, he felt like his mind had cleared. The despair from the failed loops attempting to convince the headmistress of his purpose and identity had fallen away to give rise to a new emotion.

Hope.

With that, he set out for his destination.

***

David placed the bags of holding before his friends. They were filled to the brim with black cores that they hadn’t used. After observing how they had gradually overcome the mental compulsion as they fought through the beast tower, he had an idea.

“Molo… can you convince Chieftain Charak to train with his warriors using these cores? The fighting seemed to help us gradually overcome the compulsion.”

“Good idea, brotha. I’ll see you when you’re back.”

Molo rose, giving him a fist bump, leaving Miki and him alone.

“You’d better treat her right. She’s too good for a player like you,” Miki mumbled, prompting David to roll his eyes.

“The two of you became fast friends,” he grinned.

“I guess you could say that,” Miki said with a devious glint in her eyes.

Uh oh.

Why do I feel like I’ve stepped into a boss room?

“Say hi to them for me when you make it to the palace. Treat. Her. Right.” Miki jabbed him in the chest lightly after enunciating each word. Then she wrapped him in a hug.

Them?

“We might not be able to fit in the Rejuvenating Springs this time. I’m sorry Mik—”

“You’re making progress. Don’t give up, alright?”

David felt a pang in her chest at Miki’s soft words, laced with care.

“How could I? When I have friends like you?”

Miki blushed, but gently pushed him away, her eyes narrowing.

“See? Player. But when this is all over…” Miki bit, looking him up and down.

David grinned.

After bidding Miki farewell, David made his way to the docks, boarding a ship to cross the channel to Inazuma, the island of the kitsune.

He was beginning to realise that he had no one but himself to count on to get himself on the raid. He didn’t want to be subject to the whims of the headmistress, especially if she took a liking to him – knowing her tendency to be protective of the people she came to care about. He strongly suspected that even if he did win Professor Vinloch’s game, or impress her with his skills during her duelling test, the headmistress might forbid him from attending out of obligation to his grandmother.

He needed to be able to infiltrate the raid on his own terms.

Now, Aika was presenting him with a chance.

It was time that he paid a visit to the Passage of Illusion.


Chapter 34


“You wish to journey to the Passage of Illusion?”

“Yes.”

“You would have to earn a kitsune’s respect. By piercing through their veil—”

“Does yours count?”

The old woman he had met previously at Inazuma's docks glowered at him before letting out a hearty laugh.

“Quite the charmer, aren’t you? Well done.”

The old woman handed him a small black tablet with a single golden glyph inscribed on it.

“But do be warned… the Passage of Illusion is unlike the other Passages that you may have learned of. Each room is another facet of our kingdom, and the kitsune’s openness to visitors is… not without reason.”

How ominous.

“Thank you, madam.”

David bowed before stepping backwards, gripping the tablet tightly in his grip. As the old woman laughed, he departed straight for the deployment centre situated on Inazuma. After presenting the tablet to them, The room around him flashed as he departed for the Passage of Illusion.

***

David teleported to the strangest dungeon landing zone he had encountered yet. He appeared in the midst of a bustling night market – for the cavern was cloaked in darkness, but lit up by colourful lanterns and illusions that danced in the air above him.

Mythical beasts pranced in the air overhead, brought to life by the illusory magic of kitsune mages. The market itself was bustling with kitsune – only this time, they had dropped their illusions as they went about their day. Every so often, one would glance at him, but David quickly realised that he was far from the only human in their midst.

I wonder what she meant by her words.

Why are they so open about letting outsiders into their midst?

David strolled through the market, pushing his way through the mass of people in an attempt to make it to the other end. From what he could see, the entire dungeon had been turned into one massive site of commerce – bustling with street performers, eager customers, young families and children.

Then, the kitsune in his midst twisted to stare in his direction.

Um…

He heard a sound from behind him. The crowd has mysteriously parted as if an otherworldly force had parted a short distance in his wake. At the other end stood a kirin. It looked like the cross between a deer, a horse and a dragon – with lightning flowing through its mane as it pawed the ground.

David felt dread well in his stomach as the beast’s eyes met his own.

Wait… a dungeon beast? Here?

The kirin burst into a spring.

David ran.

[Flicker step]

[Flicker step]

Shit.

As quickly as he pushed through the crowd, the kirin always seemed just a second or two behind him. David weaved through a pair of stalls, jumping into a dark alleyway as it lit up with the kirin’s lightning.

To his surprise, David heard laughter like bells that seemed to be coming from above him.

He stared at the group of children perched on the edge of the roofs, eating various delicacies as they laughed, pointing down at him.

What the fuck?

David stumbled. His foot caught an uneven cobblestone in the dark, and he hit the ground hard. David watched helplessly as the kirin charged towards him, before coming to a stop at the very last second and leaning towards him, only to give his nose a lick.

The children laughed as his hair stood on end from the electrical charge. To his surprise, some of the children, inspired by the scene, conjured illusions of their own – fashioning themselves appearances akin to that of the kirin, before jumping into the crowd and chasing market goers.

To David’s surprise, the people being chased seemed to enjoy the process, egging on the children as they did so.

David’s mind returned to Aika’s very first request of him.

Catch me if you can.

“How does this cultivate the [heart of foxfire]?” David mumbled beneath his breath as he rose to his feet.

“Well, well, well… you’re no ordinary boy, are you, young man?”

David froze, turning towards the familiar voice that emerged from a shadowed alcove. He watched the old kitsune whose identity he had revealed stride out. This time, the woman’s grey hair had turned darker, and three tails swished languidly in the air behind her.

“What’s your best guess?”

David paused, considering her question.

“Maybe… it’s mischief. In the first room, children have to get up to some sort of mischief.”

“Excellent,” she smiled with a nod. “Trickery, to be exact. The creatures of the dungeon taught us. Unlike others, those in this room are harmless – playing innocent tricks on the visitors. We built the market around them, and they serve as teachers for our young to surmount the first hurdle.”

David nodded to the old woman, but she simply turned to stare expectantly at him.

“Um… can I help you with anything else?”

“Fascinating,” she muttered under her breath, before stepping back into the dark alcove.

“Uh… hello?”

When David stepped forwards, the woman was gone.

***

David started with small pranks. Jumping out at a young couple enjoying the market, and causing them to drop the meat skewers in their hands. Their shock turned to delight when they realised that a foreigner was engaging in their practices.

He felt stupid the entire time, but he also felt something stir deep within him.

Something warm.

After pulling off a couple more pranks, David felt the warmth continue to grow.

On a whim, in a dark alleyway away from prying eyes, he attempted to activate his skill.

[Veil of illusion]

He pictured the kirin’s form – and the air shifted around him, lighting up with sparks. The dark alleyway was illuminated as they blinked into existence, and David’s pulse began to race as he peered into the still surface of a puddle of water.

I can conjure illusions upon myself.

Just like those children.

Although it still seems like I’ve got a long way to go.

It wasn’t long before his kitsune illusion began to show signs of deterioration, before it sputtered out altogether. It seemed like he needed to nurture his [heart of foxfire] to use it for longer, or to conjure more convincing illusions.

But unlike the children… he didn’t lack for imagination. One thing that he had noticed when playing the pranks on the passerbys was that he did feel his flame glow more intensely depending on how they reacted. Some were more shocked than others, and he could feel the flame bloom to a greater degree in those cases.

David chuckled manically to himself.

“Ye of little ambition,” he said as he thought of the children.

“Watch how a real scoundrel does it.”

***

Tanaka was taking a leisurely stroll in the Kehan district when he came upon a sight that took his breath away. One had to understand that kitsune took immense pride in their form. They embellished themselves with flowing garments, illusory particles that ignited as they moved, accentuating their grace, and scents which enticed and lingered.

But none had entranced him as much as her.

The kitsune strode boldly through the street. She was dressed in thin strips of fabric that encircled her body, scandalously revealing it where other kitsune women guarded theirs. Her full, perky breasts that bounced with every step. And the way her tail swished through the air behind her, catching the eye and forcefully drawing it to her presence.

Tanaka rushed forwards. He saw other covetous gazes of the men around him. For some reason, an elderly kitsune was laughing her ass off at the image, perhaps reminded of younger days. Tanaka knew that his chance would slip through his fingers if one of these other rascals made their pounce before he did.

“E-excuse me. My name is Tanaka. I think you’re beautiful. Will you get a meal with me?”

Tanaka felt electric shivers run down his spine as the girl’s sinuous tail danced beneath his chin, causing him to gulp.

“You’ll have to do better than that, handsome,” the girl whispered.

Tanaka was drawn in by her silky, mellow voice. Deeper and far more entrancing than he would have expected, but that only served to intrigue him more. Drawing her hand into his, surprised and invigorated by how callous it was, he rushed towards his favourite noodle shop, eager to impress.

He watched with keen satisfaction as the girl’s eyes widened, taking a bite of her noodles, and then digging in with a fervour which surprised him. It was so rare to find a girl so unrefined, raw, and genuine. Tanaka found his eyes wandering to her generous assets, wondering just how raw other experiences with her would be.

He watched with wide eyes as she slammed the bowl down on the countertop, wiping her mouth with eyes full of satisfaction. Tanaka inched closer, pursing his lips as he went in to seal the deal. His mother always told him to only make a move when a girl’s stomach was full – it was when he had his best chance.

“Bro. That was awesome. I’d die for these noodles.”

Tanaka paused as his date morphed into an ungodly monstrosity.

A male kitsune grinned back at him, returning a flying kiss.

“Thanks for the food!”

***

David sprinted away from the oncoming kitsune with a wild grin, weaving through streets and alleyways as he heard the man’s screams behind him. It went on for so long that he actually began to feel sorry for the poor bastard. It seemed like the dating game was tough out there, and he did feel bad for giving him false hope. He leveraged some of the charms of the girls that he had come across. Miki’s silky black hair, the Headmistress’ domineering seductiveness, Aika’s playfulness, and Stara and Lara’s…

Choice of dress.

It seemed like the girl he had created had been too powerful, if the burning in his chest was anything to go by. His [heart of foxfire] had burgeoned to a brink, and David knew that he had gained all it was that the first room in the Passage of Illusion had to offer him.

Panting and grinning, David made his way to the link to the second room.

***

David retained his male kitsune guise as he strode towards the checkpoint. It seemed like the kitsune had found a way to widen the dungeon link between the current room to the next. It also seemed like the kitsune seeking to progress to the next room had to undergo somewhat of a test.

A translucent barrier separated the first room from the second, and David watched a couple of children cry in frustration as their attempts to progress through were thwarted. Their parents exchanged knowing smiles where they remained nearby – clearly seeing it as a rite of passage.

“They really take to illusion and deception when they’re young, don’t they,” David murmured under his breath.

“We do. It’s been a while since I’ve seen such good trickery, and from a human male no less. I fear that you may have sparked somewhat of a trend,” the woman chuckled.

David froze. He paled as he slowly turned to the elderly kitsune woman who had given him her token, and who had reappeared to him once more in the alleyway. His heart thundered in his chest as he gradually approached the checkpoint, wondering if the woman was going to out him as a human. She had a mischievous smile on her face, and sharp teeth peeked out from under her lips.

“But you are a curiosity in more than one way, young man.”

The woman faded into the background, and something told him that it was far from the last time that he would be seeing her.

“Enjoy the second test.”


Chapter 35


As David strode through the doorway, he felt his surroundings flicker before he was cast into the middle of what looked like an abandoned village. Thick mist filled the streets, and he could see kitsune around him engaging in casual conversation. There was a quiet in the air around him that set him on edge as he strode through the village.

It was casual… on the surface.

“Excuse me! Excuse me!”

A young woman who looked to be his age called out to him in distress.

David paused as she halted, leaning over and panting from exhaustion. She had silky hair, similar to Aika’s and was wearing a long yellow robe that lightly accentuated her curves. David could see tears gathering in her eyes and the two tails that emerged behind her were swishing in distress.

“You have to help me. My younger sister and I entered to be tested together. But the moment we came in, I lost all sight of her!”

“Can you tell me what she looks like?”

“She’s about five years old and wears her hair in a bob cut. She’s in pink robes. Can you help me look for her?”

David nodded, following the woman as they walked through the village. The eerie stillness in the village remained as he walked through its streets. His eyes passed over onlookers drinking and eating from tables outside their homes.

He spotted a pair of courtesans lazily eying him as he passed a brothel and decided to walk up to them with the woman at his side.

“Excuse me, have either of you seen a little girl wearing pink robes?”

The pair of them shook their heads as they lightly fanned themselves, eyes roving over his body.

“No. Why would you be in search of a girl like that? Your time would be better spent with us, handsome.”

“I see. Thank you.”

David turned away, feeling their eyes trailing him in his wake.

There was no sign of the woman’s sister.

The search dragged on. David followed the woman as she entered a narrow alley, shadowed by the tiled rooftops overhead. Strings of clothes hung out to dry, and water lazily dripped onto the cobblestones beneath them.

[Flicker step]

[Accelerated thrust]

David thrust his rapier into the woman’s back, causing her to gasp in pain. He withdrew his weapon, watching as she staggered forwards from the blow. Blood dripped from the corner of her mouth, and her expression had twisted into one of surprise.

“How much longer are we going to keep this up for? Hm? You have me where you want me.”

The woman shifted.

Her appearance morphed into the semblance of an undead creature with greying skin, hollow, dark eyes and lanky, emaciated limbs.

[Fireball]

David blinked and watched his surroundings fade into darkness. He felt the flame within him surge, having completed the second room’s ‘test’.

He groaned sitting up from where he lay under a cherry blossom tree.

The whole experience had been a very convincing dream. There were a few things that had clued him into its true nature. For one, the only entrants to the second test that David had watched being allowed in were entrants close to his own age. Children had been prohibited from entering, thus the tantrum he had witnessed at the checkpoint.

Then there was the matter of the woman herself. She claimed to be taking the test, but as Aika had mentioned previously, a kitsune’s tails were representative of their power. If she had truly been taking the test for the first time, she wouldn’t have sported two tails behind her.

But the most damning evidence was how other townsfolk didn’t seem to perceive her. He may have been a stranger to the town, but all of them were staring solely at him. The courtesans he spoke to had barely spared her a passing glance despite how distraught she was. It was telling that they were wondering why he was in search of a little girl, when there was a crying woman standing next to him.

He wouldn’t have been able to complete it if Aika hadn’t left him the clues she did on their date.

The first test had been one of trickery and mischief – with his chase through the slum streets.

The second…

David’s thoughts returned to their journey around the Royal Circle, ‘seeing the sights’. Uncovering the dark truth beneath the orphanage and casting them into the light… quite literally.

The second room was to do with deception.

Both inducing it and dispelling it.

If he hadn’t acted convincingly enough, he was sure that the creature would have pounced on him. Instead, he had fooled it and completed the test. Some of the other kitsune rose out of dreamlike states. A few sported expressions of joy and satisfaction on their faces, while others were left with disappointment. It seemed like the consequences wouldn’t be that severe for failing the test.

David stood to his feet and took in the second dungeon of the Passage of Illusion.

David saw an immense Kingdom in the distance – the same brilliant white palaces that dotted Inazuma found within on a whole other scale. Mist caked its streets and flowed over the rolling hills around the idyllic city.

“Wow,” David breathed.

His mind turned to Miki and Molo. What they had said about the dungeon being the home of the beastkin. He could see how it made sense, especially with the Passage of Illusion. David instantly knew what his destination was, spotting the towering white palaces that no doubt belonged to the Tanakawa family – the ruling family of kitsune to which Aika belonged.

“Welcome to the Palace of Mists.”

This time, David wasn’t surprised when the elderly kitsune walked out of the fog. He was half certain that she had a similar ability to Aika to turn herself invisible and to follow him as he progressed through the rooms.

“I gather you’ve passed the test? Impressive.”

“Why aren’t you ratting me out to the authorities? You know who… what I really am. Isn’t it supposed to be impossible for a human like me?”

The elder woman laughed.

“Many humans have visited the Passage of Illusion in the hopes of gaining illusory skills, and many do. But you are the first who has adhered to our traditions, and who has made it through the gates meant for us, yes.”

“And yet you don’t seem surprised.”

David paused as the elderly kitsune only smiled at him.

There was only one other kitsune who could possibly know the nature of his powers. David felt a shiver run down his spine as he drew his lips into a weak smile.

“Um… I guess this is a little overdue. It’s nice to meet you, and I’m sorry I haven’t come by sooner.”

David winced when he realised that he had never asked for her name before.

“Miki’s mum.”

As he uttered the words, David felt the foxfire in his chest burgeon. His assumption about the ‘test’ in the second room was true. His objective had been to pierce through deception, and he had gotten to the root of the elderly kitsune’s identity.

The woman’s appearance shifted.

Three silky black tails unfurled from behind her, and the wrinkles and lines across the woman’s face disappeared. David was met with a refined, elegant woman whose lips were quirked into a smile of amusement.

“I was worried that I would have to give you more clues. It would have been detrimental for your foxfire’s development. Well done, David. It’s a pleasure to meet the young man that my daughter has told me so much about. Pray tell, what brings you to the Passage of Illusion?”

David blanched, provoking a laugh from the woman who grinned at him with mirth.

It was no surprise that Miki had told her mother what she had learned from David. From what he knew, her adoptive mother spent a great deal of time at the houndkin’s enclave, but still had duties and obligations to discharge on Inazuma. His first ‘random’ encounter with her had made sense. It seemed like she had been intent on getting to know him while keeping him none the wiser about her identity. Just the thing a nosy but concerned mother would do. This time, it seemed like the circumstances called for greater intervention.

“Thank you for your help. I’m here because I’m trying to find Aika. Oh, and… it’s nice to meet you. May I know your name?”

The woman smiled.

“You can call me Makoto. Although ‘Miki’s mum’ suits just perfectly,” she said with a chuckle, causing David to blush. Poking him firmly in the side in a way that reminded him of Miki, she continued.

“Follow me.”

David cleared his throat but nodded.

Makoto made her way through the security checkpoint leading into the palace complex. He could sense that his foxfire had increased significantly from revealing Makoto’s deception.

“Miss Makoto… what would have happened if you didn’t give me the opportunity to reveal your deception?”

“You would have fallen seamlessly into another dream. You wouldn’t have notice when reality turned to fiction, and another dreamsprite would have fallen on you. But now that your flame has reached maturity, the dreamsprites should stay away.”

“Is there… a penalty for failure?”

The kitsune smiled.

“Nothing too egregious. Young kitsune who fail repeatedly are forced to return to the first room to redo the test of trickery. The dreamsprites feed off their foxfire. If anything, the worst damage is inflicted upon their ego.”

His eyes turned to the streets surrounding the palace. Here, there was no artifice to be seen. Everyone walked as a kitsune, wearing no illusions.

“This is a place where you can be whoever you want. Some present themselves as they are, but others seek to deceive. It is through uncovering this deception that you nurture your foxfire. The room of deception is where adolescent kitsune learn to hone their ability to seek the truth. It is a crucial skill to guide them through the final stage of their development,” Makoto said. He felt a strange sensation as a voice echoed in his mind, but his eyes widened as he watched Makoto’s lips remain still.

“My daughter has brought me up to date. Your claims about the future reveal a keen understanding about secrets that should not have been privy to you, or anyone outside of the royal family. Your knowledge of my daughter and my relationship with her further corroborate your claims. But I’m afraid that I am limited in my ability to directly aid you.”

David continued onwards, following in Makoto’s wake.

“I come from a branch family, and I have acted as a servant and advisor to the Tanakawas for my entire life. Strengthening ties with the houndkin was one such policy. If they were to become our ‘servants’ per the prophecy, as much as I despise the notion, nurturing a willing relationship would be advantageous. Or that was the justification that underpinned my argument that we build the enclaves up, rather than tear them down. And it was while I was doing that work that I found my daughter.”

David was frustrated at his inability to reply, but he continued to trail her.

“You will not find allies amongst the kitsune if you wish to subvert Aika’s ‘destiny’. Nor are the precise details of her prophesied awakening known widely. The best I can do is to grant you your audience with the princess. Complete the cultivation of your foxfire, and proceed into the final room – the room of reflection. That is where the raid will be staged from into the room beyond.”

They paused under a huge, sweeping archway. Beyond them were immense double doors leading into a room nestled deep within the palace.

“The secrets that you know and the knowledge that you wish for are unfortunately beyond my reach. But what I can do for you is this one small kindness. Treat my daughter well, David.”

“Thank you,” he whispered under his breath. She nodded to the guards as the door creaked open.

“I will not stand for this girl! Breaking your promise! And then demanding that we allow you to meet a human male. You have lost your mind!”

“Are you forgetting what you’re demanding of me, dearest grandfather? If you cared about me, even in the slightest, you would let me live out the rest of the life that I have in peace, because who knows how long I have left with the raid just next week?”

Aika and the familiar grizzled kitsune verbally sparred across the empty room. David could see that there were tears in Aika’s eyes, and that the older kitsune’s expression was drawn and full of guilt at the words of his granddaughter.

His eyes widened as the doors opened, snapping towards David and Makoto.

“What is the meaning of this, Makoto! Bringing him here—”

“David!” Aika cried. But before she could make her way towards him, her grandfather’s hand rose to impede her path.

“I can vouch for him, Lord Tanakawa. He is a friend of the princess, and he wishes to pass our tests to respect our heritage. He wishes for her guidance for the room of reflection.”

Rage entered the older kitsune’s eyes. The older man scoffed.

“Nonsense. And how do you know this boy?”

“He is a good friend to my daughter, my lord. An honourable man. It is beyond my station, but I think it would be wise to allow the princess this… final kindness.”

Something in the older kitsune’s eyes changed at Makoto’s words.

“You are wise to recognise that it is beyond your station to make this suggestion. Aika, your parents would execute him on the spot—”

“I’m nothing but a tool to them,” Aika whispered under her breath. “That’s why I’m talking to you, you dolt,” Aika said, wrapping her grandfather in a tight hug. David watched with sadness as the old kitsune’s eyes softened, tears of his own surfacing as his granddaughter wept.

It seemed like Makoto had been right. The old man was Aika’s greatest ally in the palace, and even he was so bound to the kitsune’s prophecy that he was willing to sacrifice his granddaughter if it meant losing everything she was. But it didn’t mean that it was a decision he made free of suffering.

“Please. You know I have struggled with the room of reflection. I want to walk it with David.”

“A boy that you have known for a mere few days? Preposterous!” the kitsune growled under his breath, fixing David with a stare. David felt a trickle of sweat slide down his neck.

“Oda. You haven’t exactly given her the ability to meet any others.”

David started at the familiarity with which Makoto spoke with Oda, a stark departure from her prior, respectful tone. It seemed like the pair had a great deal of respect and familiarity with each other despite the differences in their station. And it seemed to be the only thing that was preventing the kitsune’s spear from entering his neck.

“Fine.”

“Don’t tail me.”

“And don’t push me, Aika. We do not need a tail to track you. You were lucky to have your day in Ardern after disappearing into the dungeon. But I will not allow it to happen again. Now go. Out of my sight.”

Aika broke towards him, wrapping him in a tight hug as she jumped into his arms.

“Uhh… Aika—”

Makoto graced him with a smile with an edge to it, but one which morphed into a familiar grin.

She’s teasing me because she knows about my relationship with Miki.

I’m never going to live this down.

“I will see them out of the palace, my lord.”

As David watched Aika and Makoto interact, he was beginning to realise how Miki and the kitsune had become such fast friends. It seemed like Makoto had served Aika’s family, and was likely familiar with the girl.

“Best of luck to the both of you. I’m sorry that I couldn’t do more. But in this life, or the next. I hope you will break free, Aika. Go now. It is time for you to become a woman. I’m proud of the person you have become.”

David blanched at Makoto’s words.

Wait a damn minute…


Chapter 36


“So… did you have fun with the second room?”

David grumbled under his breath as they trundled towards their destination in a carriage.

“You know… you could have been a bit more specific with your ‘hints’.”

Aika smirked.

“If you had known too much, your dream would have shifted. Sometimes, it is an advantage not to be too aware of the test, since it can increase in difficulty. That’s why parents warn their kids not to pry into rumours about the second room. And if they do, the dreamsprites make it a headache to pass.”

“So the creature… it was a dreamsprite?”

Aika nodded with a smile.

“Mmhm. Pesky… bastards,” Aika mumbled the last word as if savouring it’s unfamiliar shape in her mouth.

“Since when did you swear?”

“Since I learned that my time was up, and that my destiny is going to be fulfilled in about a week’s time.”

Now, it was much easier for David to recognise the hints of tightness in Aika’s smiles. He had glimpsed it while on the dungeon run with her, along with moments of genuine joy.

He’d decided that he much preferred the latter.

“You know… you don’t have to hide how you’re feeling. If you’re angry and want to swear at fate and tell it to go such a dick, I’d be right there with you.”

This time, she returned the type of smile that he wanted.

“Much better.”

“Suck a d-dick.”

“Aika… you were addressing fate just now, right?”

Aika poked his cheek.

“Aika?”

***

“So… this one’s called the room of reflection?”

“Mmhm. And it’s the hardest one to pass.”

After proceeding through the waypoint, they were greeted to another large, open room. This one featured stunning crystalline lakes and rolling green hills. Flowers spotted the hillside, and cherry blossoms danced across still waters. David looked on in awe.

“It’s beautiful.”

“It truly is.”

“You know… you often tend to like your cryptic statements. And… something is telling me that this is one of them.”

Aika laughed with genuine pleasure, and interlinked her fingers with his. This time, as strong, capricious and wilful as she was, David felt a degree of fragility in the gesture. She wasn’t tugging him along and pressing up against him, it felt almost like she was afraid to get close.

“That’s because you’re right. The land is beautiful, yes. But so is what this room demands of you. Care to take a guess? I’ll give you a hint,” Aika said, her golden eyes in the distance, before returning to his.

“This is the reason why so many kitsune go their entire life, only having achieved two tails. Follow me!”

“A-aika!”

The girl let go of his hand, running up a path that led to the top of a cliff. Wind gently flowed through his hair, and David felt an overwhelming sense of peace as he sat down next to her. He reflected on Aika’s hint, and thought back to their date. Particularly towards the end of it.

He opened his status, his thoughts turning towards her reputation.

	Miki: 75

	Ovelia: 65

	Aika: 80




Something that had been gnawing at him ever since he had first checked his status screen after their initial meeting, was why she had such a high opinion of him from the very beginning.

David bit his lip, before delivering his answer.

“Vulnerability. That’s what this room calls for.”

Aika seemed to relax at his words. She closed her eyes, leaning back and enjoying the gentle winds, and the fresh scent that the cherry blossom petals brought along with them.

“Then… let me start,” David whispered.

Aika turned look at him.

"I've been trying to run. This whole time. I assumed that I could leave it to the Headmistress to resolve whatever went down on the raid. I didn't explore other options, I fixated solely on trying to convince Ovelia of my words. And…" David trailed off, shoulders falling.

"I think it was because I was afraid. Here I am, with opportunities that people can only dream of. I can get as powerful as I want… earn as many skills as I want and apprentice to as many powerful people as I want, and I'm still afraid."

David chuckled softly when he felt his heart of foxfire burgeon after uttering the words that had been afraid to face. He felt a flash of shame, knowing that it was a confirmation of his cowardice. But he knew that it still wasn't enough.

"I think you're wrong," Aika said with a smile, as she drew closer to him. David caught the sweetness of her scent as she drew into his proximity. She drew his face into her soft hands, a finger gently picking up a tear that trailed down his cheek.

"If that's true, then why didn't you leave? Why didn't you spend a loop elsewhere?"

Aika smiled.

"You are brave."

"But… that's not all. I was wrong about you too," David said, his voice trembling.

“I thought that your mischievousness was an act – poking my cheek, playing pranks on me and being an all round menace. I thought it was actually a front. Something that you used to protect yourself from letting people peer within.”

David gave her a wry smile as his eyes traced the cherry blossom petals as they fell towards the rolling hills beneath them.

“But I had it the other way around, didn’t I? That was you, presenting yourself as you were to me. All the things you asked of me… your deepest desires were to experience life. The highs, lows, the mundane. You wanted to have an adventure. To make friends. To go on a date. Because you’ve been denied those things your entire life. I’m sorry that I was wrong about you.”

David started as Aika crept closer to him. One of her hands found its place on his thigh, and he leaned back as the girl drew closer. He could smell her sweet scent and felt a throbbing building between his legs as her robes loosened with her motion, giving him a view within.

“Kitsune can see through deception. And not once have you deceived me. From the very moment that you met me, you were honest. I found your claims to be unbelievable, but you knew secrets privy only to my family. I saw the way you interacted with friends that you met for the very first time. I’m sorry that I eavesdropped.”

David’s eyes went wide.

Aika had been there when he had his first conversation with Molo and Miki.

“I know how much you cared for the both of them. How much you care about the people on this island. Why, when it would have been so easy to stay away, and never return to Vedir, again you came – again and again. They were people that you had met for a week—”

“And they had seen me for who I was. And… accepted me,” David completed.

“You didn't answer my question. Why didn’t you leave?” Aika asked, her lips grazing his own. “Even if it was just to see what happened? Did you ever consider spending a loop in Ardern?”

“I was afraid that I’d never be able to come back. I couldn’t take the chance.”

“That, is why I like you.”

Aika drifted in, and David felt her hands encircle his shoulders. This time, he met her kiss with enthusiasm. She was inexperienced, but David gently guided her and found themselves slipping effortlessly into a rhythm he lost himself in.

“Will you accept my request?”

This time, David saw her request for what it was.

A request for the chance to live.

To live for herself this time, and for no one else.

[Accept request]

David gently guided her to the soft grass beneath, leaning over her as he kissed her. He slid his leg slowly between hers, moving gradually to halt at her pelvis. He ran his hands gently over her chest, prying apart her robes revealing her full, pale breasts.

David guided his tongue over them, listening to her breaths intensify. He felt her rubbing up against his leg, losing herself to her desires. David tugged at the ribbon holding together her robe, and slowly ran his fingers across her navel, towards her sex.

He kissed her pale thighs, drinking in her scent before he reached her.

Aika’s breaths turned into moans, and Aika’s hands curled around the grass next to her.

“Yes, David,” she breathed, running her hands through his hair.

David felt her body shudder with pleasure, which only redoubled as he rubbed his finger across her wet sex. With a hand between her legs, David leaned forwards, kissing her breasts and neck before meeting her lips.

He slid his finger in and watched her gasp in a mixture of pain and pleasure.

“Are you alright?”

She nodded, pressing his hand towards her, urging him onwards.

David obliged.

He slid another finger in, watching as her body relaxed to accept him. Aika’s eyes were fixed on the bulge in his trousers, and he watched her make a grab for it before dancing out of the way.

She pouted in disappointment as he laughed, before drawing closer. Then, to his surprise, the kitsune shifted her form. Her hair became a shimmering silver, and her tails unfurled outwards from beneath her. Aika slipped out from under him, pushing him assertively to the ground beneath her as she straddled him.

“You’re having all the fun, it’s no fair,” she whispered into his ear, as her tail teasingly ran itself across his bare chest. Aika instantly drew towards his pelvis, pulling down his pants and gripping his member softly.

“Just like that,” David whispered as she began to run her hand over it. David watched in surprise as her lips parted, drawing him in, and groaned as her tongue ran its way over his most sensitive areas.

“Ah! Teeth!”

“Afraid of a little biting?” Aika said, kissing the spot she had ‘accidentally’ bitten before redoubling her efforts.

He stared in anticipation as she slid his wet member between her breasts, pushing them together. David was overwhelmed with pleasure, and the last thing he saw before his released was Aika’s coy smile as he finished.

To his surprise, he watched Aika reach within her robe to withdraw a beast core.

“Miki did give me some tips… I’m not entirely sheltered and clueless you know?”

David just gaped at her – pointing out just how quickly she had finished him even though she had identified herself as ‘sheltered’ and ‘clueless’. Before he could reply, the kitsune placed the core in her mouth, kissing him and transferring to him with her tongue.

David’s felt his member stiffen and watched as Aika moaned with pleasure as she rubbed it between her legs.

“Please.”

David obliged, and he felt her gasp as he slid inside her. Running his hands over her soft breasts, David slowly began to thrust faster and deeper inside of her, attuned to her reactions. To his surprise, it was Aika that quickened the pace, bouncing up and down and riding him until he threatened to finish again.

“Harder. Harder.”

Aika was a demanding lover. He rose to his feet as she pulled him up, arching her back as she leaned up against the tree, waiting for him to enter. When he hesitated, he felt her tail yank him towards her, and he didn’t miss the sly smile across her lips.

David pressed deeper and faster, his body curled over hers as he ran his hands over her breasts. Her moans grew louder until they began to reach a crescendo.

“Inside.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

They came together, their bodies shuddering in the shared pleasure of the moment.

As they lay down on the grass, David felt something click in place inside of him, and he felt a tinge of sadness as Aika smiled. Beyond that, he felt his foxfire burgeon deep inside of him, growing even further. Then, he watched in awe as Aika’s twin tails were joined with another as it burned into existence, through iridescent flame.

They had completed their trials of reflection.

Together.

“Thank you. For everything,” she whispered.


Chapter 37


David had been running from responsibility. His fear of failure had led him to rely on Ovelia for help after his initial loop. Blindly thinking that a woman in her position would be able to neatly resolve the conflict, if he only gained her trust. He realised the fallacy of his thinking too late. He wasn’t going to succeed by pushing his burdens blindly onto others.

In that sense… he admired his friend.

Aika had lived her entire life for others. Trapped. Physically, because she had been housed in the Palace of Mists, only allowed to venture to the Academy after pleading for a fleeting taste of freedom from her grandfather. Mentally, because he knew that she was shackled by the expectations of her family and people.

But from the moment David had met her, she had had the bravery to present herself exactly as she was, and to live true to her own desires… even if he had needed to talk some sense into her.

As David left Aika at the palace, sharing one last kiss as her grandfather’s eyes bulged, his resolve had never been stronger. David spent the remaining week training with the beastkin, testing his shifting abilities and using mana cores to push his physical stats to their limits, while using whatever remained to expand his mana pool.

He had a number of problems to solve. The first was the issue of Aika’s tail. When he had stumbled upon her in the library before, he had never noticed anyone accompanying her. Beyond that, she seemed to imply that her family gained a means to track her without relying on a tail from the second day onwards.

The day of the induction.

As David strode up to Professor Vinloch’s residence, he was concerned that he already had the answer that he had been looking for.

“Good afternoon, Professor Vinloch.”

“David, my good man! Can I just say that it is exemplary seeing a fellow male adventurer bucking the trend and the risk of permanent mental enslavement? It takes a certain type of special individual to carry on in spite of the risks. But never mind that, how can I help you?”

“I was hoping to ask about the Wailer. It was a boss monster that we encountered in the induction… but something about it struck me as strange.”

“Oh?”

“It seemed to be fixated on one of the students. Even though I peppered it with spells, it never broke off from its chase. Do you know why that is?”

Professor Vinloch adjusted his glasses. David heard a pattering of footsteps deeper in Vinloch’s house, watching as his Professor cleared his throat.

Looks like our professor isn’t lacking for company. Figures… if he’s one of the few male staff on the roll.

“Very perceptive of you, David. It is a recently discovered quirk of Wailers… a group of adventurers in the company of a priest discovered that Wailers mark the souls of their prey, creating a certain… resonance. Once marked, they tend to fixate on their prey until they catch them. It’s a viable strategy to bait a Wailer by offering up a prey for it to mark, while taking it down from the side. Excellent intuition.”

I recall in one of the previous loops… Ovelia was surprised when I mentioned the presence of the Wailer at the induction.

There is one way for me to check this out.

***

“Hi Charlotte. I was wondering if—”

“I was wondering when you were going to ask me on a date,” Charlotte said, licking her lips as she did so. David watched helplessly as she ran a single finger down his chest.

“I was wondering if the headmistress received any mail from my grandmother.”

Charlotte seemed to catch herself, blushing, before hurrying back behind her desk. The flustered attendant withdrew a large logbook and proceeded to flip through it.

He stepped forward, casually watching over as she spoke.

So that’s where she keeps the headmistress’ mail. She keeps a log of all correspondence and also copies the bodies of the letters.

Even if she can be… overexcited, she’s an excellent assistant.

“I’m afraid we haven’t received anything from your grandmother. Are you expecting anything from her?”

David greeted her to a slight smile, before shaking his head.

“I’m not. Thank you.”

When David turned the corner and walked to the end of the hallway, he decided to put the new skill he had received from Aika to the test.

[True invisibility]

His body faded from his vision. Creeping steadily through the corridor on the balls of his feet, he returned to Charlotte’s desk to find it abandoned. He did his best to tune out the moans that he had heard when walking by the toilet.

He quickly paged through the logbook, finding the entry that sought.

The Kitsune.

They instructed Ovelia to include the Wailer in the induction – providing the boss monster as a ‘gift’. They also took the precautions to fit it with an appropriate mage collar to paralyse it if it threatened to physically injure a student.

No wonder Ovelia was surprised that I knew about the Wailer. She hadn’t originally intended for it to be included in the induction.

***

Finally, the day of the raid arrived.

Inazuma was in uproar, anticipating the arrival of the Delvers. The most highly skilled adventurers that danced on the edge of the Infinite Dungeon, delving into unexplored passages in higher tiers and facing the worst that the dungeon had to offer.

Their preparations were in place. David could feel as the crate he was hiding in trundled along, pushed by Molo, who had been assigned to logistics duties for the day. It fell to the junior adventurers to handle more of the annoying tasks, while the pros fought at the forefront.

If the day went as David planned… they would all be fighting at the forefront.

Miki had taken the initiative to volunteer for the guard detail for the Tanakawas. It was rare that a dungeon push led to cascading effects for lower rooms, but the proximity of the push and its unprecedented nature meant that Aika’s family were being guarded by a detachment of beastkin and human adventurers.

David’s goal would be to meet up with Miki afterwards to get an idea of how she was being held, and to describe any changes she underwent as the raid progressed.

“Good thing we don’t have to go through those trials, huh?” David heard a female voice say. Presumably one of the adventurers.

“Ay,” Molo replied. “Hear that many kitsune haven’t managed to clear the third room, sista. Excuse me, I’ll deposit our cargo and be right with you.”

David heard a grunt before Molo began to wheel him to a more secluded part of the giant logistics tent they had set up in the room of reflection.

“Psst. Brotha.”

David heard Molo unlock the chest, slowly lifting the lid while casting a glance around him.

“You there?”

David dropped his invisibility, giving the larger beastkin a start.

“Did the plan work?”

“Vik is at home with… severe stomach discomfort, brotha,” Molo said with a wince. David had met the houndkin in question, and he felt guilty at what they had done to secure him a place on the raid. He was Molo’s assigned partner, and it was Molo’s responsibility to notify the team if anything happened to him.

[Veil of illusion]

David’s appearance shimmered before he transformed into Vik’s likeness. Then, he proceeded to throw on some of the houndkin’s clothes to mask his scent. They exchanged a nod and exited the tent, which wasn’t being too closely minded by the other adventurers. They were too busy gawking at the pair of Delvers that were standing by the entrance along with Chieftain Charak and Headmistress Ovelia.

“The Church cracked it open a while ago to do some preliminary scouting. Saves us the trouble,” a woman said. David could see that she was a rogue, wearing leathers similar to Baela’s. Her brown hair was tied up in a tight bun, and two daggers which appeared to leak shadow were sheathed by her side.

That’s a high-quality enchantment.

Beside her, presumably the tank for the encounter, was a giant of a man clad fully in plate armour. He had a greatsword slung across his back and a greatshield on his left arm. David was confident that he didn’t have a single skill capable of penetrating the man’s defence.

It also reminded him of the gulf between him and other professional adventurers. Even with the benefit of the time loop and his friends’ assistance, he hadn’t even begun to scratch the surface of the skills and abilities available to him.

“The room is ready, Lord Vendrick and Lady Steriss,” a pontiff said, appearing with a flash from the dungeon link. David recognised the pontiff, and his eyes widened as they passed over the girl at his side.

Evelyn?

The [holy berserker] was wielding her golden greataxe and was shifting nervously from foot to foot as she eyed the adventurers around her. It was such a pitiful look that David was tempted to hop over there and to give her a reassuring hug, but he knew that the girl was still far more powerful than him.

I recall that Baela, Valadria and Evelyn were the team that won Professor Vinloch’s dungeon game. It looks like in its absence, the headmistress chooses not to let any students along. Evelyn seems to be here at the Church’s whim.

Looking around the group, David couldn’t make out any other students from the Academy. He made out the elites from all of the beastkin factions in attendance – kitsune, houndkin, bunnyfolk and lamia. The raid wouldn’t just be historic for being the first one to breach the fourth layer of the Infinite Dungeon, it also symbolised a new era of cooperation between humanity and the beastkin.

Or it should have.

“Scouts in first! The rest follow!” Chieftain Charak barked.

David felt a hand on his shoulder as Molo gave him a nod, before the pair of them entered the dungeon.

***

The room was dark and still. David saw a group of [mages] casting orbs of magelight that lit up their surroundings. It looked like they had entered a quiet fishing village. Dilapidated houses and shops lined the streets around them, and it reminded David eerily of the dream that he had encountered upon entering the room of deception.

“Sniff them out. Leave powerful foes for the main body.”

With that, they charged ahead into the village as a pair. Choosing a large mansion at the end of the road, the pair entered, eyes tracing the surroundings for foes. The rest of the beastkin filtered further down the street, systematically clearing the area.

David heard a humming.

It was soft, familiar and utterly off-key.

It was comforting.

He darted forwards, running all the way through the dark corridor, before opening the door to a room.

A familiar figure rocked gently in a chair at their bedside.

His grandmother smiled at him.

“Grandma,” he whispered.

“It’s been a while, David.”

He stared at her as she continued. To knit. Everything about her was just as he recalled.

Then, the cloying scent of something burning entered his nostrils. He felt a familiar feeling warm in his chest.

My foxfire?

“Grandma?”

He watched in horror as iridescent flame surged through the room around him, covering his grandmother’s body and charring her skin.

“GRANDMA!”

“David! Watch out!”

David let out a grunt as Molo shoved him to the side, his shield catching a stray fireball in its path. David blinked, and the burning room returned to normal. Except that there was a fox-like creature prowling between the broken furniture. It had an entirely black coat and elongated snout, and David saw its jaw drop open to reveal rows upon rows of serrated teeth.

Wait a minute… I’ve seen this creature before.

“Molo… the mural. It looks similar to the creature we saw at the beast temple.”

Molo nodded, his eyes wide.

“Ay, brotha. But now isn’t the time—”

A ball of iridescent flame flickered to life before darting towards David’s head. As Molo narrowly managed to draw up his shield in defence, David lunged around it, activating his skills.

[Flicker step]

[Accelerated thrust]

He blurred forward through the air, catching the creature off-guard with his movements. But the sinuous fox-wolf creature was only nicked by his rapier.

[Rend]

David flicked his wrist, sending his blade to the right, and with it, the pair of mana claws that fizzled into existence at either side. This time, he did strike true, landing a fatal blow.

The pair of them exchanged a glance, breathlessly.

“What… did you see?”

David turned to Molo as he spoke. To his surprise, the larger houndkin had tears running from his eyes. David walked up to him, resting a hand on his shoulder.

“My grandmother. And Molo? Don’t worry.”

He stepped out of the room, turning back briefly towards his friend.

“They would have been proud of you if they could see you now.”

Molo nodded, his eyes widening, before his sadness was replaced by resolve. They pushed further into the dungeon, clearing out the creatures wherever they spotted them. David could see how they were dangerous if they got you alone. Death was only one small fireball away if you were caught in their illusion.

But he couldn’t help but feel that the creatures were still a touch underwhelming for a Tier 4 dungeon.

Eventually, the village led to a clearing. In the far distance, they saw a stone bridge leading over dark waters. Beyond it was a tall mountain and a large temple that dominated the structure at its height. Thousands of steps from the bottom of the mountain to the top had to be surmounted for them to reach it.

“You two! We're setting up camp, we're done for the day. The Chieftain wants to regroup before we push further.”

One of Charak’s warriors called out to them, and they retreated to the village.

“Hey Molo, did you see that?”

“Sure did, brotha.”

Even with the imposing climb to the mountain before them, the steps marked red with blood, the one thing that remained clear in his mind was—

The river.

And the rush of familiar black liquid that flowed within.


Chapter 38


After camping for a night, they spent the rest of Mondas clearing the village out as they advanced further in. They eventually set up camp by the river's edge, readying themselves for the final push up the mountain on Tuesdas. It loomed before them, and David could see the snaking mountain path between forests on either side leading to the vast temple at the peak. They rotated guard detail through the night, until it was finally time.

Now that he was close to the black river, David confirmed what he had glimpsed.

So, my hypothesis was right…

There is some relationship between the black liquid in the cores and the raid.

“Lord Vendrick and Lady Steriss will lead the way up. We’ll guard them from flanking threats.”

After regrouping with the main body and the members of the Church, they began their slow trek up the stairs to the fallen temple beyond. Charak was regularly sending scouts into the bushes to guard their flanks, and the pontiffs had summoned giant orbs of magelight above the staircase to guide their efforts.

So far, the dungeon run had been going smoothly.

A little too smoothly.

“FLOOD DRAGON!”

They heard a yell as one of Chieftain Charak’s scouts burst from the bushes. Before any of them could react, they watched a pair of enormous jaws dart out from the bushes and close in around the man’s torso.

In the blink of an eye, both the scout and the beast were gone.

“Flood dragon in the trees! Get back!” Lord Vendrick, the tank, roared, and David could have sworn that he would have been able to hear the man’s call from the dungeon entrance.

It’s an area of effect taunt.

Just how high are his stats?

Vendrick pivoted smoothly as the flood dragon lashed out of the tree line once more like a darting snake. Only that it was twice the height of the giant serpent they had fought in the Passage of the Shifter. Its impact with Vendrick’s shield was excruciatingly loud, causing the beastkin around him to flinch.

Vendrick hadn’t moved an inch.

“[Target me]. Full assault!” Vendrick roared. Now that the flood dragon was out of its cover, David could see that there was something strange about the beast. Its head was caved in, and they could see the remains of its internal organs rotted in the cavity.

It’s undead?

“Sir! It’s a boss rush! Manticores inbound! Approximately 10 minutes out. We’ve also got spirit foxes flanking us!”

Headmistress Ovelia and Chieftain Charak exchanged a look. Fighting multiple bosses at once was one matter, but fighting them while under the influence of the spirit foxes was another.

“Molo, prioritise the spirit foxes. Those we can help out with.”

“Ay, brotha.”

Without another word, David and Molo plunged into the bushes. The forest bordering the steps was dark, but David could sense the nimble creatures slipping out of sight at their appearance. David whirled at a sudden movement to his right, as one of the foxes sprang out at him.

David cut through the creature’s body, only for it to dissipate, leaving behind a flash of iridescent flame.

[Flicker step]

David immediately retreated, watching as the place that had been standing was turned to cinders by multiple iridescent flame orbs that blossomed into existence.

These creatures fight together and with intelligence. Nothing like the mindless beasts that we faced in the Tier 2 dungeon.

“I’ve got you, brotha!”

[Rend]

David unleashed his skill across Molo’s shield as his friend charged, waving his kinetic shield and blasting away a narrow tree, cracking its trunk in twain. The foxes concealed around the tree were rag-dolled in the air, before their bodies glowed orange as David’s fireballs crashed into them.

They kept pushing forward, keeping a keen eye out for the manticores that Charak’s scout had called out.

A figure flashed into the space in front of him, calling David to scramble back.

“Molo, great to see you. And you too, David.”

Headmistress Ovelia stared at him with her hands on her hips.

“Headmistress, now isn’t the tim—”

She leisurely pointed towards a shadow, summoning a number of flaming needles that zipped towards the destination with precision, spearing straight through the skulls of three spirit foxes that were creeping up on them.

I tend to forget that she’s a high-level adventurer.

“I can explain—”

“Be quick about it. Or else, I’ll summon one of the pontiff’s men to walk you back out to the entrance this second.”

David realised that the foxfire the spirit foxes had conjured before had cancelled out his own illusion. Molo had been too busy looking out for other foxes to call it out.

David weighed up his options. He felt fear claw at his heart at the prospect of facing Ovelia’s wrath. Loop after loop, he had attempted to convince her, all in vain. She distrusted him too much and always prioritised her daughter’s safety.

David gritted his teeth before making his decision.

“You found Ava in the Passage of Spell and Flame under Ardern. She’s currently sealed away under the Academy in a city you create— WAIT!”

David quickly held up his hands as he watched the Headmistress’ hand twitch.

“I’m not after Ava! I’ve been living in a time loop. Every single time I tell you, you blow my brains out under the suspicion that I’m a [mind mage] of some sort capable of seeing your thoughts. I’m here because whatever goes down in this raid, it drives every single beastkin on this island to insanity, leading to a slaughter of everyone in sight. Do you understand?”

For the very first time, the Headmistress lowered her sword.

David’s eyes widened.

“We’ll be having a long conversation after the raid. For now, the two of you, stick with me. I know you dove through Tier 2 dungeon rooms – a feat for rookies, but this is nothing like that. Target any spirit foxes you see, if any are left alive by the time the bosses arrive, this is going to get ugly.”

David immediately turned his attention to the surroundings. He started casting [fireballs] to flush out the creatures. When they darted from the foliage, he speared them through with his rapier. He saw Ovelia watching him as he speared a fox through with [accelerated thrust], pivoting and cutting down another with [flicker step].

I’m sure all this means is that my interrogation is temporarily postponed.

Still… it’s good to know that I have an ally in the dungeon run itself.

An ear-splitting roar tore through the air above them. Before he could react, Ovelia had scooped him up and was pulling Molo by the scruff of his neck while repeatedly [flicker stepping] away. She was stringing together so many skill uses that David was beginning to question just how much she had expanded her mana pool by.

The area they were standing in was lit up by flame as the undead flood dragon above them unleashed its breath, reducing the line of trees into cinders.

“Tsk. If you want something done well, you have to do it yourself.”

Headmistress Ovelia began to sprint into the sky, with platforms of mana appearing beneath her feet, giving her the propulsion she needed to climb into the air. Then Molo and David watched in awe as the Headmistress summoned her spell.

[Blazing inferno]

Fire blossomed outwards from the epicentre of the spell, which just so happened to be the cavity in the flood dragon’s skull where a couple of the Headmistress’ [flame needles] were pierced. The flood dragon was knocked out of the sky, the blast ripping through its scales. David watched as it fell heavily and was impaled on the remains of the trees beyond them.

“Regroup on the stairs,” Ovelia said, slightly winded. “David… you have one chance. Is there anything I need to know?”

“Yes. Whatever happens during the raid, the beastkin turn into mindless killing machines. But this time, we’ve used a workaround. Watch.”

[Beast form: werewolf]

David felt his hair thicken over his arms and legs until it turned into thick black fur, growing taller as his limbs lengthened. He also watched his surroundings blink into detail with the enhanced acuity. The headmistress took an involuntary step back as she stared at his transformation, David cancelling it a moment later and reverting to his original size. This time, he had learned from his embarrassing encounter in the beast temple – Miki, Molo and himself purchasing enchanted clothing capable of adapting to sudden changes in size.

“That, is what they’ll look like. The houndkin may be able to withstand the insanity because of our preparation, but the other beastkin won’t. Be on your guard. Is there anything you can tell me? Please, anything. What are the Church doing here on this raid in the first place?”

The Headmistress’ eyes darkened.

“Just that the Archdiocese was quite enthusiastic about ensuring this raid took place, even though they kept the rest of the delvers in Ardern for some inconceivable reason.”

They kept the rest of the Delvers in Ardern?

“Focus on making it through this alive.”

With that, Ovelia disappeared further into the forest, where David could hear the roars of manticores clashing with the raid forces.

“You heard her, brotha. Let’s push up the stairs.”

***

When they returned to the main stairwell, they realised that they had missed out on a massacre. The bodies of all sorts of beasts could be found littering the steps. Many of them, just like the flood dragon, showed signs of being dead well before wounds had been inflicted.

“You two! Clear the way ahead! Secure it for the church.”

“Yessir!”

David instantly replied, before Molo could interject. He tugged at Molo’s hand, signalling for him not to correct the pontiff. He thought they were part of the scouting contingent, and it would remain that way.

David and Molo glanced out at the courtyard before the fallen temple. Everything was at least twice as large than it had any right to be, the temple looming before them like a castle unto itself. The carcasses of dead beasts were strewn about the courtyard, with some of the creatures seemingly finding their ends while bowing in supplication towards the main temple.

The sight sent shivers down David’s spine.

It was an eerie mirror to what he had discovered in the Beast Tower.

“Molo, report back to the priest and tell him that the area is clear, and that I’m scouting further. I need to check out the temple ahead.”

“Brotha…”

His friend was reluctant to leave him. David punched his friend’s shoulder.

“Trust me.”

With a reluctant nod, Molo retreated to where the priests were, informing them of their findings.

[True invisibility]

David felt the foxfire flare up, covering his body and making it disappear from sight. He still wasn't capable of using it in battle given the concentration and focus it demanded of him, but the skill was a gamechanger.

Although the temptation was overwhelming, David didn’t rush into the temple. Instead, he lay in wait as the priests approached the enormous structure while the main force held off the boss rush at their rear.

“Lord Pontiff… are you certain the beastkin should be near us? If we fail to exert sufficient control over the broodmother—”

“She is Avarium’s servant, just as we are. Do not fear her. We will not fail. Unseal the temple.”

His heart pounded in his chest. Interestingly, he noticed Evelyn staring at the two pontiffs who spoke with wide eyes, an expression of confusion and fear on her face.

He could see in the distance that Charak and his warriors were demanding entry to the courtyard, but were being held at bay by the pontiff’s lackeys.

What if I killed them here?

No. There’s no way I would succeed. Evelyn would tear me to shreds, putting aside even the two Delvers that accompanied us. Beyond that… after getting all this way, there’s no chance that the kitsune would leave the dungeon untouched and unexplored.

One of the pontiffs raised his staff. The man cast a flame spell, incinerating the talismans plastered all over the huge double doors.

The doors flew open.

David felt a deathly chill as wind blew outwards from the temple, passing over them. The light orbs that the priests had conjured that hung in the sky flickered out.

“Restore the magelight! Priest Salv!”

‘Priest Salv’, the man who had burned open the talismans was now a mere stain against a distant temple door. The pontiff scowled before merely conjuring his own orbs of magelight that lit up the courtyard and the temple’s interior within.

“P-pontiff… what is the meaning of this,” Evelyn asked, her voice quivering as she stared inside the temple.

There she was.

The ‘broodmother’.

Laid out along a stone slab that ran the entire length of the temple was the carcass of a gargantuan creature. A hybrid between fox and wolf, with nine voluminous tails trailing from its rear. From its maw dripped an abyssal black liquid that coated the entirety of the temple floor. David could see that it possessed a slightly elongated snout, and not four but six legs that hung off the side of the slab.

“Evelyn. Escort me to the See immediately. We must leave, now.”

“Pontiff… please. I don’t understand… all of your instructions from the very beginning, they go against the teachings—”

“I do not have the time for your drivel, child!”

Evelyn debated with herself, staring at the corpse of the creature lying on the slab.

Then, the screams began.

The contingent of beastkin comprised of lamias and houndkin began to scream in pain, as they doubled over.

It’s starting. The rampage. This is what triggers it.

“Evelyn! Help me destroy the body!”

If the broodmother was the root cause of the beast rampage, perhaps destroying her corpse would end it for good. But to his surprise, the pontiff replied with a grin.

“Yes, child. Listen to your friend. Destroy her corpse. Free them from their suffering.”

David gritted his teeth, stalking up to the pontiff. He cast a quick glance towards the beastkin in the distance, his lips curling into a grim smile.

“What did you do to them. Why did you unleash this?”

Even as David approached the pontiff, Evelyn stepped between them, prematurely halting David on his path.

“[Force pulse].”

The pontiff’s spell knocked both David and Evelyn away. David crashed into the steps and watched helplessly as the pontiff began layering haste spells – one after another.

His only source of answers, the key to this whole tragedy, was getting away.

The pontiff sprinted, bursting forwards—

And straight into Molo’s kinetic shield.

A split-second after absorbing the pontiff’s kinetic energy, the shield flashed, and the old man’s body was sent hurtling across the courtyard, back the way he came.

[Beast form: werewolf]

David shifted.

Evelyn’s eyes grew round as David lurched across the ground, catching the pontiff’s body before it could impact against the stone steps. David growled, his jaws an inch away from the man’s throat as he stared up at him in fear.

“Speak. Why have you done this?”

“This… this isn’t supposed to be possible. They are all supposed to turn. To become our servants.”

“WHY.”

The pontiff spat in his face.

[Rend]

David’s claws ripped through the man’s forearms, causing him to scream in pain. David heard a dull thud as Evelyn launched in his direction, only to be intercepted by Molo.

“Evelyn! Hear us out,” he heard Molo cry. The girl faltered in her charge. She looked utterly distraught and confused at the situation. David’s eyes widened at Molo’s appearance. The unsealing of the broodmother had driven the lamia and kitsune mad, but the houndkin retained their sanity.

His ploy had worked.

David turned his attention to the pontiff in his grip.

“Speak. Now,” David growled.

“The Kingdom of man will ever prevail. And the beasts will serve us, as has been ordained.”

“Why? Serve us to what end?”

The man laughed, blood gurgling in his throat.

“It is our entitlement. Why would we need a goal?”

David felt rage overwhelm him. All of this for the petty reason of political control? A response to the shifting attitudes towards beastkin?

Every fibre in his being was poised to rip the pontiff’s head from his shoulders.

“David, please. Please,” Evelyn pleaded, clinging to his arm. Molo gestured towards the flickering magelight above. It seemed like the rest of the detachment from the Holy See had either fallen to the dungeon’s denizens or to the beastkin that had been driven insane. The rest of the houndkin were holding them off, organising a retreat.

David glanced back at the temple before releasing the pontiff from his grip. He did, however, crush the man’s legs as he rose, provoking a muted scream from the pontiff. Evelyn winced, but it seemed from her expression that she understood David’s intent.

The priest may have been manipulating us. I need to know that destroying the body won’t prevent the rampage.

“Evelyn… help me burn the broodmother’s body. I’ll need your help to get us to the Palace of Mist. Can you help us?”

Evelyn nodded, wiping away her tears and summoning her golden greataxe. A moment ago, its glow had been muted, but now it shone like the light of the sun.

[Heavenly immolation]

It was like a window had opened from the outside. A panel of gleaming golden light shone over the broodmother’s corpse and the creature’s body began to burn to cinders. With a heart filled with hope, he glanced at the remaining beastkin.

Only to realise that they were still touched by insanity. Evelyn strained, holding the skill active for as long as she could bear it, before she gasped, releasing it. Her skill was powerful. Entire swathes of the broodmother’s body had been incinerated, but other sections still remained intact.

What was clear, however, was that she was dead.

“It still isn’t working. What do we do differently?” David muttered under his breath.

Molo gripped his forearm.

“Brotha. We need to go to her,” he said. He grunted in pain, and David shot out a hand to support him.

“G-go. I will hold t-them off.”

“Molo? Molo, what’s wrong? Speak to me?”

David felt dread sink into his heart. He saw his friend’s beast form continue to grow, as well as those of the other houndkin that had remained possessed of their senses.

“Brotha. I will see you in the next life.”

David wept, gripping his friend's hand as Molo laughed weakly, before his friend broke away in a savage roar.

“D-david… what’s happening.”

David turned to Evelyn and set his jaw.

“The end, that’s what. Let’s go.”


Chapter 39


With Evelyn’s help, David managed to carve a path through the beastkin that had lost themselves, reaching the dungeon link to the room of reflection.

Exiting the dungeon, they were greeted by a scene of horror. Corpses of humans and beastkin alike lay strewn about over the staging area. Beasts tore into humans, who were calling on skills to defend themselves.

David’s eyes widened as he heard a familiar scream enter his mind.

The scream that he had heard when in the bowels of the beast temple.

“Evelyn, we have to hurry.”

“S-sorry about this.”

“Evelyn?”

David yelped as the girl hefted him in her arms, before activating her skill.

[Fourfold leap]

Evelyn launched into the air, soaring over the fighting and into the rolling, tranquil green hills of the third room. The landscape was eerie, untouched by the fighting, but an unsettling prelude to what awaited them.

The screams began to grow louder.

I’m running out of time.

If consuming the beastcores wasn’t enough to hold off the madness, then Miki might have lost herself by now. I’ll have no way of finding out just what happened to Aika in all of this.

“Into the palace!”

Evelyn nodded and she used the haft of her greataxe to knock two oncoming kitsune guards onto the ground. They were snarling, having lost themselves to the insanity.

[Flicker step]

David flashed past them, following Evelyn as she led him through the destruction. He noticed a sizable number of human bodies lying inert on the ground, clad in the white robes of the Holy See. It seemed as if the Palace of Mists had hosted some envoys, among them numbered men and women of the Church.

If this whole thing was part of the Church’s ploy, why would they leave their people to die like this?

More than that… something rubs me the wrong way about this whole thing.

If the purpose of the raid was to use the broodmother to control the beastkin, then why did Aika begin assaulting the Arcanum in the previous loop?

Why was the pontiff surprised when the beastkin in the raid began to attack the human participants? He expected the beastkin to become subservient to him.

David shook his head, clearing his thoughts as he ran through the halls to Aika’s room. For all he knew, she had likely already departed to the surface, commanding the attention of the beasts above.

David drew to a halt when he found Miki.

She was hunched over a figure, having morphed into her beast form. David could still hear her ragged breaths, her claws bleeding as they scraped against the white, stone floor marred with blood.

“Miki? Miki, are you al—”

David saw Miki twist towards him, the familiar insanity in her eyes. The insanity they had held the very first time she killed him. He felt dread build within him. Without knowing just what had happened to Aika, a large piece of the puzzle would be left unsolved.

Then, an idea arrived to him.

“Evelyn. Hold the rest of them off.”

Evelyn nodded uncertainly, but wasted no time leaping into action. She quickly kicked away an oncoming kitsune with iridescent flames in its paws.

David’s fingers tightened around his rapier as he looked over Miki.

One of his dearest friends.

[Flicker step]

[Accelerated thrust]

David coordinated the skills once more, leveraging their synergy and striking like thunder. The blow drove his rapier deep in Miki’s shoulder, shattering bone. She roared in pain, and David’s heart wrenched when he saw tears flood her eyes, brought to the surface from the pain.

[Flicker step]

Relying on his skill, he angled his blade before tearing it out of her flesh from the mana-enhanced momentum of [flicker step]. Miki roared, leaving her fallen mother on the ground as she tore towards David.

“I’m sorry, Miki,” David whispered.

[Fireball]

The spell crashed into her chest, halting her momentum and sending her reeling. Even as her fur burned, David drew in closer, his eyes widening as a skill came to him, as if to mock him.

The headmistress summoned her needles of flame, sending them spearing with unparalleled accuracy towards the spirit foxes that hunted them in the woods.

Insight gained!

[Flaming needle]

David activated his skill. But rather than aiming for the strike to be lethal, he sent the needles he summoned towards Miki’s arms and legs. As the fight drew on, David grinned as he watched a modicum of recognition return to Miki’s expression.

“D-david!”

“Miki! Stay with me. Keep fighting and sparring; it holds her control at bay.”

“The screams are s-so loud. M-mother—”

“Remember my promise,” David whispered, gripping her to his body, before releasing her lightly.

“Come.”

Miki acquiesced. The battle began to dominate her mind, holding her grief and the control of the broodmother at bay.

“Tell me what happened to Aika.”

They exchanged blows. David triggered none of his skills, merely sparring as he would when they practised. Miki, in turn, poured her entire being into the fight, dodging and striking with a ferocity he hadn’t seen in the beast temple. Trying desperately to hold onto herself.

“Her parents locked her in the room under instructions from the Church. They told them that she would usher in a new age for the beastkin. Makoto let me into her room. Aika was acting just the same, telling me about your date, when everything suddenly changed. Miki ducked under a punch and delivered her own strike to his ribcage, causing him to wince.

“Her face dropped. She didn’t respond to me any longer. I tried holding her down, but she threw me against the wall. I almost blacked out, but I saw my mother intervene, and she—”

Miki whimpered, and David drew her into his arms, squeezing her tightly. He felt Miki’s claws dig painfully into his shoulders as she wept.

“They didn’t prepare her for it in any way? There weren’t any priests present?”

Miki shook her head.

“No. No, there weren’t.”

David felt a chill overcome him.

No. We don’t know that it isn’t possible to save Aika yet.

Don’t despair.

“Miki… remember my promise. I’ll make sure that we get through this, alright?”

Miki’s jaws bit downwards towards his jugular.

[Flicker step]

“Evelyn! Get us to the surface!”

With one final glance at his friend, David left the palace.

***

“David… what’s going on? What’s happening?”

“It’s too much to explain… but the raid triggers a rampage. Whatever that broodmother thing your pontiff mentioned is, it drives them all mad. And it seems like it possesses Aika in the process—”

Evelyn’s eyes went as round as circles.

“No. Nonono. No. I. I.”

“Evelyn? Evelyn, what’s wrong?”

The [holy berserker] almost dropped him from her grip before David slapped her across the cheek.

“Keep it together! We can make this all go away. I’m in a time loop, and I can prevent this. Tell me everything you know about the Church’s plans. Do you know any way we could stop this?”

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” Evelyn repeated.

Her mind is broken.

Just how has the Church driven her to this extent?

“My fault, my fault,” she mumbled under her breath. No matter how David attempted to help her to rise to her feet and snap her out of the stupor, it seemed like the girl had been well and truly broken by the events.

David gritted his teeth, recalling the questions that he had posed himself. From what the pontiff had claimed, it seemed as if the Church had been hoping to hijack the broodmother to control the beasts on their behalf. Their plan had seemingly failed, with Aika instead going after the Arcanum.

Just what was in there that the broodmother so desperately wanted?

“Only all the magical miracles and mysteries in the world,” David murmured under his breath, before cursing. “There’s no way I’m going to pinpoint it, unless I allow her to obtain her prize, then reset the loop.”

David bit his lip as he contemplated his plan.

There had to be a way to solve this.

But was there a risk that allowing the broodmother to fulfil her plan would somehow affect the time loop?

He didn’t have the time to think.

“Argh!”

The scream in his skull grew to a crescendo, drowning out everything around him.

David fell to his knees, and his ears began to ring as the world swayed. All around him, he saw that the beastkin present had been subjected to a similar treatment, just to a much greater degree. From what he could make out of the Arcanum, it looked like the mages defending it had been thinned out from the broodmother’s sudden assailment.

A thousand coronas of light emanated from where Aika was hovering, before exploding towards the Arcanum in one brilliant, blinding ray.

Then everything turned to darkness as the sudden presence of light disappeared.

David sank to his knees, the strength within him utterly drained. It felt like he could lose consciousness at any moment, and he laid on his back, staring towards the setting sun in the distance.

Which was when he noticed something strange. It seemed like this time, unlike the first time witnessing Aika in the evening, they had made it up above in time for the sunset.

The evening sky was lit by beautiful vibrant pink and orange hues, and David fixed his eyes on the sun touching the horizon.

The light of the sun intensified—

Before it winked out.

David knew fire.


Chapter 40


CHOO—

“ARGHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

David screamed as the sensation of every cell being incinerated from his body lingered for the briefest of milliseconds before he realised that he had regained consciousness.

Tears leaked from his eyes, and mucus from his nose as he struggled to sit upright. Almost immediately afterwards, he was bombarded by his body adjusting to the stats that he had gained. He felt his muscles tear and repair, a warm flash suffusing his body.

When David attempted to rise, it felt like he had been utterly drained of all his energy.

Every single modicum of it, sucked up by the broodmother when she had drawn on the strength of the beastkin. Due to his bond with Miki, the broodmother had also drawn on his own strength, albeit to a lesser degree.

Onlookers pointed and stared, with some running up to him in an attempt to administer aid.

“A-are you ok?”

A familiar face crouched down, extending a helping hand. A girl that he had glimpsed in every single loop without fail, who always greeted him with a cheery smile.

This time, Eyrie’s face was contorted in concern as her luggage was left forgotten in the train carriage. David watched through blurry eyes as the train doors shut with Eyrie’s luggage inside. He pointed a shaky finger towards her bags, and the girl exclaimed.

“My luggage!”

***

“So, you’re saying that you’re trapped in a time loop, and that the beastkin on the Isles of Vedir go into a mad rage induced by the unsealing of an eldritch creature at the heart of a Tier 4 dungeon in the Passage of Illusion, which is where the kitsune actually live, and that one of your friends seems to be possessed by this broodmother, who then saps the energy of all beastkin to launch an attack at the Arcanum which—”

Eyrie cleared her throat while frowning, running her hands through her pale blue hair.

“Blows up the sun. Do I understand you correctly? Oh, and this is all likely a ploy pushed by the section of the Church that are against the recent pro-beastkin reforms, is that right?”

David’s shoulders fell.

Any single one of his claims made him sound like a mad, raving lunatic.

“The only thing I can tell you to add any sense of credibility… is that you’re apprenticed to High Magus Silofi, who has a soul arcana speciality.”

Eyrie gasped, shooting to her feet while pointing at him.

“You’re a time traveller!”

“E-eyrie… I don’t think you should be that easily convinced.”

“Oh.”

Eyrie sat down on the platform next to him as they waited for the next train to Vedir.

David’s shoulders slumped.

It was one thing trying to avert the rampage of the beastkin.

It was something else entirely to watch the sun explode just as the broodmother levelled her attack against the Arcanum. What in Avarium’s ballsack were the archmages keeping in there that induced an explosion of the sun?

But, in an utterly insane sense, David felt a sense of overwhelming relief.

Throughout each of his cycles, he knew that the option to flee had always been open. To take a different train to Zandria, and to live out his life peddling forgotten technology scavenged amidst the sands. Or to start a life in Ardern, or even back in his old village of Trolth as a tradesman.

The option had always been available to him.

Or so it had seemed.

Now, David knew with certainty that if he didn’t avert the broodmother’s attack, the world as he knew it would burn up in a fiery end.

“My teacher is going to love you.”

“W-what?” David stared up at the mage, whose face was a hair’s breadth away from his own.

“Meet us tomorrow evening. I’ve got an induction later today, which I’m late for, but I meet High Magus Silofi tomorrow evening. I’ll introduce you to her!”

David stared at the girl. His fellow passenger that he had sat next to in every single loop, whom he had written off as another bystander.

“You don’t think I’m crazy?”

“Are you kidding?! Crazy is kinda hot,” she whispered under her breath, before seamlessly continuing her sentence. “Of course I think you’re crazy! But… what you claim has significant implications for the soul. And what you describe about your friend being possessed might be something we could deal with using soul magic, which… is my teacher’s speciality.”

David slowly nodded. Eyrie gently helped him to his feet before guiding him to a seat.

David closed his eyes as exhaustion overtook him.

***

“Mister Vandrake? Are you awake?”

David blinked, flinching at the sight of sunlight as he opened his eyes. He was immediately greeted by the refreshing sight of Headmistress Ovelia as she shaded her eyes while peering down at him.

“Are you alright, David? An apprentice mage by the name of Eyrie informed me of your predicament. She was in a rush to make her induction, so she kindly sent an urgent missive to the Academy to inform me of your… state. Can you stand?”

David groaned as he stood unsteadily to his feet. It felt like both his body and mind had been subjected to a repeated [incineration] spell, and in some ways, they had.

“Apologies, headmistress.

“Oh? It seems your grandmother kindly supplied you with a portrait of mine, it’s a pleasure to meet you too, David. I suppose we can postpone the formalities today – testing and such can wait until early tomorrow, before your induction. Are you well enough to attend your awakening? I’m sure you’ve been eagerly awaiting it?”

“Of course. Thank you.”

***

David strode into the library while under the effect of [true invisibility]. He walked directly up to Aika, who he now knew was standing in the shadowed corner, peering at books. Upon reflection, it seemed as if she had been looking for the book on the Passage of Illusion that he had found open, way back in his first ‘run’.

“Boo.”

Aika jumped, hissing like a cat, before she stared at him with wide eyes.

“Let’s talk.”

Leading her back to his dorm, David locked the door behind him and dropped [true invisibility]. It seemed like Aika was confident enough in her skills that she simply acquiesced to his request, her curiosity overwhelming her logic. From what he knew of the girl, he wasn’t surprised that she was currently of that mindset.

“Aika. I’ve… got a lot to tell you. Will you listen to me? And it’s alright, you can drop your form.”

Something in David’s words made the girl hesitate. She didn’t resort to her previous antics, which saddened David a little, but he supposed it was because she had sensed a change in him.

“Where do I start.”

***

Aika’s eyes were wide as David relayed his entire story. Similarly to Miki, he held nothing back from her, including the time that they had spent together in the room of reflection. He told her about the broodmother, the Holy See’s involvement, and of course…

“The sun. That sun.”

“The last I remember, there’s only one sun around, silly.”

Aika gaped at him. Indeed, he had wondered whether it had been some trick of light. Perhaps it had been his vision failing from the side effects of the broodmother’s drain. But he had indeed seen the sun explode and felt the effects of it.

“I also know about the Passage of Illusion. The tests. The reason why I can turn invisible was because I served you in my past life and gained some of your abilities.”

David activated his [veil of illusion], turning into the least onerous form he had prepared – the kitsune form he had worn when attempting the first test. Aika gaped at his provocative form before bursting into incredulous laughter.

Aika grinned, and David felt a surge of relief so overwhelming that tears started to well.

“Are you ok?”

“I was afraid… that I failed. But… I think we’re almost there. We’ve almost made it through,” David whispered. “There’s a soul mage at the Arcanum that I’m meeting tomorrow. She might be able to help us solve this. From the soul mark that the Wailer places on you, to your possession by the broodmother. But for now,” David whispered, his eyes drooping.

“D-don’t mind me.”

David fell unconscious on his bed as the last of his strength left him.

***

“Bringing a girl to your room when you can barely stand on your own two feet was an ambitious move, David. And despite my initial impression of you, your combat skills have been honed to a point. Your grandmother has done an excellent job instilling the basics in you. It’s almost as if you’ve had combat experience yourself, the way you were anticipating some of my moves and pressuring me.”

Ovelia grinned with satisfaction, wiping sweat from her brow.

“Are you well enough to attend class today?”

“Yes, headmistress.”

David nodded resolutely.

Gradually, his strength was returning to him.

More importantly… so was his hope.

David had accepted that learning the secrets of the Arcanum was well beyond him in his current state. If archmages who had been practising their crafts their entire lives had yet to solve many of the Arcanum’s mysteries, David felt that it was unlikely that he would be in a position to either.

But what he was in a position to do was to avert the disaster that was hounding him.

This was the run.

He felt it.

***

“Ay, brotha… would you like to join us?”

“Both of us would, actually… if you would have us.”

David ignored the screeches of Generic Bitch One and Two behind them, after Ovelia teleported them to the Glavewoods. Miki and Molo exchanged a glance before looking towards Stara, Lara and the lamia, whose name David had never gotten the opportunity to know. It turned out that it was Salariss.

“Hey now! Don’t forget us?”

Valadria, Evelyn and Baela sauntered towards them. He watched with a smile as Valadria winked at Molo, whose jaw dropped as he finally noticed the object of his eye in all of the loops. David eyes Evelyn, who was shifting uneasily from one foot to another.

“In an ideal world, we’d just split up to clear it out most efficiently… but what say we have fun with it and get to know each other?” David suggested.

“Is he hitting on all of us?” Miki whispered, a little too loudly to be an accident.

“Absolutely,” Aika whispered back, her eyes latching onto Miki’s ears.

“Ay, brotha. They’re already onto you.”

David felt a mixture of emotions stir in his chest as his friends bantered. He took a deep breath, and whatever vestiges of despair, helplessness and fatigue that had plagued him since the end of the last loop melted away.

“Alright then,” he said with a smile.

***

David led them in the opposite direction from the entrance. Together, they cleared out the dungeon creatures – and he watched with a hint of amusement as Evelyn sought to disguise her skills, before launching a poor hog into the stratosphere, reducing it into a stain on a distant tree trunk.

He surprised Miki and Molo by slipping into their dynamic effortlessly, guarding their flanks and attacking precisely when it was required of him. They worked together as one like a well-oiled machine.

He still remembered how in the first loop, he had utterly struggled to keep up with them. As he smiled to himself, he watched Aika continue to stare at him with open curiosity, before he proceeded to take a step forwards and poke her cheek.

Miki’s jaw fell open, and Lara and Stara immediately noticed her reaction, giggling mischievously to themselves.

He saw the subtle hints of different facets of his friends’ qualities on plain display.

Their loyalty, strength, courage, honesty and kindness.

David revelled in every moment of it.

And when the induction was complete, he made his way to the Arcanum to end it all for good.


Chapter 41


“High Magus Silofi! Oh! I’m so sorry, I didn’t realise you were with someone,” Eyrie hastily bowed towards the other woman in the office.

“Is this your apprentice, Sil? She looks so enthusiastic!”

David’s eyes widened as he recognised the woman. It was the magus who had assisted Ovelia with the duelling trials. The [barrier mage] Vesterisa. He watched the woman give Silofi a quick peck on the cheek before waving to Eyrie and David.

“Just checking in on her. I can’t count the number of times she’s forgotten to eat because she’s gotten too caught up in her research. Welcome to the Arcanum, Eyrie. I look forward to working with you.”

“Thank you, Magus Vesterisa!”

“So… this the boy that you met. Charmed, David. High Magus Silofi.”

High Magus Silofi wasn’t what he was expecting. He looked down at the short and portly woman with the aura of a kindly baker. She sported a tall wizard’s hat which made up for her lack of height, and carried herself with a confidence he admired.

“My apprentice has made some interesting claims about you that I would be eager to verify.”

They were seated together in High Magus Silofi’s office. David could see the sun setting in the distance.

David spoke.

He told High Magus Silofi everything, starting with the moment he left his grandmother’s house. About the strange necklace he had received that had crumbled away. Then he spoke about the loops, telling her about his first experience with the rampage, and his successive attempts to gain more allies and to uncover what underpinned the broodmother’s awakening.

“Something is certainly going on,” Silofi whispered under her breath, her apprentice looking on with interest. “The surest form of proof is to demonstrate the abilities you’ve obtained from your classes. No. Would you be willing to create a bond with me to derive skills from my own class? I dare say that some of them could be useful to you. If you so happen to loop again, and I dearly hope you don’t, you could use this as firm evidence of our prior relationship.”

David nodded, feeling his pulse begin to race.

“But soul magic is tricky… and not to be trifled with. Without further ado. David, will you be my servant?”

Strangely, David hesitated as the familiar feeling of his chest didn’t appear. That strange resonance that usually indicated that it was a compatible request was nowhere to be found.

“For some reason… it isn’t working,” David winced, knowing full well exactly how it looked.

“Hm. No matter. Why don’t you try with Eyrie?”

Magus Silofi looked at them with a hint of amusement.

What exactly does she find funny about this whole situation?

“S-sure! Sorry, David… you said you were limited by the potential of those that you ‘served’… and I’m still a beginner mage… but would you like to be my servant?”

David saw a slight blush reach Eyrie’s cheeks, and he felt the familiar resonance arise in his chest.

Commence [Path of the soul mage]?

David stared at the words in his vision, and back towards Eyrie. Then, he looked towards Magus Silofi, who was trying desperately not to laugh.

“Oh.”

“What? Is something wrong?” Eyrie said, rapidly turning her neck to look at the pair of them.

“It seems like David is only capable of ‘pairing’ with people that have a certain… affinity with him, as his stories would imply,” the older woman said coyly.

“What? I don’t get it?”

“To but it bluntly dear, he’s had sex with every single woman that he’s derived skills from. What does that tell you about their opinion of him.”

Eyrie physically reeled back from Magus Silofi’s words, which he tried not to take too seriously.

“B-b-b-but I d-d-don’t like him. I mean… I think I don’t. Who knows!” Eyrie laughed anxiously.

David looked at the words in his vision once more, before delivering his answer.

Commence [Path of the soul mage]?

Yes.

David cleared his throat, inclining his head towards a very smug Magus Silofi.

“Excellent. Now, we have to settle on a suitable request.”

David took a glance outside, seeing how the sun had set.

“Perhaps you could start by asking me to avert the assassination attempt on you and your apprentice.”

“What?” Silofi’s eyes went wide.

The pair of women in the room froze still at David’s words.

A few minutes ago, David had still been able to hear the sound of the Arcanum guards as they chatted, patrolling the corridors late at night. The moment he realised they had stopped speaking, he knew it was time.

When thinking back on it, the first clues were evident before the loops, when he first arrived on Vedir. Seeing the guards investigating the murders outside the Arcanum.

Then again, when his request for Eyrie to send him a missive was left unfulfilled. There was always a chance that the girl had forgotten about the strange boy on the train making a request of her, but given her personality, David found it unlikely.

Then, there was the final clue. One that had only been revealed the very first time that David had stepped into Silofi’s office.

Magus Vesterisa.

Who had been weeping at the duelling tournament that she had been called to service. The lines of mascara had still been visible down her cheeks, which now David knew was because she had been mourning the loss of her partner.

The only mystery that remained was who had perpetrated the murders. Given the Arcanum’s security measures, it had to have been someone with considerable access. Perhaps someone belonging to an organisation with significant leverage over the Arcanum's leadership. Of course, it also had to be someone suitably strong to dispatch a High Magus of the Arcanum.

Perhaps… someone distraught over what they had been instructed to do.

“You can come out now. Please, I just want to talk. I know you’re there.”

He paused.

“Evelyn.”

David bit his lip, waiting as the seconds passed, before a figure in a cloak emerged from around the corner. David could make out her familiar form beneath the cloak.

“N-no.”

“I’m sure you’ve heard some of what I told Magus Silofi. Would you please take a seat? Here.”

David slowly reached for his weapon at his side, throwing it to the ground. He gestured for both Silofi and Eyrie to do the same. To her credit, it seemed as if Silofi believed his claims, seeing how she simply obliged, watching him with a keen curiosity.

“If… there’s one thing I regret failing to do throughout the loops… it’s that I failed to get to know you, Evelyn. In each of the loops, I saw you as a humble, but extremely powerful [holy berserker]—”

David watched the girl noticeably jerk as he mentioned her class.

“Who struggled to hold down her alcohol, but was always kind and considerate to those around her. I also know… that you’ve been forced to do distasteful things for the archdiocese. I know, for example, that they raised you. You told me that you were an orphan,” David whispered.

He saw Evelyn’s shoulders begin to tremble. Her expression was still shaded by her hood. The air flashed golden before the familiar greataxe came to rest comfortably in her grip.

David carried on undeterred, taking a slow step towards her.

“The Church is responsible for organising the raid on the Passage of Illusion. They set free a creature that they call the ‘broodmother’, who I believe possesses one of our other classmates - Aika. The Church do this because they assume that they can control the beastkin through Aika. But instead, the broodmother retains her autonomy, and attacks the Arcanum… which triggers the end of the world.”

“I h-heard,” Evelyn whispered incredulously.

“But what I do know… is that you are deeply kind. Unflinchingly loyal. I’m certain that you’ve repaid the Church’s kindness to you a hundredfold. Tracking Aika at their command. Obeying their orders to kill Eyrie and Silofi, the only two people who may have the ability to thwart their plans. Then, helping them seize control of the beastkin by unsealing the broodmother’s resting place.”

David knew from the girl’s reaction that his assumption had been right. Who else better and more reliable to track the slippery kitsune than Evelyn – Aika’s very own classmate.

“It’s no wonder that whenever I saw you at the Academy, you looked more and more distraught. Doubting whether your actions were true to the Church’s teachings. To your values, and the kind and considerate person that you are. I also know… that you crumbled at the end. You couldn’t face the guilt of your actions when you learned the truth. Tell me… do Magus Silofi and Eyrie look like evildoers to you?”

David admitted that it was a cheap strategy. The kindly looking woman who could effortlessly pass as a beloved town baker, and her awkward but overeager apprentice stared at their would-be assassin.

David took another step towards her, heedless of the fact that she raised her axe.

“If it is hunting evil that you want… then I can point you in the right direction.”

“T-to cut down the Church? Is that it? To fell this b-broodmother?” Evelyn’s voice quivered. David could tell that she was at the very end of her rope. Her loyalty compelled her to commit bloodshed, while her conscience railed against her.

“Avarium’s Home.”

Evelyn blinked in surprise. Her shoulders fell slightly.

“There is an orphanage in the Royal Circle that seems to be trafficking street urchins to the Church. They’re hidden behind the second door to the right, just beyond their living room. Aika and I discovered it when we visited Ardern in one of the previous loops. I also know… that you might be familiar with it,” David said softly, recalling the sunflower intricately embroidered on her white dress. The very same sunflower that had dominated the orphanage’s façade.

David turned to Magus Silofi.

“Magus… are you likely to abandon your work here at the Arcanum?”

Silofi chuckled, smiling kindly towards the girl who had come to kill her.

“Why, of course not! I’m much too important. Who else is going to stem this magical infestation?”

David gaped at the old woman as she chuckled under her breath.

What the flying fuck?

“O-ok. Well. You know where to find me, Evelyn. And even if I run, if there was anyone I would put my money on to track me down and hold me to account, it would be you. So.”

David halted, right before Eyrie.

He gently lifted her hood from her head, looking into deep green eyes. She seemed like she had been deprived of sleep for an eternity. The dark circles around her eyes were just where he had found them before. She had carefully concealed them with her makeup, but David now understood why he always got the impression that she was tired.

David gently squeezed her arm, watching as the greataxe in her hands disappeared.

“Thank you. For trusting me. Now go save them. And come right back, because we have work to do, and you’re one of the strongest people that I can count on. And I will be counting on you.”

Evelyn shuddered, and David watched tears well in her eyes. He drew her into a hug, feeling the girl’s tears wet his cheeks.

He let go.

“I’ll see you soon. Alright?”

Evelyn slowly stepped backwards, raising her hood, and dignifying them with a single nod, before she disappeared from sight.

“I think I’m starting to see just how you charmed all those women,” Magus Silofi chuckled. Eyrie was shaking, terrified of the encounter, while Silofi was clapping like she had attended an entertaining play.

“Want to try becoming my servant again? I think I’ve started to develop the hots for you.”

David cleared his throat, but let out a sigh of relief.

The first major obstacle had been surmounted. Silofi and Eyrie were alive.

Now, it was time for everything to come together.

His next minor objective was the small, tiny task of ensuring that the Headmistress didn’t kill him when he told her the truth about his circumstances.


Chapter 42


The headmistress strolled into her makeshift city.

David had gathered all of his closest allies. Miki, Molo, Aika, Silofi and Eyrie. Upon seeing High Magus Silofi, the headmistress seemed to relax a touch. Perhaps it helped that she had brought along her authority.

“David… what is the meaning of this?

“I’m sorry to worry you, Headmistress. There’s something that I have to disclose – it may concern the safety of everyone on the island. But before that… I haven’t been entirely honest. Would you care to spar with me again?”

Ovelia’s eyes narrowed, her hand drifting slowly to the rapier at her waist.

“Magus Silofi…”

The High Magus laughed, slapping her thigh.

“Don’t worry, David. I’ll stop her if she tries to kill you. Be nice, Velly.”

“Sil… what’s the meaning of this?”

“Go on, give the boy a chance. Heaven knows you’ve done so before,” Silofi said with a twinkle in her eyes, causing Eyrie to blush. Aika watched in anticipation, while Miki and Molo just exchanged a glance of utter confusion.

[Flicker step]

[Accelerated thrust]

David blurred into motion. He watched in amazement as Ovelia replied instantaneously, summoning the very same skills to head off his gambit. Then he watched her flex her adventuring experience as she swiftly conjured her next spell, hoping to put an end to the apparent farce of a contest.

[Flaming needles]

David watched Ovelia’s eyes go wide as his needles shot down towards her, forcing her to lunge backwards using her skill.

Ovelia’s eyes narrowed as she whispered to herself.

“A class capable of mirroring its opponent’s… a unique class. And a formidable one. Is this about taking you on as an apprentice? Because—”

“You’ve done so already, you sultry hag!” Silofi exclaimed with an expression of pure joy on her face.

Ovelia’s cheeks coloured.

“Nonsense—”

“Go on, David.”

Next, David turned to Miki and Molo with a smile.

[Beast form: werewolf]

He shifted, and watched his dear friends’ eyes widen as he began to took on a form that they had only known about in their legends. David consumed a beast core, demonstrating that he possessed the beastkin’s ability to process dungeon core mana.

After shifting back, he turned to Aika.

“Do it again!” she clapped her hands together. “Make sure it’s the same one,” she smiled deviously.

David groaned, but acquiesced as he summoned the illusion. The onlookers gasped as his form changed, and David was certain that he saw Miki’s eyes darken as she pored over his style of dress, which was suspiciously familiar to that of her friends – Stara and Lara.

“No… a broad copy skill,” the Headmistress whispered, her eyes wide. “This has incredible potenti—”

“Use your brain, girl! He’s meeting you all for the first time.”

Ovelia frowned, taking an involuntary step back.

“He can’t have—”

“Entered the Passage of Spell and Flame? No, I haven’t.”

At that, David watched the Headmistress pale. He let out a small sigh of relief as Silofi strode over to her friend, patting her in a consolatory manner.

“There, there, hun. What he did do was give you a good root in another timeline and copied your skills after you agreed to take the charming devil on as an apprentice,” Silofi said, giving him a generous wink and making David consider that maybe the sun exploding was a preferable outcome to… whatever was playing out before him now.

“I’ve… got something to tell you all… and you’re not going to like it.”

***

Miki, Molo and the Headmistress stared at him in a daze.

He drew on every last vestige of his knowledge about each of them, sharing it with them in turn – privately. He told them about each and every one of his loops. His relationships with them. The triumphs and the moments of despair.

When it came time, David drew the Ovelia aside. He could see that she had reached her breaking point, just as she had in the previous loops. The only thing that was holding her back was Magus Silofi. Thanks to her testimony that David’s claims were plausible under certain theories of soul magic, she hadn’t murdered him yet.

So, David decided to make a very stupid decision.

“Headmistress… I promised to give you the full truth.”

Silofi had cast a basic [silence] spell to ensure that their conversation wasn’t being eavesdropped on.

“Every time I’ve told you about my circumstances… you’ve killed me, and I think you know why.”

Ovelia’s expression was tense, and she only grew more rigid as David continued.

“It’s how I know about this place. In one of the loops, we prepared it for her. I know that you found her in the Passage of Spell and Flame. I also know that there is nothing or no one else that you love more than her. And I know that she thinks the same of you, despite your doubts,” David whispered.

He watched Ovelia’s eyes go wide.

“I wish I could swear upon my soul… but I want nothing more than to become Ava’s friend again. To introduce her to the world above, and to see her live the full life that you wish for her. I hope you trust me when I say that there’s more that I would want.”

Ovelia bit her lip, and David could see that the Headmistress was trembling. David reached out to take her hand, trying to ignore the pang in his heart as she wrenched it back instinctively.

“But if you want there to be any world remaining by the end of the next two weeks, I’ll need your help. And in the meantime… here. For her.”

David handed over Loki Loki Literature Club, the hit houndkin horror/romance that he knew that Ava would absolutely love.

“Her favourite character is Bonica. She was insane.”

David rose, leaving the headmistress behind with a hint of a smile.

“Thanks for waiting, everyone. Now, let’s get to work.”

***

After gaming out the series of expected events, they got to work immediately.

The key component to the plan was figuring out a way to kill the broodmother and stop the mindless rage she inflicted on the beastkin when she was possessing Aika.

The black liquid contained in the heart of the dungeon cores they found was at the centre of it.

Silofi had termed it beastblood. It was the same substance that had been dripping from the mouth of the broodmother, where David had found her in the temple. The beastblood was also present in the river before the steps up to the broodmother.

They were beginning to fit the pieces together.

“The Church’s plan was to bring the beastkin under their control by capturing Aika once the broodmother possessed her. But they also wanted a decisive and sweeping victory,” David said.

“The feastdays. The beastkin hold two of them in each loop. One, the day after the Academy’s induction, and the next, the day before the raid. Both times, the Church are present. I had always wondered why they had made an exception to bring along the beastkin for the raid… but it’s become clear to me.”

David unravelled his hypothesis.

“They didn’t just want control of the beastkin. They didn’t want to risk a rebellion. Swift and decisive control was their priority, and I think the beastblood is the way they tried to achieve it.”

He looked to Magus Silofi, who gave him a reassuring nod, before speaking.

“My hypothesis is that beastblood lies dormant when ingested alone. But when contained within mana from the cores, it activates, which is what leads to your transformation,” she said, gesturing to Molo and Miki.

“Your bestial form brings you closer to the broodmother. While the kitsune don’t observe the physical changes, they can also hear the broodmother’s screams, driving them towards violence. We’ve always known that there were differences between the kitsune and other beastkin, given their ability to use mana, but this lends further credence to the theory that all beastkin shared a common ancestor.”

“The broodmother,” David said. “And the cores we found in the Passage of the Shifter, particularly those in the beast temple, act like a vaccine. Progressively introducing you to higher and higher quantities of activated beastblood, then throwing you in the midst of violence so you learn to resist her screams and gain control over your forms.”

Silofi nodded, but interjected.

“So… how is it that the beastkin underwent such rapid degradation once the broodmother was unsealed? We return to the feastdays. The presence of the Church at both events. I suspect that the Church knew about the properties of beastblood. And they bet that it would increase the beastkin’s sensitivity to the broodmother when she was unsealed. So, they made sure to play a pivotal role in preparing the feastdays.”

“They drugged us,” Miki said, her claws digging into the flesh of her palm as she growled.

“They did. With the beastblood that they found in the river preceding the temple. They couldn’t unseal the broodmother themselves because of the boss rush. For that, they needed adventurers. The critical flaw in their plan was the assumption that they could control the beasts if they controlled Aika.”

“Heh.”

“Aika… you know it probably isn’t you that’s standing up to them, but the broodmoth—”

“Shhhh,” Aika whispered, poking David’s cheek.

“So… where does that leave us?” Ovelia said, frowning at Silofi.

“Preventing the ingestion of beastblood during the feastdays would risk the Church discovering that the beastkin are aware of their strategy. I also suspect that preventing the ingestion would simply be delaying the issue. Not every beastkin was present during the feastdays, but they all get turned eventually. No matter if you built up your tolerance by using the beastblood cores, or if you avoided ingesting the beastblood during the feasts,” David said.

He steeled himself.

“That leaves us with one way forwards. So long as there is a risk that the broodmother’s tomb will be opened, we’ll need to remove the underlying threat. The broodmother herself.”

“And that is where I can be of help,” Magus Silofi grinned, which David was certain sent a shiver down all of his friends' spines, Ovelia included.

They got to work.

Silofi’s plan was simple, but ingenious. To end the broodmother for good, they needed to drive her soul out of Aika’s body and to kill her in her original form. So, she proposed an insane plan.

Sealing the broodmother’s soul inside Aika, and turning her body into a trap. By subjecting the broodmother’s soul to enough damage, Silofi was confident that she would break free of Aika’s body to return to her original, weakened form in the dungeon in a panic.

That was when the adventurers would slay her in the dungeon and put her to rest for good.

They were putting a lot of hope in Silofi, and David had mentally prepared himself for the need to loop again to iterate on her research. But as he spent more time with her and Eyrie, he realised why the Holy See had made an exception in permitting her to study soul arcana in the first place.

According to her, there were ways to damage a soul, as David had clearly experienced in the earlier loop. All she needed was a bit of preparation. Silofi rapidly deconstructed the dark cores and derived glyphs capable of producing her desired effect. She tested it using some dummy dungeon cores before verifying that they were operational.

The whole thing worked frustratingly well. All Aika would have to do was to have the mana from Silofi’s cores in her system. The moment that the broodmother entered her body, the effects would take hold – trapping, weakening and hurting her until she leapt back into her original form.

They decided that Aika would be based in the Rejuvenating Springs for the duration of the loop. The damage that was inflicted to her would be best mitigated there.

The Headmistress made it a point to disguise the visits as Academy exercises, to ensure that the kitsune wouldn’t fall into a frenzy in search of her. Aika disappearing could also alert the Church, and lead to changes in their plans.

While they progressed their efforts on the ‘soul trap’, David attended to another matter.

The beast temple.

Crucially, even if the beastblood cores allowed them to build an immunity to the broodmother…

There was still a point of no return.

It seemed like the broodmother gradually regained her strength from the moment the temple was unlocked, which also explained why Miki and Molo fell to her screams despite acclimatising themselves in the beast temple.

Still, the acclimatisation was crucial because it allowed Molo and Miki to withstand her effects for the critical duration right after awakening. The trio ran the beast temple again, and this time, David noticed that they breezed through it. After explaining how the beastblood cores operated, Molo and Miki pushed themselves to the very edge, losing themselves in battle and swiftly overcoming the temporary bursts of compulsion that the cores brought on.

They similarly decimated the manticore after David explained what attacks they could expect. The discovery of the beastmage tome only seemed to solidify David’s claims in Miki’s mind. David could tell that her suspicion of him was slowly being eroded. That was especially the case after he insisted that they bring a bounty of cores to their Chieftain Charak, and to advise him to acclimatise his warriors in a similar fashion.

Finally, David decided to pay Ava a visit.

“Hi.”

“Hi.”

The half succubus twiddled her thumbs, casting him furtive glances every couple of seconds.

“Mum… is this reaaally necessary?”

They were seated at opposite ends of the laboratory, with Ovelia positioned right between them. She had fixed David with a glare that hadn’t lessened in intensity one single bit, which was stirring in David some feelings that he believed were best left unexplored.

“Did you like Loki Loki?”

Ava leapt to her feet in excitement.

“I did! Bonica was my fav.”

David nodded reassuringly, making it a point to avoid the Headmistress’ glare.

“Actually, Ava… I came here with a bit of a surprise. I’m sure your mum has told you a little bit… about me.”

Ava nodded, watching him in anticipation.

“Ovelia… would you allow her to test out her powers on me?”

Ovelia bit her lip. David had told her beforehand what he was planning to do. He was certain that there was no chance Ovelia would allow him to go ahead with his plan without disclosing it after knowing what she did about him.

“Alright. Strap yourself to the chair.”

David felt the weird twinge inside of him and decided to ignore it.

“You ready?”

Ava nodded, with worry in her eyes.

“When you’re ready.”

David felt the sensation of dissociation. His awareness floated out of his body, watching himself seated in the chair. Then, as gently as he could, he began to push. He felt his awareness gently return to his body. He could feel Ava attempt to strain against him, but after the repeated attempts to foil her efforts, David knew that he would prevail.

Tears filled the half succubus’ eyes.

“Ava? Ava! Are you alright?”

A halo of flame needles appeared above his skull, ready to kill him in a split second and incinerate his internal organs if he moved a muscle.

“NO! Mum, leave him alone! I’m happy!”

Ava sobbed, running towards David and enveloping him in a hug. David’s own eyes teared up as he hugged Ava back. In almost every loop, just like Molo and Miki, Ava had become fast friends with him. He saw her as something of a little sister, and seeing the hope in his eyes made him determined to find a way to continue assisting Ovelia in her efforts to negate succubus influence.

“It was thanks to you,” he said softly. “Time and time again, having to do what you hate the most. Thank you so much, Ava.”

The girl wept, and slowly he watched the tension melt away from Ovelia’s face. Tears of her own welled in her eyes as she wrapped her daughter up in a hug.

David slowly rose from the chair, leaving mother and daughter to their moment.


Chapter 43


It was time.

All their preparations were in place. They had used the full two weeks on their hands to their utmost potential. David had maximised the gains he could attain from consuming dungeon cores to improve his physical stats. In assisting Silofi and Eyrie, he had also gained his first skill from his relationship with the apprentice – although it was clear that he was severely limited by her own knowledge.

As Aika and Molo briefed Charak, David made sure to spend time with Aika, who was somewhat isolated in the Rejuvenating Springs.

“You miss him… don’t you?”

Aika stared up at him from where she was seated in the springs. He saw Aika’s pair of tails languidly swish through the water, stirring up small whirlpools that she disrupted by waving her hands through them.

“Who?”

“Your grandpa.”

“Hmm. Time traveller. Need to remember that.”

“He seems… sort of like my grandma. Old, thinks he knows best, but has a frustrating side where you know he cares about you.”

“Only that… you know, when push comes to shove, he still cares more about the prophecy than me,” Aika whispered, idly tracing lines in the water of the Springs with her hands. David didn’t really have anything to say to that. Her grandfather had made his priorities clear through his actions.

“Did you ever tell me about your grandma?

“No… she never really came up. I… lost her shortly before the time loop starts.”

Aika’s smile dropped, and he watched as she drifted closer to him, eventually leaning against the edge of the rock pool. He felt her head lean against his, and he could feel the warm water dripping from her hair onto his shoulder.

“I miss her. She was… crazy. She scared all of the villagers in our village. Always went on about wanting me to have grandkids, and a harem, believe it or not,” David mumbled.

“Oh, I see. How generous of you, fulfilling her one true wish for her grandson, hmm?”

David winced as Aika teased him, her tails stroking his cheek and making him sneeze.

“You know me. My magnanimity knows no bounds.”

“So… Miki and I talked. We think you’re weird.”

David gaped at the girl’s sudden shift of gears. He watched with suspicion as she reached up to the bandages encircling her chest, which Silofi had prepared to have easy access to the surface area on the rest of her skin. David watched through the ripples on the surface of the springs as they unravelled.

He gulped.

“You’re weird. We’d usually kill someone if they asked us to join their harem…”

“I—”

Aika’s finger silenced him as it fell on his lips.

“You’ll get the outcome of your application after we get to the other side of this.”

Aika gave him a coy smile as she poked at his cheek.

“You really know how to incentivise a guy… huh.”

“We’re doing this for your grandma, not you. Obviously.”

David laughed, splashing Aika with a face full of water.

“How magnanimous of both of you. I’m sure she’d be so proud.”

“She would,” Aika whispered, before splashing him right back.

***

Before he knew it, the day of the raid had finally arrived. David’s method of infiltration was identical to the last time, only now, both Miki and Molo were accompanying him. They had made doubly sure that Molo’s friend Vik had been absolutely taken out by laxatives, and David made a mental note to repay the guy twofold when he made it to the other end of this calamity.

Headmistress Ovelia was also present, and while in his disguise, David could see that the two Delvers from the previous loop were in attendance this time as well.

There was one key uncertainty that remained.

The final face-off against the broodmother.

He may have practised, stretching himself to the very limits. He knew for certain that his friends had as well. But David had quickly realised, not long after stepping into the dungeon, that it was a Tier 4 raid for a reason.

Battles at higher tiers could be decided with a flip of a coin. One misstep, and the whole situation could change. The thought of having to repeat the loop over and over, refining his approach to the last battle filled David with so much dread that he was intent on getting it right the first time.

Headmistress Ovelia met his eyes briefly before turning back towards the Delvers that she was in conversation with. Ever since his conversation with Ava, her treatment towards him had shifted. He could see that she was treating him with greater distance. Perhaps she was wary of the fact that he knew so much about her, when she was typically the one with the upper hand.

Whatever the case was, he only hoped that it wouldn’t interfere with the outcome of the battle.

“Scouts… push forwards.”

Molo, Miki and David cleared the area like a well-oiled machine. Knowing that there were spirit foxes scattered around the village ahead of time meant that they were alert to illusions and wary of ambushes. They flushed out the foxes in the area before regrouping with the main body. Just like before, they set up camp, and finished clearing out the village and advancing to the bridge by Mondas evening.

David rotated through his final rounds of guard detail in anticipation for the final day.

He exchanged a brief glance with Ovelia at the foot of the steps leading to the temple above.

The next hurdle for them to surmount was the boss rush.

The undead flood dragon unleashed its scream before it emerged from the woods, carving spirals into the air above them as it gathered flame in its maw.

This time, they were adopting a different strategy.

David and Molo shifted into their beast forms before charging up the hill through the woods. The Church contingent was being guarded by the Delvers, who were gradually fighting their way up the stairs.

If they allowed it to play out like it did last time, they were sure to fail for one simple reason.

The pontiff had made it clear that he had wanted to burn the broodmother’s body. Presumably, this would trap her spirit in Aika irrespective of how hard her host fought back against her. If the pontiff and his priests were allowed to reach the door before them, with the Delvers aiding them, they didn’t stand a chance.

They were on a timer as soon as the fight started.

If the beastmother wasn’t defeated beyond a certain point, the beastkin would turn, irrespective of the resistance they had developed.

[Fireball]

[Flaming needle]

David’s spells incinerated the talismans plastered over the temple’s double doors. Just as they had before, the doors burst open, sending out a wave of wind that chilled him to the bone.

Her scream ran through every fibre of his being.

David felt the presence of the broodmother, and he knew that the timer was counting down. David exchanged a nod with Molo immediately, taking up position on one of the nearby temple roofs, after leaping the distance in his werewolf form. He quickly cast [veil of illusion] to morph himself into a monster, crouching as the pontiff and his lackeys approached.

After noticing the change in the beastkin, they had hastened their progress and were making a beeline towards the temple with the Delvers.

Miki burst out of the shadows, grabbing onto the pontiff in her werewolf form and bounded through the trees at breakneck pace. The other priests halted in shock, and Lady Steriss – the rogue Delver – cursed before following in her wake.

It wouldn’t be long before Miki was caught. David knew that she could play it off as being affected by the broodmother before returning to her senses. But there was always a risk that the Delver would harm her.

Aika… you can do this.

Drive her out.

***

Posing as Makoto’s attendants and veiled by an illusion, Silofi and Eyrie watched in Aika’s bedroom as her face went slack.

Then the screaming began.

“[Silence].”

Silofi cast a glance towards the room door, knowing that Makoto was running interference with the Church. But if the priests discovered what they were up to, they could try to intervene.

Aika was in her kitsune form, and she began clawing at her skin, writhing as the mana cores she ingested ensnared the broodmother and began subjecting both her and Aika to excruciating pain. Every second the broodmother stayed in Aika was a second where her very soul was being degraded.

[Barrier]

Magus Vesterisa clasped her wife’s hand tightly as the pair watched on. The kitsune’s attempts to scratch herself were nullified by the protections, but if the broodmother attempted anything more drastic, it could permanently cripple the girl.

Then… Aika fell still.

***

Molo signalled David upon watching a beaten and bruised Miki return, along with a furious pontiff and the Delver.

“She should be executed! Almost ruining our success with the raid. All these houndkin have lost their minds!” he screamed as spittle flew from his mouth. His eyes grew round when he glanced at the open door to the temple.

“This… who did this,” he whispered, leaving Miki behind, already forgotten.

An unholy scream rose from within the temple, and as the priests cast orbs of magelight into the room, the broodmother’s form was revealed in all of its unholy glory.

The nine-tailed fox-wolf hybrid had risen from her place on the slab. Black beastblood dripped from her mouth, and her cry sent chills all over David’s body. He blinked, only realising that he had been caught in the midst of a [fear] effect, before realising his task.

“Attack!” Molo roared before charging forwards.

“Wait! Halt, I tell yo—”

The Delvers rushed forwards, cutting off the pontiff and following in the wake of Molo’s charge. Just as he suspected, with Aika missing, the Church was making a bid to control the broodmother directly.

He watched with pride as his friend hefted the battleaxe in his hands, leaping straight for the right foreleg of the broodmother. As the nine-tailed beast turned its attention towards Molo, Lord Vendrick summoned a giant ethereal hand which punched the beast, falling from the heavens and drawing its ire.

David executed his plan.

The single, red flaming needle lashed silently across the tendons in the pontiff’s legs.

“Beast! There’s a beast on the rooftops!” one of the other priests yelled, as they watched their leader fall.

“N-no. Don’t kill it!” the pontiff screamed to no avail as the Delvers fully invested themselves in the battle.

“Retreat. Take him away, he’s been injured. Leave the dungeon boss to us, honoured Pontiff,” she said with a smile.

“HARLOT! TAKE ME TO THE BEAS—”

[Silence]

“Regrettably, it seems as if our pontiff has been affected by the insanity of this place,” Ovelia said to the two priests at the pontiff’s side, holding him aloft. “Suggesting that we spare the boss of a dungeon. I’m afraid there can be only one fate for that fox,” she grinned.

Obeying her instructions as the pontiff continued to struggle and yell in silence, his subordinates drew him away from the battle. David shed his illusory appearance, rejoining the headmistress where she was waiting.

Ovelia grinned at him.

“Let’s make history.”

***

The broodmother’s scream reverberated through the air.

David touched his fingers to his cheeks, watching as they came away bloody. The sound around him became muted, as blood trickled from his ears. The true form of the monstrosity that was the broodmother was revealed under the harsh white light of the flickering orbs of magelight overhead.

A head of a fox, with the razor-sharp fangs and canines of a wolf. The broodmother strode on six legs, moving in a way that was jarring and out of sync. Thin, emaciated legs held up her bulbous form, the creature’s belly bulging towards the ground. Nine enormous tails swished in a hypnotic flurry behind the boss, and David watched in horror as the black liquid that filled the temple began to float through the air in multiple streams, all converging into a single gargantuan, floating orb above the broodmother.

“Incoming!” Lord Vendric roared.

David watched in terror and fascination as the broodmother unleashed its first attack.

The orb of black blood exploded into numerous streams, each one targeting a different member of the assault party. Lord Vendrick planted his greatshield on the ground with such force that the courtyard shook before calling his skill.

[Shield wall of the immortals]

Greatshields burst out of the ground, arrayed in a single horizontal line that bisected the temple courtyard. Each shield seemed to have been cast from solid metal, and rose just as high as the towering structures surrounding him.

The broodmother’s beastblood clashed against the shield wall, before saw the metal begin to melt away. Lady Steriss leapt onto the top of the shield wall, shadows coalescing around her with the daggers at her side finally unsheathed. David watched her stab herself with her weapons, causing shadows to pour out of her form in a rush.

[Last stand of Shadow Hall]

The shadows morphed into the form of people, all armed similarly to Lady Steriss.

[Blade art: Festival of blood]

The shadows and Steriss blurred as they flickered towards the towering form of the broodmother, inflicting wounds at a rate that David struggled to even comprehend.

These are high-level adventurers.

The real deal.

But David frowned. With every wound that Steriss opened, The broodmother’s blood that was leaking from her body began to float upwards to reinforce the orb hanging over her head. Some of the shields in Vendrick’s shieldwall had eroded to the point where some of the blood spears were flying through the barricade to impact their targets.

The moment the first spear touched Chieftain Charak, David watched the houndkin’s eyes turn red.

No.

The Chieftan roared, losing all semblance of control over himself.

“MOLO! MIKI! GET AWAY FROM HER!”

David screamed towards his friends, even as he watched helplessly as they went to their chieftain’s aid. He saw two other streams of water break off from the hovering orb of beastblood, these ones directed at his friends.

No… not like this.

Not after how far we’ve come.

[Beast form: werewolf]

[Flicker step]

[Flicker step]

David morphed into his beast form, sending tiles scattering in his wake as he launched himself like a meteor towards his friends. Crashing into the ground in the path of the oncoming projectiles, their eyes widened at his sudden arrival.

[Accelerated thrust]

David pushed them away.

The spears of blood drove into his body, setting his mind alight.

[Soul shield]

David called his skill. What he had gained from his time aiding Silofi and Eyrie. The spears of beastblood that were carving their way into something deeper inside him…

Flinched.

The boodmother unleashed a scream of agony as she reeled back. Lord Vendrick and Lady Steriss seized the opportunity, pressing the attack.

[Hammer of the rain giant]

Lord Vendrick seized an ancient hammer which materialised in his palm and struck the bottom jaw of the broodmother with a clap that sounded like a lightning striking the earth. The temple structure around them rumbled, and the surrounding temples began to cave in and crumble to the ground. David heard thunder boom and lightning crackle overhead as it began to pour in the dungeon.

“[Target mark]. Unleash, Ovelia,” Steriss called out over the booming thunder.

David eyes widened as the single combatant that had been unaccounted for finally revealed her hand. Mana hung in the air around her as she executed the spell she was preparing.

[Lightning column]

The thundering skies parted as the lightning came crashing down upon the broodmother.

[Flicker step]

David grabbed his friends, lurching away as the impact of the skill obliterated the remainder of Lord Vendrick’s shield wall. The sharp metallic debris scythed through the air. David watched as an unlucky houndkin took a hit in the shoulder, falling to the ground.

Through the smoke, David felt a surge of triumph at the smoking, inert body on the courtyard floor. The entire clearing had been shattered by the headmistress’ strike.

The broodmother was still.

Then he realised it, with a hint of dread.

The screams in his head hadn’t ceased.

David turned desperately towards the other beastkin fighting in the distance. Kitsune and lamia were still wrapped up in their rage. The houndkin were teetering on the edge, barely holding on from the expressions on their faces.

“D-david. S-she’s still alive. I—”

MOTHER.

MOTHER. MOTHER. MOTHER.

The voice in his head reached a screaming crescendo.

Between tears, he watched as the broodmother’s womb tore open.

Her pregnant womb.

The creature walked upright on two legs. Its shadowed form resembled that of a kitsune in their bipedal form, with nine tails writhing behind it. It was covered in blood, breaking free from the broodmother’s body, before it unleashed a piercing wail into the air that made his blood chill.

Is that…

Her child?

Abyssal foxfire blossomed in the air around the kitsune, with all nine tails twisting high into the air behind it. Molo and Miki fell to their knees, the child’s voice resounding through their minds.

[Soul shield]

David warded off the creature’s cries, but saw that his friend’s minds were at their breaking point. Abyssal foxfire burgeoned into an inferno around the creature, before spiralling towards the Delvers. After their battle with the broodmother, they had exhausted their bodies and mana. Lord Vendrick grabbed Ovelia, who was stumbling unsteadily on her feet after unleashing the spell that killed the broodmother.

“Retreat!” he roared, before both Delvers began to run back towards the entrance.

No.

Not like this.

I need to rely on myself.

Without further hesitation, David lunged.

[Flicker step]

David activated [flicker step] in quick succession, replenishing his mana with dungeon cores every time he did. He could feel the latent fatigue building up in his muscles, but activated the skill in quick succession to dodge the whips of abyssal flame that began to lash out at him. When he saw an opening, he activated his second skill, spearing forward through the gap.

[Flicker step]

[Accelerated thrust]

His rapier, sparking with its electrical enchantment, drove into the space where the creature’s head had occupied. The broodmother’s child sinuously flowed around it, and a flash of lightning revealed the creature’s horrific visage. It resembled an ordinary kitsune, but David could see horns spiralling upwards on the sides of her head. Two abyssal black eyes blinked at him, and David could see lines of blood trailing down her cheeks. She was like a kitsune, but one that seemed more corrupted, with the twisted features of her mother.

The creature let out another wail, and David felt his [soul shield] crack.

Which was right when the ground beside him exploded. Aa golden corona blossomed in his vision, blinding him. A golden greataxe sliced through the air, unaffected by the creature’s piercing wails. Evelyn’s greataxe buried itself in the creature’s chest, silencing it.

There was one way to pierce through the insanity brought about by the child’s screams.

And that was with the insanity and rage of a righteous berserker.

“Hush, child,” Evelyn whispered, as she gently clutched the kitsune in her arms.

“You’re at peace now,” she said, her voice quivering.

David gasped, finally free from the creature’s wails.

Evelyn cradled the kitsune’s body in her arms for a moment more, shutting its eyes, before returning it to its mother.

[Heavenly immolation]

Evelyn called the skill she had in the previous loop, setting both child and broodmother aflame.

For the first time since David met her, Evelyn looked at peace. Like for the first time in a long time, she had found a path forwards that allowed her to live with herself.

“Thank you,” she whispered to David, before rushing to check on the status of the others.

David fell to his knees as he stared at the scene around him. The beastkin slowly returned to their senses.

David sank to his knees, as relief flooded through him.

Finally.

It’s over.

He blacked out.


Epilogue


David came to in the Academy’s infirmary. He groaned, opening his eyes and wincing at the brightness.

“My head.”

“You and me both, brotha.”

David started at the familiar voice, turning to his right to see Molo seated next to him, holding a gigantic ice pack to his forehead. His friend gave him a grin and a thumbs-up.

“We did it.”

David groaned as he sat up, wincing at the weight on his chest.

“The others… are they alright?”

“Miki was feeling better. She went to help out at the enclaves. Lots of beastkin are flooding the hospitals, complaining of ‘migraines’,” Molo said.

“The casualties?”

“Minimal, ay. Thanks to Magus Vesterisa’s influence, the bunnyfolk’s dens, lamia’s nests and the houndkin’s enclave were sealed by barrier mages before the beastkin could disperse. We avoided the worst of it, brotha.”

David let out a sigh of relief as he slumped back down. Frowning he stared as he thought he saw something move under his blanket close to the foot of his bed. David raised his blanket, uncovering the mystery of the strange weight on his chest.

Aika was sleeping soundly in her kitsune form, her head pressed up against the bottom of his sternum. Her mouth was open, and David winced as he watched her drool leaked onto his shirt unimpeded.

David slumped back down, returning his blanket to where it was before closing his eyes.

***

“Lord Zeras, does the Royal Family wish to comment on the recent events in Vedir?”

David watched the scrying broadcast in the headmistress’ office, together with his companions and friends.

“Pontiff Alamain’s claims that the beastkin had attempted a coup to reclaim the Vediran Hole were slightly misguided—”

“Slightly? Lord Zeras, with all due respect, he accused them of sedition. That they were attempting to rebel against the Capital—”

“Pontiff Alamain was involved in the highest-tier raid that we have conducted to date. He was grievously injured from the events, and I would be surprised if he had walked away without some manner of ailment. Mental or otherwise.”

David watched the knight shift, gleaming black plate armour emblazoned with the twisting star of the royal family shining under the gazes of the reporters and audience.

“The Royal Family’s stance is clear. Delvers Steriss and Vendrick publicly attested to the assistance the beastkin lent them in subduing the threat. In light of their excellent performance, the Capital has agreed to abolish quotas on the consumption of dungeon cores. We have also communicated with the respective adventuring academies to ensure that their eligibility criteria have been adjusted to welcome beastkin applicants.”

“But are there concerns about the beastkin’s susceptibility to mental influence—”

“Make up your mind on your stance, reporter. Humanity has its own mental vulnerabilities, but the threats that we continue to uncover in the Infinite Dungeon warrant a loosening in restrictions. We will be taking no further questions.”

David grinned as Miki and Molo let out a whoop. Miki scooped Aika into a tight hug, which the girl returned with glee.

“Smart bastard,” Ovelia murmured under her breath. “He knows about the changing public sentiment towards beastkin adventurers. When Steriss and Vendrick went public about their experience, he had no choice but to throw his weight behind the pontiff or the Delvers. That’s the only reason why beastkin aren’t being rounded up or the recent adventuring concessions being walked back.”

“Not a fan of the monarchy?”

Ovelia gave him a flat stare.

“Noted.”

“I know that you have much to discuss with your friends… but make some time to see me at my residence,” Ovelia said. “We have some things to discuss.”

David nodded with a smile before turning to his friends.

“Milf,” Aika whispered in his ear, making his hair stand on end. His passing glance at Ovelia indicated that she had clearly heard the word, but the smile on her face meant that Aika would live to see another day.

“Who the hell taught you that word?” David muttered.

“Molo.”

“That… urgh, they’re corrupting you already.”

“If I recall… you were the one who corrupted me first,” Aika whispered back.

To that... he had no response.

***

After the end of their debriefing, Ovelia had dismissed them. Molo had returned to the enclave to spend some time with his family, while Miki and Aika remained at the Academy. Aika’s future was uncertain. Her actions had flown in the face of the kitsune’s prophecy. Her fate with her family was grim, but David had never seen her happier before.

Before David thought about how he would deal with that situation, he had a request to fulfil.

“Headmistress, you asked to see me?”

He had accompanied Ovelia back to her residence after receiving some dirty looks from the girls and a huge thumbs up from Molo. David was confident his cheeks still hadn’t returned to their original colour, and he was quickly realising that there were… drawbacks to full and frank honesty when disclosing past time loops.

“Please, call me Ovelia.”

The Headmistress had changed into her home clothes. David didn’t overlook the fact that she had indeed applied some fragrance after a quick shower, and he tried not to gulp at the sweet scent that reached his nose.

“I owe you an apology, David.”

David’s eyes widened as the headmistress’ face fell.

“In the past time loops… I never trusted you. Or perhaps… I expected the worst, and couldn’t tolerate the risk. Because of—”

“I don’t hold it against you, Ovelia. I know how much you care about Ava. You didn’t want her to come to any harm, and a stranger claiming to know your deepest secrets wouldn’t exactly reassure you.”

“I’m sorry.”

David bit his lip, unsure of how to respond. The headmistress stood awkwardly, her gaze downcast. David still recalled how assertive and competent she had been when clearing out the dungeon, executing the [lightning column] that had felled the broodmother.

“It… was hard. You’re right. And I did feel a little hurt, because of our… relationship. But because of your kindness… you granted me the skills that I needed to surmount all the crap that was thrown at me. You offered to take on an apprentice, knowing the ridicule you might sustain.”

“Because I was curious about your class,” Ovelia said, shaking her head.

“I… feel pathetic. I feel like our relationship was transactional from the start. But…” Ovelia trailed off, her voice falling soft. David saw her clear her throat, knowing exactly what she was doing.

The familiar tactic he had seen once before.

Distancing herself.

“I know what you’re doing, and you’re forgetting something very important,” he whispered, stepping closer to her. He watched Ovelia blush as he leaned forwards.

“I get to decide if I want to continue our relationship, too. You can’t decide for me. And if you haven’t realised it already, my answer is—”

Ovelia kissed him.

David kissed her back, pushing her onto the table behind them. She acquiesced, leaning backwards onto the table, and hurrying to unbutton her pants. David lifted off her shirt, revealing her large, bare breasts beneath.

“Y-you have your meeting with your friends. The beach party,” she whispered.

“Then I guess we’ll just have to hurry. For now.”

David pulled her undergarments to the side, rubbing his throbbing member against her warm sex. He relished in the way Ovelia moaned, running her hands through her wavy red hair and over her chest.

David entered her. He hooked his hands behind her legs, thrusting hard and fast. The headmistress’ nipples became erect despite their lack of foreplay and the rushed, almost frenzied start to their union, and he felt her arms encircle his own, pulling him into her. This time, with a hint of satisfaction, David realised that he was strong enough that he wasn’t utterly at her mercy.

“I think… you deserve… a reward,” Ovelia said, her word punctuated by her moans of pleasure. David could feel his own climax steadily approaching in tandem with hers as his sex rubbed into hers, each thrust bringing forth a fountain of pleasure.

“Come inside me.”

“A-are you s—”

“I’ve taken precautions.”

“Then you were prepared for this,” David said with a grin.

“Adventurers… are always prepared.” David laughed as she drew him into her, biting his lip and kissing him passionately as they reached their climax in unison. David’s sex pulsed strongly, and he could feel Ovelia’s own pulses all around him.

For a moment, they simply kissed, enjoying each other’s company.

***

“Aika? You’re still in here? Molo said that he couldn’t find you or Miki, so I’ve been searching all over the place.”

Aika pouted as she crossed her arms at the edge of the pool.

“Silofi told me that I had to. She took off the Wailer’s soul mark so my family don’t know where I am.”

“Can… I join you?”

Aika smiled coyly at him, before nodding eagerly. He was already in his swimsuit in preparation for their beach celebration, and David let out a sigh of contentment as he settled into the pool.

“Are you… alright?”

“Yeah… I think I am.”

David turned to her in concern.

“Is there anything to suggest that you’re not?”

Aika gently poked him in the cheek while pursing her lips.

“No… although I remember flashes of what it was like when the broodmother was trapped in my body.”

David gently grabbed her hand.

“Please… tell me.”

Aika’s smile faded, and she turned away from him, staring out at the rest of the springs.

“I heard the screams. The wailing. But I also felt an emotion. It felt like… desperation.”

“Desperation?”

“Mmhm.”

“Strange…” David whispered to himself, trailing off.

David had found it odd as well. He hadn’t been prepared for the strange kitsune that had burst free from the broodmother. It also seemed like the source of the screams driving the beastkin mad, may have been from the child and not the mother.

“But other than that… were there any lingering effects? Do you feel any different?”

“Well… there was something.”

Suddenly, David felt hands wrap around his shoulders from behind him, yanking him back deeper into the pool. He let out a yell before Miki surfaced with joyous laughter.

Aika and her exchanged a high-five.

“Heh. You needed a shower after your recent activities. Did you have fun?”

David paled, realising that he had done just what Miki had threatened him against by…

“You really couldn’t keep it in your pants, huh? Then let me help with that.”

“M-miki—”

David protested, but Miki slipped off his swimsuit entirely, throwing I to the side of the rock pool. She was entirely naked, pressing her perky breasts against him as she stroked his member in her hands.

“Oooh.”

“This is how you do it, Aika.”

“Can I try?”

“Sure!”

“H-hey, you two, I’m not a practice, urgh…” David let out an involuntary moan as he found out just what Aika’s ‘try’ entailed. After pulling away the wrap around her chest, she enveloped his member in her breasts before proceeding to rub up on him.

David laughed at the look of envy Miki was giving Aika, watching David melt from the pleasure of her breasts.

He stared openly at Miki and Aika’s exposed forms. It was almost too much for him to handle, as Miki ran her hands across his chest, bending over and brushing her breasts up against his face.

“All these stories about what we’ve gotten up to. But you haven’t felt this before, have you?”

“Ah!”

Aika yelped as David released, unable to control himself. His eyes widened in a mixture of anticipation and fear as Miki kissed him, pushing a dungeon core into his mouth with her tongue.

“W-wait a minute… Aika did that last time. Did you teach her?”

“Who else was going to give her tips? Molo?”

“Speaking of which, he must be waiting at the beach for us,” David mumbled with a pang of regret.

“He is! The last I saw him, he was also helping Valadria with her sunscreen. Should we just drop what we’re doing so he isn’t lonely,” Miki whispered. Then, before he could reply, the mischievous grin on her face was replaced by pleasure as Aika licked one of her ears.

“A-aika!”

David watched in stunned silence as his friends kissed, their soft bodies pressing up against each other. He watched their hands wander down to each other’s navels, and felt the throbbing sensation beneath the water grow painful at just how much he was aroused.

“I think she’s ready for you,” Miki whispered. Aika was biting her lip, attempting to give him a sly smile, but Miki’s fingers were making that a little difficult.

David immediately obliged, sliding into Aika slowly, taking in each of her ragged breaths as she attempted to contain her pleasure.

“Don’t forget about me,” Miki said, presenting herself to him, and allowing him to slide his fingers into her sex, provoking a moan.

“Faster, faster!” Aika cried, and David rushed to oblige.

David pulled his member out in the nick of time, covering Aika’s back with his seed. Before he could protest, Miki slid another core into his mouth, as her lips twisted into a wild grin.

“My turn,” she whispered.

***

“Brotha! There you are! Is it just me, or do you look a little tired!” Molo grinned mischievously, bumping his fists with David.

“Must be something in the air,” David said with a sigh. It felt like he had been drained of every single bit of energy he had regained after his post-raid rest. If his stamina stat didn’t increase from this, he’d feel cheated.

“Envious of him, big boy?” Valadria whispered in his friend’s ear. David noticed that Molo’s hand was firmly secured around her waist and had the distinct impression that they had a fruitful sunbathing session.

“Before both of you tease me any further… here. I was meaning to give this to you in my very first run.” David handed the pair of them the receipt for the buffet and room he booked in the hotel on Inazuma.

Molo exchanged a silent glance with Valadria, who returned a knowing smile.

“I’ll see you later, hon,” she said, slapping Molo’s backside. David was sure that if his friend had a tail, nothing would have stopped it from wagging in that moment. Valadria walked over to the food table where Miki, Aika, Lara and Stara were chatting.

“It’s nice to see her getting along with the others, ay?”

“Yeah… Aika’s been through the ringer. But then again, so have you,” David said, punching his friend in the shoulder. “How are you holding up?”

Molo laughed, shaking his head.

“Brotha… that dungeon… awakened something inside of me.”

“Anything I should be concerned about… ‘big boy’?”

His friend grinned in response before it gradually faded.

“Seeing those Delvers fight. Just how strong they are. I feel like I’m just at the very beginning, ay?”

“That’s because we are, brother. We haven’t explored the other coordinates that were in the beast temple. If you’re worried about not being able to stand up to classes…”

David nodded.

“Just remember that the creature that was repeatedly wiping us out time after time wasn’t some human with a fancy class.”

Molo grinned in response.

“A beast, ay. Thanks.”

“No… I have you to thank, Molo.”

His friend quirked an eyebrow at him.

“After leaving my village… I wanted nothing more than to just have a good, true friend. Every time, in each loop, you always believed me. I never had to convince you like I did the others. You trusted me. That’s a little crazy of you, you know?”

Molo just shook his head.

“I know you, brotha. I see people for who they are. Whenever you need me, I’ll be here.”

“And the same for you, too.”

“Should we kiss, brotha? I feel like the moment calls for it,” Molo said, doing an eerily accurate impersonation of Aika when she coyly pursed her lips. David grinned in satisfaction as Valadria chucked a water balloon at Molo.

“OI!”

“Afraid I can’t, brotha. Don’t want to offend the missus.”

“Already? You two move fast.”

“Says the one playing with fire. Take care of both of them, ay?”

David grinned, bumping fists with his first true friend.

“Oath to that, brother.”

***

David stared out at the sunset. The next two weeks had passed by in a blur.

Surprisingly, he had spent a whole lot of time… doing nothing.

He had pondered about what he would do if ever managed to surmount the beast rampage. Perhaps forge ahead in other Passages he had discovered, picking up on the leads they gained from the beast temple. He had spent plenty of time with his friends as well as the Headmistress, but he found his motivation waning.

The emptiness returned.

David strode down to the beach, watching the evening sun set. The waves lapped softly against the sand. He eventually came to a stop, halting by the water’s edge and looking out at the vast ocean.

His thoughts returned to Grandma Aela.

The single death that he hadn’t been able to prevent. One which occurred before the start of the loop. After informing Ovelia, she had reassured him that she would follow up with the authorities and inform him of any updates as soon as she could.

Because he lacked even a single possession of hers barring the necklace she had given him…

David spoke to the sea.

“I miss you, Grandma. I achieved some of the things I set out to do. I became an adventurer. I made my first true friends. I even managed to find girls who like me. You heard me right, ‘girls’ plural. Can you believe it?” David laughed as the wind picked up around him.

“I still wish I had more time with you. To ask you all those weird, random questions about adventuring, and about the challenges I’ve faced. So many times, I found myself wishing that I could come to you for guidance, and to listen just like you taught me to.”

David wiped a stray tear from his face.

“Thank you. For everything.”

David turned around, walking inland as the wind around him continued to pick up.

There were so many more words that he had left to say to her.

But perhaps now… he could begin to grieve. With Ovelia looking into the matter of her death, he was hopeful that there would be leads turned up in the coming days. He would see to it that whoever had killed her, would pay.

When he turned around, he noticed others around him pointing at something in the distance.

David felt a familiar prickle run down his neck.

Goosebumps erupted across his arms.

What the—

Shouts emerged from further inland, and people began rushing out onto the beach. His heart was hammering in his chest, the familiar, sick sensation of dread beginning to envelop him.

No.

No. I’m done.

We’re done with this.

David turned around.

He saw a sky covered in demons.

Sirens began to ring out further into the island. Screams broke out around him, as his shoulders slumped.

His eyes were fixed on the lead demon, who dwarfed the others around him even as far away as it was. Two huge, spiralling horns rose from the sides of his head, and David was confident that he towered over even the broodmother that they had fought.

The demon gathered a ball of what looked like pure mana in his fist, before he sent it hurtling towards the beachfront.

The world disappeared in a flash.

***

CHOO—

“Excuse me!”

Eyrie strode past him, bustling towards the platform. David’s body moved almost automatically as it began to prickle with heat, the adjustments to his stats being reflected in his flesh.

He strode forwards, gently lifting Eyrie’s suitcase and placing it onto the train.

“T-thank…”

Eyrie caught a glance of his face before her eyes widened.

This time, she didn’t sit next to him.

David closed his eyes, leaning his temple against the train window.

The scene repeated in his head.

Over and over.

The sky filled to the brim with demons, so much so that it blotted out the dying embers of sunlight. The lead demon, far larger than any that have been reported so far, obliterated the beach with its blast of impossibly powerful mana.

What's going on?

All these events, one after another.

Could they be related in some way?

If the broodmother had been beyond his capabilities…

How was he meant to fight against a demon army?

David completed the rest of his trip in a daze. He listened to the rattling of the carriage, focusing his mind on the rhythmic shaking and thumping of the train as it passed over the rails. He heard the announcer’s voice echo through the carriage, and he knew that he had arrived at his destination.

This time, his arms and legs felt weak.

He was tired.

So very tired.

The others filtered out before him, and David sat still in his seat. He only rose when the conductor inspecting the carriage came for him. David gave the man a wan smile before rising from his seat.

He stepped out onto the familiar Vediran locomotive station.

How…

Where do I even start?

What do I do?

Who do I—

“David!”

He froze, slowly lifting his head.

David stared at the oncoming figure, taking an involuntary step backwards.

“I… I remember. Everything.”

He stared at her, watching in disbelief as the girl he recognised drew his hand into her own.

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