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CHAPTER ONE


You will have to forgive me. I haven’t written a journal since I was a little girl. Sitting at my father’s side, he taught me my letters, and I used them to record my world… I’m sorry. Already, I’ve forgotten my manners. It seems like so long ago that I felt the need to use them properly. Shall we start again? With a proper introduction this time.

Hello.

My name is Princess Vhola Dollouay The Third.

Heir to the throne of Dollouay. First wife of Exile; Corvus Dollouay.

This is the story of how I died. And how I learned to live.

Rather fitting, that it all started in the heat of battle.
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It was the final push. The dungeon core was in sight, like I had hoped. We were on a deadline. Despite his impossible strength, Corvus was only one man and due to the narrow corridors and quantity of enemies, the going was slow. My father’s men were delegated to the background, attacking the odd creature that barely held to life once Corvus mowed through them. In fact, many of them didn’t see Corvus as a fellow man. He was larger than life. A mythical persona of immense power. An entity who reached unachievable goals no mortal man could accomplish in one lifetime. His entire life was focused on the singular goal of gaining strength and power. Gods be praised, his loyalties lay with my Kingdom, and not for himself.

The majority of dungeon monsters clustered around him. Coaxed in by a simple curse. Casting lure on himself, he ensured every monster present would be drawn to his exact location. Something that, most times, would be a death sentence. Especially within the confines of a dungeon.

Only, that wasn’t the case for this man. His armor wasn’t flashy. Nor did it glint in the light. Like a specter of death, he stood in the center of the battle. A stone gray mask concealed his features, shaped like that of a skull. As tall as he was, he wielded a massive scythe with a blade capable of carving through even the toughest dragon scales. In his hands, he wielded it like a consummate professional. It spun around his head and body so fast it was a blur. The deadly weapon hummed like an ominous death whistle. Occasionally it floated beside him like a sentinel—held aloft by the strange magics he wielded. The man had started life as a spellsword. What he was now—was anyone’s guess. Nobody had been able to scan him in decades, and he never responded to those who asked… According to local gossip.

Truthfully, I had only met the man before coming on this trip. A last hurrah before… well, before my wedding. That was something of a sore spot. Prince Julien Horksbry. He was a pig when he pushed me in the mud as a child. He was a pig when he kissed my Lady In Waiting when we were teens. And he was a pig, when my father met with him, and decided to avert war, by setting up a wedding between our two countries.

I used that as leverage. I forced my father into accepting the promise asked of him when I was but a child. Allow me to go on a crawl and enter my first, and most likely, last dungeon.

I was convinced, I would never get to see the core. Yet, Corvus had taken me, and by extension, my father’s guards, far deeper than I would have ever imagined.

“LOOK OUT!”

I spun, seeing the leering face of a Chimera. It leaped over my guards, who were huddled beneath with their shields. Their spears were raised to puncture the monster’s belly. But it would be far too little to save me. The monster would–

I blinked as a flash of dark gray whirled past. The great scythe barely tussled my hair as it flew over my shoulder. The Chimera though, was sliced from the tip of its nose, down the length of its spine, bisecting the creature as it flew. Its two halves passed either side of me, landing in a heap on the grass. The massive, spinning weapon, yanked sideways, barely missing a guard, and saving him in the process as it took out a straying Alpha Wolf.

I watched as that horrific, and yet oddly beautiful weapon, swung around, as if on a giant leash, and carved back into the ranks of monsters. Truthfully, it was less of a battle, and more of a slaughter. There was no glory in reaping the experience of the dungeon hordes when one was as powerful as Corvus. He was an army of one. A sheer force of will. And Gods, a girl—even a princess—could dream.

The scythe rotated in the air so it spun on a flat plane, just two feet off the ground. And with a spin of his own, the weapon behaved like it hung from a massive string and carved through dozens of monsters in mere moments. The blood hung in the air, giving everything a red haze. Had I not felt it within my bones—that he wasn’t a danger to me—I’d have been terrified. My father’s men, though, they didn’t take their eyes off him for a moment.

“Princess, we should move!”

I turned and spotted the senior guard. Captain Norsche, my father’s pick for the team, whose only job was to return me wrapped in a pretty ribbon to my father at the dungeon’s conclusion. Unfortunately for myself, he was a man of action, and if he deemed it necessary to drag me along behind him, my father would take his word that it was necessary. With a nod, I drew an arrow from my quiver and rested it on my bow. My weapon of choice, approved by my father, would leave me less than helpless. And as far from the frontlines as possible.

We pushed on, moving away from Corvus. He knew what was happening. He’d draw the monsters and let us pass. Rinse and repeat as we delved further and further. My levels had steadily risen under his protection. Not as high as I would have liked, with some of the experience going to the guards. But the steady influx of monsters created a steady stream of progression. I picked a target, a rather large owlbear, and pulled back for a shot. I focused my energies and decided to use my newest skill.

“Dire Shot.”

The arrow pulsed as my mana took hold, and I focused on the soft spot where I knew the artery was closest to the surface. With a smile, I let it go, and the arrow shot off faster than I had expected. The skill allowed me to precisely target a weak point on a specific target. The arrow flashed as it whistled through the air, and the owlbear had no chance of avoiding the shot, until it slammed into the artery in its neck.

The thick feathers absorbed most of the force. It was why I chose that spot. Nowhere else could I have made a lethal shot without first drawing the creature’s attention. It reared up in pain, and I watched as its feathers were stained red with gore. It batted at the arrow, angry at the small piece of wood, and confused with its origin. That only served to drive the shaft deeper, opening the wound even further.

It was not the quick, painless death that Corvus would have given it. Not that it mattered. Dungeon monsters would respawn in a day or two. The hardest to face were the spawned humans, thankfully, they never got this high in level. They appeared, more often, closer to the start of the dungeon. Few adventurers traveled this far, with only one man doing so regularly. Corvus. He was simply on a whole other level than most adventurers. Some of my father’s best men were barely fifty levels or higher. Corvus was rumored to have reached the maximum level. The assumption being one-hundred as the pinnacle. The man had never confirmed, or denied that to anyone.

As the owlbear tumbled to the ground, I hurried along before Captain Norsche could complain. We jogged through the grass, careful not to approach the trees surrounding this glade. All we needed to do was reach the core. That fantastical gemstone. Larger than any man, it glowed with power, and was said to house the consciousness of the dungeon itself. However, it was greed that pushed most adventurers, and would-be adventurers to seek out a core. If you managed to touch it, with no monsters present, you would be rewarded in many ways. A wealth of experience, gemstones, precious metals, and gear. It was the ultimate prize. Only the best had ever managed to achieve it and survive to tell the story.

Only one man, in recorded history, had done so alone.

Hence why my father insisted on choosing him as my escort. While my father’s men were charged to keep me safe, Corvus was here to kill the monsters that threatened us. And kill he did. The mini-bosses posed no threat. The Hellhound, on the fifth level, died as quickly as the Chimera. A Minotaur on the tenth level survived only a moment longer. The terror I felt seeing a dragon for the first time on the twentieth floor vanished as quickly as its wings did.

Until here, now, on the thirtieth floor; the dungeon unleashed an army of high-level monsters. Desperate to find some exploitable weakness, even if it were simply to drown us in numbers. Part of me pitied the dungeon. There was no force greater in this world than Corvus.

So, we pushed on. Leaving him to his work, as my father’s men cut down the few stragglers we came across. I helped where I could. Firing an arrow or two, pushing a creature offside, or enticing it to attack, rather than wait behind a larger ally. My father’s men were strong, and more than capable of taking a singular beast or two. Our opponents levels were high, but they were still simply beasts. A bit of teamwork, a sword in the right spot, and level meant nothing beyond how long it took to bleed out.

“That’s it!” one of the men cheered. “We’ve done it!”

I grinned at his excitement. Captain Norsche would likely have him on an extra watch for breaking protocol and speaking out of turn. It would be worth it, though. The core was within reach. That massive gemstone, set into the base of a sheer cliff. Normally it would have been guarded by a horde of monsters, but they had been drawn off to fight Corvus, leaving me to–

“Let’s go,” Captain Norsche raised a hand to touch the gem.

My heart sank. This was my run. My opportunity. The last small freedom I would get, before being shipped away to live as some broodmare to a pig prince, soon to be pig king. I was supposed to be the–EEK!

A gray blur slammed into the stone beside the gem. Captain Norsche yelped as the blade sparked off his gloves, leaving the tips of his fingers stinging. He spun and glared down at Corvus. And the man stared right back. You couldn’t see it. Not through his helmet. But when a man like Corvus stared at you… You could feel it. The weight behind his very gaze. I blushed and shook my head. It was just a dumb fantasy. That he would take a liking to me. That he would take me away. Save me from serving my people on my back. Not that I would complain about serving Corvus from the same position.

“The lady finishes the dungeon,” he called, sounding like he was shouting down an empty corridor.

Captain Norsche sucked his teeth for a moment before stepping back. “Apologies, Princess. He is correct.”

At those words, Corvus made a gesture as he slowly walked towards us. The scythe detached from the wall and whistled across the clearing before slamming into his armored palm. With a flurry, he spun it around and slammed the butt into the ground. A green pulse washed out, and suddenly he wasn’t the terrifying visage of death, but a middle-aged, slightly graying man. His black hair framed his face, where his piercing green eyes took us all in.

He didn’t smile, he rarely spoke, and he walked with a confident, but slow gait. He gave me a subtle nod, and I smiled before pressing forward toward the core. When I placed my hand upon it, my whole world lit up with warmth as power flowed into me.
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Princess Vhola’s hair whipped around her as the core pushed out its reward. What she chose would be hers, and hers alone to decide. That asshole Norsche was about to end it himself. That would have broken her heart. And I was a man of my word. The guards were here to keep her safe. But I was here to lead the way. The agreement I had with the King, her father, was that I would get her here. And that she would be the one to claim the dungeon. It was more a matter of pride than one of any real substance. Something I had long since given up caring about. There were only so many dungeons one could conquer on their own before the task became monotonous.

As the power of the dungeon swept over us, I felt the small nudge of experience. Only, at my maximum level, it was like prodding a solid wall, and it simply washed over me, infusing with the dungeon once more. From the grins of the guards, I could only assume they each leveled at least once. The Princess herself probably went up by several. She was barely in her teens when we started this journey. It was likely she would be approaching thirty by the time we got out. Her new husband was going to have one hell of a woman on his hands when she walked in. Part of me was proud of that fact.

But then part of me was deeply worried for the girl. A few years out of her teens, she was a young beauty. A prize for any man. It was such a shame her father was being forced to sell her off like cattle. King Horksbry was a vicious man. He took the lands to the east by brute force. Killing all those who opposed him, married daughters to the ones who did, and enshrined his rule through blood, rituals, and death. Part of me wondered if I could change things. Just march in and unleash hell within the royal palace.

I seriously considered it once. But where would that lead? Bloodshed. More and more bloodshed. Whether mine, or others, or simply those taken advantage of in the power vacuum. Even had I the desire to take control of an entire nation, I wouldn’t be able to do it without yet more pain and suffering. As much as I hated to admit—Princess Vhola’s arranged marriage was the best thing for both nations. Even if it chafed me to watch her go. She would have to grow tough in this world. She wouldn’t have a choice.

I kept the smile off my face as the power died down. The final surge washed away the hurts and pain suffered by the guard. The small percentage of my mana consumption was restored as well. Not that my consumption was ever a concern. At my level, a few hours of quiet walking was all I needed to be back at capacity. And I’d have that on the way back.

Leaving a dungeon was never as exciting as entering it. Most of the monsters were drawn in on arrival. For our return trip, the first few days would be rather devoid of creatures. By the time we got back to any area where they respawned in numbers great enough to be considered a threat, their levels were be sorely diminished. It took time for a dungeon to regrow their minions. Therefore, easier for those retracing their steps to deal with them.

Though this walk would be my longest yet. I had tried to avoid the inquisitive Princess and her questions. Yet, the harder I tried to stay away, it seemed the harder she tried to pry away at my secrets. Knowledge of life and dungeon I was happy to share, but she had also pried at my past. Wanting to know about family or friends… even lovers.

When one gets as strong as I, it is a rare day that someone associates with you for much more than a desire to use you to their advantage. I found it far easier to live alone, and with as few comforts as possible. What good would an estate give me, other than a mailing address for the local nobles to send invitations? No, the life of a wandering adventurer was for me. At least it was, until the King paid scryers to find me, and ask me to attend him.

I wanted to refuse when I heard his question. But the look on the Princesses face when I tried nearly broke me. She reminded me of someone I once knew. And that was the very reason I stopped that ass Norsche from touching the core. This was the last chance she had of doing something she truly wanted, and I was damned if I was going to let anything get in the way of her last bit of freedom.

“Corvus?”

I nodded slowly, coming back to my senses as she approached with a smile. The guards were scooping piles of gems into their own spatial bags. Norsche held up a fine-looking blade, examining it for any hidden enchantments.

“Well don–”

Her lips met my own. Her tongue slipped between my teeth. I froze in place, unsure of what was happening. And before I could rationalize what to do, she pulled away with a heartfelt sigh.

“Apologies, Corvus.”

I stared as she turned and began to walk away. Captain Norsche stared at me for a moment. As if considering what he would say. In the end, though, he said nothing. There was no threat on this earth that could be held against me. Calling these men my inferiors was like describing how easy it was to crush an ant. Short of lopping my head off in a surprise attack, there was nothing anyone could do without an army.

Technically, I’d just killed an army.

The Princess was quiet on the return trip. The first two days for our return to the dungeon entrance were in almost complete silence, and the absence of her questions unexpectedly tugged at me. Only now, with the exit in distant view, did our group begin to animate once more. The only words spoken were between the guards, as they talked about guard duty, or assigned tasks. I was left alone, shunned by all. I accepted my place. It was necessary. It was one thing about the Princess kissing me. Another entirely, if I had kissed back. The more I thought about it, though… The more I wish I had. That crestfallen look on her face as she stepped back. It wasn’t what I expected. And despite it not being something I was prepared for, I couldn’t help but chastise myself for not taking the chance for what it was. And now, the young woman, bristling with energy, life and joy—was dark, gloomy and despondent.

“Corvus?”

I glanced up and frowned at Norsche. He was staring off into the distance, and I locked onto what it was he had spotted.

“Friends?” I asked.

“Something must have happened,” Norsche frowned. “We should hurry.”

I glanced at the Princess, seeing for the first time since the kiss something other than depression written across her face. The men approaching were dressed in royal colors. Why they had followed us into the dungeon, I didn’t know. They were moving quickly, charging towards us on horseback. I supposed, the way would have been clear enough. Besides, this was a life dungeon. Meaning, it emulated many things found in the natural world to sustain and nourish life. Flora and fauna, and fresh flowing water with fish swimming within. Birds and insects and even sunlight above in certain sections of the dungeon, inclusive of a night and day cycle.

In either case, whatever the problem was that was racing towards us. It had nothing to do with me. These men would fall in, or I would make them. The Princess was my responsibility until I got her out. Once outside the dungeon, she could do as she wished. I didn’t intend to collect my payment. I didn’t even have somewhere to store it. My spatial pockets contained all I needed. Tools, a tent, some rations and an enchanted flask that refilled by absorbing the water in the air. It didn’t work in some of the drier dungeons, but it worked perfectly well in a life dungeon.

Norsche gave me a strained look before shaking his head. It was well known that I refused to take horses. And it was decided that without the benefit of their speed, there was no point in bringing them at all for this trip. With a shake of his head, he set off at a run to meet them, leaving me with the rest of the group and the princess.

“This doesn’t feel right,” she murmured.

I glanced at her, and she looked at me for the first time since the kiss. I could see the conflicted emotions on her face. Conflicted about how to address me. Conflicted about what caused this turn of events. Conflicted about what to do next. It was all there, and there was nothing I could add. I didn’t know what was about to happen. And my concern for the Princess grew when her eyes went wide in fear.

I glanced back the way we came. To the nearest pile of corpses. And amongst them was a single being. My blood ran cold, and I took a steadying breath.

“I think I know why your father sent more guards.”

“What is a Lich doing here?” she whimpered.

I didn’t respond. There was only one option. And I charged. It was my downfall. The only real weakness I had. Despite my strength, my dexterity and mastery of my subclass, I was only as fast as an average man. My summoned scythe was faster than me. It was designed to cover that obvious flaw. But I only had my staff out, not thinking anything dangerous would be this close to the dungeon entrance. So I ran closer to ensure the moment I summoned my scythe, I would be in range to hopefully take out the Lich as quickly as possible. I spun my staff around, thumping it into the ground. My arcane enchantments drew on my mana, forming my armor and transforming my staff into its more lethal form—the scythe. Their enchantments were bound to my very soul and fed on my life force to sustain themselves. In return, my weapons and equipment were growth items. They grew and leveled, right along with me. The only chance an opponent had of defeating me would be to fight me until my mana ran out. Something a properly prepared Lich was capable of doing.

I tensed my legs and made a leap. The force of the jump punched holes in the ground. I sailed through the air, holding my scythe behind me as I rotated through. If I could time this right, I could end the Lich on the first blow, leaving only the few summoned undead monsters to draw away from the Princess. I roared as I spun and unleashed my inhumanly proportioned weapon adding as much impetus in the throw that I could manage. It howled through the air, heading straight for the Lich.

I was too late for the first wave. Monsters began to rise. Piecing themselves back together from mostly solid chunks. I began to form the link with my weapon, to snatch it back and redirect it with my will. But it was the scream that tore my attention.

I couldn’t stop. Not like this. Not with my weapon flying. I had to end this now. And I believed myself successful, as my scythe cleaved the Lich in two.

Only to reform the moment my weapon passed through it. In my confusion, I yanked back on the spell, pulling my weapon around for a second pass. Only for it to pierce the veil of illusion that had distracted me.

“CORVUS!”

I turned as the horses finally reached the guards. There was a lump further off where Norsche had been run down. Princess Vhola was sprinting towards me. But the horses were faster. The guards who remained behind to block the horses went down with terrible screams. They took a horse with them, catching it in the chest with a well-placed spear. Not that it saved them.

I howled in anger, throwing my scythe back the way I had come.

I watched in horror as I saw a rider lift a dart.

The scythe would end them.

But not before I could save her.

Vhola’s scream echoed around me as my weapon tore the assassin to pieces. The others, seeing the princess fall, turned and fled. I sent my weapon after them, to no avail, as they detoured out of sight. Leaving me to watch as the illusionary Lich faded into oblivion, along with the monsters it raised to fight me.

When I reached Princess Vhola, she was still conscious. She was pale, clammy, and I recognized the effects of a fast acting poison. She shivered as I checked her pulse, and I grew concerned at how fast her heart was beating. I needed to get her out. Dungeons devoured the energy and souls of adventurers who fell here. In a Life dungeon such as this place, her soul and visage could and would be used. This dungeon had been known to use humanoid monsters with the faces of those who had died here. The idea she would be trapped in this dungeon forever, as one of its creatures, was abhorrent to me.

Pulling the young woman into my arms, I ran. She clung to me, her eyes glazed over. Her body twitched, and I began feeding her health potions. Poison antidotes existed, but I was no apothecary, and giving her the wrong one could prove fatal on its own.

“Corvus,” she whimpered.

I growled and cupped the back of her head. Lifting, I placed my final health potion at her lips and watched her swallow it down. Only for her to bring it right back up. I was out of time, and I needed to move.

“Corvus,” she tried once more.

“I need to get you out,” I grunted as I ran. “If you die here, you’re stuck in the dungeon forever.”

“Is that so much different from where I will end up, should I survive?”

I chose not to respond, and she wheezed.

“Corvus?”

I entered the tunnel that led out of the dungeon.

“... Corvus…”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t save you,” I growled.

“... I wish it would have been you…”

I felt it then. The moment she went limp. I didn’t know where the boundary was. Which end of the tunnel was the exit? Was it the midway point? I didn’t know. But I howled my rage as I burst out into the sunlight. Outside, the sky was blue, not a cloud in the sky. The small camp that had sprung up around the dungeon was all but destroyed. The men who killed the princess murdered dozens as they stormed the town. It was clear where they got the uniforms. The few who remained stared at me, or more precisely, the limp body of the princess, in horror.
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He tells me he wept for days. That he cradled my body the whole way back to my father. Only at father’s direct order did he finally release me to be prepared for burial. Those first days were strange… Like a dream, not unlike reality. To remember one’s own death is a strange thing. But to die in a dungeon of Life? That is stranger still.

And I’ve never been happier.


CHAPTER TWO


They wouldn’t even let me watch her burial. Not that I blamed them. I had failed. Even if that failure was tainted in the unknown. The King, with tears in his eyes, had cursed my name, my heritage, and my ancestors. And had I known who any of those were, I may have been offended. His daughter’s body, draped in cloth, upon a litter by his feet was all I cared about. That young woman, so full of life, wonder and promise. Her fate was not a happy one. But had I not failed, she would be alive, nonetheless.

And now, as I strode down empty roads, pack over my shoulder. I had the King’s ultimate words echoing in the back of my mind…

“Exile… You are to leave my lands, upon pain of death. All those you seek, must aid you only in hastening your departure, or they too will share your fate. I pray only that my daughter may move on in peace.”

I checked my status screen for the umpteenth time and saw the same notification I always had. Just the one word, covering my entire stat list. EXILE. It wasn’t a true title. It wouldn’t affect me in any way. But it was set in a way that anyone I came in contact with would see that title. Which in itself was a little strange. Most people couldn’t scan my stats at all. Being able to find any information was a novel experience for me.

And so I walked.

And walked.

… And walked…

Beyond it all, there was a task in the back of my mind. One that I could not ignore. There was a nagging fear, one I couldn’t get rid of until I saw for myself. While I got the Princess’ body out of the dungeon. I did not know where her soul resided. I, like the King, prayed to whatever gods existed, that she had moved on. Eternal paradise, to be reborn again—or whatever doctrines were being taught to the masses. Either way, I did not know. I only hoped that it wasn’t the alternative. There was only one way to be certain.

People had pointed, sneered and made subtle threats as I passed through the small towns that sprung up in the mountain's shadow where the Life dungeon resided. Some of the smarter people took a second glance at their notifications, and quickly got out of my way. While the Exile tag was special, that didn’t diminish my stats, nor my power in the least. At the level I was, nobody was able to see my stats and it made the foolish bold. Thankfully for all involved they were few and far between.

Judging by the gasps and stares, I was sure more than one realized who I was. Though last time I had come through, I had a retinue of Royal Guards along with the Princess. Many nobles and self-important people had taken notice of my humble appearance and dismissed me out of hand. At the time, that was my intent.

This time, if they started something with me… Well, it did a person good to be reminded that they were only human. They would either fall in line or be buried. If that required a few examples, then so be it. A pompous higher leveled noble was one of the first of the examples I had to make. The rest of them left me alone, once they realized their title would not spare them the same fate as the first man. The second example was a group of mercenary adventurers hired to rough me up or take me out of they could. I planted the mercenary leader’s head atop a spike outside the manor of the man who hired them. On his front door painted in blood, was the mark I was famous for. A crow in flight. I was not some callous murderer. However, I was not one to suffer an enemy at my back. In my line of work, to survive, you needed a touch of ruthlessness, and I hadn’t gotten to my level by backing down from a fight. Besides, I wasn’t a handsome man. My features were quite ordinary and I was easily overlooked in a crowd. Therefore, unless notified or warned, it was hard for some to put my face to that of my moniker.

Corvus The Crow.

I was proud when I heard it the first time. It meant something and that I was being recognized. For a young man who grew up with nothing; gaining a reputation was something I craved. So, when new dungeons sprang up in strange places, unleashing monsters into the over-world, I found a way to get out of the dead end I could see myself heading towards. It was how I earned my living as a boy. Hunting, fighting and learning to survive, rather than suffer in the squalid conditions of the orphanage I was dumped at. Until one day, a dungeon unleashed monsters not seen for generations. I fought alongside a team of like-minded individuals.

It was a narrow thing. I used my Lure curse to keep the monsters from roaming away to the nearby town. My comrades did their best to keep me alive as I cleaved the monsters with an old war ax. By the end of the third day, a group of adventurers found me. The sole survivor, pinned under the corpses of the monsters I had slain. My cries for help, drowned out by the cawing of the carrion birds coming to feast.

I was barely twenty years old. I was young. Stupid. The men and women at my side, that I had called friends, were gone. In their place, I remained alive; the combined experience of the monsters… and my friends death’s pumping through my veins. The levels I gained in moments, was a rush unlike any other. Though in retrospect, the cost far outweighed the gain. The town called me a hero. The King, a young man, offered me a reward of my choosing. He was skeptical when I asked for a tutor in Arcane Magic. But the results—sixty years later—were indisputable, despite my shortcomings.

If anyone was going to make sure the Princess could move on—it was going to be me. In the past, royalty had led armies into a dungeon; however, there were consequences by doing that. Too great a party size, and the dungeon was free to use all sorts of nasty surprises. Each dungeon had a set amount of people it would allow within before its limiters were broken and it unleashed powerful defenders and continual respawns. That wasn’t a guarantee of failure, but if that wasn’t a deterrent, most cities and countries relied on the various resources dungeons provided. Not to mention, the training grounds they had become from adventurers and armies alike. So most dungeons were considered national treasures.

Now, with the threat of war on the horizon, no army was coming to take revenge, no matter how much the king would wish it so. Besides, the Southern Range Dungeon had only been conquered by one man. Many had tried, and many more had died. Despite that, it remained popular. Life dungeon’s, by default, were easier to run. Food and water were plentiful, there were livestock to feed the predators, as well as many herbivore creatures to fill a man’s belly. Therefore less need to carry supplies. And while monsters were aplenty, traps were rare and so were curses within a life dungeon. Not to mention, there was no chance of running into spirits or the undead.

Both of which you need specialist equipment to put down permanently. No… A life dungeon was the best choice by far. If not for their hostile monsters outside that regularly traveled through the “safe zones”, they would be lovely places to live in. It was a shame I was going to destroy it. That happened occasionally. If a dungeon sprung up in the wrong place, or caused too many problems; it would be destroyed before it gained too much strength. This dungeon had lucked out several times. Being so far away from civilization at the time it was birthed, allowed it to remain unknown. Especially since its entrance was hidden up on the side of a mountain range. What made it less obvious was that its monsters, when they finally spilled out, behaved and mingled with the wildlife that lived in the area.

History tells me that it was believed that something in the area had empowered the natural creatures. And it was only a decade before I was born that the entrance to the dungeon was discovered at all. Likely, it had been there for centuries, growing slowly in power as the monsters spilled from its borders, hunted wildlife and the occasional weary traveler.

Now, only weeks from my last visit—I was going to destroy it entirely. What happened next was not of my concern. The destruction of dungeons was violent. Those who went to the extreme usually did so with the help of artificers using strange contraptions and rigged explosives. They would exhaust the dungeon, force it to use all of its available creatures. Only when it was finally subdued, they would make for the exit and time it to explode before they exited.

Things sometimes went wrong. An explosive might detonate early. A hidden monster or trap could activate. Or a lower floor may still be infested and slow their escape. The inherent dangers in destroying a dungeon were well known, but not widely circulated. And this one, having as many floors as it did, likely felt secure in the knowledge that only a being with nothing left to lose would ever try it.

A being like me.

I could see the small camp up ahead, near the base of the ranges and only a few hundred feet away from the dungeon entrance. There was a shrine built there, and people prayed there regularly. The assassins had killed indiscriminately, and this village had suffered the most from that tragedy. The bodies of those who lived here, before the assassins, were buried in graves beside the town. But this shrine was a memorial of sorts for all who fell within the dungeon. In the past, bereaved family or loved ones had attempted to enter the dungeon in hopes of seeing their fallen—one last time. The shrine was an attempt for those still mourning to find solace, rather than die within the dungeon. Usually this dungeon had guards stationed outside of it to keep people without a writ of passage from entering. Today it was manned by locals. The guards charged with keeping an eye on the dungeon were some of the first to die. Several people stopped and stared as I strode amongst them. They murmured amidst themselves and got out of my way.

“Corvus!”

I paused, staring into the dark entrance of the dungeon, before turning back to the man who called my name. He looked like the alderman of one of the nearby villages. I had met most of them over the years. Despite my middle-aged appearance, levels slowed the aging process. And in the sixty or so years I had lived, I was older than he was.

“Is anyone inside the dungeon?” I asked softly.

The man frowned. “I… I can’t answer that. I don’t even know what you are doing here.”

I gave him a cold smile. “I’m destroying the dungeon.”

The old man’s eyes went wide. “You can’t!”

I turned away as he shouted my name. There was no use talking. If they knew what was good for them. They would stop anyone else from entering behind me.

“YOU’LL DIE!”

Raising my staff, I thumped it against the ground. The arcane runes activated, checking I was the bonded wielder. It worked almost like an enchantment; however, rather than being magically charged and replenished from ambient mana like most enchantments—it siphoned its power directly from my mana pool. Since everyone’s mana was unique to each individual, my runes only activated when it sensed my mana signature. That was the second difference to a normal enchantment. Anyone’s mana could activate an enchantment, while arcane runes almost created sentience, or something close enough to allow it to be more discerning in who’s mana powers it.

My black armor phased into reality, enclosing me in darkness, before the faceplate activated, brightening my view once more. It was a clever thing, something I was proud of creating myself. Rather than wasting mana trying to illuminate the darkness within my helmet, my visor illuminated an outline, like a three dimensional sketch. With my dexterity maxed at my racial cap, I could see even the faintest and thinnest of these lines, providing me a monochrome, but entirely unimpeded view, through my solid faceplate.

“If you have friends inside. I suggest you find them quickly,” I announced, before striding forward once more.

The tunnel was long. Far longer than I remembered. Dungeons had rarely felt dangerous to me. Even the worst of them—filled with toxic clouds, poisonous monsters and vile purification curses—were little more than inconveniences to me. I could regenerate my mana quickly enough that I never had to leave my armor. Even sleeping in it if necessary. With my stats as high as it was, I could go for weeks without food or water, even with the debuffs.

Life for me was not difficult. When I could take anything I wanted by force, with no consequences—I deliberately chose to do things the hard way. It was why I walked, rather than rode horses. It was why I rarely accepted payment for services. And why I usually slept in a tent, rather than hire rooms in taverns. Despite all my power. I was a man. And one day, soon, I was going to die. There would be no grand monument in my name. Even those who would have, could no longer do so with my exile.

No… I was happy with my mortal foibles. And…

“Hello Corvus.”

I didn’t breathe. Not even a twitch. I froze entirely as thoughts whirled through my head. She was exactly as I remembered her. That bright eyed gaze. That small smile that never left her lips. The inquisitive look in her eyes that told me she knew far more than she would admit. Everything was the same, right down to the scrape of her armguard, where her bow grazed along with each shot.

“I was too late,” I bemoaned. “Please forgive me.”

Princess Vhola was as lovely in life as she was in death. Though, as a dungeon creature. That was likely worse than death. I had hoped this wasn’t her fate. I had hoped she had moved on. Begged, even. If she were here. I knew what I needed to do.

“Corvus?” she called as I turned away.

I didn’t bother scanning her before continuing my march. Even had she received some kind of boost to her abilities, there was nothing alive in this dungeon, save perhaps the dragons, that could physically harm me. Even then, they would have to drown me in dragon fire for several minutes to risk doing me permanent harm. One mid-levelled bowmen was no threat to me. And the idea of cutting her down, dungeon monster or not, was not something that appealed to me.

“CORVUS!”

I ignored her as I continued to march. Any moment now, an arrow would slam into my back. Maybe a leg. Her Dire Shot would make her pinpoint the joints, not that it would help. The scratch she would leave would fill back in as quickly as my mana could regenerate. It was part of why I had been so successful. Intelligence to replenish my mana. Dexterity to wield any weapon I saw fit. And Strength, to ensure I didn’t struggle to do so. Then, by tying my offense and defense directly into my mana with the skills I learned from my Arcane teacher. I was the ultimate tank.

“I’m talking to you!” Princess Vhola snapped as she jogged up beside me. “Why are you walking away from me?!”

“Because I need to end this,” I replied, refusing to look at her.

She let out an exasperated growl. “You realize that if you kill the dungeon, you’ll kill me, right?”

“That is the plan, yes,” I nodded. “You’ll be free to move on to the afterlife you deserve.”

“And what about what I want?”

I frowned and shook my head. “Princess, you died. You’re a dungeon monster now.”

“So that’s it?” She snapped. “You’re just going to walk in here. Go up to the core, and kill it, me and yourself?”

“Yup.”

“You don’t care if I’m dead?”

I sighed, “You’re already dead. You’re just a copy.”

“A copy with all of my original thoughts, feelings, memories, and soul,” she listed.

I shook my head. “You’re a summon of the dungeon. There’s probably a dozen of you hiding…” I frowned, and came to a halt.

This was the first level. Nothing here should be over level three except the floor boss. And Princess Vhola was ten times that. I braced myself and turned to face her for the first time. I could see the shape of her face clearly. Those eyes of hers were rivers of blue. The hair on her head, a dark brown and the color of her cheeks were rosy, making her freckles stand out.

I concentrated and got her stat summary to appear before me. I didn’t want an in-depth scan of her stats, just reading for the basics. She was level thirty-one. Powerful enough to be down on the tenth floor with a dozen just like her. Same faces, same memories, same identities. Just simple copies of the original.

“What are you doing here?” I mused to myself.

The Princess scoffed. “I’m trying to talk to you.”

I frowned and shook my head. “No… I…” I sighed, realizing this conversation was pointless. “Never mind.”

“No,” she growled as I turned and started walking. “Tell me what you were thinking?”

I remained tight-lipped. While I didn’t have it in me to kill her. I wasn’t going to give the dungeon any more information than necessary. If something was going on with it, and the monsters on this level were being generated at higher levels, I could be in for an actual fight. Was that possible? Did the dungeon know I was trying to kill it? Maybe she was sent as a distraction?

There were too many possibilities. Things I didn’t like to think about. Not that I needed to. There was a soft growl off to my right, and I turned, spotting one of the common wolves from this floor.

“I have it!”

I watched as Princess Vhola drew an arrow and took aim. I had enough time to scan the wolf, confirming it was only level two, before her arrow took it in the chest. She hadn’t used a skill, relying on her aim to take the creature down without effort. I felt the barest nudge of experience wash over me, unable to be absorbed due to my maxed level.

While it wasn’t impossible for a dungeon creature to kill another. It was usually as part of some cycle. A life dungeon like this would have wolves and deer on the same floor. The deer would eat the plants, the wolves would eat the deer and so on. But never before had I seen an instance of a dungeon creature, killing another as if in self-defense.

I looked back at the Princess, who smiled at me in delight. I knew that look. It was one I had seen the first time she killed a creature before I could. She expected praise. For me to tell her how much she had improved, but… It wasn’t her. She was just a copy. A spawn of the dungeon, without real personality or identity, despite what she told me. And it felt like my heart was tearing in two.

I swallowed softly and tensed my legs. Princess Vhola frowned, realizing I wasn’t going to praise her. Only for me to leap into the air away from her. The ground fractured from my strength, and I watched as the shockwave knocked the Princess off her feet. I just needed to get away from her. To get off this floor. If I could outpace her, get to the next floor in time, I could finish my mission and be done with it.

I picked my landing spot. Without knowing exactly where I had leaped, it was luck that I wasn't about to land in a lake. The tree, though, was not so lucky. I swung back my scythe and hacked through the top of the tree. Like a hot knife through butter, I landed on the tumbling top half and kept my balance as it slammed into the ground beneath me. A bear roared angrily at the disruption, likely the floor boss. There were a few bears on this floor, but this one looked larger than normal. Before it could react, my scythe opened it from chin to groin. As the two halves fell apart, I checked my bearings and tensed my legs once more.

This time, I aimed for where I could feel the entrance to the next floor was. I thrust myself up into the air. By swinging my scythe, I could use it as a rudder and I steered myself through the air to a clearing. This landing was much easier, and I flexed my legs to absorb the impact before leaping once more.

I was able to travel immense distances quickly like this. The terrain suffered from it, and it made me a target for flying monsters, so it was something I avoided more often than not. Being attacked by a flock of crows mid-air was one thing. Being caught mid jump by a dragon was another. Not necessarily a threat, but it’s annoying to cut myself free and find I’m tumbling over a body of water.

For the first few floors, at least. There was nothing like that to worry about. What did worry me was the angry-looking Princess waiting for me as I stepped through into the second floor.

“You left me behind,” she grumped.

I looked around. The fact she was here, and not running desperately through the first level, was all the more proof she was a dungeon creature. Another copy, just waiting for me to arrive. Another attempt to sway my sanity away from total annihilation. This floor wasn’t the dense forest of the first. The gaps between the trees were wider, the grass taller, and the air drier. The creatures on this floor were stronger, smarter, and far deadlier. Up to level six, I could find larger variants of the wolves, as well as the occasional snake.

And I had no plans to spend it listening to the dungeon creature pretending to be the princess. With a flex of my legs, I caught a glimpse of her annoyance before I sailed once again into the air. At the apex of the leap, I spotted the entrance to the next floor. It was just as far as the last floor, but much easier to spot. I was just thankful that this dungeon lacked the mazes of some others. A life dungeon wanted its creatures to roam.

On my third leap, I spotted a long bird flying towards me—screeching. I hurled my scythe to intercept. Like the bear, it proved no match for my weapon, that I whirled around. I felt the connection to my weapon and redirected it to return. The impact came hard, and it spun me around as I came in for a landing. The impact threw me off a little, but it was manageable and I threw myself into the air once more. Another few leaps, and I was passing through the tunnel into the third floor and…

I glanced around. She wasn’t here. The trees were gone, and this was the prairies. Rolling, flat hills in all directions. The soft wind blew, bringing hints of rain. That was the main danger of this part of the dungeon. Storms could come out of nowhere. They weren’t targeted. Not like a real trap. That didn’t make them any less deadly. But…

“CORVUS!”

I grimaced as I looked to my right. She was coming. Sprinting along with a dozen wargs chasing her. They were rare here, but not unheard of. The boss on this floor was an alpha, and… What did it matter? She was a dungeon creature. She didn’t need me. Whatever the dungeon was trying to pull meant nothing to me. She was dead. What I saw before me wasn’t her. She was a copy. One of many that the dungeon had seen fit to throw in my–

“CORVUS PLEASE?!”

I grit my teeth and heard a scream. The snarling of the wolves told me they had caught their prey. I could hear the snarling as they bit down, and the Princess wailed in agony. I tensed my legs to leave, and…

“Fuck.”

The scythe whistled as it carved through their ranks. The wargs didn’t know what hit them. One moment they were focused on their prey, the next they were missing limbs, tails, or, in the case of two, simply carved in half. The survivors, still capable, leaped back in shock as I redirected my scythe for the second pass. They looked for the owner of the weapon as I activated my lure. It was a curse aimed at myself, that made me the target of nearby monsters. And these low-level creatures stood no chance to ignore it.

Princess Vhola was curled up in the fetal position, bleeding from several wounds, as the surviving wargs charged me. That just caused them to bunch up. My returning scythe hit them in the rear, carving down the middle before smacking into my palm with a heavy clap. Three surviving wargs were on me moments later. The first I backhanded casually. The force was so great, its head exploded sideways, sending pieces of its skull into the one beside it. Those pieces shredded the second warg, tripping it, where I stomped on the back of its head. The third let out a mournful howl before my scythe removed its head from its body.

I took a deep breath and shook my head. This was stupid. This whole thing was stupid. I should have just left and been done with it. But that small part of me couldn’t simply leave her to die. And I couldn’t leave her now either. I felt twisted emotions bubbling inside me as I approached the weeping princess. She clutched her hands to her chest as she bled profusely. Her arms and legs were gashed and torn. There were even marks on her face as she blinked up at me.

My heart broke seeing her like this. And dungeon creature or not, I pulled her into my arms. She moaned pitifully as I watched flaps of skin and flesh open up, showing me the bone of her forearm. Without a thought, I plucked a healing potion from my pack and pressed it to her lips. She drank it eagerly, and I held her as she healed in my arms. Her broken sobbing turned to soft whimpers until that shifted once more.

I didn’t know what it meant to hold a dungeon creature as she cried. I didn’t know what it meant to see one so alive. This life dungeon had never made its human monsters so… lifelike before. The ones who died in the dungeon came back empty. They would talk, they would say things that mimicked life. Comment on actions, tell each other stories. But they always seemed robotic. Not quite… alive. That is… until now.

“What were you doing out there?” I asked.

“Trying to get to the entrance before you,” she trembled. “I bumped into those wargs and they started chasing me.”

“Your bow?”

“Over the hill,” she waved, before grimacing at the scars on her historically flawless arm.

I shook my head. “Why didn’t you just spawn by the entrance?”

“The dungeon has shortcuts that I can use,” she pressed her face into my shoulder. “We were near it on the first floor when you jumped. I only just got there in time on the second floor. You beat me here.”

I frowned. “You’re the same Princess from the first floor?”

She nodded slowly. “There’s only me, I swear. I don’t even know if I’ll come back if I die again.”

I frowned at her words. That seemed unlikely. Either the dungeon was setting me up for a trap. Or something much stranger was going on.


CHAPTER THREE


As the drake keeled over, I stepped back and looked around for Vhola. She was sitting in a tree, bow drawn and arrow at the ready. Around the base was a dozen or so dead kobold. We had made it to the ranges on the tenth floor and I thought it best to take care of the floor boss before we stopped for the night. The dungeon was always quieter without the boss. Almost like it was holding its breath.

Vhola scanned the ground before pulling back her bow. I raised an eyebrow as she took aim below before releasing. I heard the pained squeak of a dying kobold and smirked. The bastard creatures weren’t much on their own. In groups, in a den, or with time to set a trap, they were quite devious. Fortunately, with the drake as the floor boss, they also had something to worship. So the mountains weren’t as heavily trapped as they would have been on other floors.

If they put out as many as they’d have liked, they may have injured the drake. Something they would rather die to avoid. It was then easy to use the same paths the drake would take, ensuring we travelled through unharmed, with almost no effort.

However, that would be something to do in the morning. Right now, I wanted to get some rest. While my endurance was high enough to carry on for days without rest; Vhola’s was not. I still wasn’t sure what to think about her. She looked, sounded and behaved just like the Princess. I had to constantly remind myself that she was a dungeon monster. That she wasn’t real, and that this was likely some ultimate plan by the dungeon to trick me into sparing it.

“Eeek!”

I flinched and spun, seeing Vhola botch the landing. She had slipped off the branch and dropped to the ground, only to land on her ass with a pout.

“Are you okay?” Those words slipped out of my mouth before I could think. Of course she was. She was a dungeon creature. Even if I left her to those Wargs, she would just respawn somewhere.

“I’m fine,” she pouted. “Just slipped.”

I held out my armored hand, and she took it with a grimace. It was no effort pulling her upright, and I turned about to look at the surroundings. Trees, rocks… trees and more rocks. This mountain range was the first in the dungeon. A physical barrier to climb, where the entrance to the eleventh floor was at one of the peaks. While that sounded strange and intimidating trying to work out which one, it was simple. The mountain with the drake on it was the one with the exit.

“Do we have time to reach the top?” she asked.

I thought about our first trip. Truthfully, her retinue of guards had slowed us down considerably. If I threw her over my shoulder, I could leap and make it to the summit in just a few moments. I didn’t want to do that, though. That felt cheap, and this entire situation was already far more personal than I was able to comprehend with words.

“We can climb for a while,” I nodded at the track the drake used. “We’ll camp when we find a clearing.”

“Okay,” Princess Vhola bounced to my side. “Should… ummm.”

I turned and regarded her for a moment. “Should?”

“One sec,” she smiled, before rushing over to the drake.

The gargantuan beast was in pieces. Thirty feet from nose to the tip of its tail, the monster was four limbed and flightless. They weren’t particularly intelligent for the lesser dragons, but they had high physical stats. Still, anyone sufficiently prepared could either set a trap or sneak around without too much trouble. Without a breath weapon, the only real threat was getting yourself caught in a spot you couldn’t escape.

It didn’t even see my scythe coming until I had removed its forelimbs. And now… I tilted my head and watched as Vhola leaned over the gaping wound in its side. She was back near its rear and I watched her carve out a piece of meat. Then again, this was a life dungeon. The monsters in here did eat one another. She wasn’t immune to that, either. Even if she did behave strangely.

“There we go!” she laughed and stood up to show me what she held.

“Dinner?” I asked.

She nodded. “Tell you what. If you get the fire started, I’ll cook it.”

I shook my head. The more time I spent with her, the more real she seemed. I couldn’t blame the dungeon for doing it. It likely knew the end was coming. Would anyone do less if they knew death knocked on their door?

“Fine,” I sighed. “Let’s go.”

She giggled and let the meat vanish into her inventory. I wasn’t sure how that worked. Was it the dungeon’s inventory? What if the dungeon could do something to it? Have it withdrawn somewhere else, poisoned, and returned without my knowledge? Not that it mattered. If it was poisoned, it would take too long to kill me. It wasn’t like I was going to live through this, anyway. Destroying the dungeon was a death sentence for myself as well.

“Come on,” I sighed and set off at my own pace.

“Want me to scout ahead?” She offered.

I shook my head. “No. The boss fight would have attracted anything in the area already. If it’s hiding out there watching, it’ll take the easy meals.”

Vhola nodded. “I wondered about that.”

“Norsche spent a lot of time keeping you moving,” I remarked.

“He’s only a step behind Prince Horksbry,” she murmured. “He asked father to court me before my marriage plans were made public.”

I paused. “You would have been a girl.” Vhola gave me a level stare, and I shook my head at the thought. “Almost wished I took his hand.”

Vhola giggled. “He was so mad you did that.”

I smiled despite myself. The sound was refreshing. Norsche made a point to keep her distant. But there were always the inevitable moments where she and I had spoken. She was quick to smile, sharp as a tack, and I couldn’t help but enjoy entertaining her. Something else that hadn’t changed, despite her no longer being real.

“What do you think is going to happen out there?” I asked as we walked on.

Vhola shrugged. “My father will probably sign some trade agreement. Keep King Horksbry happy somehow, I guess.”

“You don’t seem all that bothered,” I remarked.

“What good would it do me?” Vhola laughed. “I love my father, and I love my people. But you and I both know what was going to be my life, the moment he sold me to those barbarians.”

We walked in silence for a few moments, and I let out a sigh. “Was it really that bad?”

“The ladies that waited on him wore little more than collars and silk scarves. He referred to them as numbers and they wouldn’t look higher than your knees, even without someone being in the same room as them.”

“Slavery,” I grunted.

“I think they call it something different. But the point is the same, and it’s based on gender. I don’t think I would have been made a servant. But I was destined to be little more than a bed warmer.”

I wondered once again if her death was actually a blessing. The dead didn’t suffer, and even while trapped, she didn’t seem upset by it. Even if she wasn’t real anymore—just a copy, based on the projection of her soul—owned by the dungeon itself.

We climbed for a time. Vhola asking me questions. Mostly trying to pry information out of me about my history, my interests, and my life. I gave her a little of some, and not much of others. My story wasn’t all that grand. I fought monsters, then I went into dungeons and fought some more. Through sheer luck, I survived when I should have died, and within a few decades, I was the best. Family, friends, hobbies. Outside of killing monsters, it was all secondary to me. Killing was all that I was ever good at.

I spotted a flat spot as we climbed. It was a shelf of stone, jutting over a large cliff. It only had one way in, with a wall on the other side, boxing it in. Not having an escape route was usually a bad thing. Especially for those without my level of power, at least. I could have camped in the middle of the kobold den if I could find a way to make them understand how bad an idea it was to threaten me.

“Here,” I gestured. “We’ll stop here.”

Vhola smiled and skipped over while I worked to catch up. I could have leaped up to join her, but that defeated the purpose of my life choices. When one got to my power levels, they could accomplish anything. Simply having to walk to a destination was a great reminder of one’s limitations. Walking to my death was no different.

Princess Vhola walked around, using the tip of her bow to knock small sticks and rocks away. She cleared an area for us to sleep, while I did as agreed and picked up a large fallen branch. It was dry and perfect for burning. With no tools required, I crushed and snapped it into manageable pieces before bringing it to the camp.

Vhola was staring at me, and I frowned. “What?”

“You just… broke them.”

I looked at the branch pieces. They were about the thickness of my upper arms. “High strength,” I shrugged.

She still stared as I moved a few rocks around into a ring and set about starting the fire. Some would have used a flint and steel. In fact, the men who came with us on the first trip certainly did. When I was alone, it was easier for me to concentrate a burst of pure mana on the tip of my finger. That caused the air to heat, and I released it all at once into the wood. The tiny spurt of super-heated air ignited the wood. All I needed to do was to tend it, in case there was a damp patch of wood somewhere.

“The stories they tell about you,” Vhola moved over to my side. “They don’t tell the whole story, do they?”

“Nope,” I admitted casually. “The more people who know about me, the more problems it causes.”

The princess giggled and bent down to shift a piece of wood to burn better. “My father has cursed your name more than once.”

“I’m not surprised,” I grimaced.

“Is… is he well?”

“He took your death hard,” I sighed. “Then he exiled me.”

Vhola gasped, and I saw her eyes flick from side to side as she read my stat sheet. It didn’t surprise me that she hadn’t checked already. Most tried the first time they met me, but then didn’t do so again when it failed to show. What did surprise me was that she was able to do it at all. As a dungeon creature, I didn’t think that was possible.

“But… It wasn’t your fault–”

“It was,” I growled. “You died because I fell for a trap. I wanted to end it quickly and get you out. That was my mistake, and it cost you your life. I couldn’t even get you out of this place before it took your soul.”

She placed her hand on my shoulder, and I pulled away. I didn’t need her pity. She was the one who was dead. Not me. At least, not yet. My poor decisions led to this situation. My next decisions would avenge them. To the best of my ability, at least.

Vhola, sensing my anger, left me alone as I walked away from the fire. Opening my inventory, I pulled out my tent. Unlike Captain Norsche and the princess, mine was a rather simple thing. Big enough for me to lie down and not worry about touching the sides when it rained. It also sped up the process of packing and unpacking by a wide margin.

I unrolled the base, setting it on one half of the cleared area. The next step was to pin it down. This I achieved with a set of enchanted pegs and the strength of my own arms. The pegs remained straight and strong, no matter how hard I forced them into the stone.

As I put up the poles and the walls, I sniffed at the air and turned to see Vhola turning the meat over the fire. She had impaled it with a stick, and I could see the remains of some herbs she had found drying on the ground beside the fire.

Why she wasn’t using proper cookware, I didn’t know. I didn’t let it bother me, though. I just went back to my tent. There was plenty of room for her own, and I made sure to hurry mine along. The evenings inside the dungeon came quickly, and I didn’t want her to be stuck trying to pitch a tent in the dark.

When I finally had mine together, I placed the tent straps back in my inventory before retrieving a bucket of water. How the liquid stayed in place was anyone’s guess. I just knew that it did, and I set it down inside my tent. I held my staff out before thumping it into the ground. In an instant, the blade vanished, while my armor turned to smoke. Unarmored, I slipped inside the tent. I pulled the flap closed and took out a washcloth along with some soap and made quick work of getting myself clean. I hardly ever broke a sweat any more. That didn’t mean I didn’t feel dirty.

“Corvus?” Vhola called.

“One moment!” I shouted back, before pulling on a clean change of clothes.

When I stepped out of the tent, she had set the meat to one side, where it would stay hot, but not cook any further.

“It’s ready,” she smiled.

“It smells fantastic,” I murmured.

And that was the truth. Life dungeons were good this way. The abundance of herbs made even the most amateurish adventurers capable of seasoning something properly.

“I didn’t have any salt,” the princess admitted.

“I’ll have some for next time,” I said without thinking. Then I shook my head at the thought. She was a dungeon creature. She could get salt if she needed salt, but...

“What?” Vhola asked.

“Nothing,” I lied. “I have salt if we need it again.”

“Okay,” she replied timidly. “Is there any water left so I can bathe?”

“Ah,” I snapped my head around. “Sure… Um…”

She smiled. “Could I trouble you for a shirt?’

I saw her smile, and became worried, but… “Sure,” I nodded and retrieved one.

I didn’t carry nicer clothing. Everything I wore was for comfort during travel. Thick, well-made fabric that wouldn’t rub, chafe and, most importantly, was made to fit. It would be huge on her, but she hardly seemed to mind as she darted off towards my tent.

I shook my head and left her to it before taking out my knife. As I carved into the meat, I became aware the light was fading. In only minutes, it looked like twilight. A few more beyond that, it was dark, and I heard Princess Vhola open my tent on her return trip.

“Is it good?” she asked as she came up beside me.

I looked down at the cut meat and slowly shook my head. “I haven’t tried it.”

She let out a sigh and snatched my knife. For the briefest moment, I thought it was going to be an attack. One twist, a sharp jerk, and that blade was as fatal to me as anyone. A high level meant it would take longer to bleed out, but bleed out, I would. Instead, she speared a piece of meat and brought it to her lips.

“More for me,” she joked.

I looked at her as she bit into the meat and made a happy noise. She hadn’t made that face during our other meals. But then, it was cooked by one of the men. And their skills were rather lacking. Some onions, or garlic, would have improved things significantly. With the princess content, I plucked up a piece of meat. It was hot and leaked down my fingers. So I quickly popped it into my mouth.

Whatever herbs she had found did wonders. A little salt would have improved it, but that was a small complaint. The lovely smoky flavor from the fire enhanced the natural smokiness of the drake meat. The herbs popped and added a slight crunch. I didn’t know where she had found water chestnuts, but they paired beautifully with the wild onion and other herbs she had covered it in.

We ate in silence. The princess only breaking it when she made more of those small noises. I nodded along at one point, letting her know I agreed. The protein was good, and I noted that we should stop to pick some vegetables when we could. Even some fruit. But then, it would have also been better to have a proper cooking station. Perhaps I would cook next, if she was going to play strange games.

“Alright,” I sighed. “I think we should rest.”

“Do we need a watch?” Vhola asked.

“Shouldn’t,” I shrugged as I stood up and stretched. “This would have been a low frequency area. The kobold would have hunted anything large enough to eat, and the drake would have hunted anything large enough to hunt the kobold.”

I waved over my shoulder and marched into my tent. The clothing I wore came off, and I tossed them into the corner before I pulled open my bedroll. It was the one thing I spent real coin on. A comfortable pillow, a thick mattress and a blanket that was surprisingly warm, and yet cool, depending on the weather. The only thing it wasn’t was waterproof, which was why I had the tent.

I dropped down onto it and crawled in, as the tent flap opened behind me. I turned and snatched Vhola’s wrist as she squealed and tumbled over me. Her body was warm and soft as she panted atop me. I frowned, feeling the point of the knife on my side.

“You forgot your knife,” she murmured, looking scared.

I sighed and slumped back against my pillow. “Sorry.”

I released her arm, and she sat up. The knife stayed on the ground, and I could see discoloration already forming around her wrist. I hadn’t reacted like she was a woman, but as a threat, and I knew I had injured her. Pulling a health potion from my inventory, I handed it to her. She smiled.

“This hardly makes up for almost breaking my wrist,” she pouted, before taking a long sip.

“Next time, don’t sneak up on me with a knife,” I grunted.

“Oh please,” she sipped the potion again, before checking the condition of her wrist. “I’d have to jam it into your eye socket if I wanted to kill you. You’ve got enough healing potions to recover from anything except death or the loss of a limb.”

That… actually yeah. That was mostly true. And I even had a potion that would regrow a limb if I needed. Something from my younger days that I had never needed and now, never would.

“Sorry,” I whispered.

“I forgive you.” She set the potion down. “Now, move over. I need more room.”

I stared in shock as she pulled my shirt off. Showing me how little she wore underneath. And by little, that was entirely nothing. She was nude. Her freckles started at her face, and ran down her front, covering her breasts onto her pale white tummy. I refused to allow my eyes to drift lower than that as she frowned.

“Well?”

“Well, what?” I shook myself.

“Are you going to move over, or am I sleeping on top of you?”

I frowned up at her. “Where’s your tent?”

“I don’t have one,” she admitted.

That made me more confused than anything. “Why not?”

“Norsche had one of his men carry it,” Vhola explained. “All I have with me is my bow, the arrows, coins and the herbs I picked up while I waited for you to arrive.”

“You…” I looked into her eyes. “You’re serious.”

She nodded. “Why do you think I was cooking that drake over a spit?”

I ignored that and grimaced. “Fuck.”

“If… If you want–”

“NO!” I snapped, then frowned at her shocked and then slightly disappointed expression. “Fuck, I just… This is a lot, and all of a sudden.”

I inhaled deeply and shifted over. She nervously laid down beside me. She looked uncomfortable for a moment, before I realized the problem, and pulled my pillow over for her. She laid on it before sitting up.

“Your arm is in a weird position,” she frowned.

“I don’t usually have company,” I answered softly.

She sighed and nodded, then grabbed my arm. I could have fought against her. There was no need, as she pushed my arm out, before she laid back down, curling into my side, before tucking my arm up to press into her back.

I held perfectly still as she shifted about before pulling her leg up over my hip. She rested her face on my chest and let out a small sigh.

“Your heart is pounding,” she whispered.

“I’m in my bed, with a dungeon creature curled into my side,” I pointed out.

Vhola sighed again and looked up at me. “I’m not just some random dungeon creature. I’m a woman and… I don’t know how this works. But I still feel like me, y’know?”

“You’re not, though,” I pointed out softly. “You’re a creature created by the dungeon. I don’t even know why.”

“I told you that already,” Vhola huffed. “It wants me to talk to you. That’s a pretty tall order right now, I know. But let me ask you this.” She sat up and leaned over to look into my eyes. “If I look like her. I sound like her. I think like her. I share her memories, her thoughts, her feelings. I remember the feeling of that dart hitting me in the back, and I remember dying in your arms as you tried to get me out. What does that make me?”

“You’re not her,” I whispered as a tear rolled down her cheek.

Vhola nodded slowly before rolling over and mounting me. I froze in place as she loomed overhead. I thought about the knife, but she hadn’t made any move to seize it when she leaned in towards me.

“I’m not her?”

“No,” I said firmly.

“I’m not the princess?”

“No,” I said again.

“And you’re going to destroy the dungeon core and kill whatever I am?”

I nodded slowly. “Yes.”

“And I’m as beautiful as she was?”

“Yes,” I admitted.

“Great,” she sat up. “Then there’s no reason I have to die a virgin.”

I shook myself. “Excuse me?”

“What?” Vhola asked as she plucked at the ties around my waist that held up my pants. “You said it yourself. I’m not her. But I look just like her.”

“That doesn’t mean I want to have sex with you!” I snapped, before Vhola froze. Then I flinched, as her hand gripped my cock through the front of my pants, betraying me in the most intimate way.

“Corvus,” she plucked at the ties before getting them loose. “If you’re right, and I’m just some dungeon creature. Then, there is no reason you can’t strike me down and kill me this instant,” she said as she wrapped one warm hand around my cock. “If I’m right, this is going to feel fantastic for the both of us. And we can die happy together in a few days when you end this.”

She raised her hips, and I looked down for the first time. Her public hair was dark and sticky from her own arousal. Something I confirmed as she pushed my cock between her labia, letting me feel the heat of her.

“Wait.” I held up my hand, making her pause. “I’ve… never.”

Princess Vhola paused and gave me a long look. “Never?”

I shook my head. “Never.”

“Together then,” she smiled.

And I tightened my fingers as she slid down my cock. There was a moment there where I swore I felt something wrong. But that passed, and Vhola let out a grunt as she seated herself fully on my lap. I stared at her, frozen in place, as she shook her head.

“Valery said it would hurt.”

I realized what it was she was referring to, and I wanted to tell her to stop, when Vhola leaned down and kissed me. My cock shifted inside her and the two of us moaned at the sensation.

“It’s like you’re hitting every spot inside me,” Vhola whimpered.

I recalled something about dexterity having that effect, but I couldn’t get the words out before she rocked her hips back and forth. Her body slid over my cock, and I gripped her thighs firmly. I wasn’t kidding when I said this was my first time. I’d had a little heavy petting with the woman in my first group. It hadn’t gone any further than that, before she and the rest had died, and I had roamed the world alone ever since.

Until now.

Princess Vhola let out a quiet whimper into my ear as she rocked back and forth. “Oh, gods,” she trembled.

Her moans were all it took, and I jerked my hips in response. I felt my cock throb inside her and pulled her tightly against my chest. I trembled as my hips jerked. Vhola cried out as I speared roughly into her, but her grip on my shoulders only tightened. Her pussy squeezed around me, and I doubled down at the intense situation. Her body trembled, and I refused to let her go as we found mutual pleasure with one another at the same time.

“Not that it matters if you destroy this place,” Princess Vhola whispered into my ear. “But can dungeon creatures fall pregnant?”


CHAPTER FOUR


“DIRE SHOT!”

The arrow whistled out from behind the rocks Vhola was hiding behind. The dragon, concentrating entirely on me, didn’t notice either. At least, until the arrow slammed into its eye socket. The beast let out an earth-shattering roar. The ground trembled and bounders rained down into the surrounding canyon. It belched flames and smoke that washed over me like a warm breeze. But it spun towards where Vhola was in its confusion and I had only a moment to act.

Rather than cut the beast down and let it bleed, I threw my scythe towards her hiding place. Pulling on its momentum with my mind, I spun it to an impossible speed. It hummed in the air, pulling the flames around like a fan, sending them wide. Vhola, seeing the peril she was in, sprinted from cover to move further away as the dragon lumbered around.

The creature’s one good eye turned back towards me as I yanked my weapon back to my hand. The dragon reached out with a giant paw and bat at the blade, only earning itself the loss of a massive finger. It snarled, rumbling the canyon once again.

Dragons, of this size and strength, were only partially affected by my Lure Curse. I kept its attention only because I was the greatest threat. While traveling alone, it meant I was the guaranteed target. With Princess Vhola and her guards, I had ordered them to remain hidden while I dealt with the beast. She was not so accepting of the order this time, and despite my protest, she followed me down to its nest.

The beast opened its mouth, belching a wall of flame straight at me. Unlike the accidental wash from earlier, this one would cause significant damage… for those without my level of mana. The flames washed over my armor, scorching it and turning it glowing red. The mana used in its construction leeched to hold it in shape as the metal warmed to the touch around me. I felt my stores drop as my armor replenished, remaining as strong and whole as ever.

When the flames stopped, I was surprised at the massive paw that was only feet from impact. I had only enough time to bring up my weapon before the massive limb crashed into my head. It was the problem with running a dungeon multiple times. The monsters would recognize you after a while. In particular, the more intelligent monsters could develop tactics to bring you down. I felt gravity tumble head over heels as I spun through the air. The impact wasn’t enough to harm me, but I still weighed far less than the dragon’s limb and I wasn’t immune to the laws of physics.

My head slammed into the stone walls of the canyon, and my limbs snapped forward as I felt the rock crush behind me. No doubt, my vision was covered in smoke, but the spell I used to let me see ignored it. I could see the dragon glaring in my direction, before Vhola jumped from cover with a scream.

“Shit,” I swore.

The dragon spun on her in an instant. Vhola raised her bow, and I watched the familiar pulse of magic as she took a second shot. The dragon, focused on her, blinked at the last possible moment, deflecting the arrow before it struck its other eye. She was doomed if I didn’t get back to her in time. Part of me wanted to let it happen. She was a dungeon creature. It would take time for her to respawn. Time I could use to end this now, without the guilt of having to face her in the end.

It was the only thing that made sense. She was the honeypot. Get me close, get me comfortable. Then stab me in the heart when I reached the core. Something I was prepared for. Something I wasn’t going to allow. She was a monster. That’s all she was. Vhola died in my arms, and this thing, despite what she said, was not her.

The Canyon rumbled as the dragon breathed its flames. Vhola dived for cover, letting out a scream of pain as her arm burned before she could pull it behind the rock she hid behind. I shook my head and dug my fingers into the stone for purchase. I jerked forward, prying myself from the stone, before rolling forward in the crater I was stuck inside. My weapon was lying on the ground between the dragon and the canyon wall.

I pressed my legs back into the rock and pulled the weapon from the ground. With a yell of my own, I pushed off the canyon wall. The stone shattered once more, but I was moving forward faster than the dragon could have thrown me. It heard my shout and spun around, its one eye glaring. My weapon spun into view as it registered my approach and it opened its mouth to try to catch me.

It wouldn’t be enough.

Catching my weapon, I spun around, bringing its blade in a horizontal arc. With my momentum behind me, and the blade in motion, I passed between the dragon’s teeth, sparking off my helmet as I clipped a fang. The dragon didn’t have time to register what happened, as my blade connected with the joint of its jaw. It didn’t stop there, though. Carving through sinew, bone, and muscle, I felt the weapon drag as it passed through the spin. Until my momentum carried me out the back of the creature’s neck. The dragon thrashed as the top of its head fell to the ground.

I landed a moment after its head did, before turning to see Vhola curled up in a ball behind the rock she was using for cover. I grunted in anger and tensed my legs once more. The dragon’s body pitched over, sending sprays of blood in all directions. I ignored that completely as I launched myself through the air, landing heavily by Vhola’s side.

She whimpered loudly as she clutched her arm. The leather armor was gone, as was her skin. It had sloughed off, and the flesh beneath steamed.

“Hey now,” I took out a healing potion. “It’s okay.”

“Hurts,” Vhola whimpered, before spotting the potion.

She snatched it from my hand and tipped the contents into her mouth. If we were lucky, there were still blood vessels alive in her arm that could carry the contents. If it was too far gone, she was going to lose it. To both of our relief, she let out a soft sigh and the flesh from her shoulder began to reform properly. Her skin grew back and her whimpers softened as the healing ran down her arm.

“You see now why I wanted you to stay behind?” I asked softly.

Vhola shot me an angry glare before letting out a sigh. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“Maybe,” I conceded. “It would have spared you this pain, though.”

“If you had seen the dragon’s paw, it would have spared me as well,” Vhola pointed out.

I pursed my lips and nodded. “That would be true, in a team.”

“Are we not a team?” Vhola gave me a puzzled look.

I sighed and took her now healed arm. Turning it over, it looked smooth, pristine. You’d never tell she had touched dragon-fire.

“You’re healed,” I nodded and pulled her to her feet.

“You didn’t answer me,” Vhola glared.

I met her eyes. She knew I was staring at her. She always knew, and she stared right back. I wanted to remind her she wasn’t real. That in a day or two, we’d both be dead. Permanently this time. Instead, I let out a sigh, shook my head, and started walking.

Vhola let out an annoyed sound, and I listened to her hurry and catch up. She appeared over my shoulder and slowed to walk beside me.

“Do we want some meat?” She asked.

“No,” I shook my head.

“Really?” Vhola glanced at the corpse. “We ate the drake.”

“We did,” I agreed. “Drake is lovely and smokey. Dragon is… like eating an old boot.”

Vhola gave me a strange look. “I thought with all that mana, they’d be delicious.”

“Unfortunately not.” I shook my head. “The young ones, maybe. The older they get, the tougher they get. I once met a man who spent a year slow-broiling a piece of thigh in gravy to make it palatable.”

“What happened to him?”

I smirked at the memory. “He vomited in anger that he wasted so long trying to make it worth eating.”

Vhola smirked and shook her head. “Okay, so no eating dragon then.”

“No eating dragon,” I agreed. “If we can make it to the next floor, there’s–”

“Nooo,” Vhola frowned.

I sighed. “They’re dungeon monsters, Vhola.”

“As you keep reminding me,” she growled. “They’re cute. Do we have to?”

I glared at the woman and let out a sigh. “Fine, but we have to jump then.”

Vhola grinned before frowning. “That just means we’ll get there quicker.”

“It would,” I nodded. “But those are your options. I don’t feel like eating rations, and if you don’t want to hunt the next floor, we need to get to the next.”

Vhola grunted and let out a sigh. “What if I make it worth your while?”

I stared at her for a long moment, and rolled my eyes. Not that she could see me do it inside my armor. The trek through the canyon was a long one. There were other ways through. This floor was filled with small bypasses, but if you didn’t want to face the dungeon, you needed climbing equipment. Life dungeons didn’t force confrontations. That didn’t mean they were easy. Almost like a labyrinth dungeon, only with fewer traps, and a wider variety of monsters.

The light was getting dimmer as we finally left the canyon. It was into a small cave at the far end, going into a mountain. It was the only true underground section of the whole dungeon. And… it was filled with strange creatures that…

“There’s one!” Vhola giggled madly and rushed over.

I tapped my staff, de-summoning my armor, and followed after. The glowing moss that covered almost every surface made it easy to see. This floor was dangerous only in a few places. Ambush predators ruled here, though the majority of the life were these strange creatures called Moof. They resembled fuzzy caterpillars. Except they were extremely plush, enjoyed tactile feedback, purred like a kitten and were delicious when roasted with a bit of salt. The last of which, apparently, wasn’t going to happen.

Vhola threw herself on the ground and giggled as the odd creatures crawled over her. She wriggled as they swarmed her. Their tiny limbs poked and prodded, making her shriek in laughter as I shook my head and left her to it. The creatures clustered towards her, giving me space to set up the tent we had been sharing. I didn’t want to think about what happened two nights ago.

She briefly mentioned some soreness, though she had insisted on sleeping beside me just the same. I still wasn’t sure how I felt about the whole situation. On one hand, she was entirely correct about not being the princess. On the other hand, she did seem to share all the woman’s memories, ideas and inclinations. Part of me regretted that I had allowed it, and yet part of me watched the curve of her ass as she kicked her legs in the air and shrieked with laughter once more.

I shook my head and took out the parts for the tent. I worked quickly, setting it up, before deciding I wanted hot water to bathe with. That had the bonus of driving away the small creatures. Creatures in this cave disliked brightness. The dim lighting from the moss was one thing, but they fled from torches and campfires. So despite the monsters that lived in this cave, none would approach with a burning fire.

It wasn’t long before I had the fire going, and the creatures began to disperse. Vhola made a noise of complaint, before sitting up. She glanced around before frowning at me.

“You could have waited,” she complained, before getting up.

“You had your fun,” I announced without looking her way. “They’re still out there. They just won’t come as close as they did, so you can go pet them whenever you want.”

Vhola rolled her eyes. “Alright, Mr. Grumpy.”

I sighed and tested the water. I wanted it hot, but not scalding. While I waited, I took out some rations. Strips of dried meat and vegetables with grains baked in. I handed one to Vhola, who glanced at it, before giving me a look.

“Don’t,” I shook my head. “I told you what the plan was. You fought me. Now we’re here.”

“Right,” she grunted. “Still can’t believe dragon is bad to eat.”

“Moof are–”

“We’re not eating them!” Vhola snapped while glaring at me cutely.

I shrugged and went back to chewing. The rations weren’t great. But they were better than dragon meat. Vhola joined me a moment later, grunting in disappointment. I didn’t know what to tell her. I’d laid out the options, and this was what we arrived at. Still, by the time I was done, the water in the pot was steaming. I dipped my finger in, and it was about perfect. Taking out a bar of soap and a cloth, I took the handle of the pot and left without a word.

I wasn’t going far. Just behind the tent, where I would have a modicum of privacy as Vhola ate her meal. Taking out a second bucket, I tipped water from the first into the second, so there was clean water for the rinse at the end. Then I stripped down, wet the rag, added some soap and started to scrub. My armor meant I wasn’t dirty, but I wasn’t immune from the heat and I did get sweaty. I washed myself thoroughly. I didn’t like being grimy while I slept, and that was even before I met Vhola. She seemed to be of a similar mindset and enjoyed bathing before bed as well.

It was now, as I rinsed myself off, leaving enough for the princess, that I heard rocks clatter in the distance. I turned slowly, searching the dark for signs of movement. It was a cave, and it was inhabited. Most likely it was a Moof bumping something in the dark, but there were threats out there, too. Threats that wouldn’t hesitate given the opportunity. Thankfully though, it seemed like whatever it was had no interest in approaching, so I turned back to the pot, smacking my cock against something.

“Oh,” Vhola gasped.

“Vhola!” I snapped.

She gave me a guilty smile as her hand wrapped around my shaft. I grunted and felt the limp appendage pulse slightly. On her knees, she was nude and smiling up at me.

“I did say I would make this up to you,” she fluttered her eyes at me.

I glanced over my shoulder in the direction of the sound. “That was you, wasn’t it?”

She answered as her lips slid over the head of my cock, “Mhm.”

I shuddered at the sensation and stared down at her. She stared right back and bobbed her head back and forth. She gave me a strange look, before I felt teeth lightly on my skin. I must have pulled a face, because they vanished and she replaced them with her tongue, bathing the underside. That made me moan, and she doubled down.

With short, quick jerks of her head, and long sharp licks of her tongue, I felt my end coming. I grit my teeth, and she hummed loudly as she increased the suction on my cock. Without thinking, I reached down and took hold of her head as she stared up at me. It was all too much, and I grunted as I fired the first spurt of my seed into her mouth. She pulled back in shock and I gasped as her mouth came free. The second spurt of my seed sprayed across her face, gluing her eye shut, before she opened her mouth and leaned back in.

She moaned frantically as she started sucking once more. The sensation was incredible, and I continued to empty myself into her mouth. She hummed, before having to pull away once more. A small spurt of my seed leaped from my cock, landing on her lips and chin, before a last dribble leaked from the tip. Vhola stared up at me for a long moment, before making a very obvious swallowing motion.

“Not bad,” she coughed, before sticking out her tongue to show me she had, in fact, swallowed it. “Let me just clean this up.”

I gasped as she took the head of my cock in her mouth once more. She bathed the tip with her tongue before pulling away.

“Gods,” I trembled.

“Was it really that good?” Vhola asked as she wiped her eye. “I wasn’t sure how well I’d do.”

“That… yeah,” I grunted softly.

Vhola smiled up at me. “Just, yeah?”

“Sorry,” I shook my head. “I’ve never… With anyone before. This is all new.”

“It’s fun too, right?” she asked.

I nodded. “I… I guess.”

Vhola gave me a level glare. “Way to break a girl’s heart.” I frowned, and she shook her head. “Don’t give me that dungeon monster bullshit. If you honestly thought I was a monster, you wouldn’t have let me suck your dick. Kill me if you want, but don’t lie to me.”

I sighed and shook my head. “Sorry. And you’re right, that was… Amazing.”

“Better,” Vhola smiled as she started wiping herself down. “I enjoyed it too. There’s… Almost a powerful feeling I got from it.”

“Really?” I asked, thinking about her on her knees.

“Mhm,” Vhola nodded. “Imagine you sitting in a big chair, with me on my knees in front of you. I bet I could ask for anything, and you’d say yes.”

My cock twitched in response, and I took a step back. “Well…”

“Just remember, according to you, I’m not the princess,” she scoffed. “I’m just a dungeon creature.”

I frowned. Not at her words, but at how she was using them. And I had to admit, it didn’t feel right. I just didn’t know if that was my dick doing the thinking, or if I had genuine doubts. With a sigh and a shake of my head, I turned and picked up my clothes. Setting them back in my inventory, I brought out a clean pair of pants and put them on.

There was no point in washing them. I had more spare sets than I did days left to wear them. I crawled into the tent and shifted over to make room for Vhola. I had enough time to settle down before she slipped into the tent and joined me. Despite our minor argument, she still settled down against my side and curled into my shoulder. And there the two of us slept.

Morning wasn’t really morning in the cave. I just woke up with an intense feeling of pleasure, as Vhola brought me to completion. My hips jerked, my cock slid deeper into her mouth than she expected, but she didn’t stop. Pulling back to the tip, she glanced up at me before pressing her nose down once more. She swallowed as she hummed and bobbed gently in place, earning every drop.

Only when she was satisfied that I was clean did she finally release my cock before sitting up. “Good morning. Are you going to kill me today or tomorrow?”

I frowned. “It’s–”

“Exactly like that,” she waved me off before giving me a slim smile. “I get it. I remember the look in your eye when I kissed you after the core. I have all her thoughts, feelings, and emotions. I’m not immune to the way I feel, despite knowing the truth of what I am.”

“I’m sorry.” I sat up and touched her shoulder.

Vhola sighed and shook her head. “Not as sorry as I am.”

She shrugged and gave me a look that reminded me she was wearing my clothes. Not that… It was all that much. My shirts were enormous on her. She took it with a faint smile, pulled it over her head, and then stepped out to put her armor on. Part of me felt possessive knowing she was wearing my clothing.

I put that from my mind as we dressed and began to pack up. Dwelling on minor hurts, mistakes and woes paled in comparison. She was right. We would likely reach the core today. The desert between the tenth and twentieth floors made things slow. Large, empty spaces covered in sand slowed, even me, down to a crawl.

Now, on the other side of the dragon’s canyon, it would move back into forests. We just had to get there first. I packed up the tent, stored it away along with the cooking pot, before handing out another ration. Vhola took it without a word, before settling in beside me as I started to walk. I thumped my staff into the hard ground and sighed as the armor covered me once more.

Now all I had to do was march. The cave wasn’t particularly complex, just big. It was a series of caverns that appeared to be confusing. If you spent some time in it, you quickly realized it was just a cluster. You could almost guess where you were going by the shape of the corridors. The sharper the angles, the closer you were to the center, until you found the central chamber.

Other than the occasional giant spider, acid spitting ant or snake, this was the only real threat. The stone golems lumbering about were massive things. Thirty feet tall, they could give a dragon a hard time in an enclosed space. Fortunately for us, they were also hulking, lumbering and slow. By changing direction and walking behind them, they were easy to ignore as we approached the pillar in the center. This was the true thing that made me think dungeons defied reality. Despite going deeper and deeper into the mountain, this column took us to the entrance at the top. Making the levels uneven in a sense.

Whatever magic sustained this place, I didn’t know. But I wasn’t going to question it either. The spiral stairs around the column were the goal. It was also where the most golems were. They clustered at the base and were easy enough to get past if you were quick. But the time it took you to climb wouldn’t take you out of their reach, and they could attack you while vulnerable on the stairs for several levels.

Which meant nothing to me, as I took Vhola in my arms and leaped upwards and out of range. She shrieked as I did so, and a grin broke over my face as she clung to me. We landed hard, well above the reach of the golems who lumbered around, trying to work out where we went.

“Warn me next time!” Vhola thumped my chest with a closed fist.

“There won’t be a next time,” I shook my head and started climbing.

It took almost an hour. Vhola almost needed to be carried the first time we came through here. But now, she was moving under her own steam. The power levelling she had gone through made sure of that. Her stats were much higher than they were, and she gave me a grin as we stepped out into the sunlight of the twenty-second floor.

Behind us was a mountain, made of the same stuff the canyon was. Ahead was a dense forest of dead trees. The next floor entrance was in the center of it. We’d spot it, as the only living plants would be clustered around the entrance. Something I knew well by now. I tensed my legs and leaped straight up. The usual manner of finding it was either to climb the mountain or to wander. My way was far quicker, and Vhola gave me a grin as I landed heavily beside her.

“I didn’t know why you did that the first time,” she shook her head. “But I think I worked it out.”

“It’s simple when you try,” I shrugged. “Come on. I know the way.”

She settled in beside me as we walked towards the twisted trees. Some of them were old dead wood. Others were Leshy’s: Massive tree spirits, similar to the golems downstairs, but camouflaged and surprisingly quick in short bursts.

The first didn’t know what hit him when my scythe carved him in half. But the second did, when Vhola’s arrow slammed into its eye, blinding it on one side.

“You’re getting good at that.” I glanced back as she pulled another arrow.

“I literally learned from the best,” she shrugged and pulled back her bow.

I turned forward as the Leshy roared in anger, only to lose his other eye. It was up to me to end the beast.


CHAPTER FIVE


We had remained silent since the last fight. The high level Chimera’s were corpses at our back. Shadows cast by the trees told us the day was getting on, and we both knew the core was up ahead. I could see the cliff, though the hump in the land obscured my ultimate target. Everything came to this. The release of Vhola’s soul, along with all the others trapped in this place. The end of my own life, to repent for hers being lost to begin with.

That wasn’t the only thing on my mind, though. Vhola, that beautiful woman. The way she walked, spoke, smelled, behaved and stared off into the distance like she was always in thought, made her seem all the more real. And she was scared. She smiled when she looked at me. She always smiled. Beneath it, though, I could tell there was more. She accepted that this was inevitable. Likely, the dungeon did too. Anything I told her would get back to her master, no matter her words, on the contrary.

I had begun to recognize when she spoke with it. The faraway look she would get, and the way her lips and throat would move. When people spoke in their head, their voice box subconsciously mimicked the words. For someone with senses as attuned as mine, I could tell just from the slight change of pitch as she breathed. It would come at any point now. I kept my armor on for just such an occasion. The honeypot was over. Now it would be the knife.

Beautiful and deadly. Despite my growing feelings for the woman, she was not the woman I met those weeks ago. She was a monster, in her form, ready to carry out her master’s bidding. Not that it would change anything. The dungeon would die, she would die, I would die. Death was inevitable, even for the likes of me. Hopefully, the fools outside the dungeon did not follow me inside, or they too would die.

Vhola let out a long sigh, and I tilted my head to look at her. She shook hers softly and glanced back at me. She could always tell when I was looking at her. I didn’t know if that was a skill, or just feminine intuition. I likely never would.

“Do you think it will hurt?” She asked softly.

“I don’t know,” I replied softly.

“The first time hurt,” Vhola whispered. “I didn’t feel the dart, but it felt like acid pouring through my veins.”

I grunted at the information. That would have narrowed down the antidote, but not by enough to matter. One of the men with Captain Norsche likely had the right skills to determine what poison had been used, but with them dead, it left me guessing and unprepared.

“Then… it got so quiet,” Vhola glanced at me. “I knew I was dying… And it stopped hurting.”

“I’m sorry,” I bowed my head, without breaking my stride. “I wish I could have done more.”

“You did everything you could have,” Vhola patted my shoulder. “Nobody expected an assassination attempt. I suspect even that if it were just the two of us, you’d have kept me safe even then.”

I nodded, but then wondered how that would have turned out. Seeing how she thought of me after the dungeon, it was likely things may have progressed beyond that point. If… if things had gone further, would I have tried to prevent her marriage? Would I have risked a war with two nations to hold on to a young woman’s hand?

I snorted and shook my head, earning a frown from the princess. “Fanciful thoughts,” I grunted.

“Tell me?”

I glanced at her and tilted my head. “Why?”

“We’re both about to die, aren’t we?” Vhola gestured ahead, where the core was now visible. “What’s the harm in telling me?”

I turned my head from her and continued walking as the princess let out a defeated sigh. “I was thinking about us.”

She perked up and glanced back at me. “Us?”

“Before…” I let out a long sigh. “Just think about how things may have been if Norsche and his men weren’t here.”

Vhola blushed as a grin broke over her face. “I think it would have been a far more pleasant trip for the two of us.”

“I won’t’ speculate that far.” I shook my head. “I was thinking of the ramifications, of what could have happened when we left.”

“You mean, after you had your wicked way with me, would you let me get shipped off by my father?” Vhola asked.

I nodded slowly. “I’ve never fought an army.”

“You’ve fought plenty,” Vhola gestured back to the incredible pile of chimera corpses.

“Not human,” I corrected. “Monsters have a certain predictability. They pounce where they see opportunity. They wait when they feel threatened. Humans… they are far more adaptable.”

“Dumb, you mean,” Vhola snorted.

I nodded. “I suppose that is a way to think about it. For every dumb decision made that ends poorly, there’s one that works. A lifetime of dumb decisions can lead to prosperity. Humans live in every climate of this world except the ones hostile to life itself, and even then, we found ways to visit.”

Vhola wrinkled her nose, “Father thought about sending me to the necrotic dungeon.”

“In some ways, it is the simpler dungeon to deal with,” I agreed. “Between the logistics, the hostile environment and the risk of the unforeseen, it was easy to change your father’s mind.”

“He spoke with you?” Vhola asked.

“Many times,” I nodded as we approached the core. It shimmered in the dying light of the day. “I believe he liked keeping me close. I was a symbol in many ways for his enemies. The ‘guard dog on a leash,’ so to speak. That’s not to say he didn’t listen to my advice, rather he weighed and compared that to his advisors. Mainly to determine where my loyalties lay.”

“Makes sense,” Vhola nodded. “He never really spoke about you. When he did, it was usually just to curse your name.”

I smirked. “There was one time I disagreed with one of his advisors’ statements. He was so mad, he threw me out, but the next time we spoke, he’d replaced the man.”

Vhola frowned. “I remember that. I was barely a teen. Uknal, I think his name was. Father had him executed.”

“Seems I was right then,” I shrugged. “Not that it matters now.”

“No,” Vhola sighed. “Stupid. On the cusp of war, and he exiles his strongest play.”

I shrugged. “I suppose, if you think about it like that, I shouldn’t destroy the dungeon. Places like this will be used heavily for the training of soldiers.”

“You don’t really care about that, do you?”

“Not even a little,” I nodded.

We were close now. I could throw my weapon, end it here, now, forever. I was thinking of doing just that when Vhola reached out and touched my arm.

“Do you care about me?”

I slowed to a stop, and she walked around to stand before me. I stared into her eyes and nodded. “Yes.”

She smiled gently and reached up to touch my helmet with just the tips of her fingers. “One more night.”

I gritted my teeth and looked at the core while it pulsed slowly.

“Corvus, please?” She begged softly. “One more night? Let me play the doting wife you never had, while you play the warrior husband I always wanted.”

I could kill her. One cut. She was inside my arc. It would be fast. If I aimed for her neck, it would be instant. She’d never see it, never feel it, never suffer for it. Maybe that was best. Kill her myself, then the core. Spare her the consciousness of death for the second time. I raised my weapon, and her eyes flicked to the blade. I could see in her eyes, she expected to die by my hand. Until almost by accident, I relaxed my grip, and thumped the base of my staff into the ground.

The blade, along with my armor, melted into smoke, leaving me standing before her as myself. Her eyes lit up, and she let out a soft whimper as her arms wrapped around my neck. I released my staff, as I lifted her into my arms, and we kissed like long-lost lovers. She moaned softly and kicked her legs, while I inhaled her scent and pulled back before things got more heated than they already were.

“Wow,” Vhola giggled softly.

I nodded, “That–”

“The ladies of the world are missing out,” Vhola interrupted. “All this man, all to myself,” she grinned. “You go get some of that chimera meat. I’ll put up the tent. After dinner, I want you to make love to me.”

I stared at her for a moment, and there was a brief moment of indecision in her expression. She wondered if she pushed too far, but as a dying woman, I could hardly refuse her last requests.

“Yes, dear,” I smiled. “Let me set everything out for you before I go.”

She trembled for a moment, then nodded. “Hurry now. I’d like to eat before it gets too dark.”

I smiled and pressed a kiss to her forehead before stepping back. A quick look around told me this was likely as good a spot to rest as any other. Over the hump in the land, it was flat all the way to the core. The grass here was soft, and would make a good addition to our bedding. A perfect final evening. Removing my tent, and the cooking equipment I had failed to produce the evening prior, I set it out on the ground, where Vhola darted in and started unpacking.

“Go on,” she waved me off. “Go fetch us some dinner.”

I grinned and shook my head. Scooping my staff off the ground, I thumped it into the ground, summoning my armor and blade as I leaped towards the chimeras. I landed in a puff of dirt and grass before walking around the beasts. With the multiple heads and body parts, I wanted to choose a nicer cut. The twisted amalgamation of animals gave me a wide selection of meats to choose from. I already knew from experience that each section of the animal was made of the animals they amalgamated into. I just needed to find one that I wanted to eat.

In the end, I picked two. A rather large forelimb of a great eagle. Along with the leg and rump of a massive steer. We could have as much, or as little, as we wanted. After all, it wouldn’t matter beyond this evening. A bit of gluttony would do no harm.

Vhola smiled as I approached. She had set out a place to cook over the fire. This time, with a proper spit, and some of the herbs she had collected already set out. All I needed to do was light the fire and hand everything over. Which was perfect, as she only had half the tent set up. I took that over, pulling the ropes tight, before making our bed within.

“Do we have enough water to bathe?” Vhola asked.

I nodded. “Enough for a drink in the morning too, if we wanted.”

Vhola’s face dropped, and she sighed, before brightening once more. “Let’s not talk about dark things, shall we?”

I nodded slowly and looked up into the sky. “Think that’s trying to tell us something?” Vhola looked up and frowned as the clouds gathered above us. “I wouldn’t be surprised.”

“Has…” I frowned. “Has the dungeon said anything to you?”

“I thought we just agreed not to talk about dark things?” Vhola gave me a glare.

“Sorry,” I shrugged. “I noticed you were talking to it earlier and wondered.”

“No,” she frowned. “It… I think it was saying goodbye. It was just… weird.”

“Weird?” I frowned.

Vhola nodded. “It doesn’t talk right. Or it does, but it doesn’t make sense. I can’t really explain it.”

“Strange,” I murmured. “And… Goodbye?”

Vhola rolled her eyes. “Yes, goodbye. It told me ‘good luck’ and then went quiet. I haven’t heard from it since. Now, can we please go back to being husband and wife?”

I let out a long breath of air and nodded. “Sorry, dear. Do you think dinner will be ready before the rain starts?”

Vhola chewed her lip as she looked up at the sky. “Let’s cut it into strips and fry it.”

I nodded in agreement. It didn’t take long. I didn’t carry a knife, so we used the blade of my scythe to slice the meat. With a couple strips of bird and beast, we fried them on a flat stone left to heat near the flames. The rest of the meat we impaled on the spit as extras in case what we had wasn’t enough to sate our appetite. Judging by the storm clouds above us, either it would cook, or it wouldn’t.

In the end, the two of us sat in the tent. The flap was slightly open, letting a cool draft in, as we frantically swapped hands to hold and eat our meals. The meat was hot, and we laughed at ourselves as the clouds finally gave way to rain. It hit the oiled canvas of the tent in a staccato beat. It was… cozy. Something I hadn’t done in a very long time. We ate as quickly as we could, getting faster as the meat cooled in our hands. Until we were both left dirty and grinning with meat juices on our hands and mouths.

“We didn’t think this through very well.” I shook my head.

Vhola shrugged. “It’s raining. Washing off will be easy.”

I saw the look in her eyes right before she got to her knees. Her shirt, like my own, was equally dirty as the rest of us from all the meat juice. She ripped it over her head before giving me a challenging grin.

“Going to let your wife put on a show by herself, are you?” She smirked.

I rolled my eyes and pulled my shirt off, too. Rolling back, I kicked my boots off, as she did the same, before we both used our shirts to keep our dirty hands away from our pants as we shoved them down as well.

I caught a glimpse of a pale white ass as she crawled out of the tent into the rain. Her squeal made me grin, and I followed her out. The water came down hard. Not enough to wash out our camp, but hard enough, the remains of our fire was barely clinging to life as it poured smoke out around it.

I pulled soap and washcloths from my inventory and handed one to Vhola. She took it with a grin and pressed herself to my front. I moaned as she kissed me, but it was only for a moment as she pulled back and started to clean herself. I did the same, accepting the soap and rubbing down my limbs and body. Vhola eyed me, and I did the same to her. She turned in place, and I saw the spots on her back she couldn’t reach. Without a thought, I stepped forward and placed my washcloth on her back. She moaned as I rubbed soap into her skin, and she held perfectly still.

When I was satisfied she was as clean as I could get her, I reached down and slapped her ass, eliciting a small squeak from the woman. She turned, giving me a harsh glare, and I shrank back slightly. I hadn’t meant to do that. I hadn’t even thought of it.

“You’re going to kiss that better later,” she growled.

I nodded. “Sorry, I won’t do that again.”

Vhola frowned. “Maybe not that hard, at least.”

This time I frowned, but didn’t get the opportunity to ask, as she directed me to turn. Now it was my turn to get my back washed, and she was far more gentle when her hand cracked across my ass. Then the two of us stood still with our arms out and let the rain wash away the soap.

By the time we crawled back into the tent, we were both cold and shivering. I took out the towels from my inventory and tossed one to Vhola. She rubbed herself down quickly, before crawling under the blankets of our bed, and I was only moments behind. She shuffled over, giving me more room, and as I pulled the blanket down around me, she curled into my side.

“You’re shivering,” I noted.

She grinned and pressed against me even harder. “It would be easier to get warm if you held me.”

I nodded and rolled towards her. She pressed her front into my own, and I squeezed her gently into my chest as she let out a comfortable sigh.

“I wish it could have been like this,” she whispered as the rain kept falling on the tent.

“Your father would never have allowed it,” I reminded her.

She shook her head. “Maybe not. But… this has been the happiest time of my life.”

“I thought that was when you touched the core?” I asked.

Vhola smiled and looked up at me. “You’re right, I did say that, but… You didn’t make love to me afterwards. So this counts as my newest happiest time in my life.” She looked up and pressed her lips against my own.

I felt her pull away, but she held on, and I rolled with her as she pulled me atop. Her legs opened, and I settled between them. Our breathing got faster, and I felt her hand trace down my side. It slipped around my front, and I felt it vanish, as she let out a few soft moans of pleasure. I wasn’t sure what it was she had done, until that hand took my cock, and I could feel a certain slickness on her fingers.

“Make love to me, Corvus,” she whispered as I rested my forehead on hers. “Take me as a wife. Have me as your woman. Make me feel the things Prince Horksbry never would.”

I stared at her for a moment and nodded. She smiled widely, and I adjusted my position as she pressed my cock between her legs. I felt the slickness of her opening and she made a noise as I began to thrust.

“Was that okay??” I asked as I halted my advance.

Vhola smiled and nodded as she retrieved her hand. With both arms free, she wrapped them around my neck and pulled me close. “Just go slow. I’m still not used to your length, and it’s a stretch.”

I didn’t know what to think of that, but I wasn’t about to ruin this moment either. Despite my complicated feelings about her, I didn’t want to harm her. Never harm her. So I did as she requested and pressed my mouth into her own. She moaned as we kissed. I cupped the back of her head with one hand and pushed the other underneath her body. From this position, I could hold myself up and still hold her close at the same time.

“More,” she murmured between kisses.

I nodded and she let out a soft gasp as I pushed in slightly. Her body stretched to accommodate me. The moment I felt her breath hitch, I stopped once more and kept kissing her. She shifted around, spreading her legs slightly as she kissed me harder, and I rocked forward once again, before she let out a soft whimper. I had to wonder if the first time felt like this. She had been on top, but she had complained of being sore for days after the fact.

I let those thoughts drift away as she rocked her hips, and I slid forward once more. This time, she gently bit my lip, and made a moan, before wiggling her hips once more. I guessed at what she wanted and pressed forward. Her breath hitched, and I stopped, but she shook her head.

“Keep going,” she begged softly.

“You’re sure?” I asked.

Vhola smiled and nodded. “Feels good.”

I smiled and kissed her again as I slowly thrust the rest of the way into her. When our pelvises touched, she let out a delighted moan and her legs curled around my ass to hold me in place. The two of us laid there in an embrace. At least, until Vhola started rocking her hips. I took the cue and rocked back. Slowly, driving a small portion of my cock into her, she rolled her head back and let out a happy gasp.

“Enjoy it,” I whispered, before leaning in.

Her bare neck looked inviting, and I pressed several kisses up the side. She trembled as I slowly fucked her, and I felt her nails dig into my back.

“Corvus!”

“Shhh,” I hushed her. “Just enjoy.”

“Ohhh gods!” She jerked. “Oh, gods please?”

“Just let it happen,” I told her, hoping I was reading the situation correctly. “I want you to feel good.”

“So good,” she nodded. “Don’t stop. Don’t ever stop!”

I smiled before pulling her close and kissing her once more. Her breath hitched, and her eyes fluttered. Her pussy throbbed around my cock, and I moaned at the sensation. Vhola’s body vibrated and her legs kicked softly, but not for a moment did I stop. I slowly fucked her, even as she came apart at the seams. Her body responded like a taut string, with every little movement amplified as she cried out beneath me.

“Do it!” She begged. I met her eyes as she stared up at me. “Inside,” she begged again. “I want to feel it.”

I leaned in and kissed her hard. She let out a whine, but clutched me close as I sped up my thrusts. Her squeezing pussy clung to my cock. She felt fantastic as I thrust my cock deeply into her. She was heaven, and I wanted to join her. I wasn’t sure if this was one long orgasm, or if she was just so high-strung that it rolled from one to the next, but I was quickly coming to an end, and she wasn’t getting any more docile.

Soon, the inevitable came, and I drove myself to the hilt inside her. She must have known what was coming, because through our kiss, she let out a squeal as her pussy squeezed down hard. It was all I needed to fire that first spurt of my seed deep into her. She jerked and tremble, squeezing her pussy as she milked my orgasm and the two of us held one another close as we finished together.

When I pulled away from our kiss, Vhola’s eyes were shut, and she let out a soft snore. I smiled at the situation. Over the years, I was under the impression that was the man’s job to fall asleep when it was over. Despite that, I wasn’t mad. I slowly withdrew before tucking her legs down at her side. Vhola made a noise of complaint as I rolled off her, but she settled down as I tucked her into my side.

And as the rain fell on the surrounding tent, I closed my eyes and tried not to think about what happened next.
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I opened my eyes. The faint light from outside came in through a small gap by the door. I frowned before sitting up.

“Wait,” I looked around. “Vhola?”

There was nothing. I couldn’t hear anything outside either. I threw the blanket off, looking for something, anything. A sign would have been wonderful. When I threw the tent open, I stepped outside into a bright world. The sun was high, and the grass wet. It shone in the morning light like jewels. And yet, the loveliest of them all, was nowhere to be seen. I turned around, looking for her, and hung my head.

It was no wonder, after everything we shared last night, that she didn’t want to be here at the end. I looked at the tent, then at the fire. With my head down, I realized I could see faint footsteps where they brushed the beads of water off the grass. That confirmed my suspicions about her not being here as they vanished through the trees.

“Alright,” I nodded. “Let’s get this over with.”

I bent down and reached into the tent. Taking hold of my staff, I brought it out and thumped it against the ground. My armor formed with a wave of smoke and the blade hung out before me. I turned towards the core and began my march. Each step felt like it took an age, and I thought about my life. The trials I had faced, the people I had lost. The ones who betrayed me didn’t feel heavy, but there were many, like Vhola, that I had simply failed.

I wound back my weapon. With my power, I could likely end this with a single blow. All I needed to do was swing. It would end it all. The dungeon would end, I would end and…

“Fuck,” I lowered my blade. “Where is she?” I snarled as I turned around. “Shouldn’t she be here? One last trick? To beg me to spare this place?”

I spun around, looking for her. “WELL?!”

The only answer I had was the soft breeze that floated past me and I gritted my teeth. Raising my weapon once more, I let out a howl of rage and slammed the staff into the ground. As the blade vanished, my armor going with it, I dropped to my knees and howled my rage at the enormous gemstone.


CHAPTER SIX


“Are you going to kill me, Corvus?” She asked softly.

I tilted my head as I admired her form. The small hill amongst the trees gave her a good view of the slowly rising sun. Her silhouette glowed in the morning light as the grass sparkled with dew. She was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen, and I had frozen the moment my eyes raked over her.

“Corvus?” She turned her head slightly. “That is you, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” I whispered, before trudging forward once more.

I saw the faint twitch of her lips before she turned her back to me once more.

“I don’t know if I should thank you or not,” she continued. “Part of me wondered if it would be worth waiting for the sunrise, and watching till the end. The rest of me was terrified.”

I nodded to myself as I approached.

“I don’t blame you, Corvus,” she sighed. “None of this is your fault.”

“Everything is my fault,” I grunted as I shifted direction slightly so I arrived at her side.

She turned and gave me a strange look. “You’re not in your armor.”

“You’re not even wearing a shirt,” I replied.

Vhola smiled and wrapped a hand around her chest, before thinking better of it. Instead of hiding, she leaned back slightly, giving me a smile as she rocked her shoulders to entice me with her breasts.

“Just wanted a last peek?” She teased.

“I was… shocked that you weren’t there.” I looked off at the sunrise in an attempt to rein in my attraction to the gorgeous woman.

“What could I have done?” She asked.

“A knife in the heart is a knife in the heart,” I pointed out. “High stats wouldn’t save me from that.”

“A healing potion would,” Vhola pointed out. “And you’d live long enough without a heartbeat to kill me and take one.”

“So you did think of it?” I mused.

“Ha,” Vhola scoffed. “Father did. He laid plan upon plan should you ever decide to strike against him… I guess he never took those plans seriously, if he just exiled you.”

“I wouldn’t have killed him,” I frowned.

“But you’d have killed everyone he sent to try,” Vhola pointed out. “If my death leads to war, having you decimate his armies in advance is a worse idea than exiling you to begin with. If he were thinking straight, he’d have used my death to guilt you into fighting on his behalf.”

I frowned at those words and shook my head. It was likely true, I’d have done it. But then what? Wars like this created the heroes of old. Sooner or later someone with a high enough level would come around, and either they’d want a slice of the pie, or I’d end up in a duel for my life. In either situation, things would go badly for everyone.

I felt a little awkward standing beside her, so I dropped to the wet grass and set my staff down beside me. Vhola looked at me, and she made a face.

“So, what are you doing, then?” she asked.

“Watching the sunrise,” I answered.

As an afterthought, I raised an arm in invitation. Vhola’s eyes watched me move, almost like she expected the act to kill her. I’d have expected that too in her position, and I had no idea what I was going to do about it. Everything told me I should just destroy the core and be done with it. And yet…

“Ahhh,” Vhola sighed as she leaned into my embrace.

“If…” I paused, not knowing what to ask.

“If?” Vhola prodded.

“This is all new to me,” I grunted. “I don’t even know what to say, what to think, what to feel.”

Vhola nodded. “I can understand that. In a sense, you hold the weight of destiny in your hands. I once felt much the same.”

“Not anymore?” I asked.

Vhola laughed and shook her head. “No. Now, I just feel a sense of relief and hope. I woke up today, expecting to die, and yet here I am, in the embrace of the most powerful man in the world, hopeful for the future.”

“I could still do it,” I reminded her.

Vhola nodded. “And nobody would stop you. Even if the chimeras all respawned, you’d kill them as easily as you did the first time.”

She sat up, and I loosened my grip on her shoulders as she shuffled over to sit in my lap instead. Her slight frame fit perfectly, and she leaned back against my chest. She reached down, taking my wrist in hand. I let her lift it to her face, where she kissed my palm before placing my hand on her neck.

“Are you going to kill me, Corvus?” She asked again.

I felt my fingers twitch in response to her words. Her neck was slender, smooth and, under the strength I could command, extremely fragile. One twitch, one sharp grab, and the bones would shatter. She’d die instantly as her vertebrae shattered.

And for the first time since I saw her face, trapped in this dungeon, I felt my breath hitch in the back of my throat.

“No,” I answered softly.

She sniffed and made a small nod. “What then? Will you leave, as father demanded?”

I thought about that. The dungeon was inside his lands. By rights, I should leave. It was what I was ordered to do, and…

“No.” I wrapped my other arm possessively around her middle.

Vhola squirmed slightly, but didn’t pull away at all. She seemed to just be getting comfortable with where she was, before turning her head to look at me with a slight smile. “Then… would you like to hear the offer from the dungeon?”

I sighed and met her eyes for a moment. “What offer?”

“The dungeon… speaks a lot of nonsense. I can’t understand half of what it goes on about. But the one thing he does say is that he wants this place to house life.”

I frowned before gesturing at the trees. “It already houses life.”

“Dungeon life,” she smiled. “It wants more. More from outside.”

“And why would I do that?” I asked. “I’m not about to farm people to the dungeon–”

“No,” Vhola shook her head and twisted around. “Not like that, no.”

“Then, what?” I frowned in confusion.

Vhola adopted a faraway look for a moment, before grimacing in confusion. She tilted her head, and I began to grow concern, before she shook herself and looked up at me. “Sorry, the dungeon is… excited.”

“Tell it that if whatever it is doing harms you. I’ll kill it,” I growled.

Vhola shook her head. “Nothing like that. It just… Like me, it expected to die this morning, and… you didn’t.”

I sighed and slowly nodded. “Okay. So what was it telling you?”

“It… wants people to live in it,” she said quietly.

Now it was my turn to grow confused. “And why would people want to live in a dungeon?”

“For starters,” Vhola chewed her lip. “The dungeon isn’t beholden to my father. It is its own entity, separate from the outside world. So, your exile is imposed—rather than subverted—should you remain here.”

“Okay,” I frowned, unsure of whether or not to believe that. “What else?”

“Dungeon’s feed on souls,” Vhola said.

I nodded. “We know this. It’s why you’re trapped here. You died within, you stay within.”

“Yes,” Vhola agreed. “But… You’ll have to agree, I don’t behave like a regular dungeon spawn, do I?”

I frowned. It was true. Most people who died in a dungeon, and were respawned. They may look familiar, act familiar, but they lacked memory, or any true personality of the individual. This woman, was sitting nude in my lap, despite the strangeness of the situation. If she and the real Vhola were sitting side by side, I wasn’t sure I could tell them apart.

“No, you do seem more… yourself,” I agreed.

Vhola smiled. “That’s because the dungeon didn’t absorb any of me. I may be a dungeon creature, but I am still the same woman. All my memories, all my feelings, emotions, wants, needs, and desires. And best of all, I’m somewhere safe, where I can live free of the restrictions put in place by my station in life.”

“And how do you know that’s what really is happening?” I asked. “Not just what the dungeon wants you to think?”

Vhola frowned and slowly shook her head. “I don’t. But I feel like me. And you feel like you. I always dreamed, as a little girl, that my knight in shining armor would come and sweep me off my feet and we’d live together in a castle in a time of prosperity.”

“And now?” I asked.

She chewed her lip. “My knight’s armor is the darkest black, and we’ve yet to build the castle.”

I cleared my throat and shook myself. “We got off track,” I said quickly.

“We did,” Vhola nodded, then pouted. “I meant what I said, though.”

“Which part?” I asked.

Vhola smiled. “Last night, I told you I’d be the doting wife you never had.” She twisted around in my lap, and I saw the look in her eyes as she sat up on her knees. “And I want my warrior husband.”

I released her, letting my arms slide down her sides. She trembled and leaned close. I could smell her skin, and the way she looked at me told me everything. Her eyes went wide as I suddenly rolled. She flopped down onto the grass as I loomed overhead. She smiled up at me and gripped the front of my shirt as she pulled me down into a fierce kiss.

I tasted her lips as she giggled and shifted. With a soft growl, I scooped her knees up and folded her in half, pressing her knees to her armpits. That pushed her pussy up against me, dragging a slick trail of her womanly excitement across my stomach.

“Eager?” I asked.

Vhola blushed and nodded. “Your hand on my neck got me all hot and bothered.”

“Oh?” I grinned, before sliding one hand up her body. She trembled and shook as my fingers danced over her skin. As my hand dragged over her collarbone, Vhola tilted her head back, offering me more of her delicate neck as I settled my palm over her throat. “Is a princess supposed to behave so shamefully?” I asked.

“No,” Vhola shook her head. “But I’m not the princess. Just a dungeon creature and… If you’ll agree. Your doting wife. Eager to please in any way you see fit.”

With one hand on her neck, I shifted my weight towards my knees before running my other hand down her front. Her eyes went wide as I slid my fingers between her legs. She squirmed slightly, but the way her eyelids fluttered told me everything. She was slick, hot, and excited. Like a slippery furnace, her body drooled around my fingers as I explored her. I listened to the way her breath hitched and felt the way she shifted. I realized she was thrusting her hips, trying to get me to stimulate her how she liked, and I quickly moved my hand away.

Her eyes bulged for a moment before they locked on me. I stared right back as I fumbled for the tie of my pants. It didn’t take me long, and Vhola was still staring as I fished my cock out. She noticed immediately what was about to happen as I moved to mount her properly. Her teeth bit down on her lip as her hands rubbed down my sides.

“I’ll be gentle,” I whispered. “You’re probably sore from last night.”

Vhola nodded quickly, despite my hand on her neck. “Please?” she begged. “I’m yours, if you’ll have me.”

“If,” I snorted as I pressed my cock between her legs. I thought for a moment and an idea came to mind. “This dungeon wants me to work for it?”

“Mhm,” Vhola squirmed as she rocked her hips, trying to get me inside herself.

“Then, without the core, I’ll just take you as my share of the loot.”

Vhola’s expression froze, but as our lips met, she kissed me back with an eagerness I didn’t expect. I removed my hand from her neck, sliding it instead under her head. She let me pull her close before I slowly drove my hips forward. Her body trembled as Vhola let out a wordless cry. Unlike last time, there was no stopping to let her stretch. Her legs snapping around my waist did nothing except pull me closer until I felt the firmness of our pelvises coming together.

I released her lips as she gasped and trembled and I smiled down at her as she smiled right back. “Is this what you wanted?” I asked.

Vhola let out a choked laugh and nodded. “I’m your woman, Corvus,” she choked. “You can have me whenever you want.”

I thought about those words and shook my head. “I’d love to accept, but on one condition.”

“What is it?” She frowned.

“You always have the right to say no,” I said evenly.

“What about–”

I shook my head. “No matter what. If I’m doing something, from brushing your hair to what we’re doing right now. You tell me if there is something you don’t enjoy, or if you want to stop, or even if you just don’t feel up to it. Don’t let me force you into anything.”

Vhola smiled and nodded. “I can agree with that, but I have a condition of my own.”

“Oh?” I asked.

“A real wedding,” she whispered. “Not now. But one day, when people come to live here. We’ll build a chapel, and we’ll speak our vows on this hill.”

I looked down at her and saw the eager glint in her eye. Truth be told, I was having second thoughts about a lot of things. Coming here, destroying the core just… didn’t seem like the right thing anymore. I wasn’t sure if that was because I was buried deep inside a woman I was infatuated with, or… if it was because this felt real to me. For some time I’d felt like I was walking in a world filled with shadows and emptiness. No real connections with people around me to truly feel grounded. Yet, here I was, embedded as deep as I could into the woman beneath me, and everything had color to it.

“Okay,” I nodded.

This time, it was Vhola’s arms that pulled us closer together. I wasn’t rough as I began to thrust. Vhola gasped in delight as I drove myself into her, and the two of us quickly built a rhythm. She moaned as I forced my pubic bone against her clit, and her nails dug into the skin of my shoulders. Truth be told, I wasn’t long for the end. I just wanted her to finish first.

Vhola’s pussy grabbed and squeezed with each thrust. Her mouth hummed and squealed through each kiss. Her nails tensed and relaxed with each rock. Until finally, she began to shudder. It was so sudden. Her breath hitched, and she let out a soft shriek. Her body shook, and I forced myself deep inside her. Vhola’s pussy squeezed around my cock as I emptied myself inside her. She jerked in place, moaning in pleasure as I held her close. The powerful sensations of her orgasm were enough to milk me dry without the added stimulation of her orgasmic throes.

When she finally slumped in my arms, I held her close. Still buried inside her, she breathed hard and gave a soft giggle.

“What is it?” I asked.

“This is a life dungeon,” Vhola snickered.

“Mhm,” I sat up and looked at the expression on her face.

“The creatures inside can still breed.”

“Oh,” I glanced down at our joining. “Then…”

“Then nothing,” Vhola sighed. “If I am, I am. If I’m not, then I’m not.”

“Maybe we should–”

“Corvus, if you’re about to suggest we wait, I’m going to climb atop you in the night. If you’re not going to kill me, then I know where you sleep.”

I frowned at the words she used, but she stared right back until I rolled my eyes. “Fine… But… what if–”

“If I fall pregnant to you…” she frowned for a moment, and I realized she was conversing with the dungeon. It annoyed me that it was interrupting at a time like this, but she blinked and met my stare once more. “That… We need to discuss this further.”

I frowned and sat up, taking my cock with me. Vhola squirmed as I slipped free, and she cupped her crotch with one hand as she pushed herself up to sit beside me.

“The dungeon says it… evolved, whatever that means,” Vhola frowned.

I thought about the word. I recalled it from a talk I had with a scholar in my youth. Something about changes over time, but I was only barely paying attention to him.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

Vhola shrugged slightly. “I’m not sure. Something about new possibilities, death being a cheap substitute and…”

I saw the way she suddenly twitched and frowned. “Vhola?”

“Hmm?” she blinked.

“Vhola, what was that?” I asked.

Vhola chewed her lip. “It… Ummm… Can we talk about this later? I need to think about what it means first.”

I frowned at her suggestion. I wanted to push, because whatever this was sounded important. But then, if it were important, likely she really did need some time to think about it.

“Alright,” I agreed. “So, what do we do now?”

Vhola gave me a smile. “What you do best.”

I frowned. “Kill monsters?”

Vhola nodded. “The dungeon says he can’t stop the creatures spawning once they’ve already been set, not without…” Vhola frowned. “Sorry, he said something that doesn’t make sense. He just wants us to move back to the entrance, and to clear some space to start building.”

“Building?” I frowned. “Building what?”

Vhola gave me a smile. “A town.”
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King Dollouay stared at the messenger. The men looked unconcerned, despite the soldiers staring him down. Dressed in the leathers of his people, the scabbard that usually held one of their bone handled axes bounced against his hip. The weapon, like the rest of the blades he likely carried, was with the guards stationed at the front door. A precaution, born of the ages past, when both sides were known to send assassins.

“Your Majesty,” the man gave a small, impolite bow.

Their kind weren’t known for their respect. Even that, as mocking as it was, King Dollouay accepted.

“To what do I owe the pleasure of this meeting?” The king asked.

The man smiled. “I have come for your final word. Prince Horksbry is eager to acquire his wife.”

The King winced. Truthfully, he regretted agreeing to the marriage. No woman would be better off being sent to their neighbors. She would be treated harshly, though with children, she may have found a joy to hold her attention.

“I thought we had more time,” the King tried. “I was not aware that the need for our unity was attached to a time limit.”

The man nodded. “Prince Horksbry grows concerned about recent actions the princess has taken. He does not wish for her to be a burden towards his people. And a woman diving the dungeon, even a foreign dungeon, may upset the balance of our society.”

King Dollouay narrowed his eyes at the man. “An admission of treacherous behavior, if ever I’ve heard one.”

“We have spies,” the man agreed. “As do you. I’m not here to trade barbs with you, your majesty. I am here to see the princess with my own eyes.”

“She isn’t here,” King Dollouay sneered. “And even if she was, I would refuse all but the words of the royal family themselves to present her.”

“Because of the assassination attempt?” The man asked.

King Dollouay’s face became thunderous as he stood from his throne. “You dare!”

The man tilted his head. “She survived, did she not? The great Corvus surely rescued her?”

“Of course he did!” King Dollouay snapped. “And when I find out who sent those assassins, I will unleash Corvus upon them for the attempt!”

“Wonderful,” the man smiled. “Prince Horksbry will be here on the eve of the new moon. An auspicious time for a wedding.”

King Dollouay felt the hand of fate grip him and he nodded slowly, before descending into his throne once more. The court held silent as the spy turned on his heels. There was no doubt they knew the truth. King Horksbry wouldn’t make the attempt without knowing for certain whether his daughter still lived. Their people thrived on battle. Settling a grudge with a marriage would be a cheap substitute for taking her as a slave after years of bloodshed.

“My Lord?” a small voice called.

King Dollouay turned and regarded the man. He was small, quiet, and unassuming, he made for a good advisor. He and Corvus had vetted him multiple times, and he genuinely had the best interest of the Kingdom at heart.

“Yes, Lonneth?”

“My Lord, we need to begin preparations for war,” the man urged softly. “I understand and respect your decision not to tell the spy what happened, but they will find out, if they haven’t already.”

“They already know,” King Dollouay sighed. “They just wanted proof.”

“Yes, my Lord,” Lonneth bowed. “But please–”

“You’re right,” King Dollouay waved off his words. “Spread the word, quietly. His ears are everywhere, likely even in this room. He will want a fight, expect it even. If he were anyone else, I’d suggest scouring our city for his kin. That wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of blood he craves, though.”

“At once, my Lord,” Lonneth bowed and turned.

“One more thing,” King Dollouay held up his hand.

“My Lord?”

King Dollouay felt his chest tighten as he thought about it. The harsh reality was, his people had lacked war and battle on a large scale for over a generation. The warriors of repute were old and no longer holding weapons. Those who were capable warriors would be drafted from those who hunted in the dungeons. And at the top of that list was a single name. One he loathed.

“Find…”

He gritted his teeth, shaking himself. He hated to say it. King Horksbry’s men would swarm over his people. They would destroy all in their path. Kill the men, rape the women, enslave whatever remained. Even if they ultimately drove the invaders off, it would not be without significant loss.

“Corvus,” the King hissed.

Lonneth shifted uncomfortably and nodded. “Are you sure that is wise, my Lord?”

King Dollouay shook his head. “No, I don’t. But if we are to survive this, then we need every ounce of strength we can muster.”

“And if he is no longer within our lands?” Lonneth asked.

King Dollouay shook his head. “He hasn’t left,” he grunted. “I’ll bet if you tracked him far enough, you’ll find him in some backwater. Probably acting as a beggar while living off the land. He never left, nor did he ever intend to.”

Lonneth wasn’t so sure. The man was a legend, and had always respected the King’s wishes, even if he didn’t respect the King as a man. With the exile title, it was highly unlikely that Corvus remained within the kingdom’s borders.

“At once, my Lord,” Lonneth bowed and turned to attend his duties.

The title couldn’t be removed without the King being personally present. Which meant they were on a time limit. The new moon was just under a month away. A month of preparation wasn’t long, especially not against the monstrous nature of their invaders. An army of savages, used to living off the land. They would kill, steal, rape and pillage as they desired until they sat King Horksbry on Dollouay’s throne. Even then, it would only slow their destruction of this nation. Not halt it entirely.
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Vhola shifted slowly. Corvus breathed deeply as he slept, and she did not wish to disturb him. She ached slightly from their time together, and she was still half convinced he would change his mind and destroy them both. She desperately did not wish for that to happen. Her nerves were frayed. First from the terror of waking up in this place, and then from confronting the man she was quickly finding she loved, more than she thought possible. He was just a man at first. A curiosity she couldn’t have. As time went on, that curiosity turned to infatuation. Until now…

Vhola touched her stomach gently. The dungeon had exploded in excitement the moment it received the notification. She scarcely believed the dungeon’s own words at first. That she was to be free of its influence, and only act as the conduit for its voice. The dungeon wanted people to live within its walls, to survive and empower it over time. A few dozen deaths per year within these walls was a poor substitute for lives created, nurtured and lived within the same space.

“Sure, killing people works,” it had said when she awoke. “But why slaughter the cattle now? Why not let them breed until the numbers are so great, you can survive off the ones dying of natural causes?”

Vhola touched her stomach again, before glancing at the sleeping form beside her. A smile graced her features as she thought about a future together. He was powerful. Beyond comprehension. And yet he was only ever gentle with her.

“Mmm,” Corvus mumbled in his sleep.

Vhola froze as his hand snaked out and cupped her hip. She let him drag her closer once more, where she settled against his side. The soft huff he let out sounded so very content, and his hand rested on the curve of her stomach.

“Please let this work,” she whispered.


CHAPTER SEVEN


“Corvus?”

“Mmm,” I grunted softly.

Sleep still clawed at me. I was warm, comfortable, and something soft and delightful was in my arms.

“Corvus, please?”

“Please?” I murmured in confusion.

The soft and delightful thing in my arms shifted, and I opened my eyes in confusion as Princess Vhola came into view. She had a pained smile on her face, and I grew worried, before she pressed a kiss to my lips. When she pulled away, I loosened my grip, and she slipped away.

“Thank you!” she squirmed out, before crawling out of the tent.

I sat up in confusion. First from what she was trying to ask, me, then from her reaction. I could hear her footsteps as she rushed across the grass, before I heard the trickle of falling water.

“Oh,” I grimaced, and shook my head.

Pushing myself up, I took mine and Vhola’s clothing from my inventory, and began to dress. I was getting my boots on, when Vhola crawled back into the tent with a blush.

“Sorry,” she mumbled as she reached for her clothing.

“It’s fine,” I promised. “Do I hold you too tightly when we sleep?”

“NO!” Vhola snapped, before shaking her head. “No, really. I… I feel so small next to you. It’s comforting. I just had a bit too much water before bed.”

“Hmm,” I looked her over. She was beautiful. Very much the woman I remembered. I still didn’t know why she was here. I certainly wasn’t sure if her intentions were completely accurate. At the same time, I couldn’t tell a single thing about her that was different. She still looked, felt, spoke and acted like the Princess I remembered. Only… now we shared a bedroll, and she wasn’t shy about me seeing her in the nude. “Still, don’t hesitate to wake me if you need to.”

Her lips quirked as she pulled on her leggings. “It’s fine, but… I’ll keep that in mind should I need anything.”

I smiled and pushed out of the tent. The sun was low on the horizon, just enough to illuminate the dungeon floor with those lovely yellows and oranges. We were just outside the entrance to the first floor. The wargs that attacked Vhola on the second, had respawned on the way back. We were lucky enough to miss the dragon at least.

The smaller creatures respawned at a greater frequency. That was why they sometimes spilled out of the dungeon. Which was how they were usually discovered. Running a dungeon was good for everyone, the dungeon included.

“Corvus?” Vhola called softly.

“Hmm?” I turned as she stepped up beside me. “Yes?”

“Are you okay?” She asked.

“Fine,” I took her hand and gave it a small squeeze. “Just admiring the morning sunlight.”

Vhola nodded. “It’s hard to think it’s not natural,” she sighed. “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear the horizon went on forever.”

“It doesn’t though,” Corvus grunted.

He had explored that concept before. There were no walls inside the dungeons. At least, not the floors that weren’t underground. If you tried to reach the edge, things got… strange. Even Corvus wasn’t immune. You would walk to the edge, and even with a measuring device to ensure you kept straight—sooner or later, you found yourself turned around, even with nothing around you to explain how and why. It was as if at a certain point, you just couldn’t physically go any further, despite no obvious reason not to.

Many had tried, but it always ended the same way. With you standing awkwardly, looking back the way you came, wondering how it was that you got turned around. Sure, there was speculation that it was a kind of magic. That with enough resistance to mind influence, you could shrug it off. Others thought it was temporal magic that bended the perception of those it afflicted and forced them to turn around without knowledge of doing so.

I was under the impression that it was simpler than that. Like gravity, it was a law of nature. An observable truth, rather than a physical property that could be controlled or manipulated. After all, so many adventurers in the past had tried. I fared no better than everyone else, even when I led teams towards the edge. Sooner or later, I would find myself pointed in the wrong direction, with no knowledge or recollection of turning.

“We should hunt today,” Vhola suggested, breaking me from my thoughts.

I nodded. “You can probably do that yourself. You’re a far higher level than anything on this floor.”

“A pity,” she smiled. “I do enjoy my knight in blackened armor coming to my defense.”

I chuckled and turned to kiss her cheek. She must have seen me coming, because she turned her head, making me catch her lips instead. That made me pause, and the two of us stared into one another’s eyes. If there was any such way for me to feel, she was the Vhola I met, it was in her eyes. The doorways to the soul, some said. Vhola’s were just as I remembered. The life, the love, the soul, was all still there, just as I remembered. The small flicker of lust and regret as I pulled away, though… That was entirely new.

“Come on,” I gently swatted her ass. “Let’s get this packed up.”

Vhola gave me a small pout before turning her nose up. “Fine. I’ll get the spit. You take care of the tent.”

I grinned and nodded. I could cook for myself, sure. Vhola must have taken lessons. Perhaps it was something her mother taught her when she was a girl. Perhaps one of the lessons she was given. I didn’t think she was some great chef, but the woman could season game and roast vegetables with far greater success than I ever could. I gave her the domain of our meals, and gladly took on the larger task of disassembling our temporary home.

In no time at all, we were both packed and ready. I stored everything in my inventory. Vhola kept her own things, but still left the heavy lifting to me. Inventories were determined by both level and strength. With both of those maximized for my build, I was the obvious choice of pack horse, while Vhola, with her dexterity and agility build, was more than capable of carrying what she needed.

The two of us set off. With the sun to our right, we headed south to the dungeon entrance. Signs of life were everywhere. Truthfully, a determined child could likely get through the first level of this dungeon. The greatest danger were the wolves, and they roamed about looking for the herds of deer that spawned. If you could avoid both of those, and the occasional bear, there wasn’t much else that could do you harm.

In fact, it was more likely to be attacked by wolves or a bear simply getting to the dungeon. Those creatures were known to travel the roads when times were lean. They weren’t a match for the heavily armed adventuring teams that came through. But a slow merchant? An unwary monk on a pilgrimage? Food was food to a wolf, and they weren’t picky.

What it meant was this floor was an excellent staging area. Small creeks ran about, with ponds of fresh water that held fish and amphibians. Birds chirped in the trees, and the trees themselves would respawn should they be cut down. Which… was a point. Not to mention it was the same temperate climate, year round.

“Vhola, how are we supposed to build a town if the wood we use vanishes when the trees respawn?” I asked.

Vhola tilted her head, and I recognized when she was being spoken to by the dungeon. It was only a moment, and Vhola glanced back at me. “It won’t. Reclaiming the wood is a conscious effort by the dungeon that preserves its energies to replace the tree. It is happy to take the loss, should we prove ourselves successful.”

That sounded almost like a threat. It meant the dungeon could undo all our hard work. It also gave me an opportunity. Perhaps in a fire, or in an attack, if a building collapsed, it would be possible to remove it entirely. Not that I would hold my breath, that the dungeon would do so, simply because I asked at a convenient time.

“Would that also be the same for stone, iron and other items we would need to grow into a successful town?” I asked.

Vhola tilted her head slightly again, and frowned. “There is no suitable source of stone or iron on this floor. They start at the mountains.”

I frowned and thought about that for a time. “And the dungeon cannot remove its spawns?”

“No,” Vhola confirmed.

I sighed. “That will make it difficult to get proper building materials, then.”

“We can move them between floors ourselves,” Vhola suggested.

“It would be a monumental effort though,” I sighed. “We’d have to set up small, defensible towns on the floors we needed. Both to harvest and prepare the goods required, before shipping them by cart where they are required.”

Vhola giggled, and she took my hand. “Perhaps my dream of living in a world of prosperity was not as farfetched as I once thought.”

I glanced at the princess. “You think we can do it?”

Princess Vhola nodded, excitement bright upon her face. “I was groomed to run an empire, Corvus. Running a few trade caravans over some dungeon floors is simple by comparison.”

I smiled at her optimism before shaking my head. “And what happens when there are tens of thousands of people living here?”

“Then I hire advisors and councils to act on my behalf, while my warrior king ravishes me endlessly in piles of gold and silk.”

I snorted and shook my head. Though I did hold on to the thought of the princess draped in silk. I didn’t know how successful this venture would be. It was one thing, for someone as powerful as me, to stroll through a dungeon. Another entirely, to raise a child here. What horror could be wrought, should a child die in a place like this? Would they even be their parents’ child? Would the dungeon return them to their family at all? Even if they did return the child, there was no guarantee that the child would be the same. Vhola may be the exception to the rule.

“It will be an adjustment,” Vhola continued. “But with homes, maybe a palisade wall and you to keep the peace. I think many would want to come to a place like this. At the least, to escape my father’s tax collectors.”

“And if the tax collectors try?” I asked.

Vhola smiled. “Good luck getting past the dragon.”

I laughed and nodded in agreement. That beast had gotten one up on even me. Not that it was a permanent injury. It would take an army, or at least a specially trained and equipped team, to get past that beast. Those teams existed, but they did so, because I helped get them there. If someone wanted a guide through to the end of the dungeon, it was me they called on.

The chimera swarm at the end, was too great a foe for even the most hardened adventuring team. Only I, with my unique skill set, could take them with such ease. Otherwise, it might literally take an army. Good luck getting that many heavily armed men past a dragon, without losing them all to its flames.

“Where should we set things up?” Vhola asked.

“Aren’t you the expert on that?” I chided her.

Vhola shook her head. “Diplomacy, planning and trade, yes. But you know the dungeon better than anyone. If you asked me, I’d just slap it down outside the entrance. Make it safe to enter the dungeon properly.”

I thought about that for a moment. The entrance was a hole carved into a rock. There was no real way to climb up behind, not for the monsters on this level, at least. It was a sheer cliff, and… well, it really would make a good defensive point. If we built a gate to cover the entrance, we could restrict access to the dungeon, while a wall on the outside would keep the town safe from the creatures.

“That’s not a bad idea,” I nodded to myself. “Put a gate on the entrance, so we can keep out any problems. Then put a wall on the inside and make a safe zone. Start with an inn, then a trading post, some homes and spaces for businesses.”

“No,” Vhola disagreed. “Start with a home. Someone will come poking in at some point, if only to investigate the noise. That’ll get the craftsmen from the town to move in.”

“A lot of them died,” I grimaced. “The assassins carved their way in. Anyone who was in the way…”

“Then they’re likely to move in, for the safety of having you nearby,” Vhola patted my arm. “You don’t hear the way people talk about you, do you?”

“No,” I snorted. “I never listened to that rubbish. Besides, I don’t think I was well liked on my way back to the dungeon. Especially with the exile title your father gave me.”

Vhola bumped her hip against my own, a commiserating smile on her face. “I can’t undo what my father did, but it still stand by my opinion. If you’d set foot in town, and stayed there long enough to have a chat, you’d probably have drowned in eligible bachelorettes.”

I grimaced and shook my head. “I won’t argue that point. But…” I pulled Vhola to my side. “I have all the woman I need, right here.”

Vhola choked up a little before nuzzling into my side. We walked for a time like that before she slowly pulled away. I was concerned, as she tilted her head and suddenly spun. I heard the growl and was about to activate my armor when Vhola raised her bow.

“DIRE SHOT!”

The wolf burst out from the treeline, only for the arrow to meet its eye. The beast tumbled to the ground before it made three steps, and I glanced at the Princess, who gave me a grin.

“I suppose you were right,” she lowered her weapon. “This floor really isn’t a threat to me anymore.”

“No,” I glanced at the wolf. “Should we?”

Vhola gave me a hopeful smile. “Would my dark knight please carry the beast for me? I’d be ever so grateful.”

I tried not to chuckle as I walked over to the beast. “Fine, but you owe me.”

“No, I don’t,” Vhola giggled. “You claimed me, remember? I’m your loot.” I paused and looked over my shoulder as she grinned. “As your lawfully collected loot, you can just throw me down, and have your way with me as you please.”

I turned away as my pants tightened slightly. The wolf was a fine distraction. I pulled my shirt free, letting it vanish into my inventory, so I didn’t get blood on it. Then, with little effort, I hefted the beast onto my shoulder. Usually, I’d have cut off a leg and left the rest. With plans to stay, though, that changed things. It would be better to cure the hide, dry or smoke the meat, and save what we could. So for now, I trudged along beside the princess, who smiled with obvious delight as we made our way to the entrance.

The rest of our trip was far less eventful. The smell of dead wolf, likely scared away whatever beasts were out there. A bear would have still made the effort, but those were rare enough even if you were looking for them. Still, I was dirty, bloodstained, and slightly sweaty when we made it to the dungeon entrance. I could see the long dark tunnel, with the light at the far end. It was the only thing that separated me from my exile, and I had no real desire to return. Besides, the memory of Vhola dying in my arms as I carried her out still haunted me. Despite her agreeableness with our current situation, I’d have given it away tenfold, if it meant saving her from this fate.

“Stop it,” Vhola prodded me.

“Hmm?” I twitched. “Stop what?”

“You’re staring off into that tunnel. Which means you’re brooding. So stop it,” she prodded me again.

I smiled and shook my head, but earned myself another prod as I glanced at the tunnel. “Fine, fine,” I put my back to it. “Where should we set up?”

Vhola looked around before frowning. “Where is the nearest water source?”

I nodded to the opposite side of the tunnel entrance, and Vhola smiled. “Let’s set up camp near the entrance, on the water side.”

“I’ll fetch–”

“You deal with the wolf,” Vhola interrupted. “I can fetch water and set up the tent. Then, maybe you can carry out whatever foul deeds you have planned for me.”

“No plans,” I sighed. “I’d like to bathe, though.”

Vhola paused. “Maybe I should wait then. I could get your back.”

“Whatever you’re comfortable with,” I smiled.

Vhola laughed and shook her head. “Corvus, after everything I’ve enjoyed you doing to me, do you really think washing each other’s backs is going to upset me?”

“I didn’t want to presume,” I shrugged off the wolf and dropped it in the grass.

“You didn’t,” Vhola quirked her hips. “I offered. And I intend to pay up.”

I watched her stalk off towards the creek with a sway in her hips. With a shake of my head, I worked out where the tent should go, and set it out. I wasn’t about to put it up and earn myself the ire of the princess, but I hoped she appreciated me rolling everything out for her. With that done, I thought about the wolf and what I needed to do next.

Despite almost never using it, I did have a knife in my inventory. I’m sure, to some, it was a legendary weapon of some sort. I pulled it from a dungeon years ago. It was dwarven steel. A race of beings, it was said, that lived in this world generations ago. Where they went, nobody knows. However, there were reports they found dungeon-spawned dwarves inside a dungeon near the border with Horksbry.

How the blade was made, nobody could tell. It was a rare thing, too. Most of the armor and weapons dropped by the dwarves—like in most dungeons—looked fancy, but weren’t anything special. It was like the dungeon’s restricted how well their equipment was made, to prevent people from coming in and farming it all. Now and then, though, something slipped through. A mythical weapon, a legendary armor, a rare tome. This knife was one of them. Though, to me, it was just a knife with a fancy hilt.

The area around the dungeon entrance was flat and clear. A short distance away, the trees started, and that was where I went. I kept an ear out for Vhola, as I selected a tree with a branch at the right height. With my knife, I cut it free, and used the branch to make a frame to hang the wolf by its ankles. It was quick, dirty and, most of all, it was functional.

I had just set the wolf up, and was running the blade down its middle to open the belly, when I turned to the sound of Vhola’s footsteps. She was smiling at first, but then grimaced as the wolf’s belly opened, and its gut spilled free. She held herself together though, as I pulled out the parts I would discard. The heart was good to eat, but the stomach, intestines and liver were not appetizing.

I worked quickly, as Vhola set down a bucket beside me. I glanced down and saw fresh water as she carried a second over to the tent. Leaving her to it, I skinned the wolf, before starting on the butchering. I separated the limbs and cut off the larger chunks of flesh. A leg would be a good meal for the two of us, while the rest, I may be able to dry until we got a smoker set up. Of course, it would also be possible to take it out of the dungeon and ask someone outside to smoke it for me. But my exile status would likely make whoever I asked second guess helping me, even if they knew who I was.

In the end, I set up a wooden frame. On it, I left small spikes of wood that I used as hooks to impale the meat, before I set it out where it would get the sun and a near-constant breeze. By then, Vhola had the tent set up, and had made our bed for the evening. On top of that, she had collected the leg, and had it slowly roasting over a fire.

I smiled, thinking of how much nicer it would have been if she had been with me years earlier. It was novel from me to have a hot meal waiting at the end of the day. But knowing such a beauty was the one responsible, made me excited in new and confusing ways.

My idleness must have caught her attention, as Vhola turned to me with a smile. “This will be fine to sit for a few minutes, if you’d like to bathe?”

I looked around, searching my senses for any sign that people or creatures were nearby. I couldn’t sense anything, though. Nothing stirred but the birds in the trees alongside the squirrels and rabbits, who wouldn’t be a problem.

“Sounds good,” I nodded.

Vhola smiled and got up to join me as I headed off towards the creek. It was a little way off through the trees. If the town expanded much, it would likely end up by the walls, if not inside them. It was just a bit of a slog getting to it, as the trees near the water source were thicker, with sturdier roots that made walking slightly treacherous. Still, we made good time, and the creek came into view. The water was clean and fresh, as the dungeon designed. Toxins existed in life dungeons, but they were attributed to animals themselves. If the water was contaminated, it was usually because of a corpse. There was no need to boil the water here to drink it otherwise.

The creek was shallow. Just enough to sit in and have the water wash over your hips. I was about to remove my pants when Vhola stepped past, catching my eye as she wiggled her nude behind at me.

Despite her teasing, and her obvious eagerness for me to satisfy myself with her. We really did just bathe. Soap, some washers and the cool water of the creek. I washed her back, rubbing the muscles down her spine until she purred before she attempted to do the same for me. I appreciated the effort, even if her level of strength wasn’t really enough to massage me. Still, I was clean, comfortable and content with my lot in life. After a few lingering touches, we finally dressed and made our way back to the camp.

Only now, I realized something wasn’t quite right. There was a shift within the dungeon that told me… I snorted. This was the first level, its monsters weren’t a threat. Heck, if a pigeon flew in from outside, the creatures here scurried away in shock. This could be anything, and Vhola didn’t seem concerned either. We walked through the trees, picking our way through so we didn’t trip, before stepping out into view.

Our camp was there. The fire burned merrily along, but there was no sign of what disturbed the dungeon. Even now, I could sense things returning to the level they were. The meat was how we left it, and Vhola gave it a turn to help it cook evenly. I checked the surroundings, even the ground for footsteps. But saw no signs that anything had come near.

“Corvus?” Vhola called, seeing me moving about.

“It’s nothing,” I shrugged, before moving over to check the meat I had out drying.

It, too, was just how I left it. The only thing that made sense was if someone came into the dungeon, then left once more. It seemed reasonable, perhaps. Maybe they saw the tent and backed out, thinking it was a trap. I decided that was likely what happened, so I moved to the entrance to check for signs of entry. Sure enough, as I stared at the ground, there was a disturbance in the grass before the transition to dirt for the tunnel itself.

“HOLD!”

I looked up and saw several frightened people. Two of them had bows drawn, while a third held a crossbow, all pointed at me. I tilted my head as I looked them over. They didn’t quite look like adventurers, but they didn’t look like bandits either. Likely, they were investigating the dungeon, and we had bumped into each other.

I raised my hand and my staff to show I wasn’t a threat. That was the wrong move, as the crossbowman’s eyes went wide.

“HE’S CASTING!”

That set off the others, and I watched as all three fired at once. Slamming my staff into the ground, I felt three impacts bounce off my armor as the smoke solidified over my body. I stood before them, scythe at my side, staring them down with menacing green eyes, as they froze in horror at what they had just done.

“The C-crow,” one of them stammered.

“Gentlemen,” I nodded slowly. “Spread the word. The dungeon is open to all.”


CHAPTER EIGHT


“Excuse me?” called a firm, feminine voice.

I raised the blade from the wood as I crossed the fifth tally. I thought it was a good idea to keep count. Vhola said the dungeon wouldn’t reclaim the materials we used for building, but having a physical count to show how many days this post stayed in the ground was a nice reminder. For now though…

“Yes?” I turned to the older woman.

She shifted under my gaze, and I knew that word had finally begun to spread about this place. After that first group of visitors, Vhola and I had heard a few people come into the tunnel. They hadn’t visited, though. This woman, she was the first, and if I had to guess, she had a purpose for being here.

“I… ah…” she sighed and shook her head.

“It’s fine,” I tried to assure her. “But if you’d be more comfortable, I’m sure Vhola won’t be long.”

“The princess?” The woman rubbed her face. “I don’t know if that’s better or worse, honestly.”

I smiled despite myself. This situation wasn’t something I cared for. My reputation meant nothing to me, and yet others put so much importance on it.

“So?” I waited for her to continue.

She cleared her throat before giving me a wide smile. “Alchemist Bettina, I ah… hoped that, this…”

I glanced around. True, it wasn’t much. So far, the extent of the town I had created was a simple wooden wall that kept the beasts out. The tent, where Vhola and I slept, and a pair of gates. One on the side leading to the lake, and the other opposite the tunnel entrance, to give access to the rest of the dungeon floor.

“It’s not much,” I admitted, before poking my staff towards the frame of a half built cabin. “I’ll have that done in a few days. I’m not really sure what we should work on next. That’s the kind of thing Vhola knows about.”

“I see,” the woman nodded. “Then… may I suggest in advance that you place businesses and markets between the tunnel entrance, and that gate,” she pointed towards the one that opened out into the forest.

I tilted my head, but it was Vhola’s voice that called out, “And what stake do you have in this?”

The woman smiled nervously, as I turned to see Vhola striding in through the side gate, with a bucket of water. Vhola, I could see in her eyes, was weighing the woman. I wasn’t sure for what. I already knew she wouldn’t be a threat, but that was why I left the decision making up to Vhola. She had a better head for this kind of thing. I just knew the dungeon and its monsters.

“Princess Vhola,” Alchemist Bettina bowed politely.

“Enough of that,” Vhola waved away the woman’s actions. “I died. So, I’m not the real princess. I’m just a dungeon monster.”

Alchemist Bettina froze before looking at me in horror. I held up my hands and shook my head. “I’m still me. And trust me, I had the same reaction as you when I first realized what she was.”

The Alchemist chewed her lip for a moment and took a deep breath. “I suppose I have no reason to distrust you. I can hardly see a reason why a pair of dungeon creatures would be setting up a town if this were any normal situation.”

“The dungeon wants people to live in it,” I shrugged. “It’s a life dungeon. I suppose it realized keeping people alive did more for it than killing them.”

“Then why the wall?” Bettina asked.

“The monsters are still here.” Vhola set the bucket down by the tent before she tossed a piece of wood onto the smoldering coals to restart the fire. “The dungeon can’t make them go away. They’ll have to be cleared periodically, same as any dungeon.”

“That’s what he’s here for?” Bettina gestured towards me.

“I was exiled,” I corrected her. “I actually came here to destroy the dungeon, but… I changed my mind.”

Bettina glanced at Vhola, who shot her a grin, and the woman nodded in understanding. “I see.”

“I should also mention I am not being controlled by the dungeon. I retained all my independent thoughts, feelings and memories,” Vhola added. “What Corvus said was true. The dungeon wants people to live here. This is just the first step.”

“The first,” Bettina nodded. “Well… I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t desperate. I already introduced myself to The Crow. Princess Vhola, I am Alchemist Bettina. Dungeons, in particular life dungeons, have always been a great source of ingredients for my work. As such, living within one gives me a great advantage.”

“That’s not all though, is it?” Vhola asked.

Bettina slumped slightly and shook her head. “No. After… after the attack, the town organizers are trying to recoup their losses. They have raised taxes, yet, without people running the dungeon, I cannot afford them.”

“And what makes you think we won’t have taxes?” Vhola asked.

Bettina chewed her lip. “I was hoping I could offer my services to you directly. Then, later, if I make a profit, I would hope you were far more evenhanded than Elder Nurk.”

“Was he one of the men that showed up here a few days ago?” I asked.

Bettina shook her head. “That was his son. Needless to say, there is politics involved in my decision-making process. I am hoping to leave most of it behind, if you’ll have me.”

“We have nowhere for you to stay,” Vhola pointed out.

“You yourself are sleeping in a tent,” Bettina shrugged.

“What about your ability to work?” I asked.

Bettina smiled. “I have a cart. Usually I’d use it to move potions to the dungeon entrance to entice people upon entering. However, in a pinch, it would make a workable space to practice my trade.”

I looked at Vhola, and she gave a small nod of her head. I nodded back, and the two of us smiled at the older woman.

“Everyone is welcome to visit, but only those who contribute will be welcome to stay,” Vhola told the woman. “Feel free to spread the word. There are plenty of wolves, elk and other forest creatures on this floor for hunters and trappers. If we don’t cull them, they’d breed and overflow the dungeon, regardless.”

Bettina smiled and gave a small nod. “Thank you Prin–”

“Just Vhola,” she corrected the woman. “The Princess is gone. I am just a woman.”

“And he’s just a man?” Bettina nodded towards me.

“Exactly,” I nodded, making Bettina deflate slightly.

“Very well,” she sighed. “I shall collect my belongings. Is there any limit?”

“No, though keep in mind, luxuries will be minimal and so is space until we can expand,” Vhola smiled.

Bettina nodded in agreement, before giving a small curtsey to the two of us. “I shall return as soon as I can. Thank you for this opportunity.”

We watched her leave, and I felt a small ache in my chest. It must have shown on my face, as Vhola strode up to me and pressed into my side.

“Don’t think about it,” she whispered.

“She tried selling us potions the day we entered.” I shook my head. “Norsche threatened to have her arrested for obstructing his path.”

Vhola paused, then let out a long sigh. “Don’t think about it.”

“It’s hard not to,” I grunted. “Maybe… maybe–”

“Maybe I’d have lived, been shipped off to Prince Horksbry to be used as a broodmare until my hips gave out,” Vhola nudged me. “Pain is a distant memory, Corvus. I find myself quite content with my current life.”

“Even–”

“Especially then,” she blushed. “In fact–”

“Later,” I chuckled. “The sun is still up. There is plenty left to do. Or do you want to sleep in the tent longer than necessary?”

Vhola pouted. “It’s not the tent that bothers me. I’d sleep anywhere, as long as you were there to ravish me.” This time, it was my turn to laugh. The woman was a demon in the bedroom. Utterly insatiable since those first awkward times together. She knew just how to press my buttons, and enjoyed the rewards often and repeatedly, only for some days to come back, begging for more.

“Tonight then,” she promised me.

“Tonight,” I agreed. “For now, I have more wood to collect.”

She glanced at the structure I was working on and nodded. “It’s coming together rather quickly.”

“I’d like to think so,” I smiled.

Truthfully, I wasn’t sure what I was doing. I knew what a house looked like, and I understood how to put up a tent. I was just applying the same concept to this. It was long, rectangular and with Vhola sitting on my shoulders, she’d be able to reach the rafters. Right now, it was just a frame, but it was already coming together.

With a last look at Vhola, who was pouring water into a large pot, likely to start cooking the evening meal, I turned and made my way through the front gates. I had cleared all the nearby trees. I didn’t want anything getting close to the walls without being seen, should I need to defend them. There was also the mention of expansion, and that space would likely be used up at some point for buildings.

“What about fires?” I asked out loud to the dungeon. I wasn’t sure if it could hear me or not, but if Vhola acted as its voice, there was reason to suggest it likely could. “If we burn the wood, does that take away from you, or will the energy be returned somehow?”

I didn’t wait for an answer. The dungeon never spoke to me directly, and I reasoned that was likely because it couldn’t. It wouldn’t need Vhola as its voice otherwise. So for now, I busied myself with work. With a thump of my staff on the grass, I felt my armor form in place. I wouldn’t need it for long. Just enough for…

I swung, carving the blade of my scythe through a pair of trees I had selected. They were about the right size I needed, and the blade passed through the wood effortlessly. Only for a burst of mana to surge around me. I felt a wave of magic brush against me, and I turned to see something I hadn’t thought about in a long time.

“AHHHH!” she screamed in rage as she raised her hands.

I had completely forgotten about this. The more trees you cut, the more likely you would come across a dryad. As beautiful as they were, they were far more vicious than the legends ever let on. True, it was possible to entice one out in the world, if you looked hard enough. But the monsters in the dungeon were single-minded things. As a dozen roots raised from the earth to rip me down, I hurled my scythe at her. The feral rage was left etched into her expression as her head tumbled to the ground. Her body collapsed and the roots slowly retreated.

I thought for a moment about whether Vhola would have been able to handle a situation like that. I was confident she would, should she expect the attack. It was also likely that there would be a Naiad in the lake we bathed in, too. She would only show herself, should we deplete any fish, so that wasn’t a concern. Something to remember should more people come to stay here. Wolf wasn’t a bad meal, neither was the bear or the elk. Fish would likely end up on the table at some point, and it would be good to know in advance whether we would have any problems.

“CORVUS?!”

I turned and saw Vhola stepping out of the wall, bow in hand. I grinned, rethinking whether or not she would be taken advantage of by a surprised dryad attack.

“I have it handled!” I called back. “Just a dryad!”

She nodded and looked around. I thumped my scythe onto the ground, canceling the spell at once. As my armor dissolved, I walked up to the trunks of the trees I’d felled. I knew they were the right size, because I could bend down and grip the trunk with a single arm. When I stood, I could hold each beneath my armpit and drag them back towards the walls.

Vhola waited for me, hand on her bow until I was inside the walls. Once safely inside, she pulled the gates closed before returning to our meal. Here was the tedious part. I had to trim the branches from the trunk and sort them into piles. Some branches were large enough I could use them for other things. Handles for tools, wooden pins, stakes and even just firewood.

The leaves made for kindling, and compost when there was too much of it. That compost would come in handy when we began farming. Neither Vhola nor I had any idea how to farm, but sooner or later someone like Bettina would show up who could… I hoped. For now, I summoned my weapon once more and got to work, stripping branches, before dragging the logs into position.

I had decided to start at one end. I pictured the structure in sections. Basically, a set of squares. I take the log and cut it into two lengths, before trimming the top to the correct size. With the corners already set up, I used the blade of my scythe to cut notches into the vertical logs, and again into the ends of the logs that would make the walls by laying them horizontally. A shave across the top and bottom to give them flat sides to press together, and it was simple to slot them into position. Once I had the walls up, I would use an uncut log, twice the height, as a central support. To that, I’d be able to create a roof made of logs the same size. They would sit on the top of the wall and lean into the center, before a second set would reach the top of the wall and lean onto the ground.

That would give us ample dry storage, while preventing rain from seeping down into our home. It also meant someone like me, with no experience in construction, could throw it together on my own with a chance of success. While I’d hold out hope that sooner, rather than later, someone with construction experience would arrive. For now, this would do.

By the time I had the logs properly cut, positioned and then installed, I could smell the faint aroma of stew. What really had my attention, though, was the sound of someone grunting, along with the low rumble of a cart.

I stood and made my way over, seeing Bettina struggling with the cart. Her issue was twofold. Firstly, it was far too large to fit comfortably through the confines of the tunnel. Secondly, it was laden with so much of her belongings. I thought about my options before grunting to myself. If the tunnel counted as the Kingdom, Vhola wouldn’t be trapped in here. My exile would be preserved, even if I went to help, and help I did.

Bettina squeaked in shock as I suddenly appeared before her. She was dragging the handle as her feet fought for traction on the ground. My boots were far better made for this kind of thing than her shoes were. Which I proved, as I took hold of the handle and started to pull.

“Oh my,” she skipped forward to prevent being run over by her own cart.

I offered her a polite grin as I continued to drag the cart. It moved quickly. The strain meant little to me, and I could only hope that nothing would be damaged by being dragged along the wall. In the end, it didn’t matter. The cart needed to come through, and there wasn’t the room to take anything off, once Bettina got it in to begin with.

Vhola appeared off to my side as I brought the cart out into the dying light of the dungeon. She stared for a moment, before grinning as she saw what it was that had caused it all to get stuck.

“Is that what I think it is?” She asked.

“If you think it’s an open-air pavilion, then yes,” Bettina smiled. “Several people saw me go in, and a few were curious enough to help me pack for the return trip after I explained what you’d told me.”

Vhola clapped her hands and shot me a wide grin. I smiled back, thinking that this was likely a good push. Dungeons wouldn’t allow structures to be built out of their own materials. If you wanted to keep something, you had to remove it, or they were returned to the dungeon after a time. Bringing outside materials into a dungeon wasn’t a guarantee, either. Either they’d be destroyed by waves of monsters, or in the case of this life dungeon, absorbed to fuel its own needs. Something, it seemed, not to be doing, going by the five tally marks I’d left on the pole by the tunnel entrance.

“I thought about what you said. With those who want to visit being welcome, and those who work are welcomed to stay. With this, we can set up a market, where others can come to sell their wares,” she grinned. “If we charge only a small fee for others to come, we can generate business inside the dungeon itself. With you here to keep us all safe, people will come for the novelty of a safe dungeon. And if we’re lucky, they might just stay and work to improve things.”

I nodded as Vhola smiled wider. “That is the hope.”

Vhola cleared her throat and caught both of our attention. “The first floor will give us access to wood. With enough people here, the dungeon can respawn wood that is already cut, without having to reclaim it. We’ll need to go deeper for stone and other materials. We could provide an escort service between the levels and run our own trade caravans.”

“I’m to provide the escort?” I asked.

“At first,” Vhola nodded. “If we can get some adventurers living here permanently, they can take care of defenses, giving you room to move about.”

I nodded, but it was Bettina who cleared her throat. “That is a sound plan. And I shall help wherever I can. Should you provide me with two things?”

“Oh?” Vhola asked.

“Safety,” Bettina listed. “And stability.”

“I can’t promise either of those,” I frowned. “This is a dungeon.”

“And outside these walls, the kingdom is preparing for war,” Bettina announced softly. “I’m sure in time, they will put out a call for people like me to fight.”

“Is that the real reason you wanted to come here?” Vhola asked.

Bettina sighed before shaking her head. “It’s a factor. But Elder Nurk really is being an unreasonable bastard. It was here, or move to a different town entirely. If I did that, he’d have tried to stop me, if not confiscate my belongings.”

“You don’t think he’s just going to come here and ask you directly?” Vhola asked.

Bettina deflated slightly. “That…”

“Relax,” I smiled. “I doubt that will happen. And if it does, I’ll handle it.”

Bettina gave me a relieved smile, before frowning. “If anyone can handle that man, I’m sure it’s you.”

I shrugged. “Worst case, I kill him.”

Vhola opened her mouth in protest, before closing her mouth again to think for a moment. “I was going to disagree with you. But we may come into conflict with the town outside. If things turn badly…”

“It will be fine. If the traders move into the dungeon and set up shop, people will come, as Bettina suggested. Besides, there will still be those who want to run the dungeon for their own means.” I turned to Bettina. “Is Elder Nurk likely to start turning people away from the dungeon?”

Bettina frowned. “He may try.”

“And those that are too weak to defy him are not the kind who should be wandering a dungeon,” I shrugged. “I can’t see anyone following an order not to enter for long, and if they do, so be it. There is air, water and food aplenty within the dungeon.”

“Then we shall make the most of it,” Bettina smiled. “Now, where should I set up?”

I was about to gesture to a spot nearby our tent when Vhola cleared her throat. “Perhaps it is best to give the two of us some space.”

Bettina looked at the younger woman, and her lips twisted up slightly, a knowing glint in her eye. “As the lady wishes.”

That broke the mood, and Vhola blushed as I took hold of the cart once more. It was a quick process to move it into position before I looked over the sheer amount of belongings and equipment she had stacked on top. It almost looked as if she packed it while in the entrance of the tunnel itself in order to cram as much on as physically possible.

I shook my head and began pulling down some of the larger items. The cart itself had a small roof, which had things strapped to it. Bettina was extremely grateful as I handed things down, and between the two of us, we got her tent up and her cart unpacked. With that done, we started in on the pavilion. It was simple enough, just some vertical poles to hammer into the ground before draping the canvas over the top. We worked quickly in the fading light, only to finish under the illumination of a torch held by Vhola as she chided us for taking so long to come to dinner. Which was the next thing Bettina was grateful for as Vhola included her.

In the end, the two ladies set about packing everything away for the evening, while Vhola gave me a gentle shove towards the lake. I wanted to protest, but Vhola made it clear she had no interest in listening to me. With no option but to anger her, or do as she suggested, I went to bathe.

The evening was cool, but with the work, I had gathered up a sweat. I took off my clothing and left it in a pile by the water’s edge with my staff and slipped into the cool embrace. I stretched out for a while, enjoying the release of weight from my joints. It was a pleasant way to spend some time, even if I’d have preferred to have company. In the end, I scrubbed myself down with the clean sand from the bank, and some soap I kept in storage. Only to look around for my clothing and see they were missing.

I frowned, wondering if I had failed to notice Vhola come by. At least, until I spotted my shirt laying over by the trees. I sighed. Either this was a joke, or something had slipped my mind. Pixies or something? That was a possibility, especially since they’d left my staff. It would have been too heavy for them. If the dungeon changed anything between now and the last visit, it was entirely possible there was a new monster or two on this floor.

I walked out of the water, scooping up my staff, and approached the shirt. It wasn’t torn, bloody or otherwise marked. Just moved and dumped nearby. I picked it up and looked into the trees. I could make out a dim shape a little further in and felt like it was a trap. Short of walking back through the camp with things flapping in the breeze and more than Bettina would be comfortable with, I needed them back. With a sigh, I stepped into the treeline and approached what turned out to be a low-hanging branch, with my pants hanging off them. Only to feel a presence off to my side.

I spun, tossing my staff aside, as a feminine growl broke the silence of the night. I caught her around the waist and she squealed in shock as I pressed a very nude Vhola, face forward, into the tree with my pants.

“Thief,” I whispered.

She tried not to smile before shooting me an angry glare. “Bastard,” she growled, pushing her ass back towards me. “Let me go!”

I realized her game almost immediately and shook my head. “Oh no, little thief. It’s too late for that.”

She shuddered softly as I ran a hand up her sides and slipped around the front to massage her breast. “Please, sir, don’t give me to the guard.”

“Oh,” I chuckled as I pushed my erection against her ass. “I think we can work something out.”

She trembled and licked her lip, before shooting me a scathing glare. “Don’t expect me to enjoy it.”

I chuckled and took hold of my cock as she spread her legs a little wider. “Oh, I think we’ll both get a little of what we want.”

Truthfully, as I steered my cock into position, it was undeniable how wet she was. Vhola must have been psyching herself up for this while I bathed. I would also need to question her about her skills. She was able to snatch my clothing away without me noticing. I wasn’t watching for it, but at my level, that was still impressive.

“Do it, you bastard,” she trembled as my cock found her entrance.

Despite her haughty demeanor, she still moaned deliciously as I thrust inside her. Vhola bit down on it, cutting off the sound as she rolled her head back.

“Does, perhaps, my little thief, enjoy this more than she originally thought?” I asked as I slipped back and forth inside her.

“Brute,” she trembled and gripped the tree tightly. “This is nothing.”

“Oh?” I asked with a chuckle as I gripped her shoulder.

Vhola let me bend her over, giving me a greater range of motion. I kept her pressed into the tree, which she clung to for support as I drove myself into her. She was so wet, small droplets sprayed out with each thrust, and I could feel her body quake as she struggled to compose herself.

“Oh… gods,” Vhola whimpered.

I laughed softly and thrust myself fully inside her. “If you cum, little thief. I might just decide to keep you.”

Whatever words she was about to say vanished as I took hold of her hips and began to thrust. The wet smack of my hips meeting her ass echoed through the trees. Vhola let out a whine that could have been confused with pain, except for the way she pushed back to meet me. Her body trembled and jerked as I held her ass in position. She babbled for a moment, and I felt the way she squeezed around me. I fought through it, ignoring the fact she was cumming.

She pressed herself into the tree, clutching it for support, as she began to howl. I tried thinking about the wall. The future of the market. Anything that could distract me from the delicious sensation of Vhola’s throbbing pussy. In the end, she would not be denied. Try as I might, I was in fact human, and faced with the overwhelming situation of such a gorgeous woman falling apart around me, I was forced to join her.

Driving myself deep within, Vhola cried out like I had stabbed her. She gripped my hands, and I felt her legs go slack. Rather than let her fall, I pulled her up against me as she bucked and jerked weakly while still impaled on my cock.

I held her steady for a time while Vhola collected herself. She took a few deep breaths before leaning back against me.

“Well?” she asked.

“Well?” I frowned.

Vhola turned her head to look at me. “You said, if you made me cum, you might just keep me.”

I laughed and shook my head. “That was just a game.” I pulled her off my cock and turned her around before pushing her back into the tree once more. I stepped up, lifting one of her legs by the knee so I could steer my cock into her once more. Vhola’s eyes went wide as she gripped my shoulders. “In reality, I already have you.”

Elsewhere, a blushing old woman shifted in her bed, listening to yet another, high-pitched scream of pleasure. She couldn’t wait for more people to move into the dungeon. At least with more buildings, sound would travel less. She didn’t for a moment understand how a princess could allow herself to behave that way. But then… Corvus was no ordinary man either.

“Were I thirty years younger?” she snorted, as Vhola’s cries broke the night’s silence once more.


CHAPTER NINE


I stepped back, with Vhola and Bettina at my side. Truthfully, it wasn’t much. None of us were complaining, though. A start was a start, and the day was only young. Bettina’s cart was by the entrance where it would be the first thing someone would see as they entered the dungeon. We had set up the open-air pavilion around the entrance to the dungeon, creating a sheltered area from the sun and eventual rain. There was space for more stalls to set up, should people come to use the space. If only we had a way to entice them inside.

“It’s the tunnel,” Vhola tilted her head. “People would be curious enough to come into the dungeon if they knew a safe zone was at the other end. But the tunnel is dark and not even adventurous kids will make the trip.”

“Maybe some lanterns?” I suggested.

“I’ve a few,” Bettina offered. “I planned to hang them about the pavilion.”

“I might have one in my storage as well,” I nodded. “Not nearly enough for the tunnel, though.”

Bettina frowned and looked my way. “Is there any reason we can’t buy some?”

“Only that neither of us can leave the dungeon,” Vhola offered with a shrug.

Bettina pondered for a few moments and shrugged. “There’s no reason I can’t leave. In fact, it might even be beneficial for me to go back out again. If little old me can verify it’s safe to stay the night inside the dungeon, it might bring someone else in.”

Vhola and I exchanged a glance before she nodded slightly. I opened my inventory and withdrew a handful of coins, along with the single lantern I had. It wasn’t much, and I only sporadically used it for anything.

“What about hanging them?” Vhola asked. “We can’t just set them on the ground.”

I deflated slightly. I guess that was what I was going to do next. Bettina came to my rescue and added, “Just need a hammer and some iron nails.”

“Just the nails,” I disagreed. “Won’t need the hammer.”

“Get the hammer anyway,” Vhola shot me a look. “Not all of us have your strength.”

Bettina looked my way, and I felt her eyes glance up and down before she held out her hands. I let them drop into her palm and she paused as she recognized the gold. “This is a lot.”

“If we need anything else, you have my permission to buy it,” I shrugged.

“I’m not sure you understand,” Bettina frowned as she counted the coins.

“I’ve been exiled,” I reminded her. “Those coins are useless to me.”

“I doubt that,” Bettina snorted. “Even exiled, I doubt people would refuse your business if you pressed the issue.”

“Then I’ll press the issue,” I smiled. “Go buy lanterns, old woman.”

Bettina straightened and gave me a glare before snorting and shaking her head. “I walked into that one, didn’t I?”

We all had a quick laugh before Bettina slipped the coins into her purse. She looked around once more, before nodding to herself. “Right. I’ll be back, you…”

“I’m going to hunt,” Vhola patted my arm. “We need some more meat. The wolf needs time to cure, so I’ll find us something fresh.”

“I suppose that leaves me to clear more wood.” I glanced at the skeleton of our home.

“I see no reason to delay then,” Bettina flashed us both a smile. “I shall see you both when I return.”

“See if someone has any herbs or salt,” Vhola called as she retrieved her bow from her inventory.

“I’ll add that to the list,” Bettina smiled.

“Thank you for this,” I told the older woman.

“No, thank you,” Bettina patted my arm. “This is a chance for an older lady to get a new beginning. If I’m not going to help improve things, someone else likely will.”

I nodded at that as she turned away. I let out a small sigh, and collected my staff, before making my way out the gate closest to the lake. There was a small trail that led through the trees. I wanted to widen it into a proper road, maybe even set up a little sign so visitors would know where it led.

I started with the trees closest to the gate. With my scythe, it was trivial to hack through the wood, and my day became a monotonous repetition of movements. Slice, drag, slice, drag. I kept it up for hours. Vhola came and went in that time, first, bringing back a small deer she had brought down. Then again, when she brought me water. I didn’t rest though, this was work, but it hardly dented my stamina.

She kept busy, same as I. Butchering the deer, before deciding on the evening’s meal. It was a strange sensation knowing I had someone else looking after my interests. I was used to having to watch my back around people who wished to party or stay nearby. Most were only curious and would ask questions. A few came with knives for my back, or a grudge to settle from years earlier. Vhola… for lack of a better description. She felt like a partner… a wife. Someone I found myself trusting, far more than I believed I should.

If she spoke, I listened. If she suggested, I weighed up whether I could perform what she wanted. I had no idea how to build a home out of logs, and here I was, clearing a small forest to do just that. This dungeon was still standing, only because she was the one who convinced me to leave it be.

So when a pained scream broke my concentration, I spun and leaped back towards our home. I wasn’t that far from the wall and I cleared the distance to land before the tunnel in an instant. As I leaped, I readied my weapon in case of an attack, and heard a scuffle from the entrance. I could see figures within, and without thinking, I charged.

“Just kill her!” a voice snarled.

I could make out Bettina on the ground, with Vhola standing before her and a pair of rough-looking men. I saw the expression on everyone’s faces from the illumination of several lanterns stuck in the walls. The ladies had started while I was clearing the trees,. More importantly I had a clear visual on their attackers. They didn’t look familiar, and I surged forward with a snarl. I saw the glint of a blade and Vhola pulled back.

I took a deep breath and shouted a single word. “DOWN!”

Vhola collapsed as the men saw me coming. Their faces twisted with shock as I ran over Bettina, still on the ground, and passed by Vhola, who was smiling in relief. The men, despite bracing for my charge, had no chance against me. I swept my scythe around in front of me and used it as a ram. Crashing into them, I kept up my momentum, carrying them along towards the exit, where I hurled them away to tumble into the dirt.

Several screams rang out as I burst into the natural sunlight. There was only a moment to consider that I had left the dungeon before a burst of magic washed over me. I felt it churn over my armor, trying to degrade it. That was followed from a different direction, and a series of icicles crashed into my helmet, shattering and filling my vision with white. Several arrows and a crossbow bolt bounced off my chest plate before I heard the subtle howl of a maul swinging towards me.

I reached out, catching the weapon in my hand, and the attacks halted almost immediately. I turned and faced a middle-aged man, who trembled slightly as he tried to pull his weapon away. With almost no effort on my behalf, I kept the head of the maul trapped in my hands, before turning my attention back to the men on the ground.

“Violence against the inhabited sections of the dungeon is not acceptable,” I projected my voice. “These men attacked two innocent women. Should they enter the dungeon again, I will kill them.”

“Y-you’re exiled,” the man with the maul mumbled.

I turned my attention to him, and he tried once again to pull the maul away. This time, I let him, and he slipped, falling over in the dirt as I loomed overhead.

“I am not exiled when in the confines of the dungeon. But do not make the mistake of believing that I am confined there.”

The two men I had thrown out were staring at me in horror. My reputation left introductions unnecessary. In the light of day, they had realized who I was and were likely counting their blessings.

“Inside the dungeon is a small township. It isn’t much, but it has a wall against the beasts of the dungeon. A safe zone, where adventurers and visitors can enter safely,” I called out. “All people of a law-abiding nature are welcome.”

“Alchemist Bettina owes taxes against the crown!” A man shouted.

I turned to face him. He was older again than the one with the maul. He carried a staff, and I had to wonder if he knew how to use it.

“Elder Nurk?” I asked.

“My reputation precedes me,” the man offered a polite nod.

“Your reputation is that of a corrupt businessman, stealing from those he should be helping.” I shook my head.

The man floundered, before glaring angrily. “High words, from the man whose failures killed the princess.”

I nodded slowly and let out a dark chuckle. “I admit my failures, old man. Will you?”

There was a murmur that rang out as I turned back to the dungeon. I made it three steps, when I heard the man clear his throat.

“That is for the King to decide, Exile.”

I paused and nodded to myself before continuing. If the king truly had a problem with me being here, he could do something about it. I just hoped that Princess Vhola would be able to calm the man, or at least dissuade him from doing anything foolish.

As I reentered the tunnel, I could see Vhola and Bettina waiting for me. Vhola seemed unable to pass any further than that first lantern. It made sense she wouldn’t be able to leave. It made me wonder if I could physically remove her, but I wasn’t prepared to take the risk of harming her in some experiment. Instead, I swept her into my arms and kissed her.

She giggled and moaned as she kissed right back, and the two of us were only stopped by a polite cough.

“If you two are done?” Bettina asked.

I set Vhola down and smiled at the woman. “I have it from here.”

Bettina looked at the lantern in her hand and passed it over, before Vhola offered a nail. With me there, it was far quicker. With my superior strength stat, I could drive the nail straight into the wall with almost no effort. And after hanging the lantern on the end, I bent the nail around into a loop to prevent it from being easily removed. The three of us worked our way down the tunnel, lighting the way for those who would later visit.
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“My King, I have found him,” Lonneth bowed.

King Dollouay sighed and waved for his advisor to rise. “Send a team immediately. There is no time to waste.”

Lonneth paused. He was going to suggest sending the king himself to bargain with the man. Lonneth did not think The Crow would come of his own accord. Especially not while being labeled an Exile.

“My King, it may not be that simple–”

“Why?” King Dollouay asked. “Has he defected to Horksbry?”

“No, my King,” Lonneth shook his head. “He’s in the dungeon.”

King Dollouay frowned. “Tell me.”

“I put a price on information. It took a while, but I received a letter from an Elder Nurk from the Life Dungeon. It seems that The Crow had planned to destroy the dungeon, and instead, he is living within its borders.”

“Likely he’d be the only one stupid enough to want to live within a dungeon,” King Dollouay sighed. “Is… Is there any sign of…” he trailed off, unable to continue that line of questioning.

“That… I don’t know,” Lonneth answered honestly. “The letter only states that The Crow is building a safe zone inside the first floor. It came to me via the treasury. Apparently, an alchemist fled the tax collector and has taken up residence within the dungeon.”

The King scoffed and shook his head. “Let it be known that the dungeon is within my domain. Everything within belongs to me, and hiding within the dungeon will not prevent its collectors from their duties.”

Lonneth made a mental note to pass on that information to the treasury before nodding. “And The Crow?”

King Dollouay leaned back on his throne and let out a long sigh. He looked over at the space where his daughter had once sat. She would have been in this meeting to discuss the future of their kingdom. At least, she should have been. Truthfully, she would probably have already been sent off to Horksbry if she was still here. That vile bastard would be the sort to go to war over a woman. Her dying in the dungeon would not change that, and The Crow was the only one King Dollouay could think to rely on to spare his people this fate.

“Fetch him,” King Dollouay ordered. “Send a team and bring him here at once.”

Lonneth held back the disappointed sigh and nodded his head. “At once, my King.”

The man dismissed his advisor with a wave of his hand, and Lonneth scurried off to carry out his orders. “He won’t come, will he?” The King said.

“It is unlikely,” a calm voice replied.

King Dollouay turned his head and smiled sadly at the women who stepped out from behind a nearby curtain. She was another advisor. One he trusted implicitly. After the death of his wife, she helped soothe his soul in more ways than one. She was very rarely wrong about things, and for that, King Dollouay regularly had her in attendance so he could ask her thoughts when others had left.

“I would suggest that you meet with him personally,” she continued. “But you’ve no time for that.”

“Will Horksbry strike before he knows the truth?”

“He likely knows it,” she suggested. “Without an official proclamation, he’s hedging his bets.”

“And the assassins?” King Dollouay looked at the woman.

She sighed. “Difficult to tell. You have enemies, my King. Horksbry is one of many.” King Dollouay narrowed his eyes at the woman and she sighed. “Yes, I believe him responsible.”

“How is your mother?” King Dollouay asked.

The woman swallowed and schooled her expression. “I wish to stay by your side, my King.”

“And I wish for the last person I hold dear to be away from danger when it rears its head,” he whispered. “I don’t wish to order you, my dear.”

“And I do not wish to defy you,” she whispered as she turned to return to her hidden seat.

King Dollouay trembled upon the throne, unwilling to show weakness, and feeling nothing but despair.

“Fool,” he cursed himself.
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“I told you it was easy,” Bettina smiled.

I looked down at the old woman and nodded. The days had been long, and I had worked quickly. Wood I had cut went straight into this home. The outside walls went up first, with only a few problems. The main one ended up being the roof. Like the walls, I had planned on laying wooden beams along the top before covering it with mud. Fortunately though, as a girl, Bettina had helped her father thatch the roof of their home several times. As such, she wasn’t an expert, but she still had a decent idea of how to get it done. The results of which were promising.

“It’s ready?” Vhola asked with a grin.

“Just need to build the fireplace and some furniture,” I nodded, before dropping off the roof and onto the ground.

The building was bare. There were windows spaced periodically with support pillars to hold the roof. The building was otherwise empty. Decorating was going to be up to Vhola. For now, I was just happy to see her smiling. The tent was not a bad place to sleep, but neither of us wanted to be covered by canvas should a storm roll through the area. The dungeon had made it clear things could not be changed, and storms were a natural part of life. Which was especially true for a life dungeon.

“We’ll work on yours next,” Vhola told the alchemist. “Then we’ll start an inn and see how things go from there.”

“Works for me,” I nodded.

“I won’t need somewhere as large as this,” Bettina admired the building. “I won’t be entertaining as much. Just a bed, somewhere to cook a meal and a place to mix my herbs is about all I need, and I can already do most of that on my cart.”

“Excuse me!?”

We all snapped around and frowned at the sight of three teenagers. All about the same age, around thirteen years old. I looked them over and saw how they were dressed. The one at the front, who had called out, wore a patched gambeson. It went along with the small leather buckler and what looked like a modified blacksmith’s mallet.

Behind him was a nervous-looking girl who held a twisted wand at her side. I wasn’t sure if she was a caster or a healer. Close enough to be her shadow, and similar enough to share a parent, was a third young man, who carried a short hunting bow. The three of them looked like the sorriest bunch of adventurers I had ever seen, and I likely knew why they were here.

“Here for the dungeon?” I called.

“That’s right,” the leader of their small group nodded. “I figured if you’re living here, it’s safe enough for us to explore.”

“Have you ever been inside a dungeon?” Vhola asked.

“Boy, you have no idea what you’re trying to do,” Bettina shook her head.

“We’re old enough to make our own decisions!” The leader snapped. “And yes, we have been in here before. Just…”

“Never without an adult,” the young woman added with a grimace.

“I told you, we don’t need him,” the leader hissed.

“Need who?” I asked.

“Nobody,” he snapped back. “Anyway, we’re done talking. You’re… you’re not going to charge us a toll to come in, or anything? Are you?”

“No,” I chuckled. “Feel free to go in.”

“Corvus,” Bettina growled at me.

I held up a hand to silence her as the trio marched off towards the lake. It was a good a start as any, and I heard a few murmurs. They were discussing whether I was The Crow or not. As they vanished from view, I turned to Vhola and gave her a nod. “Think you can keep an eye on them?”

Vhola laughed and nodded before taking out her bow. “I’ll keep them safe.”

“Thank you.” I leaned in and kissed her.

Vhola skipped off, leaving me alone with Bettina, who gave me a smile. “It appears I misjudged you a little.”

“It’s fine,” I waved off her concern. “You were worried for them, and it’s not like I could inform you of my intentions.”

Bettina nodded to herself and smiled. “I appreciate you attentiveness. Now. What are we doing next?”

Between Bettina and me, we got the house put together as quickly as we could. I set some more lanterns inside, before laying out the bedding that Vhola and I had been sleeping on. The tent got folded up, and I sat it in the corner out of the way before we both made our way outside. We moved to where Bettina’s tent was, and she agreed to build her home beside it. That kept things simple. I was about to activate my staff and mark out a section of ground when I heard a series of hurried footsteps as someone rushed out of the tunnel entrance.

“YOU!”

I turned and regarded the middle-aged man. He had a maul at his side and clearly didn’t recognize me.

“Three kids. Where’d they go?”

I pointed out the gate, and the man snarled as he rushed off, complaining about braindead idiots letting kids wander.

I watched him leave before turning my attention to Bettina. She eyed me for a moment and gave me a small nod the in direction of the man. “Go after them. If he stumbles into Vhola, things might get messy.”

“Agreed,” I nodded and hefted my staff.

Bettina stepped back as I thumped it on the ground, summoning my armor and weapon, before I, too, hurried for the gate.

The last I had seen, they were making their way towards the lake. That didn’t mean they would be there now, but it was somewhere to start. I kept up my pace, knowing I wasn’t even as fast as the man who rushed ahead. I could catch up should I want to, but I didn’t want to give myself away. Instead, I followed his footprints as he rushed off ahead.

Before long, I found the lake. The footprints here mulled around a bit before the three teens took a light stroll around the shore. I could see the larger boots of the man going in the same direction and had no reason not to follow. I kept my nose down and my ears listening for danger as I jogged along at my own pace, before noticing the tracks led back into the treeline. I followed along behind, before movement to my left had me swing around and freeze as Vhola skidded to a halt.

She held a finger to her lips and gestured for me to follow. I nodded and made after her. She glared at me when I stepped on the occasional twig, but there was little I could do. My agility was woefully low for someone as high a level as I was. That, combined with my strength, let me blunder about a bit when I was trying to be quiet. Still, it wasn’t long before we heard voices up ahead, and the tone of which made me frown.

“And just what in the blazing hell did you think you were doing coming in here?” The man snapped.

“We just wanted to explore. It’s only the first level!” the leader of the teen’s voice carried over.

“And what if someone saw Elara?” The man snapped. “What then?”

“We’re in a dungeon,” the young man retorted. “There’s nobody around. She’s fine.”

“You don’t know that!” the man shouted. “You don’t know how stealth skills work. What if The Crow is watching us right now? You think he’s going to put up with a fucking necromancer walking around in here?”

“Oh,” Vhola gasped.

I nodded. Necromancy was problematic. Some classes were based on skill, repetition, and practice. Others were the result of the situation, and rarest of all, some were simply born and grew into their power as they aged. Necromancy started off showing in certain healer families. Sons and daughters would learn to heal from their parents, before tragedy would strike and if the young healer perverted their training and tried to revive the dead, sometimes things stuck.

It didn’t mean that the necromancer was a bad person. Nor did it mean they were inherently dangerous. It did, however, lead to a few over the years who used the class to further their own goals, and were not worried about the consequences. One massacre of innocent civilians, too many, and the class was banned. Those found with it were hunted. If they surrendered peacefully, efforts would be made to train them back into healers. The alternative was imprisonment or death.

“Corvus?” Vhola took my arm. “You can control a necromancer, can’t you?”

“I’m sure I could,” I nodded. “I’m particularly well suited for destroying large groups of monsters.”

“Then we need to–”

ROAAAR!

I turned as several screams rang out. The chances of running into a bear on this level were low. Their bickering must have attracted one, and I could hear the crashing of bodies through trees as they fled their attacker. With Vhola at my side, we rushed towards the attack, and heard the shouts of the man trying to attract the creature.

Without a second to think, I plunged into my mana and cast the simple curse. “Lure!”

Vhola glanced at me, before shooting away towards a large oak tree. She scrambled up into the branches as I heard a bunch of confused shouting. It only took a moment, and the bear broke through the trees and into my view. Not just any bear. It was the floor boss, and I grunted in annoyance as Vhola loosed an arrow. It wasn’t aimed at the bear, though, but at a wolf that followed in behind.

It wasn’t just the bear that was attracted by the fighting, and I rushed to meet it and end the fight quickly. The massive creature bore down on me, raising a paw to crush me. It had no idea what it was facing as I swung my scythe, severing the paw as it brought the limb down upon me. The creature’s eyes went wide in shock before I spun, cleaving my weapon around and taking the bear’s head.

It jerked back, spraying blood in all directions as its body collapsed in a thrashing heap. It was then, I noticed the girl. She was staring at me in shock, before the archer with her group appeared beside her. His locked eyes with me as a wolf leaped for my side. Vhola’s arrow caught it in the throat, as the teen hastily drew his bow. I turned and hacked the distracted wolf in half before turning back to the teens. The archer had just fired his arrow at a third wolf that had launched from the bushes to their side. It bounced off the wolf’s skull, and I wound back my scythe, as the girl raised her wand.

A ripple of green light pulsed from the wand and her hair fluttered as a curse struck the wolf. I saw as its soul was physically ripped from its body, before she sucked it into herself. Only as the creature hit the ground, and the boy turned to stare in my direction, did the situation sink in.

“Where’s the third one?” Vhola demanded as she dropped out of the tree she took shelter in.

The two kids looked at one another and gestured back the way they came. “Brakus is injured. He was trying to help when the bear ran away. We were looking for help.”


CHAPTER TEN


“So,” I said as I made my way over to the teens. The trio huddled together, pushing Elara behind them. “Who else knows about you?”

“Nobody,” their fearless leader grunted.

He had a bandage around his head from where he was thrown against a tree. Brakus got there just in time to distract the bear, before it was hit by my curse and turned away. The damage was done, and the burly man was badly injured. Getting him back was a bit of a struggle. His guts fell out twice as we dragged him, and that made the kids woozy. Between us all, we got him back, and Bettina got to work with her potions. First by cleansing the wound itself, then by applying poultices and healing potions to stabilize him.

Those potions only did so much for injuries like this. Fusing flesh back together was far easier than replacing what was lost. Still, in a few days, he’d be back on his feet. In a week, he’d be swinging that maul of his. Other than some terrible-looking scars, he’d be back to his normal self in a few weeks. The wonders of a decent alchemist were not lost on even me. Sure, a healer would get him put to rights in a fraction of the time. A healer would also charge ten times the cost of the potions and require being housed for a day or two to recuperate from mana depletion.

“You’re sure?” I asked. “What was her class before she made the shift? What are people expecting to see from her?”

“I-I’m a healer,” Elara mumbled.

“Can you still do healing magic?” I asked. She bit her lip and shook her head slowly as her eyes dropped. “So it’s going to look strange when you and Barkus show up back in the village, in need of a healer,” I continued.

“We… we can…” The archer shifted slightly, and I wondered if he was thinking about shooting me.

“So, as far as I can tell. You’ve a few options.” I looked at them in turn. “Either you turn her in–”

“We’d never do that!” the leader roared and brandished his mallet.

“Then your only option is to leave,” I said plainly. “Either Elara by herself, or the three of you. It doesn’t matter. There aren’t easy answers to the questions people will ask and you’re going to spend a long time pretending she is something that she isn’t.”

“Where would we go?” Elara trembled as tears rolled down her cheeks.

I sighed and looked around the safe zone inside the dungeon. “You could stay here.”

“What?” the archer looked around. “Here? You already saw us with the bear–”

“Ignore the bear,” I waved off his concern. “You’re young, inexperienced and that encounter was mostly luck. If Vhola or I go out and clear the bears off this floor, you’ll only run into deer or the occasional wolf, especially if you stay near the safe zone.”

“Where would we stay?” Elara sniffed and wiped her eyes.

“For now, I’ve a tent you can use,” I offered. “It’s not much, but it’ll keep the wind and rain off the three of you. Maybe set you up near Alchemist Bettina, if she’s willing. She’ll keep an eye on you for me.”

“We don’t need someone watching us,” the leader grunted.

“Sure you don’t,” I smiled. “But that doesn’t change the fact if you stay here, someone WILL be watching out for you.” I sighed and adopted a serious expression. “Don’t take my words lightly. This is a dungeon. People die in here, you nearly experienced that already. This dungeon is a little different, in that it wants people to live in it. To do that, I will be creating safe zones.”

“I thought you couldn’t build stuff in the dungeon?” Elara asked.

I pointed at the pole I had dug into the ground near the entrance. “I put a tally on that for every day it stands. So far, the dungeon has left this all alone, and I’ve been promised that will continue.”

“How do you make a deal with a dungeon?” the leader asked.

I smiled at them. “You don’t. You threaten to destroy its core, and it makes a deal with you instead.”

The teens exchanged looks before Elara gave a fearful look at the entrance. “You can keep me safe?”

“If anyone even tries to harm you, I’ll kill them,” I promised.

Elara’s eyes shone, and she looked me in the eye. “And my class?”

“You’re under the same rules as everyone else,” I nodded. “If you break them, punishment will apply. I already saw you absorb the soul from that wolf. Have you absorbed it yet?”

“Is that how it works?” She frowned.

“In the early stages,” I nodded. “I don’t know much about necromancers, but I know the basics.”

Elara nodded and gave me a smile. “I’ll be good.”

“I know you will,” I smiled back. “Let me get you a tent.”

Before long, I was back outside the walls cutting wood. Bettina, after having the situation explained, had made a few changes. The boys would take the tent, while Elara would stay with her. I didn’t have an opinion on the situation, kids were an enigma to me. I could train them, sure. The rest was a bit of a guess, though, and I was glad the old woman hadn’t given me too much trouble over it.

Vhola, in all the organized chaos of the day, had gone out to hunt for something for us all to eat. Right now, we were behaving more like a commune than a town. Eventually, that would change. Hunters would supply meat to people coming and going throughout the day. Hunting within a dungeon that would respawn deer at regular intervals could be an easy way to sustain a population. More if you were willing to eat bear, wolf and wargs as well.

I swung my scythe, carving through another tree, bringing it crashing to the ground. A terrible shriek rang out, and I casually flicked my wrist, decapitating the dryad before it had time to finish announcing its presence. And in that moment of silence, I heard a shout.

“Vhola?!” I called.

There was an answer, and I turned from my work and rushed through the trees. Vhola was puffing and gasping as she appeared through the trees. Her eyes locked on me and she hurried my way.

“You… Need to go!” she gasped as she crashed into my chest.

“What is it?” I asked. “What’s wrong?”

“The dungeon!” Vhola cried. “It’s being attacked. Twelfth floor!”

I stared at her in confusion and shook my head. “What do you mean, attacked?”

“I don’t have time to explain it all. It’s not making sense, anyway!” She snapped. “Something about the changes and a nearby dungeon wanting to take advantage. All I know for sure is whatever is coming will breach the twelfth floor!”

“Shit,” I swore.

Twelfth floor, that was after the Minotaur, before the trolls on the fifteenth. If memory serves correctly, that was the floor with a troll. Not as smart as a Minotaur, but far more powerful. It was unpredictable and violent as it stormed about in a wetland infested with biting insects. Part of me wondered if that was half the reason it was so easy to enrage. The accumulation of stings and bites would drive anyone mad.

“What do I need to do? Just kill whatever comes through?” I asked.

Vhola’s eyes shifted slightly, and she got that slightly faraway look when the dungeon was talking to her. It made me mad, because it looked uncomfortable, but she never complained about it.

“The floor,” she jerked. “Clear the floor and the dungeon can seal it off.”

“Right,” I nodded and tensed my legs to leap for the exit.
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Vhola

I watched Corvus launch into the sky. The ground shook from the force of his leap. Unlike the times I had felt it before, I was able to compensate and not end up falling on my rump in the process.

“Be safe,” I whispered to myself as he fell out of view.

It wouldn’t take him long to reach the target. Longer if I went along, which is why I didn’t opt to follow him. The best option I had right now was to wait for him to return. Which meant going back to my kill. I had abandoned it when the dungeon dragged my attention away. With my message delivered, and Corvus doing what he did best…

“Shit…” I swore.

I made my way back through the trees. I had roamed about for several hours. The fight with the bear and Corvus’s power made things difficult, and the elk on this floor had spread far and wide to avoid the area. In the end, the young buck I’d found had been left behind with a severe limp. My guess was a mistaken injury caused in the initial reaction to flee from the danger. In either case, it went down quickly, and I had only just enough time to string it up. Something I hoped had not attracted more predators.

I kept my bow at the ready while I walked. The forest, thankfully, was silent and soon enough, I found my prize. It was hanging where I had left it. I had planned on butchering it here, but the day was getting on and I didn’t want to be out in the dark on my way back. Instead, I cut it down and threw the carcass over my shoulders. It would bleed on me, but a quick bath in the lake would fix that. Then, perhaps, if I were fresh when Corvus returned, I may be able to relieve him of his daily stresses.

I grinned to myself and prepared myself mentally for our evening. I’d do just that. Put something on for the rest of us to eat, bathe and get myself ready for his return. I was still going over the plan in my mind as I walked back to our home. It was too early to call it a town. Unlike Corvus, I didn’t think calling it a safe zone was doing it justice, though. With a few more people, we could call it a village and…

“Princess?” Lonneth gaped.
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Corvus

I grunted as my boots sank into the waters. This wasn’t quite a swampland. Trees dotted the landscape. Thin spindly things. They acted as perches for the various bugs and birds that inhabited this floor. It was relatively flat, with a gentle flow of water from one side to the other. One had to be careful. You never knew what was just underneath the surface. Anything from gigantic snakes to snapping turtles and even the occasional swamp crocodile.

None of them posed a threat to me in my armor. Not even the bugs and water, held back easily by the magical seams of my armor. I flexed my legs before launching myself into the air, sending waves of water in every direction. I scanned the floor as I flew and spotted what could only be the breach.

It looked like a massive crack, though it was suspended in the air. The crack hadn’t opened very far, but I could see the glow of sunlight and sand in the gaps beyond. It was a desert floor on the other side. I could see scorpions forcing their way through the gaps. Giant things, with curved tails, as tall as a man. They would do poorly in this kind of environment, something the troll was taking advantage of.

It was already there, bashing away at the creatures in a blind rage. I noted the angle and the distance as gravity caught up with me and I slammed into the ground once more. A wave of water went out, and for just a moment I spotted the snout of a giant turtle, too stunned to strike, before I shoved off the ground once more. I reached for my mana in midair and summoned my will as I cast.

“Lure!”

I felt the curse settle in as I landed nearby the crack. It was taller than even the tallest trees, and I was right, that beyond was desolate sand. The closest scorpions peeled in my direction, sinking into the bog and water as they scrambled to move. That was both a blessing and a curse for them. Those who rushed forward first, went under the water, where the others rushed over the top, pinning them down. Out of sheer, dumb luck, those that died created a bridge of corpses as they approached. I stood on the bank of a deep hole and waited for them to come to me.

To my surprise, the troll, whom I expected to react first, was still busy fighting the scorpions. Lure wasn’t perfect, and likely the troll had been stung enough that it was shrugging off the curse entirely, much to my benefit.

There was a splash before me, and a scorpion sank into the water. Another scrambled along its back and I raised my weapon as a massive surge went through the water. An elongated snout shot out, snagging the scorpion by its claw. The giant insect let out a chittering screech as it was dragged into the water, where a massive tail flicked around. The Crocodiles would eat well when I was done. For now, I had a third scorpion approaching.

Whatever I expected from this, the creatures died as quickly as I expected they would. Their heavy chitin exteriors were designed to protect against the creatures of this level. Likely the invasion didn’t account for the peculiarities of the floor, though. Scorpions in this environment would have gone as well as snapping turtles in the desert.

I shook my head and carved through the insects, using the same bridges of corpses as they did. I swung horizontally, bisecting the carapace of a headlong charge, before stepping onto its corpse. At that height, I made myself a target and spotted a burst of green from my right. I turned, spotting a scorpion of a different color. That color distinguished it from the others as it spat a green substance at me.

I leaped over to it, landing on its claws as I buried my scythe in its back. The creature screamed, and I ripped it out before whirling my weapon around like a furious windmill. I connected my mana to it, and threw the weapon, letting it carve an area around me. While the creatures were forced back, I looked down, seeing smoke coming from a green drip. I nodded to myself, knowing not to dismiss my armor before I bathed, even as more green liquid sprayed across me. The draw on my mana reserves was higher than expected from the chemical attacks. Not enough to worry me, just enough to notice the difference as I carved through the ranks of scorpions.

I headed for the crack, hacking and slashing as I went. I had identified another two kinds of scorpions. A larger species that liked to cover itself in the standard ones I fought earlier. It made me think of how they carried their young. Only this time, its attacks included waves of the smaller ones rushing out to swarm me as I avoided the larger strikes. On top of that, there were smaller ones that clung to the undersides out of view. They surprised me at first, striking my legs as I closed with the largest of their kind.

These would be terrible foes to come across without adequate preparation. Fortunately, they, like the others, fell to my blade until even the troll was finally forced to face me. Not that it ended any differently, as I carved its head from its shoulders with a throw of my scythe. Whatever scorpions may have gotten past and wandered off, would likely drown, if not be predated upon by this floor’s inhabitants. Even if they got away, I doubted anything would get past the dragon on the twentieth floor, so I left whatever had slipped my lure and strode over to the crack. It… was just that. A crack.

The edges were blackened and felt solid when I prodded them with my weapon. They felt real and whole, despite appearing in midair. If my eyes weren’t deceiving me, the crack was slowly growing as well, getting both taller and broader. The sand beyond spilled out into the wetlands and there was a clear spot for me to step through. So that was what I did. I felt the air change on the other side. This wasn’t a life dungeon, it was something else. The air was arid, and it felt like the dungeon itself was trying to drain me.

“Survival dungeon,” I nodded to myself. “How did this end up here?”

I looked around before glancing up at the sky. It was midday in this dungeon, which made sense. The Elven nation of Escula was a few hours behind Dollouay. I only knew that, from communication spells that worked long distance. I also happened to know that Escula had a rather famous survival dungeon. Each floor was characterized by difficult to traverse landscapes, lack of easily accessible resources and scant life. What life did find a home in this dungeon was almost always a combination of an ambush predator, venomous or secretive in some form.

Considering the second floor was literally an ocean filled with all manner of aggressive creatures, I had made a special point never to bother attempting this dungeon. Swimming in armor wasn’t easy, even for me, and doing it for days on end while crossing an ocean without access to easily found food or water didn’t appeal to me. I could only guess that the floor I was currently on was the twelfth to match the Life Dungeon. That was only a guess, though.

“Lure,” I cast once more, hoping to attract whatever was on this floor.

And I wasn’t disappointed.

Whatever this invasion was, I could only assume that the dungeon would have thrown it’s all into it. That meant the scorpions were likely the majority of the creatures on this floor. Except for one. As the sand beneath my feet trembled, I awaited the arrival of the floor boss. I wasn’t disappointed.

It came from beneath. I didn’t have time to prepare as it surged from the depths. Great jaws snapped shut around me as the massive beast lifted me into the air. The creature was massive, and I had no doubt that while the scorpions would struggle through the wetlands, this creature would be far more capable. At least… that was until I arrived.

With a casual flick of my wrist, I slashed my scythe around, carving the jaw off this terrible beast. It screeched, and my vision swam as the air vibrated. I tumbled out into the sunlight and saw the massive creature as it thrashed about. It had a beak like a bird, which I had just removed. Down its long, slender body were scales, the color of sand, before reaching a pair of small arms. Like some monstrous, legless lizard, it thrashed and fell to the sand, where I aimed my next throw.

Knowing the size of the beast, I wound back and hurled with all my might. I didn’t know if cutting off its head would kill it, so I aimed down its spine. I pushed my will on the weapon, spinning it faster as it howled through the air. My weapon passed through the gaping mouth of the beast, carving out the back of its head as it sprayed yellow and orange fluids in all directions. The creature jerked, before twisting around on itself, as I directed my scythe to return. The blade, feeling my will, slowed, before dragging back down the same path it started. Only as the creature shifted and pulled, the scythe didn’t change its path, carving a new channel of pain up the creature’s length.

When my scythe slapped back into my armored gauntlet, I felt a pull towards the crack. I glanced around before paying attention, and I could see that it was closing. With a grunt, I leaped and sailed through the open entryway, landing once again in the wetlands with a splash.

“There,” I grunted to myself. “That was easy, wasn’t it?”

There was no response. Only the hum of insects desperately trying to get to my flesh beneath my armor. With the crack closing, I slipped into the water and washed my armor down as much as I could. The light was failing and I would be returning to Vhola in the dark. I considered camping for the night, but she would worry if I didn’t return. I wasn’t sure how chatty the dungeon was, but her lack of understanding made me wonder how bad the communication really was.

In the end, I waited until the crack was fully sealed before turning back to the tunnel entrance. With a surge of my legs, I sailed through the air and made for home. Only to pause at the familiar woman at the entrance, waiting for me. I landed hard and water splashed out, surprising her. She turned to me with a furious expression, only to pause and relax.

“Corvus…” she smiled.

“What are you doing here?” I asked as I hurried to her side.

She shook her head and let out a sigh, even as I fussed over her. “I’m fine,” she pulled her hand away. “We need to get back.”

“Back?” I frowned.

Vhola nodded. “I… I don’t know what happened. My… my father sent one of his men. Lonneth. He wanted to see if I could leave the dungeon and…”

I growled. “They did what!”

Vhola lowered her head slightly. “I didn’t know, and neither did they. But when I got–”

“You can’t leave,” I hissed. “Not alive…” I froze. “You died.”

Vhola nodded, and I swore, before pulling her into my arms. She still felt right. Despite my armor, I could tell it was still her. My Vhola, my wife.

“There’s more,” she said after a moment. “The… the dungeon, couldn’t…”

“Don’t think like that,” I assured her. “You’re still you.”

“I am,” she agreed. “But I’m not, at the same time.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“The cost… What the dungeon needed to bring me back. It cost part of my soul. I’m still me. I still have memories, thoughts, feelings. I know you, and the safe zone and everything else. Just…”

“Whatever it is,” I stroked her cheek. “You can tell me, and I’ll help you.”

“I can feel it now,” she trembled. “What the dungeon creatures do. That… urge. It wasn’t there before, and it is now. I can tell who’s part of the dungeon and who is not.”

“And what is it telling you?” I asked.

Vhola chewed her lip. “I can control it,” she sobbed. “I can, I swear. It’s not making me do or think anything.”

“What is it telling you?” I asked a little further.

Vhola swallowed and nodded. “It wants me to kill you. It wants me to kill Bettina, Barkus and the kids. It wants me to plan and stage an attack on you all.”

“You said ‘it’?” I prodded her gently. “What’s ‘it’, the dungeon?”

Vhola frowned before giving a small shrug. “It’s not the dungeon specifically. Just the… urge placed on the creatures. Those who have been trapped here before, they’re all the same. Without my self-awareness, I’d be a slave to it, and I’d attack the moment I saw you. But I see you Corvus. I see you and I don’t want this.”

She broke into sobs, and I grit my teeth. I remembered Lonneth, I’d suggested to the King to keep him on as a retainer. I had half a mind to go out there and kill him, anyway. I couldn’t leave her, though. Not like this. I scooped her into my arms, and she clung to me desperately as I carried her through to the upper floor.
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Lonneth looked down at the princess’s corpse. He sniffed and shook his head. He wasn’t sure what to expect when he saw her. She was articulate, well spoken, and even had relations with the alchemist woman who had left to collect herbs. She had been unsure about her ability to leave, though, and then Loyle had given her a push from behind. Now this corpse was all that remained of her, and Lonneth decided it best he left. The Crow was likely on his way after the Princess had respawned somewhere. Lonneth thought it best to take the princess’s corpse with him, spare the man from irrational emotions, from this mistake.

Her body, wrapped in a veil was in the back of the wagon. It slid to the floor as the driver swerved. Lonneth clung to the door as a series of screams rang out. The thuds of arrows striking wood, flesh and armor left no doubt that this was an attack. This had all gone so terribly wrong.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


King Dollouay slumped on his throne. The bells had finally stopped chiming. The smoke was thick in the air and the screams were getting louder. His guards stood around, looking nervously towards the entrance. Ignored, as the old king raised a bottle to his lips. The spirit burned as it went down. Lonneth wasn’t coming back. He knew that already. His advisor’s head had been set upon a pike in view of the keep. Who set it didn’t really matter. But it proved, once and for all, that there were foreign agents working within the city.

It was over. All of it. With Vhola’s death, The Crow’s absence, and King Horksbry’s agents opening the gates, it was only a matter of time before the end. It wouldn’t even be worth running. He could only take himself, and then what? They’d track him down in a matter of days, and that was if someone wasn’t planted within his inner circle. All except for one.

Setting the bottle down, he stood on unsteady legs. The room swayed for a moment, before the old king collected himself. He moved, unnoticed by his guards. They were arranged between the throne and the doors. The only person paying attention to him…

“No,” she trembled as King Dollouay pushed open the curtain.

“I need you to tell them,” he said, ignoring the tears rolling down her cheeks.

“You can tell them,” she begged softly.

King Dollouay shook his head. “There is nothing for me out there. My vassals will be taken by surprise. My people need to be warned to prepare for what comes next.”

She lowered her head and King Dollouay kissed the top of it, as a series of shouts came from the hall outside.

“We’re out of time,” he pulled away.

“We can still make it,” she begged.

“You are young,” he smiled at her. “Find happiness. Settle down and have the family I could not give you.”

“My place–”

“Is to follow my orders,” King Dollouay waved his hand. “Please, let me die, knowing that at least you are safe.”

A clash of arms echoed through the chamber. The men before the doors drew their blades and waited.

“Please?” King Dollouay stroked her face.

She blinked away tears before standing. The small alcove she waited in felt safe. That wouldn’t be the case for long. She wanted him to come with her. But he was right. There was no escape. Not for the king. Not now. Had they known about the intruders in advance, they may have organized a counterattack. With them already inside the walls, it was impossible to prepare in any meaningful way.

“And when I’m done?” she sniffed.

King Dollouay shook his head. “That is for you to decide.”

Tani looked at the man she had grown fond of over the years. The hard line in his eyes betrayed nothing. This was an order. She was compelled to live. To spread the word of the attack. The vassals of Dollouay needed to be warned, and likely no official messenger would make it beyond the walls. Not now.

With a wipe of her face, she turned and headed for a small door on the side of the hall. It was for the servants, so they could come and go as needed. It was also a good cover. She took hold of the latch and pulled it open. King Dollouay was smiling at her, and she made the effort to smile back. They both knew it was the end. With his last memories set, she slipped into the corridor and closed the door as a soft sob met her ears.

Tani turned and spotted the source. She was young, beautiful and, with the death of the princess, entirely lost.

“We’re all going to die,” the young woman whimpered as she slumped against the wall.

Tani thought about leaving her. She was just a maid in the end. There was no reason to risk herself for the girl. Even Princess Vhola was under strict instructions during an emergency to abandon her. Even if they were close. She thought over her options and let out a sigh.

“Up,” Tani grunted, as a dull thud echoed from the room behind them.

“What’s that?” the girl trembled.

“A battering ram, on the doors,” Tani snarled. “Now, if you don’t get up, I’m going to leave you here.”

“Where can we go?” The tearful maid finally looked up.

Tani offered her hand without an explanation. And to both their surprise, the maid took it. Tani pulled the young woman to her feet and nodded. “No questions. Stay quiet, and stick close to me.”

The maid nodded her head, and after Tani gave her a once over, she turned and started moving. They had to be quick. There was more than one way into the main hall. If Horksbry’s men spread out, it wouldn’t take them long. Tani could hear the soft footsteps of the maid behind her. The corridor branched off. To the left, was the kitchens. To the right, was the sleeping quarters. Both directions were possible, but Tani chose the kitchens. The bed rooms would likely be targeted first, so she led the maid into the heat of the cookfire.

The cooks had all since fled. Their usefulness to this situation had expired. Whether they made it out was on them. There was no escape from this, not without the knowledge of the royal family. So it was extremely surprising when a door opened at the far end. Tani pulled the maid down behind some shelves as a laugh broke out.

“Told you this was the right way,” a rough voice laughed.

“Trust you to find the fucking kitchen,” another snapped.

“What? Travel rations aren’t enough for a man like me,” the first voice joked as they approached.

Tani glanced back at the maid and saw terror in her eyes. The men were walking between the stoves and the benches. The two ladies were huddled in the back, near the corridor to the other rooms. She looked around for a solution as the men approached. The fires had ruined the men’s night vision. Which…

Tani pointed towards a nearby bench. It was towards the men, who were examining a roast suspended over the fire. The maid would likely be spotted if she made a noise, and the terror in her eyes made it obvious she knew the risks.

“Go,” Tani hissed. “I’ll distract them and we’ll run.”

The maid clenched her eyes shut before nodding softly. She stayed low and made a few awkward steps as she made her way over. Tani watched the way she moved and shook her head. Now was the next step. The corner was the only cover she had. It was dark, but she had to get there without being seen. And that was going to take some luck. On the shelf beside her, there was an assortment of goods. Most of it was food items, ready to be cooked, but there were clay jars of spices, and that would work nicely.

Tani selected one and took a deep breath as the larger of the two men leaned over the meat as he cut away a strip. The maid was huddled down, trying to make herself as small as possible. They wouldn’t see her unless they looked down between the benches, and that was all Tani needed. She stepped to one side, and with an underhand toss, threw the pot down the hall, before lowering herself quietly to the floor.

The crash of clay on stone wasn’t the most ominous sound. But it caught both of the men’s attention.

“Oi, what have we got here?” The smaller of the two pulled a knife.

“Maybe it’s one of them maids,” the larger one grinned.

“Only you would be interested in a fucking maid,” the smaller shook his head.

They started forward, the meat a distant memory as they passed within inches of the maid huddled at the bench. Tani lay as still as she could in the corner of the room. The two men didn’t even glance from side to side as they entered the corridor, and Tani let out a silent breath of relief. Sitting up, she hurried over to where the maid was still huddled and offered her a smile.

“Quickly now,” Tani helped her up, before glancing over at the bench itself.

Almost as if positioned for her, there was a knife. It wasn’t a large thing, nor would it be much in capable hands. It wasn’t some deadly weapon, but it was small enough to conceal, and came to a fine point. Without a second thought, Tani scooped the blade into her hand and headed for the door the two men entered. She and the maid wasted no time. They reached the door in moments and pulled it open.

“Woah there,” a grizzled face smiled.

Tani whipped the blade across his face. He jerked back with a scream as the sharp edge bisected his eye. He clutched at the wound and Tani grabbed the maid’s hand before charging forward. The man, distracted from the sudden attack, toppled to the floor as several shouts rang out in response. She wasted no time as she ran. They were in one of the main corridors at the back, leading towards the garden. There were tapestries hanging on the walls. She just needed to find one in particular, and it was coming up quickly. But so were the boots of Horksbry’s men.

The one she had attacked was rolling on the floor, and she wasted no time as she spotted the tapestry. It was of a great battle King Dollouay’s grandfather had fought against Horksbry’s ancestors. Tani looked back and spotted one of the men from the kitchen burst out into the hall and spot his colleague.

Tani took the fabric and pulled it open before shoving the maid into a small crevice. It wasn’t really large enough for two people. The two small women, however, managed to fit as she slipped in behind the maid, letting the tapestry fall back into place.

“This way!” A voice snarled.

Tani grit her teeth and leaned into the maid. The door wasn’t silent, nor was it quick to open. They would need a few moments, and that would be best done in silence. If someone saw them go behind the tapestry, they were both dead. Their only chance was to hope that the partially blinded man and the one who aided him hadn’t seen where they had gone.

Tani pressed the maid into the wall and held her breath as the boots thundered closer. She desperately tried to hold back her own fear as she squeezed the slightly bloody knife in her hand. She wouldn’t go down without a fight, nor would she make it pleasant for them. The boots were right there. She tensed and readied herself. Any moment the tapestry would rip open and…

Tani sighed into the maid’s hair as the boots charged past. There was almost a dozen of them. They howled their bloodlust and rushed past towards the gardens. Tani nodded to herself and waited until the sound had died down, before pulling back from the maid. The young woman turned and gave Tani a hopeful smile. Tani held a finger to her lips, and the maid nodded.

Tani stepped back slightly, pushing the tapestry out as she counted the bricks that made up the wall. Third from the bottom, beside the brick with the small crack, she raised her foot and pushed it. The brick slid in with a light and audible clunk before the wall shifted.

“Push,” Tani whispered.

The maid nodded, and the two of them worked together. The door was heavy, and it ground on the floor as it shifted. Tani pushed with all her might, and the grunts from the maid told her she was doing the same, until a gap opened on one side, large enough for them to slip through. The maid went first, and Tani followed, before the tapestry yanked open.

“BITCH!”

Tani felt fingers dig into her arm and she screamed. Whirling around, the man she had injured thrust his arm toward her. He held a knife, and to Tani’s immense luck, it caught on the fabric. And what would have been a brutal stab, turned into a shallow cut and a punch that knocked the wind from her lungs. She bowled over, dropping her knife as he dragged her out. Tani tumbled to the floor and rolled over as he threw the tapestry aside. In a rage, he reached down and took one of Tani’s legs. She felt a surge of dread pass through her as she realized what was about to happen to her.

Right before the maid appeared. She looked terrified. The knife in her hand trembled. But she took on a determined look as she struck. The man jerked back as the blade sank into the side of his neck. Her knife went deep, and he pulled back, before swinging his fist around. The maid caught the blow on the cheek and fell to the ground. But that was enough for Tani to kick his knife hand, driving his own blade into the side of his leg. The man let out a choked gasp as he topped to the ground, where both ladies watched him squirm.

Tani was the first to move, lunging for the knife in his leg. He tried to pull away, but Tani did the opposite. The man grunted as the blade twisted and sawed in his leg. The maid threw herself atop the man, beating him over the head with her fists. Her blows were rather weak and pathetic, but she aimed for his eyes and nose as she struck him repeatedly. The man spat up mouthfuls of blood as he bled into his windpipe before releasing the knife to shove the maid off him. The moment his hand came free of the blade, Tani yanked it free, and his one remaining eye went wide before she slammed it into his brain.

His body jerked, and Tani gave the knife a twist for good measure. Unlike the kitchen knife in his neck, this one was a weapon, and she decided she rather liked it.

“Take the one in his neck,” Tani instructed.

“I killed him,” the maid whimpered.

“I killed him,” Tani corrected her. “You helped. And we both know what would have happened if you didn’t.” The maid looked up at Tani, and the two ladies made a silent pact. “Take the knife. Then let’s get out of here.”

The maid nodded and reached for the blade. She made a face as the metal came out of his neck, but she held on and took it all the way out. Tani smiled at her as she stood, before gesturing to the torn tapestry and the open door.

“Let’s go,” she took the maid’s hand. “What do I call you, anyway?”

“Valery, milady,” the maid answered as they slipped into the dark tunnel.

“None of that.” Tani shook her head. “I’m nobody’s lady now. I’m just… I’m Tani.”

Valery smiled at Tani, before they both pressed into the back of the door and started pushing. “Where does this go, Tani?”

Tani grimaced as she glanced back into the oppressive darkness of the tunnel beyond. “Away from here.”

Valery nodded. Away from here was all she needed to know. Followed quickly by where the nearest bath was.
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“Corvus,” Vhola gasped.

She was enjoying this far more than I expected. It made sense when I tried to think about it logically. The sensation of her mouth on my cock was one of my greatest wonders. And while her clit wasn’t quite the same thing, she made the most delightful sounds as I suckled on it. Her hips jerked, and were I a lesser man, a woman of her level may have injured me with that motion. With my strength as high as my racial cap would allow, it was little more than a small bump as she threw her legs around the back of my head. I could hear the blood pumping through the dense flesh of her thighs.

I pinned her down, with my hands on her hips. Her body shook, and her legs quaked. Her pussy… Well, that was a strange, but not unpleasant taste. If this was how she reacted when I did things like this, it would be something I would repeat in the future. I felt as her fingers dug into my hair. It was almost painful with how tightly she was gripping me. Her legs hadn’t loosened for a moment though, and I could only assume her actions were involuntary. Which meant it was a complete surprise as fluid gushed down my front.

I froze for a moment before I realized what was happening. She was howling as she hit her orgasm, and I resumed sucking on her clit as I reached up to touch her. The fluids were coming from her pussy, and I pressed my fingers into her as she throbbed delightfully. I explored her insides, feeling around as she jerked and humped up into my face, before suddenly her legs flew open.

“CORVUS!” she shrieked.

I pulled away from her sensitive clit, and she flopped onto her side as she breathed like she had been running for a while.

“Are you okay?” I asked as I shifted closer.

Vhola snorted and shook her head. “Am I okay? I don’t know what that was, but I am so okay. I’m questioning if I died at some point and arrived in paradise.”

I smirked at that. Hearing those words confirmed my thoughts. It also stroked my ego as she looked over her shoulder at me. I leaned in, and she smiled as I kissed her. That also pushed her around and I could feel her ass pressing into my crotch.

“Do it,” she whispered.

I smiled and reached down to take my cock in hand. Finding her pussy was easy. Finding where to slide it in was harder. From the fluids she had squirted, everything was slippery, and I had to shift around before I found the right angle. The moment I did, we both sighed as my cock slid into slippery, molten heaven.

Vhola curled her legs beneath her before pushing her ass up to meet me. I held that fabulous, muscular pair of globes and sat myself upright. Her pussy twitched around me, evidence of her prior arousal. As I thrust my length into her, Vhola’s face dropped to her pillow, while her fingers clenched around the blankets. I pulled all the way out, and listened to the broken moan that escaped her lips, before driving myself forward once more. She had no fight in her. It was all she could do, just to lie still and let me fuck her. Her only input was the occasional moan of my name as I thrust deeply into her willing body.

I wasn’t satisfied with this. As much as she clearly enjoyed it, we had started this as a distraction from the horror of her second death. It had taken me hours to carry her back to the first floor. Here, now, in our small but comfortable home, I was driving her to distraction. It wasn’t quite enough.

I wrapped my arms around her waist and lifted. She whined as I rotated her upwards before lifting her hands over her head. She leaned back into my chest as she turned her head.

“What are you doing?” She asked.

“This,” I kissed her cheek as I slipped one hand between her legs.

Her eyes shot wide as she felt my fingers swirl over her clit. She jerked back, inadvertently thrusting her pussy back onto my cock. It ground across her front wall, making her gasp in shock and pull forward once more. Which only served to rub her clit over my still swirling fingers.

“Corv!—”

I covered her mouth with my free hand as I massaged her. Vhola’s fingers reached back and dug into my thighs as she let out a series of muffled cries. Her pussy squeezed around my cock, and I gently rocked my hips to keep her moving. Her entire world devolved into a series of motions, as she rocked her hips in both directions in a lame attempt to escape the sensations flooding her body. She was only upright because I was holding her, and I could feel her jaw working. Taking pity on her, I shifted my hand, and she rolled her head to look at me.

“Please?” she begged.

I kissed her softly and loosened my arms. She slipped out of my grip and dropped onto her hands before pushing her ass back towards me. I took hold of her hips and she dropped her face into the bed once more as I thrust firmly into her from behind. Her pussy gripped my cock, and she let out an orgasmic, muffled howl as I continued thrusting. With long, hard strokes, I could feel every contraction of her pussy as it slid over my length. I was more than ready to end, and I focused on reaching that goal, as her pussy squirted once more.

Driving my length inside her. I felt her pussy ripple along my length. It was perfect, as I fired my seed deep into her body. She shuddered as she felt my cum spray inside. To my surprise, she rocked her hips, trying to fuck me back, even in her exhausted state. I grinned and let her do as she wished, before slowly pulling free. My cock slipped out of her with a small pop, before a streak of white fluid leaked out of her as well. Her hand came into view as she cupped herself, before rolling over onto her back.

“You always make a mess of me,” she complained softly.

“Oh?” I shifted over to lie beside her. “Should I stop?”

“I didn’t say that,” she growled cutely. “I just don’t like it messing up our bed all the time.”

I thought over what she said and pulled her against my chest. She grumbled for a moment before pulling away. I watched in amusement as she sat up, turned and then laid down against me. I lifted my arm, and she curled against my side, using my shoulder as a pillow.

“I’ll think of something,” she grumped. “Even if you take me outside, I still leak everywhere when we come to bed.”

“I almost shudder to think how you would have dealt with this back in the castle,” I wondered.

“That would be easier. Valery, my maid would bring me some warm water and a washcloth,” Vhola snuggled closer.

I nodded, then sighed. “Let me get up for a moment.”

Vhola grunted, but shifted, and I sat up. “Where are you going?”

“To get you a washcloth,” I smiled as I pulled on a pair of pants.

She grumbled at me, but made no attempt to follow as I stepped outside. The fire was going, and to my surprise, Bettina was sitting before it. There was a pot hanging from above, and she looked over her shoulder as I approached.

“Ahhh…” I squirmed slightly. “I’m… sorry, if we kept you up.”

“You’re fine,” Bettina waved off the apology. “I couldn’t sleep, anyway.”

I frowned and shifted closer. “Want to talk about it while I grab some water and a washcloth for Vhola?”

“That’s what this is for,” Bettina nodded. “Cloth is in the water. It’ll be warm soon.”

“Right,” I nodded, before remembering my manners. “Thank you.”

“You don’t strike me as the kind of man who’s had anyone look after them before,” Bettina tossed casually.

“No,” I nodded. “No, most of the help I received was when I was young and still in training. Eventually, when I got too strong, those who liked to help began to compete.”

“Soon enough, those friendly competitions get serious,” Bettina said, in a tone that made me think she knew a little of what I experienced. “One incident too many, and you end up walking away from it all.”

“Yes,” I whispered.

Bettina sighed and shook her head. “Our histories are our own, Corvus. We all have our demons, our pasts, our mistakes and our joys.”

“Still a heavy topic for a quiet evening,” I nodded.

“It’s not all quiet,” Bettina smirked.

“Sorry,” I offered once more.

Bettina shook her head. “Don’t be. I know better than most what it would have been like for her to be sold to Prince Horksbry. Trust me, her existence here is far more enjoyable than what she would have experienced had she lived.”

I tilted my head and looked at the older woman. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“No,” Bettina glared at the flames. “Just know that while I’m sure you’d live through it. I’m sure there’s enough herbs in this dungeon to concoct something particularly vicious, should you ever deserve it.”

I nodded to myself and made a note to never piss the alchemist off. Because I wasn’t so sure I’d live if she really tried.


CHAPTER TWELVE


“Excuse me, Crow?” a rough voice croaked.

I turned from the tree I was de-limbing. I still hadn’t mastered planks. The idea was simple. But getting perfectly straight cuts was a challenge. The wood liked to move as I drew my scythe through it. I chopped the failed experiments of mine up and the resulting pile of firewood was getting rather substantial.

Beside said stack of wood, was the familiar face of Elder Nurk. “Yes?”

The man wavered for a moment. I’d have thought this was some kind of demand, trick or otherwise. He was here alone, though. That told me that his purpose was likely something important. Something he’d thought about in advance. If he’d shown up with his men from last time, likely I’d have reacted poorly, or at least suspected he had a motive.

“Th-there’s smoke,” the old man mumbled softly.

“Smoke?” I frowned. “Like, a fire?”

Elder Nurk swallowed nervously. “... From the capitol.”

I raised my staff and thumped it on the ground to cancel my armor. It washed away, returning me to my day-to-day clothing and staff. The man took a visible breath of relief before meeting my eyes.

“I fear something terrible is happening,” he continued. “Men, sent by the King, came through, I’m sure you’re aware.”

I felt a surge of anger flash through my mind at the memory. They had killed Vhola, and in doing so, she had lost part of herself to the dungeon. I saw it, even now. Brief moments, that glazed look that the intelligent dungeon creatures got. That blank stare that told you the soul was missing. Thankfully, it was only a brief moment for my lover. But it still left me furious–

“They were attacked and killed shortly after leaving,” Elder Nurk continued, when I had been lost in my thoughts. “We found the site of the attack a few days ago. There were signs of torture on a few of the men.”

I frowned. “Was her body there?”

“Her?” Elder Nurk squinted. “I’m not sure who you are referring to, but there were no women amongst the dead. If someone–”

“No,” I waved off his question.

With a good team of horses, one could go from the dungeon to the capital in just a couple of days. If someone in the capitol was feeding information to Horksbry. That would have made following someone out to the dungeon rather trivial. Then, with Vhola’s body in tow, it would have been the perfect excuse to launch a surprise attack. Not that honor was something Horksbry was interested in. But the discovery that a neighboring king was lying to you about a future marriage would be justification for anyone who may take offense on Dollouay’s behalf. The world was large, and the two kingdoms, while in fortunate positions of prosperity, were not the largest.

“Shit,” I swore.

Ignoring the man, I had something to test. I cast a final glance around to make sure none of the wildlife was nearby. Then stalked back through the open gate. Vhola was chatting with Bettina. Bettina was with Elara, chopping herbs on a wooden board. The two ladies had struck up a small friendship, while the boys liked to spend time doing other chores. Right now, the fearless leader was digging a new latrine, while the archer was stepping back from a deer carcass, before looking back towards Vhola. If I had my guess, she’d hunted it before handing it to the youth for processing.

As well as them, there were a few people dotted about. More curious than anything. There was an old man, who was just smiling slightly to himself as he looked at the collection of old marks on the wooden pole at the entrance. A middle-aged man dressed in furs who looked like a trapper was examining the walls, while a young woman waited nervously by the entrance to the tunnel with her eyes locked on Vhola.

She looked harmless as I approached. Perhaps she simply wanted a job. Maybe she was weighing her options within the dungeon, to see if it really was safe. There were all sorts of reasons someone may wish to escape their current predicaments. Living within a dungeon was something out of the ordinary, though. It would likely attract the scared and desperate before it did the savvy. Bettina was a bit of both, but those kids were a prime example. All I needed to do was keep my word and make this place safe. There were enough animals in the woods to feed a massive population, especially since they would respawn on a regular basis.

The young woman by the entrance shuffled nervously and glanced my way as I passed by. She clearly didn’t know who I was without my armor. Her eyes went a little wide as Elder Nurk hurried along behind me. He ignored the girl as well, so she wasn’t here avoiding her taxes at least. A runaway maybe? It didn’t matter. I stepped into the tunnel and sighed before charging ahead.

The lanterns made this far nicer to travel. The lights were frequent enough that the shadows never outgrew visible range. Though the walk would have been quieter without the huffing of the old man behind me. I kept him from my thoughts as the sunlight approached. The sunlight within the dungeon felt no different from the actual sun. It was warm, would burn you if you didn’t cover up and grew plants without a problem. But as I stepped out into the world and took a deep breath, part of me knew this was different. More free, more fresh, more… just more.

Not that it was unpleasant being inside a life dungeon. Just that part of you always knew that it was artificial. The wood felt like wood. The deer tasted like deer. Even the water washed away dirt and grime. And yet part of you knew the difference if you looked hard enough. Something I was a master of with all my time spent within dungeon walls.

None of that was what I was looking for, though. No, what I was looking for was the notification that…

“Shit,” I whispered as I read over my stat screen.

“What?” Elder Nurk trembled. “What is it?”

I double checked everything present and shook my head. “Long live the king.”

Elder Nurk stared at me with a look of sheer horror. Only now did I turn and face the direction of the capital. Smoke was rising, drifting along the horizon in a dark blanket.

“Crow?” he tried again.

“Spread the word,” I told him. Elder Nurk stared at me until I turned my glare in his direction. “Spread the word. I’m offering safety.”

“Can’t we just–”

“You can come inside only when you can see the color of their boots.” I narrowed my eyes. “Spread the word. Most won’t believe you, anyway.”

I left the elder. He was gaping like a fish, clearly unused to that kind of treatment. What, honestly, could he do though? Right now, I needed to find Vhola. She would know what was best for this. I marched quickly down the tunnel. The nervous-looking woman seemed more like an appropriate response now. If she had known what the smoke meant, it was obvious she was looking for some kind of safety. I held no scorn for intelligent cowardice, especially from someone unfit for conflict. Not everyone could swing a sword, and even fewer could do so effectively against the Kingdom of Horksbry. They could still cook meals, mend clothing, farm, hunt and do many other activities to ease the burden of those who would face conflict head on.

Which was exactly how I found them. The woman was now clutching her hands together as she nodded rapidly at Vhola, who was smiling. Bettina had moved away, and was explaining something to Elara, who was listening intently to whatever lesson she was being given.

I made my way over, and Vhola noticed my approach. She smiled widely as she looked my way, only to freeze as she saw my serious expression. She held her hand up to the woman and patted her shoulder.

“Collect your things. We’ll make some space if you can’t find a tent,” she said.

“Thank you,” the young woman darted in and hugged Vhola, before rushing off towards the tunnel.

Vhola watched her go, before switching her attention back to me. “What is it?”

I wondered how to say this. Should I try to break it gently? Or should I–

“Corvus, whatever it is, just say it,” she urged.

I took a deep breath and took her hand. “I can see smoke from the capital.”

She blinked slowly and gave a small nod. “Oh… Do you think…”

“My exile status has vanished,” I added softly.

She closed her eyes, and I watched the tightening of her lips. Her chin quivered, and she shook her head. When she opened them once more, she looked into my eyes. I didn’t need to be asked. I took her in my arms and felt the way she trembled. Without a thought, I scooped her up and held her against my chest before leaping out of the safe zone. She clung to me as the wind rushed around us. I didn’t jump terribly high, just enough to get us out of the area, where she wouldn’t have any witnesses.

We landed with a soft thump, and I set my staff down beside me as I cradled her in my lap. She clung to me and shook as she sobbed.

“I have you,” I assured her. “I have you.”
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Vhola stirred in my arms, and I glanced down at the top of her head. She made a small grunt before letting out a long, tired sigh.

“How long?”

“An hour, maybe a little more.” I stroked her hair.

“Stupid–”

“You’re not,” I growled. “I don’t know what world you were born in, but your life for the last few months has been nothing but strife.”

Vhola snorted and looked up at me. “It’s not the woes of the world that concern me now,” she said. “While I’m here, safe, secure and loved…” She shook her head. “My father… He’d have been killed, but now, Valery… If she’s still alive, she’s probably living the very fate I only escaped with my death.”

“You mentioned her. She’s a friend?” I asked.

“More than that,” Vhola sighed. “She was my head maid. We grew up together. When we were kids, she was my best friend, and when we got older, she was my closest confidant.”

I thought about her words and nodded. “Would you like me to find her?”

Vhola closed her eyes and let out a small sob before shaking her head. “No… If what you say is true, she’s probably already dead. They’d have no need to keep her alive beyond the first night.”

I grit my teeth and let out a long breath. “Then–”

“Nothing, Corvus,” she slumped against me. “I need you to spread the word, bring people here. Horksbry will sweep the kingdom. Rape, torture and murder will be the new order, at least for now.”

“Nobody will stand against him?” I asked.

“Nobody can,” Vhola muttered. “Our strength was in our position and our tactics. If my father is already dead, then those tactics failed. Horksbry is already here, and his people are coming.”

“Would they ignore the dungeon?” I asked.

“Perhaps,” Vhola nodded. “At least for a while. A dungeon isn’t any concern of theirs. They have their own dungeon, apparently. Some desert biome full of giant insects and man-eating worms.”

I took that information and nodded to myself. That was too much of a coincidence. I hadn’t spoken much with Vhola about what I found in the dungeon invasion, but… Was that possible? Was Horksbry somehow controlling their dungeon? Or was it simply poor timing on both parts? I had assumed it was the Elven dungeon. Perhaps I was looking at this the wrong way?

“Then what do you suggest?” I asked.

Vhola sighed and pulled herself upright. “I can’t leave,” she said. “I don’t have access to any of my seals either, so I can’t give an official crest for you to carry. But I need you to go. Warn as many as you can. Tell them to come here for safety.”

“I’ve already told Elder Nurk as much,” I informed her.

Vhola smiled widely and gave a small nod. “He will probably send some letters, maybe a runner, to the nearby villages. But you can get further, can’t you? You could warn our allies about what is coming.”

“And what about you?” I asked.

Vhola sighed. “I’ll respawn.”

I actually growled when I heard those words. She didn’t pull away from me. Instead, Vhola cupped my cheek and drew my gaze towards her eyes. Before a firm clearing of one’s throat caught our attention.

“I may have a possible solution,” Bettina stepped closer. “I apologize. When you leaped into the air, I thought something was wrong and came to find you.”

“You could have been injured,” Vhola sighed.

“I had some help,” she smiled, before glancing over her shoulder.

Elara and her two friends were waiting at a clump of trees. The small necromancer was stroking the head of a transparent wolf. The creature looked as fearsome as its real life counterpart, but under her attention, it lolled its tongue about, clearly enjoying itself.

“What did you hear?” Vhola asked.

“Most of it,” Bettina sighed. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to listen in, but I left you to your nap.”

“What’s done is done,” I moved up beside Vhola and pulled her into my side. “What was your idea?”

“From what I can tell, your problem is how long you’ll be away if you try to spread the word about coming to the dungeon,” Bettina announced.

“That…” I sighed. “Yes. If I leave, and unfriendly visitors come, there’s no telling what will happen. You, Elara and her friends–”

“Meeta, will be back shortly as well,” Vhola added, telling me the girl’s name at the same time.

She must have been the girl that Vhola was speaking with. “Yes. They’re just people. If someone storms in and starts killing everyone, they become dungeon creatures, same as Vhola.”

“Good,” Bettina smiled. “Because I may have a solution for a strapping young man like yourself.”

“I’m not young,” I frowned.

“Not important,” Vhola tapped my chest. “What are you thinking, Bettina?”
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Meeta was staring at me like I’d grown a second head. She was twitchy and nervous as she took my empty plate. The young woman was a cook in a local inn before she ended up trying to come out to the dungeon. Only for her employer to end up under the knife of the assassins that took Vhola’s life. The poor thing was a bit of a mess. Someone had roughed her up and she had no coin to her name. Elder Nurk had simply told her to leave, since she had nothing of value to the village. What he thought of her coming into the dungeon meant little, but the meal she provided, despite the lack of ingredients, was tasty and well-liked by those of us in attendance.

“Well now, that should just about do it,” Bettina smiled.

I turned as she made her way over. In her hand, she held a glass vial. In it was… something. I didn’t really know, it was odd. Whatever concoction she had placed inside was solid enough it didn’t move as she turned it over in her hands.

“And what is that?” Vhola asked.

“It makes light,” Bettina smiled. “Lots of it, but it’ll break the vial from the heat it will produce.”

“And how will that help us?” I asked.

“Because you can likely throw it high enough that a bright flash will be seen by anyone within several miles,” Bettina smiled.

“How far exactly?” Vhola asked.

Bettina shrugged. “Depends on how high he throws it. Three hundred feet and it’ll be visible at ground level for twenty miles or so.”

“That likely depends on the glass,” I nodded slowly. “If it’s not strong enough, I could easily break it just by throwing it.”

“There are ways around that,” Bettina offered. “With rope, we could make a sling, or you could even carry it up the mountain itself and throw it from a higher spot.”

“Does it need to be thrown?” Vhola asked.

“For the best effects, that would be best,” Bettina smiled.

I looked at Vhola and nodded. “Alright, how does it work?”

“We can do the first one here,” she smiled and handed me the vial.

“There are several chemicals inside it. They’re hard to replace, but I don’t need a lot of them so I can make a few,” she started. “The first is potassium chlorate, mixed with some sugar syrup. That’s the layer at the top,” she pointed to the white upper part of the chemicals. “Below that is some magnesium powder, which, when ignited, will produce light so bright that it could blind you by staring at it for too long.”

“And how do you ignite it?” I asked.

Bettina sighed and slipped a small bottle from her pocket. “This is sulphuric acid. You only need a single drop and the reaction happens almost immediately. This is why you’re holding the vial and not me.” I nodded slowly, then bent down to scoop up my staff. With a small thump, my armor formed around me, and Bettina gave me a nod. “Smart man.”

“How does this work?” I asked, handing my scythe to Vhola, who seemed surprised by the extreme weight of my weapon as she did her best to balance it on the ground.

“The vial won’t spill, the syrup creates a plug that prevents it from moving without melting it again,” Bettina informed me. “So if you take the bottle of acid, there’s a dipper inside it.”

“This looks more like a two-person job,” Vhola frowned as tried to fiddle with the bottle.

“It may be,” Bettina nodded, and took it back. “Let me just get this, then. If it works, someone else can do this part.”

“If it works?” I asked.

Bettina gave me a smile before reaching over with the dipper. It was a glass spike attached to the inside of the lid, with a bunch of ridges and grooves like a honey dipper. She lifted it out, and before I could prepare, she tapped her finger over the end of the vial, letting a single drop fall in.

I stared at it and tilted my head. “Is it supposed to–”

I blinked. Even before I could finish the sentence, it suddenly flared up. Purple flames and smoke shot from the vial. Without thinking, I turned and hurled it into the sky with all my might. The flaming projectile flew upwards away from me before I turned to Bettina. She gave me a slight smile before the whole dungeon floor lit up.

We all gasped and looked for the source. The flash got brighter for a moment before it seemed to pop. All at once, the light became so bright, we all turned away and covered our eyes before the light dimmed out once more.

“I think that was a bit more than three hundred feet.” Bettina rubbed her eyes. “How high is your strength?”

“Level cap,” I grunted.

Bettina paused, then shook her head. “It’s amazing you don’t just crush things by picking them up.”

“Even when he gets forceful, he’s never hurt me,” Vhola snickered, before freezing at the sight of Meeta’s wide-eyed stare.

Thankfully, she was saved by the leader of the teens, who cheered. “That was cool! Can you do it again?”

Bettina laughed and shook her head. “Not tonight. I’ll make some more tomorrow, then maybe Corvus will let you help him.”

I nodded at her words and saw the teens grin at one another. The day was late, and we were all tired. With the excitement over, there was just one thing I wanted to do first. Vhola smiled as I took my weapon, and she watched along with the others as I made my way over to the log pile. With a few swift cuts, I cut the logs to the size they needed to be. With one over each shoulder, I carried them to the entrance and began to stack them in the entrance.

“Oh, that’s a good idea,” Bettina nodded.

“We’ve been meaning to put a gate on it,” Vhola confirmed.

“If the kingdom is under attack, I want to know who is coming and going.” I went back for more logs. “Until we have proper guards, I want this sealed at night, at least to make it noisy if someone wants to get it.”

I worked quickly, stacking logs outside the tunnel entrance. With a few quick slices here and there, I had a stable wall. It wouldn’t take much to push it over, but it would make a hell of a noise when it did. I followed the whole thing up with a few branches pushed into the earth to brace the wall a little more. Before finally stepping back.

“That’ll do,” Vhola smiled, and waved for me to join her.
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“Valery!” Tani hissed.

“Hmm?” Valery opened her eyes. “Still–mm!”

“Shhh.” Tani held a hand over the younger woman’s mouth.

Valery frowned before she heard it. The sounds of people moving in the dark. They had made it away from the capitol. Meeting up with a group of farmers they had tagged along, sitting in the back of a large wagon. They were close to Eacom, only a day more of travel. Which meant, if this was Horksbry, then they were moving faster than anyone could have expected. This was more than a random invasion, and Tani now suspected that Vhola’s death may have been at the orders of King Horksbry himself. This was definitely staged well, planned in advance and executed very near flawlessly.

The two ladies were under the wagon they traveled on. There were only a few tents, and others were dotted around sleeping in the grass on bedrolls.

“We need to warn them,” Valery whispered as she pulled Tani’s hand away.

“We don’t have time,” Tani glared. “The moment you go out there and start yelling, you’ll take an arrow in the neck.”

“But–”

“We are the only ones who got out of the capital,” Tani hissed. “I need to get to Eacom. This is not a debate and unless you want to die here, you need to come with me now!”

Valery felt tears welling up in her eyes. The farmers had nothing but what they could bring. It looked like what they hauled. They had intended to sell before they realized things had gone wrong. They didn’t carry weapons, or defenses of any type.

“AAAAAAHHHH!” a voice roared.

Several shouts rang out, and a flaming arrow hit a tent. Screams broke the night and the horses still hitched to the wagon knickered in panic. They were hobbled and couldn’t move away, which was the only thing stopping the ladies from being run over. Tani scrambled out the side, and Valery followed right after. When she got up, Tani was at the horses. She was unhitching it as quickly as possible.

Valery heard a pained scream, and spotted a burning figure stumble out of the burning tent, before an arrow took them in the chest. The figure went down in a heap as another burst from the tent in a similar state. Those in the bedrolls were in a panic. Some stood, others crawled. A group of men dressed in furs and iron were stabbing the ones on the ground.

“Valery!” Tani hissed.

Valery turned back to Tani and rushed over to help. The ladies worked together, getting the hitch loose. They only had time for the one horse, and Tani slapped the reins into Valery’s hand as she released the chains, hobbling the horse. The beast wanted to move, and the only reason it didn’t bolt was the firm grip the terrified maid had on the bridle.

“UP!” Tani shouted.

Valery stared at the creature and shook her head. Tani let out a frustrated growl and bent low. Valery yelped as she felt an arm come up between her legs. Tani hefted her upright and the maid, in a panic, threw her leg out, catching herself atop the beast. It jostled her about before Tani prepared to mount behind her.

“Mmm,” a voice cut through the dark.

Tani turned and spotted a familiar piece of her outfit. The shawl she usually wore around her shoulders was now clutched in the fingers of an invader. He held it to his nose and breathed deeply before moaning softly. Tani felt disgust and turned to the horse. It shifted away from her, drawing the attention of the man, and his eyes went wide seeing the sight of two lovely ladies before him.

“Oi!” he shouted.

Tani tried again, this time, hopping up and using Valery as an anchor to haul herself up onto the beast’s back.

“No, no!” the man rushed over.

Tani took the reins as she felt a hand clamp down on her ankle. Without thinking, she snapped them tight, and the horse, in its prior panic, bolted. The man, with his grip on Tani’s ankle, fell forward, tripping into the grass as the horse took off. Several shouts rang out, and Tani heard the whistle as an arrow flew overhead.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Valery looked around the room. It wasn’t quite as nice as Princess Vhola’s suite. Tani didn’t seem to mind though. To both their relief, the room had come with a bath. Something both ladies had used to great relief. The grime of their travels was gone. Their hair brushed, and after Valery slipped into her previous role, she helped the noblewoman dress, before stepping into something fresh herself.

Lord Eacom had welcomed them with open arms. His concern over the events of the capitol had brought them quickly within his walls. After a quick discussion on the events, they had been fed and brought to this room.

“Stop pouting,” Tani mumbled from a comfortable chair by the fire.

Valery shook her head. “I feel uneasy.”

“And I told you. After what happened, Lord Eacom is being cautious. He wants us to feel safe,” Tani set down the book she was reading.

“I’d feel safer if we weren’t locked in,” Valery protested weakly.

“You’re overthinking things,” Tani slumped back in the chair. “I get it, okay? We’ve been through a lot. None of this is easy. But we’re here now. It’s safe, warm, and the bed is big enough for the both of us.”

Valery smiled slightly at that. When brought to the room, she was not looking forward to sleeping on the floor at the foot of the bed. Tani’s words were a huge relief. Days of sleeping on the ground had left them both bruised and sore. The idea of a soft mattress was an enticing one. Besides… Tani was rather cuddly when she was asleep. Something Valery had found oddly comforting in the last few days.

“I need some air,” Valery sighed

She shuffled slowly across the floor. Her body’s aches and pains had crept up on her. Almost as if she were being punished for the luxury of a bath. Still, she was alive, and extremely thankful towards Tani for making that a possibility. For now, she’d try her best to get over the situation she was stuck in. Tani was probably right, and she was overthinking things. Their room had a small balcony. It was her destination. There was always a breeze up on this part of the tower. Thankfully, the view wasn’t back towards the capitol. Valery had spent enough time staring at the smoke that seemed endless.

How much of the city was burned? How much was still burning? Was anyone alive? It was all too much for her to comprehend as she stepped out onto the landing. Beyond, were the trees and… the mountain.

Valery felt tears well in her eyes for the loss of her friend. Princess Vhola wasn’t just her employer, she was her world. A friend for life, someone she had shared endless secrets with. And before her, was the place she died. Where she was likely trapped. Forever, a mindless thrall…

“Maybe I should go there,” Valery mumbled to herself. “We’d be together at least.”
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Corvus

I stared down from my perch. I had made the trip on foot. Climbing a mountain was an easy feat with my stats. The only thing easier, would have been to make a few leaps. That just… didn’t feel right. Being out in the open air. Seeing the real sun. The smoke from the fires of burning towns, villages and cities. It was enough to remind me of what Vhola and I were trying to build. The small safe area wasn’t going to be enough. It would be a start. Somewhere we could hold an army, outlive any siege.

It wasn’t going to be a home though. I could see them. Even now. The refugees, fleeing the conflict. Many of them were merchants, fleeing the loss of their livelihoods. Others were humble farmers, fleeing for their very lives. Others were deserters, crafters, the poor, even the wealthy.

In chaos, wolves would roam the sheep. Some would be obvious about it. Attacking indiscriminately for whatever they needed to survive. Our invaders were little better than this. Likely, those groups would join up with Horksbry, if they weren’t killed outright just to state a point. Others would remain in their groups. Hiding with the others, murdering, stealing and raping when things suited them. Perhaps posing as a guard, or a leader, with implied expectations on preferential treatment.

They were the more dangerous of the two. A bandit, in the end, wanted only one thing. Their own survival, at the expense of all else. The ones posing as leaders and protectors, would jostle for control of any situation they were involved in. That’s not saying that all leaders would be problematic. Only that problematic people had a knack for getting themselves into positions where they took advantage of that fact.

It was going to be a constant hassle, trying to weed out the problems. The wolves among the sheep. Then there was the simple reality, that if the dungeon was to be trusted. Killing them wouldn’t necessarily fix the problem. Under a siege, it may even be impossible to exile them as well.

I was still pondering the problems as the sun dropped below the horizon. The sky began to darken, and the distant places with smoke, glowed ominously. It was about time I did what I needed to do. Getting back would be faster. Then I could eat whatever Meeta had cooked up, before spending a little time with Vhola.

I still couldn’t believe how that had come about. Part of me was waiting for her to wake up with her hero-worship firmly in check. The numerous nights I’d awoken to her clinging to me in her sleep, I had to wonder if that was ever going to happen. One could fake affection, even love. Something I had been wary of my entire life. Sleep was not one of those things, and yet, not once had I awoken to a situation where she wasn’t touching, holding or laying partially on me.

“I’m too old to be getting worked up like a teen,” I chuckled.

Flicking open my inventory, I removed the items I needed. The bottle of sulphuric acid, the strange vial, and what resembled an oversized sling. Pulling the cork out of the vial, I dropped it into the leather seat. Setting it down, with the throwing lines facing away where they wouldn’t catch, I un-stoppered the acid. Carefully, I used the dipper and quickly let a single drop fall into the vial. Immediately it began to fizzle, and I slipped the stoppered sulphuric acid back into my inventory.

With no time to waste, I picked up the lines and lifted the vial from the ground. With my strength and dexterity at my racial cap, I gave a casual flick of my wrist to get the vial moving. The soft glow from the burning mixture, turned into a smokey, glowing streak as I twirled it around. With a deep breath, I looked up towards the first of the evening’s stars, and hurled the vial with all my might.

The vial left a strange streak through the air as it flew. I wasn’t sure if that would easily be seen. Those closer to the mountain likely would. Anyone following the signal would see where it came from. So, perhaps I should do this closer to the entrance to the dungeon.

I smiled, thinking of the possibilities, before the vial lit up. It took on a harsh glow, that even from this distance was hard to stare at. Remembering last time, I looked away, before the vial shattered. Even from that height, I saw my own shadow splay out below me as the mountain lit up like the sun. The one I had thrown inside the dungeon was over in a moment. Bettina had either made some kind of mistake, or perhaps even tweaked it intentionally. Because this one burned until the count of ten, before finally going out.

I smiled as the light vanished, before bending to pick up my staff. Weapon in hand, I leaped with a horizontal push. Sailing away from the side of the mountain, I had aimed for a point just beyond the town. I didn’t want to accidentally land on anyone. That would be unpleasant for me, and likely lethal for whomever I hit. This was something I knew for a fact.

Still, it was only a damn miracle I didn’t land on a small family who were stumbling up towards the encampment. The one leading the group, an older man, yelled and fell back, knocking over his wife. Their two kids screamed, and the mother scrambled to her feet to protect them.

“PLEASE!” The man held up his hand. “WE DIDN’T KNOW!”

I looked at the four of them and shook my head. “Sorry.”
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“Hmm?” Valery jerked awake.

Falling asleep on the landing wasn’t something she had planned on. The moment she opened her eyes, she was forced to squint. Something over the mountain flashed brightly. It left small shadows on the landing, even from this distance.

“What in the heavens is that?” Tani called from inside.

Valery turned away from the bright flash and spotted Tani making her way out. She raised her hand to shade her eyes against the bright glare.

“It’s over the mountain,” Tani frowned. “What?”

“What could cause that?” Valery asked as the light flickered and faded away.

The two ladies stared at one another, before Tani frowned. “Corvus.”

Valery’s chest ached for a moment. She closed her eyes and tried not to respond to that name. The man that had cost her Princess Vhola.

“What…” Valery shook her head. “What do you think he’s doing there?”

Tani frowned, before glancing back at Valery. “The king and I only speculated.”

“What?” Valery trembled.

“Princess Vhola,” Tani said softly.

Valery let out a choked sob and covered her mouth. “No… She… She didn’t…”

“This is just a guess,” Tani turned back to the darkened mountain. “But I’d say he went back to destroy the dungeon. He knew she’d be there, and he wanted to end it. To let her rest.”

“Then why hasn’t he?” Valery sobbed. “Why’s he still there?”

Tani frowned and shook her head. “That, I don’t know. But… If I had to guess. Whatever that flash was. Is a signal from him. And if he’s signaling people, it’s because he has a plan…”

Valery, noticing Tani’s silence, wiped her tears and turned her attention to the king’s closest advisor. Only to notice her worried expression.

“What is it?”

Tani jolted, then gaped and looked between Valery, and something far below. “I… I think we need to leave.”

“Leave?” Valery frowned.

Tani licked her lips, then looked around. “We need a way out. Now.”

Tani raced inside the room, and Valery watched on in confusion. Picking herself up, she looked over the railing of the landing and into the courtyard below. Before freezing in horror. Eacom’s men wore silver armor. They polished it until it gleamed, and their bright orange tunics beneath made them were easy to spot in almost any situation. So seeing a Horksbry war party being guided through the gatehouse to the keep, did not sit well with the maid. She turned on the spot and rushed into the room, to see Tani yanking the sheets of the bed.

“What are they doing here?” Valery asked.

“Eacom sold us out,” Tani hissed. “I thought he was being courteous…” She paused and looked at Valery. “You were right. I’m sorry.”

Valery grimaced and shook her head. “None of that. What do we do now?”

“Now, we need a rope,” Tani picked up the first sheet.

Valery frowned. “That’s a–”

SHHHHHHHHHRRRP

Tani tossed Valery the strip of cloth. “Tie them together as I toss them to you.”

Valery looked at the shredded fabric and grimaced as she realized what was about to happen. The two of them worked together. Tearing the fabric into long strips, before tying it into a single length. It made an odd rope, with a bunch of knots which would give them plenty of handholds. As Tani finished with the sheet, she moved onto the blankets and even the pillowcases, until finally she was satisfied.

“What now?” Valery asked.

“Now, I need you to trust me,” Tani smiled.

Valery looked at the advisor and smiled. “You got me out of the capital. I trust you.”

“Good,” Tani smiled. “Follow me.”

Tani hurried out onto the landing, before leaning over to look below. There were two balconies below them. Then a drop to the cobblestone ground far below. It would be tight, but if the rope worked, it was a way out. With surprising ease, Tani fit the makeshift rope through the railing and let it dangle down below, before pulling back one side and tying a quick-release knot. Then, by pulling the release end of the rope back up, she turned to Valery and gave her a smile.

“You first.”

“Me?” Valery trembled. “Why me?”

Tani firmed her lips, before nodding. “If it works, you’re the first out of this room. If it doesn’t, the fall will kill you quicker than what will likely to happen to me—if I don’t throw myself over to join you.” Valery gave Tani a dumbstruck stare for a few moments, before closing her eyes. “It’s also a particular kind of knot that I’ve tied. Which will let us get it back so we can try again from the balcony below. If you panic, and grab the wrong end, you could release it while climbing.”

“And you won’t?” Valery snapped.

Tani gave a faint smile. “If I do, it’s my fault.”

Valery stomped her foot, then leaned over the railing. “How do we do this?”

Tani gave a small laugh and helped Valery throw a leg over the railing. She turned about, and stood, with her feet poking back through the rails, while Tani bent down to get the rope. She handed it to Valery and gave her a smile.

“Crouch down. I’ll help you balance. Then you’re going to grip one of the knots. Then let your legs hang down,” Tani instructed.

“You make it sound so easy,” Valery complained as she bent down.

She gripped one of the knots, and shuffled back. Tani, true to her words, held her shoulders, preventing her from tipping back. Before giving Valery an encouraging smile.

“Alright,” Valery shuddered. “One.”

She pulled one leg out and let it hang below. She used her knee to push off from the wall slightly, before shifting her other leg, only for her to suddenly slip. Valery let out a yelp as she swung around, while Tani grabbed a hold of her dress by the shoulders, keeping her in place.

“You’re okay!” Tani grunted. “You’re okay.”

“I’m okay,” Valery nodded.

She was scared. Her heart thudded in her chest hard enough to hurt. With a deep breath, Valery opened her eyes and looked around. The rope held, she wasn’t swinging and everything was okay. For someone hanging from a balcony dozens of feet in the air by a makeshift rope, at least.

“Go down,” Tani nodded.

Valery let out a huff, before moving her hand. The sudden drop to the next knot was a small jerk. With the weight of an adult woman on the knots, both ladies could see them tighten and firm in place. Thankfully, there were no signs of the fabric beginning to fail. So Valery quickly made her way down. She worked quickly, before coming in line with the next balcony. There, it was just the opposite of how she climbed over, only this time, she was climbing back.

“This room is empty,” Valery called up.

Tani nodded, before taking a deep breath. She swung her leg over, before taking hold of the end for the slip knot. One tug was all it would take, so she threw it over her shoulder to keep it out of the way. Which was the moment she heard the door handle on the other side of their room suddenly rattle. Her eyes went wide, as that rattle turned into a bang as someone on the other side rammed it. With no time to lose, Tani slipped onto the rope, almost losing her grip as she shimmied down. The last sight of the room she had, was of the handle turning fully.

Dropping down, Tani worked quickly. She heard a voice, followed by a louder one as she reached the balcony below. Valery was terrified, clutching her face in horror as Tani grabbed hold of the railing. She reached behind herself and took hold of the rope, before giving it a firm tug. The knot, as planned, released quickly, before she handed the end to Valery.

“Pull,” she ordered quietly.

Valery nodded and started hauling the rope in as Tani climbed over onto the safe side of the railing. There was a crash upstairs and some more yelling, as Tani turned and helped Valery pull the rope the rest of the way down.

“Not out here!” An accented voice growled.

“What about over the edge?” Lord Eacom’s voice questioned.

Valery grabbed Tani and quickly pulled her back, as the glow of a burning torch came into view. It moved around the landing, from one side to the other, before pulling back.

“Only if they jumped,” the accented voice growled.

“Then they’ve managed to get out of the room,” Lord Eacom snapped. “I want the keep on lockdown. Close the doors, nobody in or out. We’ll find them.”

The two ladies exchanged a look as they heard the door to their room slam closed. They waited for a moment, before Tani took the rope back to the railing and began to tie the knot once more.
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Corvus

It was late. The odd, starry sky lit the night. I slumped back on the sand. I was lying with my hips in the water. After the day’s work, it was nice to just lay in the sand. I’d just need a quick rinse to get it off before heading back to the camp. People were trickling in. Once I had convinced that family I wasn’t going to kill them, they ended up following me. They weren’t even the first. Two more groups had come in while I climbed the mountain. Suddenly, our group of less than a dozen, was now approaching thirty.

I closed my eyes and concentrated on breathing. The wind, while artificial, still felt real. The rustle of the leaves was soothing and the gentle lapping of the lake on my skin was what I focused on. At least…

“Hmm?” I opened my eyes and glanced down. Vhola pouted at me. She was half out of the water, completely nude. “Where’d you come from?”

“I snuck around and came in from the other side,” she pouted. “I was hoping to surprise you.”

I snickered and slumped back in the sand. “Everything is a surprise. The war, this place… you.”

“Me?” Vhola giggled from a little closer. “Am I that surprising?”

“Definitely,” I nodded. “You’re a princess. That kiss… well that was probably the most surprising thing in my life. Only you just… kept surprising me.”

“I better keep up the tradition then,” Vhola giggled, before pressing her lips to the base of my shaft.

I blinked and glanced down as she kissed a little higher. I responded quickly and the harder I got, the faster she kissed. Her hand came up the side of my thigh and she glanced up at me as she left a firm, sucking kiss, right on the underside of the head. My cock twitched at that, and Vhola giggled softly, before wrapping my cock in a cool, wet hand. She stroked slowly, and I bored my eyes into hers as she smiled up at me. The triumphant look in her eye, only slipped as she looked down at my cock and back, as lust began to surface.

“I feel like I could ask you for anything, when I’m doing this,” she smirked.

“In my defense. This is an extremely delicate position to find myself, should you be displeased with me,” I muttered back.

“Well,” Vhola smiled. “How about… You give me what I want then?”

I groaned as her grip tightened momentarily, before shooting her a soft glare. “What is it you want then?”

“For you to cum in my mouth,” Vhola smiled.

I froze, before she opened her mouth. I had a brief moment of confusion for her request, before rational thought left my mind. Her tongue, after traveling over the head of my cock, retreated, and was replaced by her lips. Her mouth slid down my shaft and her tongue began to bathe around the underside. With her hand at the base, holding me steady, Vhola slowly bobbed up and down on my cock. Every time I opened my eyes to look at her, she was staring right back. It was like she wanted me to see her.

“Oh, gods,” I sighed.

Her lips pulled away, and Vhola stroked my length with her hand. “No gods here,” she smiled. “Just a woman, with her wants.”

I didn’t get a chance to respond, before I was in her mouth once more. She bobbed her head, taking more of my cock into her mouth with each thrust. She increased the suction, before moaning softly. I remembered the first time she had done this. She had obviously remembered a few things, and likely spoken to Bettina about a few more. I wasn’t going to last much longer, and I remembered that too from last time.

“Vhola,” I grunted.

“Mmm,” was all the response she gave.

“Vhola,” I tried again, as I reached down to cup her chin.

She made a noise, and she released her hand before wrapping her arms around my waist. All at once, she was bobbing her head up and down on my cock with reckless abandon. I jerked and slapped my hands down into the sand. That jerk, thrust my hips up, further into Vhola’s mouth. She pulled back, making a slight choking noise, before driving herself back down once more. I couldn’t hold, and I felt my cock throb, delivering my seed into the back of Vhola’s throat.

I expected her to pull away like last time. Instead, she made a delighted hum, and sucked for all her worth. Only my desire not to harm her, prevented me from roughly grabbing her face. The sensation was intense, and only getting more so as her tongue worked my shaft. She swallowed quickly, taking every drop as it came, before finally, pulling away with a snort and a soft laugh.

“Oh, that was a lot,” she sat up.

“Gods,” I grunted and closed my eyes as I concentrated on catching my breath.

Vhola got up, and I listened as she shuffled around in the sand. Her hand touched my cock, and I opened my eyes to see what she was doing. Only to watch as she lowered her pussy towards me. I barely managed to grunt, before I was slowly sinking into her wonderful body once more.

“It should be a crime, that you’ve never been with a woman before me,” Vhola groaned as she rocked her hips. “Even with a dozen wives, I bet you’d keep them all satisfied.”

“I don’t want a dozen wives,” I grunted. “I have you.”

Vhola smiled as she bounced in place. Our hips made smacking noises as she dropped her firm ass against me. Her pussy slid up and down on my shaft as she cooed softly in pleasure.

“Surely, a big, powerful man, like yourself, will take a mistress or two,” Vhola smiled.

“Again,” I grunted. “Why would I do that, when I have you?”

“Durable as I may be,” Vhola slowed to a stop, with my cock buried to the hilt inside her. “I’m left ragged and raw by the time you’re satisfied.”

I frowned, “Then–”

“Don’t you dare suggest that you take things easier on me,” Vhola growled. “I daresay if you had me every night, things wouldn’t be so intense. But it’s me, as often as you that initiates things. You can’t possibly understand how good this feels for me.”

She raised herself up, before sliding down on my cock once more. I shook my head and smiled. “I have somewhat of an idea.”

“Then understand, that after a day or two of rest, I’m perfectly fine doing this all over again,” she smiled. “But if you had a mistress or two, things would still be easier.”

“This is the strangest conversation we’ve ever had, during sex,” I remarked.

“Considering we’re discussing sex, I think it rather appropriate,” Vhola giggled. “Now, what do you think of Meeta?”

“She’s terrified of me,” I frowned.

Vhola nodded. “She’s terrified of everyone, really. Is she not your type though?”

“Even if she was, I’d probably break her,” I snorted. “Do you think she’s even made it to the tenth level?”

Vhola shook her head slowly. “What about Bettina?”

I thought for a moment, and Vhola giggled. “It’s okay. I don’t mind if you sleep with an older woman.”

“She’s not though,” I pointed out. “At my level, I look much younger than I am. Technically, I’m probably older than Bettina by several decades.”

Vhola snorted. “Oh, you poor old man. Suffering the indignity of his wife, trying to find other women for him to sleep with.”

“I’ll give you old man,” I growled and took hold of her shoulders.

Vhola let out a squeal as I tipped the two of us over. Pinning her into the sand, I cupped her face and met her eyes. “I need no woman but you,” I told her. “You’re enough, and I’m happy to let you rest or even take things softer when you need it.”

“But–”

“Right now, is not that time,” I growled, cutting her off as I roughly drove my full length back inside her.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


I heard a sharp intake as I continued to drag my prize. The team of woodcutters stared in shock as I hauled the corpse behind me. Usually, I’d have butchered it out in the woods. Only that made hauling the various meats a chore. That was fine, if I had a few hands. Unfortunately, the teens were off hunting on their own, while Vhola was busy within the walls of our home.

It had been several days since Bettina had created the strange, light emitting vials. Since that first day, villagers had arrived. The family I had terrified was first. Their camp was over in a far corner by the wall. With their camp set up, others had joined them. The area within the walls now resembled a city of tents. Wagons were piling up in the village outside the dungeon. Some were dismantled and brought inside to be used for hauling goods. Others were broken down and brought in as construction materials.

That didn’t diminish the need for wood, though. Laborers of all sorts were flooding in. Nobles and merchants weren’t the majority. Horksbry’s men also targeted them. Survivors were trickling in. Spreading stories of rape, murder and horrific treatment. Young and old alike, they flocked to the dungeon in droves. It was causing problems. The first of which was a simple matter of how to feed several hundred people. The dungeon provided a huge bounty of sustenance. Plans were in place for long-term survival. For now, the bears of this level were an easy source of protein.

I hauled my catch through the gates, ignoring the wide-eyed stares of those around me. Men, women and children shrank back. Not just for the size of the mini-boss I had slaughtered for mealtime. But for the armor I wore. There was no question of who I was, and the stories about me were as fanciful as they were factual. When the mind could not comprehend what it was seeing, it was easy to invent things to fill in the gaps where knowledge ran out.

I heard the whispers. The soft mutterings of “crow,” as I passed by. Others whispered in hushed tones, chiding their children for pointing. The men either tried to push their loved ones back, or simply boasted of their own strengths. The strange one was the women. Fear was in the air, and yet I distinctly heard more than one offer to warm my bed. Even without seeing my lovely Vhola speaking with a rather blood stained older couple, I’d have ignored them.

Vhola was the only reason things were still working. She had quiet confidence in her ability to manage. She knew how much of what we needed. Even down to how many guards she had to send out with the lumberjacks to fend off the occasional dryads. The naiad was a different concern. Right now, the lake was for drinking and bathing only. Any attempt made to collect fish would likely result in a confrontation that many would not be able to survive.

Hearing the sound of something being dragged, Vhola turned and gave me a wide smile. “Wonderful, you got it!”

“Where do you want me to set up?” I asked, dropping the leg of the enormous bear.

“Don’t worry about that,” she waved off my question. “The expanded walls are coming along quickly. The lumberjacks are working at capacity. We’ve had a few injuries from dryad attacks, but Bettina has started on healing potions.”

“How many more?” I asked, glancing at the nervous looking older couple.

“Another thirty,” Vhola sighed. “Bruk here was just telling me they were part of a larger group heading this way. Horksbry soldiers attacked in the night and most of them fled.”

I growled and turned to the older man, who seemed to realize that I was staring directly at him. “Where?”

“West,” he trembled. “We came from the west. It’s been two days since the attack.”

“West?” I frowned. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“It would, if this was planned,” Vhola touched my arm. “Maybe… What happened to me?”

I grit my teeth and shook my head. “I could hunt them. One by one, starting with the head of the snake.”

Vhola leaned in and pressed a kiss to the side of my helmet. “You’re just one man, Corvus,” she whispered. “While I am sure you could single-handedly end this war, it would take you many years and Horksbry’s men would cause untold suffering. They’d split into war-parties and roam the land, fighting amongst themselves while destroying everything in their path.”

“That doesn’t sound much different from what they are doing right now,” I growled.

“Yes,” Vhola nodded. “But that will end as they come to this place. Their forces will be concentrated here, while my father’s allies rally a counterattack. I need you to stay here with me and defend our home.”

I sighed and shook my head. “Fine, but you need to find a way to get people deeper into the dungeon.”

“I’m already working on it,” Vhola smiled. “There’s a few adventurers in here already. They’re the ones handling the dryads. With enough to guard the Wargs on the next level, we can send them down and start a new settlement. We just need the materials and a few more in number, so we’re not left shorthanded.”

“Out of the people here, how many are of no use?” I asked.

“Almost none of them outside of the children and elderly,” Vhola stroked my arm. “The plains will be excellent for farming. We just need safe places for them to go and we will have a permanent food source. Even the traders are useful for moving goods between the floors.”

I sighed and shook my head. “Fine. I will leave this up to your wisdom then,” I huffed. “What do you need me to do right now?”

Vhola’s smile dropped, and she took a deep breath. “I want you to patrol around the mountain.”

“Didn’t you just tell me you need me here?” I asked.

Vhola nodded. “I did. But the distance Bruk can travel in two days, you can likely do in an hour. If Horksbry’s men are this close, I’m hoping they’re a scouting party.”

“I’ve never hunted men before,” I grumped.

“And they’ve never fought you,” Vhola pulled back. “So, if you can find out what we’re dealing with, and handle it. Things will be better for those still coming.”

I looked around. Those who had heard the conversion now looked hopeful. More than a few were still looking at me like I was going to kill someone, but that was unlikely to change for a while.

“Fine,” I sighed.

“Thank you,” she smiled, before leaning in close. “I will make it up to you when you return. So don’t take too long.”

“No ending this war at the source,” I nodded.

Vhola smiled. “Be safe, Corvus.”

“If anything happens to you. I will scour life from this world to avenge you,” I swore.

She gave me a nervous smile before I turned and made my way to the exit. The tunnel had a family moving through into the light of day. They looked in good health, but were hurrying along like they were nervous. Which, in the grand scheme of things, seemed appropriate. The mother spotted me coming and quickly ushered a pair of young children out of the tunnel, and therefore, out of my way. The husband gave me a quick bow, which I ignored as I stepped into the tunnel.

I moved at a fast walk. If I made a leap, it would be difficult to stop if someone appeared at the end. Likely, they would be seriously injured if I collided with them. However, the caution was unnecessary as I stepped out into the world and looked around. The village was still doing business. Carts and wagons were littered about. A pair of men were working to pull a rather sturdy wagon down into manageable pieces.

There were dozens of fresh faces in the village. Some looked lost, others who had been staring at the dungeon, now stared at me. More still were making their way up the road. I ignored them all and turned west, as I spotted Elder Nurk rushing towards me. Ignoring him, I bent into a crouch before launching myself into the air. I sailed through the air, watching the ground far below.

From my height, I could see the roads being used. There were thousands of people out there. Many of them were coming towards the dungeon. Many more were simply heading towards the south in an attempt to escape. Others still were just trying to find the next place to live their lives. Despite Horksbry’s terrifying reputation, the man was no idiot. Famine could come to anyone. Killing the population was detrimental to all. Many would survive this conflict… one way or another.

I braced for the landing and crashed through the canopy of a nearby forest. A herd of deer bolted at my sudden entrance, and I wasted no time before leaping once more. I scanned further out this time. Smoke rose from several cities and villages in the distance. Mostly to the north, near the capital. The presence of some closer towns burning told me that Vhola’s insinuation of a planned attack being the most likely.

If Horksbry had simply jumped on the opportunity to start this war, either it would have started in the south, or it would be entirely confined to the north. I braced for the second impact and landed atop a mighty tree. Its branches snapped, and I crashed to the ground, catching myself before I fell over. Only to freeze at the sight of a group of huddle children before me.

The eldest, a girl, maybe only her mid-teens, held up a knife.

“BACK!” she screamed hoarsely.

I frowned as I took in the state of them. Barely clothed, they were bloody, and one of the younger boys had a bandage wrapped around his eye. The only sign of a weapon was the girl with the knife.

“Where are your parents?” I asked.

“None of your business!” She snapped as she pointed the knife at me.

The youngest children huddled on the ground, crying as the bandaged one and another tried to comfort them. They had a look in their eyes that told me they would accept whatever happened next. The oldest, with the knife, simply looked desperate.

“Do you know the mountain?” I asked.

She frowned and grit her teeth. “Why are you asking?”

“Inside the dungeon. It is safe,” I told her evenly. “I can’t get you there. I have my own mission. But if you go straight there, tell Princess Vhola that Corvus the Crow found you, and you will be cared for.”

“Crow?” the bandaged one blinked in shock.

“Be safe, children,” I bid them as I tensed my legs.

The older teen saw me shift and lunged with her knife. Far too slowly to have been a threat to anyone but herself as she fell over into the dirt as I vanished over her head. I hoped that she would be smart enough to take my advice. There was little I could do beyond forcibly bringing them with me otherwise. Something I was not particularly willing to do, even had I nothing else to busy myself with.

I traveled quickly. Twice more, I bumped into survivors in the woods. The first, a young family, brokenly sobbed and thanked me for the information. The next, a young couple, ended with a scowl and a broken jaw as the young man fired a crossbow into my faceplate as I delivered my information. In return for the light knock to my head, I slapped him down, breaking his jaw as the young woman at his side turned and ran for her life.

With the young man cowering on the ground, I left, not willing to help those who were too eager to attack someone trying to speak with them. I had enough of the idiots. The less of them who made it into the dungeon, the better everyone else would be. With the explosion of population inside the dungeon, crime would be only a few steps behind. There was no doubt in my mind who would be responsible for dealing with the more unsavory criminal elements.

Soon enough, though, on one of my leaps, I was able to pick up the scent of smoke. It wasn’t from a nearby town or village, though. The west had its fair share of towns and villages, but those were clustered closer to the north. More than that, if it were a farm, I would have been able to see it. You can’t grow crops amongst a forest after all.

I followed the scent. The smoke smell got stronger. It bothered me that I couldn’t see the smoke, only smell it. That meant that whatever was burning was aged. More evidence that whoever it was had been out here for longer than just the start of this conflict. I stopped my travels and made a single leap into the air, trying to gauge the direction of the wind. In the end, through my armor and my inability to hover in place, I opted for trial and error. Leaping back and forth until I finally scented the smoke, I began to work my way to the south.

It wasn’t long before the scent was strong enough that my enchanted armor began to purify it. Which meant I was getting close. I landed hard and found the ground here softer. It caused me to sink and stop for a moment. It wasn’t quite a bog, just a thick layer of vegetation propped up in the trees. I pulled myself free and thought about my options. On one hand, the smoke I was following was likely Horksbry’s men. On the other hand, it would be easy to simply leap over them. Missing them was one thing, but if I was going to be efficient, I’d need to kill them as well. Fleeing into the wilds, I’d lose any who were able to resist my lure curse. Which, for humans, was more common than not.

Instead, I opted to try my hand with something else. A quick thump of my staff on the ground, and my armor vanished. Now, I looked like an older man with a staff. Which would be enough to gain the interest in anyone watching for the likes of me. With a sigh, I started my walk in the same general direction I had been following to begin with.

The ground sank in places, and was firm in others. It looked like there was annual rains that washed down from the mountain on this side. The built-up areas looked like high spots, where debris would gather, while the water would soften the material, making it porous and unstable. Something I found out the hard way as I went down in a heap.

Plucking myself free, I rolled onto my hands and knees, before a hand stuck itself into my vision.

“I gotcha,” the gruff voice huffed.

“Thank you.” I gripped the hand and allowed myself to be hauled upright. Where I frowned slightly at the sight of the rough-looking man. “Who are you?”

“Name’s Cris,” he gave my hand a quick shake. “Heard someone thumping around out here and thought I’d take a look. We don’t get visitors round this part.”

“Corvus,” I shook his hand back, mindful of my strength. “You’re not part of Horksbry, are you?”

“Horksbry?” Cris tilted his head. “What would one of his lot be doing out here?”

“Rape’n, murder’n, banditry and the like,” a rough voice chuckled.

I turned as Cris stumbled back as the group of Horksbry soldiers stepped out of the trees. They had come from a different direction than I had. A few of them looked like they’d had similar issues with the terrain.

“What’s going on?” Cris looked at me. “You brought them here?”

“No,” I shook my head as I twirled my staff around and thumped it on the ground. Cris jerked back as my armor formed around me. But it was Horksbry’s men who stared in utter horror as my skull helmet formed in place. “No, I was following the scent of smoke, hoping it was them, and found you.”

An arrow clacked uselessly against my shoulder. It was actually a good shot. If I was wearing normal armor, that would have been an easy way to slip into a gap and restrict my movement. Unfortunately, all it did was direct the first sweep of my scythe. I latched onto my weapon with my mind as I hurled it through the trees. The first of the enemy dived out of the way, while the next was cleaved in half. Several trees tumbled to the ground as my blade found the archer, who screamed as he tried to dodge. The movement saved his head, but not the arm he threw up in a pathetic attempt to shield himself.

Movement exploded, and a man with a spear lunged out from a nearby bush. Cris, the innocent bystander in all this, was the target. I didn’t feel right letting that happen, so I twisted around and batted the spear away. The soldier, finding himself face to face with me, crumpled as I drove the back of my elbow into his chest. The blow caved his chest in, and sent his body tumbling through the trees, leaving a trail of bloody mess and jagged rents in the old growth.

Several men turned and fled, while the rest charged in a group. Which was when I brought my scythe back, carving up their rear line to slam into my palm with a heavy thump. Now it was only the runners who were still alive. I turned to face Cris, who stared at me in horror.

“The Southern Range Dungeon. Do you know how to get there?” I asked.

“Y-yes,” he stammered a reply.

“Go there for safety,” I told him, before shoving off the ground once more.

I wasn’t going far. Just far enough to land me in front of one of the fleeing men. He slid to a halt in front of me and I grabbed him by the front of his shirt. Without missing a beat, his fist slammed into my helmet. I grunted at the sudden clang before driving my knee up into his guts. This time, I was careful not to send the man flying. I only wanted to drop him onto the ground in a heap.

“DIE!”

I pulled back as a sword slashed down where I had been standing a moment before it slashed me across the shoulder. His shock at my sudden move was obvious as I caught his wrist. My dexterity, like my strength, was unmatched, and with a twist and a pull, he was on the ground, too.

“Now,” I stared down at the one holding his stomach. He looked up at me as I placed a boot on my latest victim’s chest and slowly began to pull.

He howled and scratched at my boots as the bones in his shoulder snapped under the immense pressure. I saw the revulsion in the other man’s eyes, before the skin and ligaments finally failed. As the soldier’s arm came off, I casually tossed it aside before dropping the useless limb on the ground.

“Where’s the rest of you?” I asked calmly.
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I grimaced as I oversaw the camp. I had been half right. The wood was aged in this camp, but that was because of who it belonged to. Cris likely lived in a similar situation. A small mine, collecting precious metals and only shipping them out in batches large enough to justify the travel. This was one such mine. At least, until Horksbry’s men showed up, killed the inhabitants and started taking prisoners. The area smelled of death and human waste. It looked more like a slave trading operation. Most of the men who were alive were chained up and left out in the sun.

I could see more than a few of them were no longer breathing. What was worse were the cages. By comparison, the women were kept in far more comfortable conditions. They were caged without shackles. The cages themselves even had wooden planks on the top to keep the women out of the sun. The point of which I learned, was to keep them fresh enough to be of interest to the man coming out of the entrance. With a grin on his face, the woman pressed themselves to the far side of the cages, desperately trying to hide from him.

I could hear the terrified sobbing from here as he stalked along the front of the cages before pausing in front of one. The women screamed as he took out a ring of keys, before screaming as blood sprayed out in an arc along their cages. I pulled on my mental connection to the scythe as it whistled up into the air where I had leaped after throwing it. The sudden screams alerted more of Horksbry’s men, who charged up into the sunlight.

With a snarl, I landed between them, hacking them both in half with a single, well-placed blow. Shouts rang out as the surviving men spotted me. The women screamed once more. I looked around, spotting no more of Horksbry’s men in the area. Likely, with the men chained and the women in cages, the rest of them were out on patrol, or underground.

With the three soldiers dead, I turned from the mine entrance and strolled over to the cages. The ladies inside pressed back. They were terrified before, but the looks in their eyes now held other emotions. With my scythe, I hacked at the lock, slicing through the metal with ease, before pulling the cages open.

“You’re free to leave. But if you wait, I can bring you to safety,” I told them, before moving to the next cage.

Behind me, one of the women burst out and rushed to the other side, where she threw herself on a man. I worked quickly, opening each cage. A few of the ladies remained inside, either too broken or too terrified to leave, even under the coaxing of their fellows.

“Where are the children?” I wondered to myself.

“Down in the mine,” an older woman sighed. “They took all the kids down into the mine.”

I looked her over. How a woman of her age had survived this, I didn’t know. I made a note to make sure she got out. If I had to carry her, I would. For now, I shook my head.

“Get the men untied. If anyone causes a problem, I’ll kill them when I get back,” I grunted.

“You’re getting the kids?” a middle-aged woman called.

“And killing whatever else I find in there,” I nodded as I stepped into the darkness.

My vision wasn’t based on light while I wore the helmet. The shapes of my surroundings were outlines, and I moved quickly and silently. Almost immediately, I spotted a trap. A tripwire with a crossbow. Without pausing, I set it off, letting the metal shaft shatter against my breastplate. I kept moving, setting off several more similar traps, before the tunnel opened into a cavern. It was large and clearly the base of operations. There were a dozen of Horksbry’s soldiers lounging below. Along with the corpse of a young woman. She looked to have been their most recent entertainment by the state of her dress. The way her neck bent told me of how she died. Tossed into the corner to be disposed of later, like common trash.

I dropped down into the middle of the room and all the men shouted as I swept my scythe around. It wasn’t a warning, though. It was to send a wave of rock and dirt over their cheery fire, dousing the cavern in darkness.

“What’s going–Ukk!”

My fist drove the wind from his lungs. It also ruptured his liver, and of the two problems, I knew one was infinitely more painful to deal with. The others screamed in terror as I worked my way around the room. I heard a flint strike as someone tried to light a lantern. I kicked the remains of the fire in his direction, scalding him badly. That let a subtle glow fill the room as the fire burst into life for only a few moments.

The second man could see me now. Only for a moment, as I took his face in my hand. Shoving back, he did a full somersault before crashing into one of his friends, who had gone for a weapon. That worked out poorly. As he turned, the body of his thrown compatriot landed on the exposed blade, mortally wounding him, and dragging the weapon out of his hand.

My fist then found his jaw, not only shattering the bone, but ripping it clean out the side of his head. The pieces of teeth flew out as I continued my one man killing spree. They howled, begged and pleaded as I beat, ripped and clubbed them all to death. Had this been an honorable conflict, I would have been terrifying, but efficient in how I dealt with them. Right now, I simply wanted their last moments to be filled with the same horror they had inflicted on their captives, until finally, I was left standing over the remaining survivor.

He sobbed brokenly as I bent down and took him by the neck. Squeezing firmly, his one good hand clutched my wrist as I lifted him to eye level. One arm was broken, and one leg shattered. I stared into his eyes as he voided his bladder over himself.

“The children?” I asked.

He made a choking noise before pointing towards one of the tunnels.

“Thank you,” I nodded.

Before tightening my grip until I heard the bones of his spine splinter.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


“Come on,” I grunted, urging the people onward.

It hadn’t been easy getting this far. The men, with their poor conditions, were weak and barely capable of walking. The women, while better physically, had other problems. The dead girl in the mine was the mother of two small babies I found in that mine. Those babies were being cared for by a pair of teens who had rallied together to keep the rest in line. Not for any nefarious purpose, but because if the children made too much noise, Horksbry men would beat and starve them. They needed a figure to help them survive the horrors of their situation.

Unfortunately, it also meant that even now, a girl barely old enough to understand the horrors of her own situation was weighed down by a gaggle of children unable to comprehend where their parents had gone. With her was a slightly older boy. If this was a time of war and a call to arms was made, I’m not sure I’d have thought him old enough to swing a club.

This whole situation was appalling. Before I could bring it to a final end, I needed to get them home to safety. The only place I could think to take them was the dungeon. A few had argued that at first. Another few had quietly left. I had no time to waste on those who didn’t want my help. For all I knew, they had family waiting for them. In any case, those who remained were now my problem, and it would be morning before we arrived back at the dungeon.

“Mr Crow, sir?” a pained voice asked. “Some of the young ones need to rest.”

I sighed and looked back. Sure enough, I could see the stragglers. It wasn’t just the young ones. Some of the men who’d been tied up the longest were back with them. A handful were being led along by ladies familiar to them. A few more were not. Even now, I watched as an elderly man, likely the oldest here, collapsed to his knees and stared hopelessly at the ground.

He didn’t even notice me until I bent down to take his arm. He made a small noise as I lifted, taking his arm and pulling it over my shoulder.

“Thank you,” he wheezed.

“We rest here tonight!” I called. “We’ll reach the dungeon in the morning. There is food, water and if there isn’t shelter immediately available, we will fix that.”

There were a few murmured calls of thanks while I walked the old man to the front of the line. Everyone was sitting down to rest. Some of the kids huddled together in fear. I could see the older teens were gathering their wards while clinging to the youngest pair.

I had seen battle. Conflict was not uncommon. In the dungeons especially, it was normal for a group of adventurers to butt heads. That could eventually lead to bloodshed. Particularly if they were opposing groups after the same goal. Watching the effects of an invasion was something else entirely. These people weren’t combatants. They weren’t a threat to anyone. They never signed up for this kind of danger. Just wanting to live their lives, and here they were, marching away from an enemy encampment who had attempted to enslave them.

How many more were out there? How many groups like this existed without my knowledge? Pillaging the refugees like cattle, hauling them off for gods-knows-what. It was something I’d have to bring up with Vhola when I saw her. She would be worried. I meant to be back before nightfall. At the least, to set off another of those vials. I could only hope that missing a night wouldn’t turn others away.

“Here.” I set the man down on a fallen log. “Just rest up.”

“Thank you,” the old man patted my arm in gratitude.

I gave a small nod as I turned and walked around the… well, it wasn’t much of a camp. There weren’t any tents, a fire, or anything else. It would also be a cool night. The trees would trap a bit of heat and keep the wind off for the most part. Tomorrow would be harder. These people needed water, at the very least. They were already struggling.

It made me wonder if there was anything nearby that could help. If there was something close, just a creek, or a grove of apples. Anything would be better than letting these people rest hungrily overnight to continue marching in the morning.

“Stay here,” I announced, before moving off.

The last thing I needed was for someone to follow and act as an impromptu landing pad. Right now, I needed to quickly scout and determine my best course of action. I pushed into the trees and found a small clearing. It was enough. I wasn’t going far. With a tense of my legs, I launched straight up. Sailing through the canopy, I looked around the immediate area. I was searching for gaps in the trees. Any change in the topography could show the location of a water source. My chances of spotting fruit in the dim evening light were slim. If there was something close, I might just be able to lock down the location and do something about it. I landed hard, quickly checking my surroundings, before launching skyward once more.

The camp I had disturbed before was much too far away in the opposite direction. Detouring to them would have added another day of walking. That wasn’t an option. I needed something either close by, or on the way.

I braced and landed hard before letting out a huff. Before opening my inventory. I took out a glass vial, and the dropper of acid, along with the sling and an old shirt. The mountain wasn’t that far off. And with a jump, it was possible. There wasn’t anything I could do for these people yet, but I could offer hope to others. I took the shirt and tore a small strip free before stuffing it into the end of the glass vial. I wasn’t sure if it would work. There wasn’t time to experiment. Taking the dipper from the acid and letting several drops land on the fabric. It would soak in, and part of me understood it would lose effectiveness, so I added a little more. The fabric blackened and smoked as I put away the acid before loading the vial into my sling.

With a shove of my legs, I launched into the air. Whirling the sling around, I built momentum as the chemical reaction took hold. Smoke trailed around as I hurled through the air before I unleashed the vial towards the mountain. The force spun me back around as I fell back towards the forest floor.

I threw my arms out for stability and landed hard, slightly off center to my starting point. Before looking up. I could see the streak as the reaction started. The faint orange glow, before the sudden burst of blinding white light. It was obvious that the vial had come from a different direction. But from here, the whole mountain lit up like it was daylight.

As did the smoke. I froze in horror as I realized what I was seeing. In the darkness, against the sky, I hadn’t noticed. Even with the leap, it wasn’t immediately clear, but the blinding flash of the vial revealed it all to me. There was smoke rising from the village in front of the dungeon. I wanted to rush there immediately. But I still had people with me. I growled and grabbed my helmet.

And for the first time in a long time, I let my anger get the better of me. I struck out. Just one punch. Straight into the bark of a nearby tree. My fist shattered the wood, carving deeply into the innocent tree. The force carried through until my shoulder connected with the trunk. At that point, it gave out entirely and the monarch of the forest tumbled noisily to the ground. There was a series of screams out behind me, and I grit my teeth in anger. I turned and rushed back to find them, hauling the children ready to flee.

“Everyone stay here!” I snapped.

That got their attention, and a few dropped to the ground in terror. I realized I was probably the most terrifying thing they had ever seen at this point. My armor was glowing as my power pulsed around. I lowered my scythe and looked back towards the mountain.

“Tomorrow, or when you feel strong enough. Start walking towards that mountain. I WILL find you. Right now, I need to go,” I told them all.

“How do we know you’re coming back?” One of them asked.

“If I don’t, then I’m dead. And if I’m dead, I doubt there’s anything that can be done to save you regardless,” I told them honestly. “Go to the mountain. You will be safe, I promise.”

I didn’t give them a moment to think before I launched myself into the air once more. This time, I didn’t go straight up. But horizontally as I hurtled through the air. I pulled my arms and legs in, letting my scythe trail behind like a rudder. I flew through the air, timing my landing, before launching myself up once more. Each time I landed, I swung my weapon around, carving a chunk of trees out, to give me an indicator of where to follow back to find the refugees I had saved.

As I got closer to the mountain, I could see the silhouette of the smoke on the skyline. It was getting thicker, which meant I wasn’t all that behind whatever was going on. I forced myself onward. Where the ground was harder, I pushed off with greater force, not needing to worry about the soft ground giving way underfoot.

Soon, I could see the flames licking the air. The orange glow filled me with rage. If I had remained behind, this would have been avoided. But those slaves would still be in their cages. This whole situation was evil, and I hated being part of it without being able to fix it. I was close enough to smell the fires, even as the wind howled over my helmet, dulling whatever sounds could be heard.

I could make out figures rushing into the dungeon. Men with arms and armor. They moved like a swarm, forcing their way inside, while others reveled in the anarchy they’d created in the village. I could see bodies strewn about. Missing limbs, smoldering, laying in glistening puddles, it hardly mattered at this point. These people were monsters, and I was the perfect one to exterminate them.

I landed with a yell. The man who served as my target didn’t feel a thing. His body popped like an overripe balloon as I skidded to a halt before a group of three who were drinking flagons from a barrel of ale they had pilfered from the inn. Their eyes went wide as I swung my scythe around, cleaving the trio in half, before I launched my scythe towards the entrance.

Screams rang out as my blade carved through those who sought to enter the dungeon. A few ran for the entrance, only to be cut down. A few more made it inside. The rest either scattered or turned around to face me directly. That was their mistake as I launched myself at them. With my Scythe whistling around on the edge of a mental tether, I caught the first soldier by the neck. His head came free with a tug, and I hurled it at the man behind him, causing both skulls to explode on impact.

A screaming soldier swung a spiked mace towards me. I blocked the strike on my forearm with ease, before drop-kicking him in the abdomen, snapping his body in half, before his bowels exploded behind him. I had always refrained from using my full strength when fighting. The risk was too great that I could cause unintended consequences for innocents nearby. Right now was not that time. The splinters of bone fragments fired out behind the dead man, carving into their exposed flesh and eyes. I recalled my scythe and felt nothing as it carved through the remaining soldiers to slam into my open palm. With a deep swing, I carved into the ground and launched a wall of dirt and stone behind me. The impromptu attack collapsed a building, while killing and injuring dozens more.

That was all the time I wanted to waste, though, as I charged for the entrance of the dungeon. That didn’t mean Horksbry’s soldiers weren’t idle. A spear crashed into my breastplate, thrown from further in as a crossbow bolt shattered over my faceplate. I lowered my shoulder and charged into the trap. They simply couldn’t comprehend what they were up against as I connected with the first in my way.

He went under my feet and I barely slowed as I continued to charge. The men screamed in pain, terror and anger as I continued forcing my way down. Whenever they fought back, it went from a push to a tear as I forced my way through, mindless of those I killed in the process. They were slowing me, though. Without room to swing my blade, I had to resort to alternate tactics.

With an open palm, I began to beat men from side to side. I ignored the way their jaws shattered as I struck them. Just as I ignored their skulls pulverizing on the stone walls as I moved to the next. It only took a dozen before the screaming and shouting turned to orders of retreat. I passed by a soldier, cowering on his knees, and huddled against the wall. That didn’t spare him the strike to his throat that burst his windpipe as I shoved past.

Until finally, I broke out into the night sky of my burning home. Men ran in all directions, desperately getting into position to face me. I could see corpses. Bettina was the first I recognized. Her body was twisted and broken, with a spear lodged in her gut. A trail of blood leaked from her lips as she stared blankly at the sky. Beside her was Elara, her throat opened up from ear to ear. It looked like the girl was trying to help the older woman when she was grabbed from behind.

“KILL HIM!”

I felt the clatter of arrows bounce off my armor as I looked around. Meeta the cook was face down beside the fire with a pair of arrows in her back. The evening meal, upturned over her corpse, had mostly doused the fire. The new family I had welcomed was huddled against Bettina’s stall, where they had been hacked to death in a frenzy.

I staggered as a massive impact hit me from the side. I rolled to absorb the blow, and when I found my feet, I was staring at the largest man I had ever seen. It looked to me like some kind of berserk ability. To increase his size and strength, likely reducing his intelligence. Even now, he became the victim of his own allies’ arrows. They didn’t seem to bother him at all as he wound back for a second punch. I met it on my own.

His confident anger turned to shock and pain as the bones in his hand splintered. I didn’t stop there though. I continued on, driving my fist through his forearm, causing his radius and ulna to snap in different directions. When my fist hit the end of his humorous, I ran out of reach. The giant man howled as I brought my hand around and slapped his jaw hard enough to rip it off.

I turned slowly and stared at the horror etched upon the faces of the soldiers before me. Before I finally spotted her. Vhola. My wife. My love. The woman I swore to protect and yet again… I had failed.

I only recognized her, because her head was planted upon the end of her bow, wedged into the ground where it would be seen at the entrance to those who came in. At least, those who hadn’t come in hacking and slashing at foes too stupid to die. I stared in horror at the blank expression on her face and pushed my mana into a spell.

“Lure.”

The pulse went out, and my enemies took notice of me. Before I dropped my scythe onto the ground and charged into the first line. What came next was a brutal, one sided slaughter. I took the first man by each arm and tore them free of his body, leaving him to scream and writhe on the ground. The second man I beat with the arms of the first, shattering the limbs into wet socks. I caught an ax, swung by a third and with no flourishes for style. I drove the weapon backward, sinking the metal spike at the rear into the man’s eye socket.

With the ax as a lever, I dragged him off his feet and threw him bodily into his allies, before his own momentum tore him free, leaving me with the ax. I killed another two men with that ax before breaking it on the third. He was left crying and begging as I shattered his spine with a punch, before caving in his face with the heel of my boot. These monsters had come here looking for survivors. Likely drawn in by the same signal I had given the others. So I was going to have to send a new signal.

I turned around before spotting one still alive. He was young. Barely more than a teen. He looked like someone had brought him along. Like some twisted blooding ritual. He cowered in fear as I stormed towards him and I took him by the shirt before hauling him upright. The smell of urine filled my nostrils, and I narrowed my eyes in disgust.

“What were you doing here?” I asked.

“I don’t know!” he squirmed.

I hissed angrily and pulled him closer. “Are you sure?”

“I don’t know!” He screamed and began sobbing pathetically. “We were looking for slaves! I don’t know why we came here. I just figured there were survivors!”

Not the main force then. Just another group of slavers. I thought they were too numerous for that. But perhaps acting as a slave gang gave them dual purpose. If these groups roamed the country looking for victims, it would give them the appearance of armies.

“Who do you work for?” I asked.

“War Leader Manton,” the youngster replied immediately.

I tilted my head. “Not King Horksbry?”

“War Leader Manton is under Prince Horksbry’s command,” the teen trembled. “When the marriage to the Princess fell apart, he came here for revenge!”

I narrowed my eyes. I doubted that. Likely Horksbry was the reason Vhola died to begin with. This was just an excuse. But it also gave legitimacy to Horksbry’s efforts. By killing King Dollouay in the beginning, it prevented any serious efforts in negotiation. At least, not for those loyal to the Kingdom. Individual leaders might switch. Simple revenge, while believable, just didn’t sound right to me.

“You said slaves?” I turned my attention back to the teen. “Where are they?”

“Camp, bottom of the mountain,” the teen whimpered.

“Anyone else? Guards, camp women?”

“Ah…” The teen frowned. “Both?”

I thought about the men outside. Likely, they would already be running for their lives. I didn’t know how that kind of reception would be viewed, but… I grunted and the teen screamed. I thought it unlikely he had done any serious harm on a personal level. He died quickly and without suffering.

I stepped out into the first of the moonlight a few minutes later. Sure enough, I could see the glow from a few cook fires far below. I thought about those I had left behind in the forest and hoped they would get here safely. Part of me wanted to charge back into the dungeon and find Vhola. The rest of me understood she was still in here somewhere. I had to trust that. And even if I was wrong, she would want me to do this.

With a roar, I launched myself off the ground. I ignored the men running below me as I hurled overhead. I landed partway down before launching myself once more. On my third leap, I hit the camp. It was a simple thing. Tents were up, cages were filled, and I could hear the feminine screams of a woman. That was my first target, and I charged into the camp. These men must have been confident. The guards they had were seated around a fire. The screaming came from the cages, where a young woman was being hauled out by two of the guards.

“TANI!” a second voice screamed.

“VALERY!” The one on the ground screamed back.

My fist shattered the first guard’s head and crushed the second. The woman on the ground, Tani, screamed as the red mist of two dead men washed over her. She rolled, finding herself free, before she looked up at me. I spotted the moment she recognized me. Who she was, I didn’t know, but she was safe for the moment and the men at the fire were heading my way.

This camp didn’t look like the other slave camp. Other than the guards, there were a few others around, too. Workers, in the form of teens and older children, ran screaming. A few women dressed in rags, but clearly not members of this country, ran with them. I ignored them, knowing they were little more than slaves themselves, and instead I engaged with the guards. Only to cut them down in moments with a few sweeps of my scythe. It seemed nobody could comprehend the sheer power I commanded, and that was something I would exploit ruthlessly.

“BASTARD!”

I staggered as a slight weight crashed into me. When I turned, I was facing a young woman. The one I had saved as a step behind her. Wrapping her arms around my attacker, she desperately hauled her back.

“YOU LET HER DIE!” the woman screamed. “I’LL NEVER FORGIVE YOU!”

“Valery!” Tani, the one I saved, pulled her back. “Stop this!”

“NO!” Valery screamed, before breaking down into tears. “He let her die!” she wailed and fell to her knees.

I turned slowly and made my way closer to the women. Tani, with her release assured, had quickly unlocked the other cages. The people were milling about. Some looked at the corpses with obvious delight. Others stared at me with dread, thinking I was about to do something far worse to these women. The survivors of the camp, the women and children, were nowhere to be seen. I wasn’t interested in hunting them down. They weren’t much of a threat, even to the refugees.

I stopped before the women and saw Tani glance up at me with a pathetic expression. I shook my head and bent down. “Who?” I asked.

Valery collapsed on herself and sobbed before Tani cleared her throat. “This is Valery,” she hissed. “She and Princess Vhola were close.”

My heart ached, and I pulled back from the two of them. “I’m going to find her now–”

“THAT’S NOT THE REAL VHOLA!” Valery found her voice. “Just a creature of the dungeon that looks like her!”

I nodded slowly before looking around the rest of the survivors. “The dungeon is safe. I will lead you there now. Then I have another group, like yourselves, that I need to help. I won’t force any of you to follow me.” I turned to the two women and sighed. “If you want to see the truth, come with me. And keep close!” I shouted. “There’s still Horksbry’s men on the trail!”

With those words, I turned and made the slow march back up the mountain pass. The survivors hurried to catch up. Even the two women. On one hand, it was good that they were alive. I didn’t know who Tani was, but if Valery really was the woman Vhola spoke of, this could only be a good thing. At least… Once I got our home cleared up. The next step would be obvious. Take the non-combatants deeper into the dungeon. Get them somewhere safe and take only those who could fight and situate them by the front entrance. That way, they could screen the refugees coming for help.

I was nodding to myself even as I walked through the corpse strewn tunnel entrance. I could hear murmured complaints from those behind me. None dared stop, though. There were several incidents on the way up. After killing the first few soldiers, the rest left the path, and we listened to them crashing through the trees in their attempts to flee. Until finally, I spotted a light flicker ahead of me.

I smiled, thinking that someone had made it back. And continued smiling as I stepped out into the corpse strewn safe zone… If it was worth even calling it that.

“DIE!”

I looked up and spotted Vhola. My beautiful Vhola. She held her bow up, pointed at me. Beside her were Bettina and Elara, along with her squad of teens. They flashed angry glances towards me before blinking it back. Their faces lit up before they spotted Vhola trembling in rage.

“Vhola?” I called softly.

She grimaced slightly. And I felt my heart drop as I realized what had happened. What she had said about the cost of repeated deaths.

“Princess?” Valery’s voice called out.

Vhola’s eyes flicked from side to side, and I spotted the pair of young women move up beside me. Only for Vhola’s eyes to glisten. She relaxed her bow and dropped it to the ground as she let out an awful scream. And this time, as she looked back up, I could see the woman I loved, and not the mindless creature she was becoming.
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