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Chapter 1

Life as a guardsman was thankless and uneventful. Most days.

The night I died, I was closing out a long shift. I sat at my desk, grinding through a mountain of paperwork–patrol reports, equipment requisitions, time-off requests, and so on. I didn't have friends on the force, despite my best efforts. I’d like to tell you how I wasn’t bothered by being disliked, but rereading my journal from those days makes it clear that I was cringe-inducingly naive.

I wrote as if I already had a story to tell–pretty weird thing to do in your journal–and as if I was the de facto hero in a virtuous story.

This is what I wrote about how much paperwork I had to do:

Every time another guardsman passed, though, they dropped off more. As far as I knew, guard stations in other towns had each guard do their own paperwork, but my colleagues made no secret of how much they hated me – the captain included. Each shift was an obstacle course of underhanded comments, thinly veiled threats, and rampant abuse.

I joined the guard to follow in my father’s footsteps. Where other kids imagined themselves becoming adventurers, armed with magic spells and enchanted weapons as they dove into dungeons in search of riches and glory, I wanted to be like my dad. I wanted to serve my town of Borja. I was raised to believe that such service was noble and honorable, a way to do good and better the lives of others.

Embarrassing.

Admiring my dad made me believe being a guard was a meaningful job. Turned out that no one liked him, so they liked me even less.

Days before I died, he knocked on my door late at night. He begged for me to let him in as he glanced over his shoulder and down the street. As soon as I slid the deadbolt loose, he pushed inside, slamming the door behind him, resetting the locks and doublechecking that the curtains were closed.

“What’s going on, Dad?” I asked

“You’ve got to find a better apartment. You need more than one way out.”

The basement unit was all I could afford, and back then, I was annoyed that he poked at that even when he seemed scared for his life. “Dad. Tell me what’s going on.”

He paced, walking tight laps back and forth in the cramped space. In that moment, I saw how old my father had become. He seemed smaller, as though the weight of a lifetime of hardship was pressing down, shrinking him as his hair grayed and his stomach grew. This man raised me. I idolized him. And now, I was debating his sanity in the small hours of the morning, wondering if he was sound enough to still carry a sword.

It wasn’t fair. To him or to me.

“I figured it out. I know how they do it. When they take them, they immediately leave the city. When they can, they focus on travelers and adventurers, folks nobody here would realize were missing. Folks that nobody here knows.”

So this visit was about the clandestine slavery ring run by nobles, one of his top three conspiracies.

The connected dungeon theory was up there as well. That conspiracy espoused that every known dungeon had undiscovered floors whose passages led to other dungeons, like a civilization with highways through the countryside, except underground and traveled by intelligent monsters. The other favorite conspiracy was about how the ultra-rich nobility had privately owned dungeons that they kept secret from the public.

He didn’t talk about that last one much anymore. It was too reasonable of an idea to compete with connected dungeons and worldwide slavery rings. Best to retire it and focus on the juicier conspiracies instead.

“I’m not crazy,” he said.

“I didn’t say you were.”

“I know how I sound. I have proof.” He slapped a torn page on my kitchen table. “Look.”

The page was wrinkled and stained by beer and… something else I couldn’t and didn’t want to identify. A total of four columns: one listed initials, one listed shorthand for local addresses, one listed a date and time, and the last listed towns, some in our country and others beyond our borders.

“Remember that family that came through, asking if anyone had seen their daughter? Merchant girl, traveling to sell the family perfume.”

I nodded.

“Her initials were ME. Look at the date. That’s two days after she checked into her room. The third morning, the innkeeper said she had left sometime during the night because he found her room empty when he started for the day.”

The connection seemed tenuous, but he walked me through four other examples of recent disappearances, all following the same pattern. The people that disappeared never stayed in any one town very long. By the time family or business associates asked after their whereabouts, the trail was cold.

Dad was actually making sense.

“Can you prove it?”

“Look at this entry,” he said, pointing to one of the dates.

The date was for tomorrow. “This kidnapping hasn’t happened yet.”

“Exactly! We can catch them in the act.”

He went on to explain that he believed this particular person would be grabbed outside the south gate. Many adventurers and traders camped in the open field on that side of town to save on inn costs. If you weren’t next to a campfire, moving through that area unnoticed at night would be relatively easy. The plan was to stake out the gate, stop the kidnapping, and arrest the thugs. With some luck, they would give up a few leads.

One problem: “I have a shift that night.”

My dad thought about that. “I’ll go alone. I won’t play hero. Just gathering evidence.”

I made him promise to not get himself arrested or killed. He agreed. We hugged, which we hadn’t done in a while. His paranoia made him hard to be around, yet the man in my arms was more like the dad I remembered as a kid. Grounded. Intelligent. Looking out for others.

I worked my shift the next night, a dull 10 hours of guarding crates in the merchant district. When I got back to my place early the next morning, I found a rat nailed to my door.

The guard had an unspoken rule: Protect our own.

In reality, that was code for look the other way and keep your mouth shut. Nobody likes a rat.

My father’s personal crusade broke that rule. When I saw the rat on my door, I knew he was in trouble. I ran eight blocks to his place. He rented a room over a bakery and loved that he could always smell fresh bread. I saw the smoke rising above the town and knew that he was gone long before I could confirm it with my eyes.

When I got there, two guardsmen stood on the street, watching the remains of the bakery building smolder a few feet away. One rested a hand on his sword while the other chewed on a burnt bagel.

“Well if it isn’t Brenin,” one guard said.

“What happened?” I asked, gasping for breath.

“Hard to say. Could have been something as small as a rat knocking a lantern over.”

Those were actual things they said. I wrote them down because they had made me so angry then. I didn’t want to ever forget. Reading them back now, the childish level of evil is laughable. Yes, the guard was in on it. What a disgrace for humanity that criminals with so little finesse could succeed at all.

My father’s body was never found. Allegedly, the fire was so hot that even his bones were reduced to cinders.

And I kept coming to work every day because I had no idea what else to do. I actually convinced myself that if I acted like I had no part in my father’s investigation, then they would leave me alone. I didn’t have training for any other job. I could just keep my head down, collect my pay, and live my life.

This was after the guard gave me the dramatic line about rats tipping lanterns. Yeah, I still went to work. I was so sad then.

For some reason, the guard went along with my ruse but steadily pushed me out. The captain soon barred me from patrols. Shortly after that, they lowered my salary. Then they forced me to work night shifts exclusively.

I decided I’d save up one more week of pay, and then I’d quit. Walk away from the guard forever. Maybe I’d learn a trade or try my hand at adventuring. In truth, even in the journal entry where I describe that dream, it’s clear I didn’t think it would really be possible. My family didn’t have the money to train me, and I certainly didn’t have the bankroll to cover dungeon fees.

Level: 1

Class: Fighter, Tier 1 (3/100)

Lawful Good

Strength 1

Dexterity 3

Constitution 1

Intelligence 2

Wisdom 1

Charisma 0

Abilities: None

See? My pitiful three experience points. I earned those by accident. I was part of a search and rescue mission on the first floor of our local dungeon–a child had somehow snuck by security and was lost inside–and I happened to get a hit in on a skeleton. I got chewed out for it, naturally, as I took valuable experience from more deserving guards, but I got the experience nonetheless.

That was more than a year before I died.

Just get through one more week, I told myself. Just one more.

In that final week, Invia appeared by my desk and said, “Congratulations! You’re picking up an extra shift tonight.”

“I can’t. I have-”

“Not optional. You’re lucky you still have a job at all.”

Technically, Invia and I were the same rank. She came from nobility, however, and a position with the guard was an easy stepping stone into local government. We might have had the same patches on our uniform, but she was above me. Everyone knew it.

Beyond her pedigree, Invia was beautiful, making it even easier for her to worm her way into and out of whatever she liked. She was taller than me with long black hair that she brushed religiously, spending hours each day at her desk brushing and brushing and brushing.

Her beauty made her jabs at me all the more painful. It was one thing to be bullied. It was another thing to be bullied by someone I desired. She could spend an hour demeaning every detail of my life, yet I’d catch myself admiring her pale, frail collarbone, barely visible under her guard uniform. Or I’d be hypnotized by her butt as she walked away from me, the subtle jiggle of her athletic behind wrapped in thin cotton pants dominating my mind.

And her chest. Her breasts weren’t large, but their gentle shape strained her button-up shirt just enough to be tortuous. The fabric between buttons formed a small, fleeting window. I could catch sight of a lace bra if she turned to the side at just the right angle.

She was hot, which made me hate her even more.

Even before my father attempted to do the right thing, Invia never missed an opportunity to harass me. My journal was filled with accounts of grade school-level tortures from those days. Knocking things off my desk. Tripping me. Stealing my pencils.

Still clinging to the belief I could command the respect I deserved, I knocked on the captain’s open door. “Sir, do you have a minute?”

The captain, a retired adventurer with a weakness for drink, sat behind his desk. He didn’t look up. “What do you want?” he barked.

“Invia just scheduled me for overtime tonight, but I-”

“So quit.”

“What?”

The captain sighed and looked up. “Quit. Nobody wants you here.”

“I don’t under-”

“You’re not one of us.”

In truth, I didn’t have the strength to really be a part of anything. I couldn't even stand by my father.

“Captain, we can be reason-”

The captain slammed his fist on the table. “Are you quitting?” he asked.

“No.”

“Then go work your shift and give me an excuse to fire you,” he said, waving me away like I was a fruit fly.

“Yes, sir,” I replied. Just a few more days of this, and I could be done forever.

When I sat at my desk, Invia walked by, giggling softly to herself. As she passed, she dragged a hand through my files, spilling them onto the floor. She giggled all the way out the door, the view of her tight ass driving the knife even deeper.

Like I said, gradeschool-level bullying.

Thankfully, night shifts in a town like ours were usually boring, aside from the odd bar fight or the stray drunk. The guard’s mission was to keep the peace. In practice, however, we were dungeon administrators who sometimes worked town security.

Nearly all of the known dungeons in the world were near to or surrounded by towns like Borja. Like building a city near open water to encourage trade, dungeons drove the economies of their corresponding towns. As a boundless source of resources, dungeon diving was lucrative, which attracted merchants who would eat, drink, and sleep while they were in town to purchase wares. Adventurers needed the inns as well, but their presence also filled the pockets of smiths, bowyers, armorers, and anyone else who stocked expensive supplies.

Before I was born, the royal family figured out that they could charge adventurers for dungeon access. Though dungeon crawlers balked at first, an entry fee meant caps on how many people could enter a dungeon on any given day. If a dungeon was overrun, there was less loot for everyone, so adventurers soon embraced the system.

Those fees funded the guard and other civil services that a town needed, but they also meant that dungeons were pay-to-play. If an adventurer didn’t come from a wealthy family or have a wealthy sponsor, they were unlikely to be able to afford an entry fee, which also meant no leveling up. Only dungeon monsters, for reasons unknown, provided experience points.

Yes, this ends how you would expect. The rich got richer from the dungeons while the poor got poorer, but crime went down, so nobody that mattered complained. Adventurers didn’t want to get blacklisted for fireballing a tavern to settle an argument, and thieves were smart enough to know that robbing an adventurer was a great way to die.

Unfortunately for my father, the lack of low-level crime gave him far too much time to think, which led to uncovering a few suspicious threads. Then those threads hanged him.

I passed the night shift catching up on assignments and daydreaming about what life might be like when I left the guard behind. Working late was miserable, but at least I was alone, and I only had a few nights left.

A fellow guardsman burst into the station. “Brenin! Get your gear. We need backup!” he yelled.

After years on the guard, I had never once been ordered to “get my gear.” I wasn’t first pick for any serious operation, of which there were few, yet this sounded urgent.

“Dungeon surge. At least five citizens were dragged inside.”

A dungeon surge was when monsters escaped a dungeon, usually a result of overspawning, the mechanics of which weren’t understood. When the forces inside a dungeon grew beyond the dungeon’s basic capacity, monsters would spill out into the overworld, attacking anything and everything. They were rare, though. Dungeon towns almost always sold out of diving spots, farming the dungeon dry on a daily basis. Very few proper dungeon surges made it up to the first floor as a result.

“I don’t have the training to-” I began to say.

“People are dying. Stop arguing.”

This part of my journal made me groan when I read it back years later:

I couldn’t ignore that. I swore an oath to protect the innocent, and I meant it. I might not have the training or the stats, but I could add one more sword to the battle. If we had the numbers, most of the monsters on the first and second floors were easy to overcome.

Grabbing a sword and shield from the weapons rack, I followed the guard as he ran to the dungeon entrance. I had reached to grab some armor, but his urgency changed my mind. It was better to get there and act. Every second counted if townspeople were in danger.

I fancied myself quite the hero, running headfirst into a dungeon like that. What an idiot.

The entrance itself was a humble stone archway set into a mountainside, but the structure inside made our town look tiny by comparison. Whoever or whatever had built the dungeon didn’t want to attract attention, but they had the means to build something gargantuan.

When I reached the gate, the guards usually posted at the entrance were gone. In their place, Invia and another guard waited for reinforcements. They somehow had the time to fully equip. Invia wore a pricey black leather suit reinforced with scalemail in the most vulnerable areas. The guard next to her wasn’t as well-off. He wore the standard armor provided by the city.

When Invia saw me, she scowled. “We need soldiers, not meat shields,” she said.

“We’re running out of time,” the guard leading me replied. Without slowing, he gestured for us to follow and ran down the stairs into the dungeon.

Dungeon is a broad term for structures afflicted with a particular kind of curse that enabled the growth of a dungeon core. The structures themselves varied wildly. Our dungeon was some sort of underground city, 10 floors of stone corridors, like a castle transplanted into a mountain. I had only ever seen part of the first floor and had never left town to visit other dungeons. I read, however, that some dungeons were pure magic, labyrinths of illusions and puzzles, while others were massive cave systems filled with feral beasts.

As we descended to the first floor, my heart raced, bracing for the skeletons that patrolled this area.

When we reached the end of the stairs, we stopped and listened for the sounds of battle. The dungeon was perfectly quiet. No skeletons. No echoes of steel against steel. No cries for help. Only stillness.

“This is quiet for a surge,” I said, thinking out loud.

The guard who led us down said, “They must be retreating with the hostages. Invia, Brenin: You two go east. We’ll go west. Meet at the stairs for the second floor.”

“Don’t stick me with-” Invia began to protest.

“That’s an order. Go.”

We watched as the two guards ran down the west hall, swords drawn, shields up, leaving Invia and me to go east.

Invia spit. “Don’t get me killed, dirtbag.”

Another gem of a journal entry came out of this night:

I nodded. Our differences, as serious as they were, didn’t matter in that moment. Our people needed our help, so we did as ordered. We moved swiftly, keeping a brisk trot so that we could react quickly as we rounded corners or passed doorways. Speed mattered, yes, but running face-first into a spear wouldn’t help anyone.

We reached the prison cells on the eastern edge of the first floor. This area wasn’t popular with adventurers because the spawn was typically light in this corner. On most days, nothing spawned at all. On rare days, one or two skeletons would appear, which was hardly enough experience or loot to justify the time-suck of checking the cells.

Invia ran in. I followed her ass as it strained against her leather pants.

“You check the right side,” she said, pointing to the row of cells nearest to me. “I’ll get the left.”

As expected, each of the cells I checked was empty. No skeletons. No missing townspeople. Taking the time to clear this part of the dungeon felt like a waste of precious minutes, but my pathetic self could see the argument for being thorough, just in case.

I opened the door to the last cell and stuck my head inside to inspect the interior.

A sharp shiver ran up my spine, and my breath caught in my throat. I tried to gasp, but my strength disappeared. My lungs were empty, and I couldn’t find air to fill them. I looked down to see a sword sticking through my stomach, covered in blood.

My stomach. My blood.

I told my legs to move. They didn’t respond, all of the feeling gone. I attempted to speak and then to scream, but without air, only my lips moved.

Invia whispered in my ear, “No one will miss a rat.”

I heard her sword scrape across my spine as she yanked it out. A foot struck me in the back, throwing my body forward into the cell. I stared at the dungeon floor as my brain spiraled through panic and confusion.

I died.



I opened my eyes to find a darkness deeper than any night I had ever experienced. The depth of the black was like diving in a pool of ink. Thick. Impenetrable.

I had the sensation of having a body, but the darkness hid it from my sight.

I felt a presence and heard a woman speak. “What did you do to inspire such friendship?” she asked, her voice sounding like she was whispering into both of my ears at once.

“What is this?”

“This is the void. Think of it as an ocean between your world and the underworld.”

“I’m dead?”

“Very,” the voice answered, sighing impatiently. “Time is short. Tell me, why are you here?”

Finding my memories was like pulling an anchor from the ocean, heavy and distant, preferring to sink away from me rather than to come to the surface. “My dad… he was on the guard. He uncovered a slavery ring. He tried to stop it.”

“And?”

“He disappeared a few weeks ago.”

“Ah. And you were the loose end?” Her voice hinted at empathy. Or pity.

“I guess.”

“Do you desire a second chance? The opportunity to live as you always wished you had? I can offer such a gift.”

A second chance to live was the stuff of legends. I wanted it desperately. “Are you a demon?” I asked.

“I’m Aurketzu, an ascended sorceress. The underworld could not hold a soul as powerful as mine. I escaped and have journeyed across the void, but I need a partner to carry me the rest of the way.”

I didn’t know what it meant for a sorcerer to ascend. My curiosity piqued. “What are you proposing, exactly?”

“I can bring you back to life and give you the power to conquer those who have wronged you. In exchange, you will bring my soul with you. My power will grow with yours, and when I can transfer to a proper vessel, our deal concludes.”

“What do you mean by power? What’s the catch?” The darkness didn’t change as I asked my questions, but I had the sensation of moving, an unseen current carrying me through the ink.

“You will reclaim your body, but you will be an undead,” she said, plainly. “No one will know but you, and your life can carry on as if you were a normal human being.”

“Is undeath the power?”

“No, but it is an advantage. I see that you died as a level 1 fighter. You will retain that class, but I will bestow another: Viceroy.”

I searched my memories. “I’ve never heard of that.”

The voice unleashed an intoxicating laugh. “Few have,” she said proudly. “A viceroy is a unique branch of the sorcerer class. Where other classes can only increase levels in dungeons, the viceroy can level anywhere there are people. If you bend someone to your will, your viceroy class will gain experience.”

“What do you mean by bend someone to my will?”

“Submission is the transfer of power,” she said, her voice circling me as the current grew stronger. “When people act on your commands or pledge their loyalty, they give you power, transferring their Will to you. The viceroy class feeds on that power the way a spell feeds on mana.”

An afterlife pact from a mysterious voice was the beginning of myths with dire ends, but as it often went in those stories, my desire to live was stronger than any voice of reason. “So you bring me back, and then you take over the world and kill everyone?”

“You’re not the only one who desires power,” she said with a hiss.

The current moved more quickly. I wasn’t sure why, but I felt as if I was running out of time. “If you agree to some conditions, I’ll take the deal.”

“Speak.”

“You can’t hurt anyone who is innocent.”

She paused, thinking. “Define innocent,” she commanded.

“Normal everyday people just trying to get by,” I said. “You can’t hurt them or bring them suffering, but anyone who is corrupt or evil is fair game.”

“How am I to reach my goals under such terms?” the voice asked, frustration growling beneath her words.

“Civilians are always the ones to suffer in war, but how often are they actually the enemy?”

“Ah,” she said, seeming to acknowledge the truth in my statement.

“You can destroy anyone who would gladly destroy others,” I continued. “That has to be most of the nobility, right?”

“You have cunning,” she said, giggling. “Are those your terms?”

The darkness rushed over my skin as the current quickened. “Just one more: You can never do anything that directly or indirectly brings me harm,” I said.

“Very cunning indeed,” the voice said. Then, after an agonizing pause, she said, “I accept your terms.”

My body jerked like it hit the end of a rope. The current reversed, throwing me through the darkness in the other direction. As my speed increased, the viscous black morphed into a blinding white light, moving faster and faster.

I awoke, staring at a dungeon floor. Back in the dungeon prison cell, I rolled over and gingerly prodded my stomach to assess the wound. Though my shirt was torn and heavy from drying blood, I was whole. Not even a scar.

I stood, dusting myself off. When I remembered the pact, I summoned my character sheet.

Level: 1

Class: Viceroy, Tier 1 (0/100)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 1 (3/100)

Lawful Good

Strength 1

Dexterity 3

Constitution 2

Intelligence 3

Wisdom 3

Charisma 2

Active Abilities: None

Passive Abilities: Bend

It wasn’t a dream. I had a new class. All of my stats – except for strength and dexterity – had improved. And I had a new ability.

I summoned the description for Bend.

Bend

Passive Ability

When a target obeys your command, absorb Will points from the enemy, applying a permanent, passive debuff that lowers their resistance to future commands given by the ability holder.

“Welcome to our second life,” a sultry woman’s voice whispered.

I looked around for the source.

“Our souls are bound. This communication… I suppose the best comparison is telepathy.”

“Can you read my mind?”

“No, but I can guess,” she said before taking control of the conversation. “May I offer some advice?”

“I’m listening.”

I heard the smile in her voice as she said, “Resume your old life and begin to gather power gradually. We will crush our enemies–in time–when we are stronger. You will know when you have reached such a threshold, and it will come if your decisions are wise.”

That didn’t make sense. The point of the pact was to get a second chance, to take a different path, not return to the shit job where coworkers killed each other. “You want me to go back to work? After they murdered me?”

“Trust. You must trust,” she whispered. “They will know you came back from the dead, but who could they tell without betraying their own crimes? This is an advantage.”

“I’ll try.”

Finding my way to the surface was simple enough. Based on the two guards sleeping at the dungeon entrance and the barest hints of sunlight, it was an hour or so before dawn. Soon, the town would wake, filling the streets with people. For now, the streets were empty, a small bit of good fortune for someone who would otherwise have to explain the blood all over his clothes.

I had just returned from the dead thanks to a deal with a faceless evil I met in the void. I was undead, and I had a unique class I had never heard of.

Yet, I wrote this:

I slipped into my basement apartment, changing into clean clothes and stashing my sword and shield. Technically, protocol said that they should be returned to the armory, but I had a hard time imagining anyone calling me on it. Anyone who could have had recently attempted to murder me, after all.

Protocol. I was still worried about protocol. After they murdered me.

I tried to sleep, soon realizing I wasn’t tired. When I discovered that I wasn’t hungry, Aurketzu explained that being undead meant freedom from the tedium of mortality. Wizards pursued becoming liches for that exact reason. They could live forever and reclaim all the time they lost to inconsequential hobbies like sleeping and eating.

I made a mental note to find something productive to do with my extra hours. In the meantime, I was due for my morning shift.



I walked into the guard station like it was any other day, finding my desk to begin a paperwork marathon.

Invia saw me from across the station. She paled, her face and body hanging limp, unraveling over the impossibility of seeing me alive and healthy. She seemed well rested, so killing me must not have taken too much away from her night. There were no bags beneath her eyes. She had perfect winged eyeliner and a freshly pressed uniform.

Those damn cotton pants.

Waving, I smiled at her and returned to my work.

“This one is horrified. Press your advantage while she is off balance.”

Aurketzu’s motives concerned me, but we had a bargain. I needed my second life to be different from the first, so my old way of thinking had to die right alongside the version of me that bled out on the first floor. I knew that, but I still lacked the bravery to truly embrace my new future. I needed the encouragement more than I’d like to admit.

Invia hadn’t stopped staring. She watched as I stood and approached her desk, her horror growing with my every step.

“Can we talk? In private?”

She nodded. Her slim frame shivered with fear as she followed me to the armory. I let her enter first and shut the door behind us. The armory was dim and overflowing with equipment and supplies, but we were alone. No one would hear our conversation.

No one except the sorceress hitchhiking on my soul.

“Control the situation. Your knowledge has the power to shackle her to servitude.”

I took a small amount of joy in her jumping when my voice broke the silence. “If you’re thinking about grabbing one of those swords and stabbing me again, I wouldn’t advise it.”

She nodded. The shaking had spread to her lips. They quivered like soft, red guitar strings.

+1 Will Point.

The alert faded from my view soon after it appeared.

“Press. Press.”

“We need to talk about what happened last night,” I said, crossing my arms.

“What are you-”

“Actually, don’t talk. Listen.”

Invia did as she was told, her head drooping, fearful.

+1 Will Point.

“I won’t tell anyone about your plan to murder me, and I won’t retaliate.”

She nodded, squeaking a soft whimper when she tried to put words with the gesture.

“In exchange, you do what I tell you. Your life continues on as usual, but you work for me.”

She suddenly glared at me. “You disgusting-”

“Strike down that insolence before it festers.”

“Shut up,” I said, pointing a finger in her face. The interruption startled her. She stepped backward slowly, her mouth hanging open and wonderfully quiet.

+1 Will Point.

Seeing the alert again stirred satisfaction within me. Making progress after a lifetime of standing still… it was exhilarating and inspiring.

“That’s my only offer,” I said. “If you take it, we walk out of here like nothing happened. If you don’t take it, the main office will get all the evidence they need to lock you away for the rest of your life.”

Invia didn’t speak, but she glared through her fear, seething like a child hating the angry parent disciplining them.

“She is planning to kill you again.”

I answered Aurketzu with my thoughts. “You can read her mind?”

“I cannot, but I have seen that face on my enemies before.”

To be fair, Invia’s disdain for me had never been subtle. There, in the armory, it bubbled like a cauldron.

“I’ve left instructions with a dear friend,” I said to Invia. “If I disappear, everything comes out.”

“Wonderful. My enthusiasm for our partnership grows.”

“Why would you let me live?” Invia hissed.

“Are you taking the deal or not?”

Even now, I can feel how surprised I was to hear myself speak this way. Classes gifted their owners with innate knowledge of often complex topics and ideas, from combat to spellcraft. Feeling the viceroy class changing me already was startling.

“We really go back to normal, like nothing happened?” she asked.

As far-fetched as the arrangement sounded, she also didn’t have a choice. She was probably plotting her revenge already, but she had to play along if she wanted to get that far.

“Almost,” I said. “You’ll be alive and not in a jail cell.”

Invia ground her perfect teeth. “Fine,” she said with a growl.

+1 Will Point.

“Press.”

In my mind, I asked Aurketzu to tell me how.

“Give her a command to obey. A small one. A slow bend will not break the branch. Broken branches cannot be shaped. They just die. So bend her. Do not break her.”

I thought but still needed help. “Okay, but how?”

“Tell her to open her shirt.”

I yelled, “What?!” in my mind, and I worried my face revealed my shock. Asking that of someone would not have occurred to me, and it felt like a kind of violence, a way of attacking Invia that wasn’t a sword in the stomach. Either kind of violence–physical or emotional–were not the kind of solutions I sought when I had a problem.

They were not the kind of solutions I would have sought before, that is. My way got me killed, though.

“Do it.”

Aurketzu had just given me a second chance, and her confidence trumped my hesitation. I looked at Invia, and my eyes fell to her buttons “Open your shirt.”

“What?” she gasped, covering herself with her arms. “Absolutely Not.”

For the first time in years, I felt a sincere smile cross my face. “You took the deal. Are you breaking it already?”

“You’re disgusting.”

I held my ground and waited in silence, watching her eyes flash through anger and then horror until they settled on acceptance. She must have weighed every possible outcome for this moment, fighting with herself over what needed to be done.

“Fine,” she huffed.

She started with the top button, revealing the first glimmer of her pampered white skin. The next button exposed the edges of her cleavage, bordered by black lace.

After three more buttons, she opened her shirt. A black lace bra cupped her breasts, the small half-peaches of a tall athlete. Hard nipples poked through the bra as if begging to be pinched. Her stomach was smooth and toned, a gentle curve that lured the eye down, between her legs.

Invia looked away, pressing her lips tightly together to muffle the seeds of a scream. She managed to keep quiet.

+5 Will Points.

“Are we done?” she asked, still holding her shirt open for me.

“Yes. Don’t forget our deal.”

Rushing to button her blouse, Invia stormed out of the armory, slamming the door behind her.

“You have an aptitude for the viceroy class. Our partnership will be very productive indeed.”

I summoned my character sheet.
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In a single morning, I covered more ground than I had in my previous lifetime. Progress was addicting. I needed more.


Chapter 2

The number of stupefied stares I received on that first day back was startlingly high. For someone to have that reaction, they must have known of the plot. I should be dead, but I wasn’t. The people who didn’t react ended up being the rare ones, proving I underestimated how far the corruption reached.

For the first day in a long time, nobody bothered me. I half-assed my way through work and cut out a few minutes before my shift ended. Part of me felt guilty for not doing my work properly–I know, you probably want to stuff me in a toilet after reading that–but Aurketzu made it clear that she was bored.

She wanted to plot.

So we did, well into the night. Filling the time without sleep felt like it would be difficult at first, but I soon appreciated how much I could accomplish when sleep was unnecessary. With Aurketzu’s help, I built a plan.

We had a few immediate problems to solve.

The most pressing was that several people nearby wanted to kill me. Being undead meant that I wasn’t alive and would live forever. It did not, however, make me invincible. If I took a club to the head or was doused with holy water, I’d be back in the void, riding the tides to the underworld.

The next problem was training. Part of the gift Aurketzu had given me was that I could level outside of the dungeon and inside of the dungeon. The viceroy class progressed by accumulating Will points, which I got by bending people to my–well–will. My fighter class required experience points, which could only be earned in a dungeon.

If I could properly train my fighter class, I could dramatically accelerate my improvement. Multiclassing was not unusual but also prohibitively expensive for most adventurers. Multiclassing meant the potential for my ability synergies and more ways to make your build unique to you. Fortunately, multiclassing wasn’t possible until your born class reached Tier 10, which is like saying level 10 but only for that class.

I didn’t believe her, but Aurketzu insisted I would have the resources to multiclass when the time came. I might even get an aspect, which is a whole other way to make your build stronger and more unique. Only the wealthy could afford them, and that was another unlock I couldn’t take until I had a class at Tier 10, making it even less of a concern for me right now.

What was exciting about multiclassing at Tier 10 for me was that I already multiclassed. I would have three classes influencing each other for synergies.

Someday.

The biggest benefit of multiclassing for me came right then, and it is the only reason I lived long enough to tell this story. Because I could level with Will points in one class and experience points in another, I could get more frequent stat boosts. If I was still only a fighter, getting to level three would require 300 total experience points–100 to reach level 2, another 200 to reach level 3.

According to Aurketzu, improving my viceroy class would also earn me a level up, but unlike typical multiclassing, the experience I needed to level my fighter class would not be affected. That meant I would level far faster than was supposed to be possible while also accumulating abilities from both classes.

To put that into perspective, 300 XP got me to level 3 and then 300 Will points got me 2 more level ups, taking me to level 5. That was an absurd rate of progress for stats.

The long-term potential was clear to me, but aside from needing to train, we also didn’t have the money to train.

Entering the dungeon meant paying a fee, and those fees were based on demand. The dungeon reached capacity every day in the three years I was on the guard. In other words, entering the dungeon cost far more money than we had.

And my gear was awful. I had a set of leather armor, the standard issue affair for a guardsman, and a guard’s sword and shield. Aside from the attention a guard would attract in the dungeon, more reliable equipment would help me to not die.

To review, I needed to not get killed by people who wanted to kill me. I needed to start training both of my classes intensely, which meant coming up with enough money to enter the dungeon with gear of a high enough quality that the dive would be productive. If I couldn’t get those two things sorted, then I would never be strong enough to find my dad.

“Our first move should be to neutralize immediate threats,” Aurketzu said, her voice implanted in my mind.

“Agreed. How do we do that?”

“Slay them. Slay them all.”

A bloody rampage was not an option. I suspected that every member of the guard–Invia included–could take me in a fight. Were I able to somehow ensure my victory, several guardsmen turning up dead would raise questions. There’d be an investigation. And my life ends in a different way.

“A strong enemy can also be defeated at the negotiation table.”

That was an interesting idea.

Aurketzu’s intelligence was frightening, and I would come to learn this much better in the coming months. She could imagine a dozen devious routes to any single goal, masterfully adjusting to every potential obstacle. Seeing problems through her eyes showed me that I had a great deal to learn from her.

I gladly accepted her coaching and went to work solving the first problem.

I knew that Invia had the next day off, so I skipped my guard shift and waited at her favorite tavern. She was hard to miss out of uniform. Her black hair was pulled back into a braid, and a loose sundress hung from her shoulders by two thin straps. The fabric rippled as she moved, clinging to her body like wet fabric, but only for an instant. The ripple would come again, and the dress would wrap a different feature. And on and on.

She placed an order with the barkeep and found a seat to wait for her food. The barkeep was a petite redhead who couldn’t have weighed more than 90 pounds, skinny but with a perky little butt and gumdrop breasts. Her apron nearly hid the latter, but when she turned, the tension on the apron made them perkier, ever so slightly accentuating their shape.

Though the moment was fleeting, I swear I saw the barkeep bite her lip at the sight of Invia in a sundress. That was intriguing.

I slid into the bench across from Invia.

The blood rushed out of her face, and she looked around like she was about to call for help.

“I have a proposal,” I said.

“Get away from me.”

I leaned in and whispered, “It’s in your best interest to listen.” It was like Aurketzu’s words were my own.

Invia didn’t answer, but she didn’t get up to leave either.

“You want me gone. I can offer that.”

Invia scowled, pressing her tongue against her teeth as part of an unconscious habit. “You should just run. In what universe do you get away with this?”

Aurketzu predicted this, and I heard her words coming out of my mouth. “I have a witness who saw you stab me,” I said.

“Not possible.”

“Apparently there is a rare chest spawn in the cells. The loot is still first-floor loot, but for a low-level rogue, it’s a nice safe place to practice.”

“You lie,” Invia said, narrowing her eyes.

“She is starting to believe.”

“I’m alive, aren’t I?” I asked, challenging her. “If he hadn’t dumped 900 gold worth of healing potions into me, I wouldn’t be here offering to solve your problem.”

That logic silenced her. She waited for me to continue, her rage building.

“You want me gone. I want to be gone also,” I said. “If you help me do that, I’ll leave the city. For good.”

“How?” Invia growled.

“Help me get to level 3.”

Invia hissed, “You expect me to train you?”

I held up my hands, trying to keep the peace. “Nothing as difficult as that,” I said. “I’ll train myself in the dungeon. I’ll need you to get me access.”

“If I refuse?”

I explained that her other options were to pay me off or to try her luck refuting my witness. When she confirmed that getting me into the dungeon didn’t mean her springing to cover my dungeon fees, I saw her relax. She saw her way out and was accepting it.

“And you’ll really leave?” she asked.

“There’s nothing for me here.”

Invia stared at me, trying to deduce if I was leading her into a trap. She leaned back, defeated, and nodded that she would help.

“Press the advantage.”

I motioned for Invia to lean forward for me to whisper. “One more thing,” I said. “Spread your legs.”

She recoiled and struggled to decide what to do with her anger.

I patted the air to tell her to calm down. “Just under the table. I won’t look.”

Her jaw clenched, and she stared into my eyes, unblinking, projecting a torrent of rage and disgust with her silence.

I felt her knees bounce against mine as her legs opened.

+1 Will Point.

The alert confirmed it, and reading my entry from that day still makes me smile:

I desperately wanted to look, but the feel of her legs spreading, even if she only bumped my knees as they separated, gave my imagination enough to enjoy.



The next day, I watched Invia march into the captain’s office. A few minutes later, he called me in to join them.

Invia wouldn’t look at me. She stood in the corner with her arms crossed, staring at the floor. Her hair was wet, like she didn’t have enough time to dry it. Her makeup wasn’t done either. I had never seen her come to the station looking anything less than thoroughly preened. I could still sense anger, but her body language showed that defeat was beginning to take its place.

“Yes, sir?” I asked, addressing the captain. If he was part of the attempt on my life, he didn’t reveal it. He looked at me with the same disdain as he always had.

“You’re pulling a double today,” the captain said. “You and Invia are taking the graveyard shift at the entrance.”

I nodded.

“That’s all. Get out.”

“See? Trusting me is the way.”

I couldn’t argue. Aurketzu’s plan accounted for every obstacle. With her guidance, bending Invia went smoothly, and we got the dungeon access we wanted. Invia was livid that her part in the plan meant low-pay night shifts, but she agreed regardless. We gave her a way out that fit both our goals, and she took it.

For the next three nights, Invia and I were scheduled to guard the dungeon entrance. At those hours, activity was minimal. Most adventurers started their runs at dawn to capitalize on the daily respawn. Starting a crawl at the wee hours of the night was a waste of time, as the best spawns had long been cleared.

Aside from the occasional deep diver, an adventurer who spent several days in a dungeon to reach the lowest floors, guards on night shift rarely saw anyone else other than the guard standing next to them.

That meant I could head down without paying the entrance fee while Invia waited outside. In the unlikely event that someone important bothered to stop by, Invia could easily explain my absence as having just stepped out for a break. If someone saw me roaming the first floor in guardsman armor, I could justify my presence as investigating a noise or a report. For the first floor, that should be believable enough.

Invia bristled when she saw me walking toward the dungeon entrance. I worried that she would change her mind and draw her sword, but Aurketzu insisted that if I acted like Invia wasn’t a threat, then she wouldn’t be.

When I stopped next to her, standing beneath the arch of the entrance, she watched me without turning her head. It was as though she didn’t want someone to catch her acknowledging me in any way.

“I’ll be back in a few hours,” I said.

“Feel free to die.”

“Compliment her.”

That suggestion didn’t make sense to me, but Aurketzu insisted.

“Compliment her. Trust. Trust.”

“Your legs in those pants are amazing,” I whispered, and I thought I saw her blush, even in the dark of night.

The first floor of the dungeon was farmed out, as expected. At this hour, there wouldn’t be much to fight, but we believed that worked in our favor. Fewer enemies were ideal for someone as inexperienced as I was. I could fight one at a time and have plenty of room to flee if I was in danger.

The handful of skeletons still shambling mindlessly through the halls were relegated to the outskirts of the first floor, as far away from any passage up or down as one could get. Dead ends, distant corners, uninteresting rooms–any area that attracted minimal foot traffic could be useful for my training.

I spent the night attacking lone skeleton after lone skeleton. They got a few hits in, their weak flailing reminding me that I very much needed to get stronger. If I took hits like those from something with corporeal muscles, that would be the end of me.

Whenever a skeleton died, their bones clattered to the floor and turned to black sand. The black sand disappeared into the pavers, trickling away as if there were thousands of tiny holes hidden in the stone. When the sand disappeared, a small piece of concentrated mana took its place. A crystal the size of a pea could be traded for a few silvers. Not a windfall of capital by any means, but any additional money would help.

By the time I returned to the surface, I had killed 11 skeletons. I summoned my character sheet.
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Invia pretended to not see me, her eyes fixed on the horizon, wishing for dawn to approach more quickly to free her from her post.

“Another compliment.”

Standing back, I looked Invia up and down. I exaggerated the motion to get her attention, but I have to admit that I enjoyed tracing the lines of her body, if only with my eyes.

“What?” she said, stiffening, still refusing to look at me.

“Just admiring you,” I said.

Her eyes darted to mine before returning to her distant stare.

“Can I look a little longer?”

She inhaled suddenly, surprised by the question. Then, Invia relaxed. “Fine,” she said.

+1 Will Point.

“Thank you.”

“She is still a threat. She bends, but her anger grows.”

Instead of returning home, I went back to the tavern near Invia’s home. The breakfast crowd was just beginning to roll in with the rising sun, and the same red-headed barkeep waited tables. I took a seat at the bar and watched her tiny body bounce about the dining area.

Wait. Why was I thinking this way? In the past, I would notice beauty, sure, but this seemed more… menacing. And what I did and said to Invia when I left the dungeon? That was me speaking?

“Before, you knew your desires were forever out of your reach. You always had these feelings, and now you can act on them.”

The barkeep interrupted my inner dialog before I could respond, leaving me with the sense that the sorceress in my mind was attempting to shape me. If Aurketzu was influencing me, bending me to her will instead of simply advising me, it needed to be stopped.

“Leaving work or going to work?” the barkeep asked.

“Just finished.”

“Let’s celebrate! What are you hungry for?”

I gave her my order and asked her if she could help me with something else. She leaned in to listen, curious about my conspiratorial tone.

“A friend of mine eats here. I’m worried about her.”

“Invia? I saw you with her yesterday. She seemed upset.”

“She’s having a hard time. She’s not been home to see her family. Homesickness is starting to get to her.”

A loose red bang fell toward me. Her hair smelled like flowers. “That’s so sad,” she said.

“Has she said anything about her family? I’d like to surprise her.”

“Aww, that’s sweet. She’s mentioned a little sister a few times. Being away from a sister must be hard.”

“I can’t even begin to imagine.”

“Me neither. How awful.”

“What if we brought home to her? I’m sure her family misses her too. I bet if we invited them to visit, they would.”

“Her tab goes to the capital once a month. I have her address!” the barkeep exclaimed.

Paydirt. “Could you write it down for me? I just want her to be happy.”

The barkeep found the cuteness of the moment overwhelming, her face scrunching somewhere between classic romance and oh look at the adorable kitten.

“You’re a good boyfriend.”

“Your gambit is not only working. It’s bringing unexpected benefits.”

I tried to ignore Aurketzu, keeping my focus on the barkeep. “We’re just coworkers.”

“Press.”

I added, “I prefer redheads.”

She blushed and put her hand on mine. “I’ll go get that address.”

+1 Will Point.

From the front, her apron hid almost everything. As she walked away, however, her delicate features were on full display. She was so small. So fragile. She glanced back, catching me looking at her. Her blush deepened as she turned the corner.

When she came back, her face was still flushed, but she had mostly composed herself. She slid me a piece of paper. In exchange, I pushed a mana crystal to her. They were small, sure, but a few silvers could take her two days of work. As much as I needed the money, me cashing them in anywhere official would raise suspicions.

That was my excuse to look cool because I had a few mana crystals, as if it were impressive.

“I actually have to run, but I wanted to pay for my breakfast. Would you take this?”

“I’m sorry. We only take coin.” She looked at the crystal more closely. “That’s way too much anyhow.”

“Well, I’m leaving them here no matter what, so you might as well take them. You deserve it.”

The barkeep glanced around nervously before scooping the mana crystals into an apron pocket.

+1 Will Point.

“Come back sometime. Ask for Lubada.”

“You’re learning quickly.”

I spent the rest of my day putting a plan into motion. By the time I finished, the sun was setting. My second night shift would start in a few hours. I rechecked my gear, ran a whetstone over my cheap guardsman sword, and oiled my armor.

Invia was at her post when I arrived at the dungeon entrance. Her body language had softened. The rigid tension that stiffened her back was gone, and she didn’t reflexively recoil when she saw me approach.

“Suspicious.”

“I agree.”

“Test her.”

Watching from the corner of my eye, I stepped beneath the arch of the entrance. Invia silently exhaled a sigh of relief, her shoulders relaxing ever so slightly at the sight of me heading into the dungeon. Last night, the same motion inspired disgust and disgust alone.

If my entering the dungeon brought her relief, then I was doing what she wanted.

I stepped back out of the dungeon, and her disgust returned.

“If she bends too easily, it is you who is bending, not her.”

“I’ve been thinking,” I began.

“You got what you wanted. Leave me alone.”

Reusing the original plan to cover up my murder was actually clever. I didn’t consider having to defend the same attack twice in a row, but when I thought about it, I saw the simplicity of it. Diving without permission was a crime, so if a pretty guard spun that story even further to include her being afraid for her life, forced to cover for me, no one would suspect foul play. I was just a dirty guard getting what I deserved.

I asked Aurketzu, “Test her how?”

“Push much further than we have before, something she would never allow unless it meant getting what she really wanted: your death. Get her permission to be touched.”

That felt too far, but my life was potentially on the line. When Aurketzu sensed my reluctance, she said, “If an enemy drew their sword, you would draw yours as well. You promised me you’d fight, so fight in the best way we can.”

“I’ll be leaving town soon. Our deal is almost done.”

She stayed quiet. Restraining herself seemed to cause her great pain.

I stepped toward her. “How about you give me a little bonus? Just a touch.”

“You bastard.”

“Just one. Then I head down to train.”

Instead of answering, she stared straight ahead, still as a statue. I moved closer and put my hand on her hip, sliding it around to cup a tight cheek. Her leather pants squeaked softly as I squeezed.

+10 Will Points.

“Press. Press.”

I put my other hand on her stomach, feeling her athleticism through fabric as my pinky finger reached to hook the bottom of her shirt.

+10 Will Points.

My finger grazed her skin just above her beltline, feeling the soft beginning of the curve that ran from the inside of her hip to her paradise. She gasped and slapped my hand.

“We were wise to be suspicious. She bends too much. The dungeon is a trap.”

Pulling away, I made a show of considering a new idea.

“I’m actually pretty beat,” I said. “I’m going to skip tonight. Recover fully from yesterday.”

“Are you sure? This was so important to you.”

“Yeah. Tomorrow is another day.” I waved over my shoulder as I went back into town.

Avoiding another shanking was worth celebrating. However, I lost a night of training. I needed that dungeon time to get stronger. If I didn’t get stronger, an attempt on my life was bound to stick eventually, and everything I wanted to accomplish would never come to pass.

My internal debate about what to do next continued well into the night. In my humble basement apartment, a single room with enough space for a bed, a table, and a chair, I rolled the problem around in my mind while I read a guide for dungeons in my country. Whatever I did to stay alive, the end result was always my leaving. I needed to pick a town where guardsmen from this village were unlikely to visit and where the dungeon suited someone of my level.

Lopav and Zaglis seemed like the best candidates. Lopav was a four-day horse ride into the mountains, away from main trade routes. The dungeon was smaller, but the guy said a new adventurer could reach level 6 with relative safety there, making it a semi-popular training dungeon. With limited trade, however, selling loot and buying better gear would be more difficult.

Zaglis was a fishing village built in the middle of a long shipping lane that ran between two major ports. Merchants visited because it was a convenient place to rest and restock, so I would have access to resources, but the town’s dungeon was water-based. Many adventurers avoided water dungeons because the combat conditions were more dangerous than the strength of the creatures would suggest. The weakest monster could be exceptionally deadly if an adventurer slipped in a wet hallway or was dragged into a pool of water wearing full armor.

I tried to envision the plan after I leveled up in Lopav or Zaglis. Based on what my next move would be at that stage, which town would make that easiest?

I couldn’t picture an end goal any more specific than to not get murdered, but Aurketzu had a checklist: train to the point that we were no longer easy prey, use the viceroy class to build up alliances and followers, and establish myself somewhere where I could accumulate the wealth and power I needed to find my dad and hopefully get back at the people who hurt him.

The viceroy class raised my intelligence by a point, but I’m not sure if it made me smarter. My ideas felt like my own, yet I found it slightly easier to methodically work through those thoughts.

A small hose slid under my apartment door. Someone whispered an incantation on the other side, spewing black smoke from the pipe.

“That’s a particularly nasty poison spell.”

My room filled rapidly. I had seconds–maybe less–to escape.

“You are panicking. Why?”

“We’re going to die.”

“Poison cannot harm an undead. They likely expected you to be asleep, so you’d never see the cloud of your death. Well, you were awake and failed to react quickly, so I suppose they would have succeeded whether you were awake or asleep.”

My fear was from my past life and my past habits. The undead had immunities that made me far harder to kill.

The hose quietly withdrew. I returned to my chair and waited for the poison to dissipate. After an hour, the smoke had cleared, and I knew how my expected death could become my counterattack.



I stayed in my room until the late evening. The last time I was murdered, I immediately showed my enemies that their attempt was a failure. That was a waste of an advantage. If I was believed to be dead, their defenses against me would likely lower.

I wagered that Invia would still work her last night shift at the dungeon entrance. Even if she knew I was dead, she wasn’t supposed to know. Keeping the schedule the same as if nothing had changed was the smart move.

From doing all of her paperwork for years, I knew Invia’s home address.

I knocked gently on Invia’s door late that night while she was still guarding the dungeon. She lived in a posh townhouse on a secluded street. No one answered, and no candles or lamps were visible inside. I checked for witnesses. Seeing none, I jammed a crowbar between the door and the frame, pulling back with my weight to lever the lock into breaking. The door splintered and the deadbolts pulled free, the inside frame of the door ripped from the wall, still attached to the deadbolts.

The entry was louder than I would have liked, but I saw no signs that anyone had heard.

Invia’s townhouse was like a museum. Decorative swords and sprawling paintings coated the walls. She had two couches as well as a full dining table on the first floor, all incredible luxuries for the average citizen of our town. On the second floor, she had two bedrooms and a study. Every inch of the interior was in pristine condition, not just clean but in full repair with fresh coats of paint.

My first priority was finding evidence, so I focused my initial efforts on the study. The room was audacious, with dark hardwood floors and walls and a gargantuan wooden desk whose polish gleamed in the moonlight. I knew her family was nobility, which meant wealth. This level of wealth was the high society at the top of the normal high society.

In addition to having expensive tastes, Invia fancied herself a criminal mastermind, I bet.

I wasn’t seeing many signs that she was a mastermind, though. She kept her records in a locked desk drawer, which was easily bested by my crowbar. Though I expected her criminal dealings to be better hidden overall, she did trap the drawer. It spewed a harmless poison into my face. I sneezed and sifted through a disorganized stack of papers.

My first find: A notebook with the same record layout as what my father had showed me. These records only went back a month. The small tufts of paper along the interior binding suggested that pages were removed with regularity.

Then I found stacks of scrap paper covered in tiny scribbles. She seemed to be identifying potential targets and taking notes on their daily routine. Only a handful of these notes were in her handwriting, though. I guessed that the reach of the guard patrols made for a convenient information network, and these were notes passed to her by guards on her payroll.

Aside from a bundle of letters from family and associates, her study offered up no more treasures. I’d give those more attention later.

The guest bedroom had nothing interesting.

Invia’s bedroom overflowed with clothes and was so messy it looked like she’d already been robbed. I found a small bag of gold pieces and a healthy bag of silver pieces in her nightstand. I nabbed a few gold chains and rings with red and green gemstones as well.

“Claim a trophy.”

I stuffed a pair of purple lace panties into my pocket.

“Very good.”

Having what I needed, I set about tossing the townhouse to make it look like a proper burglary. Attracting attention was still a worry, so instead of throwing furniture across the room, I gently tipped each chair over, aiming for a layout that felt angry and chaotic without the noise.

An hour later, safely back in my apartment, I waited for the mail.


Chapter 3

Pretending to be dead was incredibly boring.

For the first day of waiting, Aurketzu and I spent most of it plotting. We decided that Lopav, in the mountains, was an ideal home base for our immediate future. A nobody living out in the middle of nowhere sounded like the smartest way to lay low and train. To give that plan the best chance of succeeding, we needed to give Invia motivation to leave us alone.

We could just run, sure, but Invia was bending, and she had the resources we needed.

We?

Aurketzu was always in my mind. I didn’t sleep, so we talked for nearly 24 hours a day. She was brilliantly devious, and I had to keep reminding myself that she was likely manipulating me just as much as I was manipulating Invia.

I couldn’t see Aurketzu’s endgame yet. I was, however, keeping an eye out for it.

Unfortunately, plotting didn’t take up nearly enough time. Soon, we agreed that going out at night for critical errands was worth the risk, which had the added bonus of getting us out of the basement. Until then, Aurketzu quizzed me about politics and geography.

She had no way of knowing how long she was in the underworld, and she wasn’t sure if she had returned to her original world. I was just a guardsman. My knowledge of history was limited to what I could remember my dad telling me when I was young. I had no clue what kings begat what princes. I didn’t know what my country was called in the past. I also couldn’t provide Aurketzu a map larger than the immediate locale. Even if I could, she said the passing of time could make even her home world unrecognizable.

At first, Aurketzu was frustrated, but we agreed that deeper historical research could come later. If I happened across any historians, I could ask them if they knew of a fabled Empress Aurketzu, a sorceress who nearly conquered all of the known world. I had never heard of her, for whatever that was worth.

We ventured out after dark. With my apartment compromised, we needed a new home. At the very least, we needed a place to stash our stolen goods. Most of the taverns and inns in Borja were on the side of town closest to the dungeon entrance. From what I read, dungeon towns were typically built like that. It was convenient for all of the people making and spending money, but not for someone in hiding.

On the other side of town, we found a warehouse for rent.

The codger who owned it insisted on calling it a warehouse, but it was really just a garage. Wide enough to fit two wagons side by side, it also had a loft, presumably for storing the goods associated with your wagons. The building was rundown, dirty, and likely overpriced.

I paid a month in advance and gave the landlord a fake name, not that he gave a shit.

The warehouse would be home until we skipped town for good, but I still needed to be at my apartment for the next few days.

I could not risk missing the mail.



After three days of waiting in my apartment, the letter I waited for finally arrived. I broke the wax seal and read several lines of delicate, swooping handwriting.

I received your letter, and I can’t thank you enough for reaching out about my sister. We miss Invia desperately, and her being away has been hard for us. We should have been thinking about how hard it was on her. Invia is lucky to have a man like you in her life. I’ll be setting out to visit Borja shortly after I pass this letter to a courier, and I hope I can thank you in person for your kindness.

The letter signed off with the author’s name, Esita.

“Your patience yields results. A sister is better than we could have hoped for.”

The next phase of the plan? Come back from the dead.

Lubada smiled at me as I entered the tavern that evening. A quick scan of the busy dining room showed no signs of Invia. She might be working a shift right now for all I knew.

“Patience. Have patience. Waiting a few hours is inconsequential to a being who can live forever.”

I grabbed a booth and settled in to observe, doing my best to blend in to the growing crowd of patrons. Lubada appeared at my table moments later. She leaned against the side of the booth and tipped farther forward to talk with me. It wasn’t nearly loud enough for that to be necessary, but if she wanted an excuse to bring her chest toward me, I wouldn’t fault her.

“I wondered when I’d see you again,” Lubada said. “I thought maybe I did something to offend you.”

“Not at all. Been busy with work. I do have good news, though.”

“I love good news.”

“Invia’s family got the letter. Her sister will be here to visit in a few days.”

Lubada clapped her hands excitedly. "Oh, that’s so great!”

“Does she usually come in for dinner? We should surprise her with the news.”

She thought for a moment. “Some nights she does. If I see her, I’ll let her know you were looking for her.”

“That’s alright. I’m going to enjoy a beer for a bit. If I don’t catch her, I’ll see her at work.”

“Okay, so one beer. Do you need anything else?”

I looked her up and down slowly. She blushed. “Maybe later.”

She hurried away nervously. A minute later, she set a stein on the table. She glanced around and then squeezed into the booth beside me. She had more than enough room, yet she got close enough for her little body to brush against mine.

“Can I ask you something?” I asked.

She nodded.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but do you like Invia?”

“Yeah, she seems nice.”

“No, no, I mean really like. You seemed really into her the other day.”

“What day?”

I remembered Invia’s sundress wrapping around her thighs and the small bit of light that shone through the gap in her legs when the sun hit her just right.

“She was wearing a sundress,” Lubada said, wistfully. “She was perfect.”

Then she covered her eyes when the words left her mouth.

“Oh my gosh. I’m so embarrassed.” She stood to leave, but I grabbed her wrist.

“It’s okay. I won’t tell anyone.”

She sat back down, her hands in her face. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

“She would be lucky to have you. You’re beautiful.”

“I was curious to see where you were going with this. Very good. Very good.”

I ignored Aurketzu and continued. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

“I need to get back to my shift, but just so you know, I also like men.”

I nearly spit out my beer. I wanted this to go well, but I was not prepared for this kind of plot twist.

Lubada placed her hand on mine. Her skin was soft but cold. “Let’s see if I can earn another big tip from you.”

“Press. Press.”

I know, Aurketzu. I know. “That’s going to be easy,” I told her.

“Is that so?”

“All you have to do is wiggle those hips for me a little bit, and I’ll empty my bank account for you.”

Her face was redder than her hair, but she held eye contact with me as if waiting me out to see if I was serious. When she saw that I was, she stood. I set a copper piece at the end of the table before she turned away. She spotted it, a devious smile pulling at her lips.

Before Lubada left my booth to wait on other patrons, she pretended to be looking around the dining room in earnest, as if trying to find someone. As she did, she backed toward the booth and wiggled her hips just enough for me to notice. She pocketed the copper piece as she walked to the bar. Though she didn’t look back, she moved like she knew I was watching. And she enjoyed that I was.

+1 Will Point.

Aurketzu started to speak, but she stopped when she saw me put a silver piece on the end of the table.

“I’m fortunate that you were murdered. This partnership is developing nicely.”

Thanks, I guess? I didn’t reply. I just continued sipping my beer, catching glimpses of Lubada’s body as she worked. Since I had become an undead, eating and drinking weren’t necessary, but I could if I wanted to. As I sipped the beer, I considered if I could even get drunk.

Several minutes later, Lubada walked by my booth with a tray of food bound for another table. She glanced at the silver piece but continued on with the food. She returned shortly after with an empty tray. This time, she whispered for real.

“What do I have to do for a silver piece?” she asked, suppressing the mischief in her eyes but failing.

“You don’t have to do anything. I’m just having fun.”

She narrowed her eyes at me and turned away without saying more. Her petite body moved with the same enthusiasm as before, if not more. I took that as a good sign.

I glanced down at my beer. When I looked back up, Lubada stood at my table with a rag in her hand. “I noticed your table was a little dirty. I’m so sorry.”

Lubada leaned across the table as she wiped. She put a knee on the bench on the opposite side of the booth and bent forward as she scrubbed. Her apron fell from the motion, her thin blouse following suit, giving me a view down her shirt. Freckles dotted her chest, and a thin, white bralette cradled her small gifts.

She looked up to see if I was looking. When she saw that I was, she snatched the silver piece and proudly returned to her work.

+1 Will Point.

Next, I set a gold piece on the table, the equivalent of 100 silver pieces. In my previous life, I would have never been able to afford to flirt like this. Thankfully, Invia was paying. The tavern had picked up. Most of the seats were taken, and dozens of patrons demanded Lubada’s attention, so the gold piece sat on the table for almost 30 minutes.

When she finally returned to my table, she tripped at the sight of the yellow coin, nearly spilling the fresh stein she had brought for me.

She whispered in my ear, “Count to 15 and then meet me behind the tavern. There’s a backdoor. Bring the gold piece.”

I never counted so quickly before in my life.

The back of the tavern was a small alleyway cluttered with empty kegs, crates, and barrels. The fires of the streetlamps didn’t quite reach this far, casting the alley in dark shadow. A triangle of light cut through the darkness when Lubada opened the backdoor to step outside. She grabbed my hand and pulled me between two stacks of crates.

“I’m not a prostitute,” she said, staring up at me.

Until that moment, I had never stood next to her, so I didn’t grasp the full difference in our height. Her head came up to my chest, so for her to look me in the eyes, she had to look almost straight up, giving her face a new kind of sweetness, like she was begging for my attention.

“I never said you were.”

“This isn’t something I do.”

She was clearly struggling internally with our game. “I was just having fun. I don’t think you’d sell yourself, and I wouldn’t want you to.”

I heard myself speaking, and I was surprised by my words. I had a response for everything.

She stared at me, her eyes darting back and forth between my eyes and my lips. She pulled me down, her lips caressing mine. Her tongue flicked into my mouth as if testing the waters. When I flicked back, she thrust her tongue forward, pressing herself deeper into my arms.

+15 Will Points.

When she pulled away, she asked, smiling, “Was that worth a gold piece?”

“Almost.”

Moving slowly, she ran her fingers down my chest, letting her fingernails scrape over me with subtle but deliberate force. As she neared my belt, her hand spun, pointing her fingers down as she squeezed and caressed me.

+10 Will Points.

“Fuck,” I said, purely out of reflex. She smelled of beer and flowers, a delicate blossom toiling in the mud with the rest of us. A faint gasp escaped her lips.

+10 Will Points.

“I have to get back to work,” she whispered, weakly. She held out her hand.

“One more request.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“A date.”

I dropped the gold coin onto her palm. She snatched it up, kissed me on the cheek, and sauntered back into the tavern.

“Calm yourself before you return to the tavern.”

“Do you really have to watch all of the time?”

“Our souls are bound. I am with you, and you are with me.”

“It’s uncomfortable.”

“You will learn to appreciate having an audience.”

I adjusted myself to camouflage the bulge that Lubada inspired and went back inside. She was in the midst of shooing a pair of drunks out of my booth, but I waved her off. I didn’t need the booth anymore. While we were outside, Invia had arrived with a man I didn’t recognize.

He was roped with muscle, veins bulging as his every movement threatened to burst through his skin. His tunic was finely pressed, as were his pants. A gleaming longsword hung at his hip.

Ah, an adventurer. A normal person was unlikely to pack on mass like that even with the most rigorous of training. His class blessed him, and he must have been moderately successful, because his sword and clothing looked expensive.

Invia had likely just come from duty, as she still wore her guardsman uniform, but the top buttons of her blouse were loose, and she pulled her shirt down to accentuate the view.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” I said, approaching the table.

When she saw me, she jumped, knocking her wine glass over. As the expanse of red spread across the table, the adventurer excused himself to get her some towels.

“Act normal,” I said, handing her an envelope.

“You filthy-”

“Don’t worry. I’m leaving in a moment.”

“What do you want?” she asked, barely able to put her voice to her words. She sounded weak, defeated.

“Meet me in the merchants’ square tomorrow morning, near the cabbage carts. Right when the market opens.”

She looked at the envelope I pushed into her hands and slowly moved to open it.

“I wouldn’t open that here.”

The adventurer returned with rags from the bar. He wiped up the wine. “Is everything okay here?” he asked me and Invia.

“Just saying hi to a coworker,” I said. “See you tomorrow, Invia.”

I left her to stumble through her thoughts.

That night, before I ventured back to the warehouse, I set my basement apartment on fire. All of my cringey journals went up with it.



Invia was waiting for me when I arrived at the market the next morning. I watched from a distance at first to see if she had set a trap. Though she glanced about nervously, I didn’t notice her signaling or checking in with anyone else in the market. I wasn’t well-practiced at covert operations, so I knew that I could very easily overlook something important. Instead, I hoped that the public nature of the merchants’ square would shield me from her next murder attempt.

“You broke our deal,” I said, pulling her aside to stay out of earshot of anyone shopping.

When she turned to me, disdain filled her eyes, like always, but a new emotion had emerged: fear. Dark circles ringed her eyes. Her hair was unbrushed, pulled into a messy ponytail. She couldn’t hold eye contact. Seeing me last night must have changed her outlook substantially, and she crumbled.

“I gave us both a way out of this,” I continued. “When I didn’t let your goons jump me in the dungeon a second time, you tried to poison me.”

Invia didn’t attempt to speak.

“Did you open the envelope?”

She nodded that she had.

“She bends under the weight of your presence.”

The envelope was Aurketzu’s idea, and though I wasn’t a fan of her gloating, her plan had worked as she said it would. The envelope we gave Invia the night before contained three items: a page from the ledger we stole from her townhouse, the letter her sister had sent me about her upcoming arrival, and a pair of her panties.

“Do you understand your situation better now?”

“You can ruin my life. You can hurt my sister. You can humiliate me. I get it.”

She did a better job threatening herself than I could. “If?”

“If what?”

“If I want to.”

She scowled. “What does that mean?”

“It means make me want to keep you safe.”

“Are you-”

“Are you?”

“No,” I said gruffly. “No, I’m not saying that. If you do what I say, I’ll move on from here.”

“No revenge?”

“You work for me. Period.”

She thought for some time. I didn’t rush her.

“And my sister will be safe?”

“Yes.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

With a pained face, she agreed to my terms.

+1 Will Point.

“What happens next?” Invia asked.

“Bring me something useful. Tonight, at your favorite dinner spot.”

Invia called after me, asking me to explain what I meant, her frustration growing as I got farther and farther away. The last thing I heard her say was that she wished I had died in the womb.

“She will try to kill you again.”

“I know.”



By the time I arrived at the dungeon gate, it was late morning, and the first rush of adventurers had already gone in. If I had paid for the pass out of my own pocket, starting later would have frustrated me, but thanks to Invia’s generous nightstand donation, I paid for a pass and bought new gear. Spending money was so much easier when it wasn’t mine.

Wearing a basic suit of leather armor with a wooden shield and a budget-friendly shortsword, I presented my pass to the guards, who didn’t bother looking up at me when they confirmed my pass was valid. I stepped down to the first floor to begin training.

While I still needed to have my guard up to prevent attempts on my life, I wagered that entering the dungeon at an unexpected time wearing new and different gear would protect me. Whoever Invia worked for wouldn’t have time to set a trap and would be looking for a different description of me entirely.

Being in an active dungeon was more different from my late-night crawl than I expected.

The way sound carried in a dungeon could be haunting and disorienting. Long stone hallways prolonged every echo, and by the time they wound through dozens of passages, they sounded like whispers coming from everywhere and nowhere.

I veered off the main hall, hoping to repeat my strategy of beating up stragglers for safe and easy experience grinding.

I turned into an area structured like it may have once been a barracks–a central dining hall that branched into lodging and an empty armory before reconnecting with the rest of the floor. Three adventurers grouped into a formation to clear the first room of this wing, the dining hall.

The party consisted of a male frontline fighter with a shield and sword, who I thought might actually be a paladin based on the symbols on his armor, a female rogue wielding a rapier and a dagger, and a male healer casting with one hand and wielding a quarterstaff in the other. The healer didn’t strike me as a cleric or a priest, maybe a druid or a sorcerer who picked up a few support spells.

Encountering anyone with access to holy magic worried me. The Turn Undead spell would end me almost immediately, and other kinds of holy magic would cause substantial damage, which, at my level, would also kill me. Seeing a maybe-paladin was enough to make me want to run.

Aurketzu told me not to worry. Paladins and clerics at low levels had limited holy magic and didn’t usually learn Turn Undead until they reached level 5.

The rogue caught my eye more for what she had hidden than what she revealed. Her cloth armor was thick and loose, meant to provide at least some protection against a blade, but more so from a stray swing rather than a direct attack. Her armor hid the details of her body while still suggesting an hourglass figure. A balaclava covered her face and hair, showing only her eyes.

The fighter kept three skeletons at bay with his shield, using his defensive footwork and well-timed bashes to push two of the enemies together, isolating the third. The fighter suddenly slid to the side, giving the rogue a lane to dash forward to strike. With its focus on the fighter, the third skeleton didn’t see the rogue coming. While she continued her barrage, the fighter returned his attention to the remaining pair.

The healer stepped forward, swinging his quarterstaff low to break a skeleton's knee, helping the rogue finish their fight. As the skeleton crumpled, already turning to trickling black sand, the rogue and the healer flanked the final enemies. The fighter had succeeded in taking an arm off of each of his targets, and they were quickly overwhelmed by the rest of the party.

When they saw me waiting in the doorway, they kept their distance.

Other adventurers could be a threat in a dungeon, but when most dungeons were rigorously monetized, getting away with a crime was much more difficult. Your name sharing the logs with adventurers who disappeared under mysterious circumstances would raise flags and put you under greater scrutiny for future crawls.

Some would argue that laws don’t apply in a dungeon because no one technically owns a dungeon’s interior. That was legal semantics to me, but the point was that enforcing laws in a dungeon was hard, but the gatekeepers still cracked down on problem crawlers.

More than a few adventurers had found themselves blacklisted. They might not have been officially found guilty of a crime, but their behavior worried the guard enough to get them banned.

“Mind if I start clearing to the right? I’m only level 1, so I’ll be going pretty slow if you wanted to finish off my side when you get done with yours.”

The rogue nodded, agreeing on behalf of her party.

On my side of the barracks, I kept to the doorway to fight one skeleton at a time. To be fair, skeletons weren’t very strong. Whatever force a dungeon used to spawn them treated them as disposable footsoldiers, a nuisance to slow and frustrate invaders.

My shield and sword could handily manage the challenge from one skeleton, but an unexpected blow–perhaps from a skeleton who came at my flank while I was distracted–could put me on the ground at my level.

I defeated 7 skeletons before the three adventurers turned up on my side of the barracks to begin fully clearing the room. I was disappointed to not have the space to myself, but I was already outpacing my first dungeon run by a massive margin.

“Fighter?” the warrior in the party asked.

“Yes.”

“Want to group with us? We’d clear faster. Equal split.”

“Yeah, okay, that sounds great.”

The paladin and the healer introduced themselves as Frank and Isaac. Isaac was a cleric who had not yet chosen a patron deity. Frank had declared fealty to a minor god beloved in his homeland. Both were level 1, like me.

The rogue’s name was Podni. She was level 4. Escorting Frank and Isaac on a training run was part of her preparation for ranking up in their guild, the Dungeon Brawlers.

With so much wealth coming out of the dungeon, businesses devoted to maximizing profits were a natural next step. While a few of these outfits were strictly for profit–complete with investors getting a cut without ever entering a dungeon–many of the guilds were more like a brotherhood with an apprenticeship program. Loot was shared equally on a raid, with a small cut going to the guild to fund everything from gear to lodging.

The benefits of being in a guild came with a set of rules and a code of conduct, with each group handling them a bit differently. Podni’s guild, the Dungeon Brawlers, restricted members to floors based on their class level and guild rank.

The justification was usually about member safety, protecting adventurers from themselves, but the larger guilds often had reputations for exploiting weaker members with such restrictions. Some adventurers paid their guild for training and tests to earn permission to dive deeper. Those tests repeated each floor, and the fees went up.

Thankfully, Podni’s party was welcoming and seemed disciplined. By putting me next to Frank, we could control most hallways with ease. Since my shield was much smaller than Frank’s, Podni stayed close behind me with a crossbow, firing over my shoulder while keeping herself out of attack range. Isaac sometimes did the same with his quarterstaff, but he also used his healing magic to shorten our recovery time, even if we weren’t wounded.

We cleared the barracks in minutes, taking me to Tier 2 in the fighter class and level 2 overall. Humans gained levels after a long rest. Since undead didn’t sleep, Aurketzu said I’d accomplish the same with meditation.

The drawback of hunting with a party this size was splitting the experience, which was already small because of the low levels of the enemies, but I was also able to get more kills. Even if my experience progress didn’t reflect it in its entirety, however, I learned a lot from Podni’s party.

She knew the first floor well, so at almost every turn she had a recommendation for the best approach to the next set of enemies, and she had the tactical knowledge to give specific directions to each of us. We knew our roles, and we knew how that role connected to the rest of the group.

I felt like I had a lot to catch up on. Frank and Isaac were 17, I learned later. Not only did they have the preparatory training from their guild, but they were starting far younger than my 25. Serious adventurers my age were usually beyond level 10, at least.

Podni wasn’t keen on small talk and didn’t reveal anything about herself that wasn’t directly related to grinding. I didn’t press her.

Our route through the dungeon took us by the stairs to the second floor. We crossed paths with a group on their way up. Two members of the party were former guardsmen. Their names escaped me, but they certainly knew who I was.

One nearly dropped his sword in surprise, while the other tensed, assuming a defensive stance with his battle axe.

“Brenin, hey,” the swordsman stammered. “I heard that you, uhh… I’m just surprised to see you down here.”

The fighter with the battle axe didn’t move, but I thought I saw his hands shaking for a brief moment.

“Good to see you guys. What do you mean by surprised?”

“We heard you were dead…”

I noticed the fighter, the one with the axe, glancing between me and Podni. For some reason, she was familiar to him, and he seemed just as concerned about her as he was about me.

I laughed, attempting to disguise a calculated step backward. Any extra distance would be useful if they attacked, and being closer to my party would also increase my chances of survival. That plan assumed that Podni’s group wasn’t already thinking about leaving me to solve my own problems, however.

“Nope,” I said. “I’m very much alive. Just training.”

“Yeah, glad to hear you’re okay.”

“At any rate, we have more work to do,” I added. “We’re just passing the stairs if you didn’t mind letting us by.”

“Oh, yeah, sure.”

The swordsman gestured for his group to clear a path for us to move by them. Thankfully, none of them attacked

+1 Will Point.

In my mind, I asked Aurketzu why I earned a will point from that interaction.

“He bent to your will. Taking a command from you brought him pain, but he did it anyway.”

“You made it seem like I had to do pervy things to advance.”

“Trust. Trust.”

The more Aurketzu asked me to trust her, the more I worried that I would someday be a disposable piece in her plan. For now, however, I worried about an axe finding the back of my neck as we moved away from the other party.

Once we were out of sight, Podni grabbed me and pointed a finger in my face.

“Explain,” she commanded, a lock of blonde hair falling out of her balaclava.

“What do you-”

“Why were they scared of you? Why were they ready to fight us?”

She was certainly perceptive. “I used to be on the guard, and I wasn’t exactly popular.”

“What did you do?”

“I know this sounds like a lie, but I tried to do the right thing. Several of the other guards didn’t appreciate that.”

Podni narrowed her eyes, searching my face for clues as to my sincerity. “Most of that party had to be level 5 or higher, at least,” she continued. “They would have demolished us, but they were genuinely afraid of you.”

The longer we talked, the more Frank and Isaac began to share Podni’s suspicions, their hands quietly moving into a ready position, just in case.

“Your budding friendship with these adventurers was not yet strong enough for their trust to outmatch their fear.”

I agreed. Their opinion of me had changed quickly, and I couldn’t fault them. “I think I’m done for the day, actually. I appreciate you letting me train with you.”

Isaac reached into his bag and said, “Here, I’ll get you your cut.”

“Don’t worry about it. You carried me, and I’m grateful.”

With a small bow of my head, I made my way toward the exit, taking a long route to avoid crossing paths with the guardsmen from moments earlier.



That night, I couldn’t wait to finally level up. I slipped into the warehouse and found a mostly clean corner to begin meditating.

Your fighter class has advanced to tier 2. Your level has advanced to level 2.

Rewards: Allocate 3 status points and select a new skill for the fighter class.

When I asked for Aurketzu’s input, she suggested I prioritize strength and constitution for now. A higher damage output and a bit more durability would help me to level faster and, hopefully, avoid an untimely death. I put two points into strength and one point into constitution.

Select one of the following abilities to learn. Note: Any abilities NOT selected will be available as alternative unlock options in future tiers.

Shield Bash

Active Ability

Cooldown: 30 Seconds

Striking an enemy with your shield forces the enemy to fall back and has a chance to stagger. Distance created and chance to stagger scale according to player and enemy level.

Shield Wall

Passive Ability

Gain a temporary boost to constitution when fighting alongside another party member wielding a shield. Ability only activates when two or more party members are in close proximity using their shields for a shared goal.

Finesse

Passive Ability

Successful strikes to an enemy’s weak point, if they have one, will do double the damage.

The value of each of these skills was clear to me. Knowing that the options I didn’t choose would be available for selection at future tiers reduced the pressure of selecting a skill somewhat, but I also knew that skill selection early on would have a big impact on my overall power later. I only had so many of these choices to make, and I could never take them back.

“What do you think, Aurketzu?”

“Passive abilities often have the most utility, but only if you can consistently create the conditions for triggering the ability. Given your difficulty finding allies, the weakest of the three is.”

“Gee, thanks.”

Aurketzu ignored my sarcasm and continued, “Shield Bash will serve you indefinitely, as many of your enemies will be melee-focused. Know that the substantial rewards of Finesse do not include accuracy. Damage alone.”

Bonus damage for striking a weak point was useless if I couldn’t actually hit that weak point. Given my low level and lack of any formal training beyond the few days of combatives we got on the guard, accuracy could definitely be a stumbling block.

“Delay your selection, viceroy. Your viceroy class nears its next tier. Delay, and you can pick both abilities together.”

An instinctive revulsion to doing what Aurketzu ordered churned my stomach, even though I asked for her advice. I suppressed the feeling. She was evil, yes. She was also smart and experienced. Whether or not she had my best intentions at heart, Aurketzu was the closest I’d ever come to having a mentor.

I summoned my character sheet.

Level: 2

Class: Viceroy, Tier 1 (72/100)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 2 (11/200) (New Ability Available)

Lawful Good

Strength 3

Dexterity 3

Constitution 3

Intelligence 3

Wisdom 3

Charisma 2

Active Abilities: None

Passive Abilities: Bend

Pushing viceroy to tier 2 was my next objective. That would give me a new viceroy ability, and I’d be able to make a more informed choice for my fighter ability. Unfortunately, I couldn’t grind in a dungeon to earn Will points. I needed to find a way to earn the next 28, and quickly.

Later that night, as I again reviewed the documents I had taken from Invia’s townhouse, I found my solution.


Chapter 4

While every guild had a headquarters of sorts, how a headquarters was used varied from organization to organization. I heard that the many successful guilds in the larger cities built sprawling campuses, giving members access to food, lodging, training, and sometimes even dedicated blacksmiths and armorers who lived and worked on campus. Outsiders were welcome to buy wares from these artisans, but members had priority.

Large guilds like these recruited relentlessly. The justification was always vaguely altruistic–wanting to help new adventurers get their start–but the more pessimistic critics saw these efforts as a money grab. More members meant more dues and more cuts of dungeon loot.

Mid-range guilds often occupied a building no larger than a tavern, just enough space to have a community meeting area, an office or two for administrators, and bunks for guild members. For some organizations, that was as large as they wanted to get, so instead of expanding the guild hall to accommodate more members, they capped membership and devoted the majority of their attention to helping their existing members get stronger.

The Dungeon Brawlers, the guild that Podni’s party was from, was mid-ranged. They had been around for four decades or so, but their Borja chapter was barely bigger than a storefront–a simple desk in a cramped lobby with a storage room in the back. No bunks. No dining area. No craftspeople on staff. Just a place to check in before heading into the dungeon.

I arrived before dawn, hoping to beat the morning rush to the dungeon when my business was finished here. A younger man sat at the desk, greeting me when I entered.

“Welcome, adventurer. Looking to sign on with us?”

I hadn’t considered that, actually. “Maybe. I trained with a few of your members yesterday and was hoping to catch them.”

“Would you be referring to Podni, Frank, and Isaac?”

“That’s them! How did you know?”

“To be honest, our membership is fairly small. They were our only members crawling yesterday.”

This chapter was even smaller than I guessed from the state of the guild hall. Just paying rent on the building was likely a challenge for a group of this size who was only hunting on the first floor. “Do you know if they will be in today?”

“I’d expect them any minute now. You’re welcome to wait.”

I accepted the offer and opted to wait outside. As the front desk guy had predicted, Podni soon arrived with her party. She had her balaclava down, revealing blonde curly hair that had so much volume I was surprised it fit when the balaclava was up. Her skin was tanned, and her features had a sharpness to them. She was pretty, to be sure, but in a way that suggested a sort of rugged strength, a far cry from Invia’s daintiness.

When she saw me waiting, she stopped walking, as if to think before approaching more cautiously.

“Are you following us?” Podni asked.

“Give me two minutes to explain.”

Frank and Isaac went inside to give us space to talk.

“Don’t open this until you are somewhere private,” I said, handing her a page from Invia’s notes. “I’d also like to have that back once you’ve read it.”

“What is it?”

“I’ve been investigating a slavery ring operating in Borja. That’s evidence that they might be targeting you.”

“Me? Why me?”

“I don’t have a lot of answers right now, but I wanted to warn you.”

Podni gently slid the folded paper into a pants pocket. “Let’s say you’re not full of shit,” she began. “What happens next?”

“We help each other. Do you have a safe place we could meet tonight?”

She did. She had a key to the guild hall. If she believed me enough to hear more, Podni would leave the guildhall door unlocked after hours so we could meet in private. If I arrived and found the door locked, that would be her way of telling me to never talk to her again.

“She will come. She will understand the danger.”



That night, I took a winding, seemingly random route to the Dungeon Brawlers guild hall, doubling back or circling the same block twice in a row to shake anyone who might be following me. As far as I knew, the warehouse location was still my secret, but I found my paranoia growing by the hour.

The street was empty when I arrived. The blinds were drawn, and there were no lights on inside. Rechecking that I wasn’t followed, I tried the doorknob. It was unlocked.

I slipped inside and quietly shut the door behind myself. As soon as it latched, the cold edge of a dagger pressed against my throat.

“Set your weapons on the ground, slowly,” Podni whispered.

“She acts in fear. She is desperate. Desperate creatures are dangerous creatures.”

I did as I was told, slowly unbuckling my sheath and holding my arms wide as I lowered the sword to the ground.

“There’s a rope on the desk. Tie your hands.”

Once that task was complete, Podni pushed me into the backroom and shut the door behind us. She forced me into a wooden chair and stood over me, her rapier in one hand, her dagger in the other. I felt a warm bead of blood run down my neck to my chest.

“What the fuck is going on?” she demanded.

I told her everything.

Almost everything–I left out the part where a sorceress bound her soul to mine to bring us both back from the dead.

I told her about my father’s discovery and his disappearance. I told her about Invia’s attempt to murder me to keep me quiet. I told her about how I found notes on potential targets–targets like Podni–in Invia’s townhome. And I explained that the party we encountered yesterday had two former guardsmen in it. Based on their reaction to seeing me, they were at least partially aware of the crime ring.

“Why are they following me?”

“They seem to select targets with limited ties to Borja, people they can snatch without drawing attention. Does that sound like you?”

She nodded. She was from a hamlet south of Borja, a grouping of family farms. Podni didn’t want to milk cows for the rest of her life, so she left home to become an adventurer.

“There are probably other criteria they look for,” I added, “but I haven’t figured that out.”

“What have you figured out?”

“I think they plan to grab you soon. Are you staying at the Sleepy Inn? Three other victims were staying there when they went missing.”

Podni stared into my eyes, trying to decode me like she had in the dungeon. When a minute had passed, she cut the ropes binding my hands.

“She trusts. She trusts.”

“What do we do next? Report this?” Podni asked.

“There’s no one here we can count on to do the right thing. My best idea is to get enough evidence to take to the Capital.”

“And what, I just wait for them to come get me? Fuck that.”

The more we reviewed what we knew about our enemy, the more apparent it was that our information was dangerously limited. We didn’t know who we were facing. We didn’t know what they wanted. All we could say for certain is that they wanted me dead and Podni alive and in their custody.

“Use me as bait,” Podni said suddenly. “We know they are coming for me, and we think they plan to grab me near or at my inn room. So let them try. Then we follow them.”

“That’s pretty risky.”

“Not as risky as waiting to get taken by surprise.”

“Or stabbed in the back,” I added, finding myself agreeing to Podni’s plan.

It was settled. We would lie in wait at Podni’s inn room and hope to catch the culprits in the act. I would rent the room next door, both of us entering separately to conceal that we knew each other. When the kidnappers broke in to snatch her, they would find the room empty. From there, we would follow them to see where they led us.

Aurketzu pointed out that the innkeeper was likely in on the scheme. They would be the perfect informant and lookout. Not only would they see a regular stream of potential targets, but they were also unlikely to arouse suspicion because they didn’t have to do anything beyond what innkeepers usually do–sit at the front desk and watch who came and went.

I didn’t tell Podni that it was Aurketzu’s idea, but I suggested that she mention to the innkeeper that she wasn’t feeling well and tell anyone who came looking for her to come back another day.

“That’s a decent plan,” Podni said. “They might move up their timeline if they hear that I am especially weak.”

With morning drawing near, I leaned against an alley wall close enough for me to keep watch but far enough away that my intentions were not obvious. Podni entered the inn first.

I watched for signs of anyone coming or going carrying a tomboy blonde on their back. After an hour without movement, I entered the inn to rent a room.

I expected to find an unsavory ex-convict at the desk. Instead, I was greeted by an elderly woman who was barely taller than my waist. Her gray hair was pulled back in a bun, and when she smiled, her grin was so big that her cheeks pushed her glasses up, almost beyond her eyeline.

“That is the face of evil.”

“I really doubt it.”

“True evil makes itself invisible.”

On that front, Aurketzu had a point. An investigation into a clandestine slavery ring built on the back of government corruption was unlikely to pick this little old lady as their first suspect. Without realizing, seeing the innkeeper smile and having her welcome me inside lowered my guard. She had bent me without my realizing.

Or was I just being paranoid? In Aurketzu’s mind, every person that wasn’t us was an enemy or a pawn, or both.

I rented a room without incident and went upstairs. As I passed Podni’s room, I tapped a finger on the closed door, creating a series of faint, dull thuds, signaling to her that I was moving into the next phase of the plan.

My room was sparse but clean. I had a twin bed in the corner, a dresser, and an armoire. Strangely, the walls were thick timber planks, sanded and then stained. Most buildings in town used plaster to save on costs, but maybe this particular building was one of the older structures in the area, erected at a time when Borja was an up-and-coming frontier settlement.

I left the door unlocked, drawing my sword with my back against the same wall, ready to take down an intruder.

The handle rotated slowly, and Podni stealthily entered, closing the door behind her. I hadn’t heard a single footfall or even a rustle of clothing. She moved in expert silence.

Podni raised a finger to her lips, suggesting I stay quiet, and moved to the back wall of my room. She searched it, running her hands up and down each plank, pressing her ear to the boards to listen. I heard a faint click, and three rows of timber pulled away from the wall, opening into a hidden passage.

The secret hallway ran behind three of the inn rooms, ending in a tight stairwell that led to the cellar. The cellar, in turn, had two other sets of stairs, one that led behind the front desk of the inn and one that emptied into the alley behind the building.

Podni reported all of this to me, having investigated it thoroughly while I waited outside. We hadn’t agreed to that–because it was incredibly risky on her part–but she hadn’t been seen. We took turns on watch, Podni insisting on taking the first shift so I could catch up on the sleep I lost by warning her the night before.

As an undead, I didn’t need sleep, but I pretended all the same, trying to pass the time before my shift with meditation.

A few hours into the operation, Podni was restless. I opened my eyes to her standing in the middle of the room, pulling an arm across her chest to stretch her shoulder. She repeated the motion on the other side.

She had opted for a simple street outfit, light clothing more conducive to stealth than to combat. Her blouse had a high collar and hugged her shape. I could see the farm girl in the powerful thickness of her body. Where someone like Invia was thin and slim, Podni had the strong form of a woman who grew up throwing bales of hay or working the fields.

The tightness of the blouse compressed her breasts but could not disguise their size. The globes were nearly perfectly round, big enough that I could see them from behind, their perky outlines extending beyond the width of her back.

Her pants seemed to be made from the same fabric as her blouse, but they were slightly looser. I could see the hints of her strong thighs and the suggestion of her ample ass. Where my hands had engulfed Lubada’s tiny little butt, I imagined my fingers would sink into Podni’s muscle as I squeezed what flesh would fit in my hands, the rest spilling beyond my fingers, demanding that I grab and smack every inch.

“Enjoying yourself?” Podni whispered.

She caught me in the act. I was so mesmerized by her body that I forgot to be discreet. “A little,” I admitted.

Podni smiled and bent over to touch her toes. As her chest folded toward her knees–quite the show of flexibility–the movement pulled her pants taut against her ass and legs, revealing what had previously been hidden.

I could see the hints of a thong, a faint panty line around her hips that disappeared between her cheeks. I could see her muscles on full display, her butt magnificently round. She leaned far enough into the stretch that I could see the outline of her lower lips, their shape, their inviting tenderness.

She held that position for longer than I expected. I realized eventually she had been watching me. Looking back between her legs while she stretched, she held my gaze, a faint hint of satisfaction on her face.

+1 Will Point.

“Your turn to keep watch,” Podni said softly. I gave her the bed and let her sleep.

***

We rotated shifts three more times before our patience paid off. I was meditating–or trying to. I was so incredibly bored. Podni gently nudged my shoulder, and when I opened my eyes, she leaned over me, the two loose bangs of her ponytail framing her face. She motioned for me to be quiet and then pointed to the back wall.

I listened. Someone moved down the secret hallway. Their steps didn’t have the masterful stealth of a rogue like Podni, but if we hadn’t been expecting an attack, I would have dismissed the noise as rats or wind.

We heard the faint creak of the secret passage in the other room opening, followed by a loud hiss, like a large balloon deflating. Shortly after the hiss stopped, a limp body dropped to the floor.

I shot Podni a confused glare. She motioned for me to wait as she moved to the secret door in our room and unlocked it. She poked her head in to see if it was safe and then told me to follow.

When I saw the source of the thud, I said, “What the fuck, Podni? This was not the plan.”

A young woman wearing the robes of a caster–dark green fabric, finely stitched, the trim lined with arcane runes–lay on the floor where she had collapsed.

“Is she dead?” I asked.

“Asleep. I blew my savings on a sleep potion and set a gas trap on the passage.”

“We were supposed to follow her.”

“The rogue is more cunning than she appears.”

“I don’t want to wait that long to get answers,” Podni argued, searching the sleeping wizard. Podni pocketed a pouch without opening it and removed a ring that she then handed to me.

I slipped it on, and my strength went up by 1. That must have helped the wizard move the victims to new locations. Aurketzu scolded me for immediately equipping a strange magic ring.

“Let’s take her to the guild hall before she wakes up.”

“I have a better idea,” I said.

Moving a body across town in the dead of night was easier than it should have been. Only once did we have to duck under a wagon to avoid a patrol. Otherwise, we moved from alley to alley until we arrived at my warehouse. Podni instructed me to set the wizard down against a thick wooden support in the middle of the garage. In a flash, she tied the wizard’s hands behind her back and around the beam. She stuffed a rag into the wizard’s mouth and tied a belt around her head to secure the gag. Next she improvised a blindfold from an old shirt and pulled a pillowcase–borrowed from our inn room–over the wizard’s head.

I made a note of how quickly she worked. She never hesitated or had to stop to think. She always knew what came after and moved with confidence. I had the feeling this wasn’t the first time she had taken a hostage.

Aurketzu insisted that I conduct the interrogation to earn will points. Podni took some convincing, but she eventually agreed.


Chapter 5

After little more than an hour, the wizard began to stir, slowly escaping the grip of the sleep potion. Her movements were gentle and aimless at first. When she realized her hands were restrained, she thrashed violently, forcing a muffled scream through her gag. The wizard kept fighting the restraints but soon stopped to catch her breath, sweat already starting to stick her robe to her chest.

“Are you ready to listen?” I asked.

That renewed her flailing and turned her surprised screams into angry roars, but Podni’s knots held. She settled again, grunting with each exhausted huff, the pillowcase billowing and contracting with her labored breaths.

“This is your situation,” I started again, “Your friends gave you up. Real cheap too.” That was a lie, one of Aurketzu’s suggestions for off-balancing our enemy.

I paused. The wizard was angry but listening.

“If you answer my questions, you get out of here. You haven’t seen my face. I don’t have any desire to hurt you. This could wrap up with a simple exchange of information, and you go free.”

The wizard settled into a still, stoic silence. I suspected she intended to hold that silence for as long as she possibly could.

“Intimidate her. You must show her that she has already been beaten.”

“I know you kidnap adventurers and travelers.”

She sat up, suddenly more alert.

“You transport them out of town and sell them on the black market.”

From her rigid posture and her strained silence, I suspected that my words surprised her. More than that, they worried her.

“Wars are fought with knowledge more than swords. A wise enemy will recognize when your knowledge is greater than theirs, and they will feel fear.”

I continued. “I can also tell you who gave you up. That might be useful for when we let you go.”

The wizard muffled a reply, her words indecipherable. Podni stepped toward her and lifted the pillowcase to expose only her mouth, causing the wizard to startle at the sudden touch. Podni pulled the gag down and let the wizard spit to clear her mouth of fabric and dirt.

“You’re full of shit,” the wizard said. “I’m going to watch when they flay you.”

“Such threats are made from desperation, not strength.”

I recited the names of four victims that my father identified in his research. I left his name out to avoid giving the wizard even a breadcrumb of a clue. With each name, the wizard seemed to shrink, her defiant posture retreating.

She didn’t speak.

“Your little business took you into our territory,” I said, continuing Aurketzu’s suggested lie.

“What are you talking about?” she asked, turning to vaguely face my direction but still unable to see because of her blindfold and the pillowcase.

“It’s as I predicted. An unknown enemy is the most dangerous kind of enemy. Press the lie.”

“My mistress is a sorceress, and you have disrupted her work. She is merciful, though, and has no interest in killing pawns like you.”

“What do you want?”

“Give us the names of who you work for. We’ll punish them, and not you.”

The wizard chuckled. “You’re bluffing. You don’t know anything.”

I leaned over to whisper in her ear, “A guardsman named Invia gave you up. She sold you for 20 silver pieces.”

“You’re lying.”

“You know I’m telling you the truth. You can feel it. So, about our trade…”

The wizard spit blindly in my direction.

Podni stepped forward. “I’m tired of waiting,” she said.

The addition of a second voice confused the wizard. She turned her head nervously, trying to assess the room with her hearing alone. “Talk.”

When the wizard continued her defiance, Podni drew her knife. Before I could stop her, she hooked the knife under the lapel of the robe and tore the fabric, cutting outward and down the sleeve, exposing the wizard’s shoulder, arm, and the top of her breast. Her body was toned yet petite.

Podni pressed the point of her dagger into the wizard’s biceps and pulled it downward in a long motion. The wizard’s skin didn’t break. Instead of a trail of blood, the dagger left a chalky white outline, like the blade had scraped against rock.

“Stoneskin,” Podni said.

The wizard laughed, feeling for the first time that she had the upper hand.

The cackling enraged Podni. She slapped the wizard’s face. Were it not for the restraints, she would have fallen to the floor. The wizard laughed even harder, earning her a slap from Podni’s other hand.

“Restrain her rage. Regain control.”

I put my hand on Podni’s shoulder and pulled her aside, away from our captive.

“That bitch was going to make me a slave,” Podni ranted. “Do you have any idea what kind of misery that would be? Killing me would have been more merciful.”

“I have techniques that will bend the captive. Your rogue may not have the constitution to take part.”

“If I had a way to make her talk, but it was… unorthodox. Would you-”

“I would gladly wait a week for her Stoneskin to wear off just to take her eyes.”

Podni’s bloodlust flushed her skin and hastened her breathing, like she was a feral animal itching to fight.

“Press.”

“We’re on the edge right now. Once we jump, we’re in this for good. We’re heading down a dark path.”

“I’ll do anything to get the bastards who tried to own me.”

“Press.”

“You’ll do what I say? Promise?”

“I promise.”

+1 Will Point.

“Do as I have instructed. We may yet save your father.”

Podni might not have known it, but my talk about going over the edge was just as much for me as it was for her.

I spoke Aurketzu’s words aloud as they entered my mind. “She can’t feel pain, but she can feel pleasure.”

Podni looked at me, disappointed. “I’m not here to entertain you.”

“I know. Look at her.”

Podni did as I instructed.

+1 Will Point.

“See how quiet she got when she heard me just now?” I asked. “A second ago, she wasn’t afraid. Not a bit. It’s already working.”

“Fuck you,” the wizard gasped. Podni slapped her.

“What would I have to do?” Podni asked.

“When I leave the room, do to her what you enjoy having done to you,” I said. “And maybe be a little mean about it.”

Skepticism returned to Podni’s face.

“You were willing to cut her eyes out–your words–and now not hurting her is a step too far? For a woman who was selling you into slavery?”

“And you’ll leave the room.”

“Yes.”

“Fine.”

+10 Will Points.

“If I had bonded with her soul, my journey would have been far more swift.”

Listening to the grunts and moans and strained shouts wasn’t as good as watching, but I found myself enjoying something more than the sounds. Podni was doing what I told her to do, and every new noise confirmed she wasn’t hesitating.

+10 Will Points.

Podni came to retrieve me.

The wizard’s robe was torn and soaked with sweat. The fabric on one shoulder hung low, exposing a hard pink nipple surrounded by red, abused skin.

“Say it again,” Podni said.

The wizard panted and said, “I’ll take the deal. Please.”

+1 Will Point.

Your alignment has changed from Lawful Good to Neutral Good.

That was a turning point for me, but back then, it scared me. I had a hostage and was encouraging torture. I took joy in it. I wanted more. That wasn’t the kind of person I believed myself to be.

The wizard repeated herself, “I’ll take the deal. Whatever you want. I’ll take it.”

Her voice pulled me back to the present moment. “How do you select your targets?” I asked.

“I don’t. I get a name, a description, and a location.”

“How?”

“A drop outside of town, near the adventurers’ camp.”

“Who gives you orders?”

“Invia.”

“Just Invia?” I asked. Giving me the only name I had given her seemed suspicious.

“She gets her orders from Valice. I only talked to her once, when she recruited me.”

“Where?”

“The preparatory school in the Capital. That’s where I met Invia.”

Podni and I shared a confused glance. She seemed to be as surprised as I was about the direction our investigation was taking.

“Why did you join Invia?”

The wizard hesitated. Podni slapped the beam next to the prisoner’s head, and she continued speaking, more quickly now.

“We’re both from noble families. We need money and power to become the matriarchs when our fathers die. Otherwise, our brothers take everything.”

Politics and daddy issues had been my father’s undoing.

“Tad was on your lists. Where is he?”

Tad was my father. Calling him by that name instead of dad, even in my mind, was odd.

“I don’t know. I don’t know that name. He must have been assigned to someone else.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know. I only know what’s in my drops.”

“She is too afraid to lie. She speaks truth.”

I signaled for Podni to follow me upstairs to the loft, ensuring that our prisoner couldn’t hear our conversation.

“Do you believe her?” Podni asked. She paced anxiously as soon as we entered the loft.

“I do. So what now?”

“What do you mean?”

“What do we do with her?”

Podni stopped and looked at me like I was daft. “Kill her.”

“Out of the question. We’ve gone too far already.”

“This is not what you believe. You desired more, viceroy.”

I ignored Aurketzu and continued, “Someone will come looking for her, especially when she hasn’t checked in and they see you roaming free.”

Podni sighed. “And then I’m right back where I started: Waiting for someone to grab me.”

We debated our next move for some time. Podni’s desire for revenge seemed to wane the more I insisted we keep the wizard alive. Aurketzu agreed with Podni that murder was the simplest solution to our dilemma, but I held firm. That wasn’t a line I could cross. The conversation ran in circles, each of us repeating our reasoning and somehow finding ourselves no closer to a decision.

“I have an idea,” Podni said at last. “But I need your word that what I tell you stays between us.”

That was easy to agree to when the other option was committing murder together.

“Dungeon Brawlers is a front for the Thieves’ Guild,” she said. “I’m low rank, but these circumstances might be unique enough that they help.”

“I didn’t think the Thieves’ Guild actually existed.”

“Which is why it’s dangerous for me to tell you this. As a rule, we generally don’t murder. Stealing from governments and nobles attracts enough heat. Spilling blood makes that worse.”

+5 Will Points.

“She trusts. To reveal a secret like that is significant.”

“Say we go to the Thieves’ Guild as you suggest,” I began. “What happens next?”

“I can’t say for certain. The best outcome is either she flips completely or the guild holds her until the slavers are dealt with.”

According to Podni, slavery was morally objectionable to the Thieves’ Guild, and it was also bad for business.

Black market trade was difficult to do securely to begin with. People of means often wanted treasures they would never find otherwise, and the profits could be mindblowing. When kidnapping and slavery entered the equation, however, the intensity of law enforcement activity made everything connected to the black market more dangerous and less stable.

Stealing a rare painting would wound a noble’s pride and inspire some level of anger. If you kidnapped that same noble’s daughter, the campaign to find the culprits would be relentless and exhaustive. A noble family had the wealth to chase leads for years, and the disappearance of a citizen–especially a rich one–motivated local and national governments to lend their forces as well.

Even if the Thieves’ Guild had nothing to do with a kidnapping, anything that agitated law enforcement to that degree was a threat.

The wizard could still end up dead, but this plan gave her a chance. It would also get both Podni and the prisoner out of town for the immediate future.

“We have much in common with this organization.”

I wasn’t sure I agreed with Aurketzu on that, but the more I considered our options, the clearer it became that letting Podni go to the Thieves’ Guild was our best choice. I told her to go ahead with her plan.

Before she went downstairs to deal with the prisoner, Podni stepped close to me to whisper in my ear.

“I’ll find you when I come back,” she said, her warm breath against my neck. “I owe you my life, and I pay my debts.”

She slipped her hands down my pants, gently groping my manhood as she bit my ear lobe.

+20 Will Points.

So she enjoyed me admiring her after all.

Viceroy class has advanced to Tier 2.

Character level has advanced to 3.

New abilities and status points to allocate.


Chapter 6

When Podni left with our captive, I summoned my character sheet.

Level: 3

Class: Viceroy, Tier 2 (10/200) (New Ability Available)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 2 (11/200) (New Ability Available)

Alignment: Neutral Good

Strength 4

Dexterity 3

Constitution 3

Intelligence 3

Wisdom 3

Charisma 2

(3 unallocated status points)

Active Abilities: None

Passive Abilities: Bend

I needed to pick new abilities and allocate status points. First, I refreshed my memory on the specifics of Bend.

Bend

Passive Ability

When an enemy attempts to resist your will but fails, absorb will points from the enemy, applying a permanent, passive debuff that lowers their resistance to future commands given by the ability holder.

When I first received the viceroy class, the importance of the debuff was lost on me. Reading it again in that moment, I realized that I was slowly applying debuffs in nearly every one of my conversations, and from what little I knew, the debuffs never seemed to expire. The realization was thrilling and simultaneously riddled with guilt, like the two emotions were dueling to see which would prevail.

One side of me was horrified, and the other was energized. The ultimate victor of that battle should be obvious by now.

With a better idea of where I was with my progression, I explored the new abilities available from my viceroy class:

Mind Armor

Passive Ability

Gain a permanent bonus to your attempts to resist an enemy’s attempts to charm, deceive, or mind control you.

Intoxicate

Passive Ability

Your blessing is so satisfying that it becomes addictive, like a drug.

Sense Weakness

Active Ability

Gain an intuitive understanding of an enemy’s most exploitable weaknesses.

Each option sounded appealing, but I had held off on choosing a fighter ability from my last level up because I hoped to pick abilities from each class that complemented each other. The ability options for the first 10 levels of any class were well documented in most cases, but they weren’t always offered in the same order.

Some people believed the way you earned experience points influenced what the system served up and when, but no one had a method for predicting or forcing the appearance of any one ability.

I pulled up my options for the fighter class to revisit my options with my potential viceroy abilities in mind.

Shield Bash

Active Ability

Cooldown: 30 Seconds

Striking an enemy with your shield forces the enemy to fall back and has a chance to stagger. Distance created and chance to stagger scale according to player and enemy level.

Shield Wall

Passive Ability

Gain a temporary boost to constitution when fighting alongside another party member wielding a shield. Ability only activates when two or more party members are in close proximity and using their shields for a shared goal.

Finesse

Passive Ability

If the enemy has a weak point and you have knowledge of that weak point, successful strikes to that weak point will do 2x the damage.

Mind Armor and Sense Weakness sounded like the most practical choices in the viceroy class.

Additional protection–even if it was only mental–was always beneficial. However, I wasn’t sure how often I would need to defend against charms or mind control, making it less useful than a skill that provided protection from physical attacks or from spells in general.

Combining Sense Weakness from my viceroy class with Finesse from my fighter class had a clear synergy. Identifying the weakness in a new enemy would be helpful in its own right. Combined with Finesse, I could immediately use that knowledge to deal much more damage.

“With me as your ally, you have no need for Mind Armor. Intoxicate will accelerate your acquisition of Will points. Sense Weakness will accelerate your combat training.”

When I tried to argue for the merits of Mind Armor, Aurketzu was dismissive, insisting that Intoxicate and Sense Weakness were far better options. That was the first time Aurketzu seemed overly invested in a choice, as though her motivations were greater than my own success.

In the end, my awareness of my own mortality made the strongest argument. I needed to be prepared to defend myself, not just in the dungeon but at any time. My life was still very much in danger, and Mind Armor wouldn’t stop a mace from crushing my skull.

I chose Sense Weakness from the viceroy class and Finesse from the fighter class. Next, I allocated my status points. The +1 boost to strength from my new ring was already paying off. Beyond the thrill of feeling raw power in my muscles, dealing more damage would accelerate my dungeon crawling efforts.

I put a point into Strength and another in Constitution, reasoning that dealing more damage would be easier if I were less fragile.

For the final remaining point, Aurketzu encouraged me to allocate it to Intelligence.

“The viceroy conquers with knowledge. Your future will benefit from this.”

I made my selections and reviewed my character sheet.

Level: 3

Class: Viceroy, Tier 2 (10/200)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 2 (11/200)

Alignment: Neutral Good

Strength 5

Dexterity 3

Constitution 4

Intelligence 4

Wisdom 3

Charisma 2

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse

“What does it mean if my alignment changes?” I asked Aurketzu.

The drop from Lawful Good to Neutral Good felt important, though I knew of no direct consequences for the change. If I were a paladin or a cleric, acting in ways that did not align with a chosen deity could reduce my strength or strip me of my abilities entirely. Otherwise, I wasn’t aware of other uses for alignment.

“Inconsequential. Your actions are beyond the boundaries of human laws. Such laws sent you to me in the void, did they not? A viceroy only answers to themselves.”

Her reasoning was sound. I felt a compulsion to maintain the code I imagined was befitting of a guardsman, but I was no longer a guardsman, and other members of the guard seemed uninterested in upholding that code as well. I needed to shake the compulsion to be a perfect citizen. The law had already killed me once.

I pushed it out of my mind. With dawn approaching, I needed to get in line for the dungeon.

The queue had a dozen or so adventurers when I arrived. Judging by their gear, most of them would be farming the lower floors, so I was optimistic about my chances of earning experience.

Shortly after I arrived, a young priestess joined the line behind me. Shorter than I was, she carried a gnarled staff and wore a white robe with blue trim around the sleeves and the hem, as was tradition for the Church of the Goddess.

Her hood was up, hiding her face but not the black hair that spilled down her chest, creating a dark outline that accentuated her breasts. They weren’t large–nowhere near Podni’s–but were large enough that her robe hung from them, highlighting their shape while hiding the rest of her body beneath heaps of fabric.

Her presence as a wielder of holy magic shifted my mood, like a rabid dog hitting the end of its chain, barking as it tried to bite me. I was out of reach, but just barely, and my nerves held that feeling of standing precariously close to certain doom.

“This one is a threat. A priestess learns Turn Undead at level 1.”

“Can she tell that I am undead?” I asked Aurketzu in my mind.

“Unlikely. Such abilities to view another’s character sheet exist, but they are rare. Her presence, however, puts you in range of holy magic. You may not be the target, but you will feel agony if the fates see fit to let your story continue.”

The dungeon would open soon. When it did, I would distance myself from the priestess. Given the size of the first floor, that should be easy to do.

A finger tapped my shoulder.

“Excuse me,” the priestess said. “Are you in a party?”

I shook my head.

“I just arrived in town and thought I’d earn some experience. I’m so close to level 3.”

“I usually train alone, but I wish you good health all the same.”

She looked disappointed. “I understand. If you change your mind, I’m Esita. I’ll be here for a few days.”

“Esita?”

“Yes…”

“Are you related to an Invia by chance?”

Her face lit up with excitement. Esita was Invia’s younger sister and the author of the letter I used in my blackmail scheme. Meeting and using her was part of the plan, but running into here like this was not ideal. Learning that she had the priestess class was worse.

When I told her that I was the same Brenin who had written her, her excitement grew. She bounced up and down at the coincidence, and I had to resist staring at the rise and fall of her chest as she did.

“Well, we have to party together now right?” she said, grabbing my arm at the elbow with both hands.

“I suppose we do.”

When the dungeon opened, the higher-ranking adventurers entered first. As they descended the stairs, they broke into a jog, running straight for the second floor. On the way, they either ignored the skeletons pawing at them as they raced by, or they struck them down with ease, never slowing.

The lower-level party ahead of Esita and I took the turn toward the barracks, so we ventured toward the prison cells instead.

As one of the first adventurers to enter that morning, I experienced a full spawn for the first time. The halls felt as crowded as a thriving town at midday. Skeletons roamed in small groups, with a new group around every corner. In previous dives, the spawn was light enough that I felt little danger. With these numbers, however, getting overrun was a real threat.

Esita knew three spells other than Turn Undead, none of which were offensive. She knew Mend, Protection, and True Strike. Mend was a basic healing spell that literally repaired the physical damage of a wound. Protection was like a weaker version of Stoneskin, protecting the target from spells and stray strikes but was not very effective against direct physical attacks. True Strike guaranteed the accuracy of the target’s next attack.

As a level 2 priestess, her mana pool was extremely limited. She could cast Mend or Protection a combined total of four times before needing time to recover, while True Strike and Turn Undead were classified as abilities. They didn’t require mana, but they could only be used once per day.

The priestess class would always be a support class, but as it was with other spell-focused classes, training through the early levels was particularly difficult. At higher levels, her mana pool would be less of an issue. At this stage, she mostly followed me around and whacked the odd skeleton with her staff.

I tested my Sense Weakness ability on the first skeleton we encountered. When I activated it, the head and upper portion of the skeleton’s spine began to glow a bright white. I intuitively understood that my target was the thoracic and cervical areas of the spine. If I struck lower, the skeleton had a higher chance of surviving and continuing to fight.

With my strength at 5, I was much stronger than the average person with the same tier of fighter. Most of the skeletons we faced were defeated by a single slash of my sword. Finesse doubled my damage when I struck the weak areas of the spine, but the bonus quickly felt like overkill. I did my best to stay disciplined so as to not get cocky.

At my suggestion, we skipped checking all the prison cells and continued to move deeper into the first floor. This was my first time being in this section of the dungeon, but I knew from the maps at the guard station that we were approaching the fighting pits. Some adventurers argued that the pits were a training tool once upon a time, but most people suspected that prisoners were forced to fight each other for sport.

When we entered that area, the doorway opened onto a walkway built above and around six fighting pits. Presumably, the walkways were for spectators, giving a clear view of the action below. Each pit had one entrance on either side, and those entrances were barred with heavy cast-iron gates. The size of the locks on those gates was one of the major reasons it was suspected that the people who found themselves in these pits didn’t want to be there.

Oddly, the pits had already been cleared. Every one of them was empty. I expected us to be the first ones to arrive, and I wasn’t sure how another party had gotten there ahead of us.

As we walked down the center walkway, Esita pointed out something else that was strange.

“Are there always piles of bones in here?” she asked.

I had never heard that mentioned by adventurers, it was my understanding that finding the remains of anything was relatively rare. When a skeleton was defeated, they collapsed and dissolved into black sand, leaving only a mana crystal behind. Otherwise, any item that had any value had long been carried out by other divers, including remains and prizes for academics studying dungeon origins.

The piles were numerous. I could picture the pits as they were in the past, with two combatants in each pit, watched over by a guard or a spectator on the walkway. There were piles of remains for all of them.

“Something is amiss.”

Her warning came too late. The room filled with the rattling of bleached bones, and the pile nearest to us rose from the stone walkway, assembling itself in mid-air.

“Back to the door!” I yelled.

Two piles behind us had already completed their transformation. Esita yelled some sort of prayer and blasted one to pieces. I expected Turn Undead to produce something like bright white light, but instead all I felt was an intense heat pass by. One skeleton down, the other advanced on the priestess.

It swung, striking Esita with a powerful overhand claw, knocking her to the ground. Her robe ripped, and the white fabric quickly turned red from her wounds.

I jumped forward to block the next strike with my shield, severing the skeleton’s spine a moment later. I charged the skeleton we had first seen forming, shattering it handily with a single strike.

“Are you okay?” I asked Esita, helping her to her feet.

She nodded, grimacing in pain as she cast Mend on herself. The color returned to her face, and we readied ourselves to fight our way out of the room. I hoped to use the doorway as a chokepoint to overcome the numbers advantage.

“Prepare your sword. This is not a normal encounter.”

I wanted to ask what that meant, but I saw my answer before I could form the words.

Two skeletons wearing chainmail and wielding scimitars stood by the exit. My dungeon studies were limited. I guessed them to be skeleton knights.

Esita confirmed that guess with a shocked scream. “They aren’t supposed to be here,” Esita whimpered. “We aren’t strong enough.”

Turning to run the other direction, I grabbed Esita’s hand to bring her with me. We skidded to a stop as two more skeleton knights approached from the far end of the walkway.

“Don’t waste spells,” I told her. “Make sure they count.”

She nodded, swallowing her fear.

“Any advice?” I asked Aurketzu in my mind.

“Keep your wits. I know nothing of swordplay to suggest anything more.”

Damn. A hand brushed at my foot. Two skeletons attempted to climb their way out of the pit nearest to me, and I saw that the other pits each had two skeletons also.

Activating Sense Weakness revealed that the skeleton knights were also vulnerable to strikes on their heads and spines. Where the normal skeletons had over half of the spine as a target, the skeleton knights were only weak at their necks, the cervical vertebrae. That shouldn’t have been surprising. Of course stronger enemies would have smaller weaknesses.

Still hoping to reach the door, I moved toward the first two knights, blocking a slash from the nearest monster with my shield, countering with a thrust. The point of my sword glanced off of its chainmail, doing no apparent damage.

In my shock, I got careless. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the scimitar swinging back at my head to counter my pathetic attack. I raised my shield to block, but I knew I was too late. The blade bounced off the upper portion of my shield, continuing its trajectory to my face.

A moment later, the sword bounced again, this time off of a white bubble enveloping my body. The barrier shattered but spared me a deathblow.

Esita had cast Protection, likely saving my life.

I chopped at the knight’s knee, collapsing it. Before it could recover, I slashed its neck, turning the enemy to black sand.

The second knight swiped at my stomach, narrowly missing as I dodged backward.

A shriek came from behind.

The other two knights were closing in on Esita. One of the pit skeletons hung from her ankle, pulling while the second skeleton from that pit climbed over the first, also reaching to grab its victim and drag her down. Esita stabbed at their heads with the end of her staff, the wood echoing against bone with each hit but doing little to slow the advance.

The second pit skeleton secured its grip, and as Esita clung to the walkway, the skeleton knights moved in, scimitars at the ready.

Channeling my inner frontliner, I charged, barreling into the knights with my shield raised and my head ducked. In that moment, I cursed myself for not choosing the Shield Bash ability when I leveled up. If I had that ability, my attack might have bought us more time.

Esita succumbed and fell into the pit, her body bouncing painfully on the ground as she landed on her side. A white bubble kept the swipes of the pit skeletons from peeling the flesh from her bones.

I jumped down, landing on one skeleton with a downward stab before striking the other, reducing both to black sand.

“How many spells do you have left?” I asked, pulling Esita to her feet.

“One lower level and True Strike.”

That wasn’t enough. She burned through her allowance too quickly. We still had three knights and maybe a dozen skeletons to contend with.

Looking to the walkway above me, I saw the three knights staring down at me as if they were perplexed. One broke free of its stupor and dropped into the pit to join us.

“Stay with me!” I yelled to Esita, dragging her toward one of the gates.

Thankfully, it was unlocked. I heaved it open and entered the network of narrow hallways that connected the pits. We scrambled down the tight passage, the sounds of undead soldiers in pursuit echoing behind us.

We came to another gate. I pushed. I pulled. Fuck.

“It’s locked,” I said, more to myself than to Esita.

We spun to seek out another exit to find the knights approaching, walking single file down the only way out.

“What do we do?” Esita squeaked.

“Stay behind me.”

The hallways meant I could battle one knight at a time, giving me a fighting chance despite being hopelessly matched and outnumbered.

The first knight to attack misjudged the passage, bouncing its curved blade off of the wall when it attempted to swing. I cleaved its sword arm from its body and struck twice at its neck, the second blow finding the glowing vulnerability illuminated by Sense Weakness.

The second skeleton attacked immediately, stepping through the black sand of its fallen brother and avoiding making the same tactical mistake when it attacked. I blocked with my shield, the blow so powerful that I felt my knees buckle. The knight kicked my shield immediately after, knocking me back down the passageway and into Esita.

“I can heal you or cast Protection,” she muttered in panic.

“Save them as long as you can!”

I returned to my feet in time to absorb another strike with my shield. Though the blow was as powerful as the first, I managed to angle my shield to redirect the strike away rather than taking it head-on. I swung to strike its neck, hitting its head instead. The monster seemed to wince from the blow, but it held its position. I was too weak to stagger a skeleton knight.

I ducked the next scimitar attack and followed the swing with my shield. I trapped the sword against the wall and swung my sword at its neck.

As much as I wish I could describe that attack as a brilliant piece of swordcraft, the reality was that I flailed, striking repeatedly and haphazardly with the same attack, praying one would get through and activate my Finesse bonus.

My prayers were answered. The knight dissolved into black sand, revealing the last knight standing at the ready to move in and attack.

I lifted my sword arm, preparing to meet the enemy. A searing pain shot up my ribs. In the fray, the now-defeated knight had managed to rip away a piece of my armor, leaving a bloody claw trail on the skin beneath.

The pain disrupted my focus, and I forgot myself. When I remembered, I looked up to see a scimitar driving downward toward my skull.

Before the blade carved me in two, a white bubble appeared. The scimitar glanced to the side, breaking the barrier. My shoulder erupted in agony as the sword sank into my flesh. I felt the snap of a collarbone and an explosion of blood.

My blood.

“Focus. Focus.”

A white light began to emanate from my sword, and it felt as if someone was standing behind me, their hand on mine, guiding my swing. I found the strength for one more swipe, and the hand guided the blade to the knight’s neck. The knight collapsed, replaced by black sand dissolving into the dungeon floor.

“Heal,” I coughed.

Esita wrapped her arm around me, attempting to keep me on my feet. “I’m out of spells. We have to find help.”

According to Esita, it took us forty more minutes to find our way back to a central passageway to get aid. We encountered a few skeletons along the way, but I could do little more than lean against the wall, struggling to stay conscious, while Esita dispatched them with her staff. Her once pristine white robe was streaked in black where my blood or hers had spilled and dried. The fabric that wasn’t shredded was brown from the dirt of the pits.

I vaguely recalled a druid forcing herbs into my gaping wounds, muttering the druid version of Mend, but after that, everything was black.


Chapter 7

A gentle snore roused me from my sleep. My vision lagged behind my awareness. My head throbbed, and my chest tightened painfully with every breath. The spins slowed, and I began to recover, the blurry world becoming clear.

I didn’t recognize the ceiling or the candle that illuminated it. The bed, pillow, blankets, bandages… Ah, yes. Another near death had passed.

I couldn’t muster the strength to turn my head, but I could summon my character sheet.
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Class: Viceroy, Tier 2 (10/200)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 2 (142/200)

Alignment: Neutral Good
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Active Abilities: Sense Weakness

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse

Wow, that was a lot of experience. I wondered how much training time I would lose to recovery, but it would be a nice silver lining if I got a quick boost to tier 3 as a consolation prize.

“You yet live.”

“What was that spawn?”

“In my world, dungeons were coveted by all nature of beings, but a dungeon core defends its Dungeon Lord from usurpers. Such is the value of being a Dungeon Lord.”

“What is a Dungeon Lord? I’ve never heard that term.”

“The beings who forge dungeons.”

“Are you saying the Lord of our town’s dungeon is… still in the dungeon?”

“An incredibly rare spawn may also be to blame. None can say for certain.”

With some effort, I turned my head, looking for the source of the snore. Esita was curled up under a blanket in a plush chair with intricately carved wooden legs. The painting on the wall, an immense landscape with hundreds of flowers, was familiar to me.

This was Invia’s guest room.

How had my throat not been cut already?

“Brenin? Brenin. Are you awake?” Esita’s voice was soft and tentative.

She appeared over me, relief in her eyes.

“I was so worried. Go slow. If you need anything, I’ll get it for you.”

“Are you okay?”

Esita chuckled sweetly. “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”

I had more questions, but the physical exertion of a few words exhausted me. Seeming to understand what I was feeling, Esita gently tipped water into my mouth and wiped my chin with her sleeve.

“In a few more hours, we’ll be able to give you more healing potions. The healer told us giving you more before then could send you into a toxic shock.”

I nodded. It fucking hurt.

A door behind Esita cracked open. Invia peaked in.

Esita ran to the door. “It’s okay. He’s awake. I’m sure he wants to say hi.”

Invia and I shared an awkward look, somehow agreeing to continue the ruse. It also occurred to me that I didn’t consider her poisoning the water I just drank. I was immune to poison, I remembered eventually, but the suspicious sentiment was justified regardless.

Invia wore a fluffy red cotton robe and was oddly shy entering the room.

“Seems like it's still a little tough for him to talk,” Esita explained to Invia. “He drank some water and is lucid.”

“That’s good to hear,” Invia said, coming to stand on the opposite side of my bed.

“Will you be in here for a few minutes? I’d like to get some warm towels.”

Invia nodded, and Esita hurried out of the room to complete her errand.

When Esita closed the door, Invia leaned over so I could see her glare at me. Her robe drifting down and away from her chest made the glare a blessing.

“Thank you for saving my sister,” she said. “We can have a truce for a night.”

“You already agreed to work for me.”

“Oh yes, that’s right,” Invia said mockingly, patting my wounded shoulder where it would hurt the most.

The pain made me groan. Esita came running, worried by the sound I made.

“He’s fine,” Invia assured her. “He just pushed himself a little too far.”

“Brenin, listen. You need to rest.”

I found myself agreeing with Esita and drifted back to sleep. If Invia wanted to slit my throat, I was too tired to care.



I awoke to Esita and Invia gently lifting me into a seated position, stuffing a pillow behind my back to prop me up.

“What are you doing?” I whispered.

“Oh, you’re awake,” Esita said, smiling at me. “It’s time for your next round of healing potions. You’ll feel much better soon.”

Yeah, more healing potions sounded good. Esita poured a potion into a month, giving the empty vial to Invia and uncorking another. She repeated the process five more times, and I had a strange sensation of nausea but in reverse, a sick feeling that was oddly soothing. That many healing potions in rapid succession was not an experience I wanted to repeat, however.

Esita guided me back into the pillows, helping me settle. The exhaustion rose again, overtaking me quickly.



The room was dark, and I saw the hints of stars between the drawn curtains. I felt a warm breath and the texture of soft lips on my thigh. The lips moved slowly up from my knee. My eyes focused, seeing a form under my blanket.

“What…”

Esita pulled the blanket up to reveal her warm smile. “Hey,” she whispered, emphasizing the need to be stealthy. “I just wanted to say ‘thank you.’”

“You really don’t-” I began, stopping when I felt Esita’s tongue glide up my shaft.

“Shh.”

“Yeah, okay.”

Her movements were slow and gentle, her soft moans signaling that she enjoyed the pace. She took her time kissing every inch, put me in her mouth, and lowered her head slowly. Of those inches, she could handle only a few before I felt her little throat fighting against me, but she pressed regardless. She had tears in her eyes when she smiled up at me.

I put my head back and enjoyed Esita’s thank you before going back to sleep.

+50 Will Points.



The next morning–at least I think it was the next morning–I woke to find the room empty and brightly lit by a late morning sun. I summoned my character sheet.
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I doubted my dreams could earn me will points. My pleasant memory from that night had been very real.

Also, I wasn’t wearing pants.

“You have reaped a surprising amount of good from your misfortune.”

“I was so banged up I forgot you were watching.”

“That made it better.”

A shiver ran through me. Timidly testing my limits, I sat up and moved each of my limbs and rolled my neck. Beyond a stiff soreness in all areas of my body, the shoulder especially so, the evidence of my injuries had disappeared.

“I thought undead didn’t need to sleep?”

“Potion toxicoses is similar across several species and races. Mana exhaustion is not physical exhaustion, though their consequences can appear the same.”

“I-I don’t get it.”

“Your spirit was so weak it could not support itself. Much in the same way the body surrenders to physical exhaustion.”

“Unconscious.”

“Yes.”

Standing was a considerable challenge. I managed and grabbed a robe from the closet. If my pants survived the trip out of the dungeon, I doubted they’d ever truly be clean again. The journey down the stairs was slow, but the soft voices of two sisters gossiping beckoned me.

Invia and Esita were both in loose pajamas, sitting on either end of a couch.

Esita jumped to her feet and rushed to my side, wrapping her arm around me like she had to carry me out of the dungeon again. For a priestess, her body felt strong, a feeling I could enjoy now that I wasn’t bleeding out. I looked up to see disappointment on Invia’s face. She had hoped I’d end up dying anyway.

“So you’ll be heading out soon, huh?” Invia asked.

“Actually,” I began, Esita guiding me to her spot on the couch. Invia moved her feet away so that we wouldn’t accidentally touch. “My apartment burned down.”

Her mouth dropped.

“Are you serious?!” Esita asked.

“I’ve been bouncing between inn rooms while I look for a new place.”

Invia feigned a sad face. “That’s too bad. We can help you back to your inn.”

“What are you saying?” Esita replied. “He should just stay here. You’ve been worried since the burglary, and Brenin needs a place to recover. It’s perfect.”

“I only have one guest bed.”

“I’ll sleep on the couch.” Esita fixed her eyes on Invia, pleading.

A long minute of silence passed before Invia relented. Leaving the room shortly after, claiming to be due for a shift with the guard. Esita took the open seat on the couch, crossed her legs, and leaned toward me.

“Tell me what’s on your mind,” I said.

“I’m so glad you’re okay. I owe you my life.”

+1 Will Point.

“You really don’t. Your Protection spell saved me, and then you dragged me out of the dungeon. If anything, I owe you.”

Esita insisted that wasn’t the case, but we abandoned the disagreement, talking instead about her reason for coming to town. She believed–at my suggestion–that Invia was struggling with paralyzing homesickness. Arriving to learn that she had recently been robbed cemented Esita’s concern for her older sister. I hadn’t planned for those two actions to connect in that way, but it was helpful nonetheless.

I assured her that I was looking out for Invia. The ease with which I lied surprised me but didn’t stop the words from flowing. I went on to talk about the recent jump in crime, talking around the edges of my investigation without defining it directly and tying it to the burglar that ransacked Invia’s home.

Aurketzu coached me through the charade. She could see several moves beyond what I could, so her words became my words.

When Invia didn’t come home for dinner, Esita made soup. My muscles loosened as the sun set. My energy, though, recovered slowly. I found myself drifting to sleep, so I excused myself to bed.



Esita’s robe was open, as spread as her legs. Her black hair draped over her breasts, and the way she sat forward creased her stomach.

+20 Will Points.

Using both hands, she worked to wake all of me, gently massaging as if to form and shape clay. Though most of her face was in shadow, I could see she was pleased with herself for making me hard.

Leaving one hand wrapped around me, she reached between her legs with the other hand, watching me as she guided a finger between her lips, pushing it deep. She withdrew it teasingly slow, and then, starting at my tip, moving as one long brushstroke, she let me feel a sample of her warm, wet lust.

It was one of the most bewitching moments of my life, and I savored the brief minute of intense pleasure that her hands gave me.

+20 Will Points.


Chapter 8

Esita left early sometime that morning. She didn’t say goodbye.

Invia, however, was telling me goodbye even before I woke up.

“Time to leave,” she said, throwing a change of clothes onto my bed and then ripping the curtains open. “Esita says to give you her best.”

“She left?”

“She was due back at the Capital. Priestess responsibilities and such.”

“Damn.”

“So get out.”

“Actually, you and I need to talk.”

Invia crossed her arms and didn’t answer, but she didn’t leave either.

“Where do slaves go when one of your minions grabs them?”

“Get fucked,” she spat and stormed toward the door.

“Esita was nice.”

That stopped Invia in her tracks. When I reminded her that our deal included Esita’s safety, she agreed–with much reluctance–to listen. Leaving out details like Podni, the Thieves’ Guild, and my secret warehouse, I walked Invia through what I knew about the organization. Her strength faded with each revelation, turning her face from angry to surprised to defeated.

“So that’s it for me, then,” Invia said. “I’m going to prison.” She slumped into the chair by the bed, staring at the floor with the shock of a trauma victim.

“How did you get sucked into this in the first place?” I had to know, as much for my curiosity as it was for being thorough.

At first, she sniffled, then the dam broke. She bawled. “My older brother will inherit the family estate. Daughters get nothing. I needed money to build my own life.”

+1 Will Point.

She went on to explain that daughters in noble families were typically expected to devote themselves to serving the patriarch, which in most cases was a father or a brother but could also be a husband in the event that a family had no male heirs. Securing her own capital and influence was Invia’s path to undo her brother.

“Respectful motivations. She may be a kindred spirit.”

I vehemently disagreed. “How does a feud with your brother end up with you leading a slavery ring?”

“I don’t run it. Several daughters in the same situation came together.”

“Where does a conversation like that start?”

“Valice Chastain.”

Finally. A true break in the case. I had heard the name Valice before, but knowing she was a Chastain changed everything. Valice was from arguably the most influential family in the Capital, their empire of international trade spanning the continent. If I went to any of the shops in Borja, I was likely to find a slew of goods with the Chastain family emblem stamped on the side. According to Invia, the original pitch Valice gave was a brief extortion scam. Kidnap a victim from a wealthy family, demand a ransom, then bolt with the cash.

Somewhere along the way, Valice changed the terms. For Invia and the other coconspirators, they had given Valice too much leverage. If they wanted to quit, they couldn’t.

It was all very tragic. A rich girl betrayed other rich girls, so innocent people had their lives ruined.

If anyone knew my father’s fate, it would be Valice.

“We do not have the resources to win that war.”

On that, Aurketzu and I agreed. Turning Invia had its low points, but a great deal of luck had played in my favor. If Aurketzu recognized Valice as a serious threat, careful planning was essential. Going after her too early would end my journey for good.

“We must get stronger.”

Podni was safe, for now, but with her wizard captive out of play, Valice’s organization would notice soon. The replacement might be worse, and my meddling could be the end of Invia. If they blamed her for the shortcomings or suspected her of working against them, that hard-earned asset would be lost to me.

“Our deal still stands,” I told Invia. “You do as I say, but I’ll also make you a better offer.”

She glared. I took that to mean she was listening.

“I’ll protect you.”

“You can’t promise that.”

“Can’t I? You stabbed me and poisoned me, yet here I stand.”

“How?”

“The how isn’t important. I can do the same for you, and I’ll suggest the kingdom reward you for helping to bring down Valice when that time comes.”

“You’re full of shit.”

I jumped to my feet, standing over Invia as I roared, “How many fucking times do I need to be right for you to listen to me?”

Invia wilted, bowing her head. “I’m sorry.”

+1 Will Point.

My anger receded, replaced by confusion. Why did I do that? Why did I speak that way? The moment felt automatic, like my rage knew where to go and all I had to do was follow.

She cowered as if bracing for me to strike her.

“Pat her head. As you would a pet.”

I patted her head, and I felt her body relax under the touch.

“I’ll come back when I need you again. Can I trust you to work for me and not against me?”

“Yes.”

For the first time, I believed her.

Somewhat.



Mere steps away from Invia’s front door, a new problem found me.

“Brenin? Hey, Brenin?”

Lubada ran up behind me, her breasts barely big enough to bounce from the motion, but they did, just a little. She slapped me across the face.

“You agree to a date and then disappear? Are you serious?”

My mouth opened to defend myself. Another slap closed it.

“And your nasty goons were looking for you. You sicko. You probably get off on leading girls on. Don’t ever talk to me again.”

She pushed past me, leaving me alone and stupefied in the middle of the street.

“She has regressed. She no longer bends.”

“Thank you for that observation.”

The little empire I had built was collapsing like black sand in a dungeon. Where before I had started to feel my power over the town slowly growing, I now felt cornered. If unsavory individuals were looking for me, the wizard’s disappearance might have already triggered a response from Valice and her minions. My defeat could come at any moment.

I needed to know my options.

The same young man worked the desk at the Dungeon Brawlers guild hall, recognizing me as I entered.

“Change your mind about signing up?” he asked.

“Actually, yes,” I answered, “but I’d like the same membership package as Podni.”

The speed with which his face abandoned his customer service smile to take on a grim seriousness told me that he knew I meant the Thieves’ Guild. Without a word, he came around the corner to the door, sliding the deadbolt locked and flipping the open sign to closed. He nodded his head toward the backroom and led the way.

In the daylight, the backroom of the Dungeon Brawlers guild hall looked like hoarder storage. From wall to wall, a mishmash of items filled the room, from chests to barrels, from shelves to armor racks. He sat me in the same chair Podni had, but this time I got to keep my hands free.

Hopping to sit on a dresser, he introduced himself as Flint and said, “This is an unusual situation. Members must never speak of the Guild except to other members, and historically, that membership comes only from invitation.”

His words didn’t sound rehearsed, but it was clear he had thought deeply about the conversation we were about to have.

“Given the circumstances, we trust that you share our motivation to be discreet."

“I want to join.”

“Why?”

“Power.”

A cough pushed Aurketzu’s voice from my mind. “The people Podni ran from… I can tell you who they are. She should stay out of town for good.”

“You could share that information without becoming a member.”

“I need protection.”

“Ahh.” He understood and paused to think on his next words. “I can give you a ride out of town and arrange a place for you to stay. Membership is more complicated.”

Part of me hoped for a kind of protection that kept me in my hometown. Leaving–not for good, just a tactical retreat–sounded wise, though. If the Thieves’ Guild assumed the danger warranted it, who was I to argue?

“Okay,” I said. “When do we leave?”

Flint hopped down from the dresser and opened the top drawer, pushing aside what looked like men’s and women’s undergarments before removing a stack of papers, each marked with an official-looking seal of some sort. “You’re a fighter, right?” he asked without looking up from the papers.

“Correct.”

“Here,” he selected a page from the stack and handed it to me. It looked like an employment contract for an adventurer named Hansen to escort a merchant caravan to Lopav. This document made my–or Hansen’s, technically speaking–commitment official, and the seal represented that the Dungeon Brawlers certified my competency. “West Gate tomorrow at dawn. Wear this.”

Grabbing items from several different containers in the room, Flint passed me a stack of mismatched armor pieces and a helmet with a closed face.

“What happens after the caravan?” I asked.

“Get to Lopav and find the Northern Rangers guild hall. They’ll get you settled. I think that’s everything.”

“Actually, could I bring one more person?”


Chapter 9

The caravan departed at first light just as Flint said it would. Invia and I arrived with our forged contracts, and the representative of the caravan barely glanced at them before directing us to our posts. We were to walk alongside the caravan from Borja to the small mountain town of Lopav, ready to defend the merchants against monsters or bandits. By the demeanor of everyone preparing to leave that morning, the likelihood of a real threat seemed slim. An armed escort was an effective deterrent, and these roads were relatively safe, especially in recent years.

People with means often hired adventurers for protection. They were more powerful than the average person, and the jobs often paid handsomely for a journey the adventurer intended to take regardless. If a caravan was paying you to travel to your next destination, the easy money was hard to resist, even if nobles sometimes treated them like jesters, asking them to demonstrate abilities and spells for their entertainment.

Where I was lucky enough to never catch sight of the men pursuing me, Invia had a close call. She caught them breaking into her apartment and had to flee. Convincing her to leave town was much easier after that. Traveling with me was the lesser evil when the other option was getting black bagged and disappeared.

Invia’s disguise was more flattering than mine. Where I struggled to see through the slits of my helm, she wore a brown hooded cloak with her raven hair tucked into a skullcap and a scarf wrapped around her face. Beneath the cloak, she wore the tight leather armor of a rogue or a ranger, form-fitting and designed for mobility and flexibility.

Her fake name was Vara, according to her forged papers, which she hated as much as the outfit. Her complaints had little to do with the style of her gear and more with the social class it came from. We needed to be easily overlooked, which meant her noblewoman sensibilities had to come to terms with commoner fashion.

“Our progress slows. You must take Will points with the ferocity of a coastal raider.”

“I’m doing the best I can with what I have,” I answered in my mind.

“No. Your heart is yet weak. You hesitate because you are afraid to wield your power.”

“Innocent people get hurt. Like Lubada. That wasn’t fair to use her to level up.”

“The weak heart beats on.”

The anger that comment stoked in me nearly made me lose myself. My internal conversation with Aurketzu almost became a sudden vocal shout for all to hear. “Fuck you. I get a voice in this partnership. This is my life.”

“Would you not prefer to suffer now so that you have the strength you need to protect that which you love later? A viceroy can command kingdoms, but you will never wield that power if you die before you have become strong.”

Her voice slithered through my brain. The part of me that wanted to believe her words grew stronger, overcoming the part of me that felt it was wrong, cruel even. If my subjects ended up liking it, and if I used the power I gained to stop people like Valice from preying on the weak… Training with Bend to the relentless degree that Aurketzu suggested felt like the good thing, the right thing.

After all, Bend couldn’t force someone to do something that some deep-down part of them, no matter how buried and denied that part may be, wanted to do. That’s what Aurketzu said, at least…

“I’m glad you are seeing the wisdom.”

That was not the first time Aurketzu mused an observation that balanced between her capacity to understand how I think and the real possibility that she could read my mind after all. She had said that she couldn’t. It would be easy for her to Bend me if she could. As masterful as she was, that advantage of knowing my actual thoughts would surely render me helpless.

Was she hearing that thought in that moment?

Reminding myself to not think about things because she might hear spilled nearly all of my secrets immediately. I hoped that if she did have that ability, it was not constant, like she could only hear pieces. If every new Bend attempt was treated like its own action, surely reading someone’s mind would be an active process rather than a passive one? But was that the case when she was already inside of my mind?

I pushed my focus to my surroundings, noting and mentally narrating my every observation to load my mind with filler thoughts.

We traveled north to Lopav. Though the journey from Borja would only take three or four days, the climate shifted starkly as we walked a gentle rise to the mountains. Where Borja winters were sometimes lightly chilly, Lopav went months without trade because the snows made the roads impassable. We had left a pleasantly warm sunny day in Borja and were now heading deeper into early winter. This caravan would be one of the last groups of merchants to trade with Lopav before the snow sealed the town off from the rest of the world.

Just then, it occurred to me that Flint’s solution for protecting me and Invia from Valice’s retribution was especially well-played. Valice lost a kidnapper with the wizard’s disappearance and also lost the profit potential of auctioning off Podni when we foiled their grab. If that was all she knew, she might order a few thugs to send a message. If she learned I tortured one of her lackeys and absconded with one of her lieutenants (Invia), her wrath may be such that she dedicated a portion of her life to facilitating my death.

If that was the outcome I faced, the best I could hope for is that it would take a very long time.

At any rate, Flint’s plan was clever, but I wished he would have told me I would be spending the next three months snowed in at a mountain town. Protecting my life this way would cut me off from any meaningful progress to find my father, but the noblewoman following behind me, the one who had pushed a sword through my back, was a reminder that my enemies were willing to use murder to solve problems. He could already be dead, and I might not be far behind.

Invia walked up to me as the wagons rolled along next to us, making good time to Lopav. “Do you know what time of year it is?” she asked.

“I just figured it out now myself. I promise.”

She had put together that we would be in Lopav for some time. Invia groaned as though the thought brought her intense physical pain before drifting back to her post.

The hidden upside that impressed even Aurketzu was that we’d have access to a dungeon with limited competition for months. With the money I had leftover from robbing Invia, I estimated I could train for six weeks before my funds ran out. Hopefully, the mana crystals I earned in the dungeon along the way kept that from becoming a financial disaster. With some luck, I might turn a profit by the time the roads were passable again.

From what I had read, the Lopav dungeon was populated by a species of lizardmen adapted to mountain survival. More intelligent than their more common cousins, these lizardmen were ambitious. They enslaved several kobold tribes and formed a pact with frost demons.

With no undead on any of the six floors, I would only have to worry about stray holy spells on the deepest floors, ones that I would likely never see because of my level.

Our pace slowed considerably when we entered the forested region surrounding the base of the mountain proper. The steepening road exhausted the horses, so we stopped more frequently to rest before making camp at nightfall. I was grateful for the breaks as well.

The dropping temperature couldn’t hurt me as an undead, but I quickly learned that my body was still in danger of physically freezing. Though I had packed some heavier clothes for the journey, I was not remotely prepared, making my movements stiff and heavy. I hoped I could buy better equipment in Lopav. A winter in these rags would make training frustrating if not deadly.

We made camp in the forest on a mostly flat portion of the road. We pulled the wagons to the side and pitched tents among the trees. Members of the escort team–like myself and Invia–rotated through shifts on watch while others slept.

Hiding my true nature as a non-mortal meant having to pretend to need sleep. As I lay there in silence in my tent, I found myself able to empathize with the legendary liches who sealed themselves away from the world to pursue their goals of magical knowledge and skill. Isolation was a sort of freedom for my kind, I realized. However, it could also be maddening to have no escape from the march of time.

The night wore on, the silent darkness broken only by the crackling of fire and the occasional animal skirting the perimeter of our camp, disturbing a branch as they continued into the wilderness.

A silhouette loomed over my tent. “Bren– Hansen,” Invia said, correcting herself. “Our shift is up.”

We took our posts on the far side of the road, farthest from the rest of the camp, while two other pairs of adventurers assumed positions that turned our watch formation into a big triangle.

Invia quickly grew tired of the silence. “What happens when we get to Lopav?” she asked, speaking softly to not disturb the camp at our backs.

“We will shape you to suit our needs.”

I tried to push her voice from my head, but I couldn’t move Aurketzu unless she let me. “My plan is to get as much training in as I can.”

“And me?”

“You’re coming with me.”

“O-Okay…” she answered weakly.

+1 Will Point.

“If we get stronger, we’ll stand a better chance,” I said, finding myself wanting to comfort her.

“What level are you now?”

I summoned my character sheet reflexively when I heard the question.

Level: 3

Class: Viceroy, Tier 2 (84/200)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 2 (142/200)

Alignment: Neutral Good

Strength 5

Dexterity 3

Constitution 4

Intelligence 4

Wisdom 3

Charisma 2

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1

“Level 3,” I answered. “You?”

“6.”

“Seriously? What class?”

Invia didn’t answer. She stared into the forest.

“Tell me,” I commanded.

“Barbarian.”

+1 Will Point.

I expected a class more stereotypically associated with nobles, like a magic class or a traditionally trained fighter or monk class.

“I’m just like everyone else,” she said. “I didn’t get to pick my starting class. At level 10, my family will fund a second class, something more ‘befitting’ of a noblewoman.”

“Press.”

“Stop.”

“What? What happened?”

I had spoken that thought aloud when I intended it for Aurketzu. Managing the multiple threads in my mind seemed to be getting more challenging. They were quick to tangle and knot. “Stop putting yourself down is what I meant.”

“Why would you care?”

“Press. Press.”

My hand found the back of Invia’s neck, squeezing it through her cloak. Even with the fabric between us, she shirked to escape the sudden cold of my grip. Instead, I pressed harder, feeling the muscles in her neck strain to resist but fail. “I care about the things I own,” I whispered.

Invia pushed me away and stood. “Don’t fucking touch me, you–”

“Sit.”

She obeyed.

+1 Will Point.

We stayed until the end of our shift but didn’t speak again. The heat of Invia’s anger brought my cold skin a comforting warmth as the night wore on.

***

Snow began to fall shortly after we broke camp the next day. Far from the blizzards that would arrive in the coming weeks, this snowfall dusted the landscape like loose flour in a bakery. Though a mountain of snow was not blocking our increasingly treacherous path, the few flakes we did see transformed the road into a muddy mess.

Our progress slowed even more. I worried that would mean a few extra nights of camping alongside the road, but the others with the caravans–those who had made the journey before–said that we were on schedule. Our itinerary accounted for the poor conditions.

Aurketzu suggested we use the time to plot.

“Tier 3 of viceroy opens many doors. The sooner we reach it, the more efficient our training will become.”

I let her continue. The effort I needed to expend to trudge through the muck made me too tired to talk, even within my mind.

“Tier 3 should offer abilities that reward obedient subjects. This is when my empire began.”

Earlier in the day, I had the passing thought of picking up Mind Armor to keep Aurketzu from my thoughts. Was that why she was suddenly selling me on a future choice? Or was I being paranoid?

“Invia could become a powerful pet.”

“We already agreed that training would be important. When it won’t get us killed, we can dig up enough evidence to remove any doubt of Valice’s guilt. The Capital will take care of the rest.”

“Wasteful.”

“It’s efficient and keeps me out of a direct conflict.”

“To destroy an enemy is to waste their potential.”

“I don’t follow.”

“If you salt the earth you conquer, you cannot use it to grow more crops. The less your conquest destroys, the more you gain.”

Turn Valice to my side? No, Aurketzu’s ambitions were greater than that. She meant for me to turn Valice and her minions, to acquire them like resources. Accomplishing that sounded monumentally more difficult than proving she was evil. I would need an incredible amount of power or leverage–or were those ultimately the same?–to convince any enemy to follow my command. Killing them outright would be much easier, not that I had the ability to accomplish that either.

“Trust. Trust.”

Time passed quickly with Aurketzu’s whispering. Invia had avoided me the entire day, leaving me to the voice in my head.

By the time we finished setting up camp, most of it was camouflaged beneath a thin layer of snow. Invia and I drew first watch, but she insisted that we not share a post. The retired soldier who partnered with me slept for most of the shift and had little interest in talking, which was probably for the best. The less we interacted with other members of the caravan, the less likely one of them was to recall our faces when they left us behind in Lopav and returned to Borja.

Hiding out for three months or more would be pointless if our enemies were waiting for us when the pass cleared. Anonymity was our best source of protection.

I returned to my tent at the conclusion of my shift, noting that despite her anger with me, Invia had still set up camp nearby, close enough that we could talk to one another through the fabric if we wanted. Not that we did or would.

Some time later, movement outside my tent disturbed me from my meditation. I counted three figures approaching, and they passed without pause, stepping carefully to avoid detection. The outline of a knife flickered like a phantasm, appearing in the campfire light and disappearing just as quickly.

I gently lifted my tent flap to peek. Three men surrounded Invia’s tent. They crouched as if they were about to pounce.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I yelled as loudly as I could.

They jumped at the sudden thunder of my voice and scattered. Someone across camp answered back that I should be quiet, but that was the end of the conflict. My property was safe again.

Satisfied, I returned to meditating.

***

Lopav was larger than I expected. By the way most people in Borja talked about the mountain town, I thought it would be little more than a huddle of shacks.

The town was small, sure, but they had two inns, a tavern, a general store, a blacksmith, a library, and a few guild halls. Most buildings were constructed from mountain stone and had timber roofs. A wooden palisade protected those structures and a smattering of homes and cabins. I could picture it being the kind of community where every citizen knew each other and rumors did five laps around town before lunch.

Unlike the dungeon in Borja, the dungeon entrance in Lopav was outside of town. Difficult winters were common, trapping people in their homes for days at a time. With a little preparation, that amount of snow was not a danger to the townspeople. It did, however, prevent adventurers from clearing the dungeon. Lizardmen didn’t waste the reprieve, making a dungeon break a perpetual possibility.

When that happened, walls were there to protect the town. From what I understood, Lopav hadn’t experienced a dungeon surge in years.

The caravan worked quickly to unload its cargo and repacked the wagons in haste, loading dungeon loot alongside animal skins, preserved meat, and herbs that grew exclusively in these mountains. The merchants in charge would stay the night and depart immediately in the morning, adding several new passengers who wanted to leave town before they couldn’t.

Invia and I collected our pay–a pouch of silver pieces for each of us–and made our way to the Northern Rangers guild hall. As far as Invia knew, I had called in a favor with an old friend to get help from a guild in Lopav. She knew nothing of the Thieves’ Guild involvement or that this was another one of their fronts.

“Thank you,” Invia said, breaking a long silence as we crunched through the snow.

“What’s that?”

“Last night. I saw them run when you yelled.”

“It’s fine.”

“When I have the power of my family, men like that will die slowly.”

“Press. Press.”

“So let’s get stronger.”

For the first time, Invia looked motivated to work alongside me.

The Northern Rangers guild hall was a hunting lodge. The thick wooden door swung into a room that resembled a private social club. It had the resources of a tavern, but the furniture was less about serving as many customers as possible and more about providing a comfortable space for members to enjoy. A few tables, several reading chairs, a couch, a healthy fire–this front was far more inviting than the Dungeon Brawlers guild hall in Borja.

A portly man with dark skin and a curly beard reclined on the couch, reading a book when we entered. He set his book on his chest to address us. “New faces? At this time of year?”

“We’re wintering here,” I answered.

“There’s usually eight or nine of you spending the off-season grinding in peace.”

“How many this year?”

“Two now.” The man stood, and we followed him to the bar counter. “Are you members, or are you here for the season?”

I handed him the contracts Flint had given us in Borja. He read the papers and then glanced back and forth between us and what he was reading. “Huh. You came from Borja?”

“Yes.”

“I see. It’s not often we host a prospect of the Dungeon Brawlers. I’m Mirko. Give me a minute, and I’ll get you squared away.”

Mirko ducked into the backroom and returned moments later with an armful of linens and two keyrings dangling from his pointer finger. He dropped the items on the counter and then ducked behind it, opening a cabinet and rifling through drawers. He popped back up, adding two circular medallions to the pile.

“There’s a bunkhouse out back. You’re the only tenants, so you’ll need to start a fire. I’ll keep it going during the day, but overnight is up to you. Firewood is near the door. Can’t miss it. Got you some blankets, and these medallions will give you access to the dungeon for the season.”

“You’re just giving us season access?” Invia asked, shocked because a season pass in Borja would cost a small fortune.

Mirko chuckled. “It’s not charity,” he assured her. “We take all of your dungeon earnings until you’ve paid off the pass, then we get 10 percent for covering your food, lodging, and basic supplies.”

Excited to drop our bags, we moved for the door.

“Hansen,” Mirko called. “Once you get settled, if you wanted to take your entrance exam for the Dungeon Brawlers with us, you can. Reciprocal membership agreement.”

I thanked him, understanding his meaning. Joining the Thieves’ Guild was a touch reckless. Their politics and priorities were a mystery to me, and I wasn’t sure how I could hope to qualify. My classes didn’t come close to being substitutes for staple rogue abilities like stealth and lockpicking. Despite diving without knowing the waters, or even if I could swim in those waters, I had few alternatives otherwise.

Podni was the closest I had come to a true ally. It wasn’t much, but it’s what I had.

I wondered for a moment how she had resolved our hostage problem. Odds were, however, that I’d never answer that question, so I turned my attention to starting the fire.

Frost lined the windows of the bunkhouse, and the door stuck in its frame, bits of ice scattering when we yanked it open. Eight bunk beds lined the middle of the interior, and each end of the bunkhouse had its own wood-fired stove and bathroom. Invia sat on a bunk while I started a fire in one stove and then the other.

A warm bath and a soft bed called to my cold body, but I had spent the last three days trying to guess what my future might hold. I wanted new information as soon as possible.

Mirko was already back on the couch, reading his book. He acknowledged my entry but didn’t bother getting up.

“Find the bunkhouse okay?” he asked.

“Yes, thank you. Is it too early to talk membership?”

“I suppose not.” He closed the book and sat up. “I take it you know this isn’t the normal process.”

I nodded.

“I don’t need to know the circumstances. Your papers called for an exception, backed by a senior member.” When I raised an eyebrow to show I was confused about how he knew that, the explanation was simple. “Code in the contract. I’m sure I’ll learn more when the snow clears, but in the meantime, you are a candidate.”

“What happens next?”

“You’ll do three jobs. Two of those will be here in Lopav. The third with a senior member elsewhere. We’ll cover those details if you get through the first two.”

“You should know that I don’t have a rogue class.”

Mirko looked amused. “Some of the most successful thieves our world has ever known made their fortunes from the comfort of a desk. Get the job done. It’s your problem and your business how you do it.”

From a proud guardsman to a Thieves’ Guild candidate hiding under an assumed name, I had fallen far from the ideals I held mere weeks ago. I had to remind myself that this situation wasn’t my choice and that the sacrifices I made were in service of finding my father.

When my first job was ready, Mirko would let me know. In the meantime, I could focus on training. I slipped back into the bunkhouse, pleased to be greeted by a wave of warmth. The fires had worked quickly.

Invia had claimed a bunk, the faint sound of running water telling me she had also claimed one of the bathrooms and run a bath. The enchantments that made that possible weren't cheap and were likely meant as a perk for members. I knocked on the door, feeling steamy air escaping from the gap beneath.

“What?” Invia yelled.

“Are you okay?”

“Don’t come in here.”

I laughed. “I wasn’t going to.”

She paused, shifting waters and gentle splashes filling the silence. “I’m fine,” she said, eventually.

“I’d like to get started early. Stock up and start to learn the first floor.”

“Okay.”

“We must train.”

“Hey,” I called through the door. “One more thing.”

“Yes?” She sounded annoyed.

“Touch yourself.”

“Fuck off,” she scoffed.

I stayed by the door. Water from the tub splashed to the floor.

+10 Will Points.

A small victory, but a victory nonetheless. I went to my side of the bunkhouse to run my own bath.


Chapter 10

Invia wore her black leather armor with scalemail reinforcements, high-quality gear for a tier 6 Barbarian, an advantage of coming from nobility. She wore the same armor when she murdered me, and it still fit her tall, athletic body with a tantalizing tightness. Though it protected her in battle and showed little skin, all I could think about when she walked in front of me was what she would look like without the armor.

Unlike Invia, I did not have a flawlessly maintained suit of gear. The one suit of armor I owned got shredded by skeleton knights, and my shield wasn’t worth trying to repair. Before we could begin training, I needed to go shopping.

The only shop in Lopav crammed the specialties of several professions into one building. Weapons, armor, rations, potions, medicinal herbs, survival supplies, camping gear, and field guides shared shelf space with the kinds of items non-adventurers might need, from groceries to farming hardware.

The building was larger than a single specialty shop might be in a more populated town, but not by much. The essentials were here at the expense of variety. Picky adventurers would be wise to stock their preferred items before coming to Lopav.

While I browsed the armor, Invia went looking for warmer outerwear.

“Can I help you find anything?” A lady shopkeeper rounded the corner, her arms full of canned goods to restock the shelves.

She had a cute pixie cut. Youth had left her body, replaced by refined beauty. Her skin still looked creamy soft. Experience added a quality of elegant toughness to it, subtle wrinkles enhancing her smile. A thick wool sweater hid her figure somewhat, but no sweater could hide her impressive chest. And even thick winter pants couldn’t hide the butt she forged from carrying heavy boxes up and down shop stairs for years.

She was older than me, by a decade or even two, but no sane male would call her old.

“She barely speaks, and yet you seem ready to bend.”

“I need some armor and a shield,” I said, ignoring Aurketzu. “Something warm but not too heavy, if you have it.”

The shopkeeper thought for a moment and then spun on her heel, leading me to her recommendation. “Kobolds and lizardmen have an affinity for spears and arrows, so a lot of adventurers opt for at least partial platemail. Leather is okay for scratches and dull blades, but even a kobold arrow will go through it.”

“I’m just a fighter. Nothing fancy.”

“Sword and shield?”

I nodded.

“For versatility and cost-effectiveness, I recommend this leather suit with these plate pieces.”

She handed me a leather gorget, tunic, greaves, and sleeves. Then she pointed to a set of plate mail pauldrons with shield arm reinforcement, extending protection down to a vambrace and a gauntlet. Next, she suggested I also add a half-plate to guard my chest and ribs while a layer of chainmail draped over my stomach to compromise protection with mobility. Lastly, she recommended plate reinforcement for my knees and shins.

Her casual confidence left little doubt about her expertise. Before I could ask, she pointed out where I could find shields as well as clothing and outerwear suited for a frigid dungeon crawl.

I expected to spend a few hours selecting equipment. Instead, I had several gold pieces of dungeon gear stacked at the register in minutes.

“I take it you’re staying for the offseason?” the shopkeeper asked as she tabulated my total.

“That’s correct. Any tips?”

“I’m not an adventurer, but I often hear that the ice demons give newcomers the most trouble. One of their abilities coats an area in ice that only affects their enemies. A few low-level kobolds can be pretty nasty if you can’t find your footing.”

“I don’t think I’ll get deep enough to see ice demons.”

She wrote up a receipt for my purchase. “Then you should be fine. It’s also looking like a particularly slow winter. Sometimes folks used to the dungeons in larger cities pull more than they can handle. In a busy dungeon, you might never have to worry about getting surrounded. In our dungeon, there won’t be multiple parties nearby to provide backup.”

“You’re amazing.”

“You’re sweet,” she said, smiling warmly. “Be careful down there.” When she pushed my stack of new gear toward me, her arms slipped beneath her breasts, highlighting their volume even more as she leaned across the counter.

I changed at the shop, and Aurketzu scolded me as Invia and I headed toward the edge of town.

“We must train, yet you ignore opportunities to express your will.”

“Are we partners?” I asked in my mind.

After a long pause, she answered, “Yes.”

“Then let me work.”

Lopav had two town gates. We came through the main gate when we arrived with the caravan. The dungeon gate was smaller and on the other side of town. It only saw traffic from adventurers heading to the dungeon or from hunters venturing beyond the Lopav palisade for game.

A single guard stood by a small fire pit at the dungeon gate. A brief glance at our medallions was enough inspection for him, so we continued on to the dungeon, following a worn dirt path down a steep embankment. With only light snow, it was treacherous. When true winter arrived, getting to the dungeon would actually be dangerous.

The dungeon entrance was the mouth of a cave, large enough for a unit of soldiers five-wide to march through without issue. Looking back at the trail we followed, it seemed like the cave could be easily overlooked. From above, it was just another clump of rocks among many. Living in Borja made the idea of an undiscovered dungeon sound ridiculous, but seeing this dungeon started to change my mind. Maybe I'd discover a dungeon as part of my rise to master viceroy.

As the stronger of the two of us, Invia took the lead, armed with a short sword and a small round shield with a diameter equal to the length of her forearm, prioritizing mobility over reach and coverage to account for the narrow passages we were likely to encounter.

My new shield was larger, its kite shape extending down to just below my knee. The shopkeeper’s mention of arrows made a larger surface area more appealing to me, and the shape would hopefully help defend against kobold spears as well.

I didn’t know much about adventuring, and I had never fought a kobold before, but I had heard many stories about small monsters like kobolds and goblins taking down overconfident adventurers. Their stature was a disadvantage, yes, but their height made them awkward to fight. A round shield prioritized defending your upper body, the primary target for attacks from other humans.

Kobolds, on the other hand, attacked low. A shield meant to block blows to your chest had a great deal of distance to travel to effectively block a strike to your knee.

Both of us had invested in thick wool clothing to wear beneath our armor. Fancy adventurers would have an amulet or ring of Bonfire to stay perpetually warm, but that was way out of my price range. I picked up a jacket lined with sheepskin that was loose enough to drape over my plate mail pauldrons and chestplate. After seeing a scimitar split my shoulder like a knife cutting steak, the pauldrons were an easy choice. I opted against the additional arm protection because I wasn’t prepared to spend that much money.

Invia chose a fur vest instead of a long jacket. She worried a jacket would snag in battle. For me, that meant that her butt and thighs in her leather armor were always out for me to appreciate.

Inside the cave, Invia lit a torch, which she carried in her shield hand. The Borja dungeon was filled with ever-burning sconces. I knew that not every dungeon was naturally lit, but when the daylight disappeared behind us, I realized just how dangerous darkness could be.

Something standing in the shadow cast by a lone torch would be nearly invisible.

According to the guides, this first floor was mostly natural caves, filled with kobolds enslaved by lizardmen. On this floor, they were the first line of defense for their lizardmen masters below, but we were likely to encounter kobold slaves on every floor. They were the primary workforce.

The second floor was a guarded lizardman settlement, with the third floor housing lizardman royalty and other higher-ranking members of their kind. There were three more floors after that, but I suspected we would be lucky to get halfway through the third floor before the snow melted, if that.

We assumed the largest tunnel was the main thoroughfare for the dungeon and followed it first to begin orienting ourselves to the layout. Smaller passageways split off at dozens of different points, but after listening for signs that a creature hiding in one of those passageways might attack us from behind, we continued onward.

After ten minutes of hiking, the cave opened and split in four new directions. At least two of those new routes looked like they had seen a great deal of foot traffic from adventurers and monsters alike. We picked one of those two at random.

The tunnel we chose emptied onto a ledge that snaked alongside a jagged cavern wall. How high the ledge was we couldn’t say, but the light from our torches didn’t reach the bottom, nor did it reach the wall beyond the void.

With a rock face to our right and empty darkness to our left, we continued, stepping carefully to not fall to our deaths.

The stone in this part of the cave, I noticed, was oddly porous, the rock face dotted with thousands of tiny holes. Even more strange, the concentration of porous stone ran in a near-perfect band, parallel with the path beneath our feet. I realized too late that the stone was not naturally porous and that we had actually walked into a trap.

Dozens of small arrows flew from somewhere across the pit, bouncing off of us and the cave.

“Can you see them?” Invia shouted.

“No! Can you?”

“We need to find cover!”

Retreating seemed risky. The ledge was precariously narrow, making a full rotation in full gear a tight maneuver, and we certainly didn’t have time to swap our shields to protect our exposed profiles if we reversed course. I wished we had a ranged fighter or a caster in our party.

Invia moved as quickly as she dared, and most of the arrows bounced harmlessly off of our armor. A few embedded themselves into leather, proving the sharpness of their points. If one of these arrows found flesh, it would surely pierce deep. If we didn’t get to cover, the small arrows would find their marks, eventually.

Ahead, we spotted our first kobold. Like oversized gray geckos covered in barbs, most kobolds were a little taller than my waist and had thick, muscular physiques.

This particular kobold wielded a spear the length of my arm and a broken plank of wood as a shield. It jabbed at Invia, working to halt her advance, but it restrained its attack otherwise. The evil reptile didn’t need to score the kill. He just needed to keep us on the ledge long enough for the archers to bring us down.

Invia cut the kobold in half before I could activate Sense Weakness to analyze it.

I paused to scoop up the mana crystal from the kill, but the kobold didn’t dissolve into black sand. The bisected remains lie as Invia had left them. Having no time to consider the confusing shift in dungeon logic, I continued to follow my companion. The ledge entered another enclosed tunnel and banked sharply, bending in the same general direction as where the arrows had first originated.

Two more spearmen blocked our path, and arrows flew over their heads, fired by unseen kobold archers positioned behind them. With a front kick, Invia knocked one backward and beheaded the second with a tight slash. She finished the other with a stomp, the sound reminding me of smashing an egg.

Before he was ground to paste, Sense Weakness reported that kobolds were vulnerable to their hearts and heads. That wasn’t surprising given that they were living creatures, but my ability highlighted the lower sides of their skulls, suggesting that they adapted to defend against overhead strikes.

The arrows came again. The area behind the now dead spearmen opened into a wider cavern as we advanced, trying to track the source of the attacks without taking a kobold arrow to the eye.

A chorus of hisses approached our flank. A pack of kobolds wielding only spears charged, the tiny points of their weapons leading the way. Invia forced them to hesitate with a wide sweeping slash as I stepped to her side to put myself between her and the archers. As the member with the largest shield, it seemed wise.

Invia sucked her stomach in to dodge a kobold lunging out of the pack to strike. She countered immediately, sinking her blade into the kobold’s skull. When two closed the distance to attack me, I parried their spears with a low arc and brought my sword back across to counter. One monster shrieked as maroon blood sprayed out of its mangled arm. I chopped at the beast again to finish it off.

An arrow struck me from behind, my armor stopping all but the very tip of the arrowhead, which scraped back and forth across my shoulder blade to carve dozens of small, shallow scratches as the fight continued. The wounds would never kill me, but the quick stings of pain were distracting.

The second kobold fell sideways when my sword struck its shoulder, and I followed Invia’s example by crushing it with my heel.

While I wasn’t looking, Invia had killed three more. The ease with which she cut down kobolds was like a farmer threshing wheat. Meanwhile, I needed at least two direct blows to get a kill. Kobolds were small but strong targets who flickered in and out of shadows. I was not skilled enough to time or aim my strikes precisely enough to get the most of my Finesse ability.

A dagger carved from ice struck my shield, the sudden force taking me by surprise. I stumbled, hearing the growing hiss of more soldiers approaching from the same direction as the spell and archer fire.

“Shaman!” Invia called.

The cavern echoed with the haunting cracks of water rapidly freezing. Before I could identify the source, a spearhead pierced me from behind, embedding into my hip. The frozen corpse of a kobold dragging the remains of its flattened head pulled its spear back to prepare another thrust.

“The shaman is some kind of necromancer!” I shouted. “Invia! Behind you!”

Two icy kobold corpses leapt at Invia with their claws outstretched. She knocked one aside with her shield, but the other bit into her sword arm. She shook. When the creature didn’t come loose, Invia roared, her carefully made-up face contorting into a feral snarl. The air around her shifted like hot air on stone in the depth of a blazing summer. As her skin began to glow, I was suddenly filled with the feeling of being dangerously close to a predator.

Invia struck her forearm against her own chest to crunch the reanimated kobold that refused to release its bite. A few powerful strides later, she vaulted up to where the archers were shooting down on us. She punted the first across the cave and turned to face the other two. Several frozen daggers pelted her. They didn’t pierce her armor or slow her down. The force of the one that hit my shield would leave me sore for the next few days, yet Invia pressed on unhindered, hacking through the archers before they could nock their arrows.

Three once-dead kobolds closed in on me with their spears. My size and reach protected me, but though they weren’t terribly difficult to kill, I was very aware of how quickly their numbers could get the best of me.

Invia’s warcry echoed through the cave, and a blade struck stone with great force. The frozen reanimated kobolds rising to surround me shattered like glass, the shards turning to black sand before disappearing and leaving behind mana crystals.

The clamor of combat ceased, replaced only by Invia’s hard breathing and the sound of my heart beating into my ears. She stood in place across the cave, her back to me. I guessed that she had triggered her Berserk ability, a staple of the Barbarian class, and I didn’t want to step into melee range while the rage was still in effect. I probably would have been fine, but probably wasn’t enough reassurance for me to act anything but cautiously.

While she came down, I tried to process the battle, the thousands of microscopic life-and-death decisions made without thought in the moment now replaying in my mind.

Unlike the skeletons I was used to fighting, kobolds were organized and fought to their strengths. Small creatures had an edge in small spaces, and dark vision was a clear advantage over low-level humans. This was their home, and their intimate familiarity with it was a weapon they wielded well.

Already we had seen them prepare ambushes, capitalize on terrain and positioning, and coordinate multi-phase group attacks. If we encountered lizardmen, many of whom were larger than humans and significantly stronger, we would lose. Handily.

“Why was a shaman here?” Invia asked, her panting subsiding as she rejoined me. “There wasn’t supposed to be.”

Invia had done her research. For some reason, that surprised me, but it was good to know my party took training seriously. “Not supposed to be. Should have been a kobold captain at the most. Shamans start to appear on the second floor.”

“And elemental magic?”

“I never saw that anywhere in the guides.”

“Me neither,” Invia said, still deep in thought.

Esita, Invia’s sister, was with me when the enhanced spawn nearly killed me in Borja. Invia surely heard every detail of that encounter, and now she had just experienced an unusual battle for herself. Perhaps we would find an entry buried in the archives that the shamans were an extremely rare spawn, but I doubted it.

I spoke to Aurketzu in my mind. “Your thoughts?”

“Unchanged. In my world, the influence of a Dungeon Lord would be the cause.”

We still hadn’t found a way to confirm if Aurketzu and I shared a home world. Her trip back out of the void was improvised, as I imagined an escape from the underworld would have to be. She had doubts about her aim as there were apparently thousands of other worlds funneling into the same hell. Furthermore, we had no idea how long she had been dead. I didn’t have much knowledge of worldwide mechanics, but according to Aurketzu, several million years could radically morph simple geography to the point that the planet would be unrecognizable.

Unfortunately, the appearance of a Dungeon Lord was our only viable explanation. It raised the question as to why no one else had ever heard of a Dungeon Lord since their power and influence were clearly immense. Dungeon Lords could be one of many long-extinct creatures that modern adventurers saw no reason to study. I needed to do more research.

I summoned my character sheet.

Level: 3

Class: Viceroy, Tier 2 (96/200)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 2 (174/200)

Alignment: Neutral Good

Strength 5

Dexterity 3

Constitution 4

Intelligence 4

Wisdom 3

Charisma 2

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1

The kobold spearmen and archers were worth less experience than skeletons in Borja, but the shaman made up for the difference. 32 experience points in a single encounter wasn’t bad. For me, at least. Invia had to reach 1600 experience for her next level instead of my 200.

I expected her to complain. Instead, she said, “That was a waste of a Berserk ability. I panicked when the spells started to fly.”

“Better to be safe,” I said.

Invia nodded, her breathing returning to normal.

We debated our next move and ultimately decided to press onward, but our first encounter made us far more cautious. Kobolds never traveled alone, and they had the patience to lie in wait. Despite that discipline, their creativity was limited. Every battle started with an ambush, so if we stayed alert for shifts in terrain and tunnel chokepoints, we could have our guard up before the first arrow flew.

We fought two more groups of kobolds, each led by a shaman wielding a strange version of ice magic, the battles playing out much like the first. By the time we left the dungeon that evening, we were covered in bruises and small cuts from arrows and spears. Most of it was superficial, the worst attack being the spear I took to the hip in the first ambush. It hindered my movement somewhat, but my real fear was some kind of infection.

More importantly, I saw an alert partway through our third ambush.

Fighter class has advanced to Tier 3.

Character level has advanced to 4.

New abilities and status points to allocate.

I couldn’t wait to meditate and level up.



We returned to the Northern Rangers bunkhouse after dark. Mirko had threatened not to tend the bunkhouse fires in the evenings, yet we arrived to a warm shelter. The lamps in the main guild hall were lit, so after dumping our gear, we stopped in to make our daily deposit of mana crystals, per the deal for our dungeon passes.

“Are you hungry?” he asked as we shut the door to keep out the winter air.

Invia was. Very much so. I was fine, but I mimicked her ravenous response. He disappeared to the back and returned, followed by the unmistakable aroma of meat grilling over a fire. While our meals cooked, he reviewed our haul. At first, he seemed fairly disinterested in the task, having probably repeated this exercise countless times with other adventurers. His demeanor changed when he came to the mana crystals we looted from the shamans.

Where the other kobolds dropped mana crystals barely as large as the jewel in a very humble engagement ring, the shamans dropped crystals the size of fat peas. In terms of value, these were worth 10 to 20 times more.

“Where did you get these?” Mirko asked, holding a shaman crystal up to the light.

“Kobold shamans,” I answered.

“On the first floor?”

“Yes. We thought that was strange.”

“If I weren’t holding the evidence, I’d say you were lying.”

I waited for him to continue, but Mirko was enraptured with the crystals.

“How about shamans wielding ice magic?” I asked.

We described the tactics we encountered and detailed the spells we saw, like the ice daggers and the reanimation magic that brought dead kobolds back into the fight. Each detail left Mirko more dumbfounded than the last. Spawn patterns might shift or vary from day to day, but their overall structure was fixed, or supposed to be.

When Mirko delivered our food, venison steaks with rice and potatoes, Invia ate quickly and excused herself to wash up. I didn’t need the food, but I ate it all the same. Mirko seemed to take great pride in his ability to grill a steak, and cooking for us at all was far more than I would have ever expected from a host under these circumstances.

As he cleared the plates, insisting that it was no bother to do it himself, he said, “I started working on that job we talked about. Should have something by the end of the week.”

Eventually, Mirko also excused himself for the night, leaving me alone with my journal. I lingered in the guild hall, sketching out the scenarios we encountered that day, doing my best to recreate the terrain and the enemy positions in my mind. Eventually, we would know the first floor as well as the kobolds and would be able to predict their battle tactics at every turn.

With my thoughts from the day down on paper, I closed my eyes to meditate, letting the soothing sounds of the hearthfire lull me into a relaxed state of emptiness.

I felt my exhaustion begin to fade and summoned my character sheet.

Level: 4

Class: Viceroy, Tier 2 (96/200)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 3 (34/400) (New Ability Available)

Alignment: Neutral Good

Strength 5

Dexterity 3

Constitution 4

Intelligence 4

Wisdom 3

Charisma 2

(3 unallocated status points)

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse

I opened my new abilities to review my options.

Improved Parry

Passive Ability

After a successful parry, gain a brief boost of speed for your next counterattack, provided that counterattack immediately follows the parry.

Improved Footing

Passive Ability

Improve your balance, making you less likely to lose your footing in battle or when traversing treacherous terrain.

Ghostly Feint

Active Ability

Cooldown: 2 Minutes

When this ability activates, your enemy has a chance to momentarily lose sight of your weapon, exposing them to a potential attack. Enemy’s ability to resist Ghostly Feint is dependent on their level and their intelligence.

I also had the options for Shield Bash and Shield Wall abilities leftover from my previous level-up selections.

When I asked Aurketzu for her opinion, she answered, “We are still vulnerable. We won’t achieve real power if we cannot survive our early challenges.”

Survivability, got it. Sounded good to me.

Ghostly Feint sounded the most interesting, yet I couldn’t get the memories of seemingly bottomless pits and chasms out of my mind. Again and again, the kobolds launched attacks that weaponized the terrain, making it one more threat for us to track in the chaos of battle. On several occasions, a simple trip could have ended in death.

Pragmatism won out, and I selected Improved Footing. Also being pragmatic, I put two points into strength and one into dexterity, hoping that would be enough of a damage boost that I could one-shot kobold spearmen the way Invia did.

When I finished, I reviewed my character sheet.

Level: 4

Class: Viceroy, Tier 2 (96/200)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 3 (34/400)

Alignment: Neutral Good

Strength 7

Dexterity 4

Constitution 4

Intelligence 4

Wisdom 3

Charisma 2

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse, Improved Footing

The leveling advantages of the viceroy class were already bearing fruit, but it was late in the night, much later than I knew. As I looped around the back of the guild hall to enter the bunkhouse, the first chirps of birds waking for the day greeted me. The sun had not yet started to rise, though I suspected it would at any moment. My meditation had stretched on longer than intended.

As I crept to my bathroom, moving quietly so as to not wake Invia, I felt a compulsion.

I activated Sense Weakness on Invia. I expected the ability to return typical human vulnerabilities, but instead I felt an unspoken understanding of a singular idea: Validation.

Invia’s weakness was validation? I could work with that.

“Yes, we can.”


Chapter 11

“Where are you going?” Invia asked from her bunk.

“Going to run a few errands,” I answered, standing at the bunkhouse door. “Meet me at the gate when you’re ready?”

She grumbled her agreement.

“Hey, uh. I don’t think I’ve said so, but you were pretty amazing yesterday.”

After a pause, she responded, “Really?”

“Yeah. See you in a bit.”

“The best servants take great joy in serving. You are learning.”

I suppose I was. The level-up was part of my growing feeling of taking control of my life. I had to admit, though, that bending the will of beautiful women was its own high, my mind often replaying Estia’s midnight worship or even smaller moments like watching Invia open her shirt at my command.

With those pleasant memories brightening my morning, I entered the item shop and began wandering the aisles for inspiration. The more I reflected on the previous day’s dungeon run, the more I saw all of our most difficult moments coming back to two problems:

1. Kobolds could see in the dark. We could not.

2. Dealing with ranged attacks, whether arrows or spells, was tough for a party composed of two melee classes.

I had heard of adventurers using an enchanted item to summon a permanent light source, a miniature sun that followed them forever just above their heads. What that was, how it worked, and how much it would cost me, I had no idea. Gear was pricey but worth the investment. Still, my stolen bankroll was rapidly depleting.

For the ranged problem, my best idea was to buy my own ranged weapon. Having one purely for the sake of being prepared seemed wise, yet I couldn’t part with the silver pieces to buy a bow, crossbow, or sling. No matter how I looked at the problem, I didn’t see myself swapping weapons mid-combat. In an environment like cave tunnels, even my ranged targets were not that far away.

“Need anything, sweetie?” the shopkeeper poked her head around a shelf to greet me.

She wore a different sweater today. This one was a loose knit with a wide collar that sometimes exposed a shoulder as she moved and was quick to sag low enough to expose the hints of her fantastically firm chest. She had the faint glisten of a busy morning restocking, dampness at the edge of her pixie-cut hair and the base of her neck.

When I gathered my wits, I explained my dilemma. Shopkeepers often ended up being secondhand dungeon experts, collecting tips and tricks from hundreds of adventurers a year. With any luck, she would have a potential solution.

“We should have a mage light or two in stock. For your other problem, I’ve seen a few parties use smoke bombs as a defense tactic… You’re already using a shield…” She crossed her arms to think, pushing her breasts up and forward.

“Can I see the mage lights?”

I followed her butt to the front counter.

“Ah, you wish to defile a mother.”

Aurketzu’s tone betrayed a deep hunger I hid even from myself. I tried to ignore her voice and the hunger.

The shopkeeper set a bracelet on the counter, a simple iron band engraved in arcane runes. Tap it to activate. Tap it to deactivate. Feed it a mana crystal if it dies. The function was simple, and the utility was obvious. Torches could be dropped, and fierce combat made them inconsistent light sources. This was so much better.

“This one is two gold.”

Damn. That would wipe me out. “Anyway you could work with me on that? I’m here for the winter, so I could pay it off over time or help around the shop.”

While she thought on the question, I had an idea. I activated Sense Weakness and targeted the shopkeeper. An understanding formed in my mind: Loneliness.

“Press.”

“What if I worked an overnight shift or two?” I proposed. “Leave me a list, and I’ll have it done for you by morning.”

“You could manage that schedule and do dungeon runs?”

“I’ll worry about that.”

“Alright. Come by tonight, and we’ll see how it goes.”

+1 Will Point.

“You are not training enough. Press. Press.”

Ignoring Aurketzu, I promised to return that night for my first shift.

On my way to the gate to meet Invia, I passed the town library and made a mental note to check their collection on ancient sorceress history. My hopes were low. At best, I might learn more about the Lopav dungeon. The winter would be long, even longer for someone who doesn’t sleep, so I might as well study as much as I can.

Invia greeted me with a yawn, following me out of town and down the trail to the dungeon.

We retraced our route from the day before, already finding the battles to be fairly predictable, enabling us to cover the same distance in much less time. We wouldn’t get to explore more of the dungeon, but that was a worthwhile sacrifice for safe, efficient training.

After our third group of kobolds–each backed by a shaman with ice magic–we crossed paths with another adventuring party with a unique composition.

Two monk classes, a twin brother and sister, formed their frontline. They were supported by two clerics, a man and a woman. The male cleric was significantly older than the rest of the party and wore well-used gear. Beneath the scratches and scuffs, his suit of armor was mastercrafted and perfectly fitted. The rapier in his hand emanated the subtle glow of an enchantment.

“This one is beyond our abilities. Step lightly.”

Hearing Aurketzu sharing my concern brought little comfort. This cleric was a seasoned adventurer escorting a much younger, very green group. He was likely beyond level 20 and would have to go down to the fourth floor to find a battle worth his effort. With a word, he could banish my soul with Turn Undead, and in my fear I stayed silent as if that somehow would better disguise my nature. If he used an ability to sense undead, I was doomed.

The party was resting, passing rations and water between each other before they returned to crawling. The old cleric was talkative, happy to tell us that his younger companions were his children. They planned to stay the winter in Lopav as a sort of family training retreat.

Trapped in a small town with a couple clerics for all of winter–Fantastic.

When Invia revealed we were from Borja, I winced. I didn’t suspect a cleric and father of three to be part of a slavery ring, but we still needed to be discreet. The old cleric lit up at the name.

“Borja? Really? I haven’t been there since I was young.”

“Where do you live now?” Invia asked.

“We have an estate outside the Capital. My wife and I, we always wanted to retire there and got our wish. It’s time for the next generation to take over.”

“That does sound lovely.”

“Well,” the old cleric said after realizing his children were bored, “Our outing continues. We’re staying at the Great Pine Inn if you two lovebirds want to share a meal and some stories. We’ll have all winter.”

Invia didn’t appreciate being called lovebirds, but to her credit, she held her tongue.

“We must avoid any interaction with the clerics.”

I knew that already. How to accomplish that in a town as small as Lopav–that I didn’t know.

The rest of the crawl went smoothly. Our familiarity with kobolds, as fresh as it was, improved rapidly, making each fight a little easier than the last. Not every encounter went perfectly, though. Between Invia and myself, we took our share of arrows and ice daggers.

In one case, the shaman of the group was hiding on a ledge above our entry point. We advanced forward to fight the kobolds we could see, unknowingly putting our backs to the caster. My neck would be sore for several days after that blow.

And it was the accumulation of those minor injuries that ultimately led to us leaving early. I had hoped to clear at least 10 kobold groups that day, but we left our count at 7 when my hip began to randomly lock up from the damage it had taken.

That hip had absorbed a kobold spearhead the day before. It hadn’t felt serious enough to take a day off at first. After several kobold skirmishes, though, whatever part of me that was holding back the agony was too tired to continue. I needed a break.

We returned to the Northern Rangers guild hall in time for dinner. After dropping the mana crystal haul with Mirko, I excused myself to bathe. Invia happily stayed behind to eat while I went to the bunkhouse. I probably couldn’t skip meals often without arousing suspicion, but I found myself hating the charade. The undead don’t eat, and pretending to do so was a waste of time that could have been spent being productive.

Again, I found my own thoughts echoing the reasoning of a lich.

As the warm bathwater pulled dungeon filth from my skin, I tried to imagine how my first night shift at the shop would go.



“I didn’t expect you to show up,” the shopkeeper said when I found her at the counter. I was pleased to see her wearing the same sweater from before. “I wouldn’t blame you for not wanting to stock shelves after a day in the dungeon.”

“I’m a motivated adventurer.”

She formally introduced herself as Itaa, leaning over the counter as she spoke, the motion pulling her loose sweater forward, letting me see straight down her shirt. Her breasts hung like fruit begging to be picked. Part of me hoped the moment was intentional because she caught me looking. She didn’t call it out, though. She just smiled and kept talking.

My assignment for the night was to unpack her latest delivery. The last shipment of the year was a big restock meant to last her through the winter. She had already packed away any of the items that needed the cool air of the cellar for long-term storage, like dried meats, some canned goods, and medicinal herbs. Itaa couldn’t bring herself to do the rest and had been putting it off.

The process was simple. Open a crate, check its contents against the manifest, note any discrepancies, and then put the contents in their proper places. For most items, that meant taking some out to the front to refill a dwindling supply while the rest stayed in the back.

At first, Itaa had intended to leave me to my work, heading to her upstairs apartment to sleep for the night. When she saw me begin, however, she couldn’t help herself. She unpacked the crates alongside me, assuring me it was because she wanted to be present for my first day, like a good boss. From having used Sense Weakness on her earlier that day, I suspected she appreciated the company.

We spent the next few hours meandering through small talk. Once Itaa began to speak, all she needed to continue speaking was the occasional follow-up question or interested reaction. When her breasts kept accidentally brushing against my arm–and once across the back of my neck when I sat to review some paperwork–I began to suspect she very much enjoyed my company.

“Move gently with this one.”

Aurketzu never advised me to move slowly, ever. “Are you serious?” I asked her in my mind.

“Different solutions for different puzzles. Trust.”

As we approached the early morning hours, my hip seized like a rabid dog biting a piece of meat. The pain was tolerable, but the sudden tension caused me to stumble, nearly dropping an armful of short swords.

“Are you okay?” Itaa asked.

“Yes, sorry. Got stabbed by a kobold and haven’t healed. It’s nothing.”

“It looks like something by how you’re moving.”

“It will pass.”

“Nonsense. Wait there.” Itaa ducked under the counter and emerged with a tin. “This will keep the infection away and help the wound heal.”

I held my hand out, happy to accept free medicine. When she didn’t hand me the tin, I was confused.

“Let me see it,” she said. “I can apply it. A little goes a long way, and we don’t have much.”

My thumb hooked the inside of my pants and pulled down to expose my hip. My pants stayed up but gave her a peek of my thigh. She knelt to get eye level with the wound, looping one hand behind my leg to hold me in place while the other softly applied the cool salve. When she looked up at me from her knees, I felt a surge of desire, imagining her mouth around me. She glanced away quickly.

She finished applying the medicine. As she removed the hand holding my thigh, her fingers grazed ever so softly across the tip of my manhood, so lightly that it could have been an accident.

“We got enough done for the night,” Itaa said. “Four more shifts, and you’ll have earned the mage light fair and square. See you tomorrow?”

I said sure and left her to lock up. From the street, I saw a light in her upstairs apartment come on.

“She’ll be thinking of you.”

“Stop it.”

The winter air did little to drown the fire Itaa had lit within me. It raged like a prisoner pounding on the walls of their cell, growing angrier for every minute they were not let free.

When I entered the bunkhouse, Invia was asleep. Either she or Mirko had tended to the fire on my side of the building in my absence, and the heat of two fires was almost too warm. I saw that Invia slept on her stomach and had kicked a leg out from under her blanket to cool herself.

Her long leg looked like silk in the moonlight, her slender but fit form beginning at her toes with pink nail polish, a dash of playful color to go with her graceful arch, like the foot of a warrior angel flying into battle. Her calf had the high shape of a sprinter–likely an effect from her barbarian class–and rolled gently into the bend of her knee. I knew that skin was especially sensitive, and it called to me, like I needed to sink my teeth into that delicate flesh.

The muscles in her well-trained thigh shaped an elegant line up the side of her leg, hinting at the power beneath the skin, drawing the eye to her hip and ass. Her blanket left the crease of her round butt cheek plainly visible but hid everything else. She wasn't wearing panties, so paradise felt unfairly close.

I wanted to yank the blanket off of her and force myself on her. Instead, I went to my bathroom and jerked off.


Chapter 12

True winter had arrived.

At sunrise, we stepped out of the bunkhouse and into a snowstorm. Nearly up to our knees, we trudged across town to the dungeon gate, the snowfall retracting our world to a few yards in front of us. Anything beyond that was hidden behind the static of thick snow.

The path down to the dungeon entrance was treacherous. Somewhere beneath our feet was a trail that had once been mud. That mud was now an icy undercoating for a blanket of snow that turned every step into a small leap of faith. We weren’t in danger of falling to our deaths, but sinking a foot into deep snow, hoping to find sure footing beneath, had its risks.

By the time we reached the dungeon gate, the snow was up to our waists and continued its relentless pace.

I looked at Invia. Already her face was strained by the misery of the snow and the wind.

“If the snow keeps up like this,” I said, “We might not be able to get back to town when we finish hunting.”

“You’re just thinking of that now?”

“I didn’t know it would get this bad. Now we know to–”

“This is ridiculous. Fuck this.”

Her interruption and her tantrum cut into me and severed a very thin string. I didn’t know this string existed within me, but I immediately felt its absence as the avalanche that thread had restrained poured through me.

As if moving of its own free will, my hand shot forward to grab her throat, but I halted it right in front of her face, recovering my self-control just in time.

“Fuck this? Fuck you,” I yelled. “For a second, I thought you might actually be tolerable. Nope. You’re just a rich girl pretending to play crime lord.”

Climbing the path back up the slope was a little easier than the journey down, but not by much. My angry exit still took longer than I would like. I didn’t look back until I neared the top, and I found Invia early into the process of following me. The snow, falling harder every minute, obscured most of her face, but I thought I saw tears frozen to her cheeks. I was too angry to care.

Instead of returning to the bunkhouse, I went into the tavern, thankful that others had made the same journey recently, clearing a path in the snow to make my walk easier. When the door shut behind me, I rubbed my hands for warmth while my eyes adjusted. The cold might not be able to kill me, but feeling my mobility slowly freeze over was not pleasant.

“Entering this establishment was a mistake.”

The tavern, as expected, was mostly empty. Aside from the barkeep, the only other patrons were the old cleric and his twin children, the two monks.

Just great.

Seeing me, they waved me over.

“Let us buy you a round to warm your bones,” the old cleric said. “We met yesterday, but I don’t think we exchanged names. I’m Godfried.”

“Drink your ale, and excuse yourself.”

In the light of the hearthfire, I got a better look at the twins. I guessed that they were 19 or 20 years old, and though they looked similar, they were apparently fraternal twins and not identical. The female half of the set introduced herself as Charity. She had dark hair and deeply tanned skin. Her eyes glistened like brown diamonds. It was as though each of her features had been baked to perfection beneath a desert sun.

Her brother, who went by Justice, glared at me, wise to me objectifying his sister. Their father, thankfully, was already quite drunk.

“It’s not too late to multiclass into a cleric,” he said. “Fighters are often men of faith, by nature.”

“I’m not sure that’s the right path for me.”

“The Goddess is generous and fair. She has blessed me and my family many times over.”

The twins stared down into empty mugs, willing their father to stop talking.

“We cleanse the world with our deeds. Evil men, foul beasts, demons from the underworld… We are heroes for the divine.”

The daughter cut in, “Dad, that’s enough. You don’t need to recruit every person we see.”

The barkeep interrupted with a fresh round of ale for the family and the first mug for me. I used the forced pause in the discussion to change the subject. The less we talked about my past or about good and evil, the better, so I asked the twins if they liked the monk class.

“It is how we serve the Goddess,” the male twin said.

And we were right back to good and evil.

Justice continued, saying, “We take the same vows as the clerics, but we look inward to cultivate our faith.”

“What kind of vows?”

“To honor the Goddess and to act in accordance with her will. We vow to serve our fellow man and to keep our souls free from sins of the flesh.”

“Abstinence then?”

“Correct.”

“Psychopaths.”

The female twin, Charity, seemed to find the conversation uncomfortable. I asked her if she shared the same motivations as her brother.

“Yes, of course. I live to serve the Goddess and to fight the scourge of sin in her honor,” Charity answered. Her response was half-hearted, like she was parroting words she had been taught to say but didn’t quite believe.

Godfried added, “We are blessed to serve the Goddess and have generous and pious sponsors.”

“Sponsors?”

“Wealthy members of the church donate resources so that people like us, lifelong servants of the Goddess, can focus on doing good. The Chastain family are our patrons, and through them, we spread the good of the Goddess.”

“Chastain?”

“Yes, you know the name?”

I did: Valice Chastain, the noblewoman who masterminded the slavery ring and supported the plot to take my father. I shouldn’t have been surprised that her family devoted significant capital to whitewashing their reputation.

While Aurketzu failed to quell her disgust in our shared inner dialog, I tried to keep my focus. “I know the name by reputation. Heard some strange rumors recently.”

“Like what?” Charity asked.

“One of their daughters was implicated in some kind of crime ring.”

The old cleric’s jovial demeanor dropped in an instant. “Impossible,” he said. “The Goddess does not grant such wealth to evil. She would not stand for it.”

“A cleric’s anger is not safe for us.”

“You’re probably right. Just what I heard. I’m going to head out before we’re snowed in.”

I thanked the family for the ale and excused myself, relieved to be leaving the presence of a family well-practiced in the Turn Undead spell.

Outside, the furious pace of the snow had slowed somewhat, the waist-high snow I left behind for my religious drink of ale had only grown by a few inches, and judging by the paths stomped in the white, the locals didn’t seem all that bothered by the weather. For a moment, I considered returning to the bunkhouse to wait out the storm, but I had no desire to interact with Invia.

Instead of heading home to a warm bath, I found my way to the library.

The Lopav library was an outhouse in comparison to the city libraries I knew. Libraries built in major cities had shelves that seemed to extend beyond the horizon, an endless number of books filled with knowledge. The Lopav library was not much bigger than the bunkhouse and not as large as Itaa’s shop. Six shelves, two tables, and a small desk for the librarian–every book in the Lopav library was visible from the doorway.

As I had feared, a small town with a brutal off-season made it exceptionally difficult to avoid any specific individual. When the snow was falling, there were a finite number of warm places to shelter.

The librarian was absent, but a familiar young female cleric sat at one of the tables, studying a tome on the known lore of the Lopav dungeon. She shared the same dark tan complexion and deep brown hair as the rest of her family but was not as tall or as fit as her siblings. She was petite, if not a little frail, and wore a thick cleric’s robe, drowning her figure in a sea of fabric.

Godfried hadn’t mentioned her name, but that was fine. She acknowledged my presence with a glance and turned her eyes back to her book. If she didn’t want to talk, that was for the best. I set about collecting a few books to pass the hours before my night shift at Itaa’s.

The town’s collection of books on ancient empress sorceresses was nonexistent, as was to be expected, but Aurketzu suggested we look to Lopav history for hints of a Dungeon Lord. I settled into a seat at the other table, putting my back to the cleric.

Since lizardmen dominated the lower floors and were observed to be in command of the kobolds patrolling the dungeon, most of the writing I found focused on the habits and culture of lizardmen. Unlike their more tropical-minded counterparts, the lizardmen in this region were adapted to mountain conditions. Most notably, their scales were twice as thick as other varieties of lizardmen, which was at least part of how a reptile could survive extreme cold.

Their pact with ice demons was the other part.

Their pact was not unusual for their species, even if it sounded off at first. Lizardmen were ravenously polytheistic, willing to worship any god who supported their primal love for violence and eating the corpses of their enemies. As a consequence, they frequently communed with beings from other planes, and demons were always looking to make a deal.

The exact nature of their terms were unknown, but adventurers who reached the fifth and sixth floors reported elaborate ritual chambers guarded by plane-touched lizardmen, which meant they had accepted a boon from a demon to enhance their power at the expense of twisting and mutating their physical bodies. At the deepest points, these monsters were backed by minor ice demons, leading up to a boss battle with a greater ice demon.

“Demons are not to be trusted.”

I knew that already, but it seemed odd for an undead sorceress to have that opinion.

“It is best to conquer and enslave them. Setting terms as though demons are our equals exposes one to their treachery.”

Buried in a footnote about the sixth floor–known to be the deepest and final floor of the Lopav dungeon–was a brief account of an adventurer who claimed to have found a seventh floor. The rest of her party had been slain in the process, and she reported that an ice demon had possessed her mind. When no clerics or priests could confirm a possession, and when other adventurers couldn’t find the alleged seventh floor, she was arrested for the murder of her party and executed shortly thereafter.

“Dungeons are riddled with secrets known only to their builders. A hidden floor is not an impossibility.”

Even if that were true, I would need to be closer to level 40 to safely reach the sixth floor, and that estimate assumed I had a party of similar strength backing me. Going down alone or in the company of the wretched Invia wasn’t feasible.

As I thought of Invia, the young cleric returned a book to a shelf near my table. Enjoying the hints of her body beneath her robe, my curiosity got the better of me. I activated Sense Weakness.

“You fool!”

“Hmm?” the young cleric said, turning to me as if I had spoken to her.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Oh. If you’re sure.” She went back to her books, out of sight behind me.

“Those in tune with a deity may sense your intrusion. Even a simpleton would know that.”

I should have known better than to use an ability on a holy person, but Aurketzu’s admonishment frustrated me. The only way I would have known the risk was if she had shared it. She had knowledge, relevant, useful knowledge, and she was holding it back.

With the fading of Aurketzu’s angry words, the result of Sense Weakness floated to the surface of my mind: Shame.

Pondering the meaning of shame as a weakness, I continued to sift through books at the Lopav library, finding very little new information. I learned a great deal about the local flora and fauna and how the town was founded by hunters and trappers who discovered the dungeon much later, but none of that was helpful for my quest. I needed to better understand why dungeons viewed me as more of a threat than other adventurers. Solving that problem would help me to get strong enough to avenge my father.

Avenge? Had I unconsciously accepted that he was probably dead?

After an unproductive afternoon, I stood to leave. The young cleric still sat at her table, reading intensely. Some hidden part of me compelled me to talk to her on my way out. I soon found myself spinning a lie so easily that I felt like a member of a theater audience, watching the scene play out and not knowing what came next.

“My parents were religious,” I said.

She looked up at me, startled by the sudden break in the silence.

“I felt so much guilt all the time. It was hard, but I found a way to harness it and be stronger. My parents didn’t like it much, but it made my life better.”

“Okay?”

“Sorry. You made me think of them for some reason. I’ll leave you be.”

She held my gaze but betrayed no other emotions as I left the library, leaving the warmth behind me.

The snow picked up again as the sun fell. At some point during the day, an enterprising townsperson cleared narrow channels through the snow drifts. It wasn’t a perfect solution, but it was better than wading through snow piles that were up to my chest.

The door to Itaa’s shop was locked, and her sign was flipped to close. Earning that mage light would be a huge help to my training, so I pounded on the door rather than assume my night shift was canceled. Itaa came to the door wrapped in a bathrobe and let me inside. Thinking of her naked body beneath the robe consumed me. Just a tug of the loose knot at her waist would open the robe like a gate to riches.

“I closed early today. I thought you’d skip working tonight on account of the snow.”

“I keep my promises,” I said, “and to be honest, I wouldn’t mind the company.”

“It does get lonely out here sometimes… I was about to make dinner. Would you like to join?”

“I wouldn’t want to put you out.”

“Nonsense. You can work after. Come, come. Let’s get you fed.”

Itaa led me to the back of the shop and up the stairs to her apartment.

She pointed me to a chair at her kitchen table and added another cut of venison to a pan already out on the counter. While she prepared the food for the oven, I glanced around her studio apartment. Her home was spacious and open. A worn velvet couch sat nearby a fireplace, and just beyond the fireplace on the other side of the room was her large bed. The blankets were unmade, and I spotted a red bra lying on the sheets.

The red against the white of the sheets was eye-catching in its own right, but the size of the cups on the bra gave me new ideas about what Itaa hid beneath her clothes.

She caught me looking at the bra but didn’t say anything. She simply turned, opened the oven, and slid the pan of meat inside.

“Do you always run the shop alone?” I asked.

“I have for several years. Used to be me and my husband.”

“Not that it’s any of my business, but is he around?”

“I kicked him out and haven’t seen him since,” she said, setting a cup of tea down on the table for me before joining with her own.

“So you’ve always lived here?”

“Yep. Grew up here. Opened the shop 20 years ago and never wanted to leave.”

I tried to do the math for her age in my mind, and Itaa saw my strained confusion.

“I’m 43. Thank you for pretending to be surprised.”

The truth was, I was actually surprised. I knew she was older but had expected mid-30s at the oldest. Judging by her coy smile, she liked my reaction.

Our small talk continued, the two of us sharing tea at her kitchen table with the snow falling harder and harder outside. We discussed life in Lopav, the torrid rumors that had no real significance but were entertainingly juicy, like a tavernkeeper’s wife running off to live in the woods with a druid adventurer.

When the oven dinged, our conversation resumed with warm meals on the table between us.

“This is delicious.” And it really was. Mirko’s cooking wasn’t bad, but every bite of Itaa’s cooking was rich with flavor, even if I had no hunger to sate.

“Oh, stop it,” she answered, flashing her coy smile again.

“Would you mind if I got some water?”

“Of course not. Cups are above the sink.”

Pushing the chair out to stand sent a spike of pain down my hip, its sudden arrival forcing me to pause before continuing.

“Is your hip still bothering you?”

“No, it’s fine.”

“Nonsense. Come here.”

I stood next to Itaa while she turned away from her food. Still sitting in her chair, she grabbed my hips to position the wound to face her, and then she pulled down the side of my pants to inspect it. Standing over her, I saw into her robe, taken with the perfect orbs of her breasts wrapped in her experienced skin, the dark pink of her nipples thick and hard, like the tip of a pinky finger. I imagined wrapping my lips around them.

Itaa was watching me stare, narrowing her eyes as she smirked. “The salve definitely helped. You’re almost there but not quite.”

I nodded, staring ahead at the wall to suppress the tension building in my pants. She used her hands to turn my hip side to side as she inspected, the edge of her hand grazing the stiffening outline on my groin.

“I’ll get the salve. Be right back.”

“Wait,” I said. “Kiss it. Make it better.”

Itaa didn’t move. When I looked down, expecting her to be upset, she met my eyes and held them. She leaned forward and gently pressed her lips to my injury. “Did that help?” she whispered.

+1 Will Point.

“Again.”

She kissed my hip again, walking her lips up my thigh one kiss at a time.

+10 Will Points.

She looked up at me, her robe now so loose it had to be intentional, and waited. I bent down and pulled her mouth to mine. Her lips were softer than I imagined, tasting sweet like a white wine. Her movements were timid and gentle, each kiss landing like it was a test to see if it was safe for her to continue. When I flicked my tongue, grazing the inside of her upper lip with the faintest pressure, she exploded.

Itaa stood, wrapping her arms around me, forcing her tongue into my mouth as her hands ran up and down my body. I felt her chest cushion the space between us as she pressed into me. Without slowing her lips, she began to unbuckle my pants, leading me toward the bed. She yanked them to my ankles and lifted my tunic over my head before pushing my naked body onto her sheets.

She stood at the edge of the bed, waiting to make sure I was watching before slowly opening her robe, letting the fabric slide down her bare arms and fall to the floor.

+15 Will Points.

She put both hands under her chin, striking a cutesy pose to highlight her face and pixie cut while wiggling her naked hips. Her body was tight, carrying the subtle weight of age and experience around her stomach and thighs. Her breasts seemed impossibly firm, the luscious flesh so big that shadows circled her boobs like a drawn outline. She stood with her legs together, hiding her lower lips but not the carefully trimmed bush sprouting from between her thighs. And those nipples. Fuck.

Itaa walked toward me like a lioness eyeing a meal. She climbed on top of me, kissing my mouth and then my neck. Her teeth bit the sensitive skin above my shoulder, biting just hard enough for a brief flash of pain. I pulled her back to my lips, enjoying her sweet taste as my hands roamed her body.

My hand found her breast, her beauty overflowing around my fingers as I squeezed. When my hand retracted, brushing over the stiff towers poking out of her mountains, a weak moan escaped her lips.

I had to.

I pulled her chest over my mouth, lifting my head to wrap my lips around her hard nipple. As soon as my lips closed, her entire body shuddered with a deeply satisfied moan. I circled my tongue around the base and flicked the tip, her relaxed pleasure building to frantic ecstasy.

Sitting up suddenly, she pushed me back flat on the bed. With one finger, she poked my chest, using that simple gesture accompanied by her hungry eyes to tell me not to move.

I obliged.

She kissed down my chest, struggling to force herself to move slowly. As her lips neared my hips, her hand slid up my thigh and wrapped around my manhood, squeezing it tight as if she couldn’t help herself. With one last teasing glance up at me, she wrapped her lips around the tip with a soft moan, and I appreciated that her short hair meant I had an unobstructed view of her performance.

Itaa suckled softly at the tip, kissing around the top and then circling her tongue.

She stopped. She looked up at me, the tip of my dick resting against her bottom lip.

She smiled and swallowed me, her mouth reaching the base of my shaft, her quivering lips tickling my balls. Her body fought the motion, her throat demanding she retreat, but she pushed harder, a light cough escaping her mouth before she finally withdrew, pleasuring me with one hand while she caught her breath.

+50 Will Points.

Like a ravenous monster, she returned to her work, teasing me with kisses and licks before forcing all of me into her mouth. The intense pressure of her throat resisting me combined with the wet warmth of her mouth drove me to madness.

I sat up. When she lifted her head to ask why, I pressed her back down. She accepted the unspoken command with a smile.

I reached behind her to finger her slit. Though I could feel the lust pouring from her lower lips, I could barely spread her open from that angle. I grabbed her hips and hooked her leg, spinning her hips over my face without her mouth ever leaving my member.

She shook as my tongue parted her to taste her clitoris, and she giggled with pleasure, her sounds muffled by my dick in her mouth, the vibrations of her noises adding a new sensation to go with the texture of her wet lips and throat sliding up and down.

The more I worked my tongue, the weaker she got. Each wave of pleasure froze her body, leaving me throbbing in her mouth as she enjoyed my effort. She collapsed, her head against my thigh, her bush tickling my chin as her juices ran down between her legs.

Struggling to speak between gasps, she said, “Finish in my mouth. Please. Please finish in my mouth.”

Grabbing a handful of her hair, I redirected her head back to my erection.

“I’m tired,” she said, gasping. I believed her.

So I rolled her off of me, putting her back on the bed. I climbed on top of her, assuming the reverse of our previous position, spread her lips with one hand, and wrapped my lips back around the pinpoint of sensation that drove her wild, her stiff little clit. When Itaa saw my package dangle over her face, she moaned with delight and guided me back into her mouth.

Her hands grabbed my ass and gently pulled me toward her. I took that as permission.

Increasing the pace of my tongue at the same time, I thrust forward with my hips, sliding all of me into her mouth. She yelped with surprise and then began to moan louder and more often. Though she coughed from the pressure from time to time, she pulled my dick back into her throat whenever I hesitated.

Her moans turned into a series of high-pitched squeals, as if she was holding something back. Finally, she wrapped her thighs around my head and convulsed. I licked harder, refusing to let her retreat too early, feeling every inch of her body tense and thrash beneath me from the ecstasy.

The overwhelming sensation reinvigorated Itaa, and she sucked me back as I thrust into her. She screamed with me in her mouth, sharing her orgasm with me. I broke, inspiring her to moan deeper as she sucked and swallowed every drop of my seed.

+100 Will Points.

“Delicious.”

Viceroy class has advanced to tier 3.

Character level has advanced to 4.

New abilities and status points to allocate.


Chapter 13

With Itaa’s naked body wrapped around me, sleeping, I took the moment to meditate and summon my character sheet.

Level: 5

Class: Viceroy, Tier 3 (73/400) (New Ability Available)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 3 (286/400)

Alignment: Neutral Good

Strength 7

Dexterity 4

Constitution 4

Intelligence 4

Wisdom 3

Charisma 2

(3 unallocated status points)

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse, Improved Footing

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1

I focused on the new abilities to bring them to the front of my mind. For advancing to tier 3 of the Viceroy class, I could unlock one of the following:

Reward for the Loyal

Active Ability

Cooldown: 10 minutes

If a follower obeys a viceroy command, activating this ability will fill them with a small sense of euphoria.

Pact

Active Ability

Cooldown: 12 hours

Duration: 12 hours

Increases the target’s damage output as well as their damage resistance as long as the target obeys the viceroy’s commands. If the target disobeys while Pact is active, target suffers a penalty to damage output and damage resistance for the remainder of the ability’s duration. Note: Target must accept Pact willingly. If the target declines Pact, the ability is nullified without penalty.

Inspire

Passive Ability

Allies in close proximity to the Viceroy gain an additional 5% to damage resistance.

I also had two abilities left from my previous level up that I could select:

Mind Armor

Passive Ability

Gain a permanent bonus to your attempts to resist an enemy’s attempts to charm, deceive, or mind control you.

Intoxicate

Passive Ability

Your blessing is so satisfying that it becomes addictive, like a drug.

Mind Armor grew more enticing with every whisper from Aurketzu. She said she couldn’t read my mind, but she was also the master of manipulation and deception. Her words could be bending me without my realizing, and I wanted to be in control of my own actions. Even if we had a deal.

The damage bonus from the Pact ability was incredibly tempting. If I could boost the strength of my party–Invia, currently–training would go even more quickly. In theory, we could defeat more monsters per run with that increase in damage, so even though it didn’t directly improve my own power, it would still be useful.

I almost selected Pact, but the Reward for the Loyal ability gave me pause.

I could almost always train my fighter class. Dungeons were not hard to find, and even if I had to solo grind on the weakest level 1 monsters in the world, I could gain experience and progress. Training my viceroy class, on the other hand, was more difficult because it depended on taking will points from another person.

As I thought back on my level progress thus far, I couldn’t deny that viceroy progress was the least consistent and least predictable, yet it was supposedly so powerful that Aurketzu had used it to build an empire.

Looking at Itaa sleeping on my chest, her bare skin intertwined with mine, I considered if Reward for the Loyal would actually be my better choice. The bonus wasn’t as direct as Pact, but women associating me with euphoria could make bending them easier in the long run. Itaa certainly appreciated the reward I gave her, and I suspected if I had the energy to mount her right now, she would take it gladly.

I selected Reward for the Loyal and then split my three status points between strength, dexterity, and intelligence.

I summoned my character sheet to review my choices.

Level: 5

Class: Viceroy, Tier 3 (73/400)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 3 (286/400)

Alignment: Neutral Good

Strength 8

Dexterity 5

Constitution 4

Intelligence 5

Wisdom 3

Charisma 2

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness, Reward for the Loyal

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse, Improved Footing

“Did you just level up?”

“Yes,” I answered in my mind, still not happy with how she treated me at the library.

“You did not ask for my guidance.”

“I did not.”

After that, Aurketzu stayed silent, which was fine by me. Itaa held me down when I first tried to stir, but she quickly surrendered, choosing instead to fall back asleep, mumbling a soft thank you for the evening.

“Kiss me goodbye.”

Itaa sat up, barely opening her eyes and not caring that her sheet fell away, exposing her body to me again. She kissed me on the lips.

+15 Will Points.

I used my Reward for the Loyal ability. Itaa moaned softly against my lips in time with the activation, and she pawed at me to convince me to stay. From the first test, I knew this new ability was the correct choice.



I entered the bunkhouse near dawn. Invia sat on her bed, her gear prepped and equipped for a dungeon crawl as if she were waiting for me.

“Where were you all night?” Invia mumbled.

“I’m going to train. Are you coming?”

“...Yes.”

“Follow me.” I commanded, excited to test my new ability.

Invia did as she was told and shut the door to the bunkhouse behind her. I activated Reward the Loyal. Her walk seemed to pause for the slightest moment before I heard her footsteps return to their usual pace, crunching through snow as I led the way. That command didn’t earn me a will point, but it seemed like the ability still affected her.

I had hoped the effect was deeper, but according to Aurketzu, the feeling the ability created was more akin to a minor dose of fulfillment, like the satisfaction from a job well done. The effect was still meaningful, and a feeling of fulfillment was actually quite powerful when built over time, she told me.

That morning in the dungeon, activating Reward for the Loyal was the only interesting part of the crawl. My quick climb to level 5 made the once potentially dangerous kobold packs a minor nuisance. The shamans were still a threat, but as long as we ran our typical tactics, they weren’t an issue.

In each of these battles, I found excuses to command Invia to activate Reward for the Loyal. The ten-minute cooldown frustrated me at times, but after a few hours, commanding Invia became a habit. I couldn’t see if my plan was having a lasting impact, but Aurketzu kept repeating one word.

“Patience.”

“Let’s try the second floor.”

“Are you sure?” Invia seemed reluctant out of fear rather than insolence.

“We’ll be fine. I trust you.”

The ramp to the second level was part natural cave, part carved roadway. The craftsmanship was poor, the rough-hewn floor left uneven and sharp from kobold pickaxes. On these paths, I could feel every pointy piece of stone through the leather of my boot. I suspected this was the best work a kobold slave force could manage.

The ramp leveled out, ending in an immense cavern blocked by a wall that was part palisade, part ramshackle masonry. The gates in the middle hung open, unguarded.

Dungeon environments came in a variety of conditions, their inhabitants sometimes leaving defenses in disrepair or misusing them entirely, whereas in other dungeons monster fortifications were as well maintained as those of a human city.

Despite my academic understanding of how dungeons sometimes worked, finding an abandoned lizardmen gate was spooky. Finding the settlement but not the lizardmen could be a bad sign.

We crept through the open gates, finding a long tunnel beyond the wall. I wished I had talked Itaa into giving me the mage light before I left that morning. With just the light of our torches, we couldn’t see the source of a distant, growing hiss.

A swarm of kobold spearmen charged from the shadows, followed by two lizardmen.

“Interesting.”

When the lizardmen fully entered the torchlight, we saw that the beasts–a full two heads taller than me–were patched with ice, their eyes like wells of haunting emptiness. Something had reanimated these with the same magic that reanimated dead kobolds on the previous floor, manipulating ice to move them like puppets.

The puppeteers were out of sight, but I knew there had to be at least one shaman hiding behind his minions, pulling the icy strings.

The wave of kobolds crashed into our two-person party, bouncing off of our shields.

“Don’t waste your Berserk!” I yelled to Invia.

She didn’t reply, but her disciplined movements told me she understood and was controlling her rage. I swung a low sweep with my sword to push the kobolds back and nearly lost my head to the club of a lizardman, using its height and reach to attack over the kobold front line.

“Watch out for the lizardmen!”

Invia heard my warning and raised her shield out of instinct, blocking a blow she hadn’t seen coming. Ice daggers began to shoot from the darkness behind our enemies, narrowly missing our heads.

“May I?” Invia asked.

“Do it!”

She activated her Berserk, and I activated Reward for the Loyal.

From training together for a few days, we were learning to adapt to each other’s fighting styles more readily. Where Invia hurled herself at the enemy in our first combat encounter together, she now restrained her rage enough to retain some semblance of a formation.

While her superhuman strength and speed scattered the kobolds, I came in behind her to make easy work of the disoriented survivors. The lizardmen, however, were more resilient than their tiny lizard companions.

Their size translated to power. Though their strikes would likely be deadly, their attacks were also wild and unsophisticated. As long as we kept out of range, we would be fine.

An ice dagger smashed into Invia’s jaw, sending her staggering backward with blood flinging from her mouth.

Before I could come to her rescue, she launched herself back into the fray. With a powerful dash, she cleaved a lizardman’s leg from its body, and I watched the glow of her Berserk speed down the tunnel.

I ducked an arcing club swing and lunged, running my sword through the monster’s stomach. The beast seemed unfazed, raising its club to retaliate with no concern for the wound it endured. Then the lizardman went limp, its collapsing body nearly crushing me, but a moment later it broke into countless grains of black sand that flowed over me before disappearing into the floor.

Invia returned, wiping blood from her mouth as I collected the mana crystals left behind by our enemies. The aftereffects of Berserk left her ashen, drenched in sweat, and slightly weak, returning to normal akin to coming out of an exhausting trance.

“Are you okay?” I asked, referring to the damage left by the ice dagger.

She nodded and put her hands on her knees, barely keeping herself upright as she collected herself.

“I have no doubts. This is the work of a Dungeon Lord. No other being could shift power from the lizardmen to the kobolds.”

“If that’s the case, what do we do?” I asked Aurketzu in my mind. “These jumps in difficulty are going to get us killed.”

“The curse magic that powers dungeons predates me. Dungeon Lords can’t create the conditions that make dungeons possible, but they can modify them.”

“What does that mean for us?”

“Dungeons exist beyond the rules of time, but Dungeon Lords do not. Removing the Dungeon Lord should reset the dungeon. Eventually, however, the Dungeon Lord’s changes will become permanent.”

“Was this common knowledge in your time?”

“Very little of my knowledge is common.”

“How did you know all of this then?”

“I was a Dungeon Lord.”

Great. Another Aurketzu secret. What are the consequences for binding a mortal soul to a Dungeon Lord’s soul? When I finally separated from the sorceress, concluding our pact, would I be a normal human, or would her influence leave me forever changed?

Invia had nearly recovered. Her breathing steadied, and color returned to her face.

“You were amazing back there,” I told her.

She answered, “Thank you,” with no hint of malice or sarcasm, as if her gratitude was actually sincere.

“I can’t use Berserk again until tomorrow. If we run into another group like that, we might be in trouble.”

The unpredictability of the spawn was concerning. I expected to fight a few mountain lizardmen at the start of the second floor, but instead we faced a unit of kobold spearmen led by a shaman with ice magic and backed by reanimated lizardmen. Their tactics were complex, layering units to capitalize on their advantages, all of which left us vulnerable to the ranged attacks of a caster hidden safely behind his small army.

An extra lizardman or shaman in the mix might have meant our demise.

“Let’s head back and clear to the exit.” I was close to leveling up again. A few more kobolds should do it.

Invia nodded and, without direction, led the way back up the jagged ramp to the first floor. Her leather armor hugged her thighs, leaving little to the imagination. With her height greater than mine, a few steps ahead of me on an incline put my eye-level to the side-to-side sway of her butt, the black leather wrapped around it glistening in the torchlight.

In the same way my hand felt compelled to grab her throat the day before, I felt my arm twitching softly, as if asking permission to wind up and strike, filling the caverns with the echo of the slap and her surprised yelp.

I resisted.

We took an alternate route back to the exit, as we had already hacked through our usual path. We hadn’t mapped this part of the dungeon for ourselves, but we could reasonably intuit the direction we needed to travel.

The caverns seemed oddly quiet for a time. We moved through three areas with the hallmarks of an ambush but encountered no enemies. The dungeon might not be overrun with adventurers this time of year, but maybe another group had already gone through this area.

After an hour of walking through empty tunnels, we heard the hissed warcry of kobolds and the clamor of hand-to-hand combat–absent the sounds of metal on metal. We could hear the dull impact of strikes against flesh, perhaps with a club, and we heard shouting between a man and a woman. Their voices betrayed fear.

We ran toward the battle, coming up behind two kobold shamans leading several kobold spearmen. It was difficult to say how many there were when the battle started, but 10 still remained, advancing on Justice, the male monk and son of the old cleric wintering in Lopav. When one of his kicks felled a kobold, it rose again, caked in ice.

Godfried and Charity were not present. Justice’s only support was his youngest sister, the quiet cleric from the library. She stood away from the chaos, her quivering voice casting support spells for her brother. A trickle of red stained her left arm.

The shamans were not prepared for an attack from the rear. Invia beheaded the first with ease. The second saw his comrade fall and commanded kobold spearmen–living and puppeted–to protect him as he pelted us with ice daggers to slow our advance.

Hacking our way to the shaman was more tedious than challenging. As long as we stayed mindful of the shaman’s spells, cutting down the kobolds at our level was not difficult.

I reached the shaman first, and the caster threw a puppeted kobold between us to keep me away.

An invocation, spoken in a language I didn’t recognize, echoed through the cavern.

“Flee!”

A streak of blistering hot air shot toward the kobold, streaming past me with the violence of a broken dam. The shape of the blast was invisible to the eye, leaving only the sensation of immense heat to define the edges of the spell.

The frozen kobold standing between me and the shaman was the target of the blast, but he was unaffected. Meanwhile, my shield arm erupted in a torrent of pain, feeling like I had just dipped it into the fires of a blacksmith forge.

“Get away from the cleric! Flee! Flee!”

The intensity of the pain wiped all rational thought from my mind. I screamed as I fell backward, clawing at my shield as if it trapped the heat against my flesh.

Invia cut down the shaman a moment later, ending the battle. She found me slumped against the wall, gasping at the pain in my arm.

“What happened?” she asked.

“Turn Undead.”

“Some kind of spell from the shaman? I don’t know.”

She unstrapped my shield and unbuckled the straps supporting my leather sleeves, peeling them away to reveal my arm–black, shriveled skin wrapped tightly around bone.

Justice and his younger sister appeared behind Invia. Justice had several wounds crisscrossing his arms and chest but looked to be relatively intact. The young cleric, aside from the small wound on her shoulder that bled against her white robe, was unharmed. She was in shock from the battle, though.

“What spell does this?” Justice asked.

No one knew but me and Aurketzu. The young cleric had attempted to use Turn Undead to slay the reanimated kobolds. I wasn’t the target, but I was near enough to get hit.

The spell was ineffective against the kobolds because they weren’t undead. The ice magic moved kobold corpses like marionettes instead of resurrecting them with a twisted version of life. In other words, they were still very much corpses rather than true undead.

I counted as an undead, however.

“Purity, can you heal him?” the monk asked. Ah, that was the young cleric’s name. Purity. This family was disgusting.

Without responding, she cast Mend. The first spell restored some of my muscles and ligaments, triggering a fresh wave of debilitating pain. Four more casts later, I could move my fingers again. My arm had returned to human proportions, but heavy purple bruises coated it from my shoulder to the tip of my fingers.

“I’m out of mana,” Purity said, looking a little wobbly.

Justice improvised a sling, and with Invia’s help, set my arm into the cloth cradle. As far as recovery went, Purity’s spells had done as much good as they could. I’d likely keep the arm, but I’d have to give it time to heal. The trauma my body endured was real, and though healing reversed the damage, it did not remove the trauma.

Healing magic had its costs.

Invia led our battered party to the main passageway. Godfried and the other monk twin, Charity, were sitting on the ground enjoying jerky.

“By the Goddess,” Godfried gasped. “What happened?”

Justice told the story of what transpired after the family decided to split up. As a unit, they cleared the first floor far too easily, so they divided into pairs to be more efficient. Justice and Purity fought through two groups of kobolds before encountering one led by a shaman. They had control of the battle until the shaman began reanimating dead kobolds, at which point Justice was quickly surrounded.

Our arrival likely saved their lives, but the shaman–Justice believed–cast some form of life-drain spell on me before Invia cleaved him in half.

Godfried was perplexed and concerned. “This is most unusual. My family is fortunate you arrived when you did.”

That had been the first Godfried had heard of kobold shamans using advanced ice magic–ever, let alone in this dungeon. Aurketzu’s guess that the dungeon was targeting me directly seemed to be correct. There was little left to doubt if no one else had seen the change in spawns when I wasn’t in the dungeon as well.

The six of us hiked to the exit and back to town. Justice and Purity seemed shaken by the battle, falling into pensive silence. Charity also seemed disturbed, realizing that she almost lost half her family in a single battle. Godfried, however, prattled on about serving the Goddess by seeking out the source of this new evil.

“We have the attention of clerics and a Dungeon Lord. Our mountain hideaway has become incredibly dangerous.”

“Is there nothing I can do to protect myself from Turn Undead? I wasn’t even the target, and it almost killed me.”

“Many liches have devoted their unnatural lives to answering such a question. Most turn to phylacteries to ensure their immortality, transferring pieces of their soul into arcane objects to be hidden and guarded. Enchantments can help resist it, but the magic will always be your weakness.”

“Can I hide my soul like that?”

“You are weak.”

“Okay, thanks. That doesn’t help me.”

“All of the methods I know require spells you cannot cast. In truth, there may be no one alive who can.”

Another problem that was up to me to solve–Great. Just great.

I summoned my character sheet as we neared town.

Level: 5

Class: Viceroy, Tier 3 (73/400)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 3 (393/400)

Alignment: Neutral Good

Strength 8

Dexterity 5

Constitution 4

Intelligence 5

Wisdom 3

Charisma 2

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness, Reward for the Loyal

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse, Improved Footing

Reading that I was 7 experience points away from my next level up was salt in the wound. My father was gone. A criminal organization wanted my head. I was trapped in a hick town. I was broke. My training partner despised me and was likely plotting to slit my throat in my sleep. As Aurketzu was quick to remind me, I was still pathetically weak. And my arm roared with pain no matter how I positioned it or protected it.

When Godfried offered to buy us a meal, I barely heard him over the anger raging in my mind. I mumbled a “no thanks” and made for the Northern Rangers guild hall. Invia followed for a time but didn’t keep pace with my enraged march home and fell behind.

In the bunkhouse, I dropped my gear to the floor and fumbled to undo my armor with my one good hand. Several maddening minutes later, I sank into a hot bath. The warm water soothed the pain of my arm somewhat, a welcome relief even if it was incomplete.

As I refreshed the hot water in my bath a third time, I heard the bunkhouse door open and close. Invia must have returned. From the comfort of my tub, I heard her drop her gear and start to run water for her own bath, closing her bathroom door behind her.

With tentative motions, I eased myself out of the tub. The screeching pain of my arm had lessened to an unending ache, like someone pressing a fresh bruise and not releasing.

Invia was still locked away in her bathroom when I entered the shared space of the bunkhouse. When I saw the bag of mana crystals sitting on her bed, a fresh surge of frustration ran through me. I was injured and in immense pain, and she couldn’t be bothered to drop the loot with Mirko? It was a simple task, barely an inconvenience, but she hadn’t.

Snatching the bag, I dressed and went to see Mirko in the guild hall.

Mirko marveled at the size of the mana crystals we turned in. For a crawl that was mostly done on the first floor, we had more loot than we should. He glanced at my arm but didn’t say anything about the sling.

“I suppose this is what all the fuss is about,” he said, resting his hands on his round stomach, reclining back onto the couch to think.

“What do you mean?”

“The mayor called a meeting of the guilds tomorrow morning. An adventurer reported a new kind of dungeon surge, and the details have stirred a bit of panic.”

“So there’s a meeting. Then what?”

“The sword-and-board types will want to coordinate a full crawl. The wizards and their books will want to study and document the event. It’s all very high and mighty and, ultimately, pointless.”

When I asked him why it was pointless, Mirko explained that though the mayor and local guild masters might want to coordinate a full-on assault of the dungeon, it was the off-season. The highest-level adventurers had moved on before the snows fell, and even if they had stayed, the town likely lacked the supplies to support what was akin to mobilizing a military unit.

A deep dungeon dive was a days-long expedition. Reaching the bottom of most dungeons could take weeks, but even the five days Mirko estimated for the Lopav dungeon, as it was one of the smallest dungeons, would demand too many resources.

Mirko found the dilemma particularly annoying because he had no interest in dungeon crawling. The Northern Rangers was a front for the Thieves’ Guild. Though many of their members were treasure hunters, Mirko held the opinion that it was more efficient and more profitable to steal a rare artifact after it had left a dungeon in the hands of an adventurer. Any time he spent in the dungeon was purely for XP. Nothing else about the process interested him.

“Speaking of profit, I have your first job,” Mirko began, looking around to see if anyone had entered the guild hall unnoticed. Satisfied we were alone, he continued, “We have a lead on a spell tome that could fetch a good price. One of the adventurers spending the winter in Lopav brought it with them to translate, we think.”

The parameters of the job were simple: Get the book, bring it to Mirko, don’t get caught, and don’t draw attention to the guild.

Without the skills of a rogue, my execution might be more complicated than the average candidate, but I believed in my ability to problem-solve. Then Mirko told me the target.

“The adventurer’s name is Godfried. He’s a cleric from the Capital.”

“Godfried? You’re sure.”

“Yes. The intel is good.”

“We should decline. The risks are too great.”

The Thieves’ Guild had gone out of their way to protect me, and they were the only allies I had. The thought of going near a cleric made my arm throb, but I didn’t see a better option. Alienating the Thieves’ Guild would only put me in more danger.

“There isn’t a timeline for the job,” Mirko explained. “Better to move smart but slow than fast but dumb. If the book leaves Lopav, you fail. Otherwise, the schedule is at your discretion.”

Mirko had little additional information beyond the knowledge that the book was in Godfried’s possession. A few informants had heard him discussing it with his children, and any book that took months to translate was likely to have value. Even if it ended up being an old book instead of a spell tome, its presumed age would still make it valuable to collectors.

Aurketzu scoffed when I accepted.

“Foolish. So very foolish.”

I ignored her and went back to the bunkhouse. I might not be able to sleep off the terrible day, but I hoped I could find a similar peace in meditation. I needed a break from the unending effort, constant setbacks, and Aurketzu’s frequent disparagement.

Invia was brushing her wet black hair when I entered the bunkhouse. She had changed out of her adventuring gear and into loose casual clothes, a ritzy take on pajamas.

“You should be nicer to Godfried,” she said.

“Should? You want to talk about should?!”

She blinked back at me, paused mid-brush.

“I almost died, and you couldn’t be bothered to turn the loot in to Mirko.”

“Okay calm–”

“You do not tell me what to do. I tell you what to do. Every problem we have traces back to mistakes you made. You. Not me. This isn’t the life I wanted. Your choices did this.”

Her arms slowly lowered to her side as her face held her surprise.

“If I give you a command, you follow it. No complaints. No resistance. If I say it, you do it.”

Invia stood, moved by anger. “You are beneath me, you worthless–” She attempted to slap my face.

I caught her wrist before the blow connected. She tried to yank free and looked at me with disbelief.

“I’ve gotten stronger,” I snarled.

She swung with her other hand. I blocked with my arm and felt my body move on its own. I wrestled to control Invia’s continued attempts to hit me. I spun her away and pressed her face against the wall, holding her there.

“Are you done?” I asked.

“Fuck you.”

My left hand slid up the back of her neck, under her long black hair, and grabbed a handful, jerking her head back. The motion was agony for my injury. My shield arm was far from fully healed.

Further stoking my rage.

With one hand clutching her hair, I drew my other hand back and slapped her butt, feeling the cloth of her pants shift against bare skin as the strike landed.

“What the fu–”

“Stop talking.” I struck again. Instead of arguing, Invia yelped.

+1 Will Point.

The alert brought a twisted clarity to my chaotic mind. I activated Reward the Loyal, giving Invia a sense of fulfillment for having followed my command.

Then I slapped again.

And again.

And again.

By the fifth spank, she stopped fighting back. With her chest pressed against the wall and her head pulled back by her hair, she just braced, waiting for the next strike to land.

She held my gaze, her eyes burning with hate and lust.

“Are we done?” I asked, hand raised and ready.

“Yes, sir,” she grunted.

“Do you mean it?”

She nodded, fighting against my grip on her hair to manage the slightest movement.

I released her.

“Press. Press.”

“Shut the fuck up,” I answered. When Invia nodded again, I realized I had mistakenly replied to Aurketzu out loud.

Invia stood by the wall, her hair tangled and her face flushed. She waited, as if holding her position until she had permission to move.

“Stand by your bed.”

She did so, stepping timidly and turning to face me.

+1 Will Point.

“Take off your shirt.”

She hesitated but relented when she saw my glare. With great reluctance, she undid her top one button at a time, her nipples getting perkier through the fabric as she neared the last button. She opened her shirt and let it slide off her back and down her arms to the floor.

Her bare chest had spots of red where it had rubbed against the wall a moment ago. Her gifts were flawless, her perky tits the perfect companions for her long, toned body.

+20 Will Points.

She watched me assess her, my eyes roving over every inch of visible skin, the red on her breasts making me wish they were red from my hands. Her face betrayed a bubbling anger for my actions, though she didn’t speak.

“Take off your pants.”

“What? No, I–”

“Now!”

She hooked her pants at her hips with her thumbs and slid them to the floor. I had fantasized about those long legs during several dull shifts as a guard, but seeing them completely bare far exceeded my imagination. They were muscular but soft and feminine. When she shifted her weight from foot to foot, her thighs flexed, showing hints of her strength before relaxing back into their smooth, sculpted shape.

She kept her legs together to hide herself, but she couldn’t hide that she was cleanly shaved.

+20 Will Points.

When I approached her, she flinched as if wanting to run but held her ground. I circled behind her, enjoying the profile of her naked body, appreciating the shape of the handfuls on her chest and how her hard nipples poked out into the air.

I slapped her ass with such force that she screamed and stumbled forward to keep from falling.

As the impression of my hand formed on her bare butt, I whispered in her ear, “Don’t forget this.”

Then I left the bunkhouse, leaving Invia naked and alone.


Chapter 14

The young cleric Purity stepped out of the library as I rounded the corner. She seemed to be locking up.

“I couldn’t sleep and was hoping I could do some reading,” I said.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I was just locking up for the night.”

“Mind if I slip in?”

“I don’t know if I can… I asked the librarian for permission but didn’t ask for anyone else…”

“Do I seem like the type to wreck a library?”

Purity’s concern melted into a warm smile. “You’re right, especially after today.” She pushed the door open and waited for me to go inside.

I paused in the doorway and said, “Thank you for being bad for me. I won’t get you in trouble.”

That added a blush to her smile. “Thank you again for today. Feel better, okay?”

She mumbled about needing to get some rest. Then she shuffled off into the night.

Inside, I started my night of research by wandering aimlessly from shelf to shelf. The library was small enough that I’d be done browsing in a few minutes. As I reached the end of a row and moved to turn the corner into the next, the return cart caught my eye. Presumably, these were the books Purity was reading before I arrived.

Communing with the Divine stared back at me. Picking it up gingerly–half expecting a book on holy topics to burn my undead flesh–I thumbed through the pages. The tome was a mix of rituals for talking with the divine and poetic essays from clerics about how such rituals deepened faith. At first, I thought I might have stumbled upon proof that Purity was up to something unusual, but the more I skimmed the essays, the more the book seemed like something any cleric would read.

“Don’t make us read this filth.”

“We need to talk.”

“So speak.”

“I want us to have a partnership. I’m not a golem for you to pilot.”

Aurketzu waited an uncomfortably long time to respond. I had the urge to ask her if she had heard me, but of course she did. She was in my mind. “Your concerns have merit.”

“That’s all I’m asking. We need each other’s help.”

“I have heard your words and do not dispute them.”

That felt like her version of an apology, and that seemed like progress. I still had concerns she might be bending me, but not having Aurketzu contribute her knowledge would be a waste of a night in a library. If I was going to steal from a high-level cleric and contend with a Dungeon Lord, I would need her help.

I returned my attention to the book, flipping to the table of contents to see if I could guess what parts Purity had been interested in reading. The way they categorized rituals struck me. The divine were divided into a hierarchy that related their power to their level of ascendance. The farther from our plane they reached, the higher their rank.

A previous reader added notes in the margins next to each subheader. I squinted to decipher the word. Aurketzu added her context as I did.

“‘S.ash’ is likely shorthand for the spell component sulfurous ash. The number accompanying each is likely the amount of sulfurous ash required for each communing, though I cannot define their method of measurement.”

“That makes sense. The higher the plane, the more components you need.”

“Communing with the infernal requires a similar recipe.”

“Infernal… as in demons?”

“This tome ignores the infernal planes. Holy people can only ever think of their gods as divinity. Beings with more power and more influence can be reached by speaking in the other direction.”

An essay on interplanar travel–all theoretical from what I could tell–cited Lopav as an example for one of the author’s arguments. I was three pages away before my mind registered that I had just seen the name of this backwater town in a religious thesis. I thumbed back, skimming more closely to find the passage again.

The author re-told the story of the Lopav dungeon–how a tribe of lizardmen enslaved kobolds and made a deal with an ice demon, enhancing their power and bolstering their numbers with lesser ice demons as soldiers. All dungeons had some sort of story like that, and the dungeon crawl was a rough approximation of living out that same story.

Though the Lopav tale reflected the encounters adventurers had in the dungeon, the mechanics of this alleged deal between lizardmen and demons were not a part of the story. How did these two entities meet? How did they negotiate their terms?

A rare lizardman sorcerer might have provided the catalyst for a communing–apparently communing meant a conversation over great distance, which was preferable to a summoning because it was cheaper in terms of spell components and also much safer for the weaker party. The demon on the other side of the connection cannot easily flay your skin with the whip of his tail if he was on another plane entirely.

More believable, the author argued, was that dungeons were a possible bridge to infernal planes. The magic that powered the environment of a dungeon was extraordinary to the point of feeling divinely inspired, if not built by gods themselves. If there was a physical path between planes, a tribe of lizardmen could have simply ascended to offer an alliance, or perhaps, the demon was already waiting at the bridge, happy to make a deal with any creatures strong enough to control the bottom of a dungeon.

The Lopav dungeon was not the only one with an infernal twist to its story. Three other dungeons linked their origin to a demon encounter of some kind, but the Lopav lizardmen were the only monsters to form an alliance. The other dungeons were a summoning gone wrong, a cult welcoming their lord to the earthly plane, or a sect of necromancers who used demons like guard dogs or batteries, depending on the species.

The author’s ultimate point was that if we could confirm that dungeons were a bridge to the lower infernal planes, then bridges to the celestial planes must also exist, as most of our theories around divinity are symmetrical. If the infernal planes had bridges and the celestial did not, that would be most unusual. Taking that idea further, if dungeons enabled access to the infernal planes, should there not be an equivalent for accessing the celestial planes?

The postscript on this optimistic roadmap to heaven was that we should treat dungeons with more caution and eventually consider cutting off the infernal plane completely.

“Is this guy onto something, or is this all horse shit?”

“The bridge metaphor is crude and lacks nuance, but that’s an acceptable way for the less intelligent to grasp the concept.”

“You had a dungeon. Did you travel back and forth a lot?”

“The bridge is not so easily crossed, especially for those moving from a lesser plane into one that is greater. Regardless, even though moving from a greater plane to a lesser plane is less difficult, it is rarely safe.”

“You make it sound like a border between nations.”

“In many respects, that is accurate. Every being wants to dig deeper–or climb higher, in the case of the celestials–but advancing to a greater realm requires significant power. When a usurper succeeds, their power is further increased as a sort of divine reward.”

“So every time someone advances, they are much more powerful than their predecessor and therefore even harder to be unseated by the next challenger.”

“Correct. Dungeon Lords are not gods. We are not on the ladder, but our fingers can graze the lowest rung.”

“I can better understand why our presence is upsetting Dungeon Lords. To them, it looks like we intend to take their place in line.”

“We do.”

“If infernals are capable of alliances… What if we negotiated one?”

“I have already said demons are not to be trusted.”

“I don’t intend to trust it. I just want to get the Dungeon Lord of our back.”

“Interestingly foolish idea.”



Aurketzu and I spent the next several hours scheming. My proposal of forming an alliance with a Dungeon Lord impressed my soul-bonded sorceress’ companion so much that she extended her shock to also include how surprised she was to feel that shock in the first place. Though her compliment eventually mutated into another insult, I did feel as if I had finally been heard in our partnership.

The thought of having a win delighted me for all of an instant as the paranoia set in. Was she giving me this “win” to lower my defenses? Was it part of her manipulation to make me feel as if my destiny was my own to throw me off balance?

Whether the sorceress had cunningly triggered my spiral intentionally or if I was simply spinning myself in circles, I couldn’t say, but in either case, whatever control I thought I had slipped away.

Finding a way to negotiate with the Lopav Dungeon Lord was still our best plan, but now I worried Aurketzu would twist the situation to favor her desires over mine. I forced myself to separate the two problems. I needed to figure out how to contact a Dungeon Lord. Later, after a great deal of time with which to have inspiration, I could solve the Aurketzu double-cross problem.

With the sun starting to rise over the mountains, I saw movement in Itaa’s store. It was well before her usual opening time, but maybe I could convince her to lend me a healing potion for my arm. There wasn’t much more magic could accelerate at this point, but I could at least manage the pain. Sometimes, in the corner of my eye, I would see my arm as it was in the dungeon: shriveled, like it had been instantly mummified.

I knocked on the door.

When Itaa looked through the window, she gave me a playfully disappointed scowl and let me inside. “It’s been a rough 24 hours.”

I pulled back my sleeve to expose my forearm striped with scar tissue that hadn’t finished mending into flesh.

Itaa gasped. “That was you?”

She grabbed my wrist and led me to a stool in the back, forcing me to sit while she searched through a shelf brimming with bottles of every shape and of every color.

“I heard an adventurer was wounded in a strange dungeon encounter, but they were in a larger party.”

“There were four of us by the time the fight ended. Maybe that’s the confusion?”

“I hate these hush-hush policies,” Itaa said, holding a vial of blue liquid up to the light. “There’s going to be a town hall in a few hours where we’ll hear the rest of the story. All I knew was that it was more than a duo who got attacked.”

“I was hoping to grab a few things and head back to the dungeon early.”

Itaa held out the vial for me to take. “You should rest. I don’t know what kind of spell did that, but it looks vicious. Could you take it easy, as a favor to me?”

She wanted me to take another day to recover, but we eventually compromised on me chugging her healing potion and seeing how I felt by the end of the guild gathering.

Flexing my hand was like pulling the reins of a horse, as if the tendons and ligaments in my wrist were a bundle of coarse leather. I warmed to the idea of giving myself more time to recover. Besides, the town hall was about the dungeon, and a fussy cleric father might be arguing for a larger action supported by the Church of the Goddess.

If clerics were going to descend on Lopav in force, best I know about it.

I asked Itaa if she would mind letting me use the mage light now even though I still owed her overnight shifts.

“That wasn’t our deal,” she said.

“Come here,” I told her, reaching for her hand. When she hooked my fingers and shuffled toward me, feigning reluctance, I activated Reward the Loyal, giving her a sense of fulfillment for having obeyed a simple command. Her cheeks blushed immediately.

“You’re manipulating me,” Itaa said playfully.

“Negotiating. I’d even throw in another overtime shift.”

“A what now?”

I pulled her into my lap, gently pressing her hips to grind against my thigh as she straddled my leg.

“Oh. This is how we’re negotiating?”

“Is it working?”

“I want two more overtime shifts. Not just one.”

With her breasts in my face, I agreed to her terms. As she stood, she scowled at me. She popped out to the front of the store and came back a moment later with the mage light.

“It already has a full charge,” she said, handing the device to me.

I thanked her with a kiss on the cheek.

“You owe me.”

“Press.”

I stood and put my hands on Itaa’s shoulders to spin her away from me. I grabbed her wrist and pinned it against the wall. When she moved her other hand to join her first on her own, with no force from me, I was emboldened. I slid a hand down the front of her pants, sliding slowly and smoothly at first, as if barely touching her skin. As my fingertips grazed her soft hair and then her lips, she gasped softly. I grabbed her chest with my other hand and squeezed.

I found myself imagining doing this to Invia in the bunkhouse.

“I’ll see you tonight,” I whispered.

I left Itaa flustered and playfully frustrated.

Invia was likely unhappy with me, and as much as I didn’t want to deal with her, keeping her in the loop as to what the town decided was to my benefit. The more she knew about what was happening in the dungeon, the safer I would be.

Despite the clear practicality, I dreaded having to collect her after the events of the previous day.

Bracing myself for an argument, I opened the door to the bunk house. Invia sat on her bed, equipped for a dungeon crawl.

When she saw the surprise on my face, she said, “I didn’t know if we were training today or not. I wanted to be ready if we were.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“After everything that happened yesterday?”

“You were right,” she said. “We are here because of me. We’re better off as a team.”

“She bends. Or she plans to slit your throat in the dead of night.”

Aurketzu’s thoughts echoed my own. Invia’s sudden submission was suspicious. From the beginning, bringing Invia along was like having a circus tiger on a leash. She listened to me most of the time, but every time she obeyed a command, her eyes glinted with untamed ferocity. The same beast who slayed monsters on my behalf could turn on me at any moment.

I told Invia to leave her weapons in the bunkhouse. We would wait for Mirko to return from the guild meeting. Based on what we heard there–and how my arm felt–we would decide what to do next.

***

Mirko returned before noon. When he saw Invia and me waiting in the guild hall for him, he startled at our presence at first, as if he forgot we were wintering with the Northern Rangers.

He stomped the snow off his boots and unbuttoned his heavy jacket.

“I’m hurrying. I’m hurrying,” he said. Neither Invia nor I had said anything to rush him.

After Mirko pulled a chair closer to the fire and gave the heat a moment to thaw his fingers, he looked at us and shook his head.

“Fucking clerics,” he began. “Once we talked the holy man out of an emergency messenger to the Capital… I mean, that valley baby wasn’t volunteering to do it himself. He wanted one of the locals to go, the risks be damned.”

A few minutes of silence passed as Mirko stared into the fire, replaying the meeting in his mind, reliving all of the same annoyances.

“Many of the guilds wanted to wait to see if the situation developed. A few low-level adventurers had a bad day. No need to herald the end of times over something so banal.”

Mirko glanced at my arm.

“No offense.”

“None taken,” I assured him.

“At any rate, the dungeon is staying open. There aren’t enough high-level adventurers in town to organize a crawl to the boss room, and we haven’t seen any monsters outside of the dungeon. That plan could change, especially if the pious types keep complaining.”

We thanked Mirko for the updates. My arm felt like shit, and half the day was lost already. I told Invia the rest of the day was hers and that I had errands to run.

I had an entrance exam to pass.


Chapter 15

“I’d still be in bed if that was my arm,” Purity said when I stepped into the library. No one else was present save for the cleric. She sat at a table with three books open in front of her.

“I always feel like doing nothing is… wrong, I guess,” I said.

“I understand that fear.”

“You seem like you would. There must be a lot of pressure on you.”

“Why do you say that?” Purity asked.

“Your family is clearly very dedicated. I imagine that’s a lot to live up to.”

Purity nodded, trying to hide a slight frown.

“I’m actually surprised they’re not in here studying with you,” I said.

“My father brought his own project.”

“Press.”

“I know,” I answered in my mind. To Purity I asked, “What kind of project?”

“Don’t tell him I told you. He’s translating a book that’s supposed to be written by one of the first priestesses of the Goddess.”

I activated Reward for the Loyal. Purity shifted in her seat.

“Sounds interesting. Must be pretty remarkable to read something like that as it’s being translated for the first time.”

Purity laughed. “We don’t get to read it until we are deeper into our faith. He keeps it in his room, works on it alone, and we’re not allowed to touch it.”

“That would drive me crazy. Sorry to interrupt you when you’re reading, though. I’ll leave you to it.”

As I passed, I put a hand on Purity’s shoulder and added, “Thank you for healing me. With all the pain and the chaos, I thought you were an angel at first.”

Purity blushed. “It’s my duty, but you’re welcome.”

As I browsed the shelves again, I quickly realized the only books that might be useful to me were sitting in front of Purity, and I didn’t have a plausible excuse for suddenly being interested in them. Instead of leaving, however, I locked my eyes on a book about kobold social structures and spoke with Aurketzu in my mind.

“Any thoughts on how to snatch the book for Mirko?”

“My thought is that we should not.”

“I know why you object, but this is the partnership I was talking about. An in with the Thieves’ Guild will only get more valuable as we need more information or access to uncommon items. You said it yourself that they were good allies to have.”

“The risk is too great.”

“If we can sow any sort of discord among the followers of the Goddess, that works to our favor. The weaker and more distracted they are, the safer we will be.”

“I cannot deny the logic.”

“Then help me.”

“The weak link is in the room with us. Corrupt her, and doors should open.”

“I’m listening.”

“You need to become a stronger viceroy.”

I summoned my character sheet.

Level: 5

Class: Viceroy, Tier 3 (115/400)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 3 (393/400)

Alignment: Neutral Good

Strength 8

Dexterity 5

Constitution 4

Intelligence 5

Wisdom 3

Charisma 2

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness, Reward for the Loyal

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse, Improved Footing

285 Will points to reach tier 4? That would take me forever.

I thought, searching for ideas for how to earn Will points more quickly. The most I had ever earned was with Itaa. When she climaxed, I earned 100 Will points for the effort. If I could do that three more times… I supposed that was a sacrifice I could make for the sake of my training.

On my way out of the library, I fumbled one of my books as I passed Purity.

“My damn arm,” I muttered. “Can you get that for me?”

Purity smiled and slid from her chair. “Of course.”

As she handed me the book, I made sure that my fingers grazed hers. I activated Reward for the Loyal when they did.

+1 Will Point.

With time, she would bend for me. I knew that for certain.



I stepped into Itaa’s shop late that afternoon. She smiled weakly at me when I did. After a small wave, she returned her tired eyes to a piece of paper on the counter in front of her.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“To prepare for a potential dungeon surge, the captain of the guard wants me to have several emergency sets of gear set aside, pre-assembled and not for sale.”

“Sounds like a lot of work for no profit.”

“It is. Pitching in when the safety of the town is at stake is part of the charter, but this… it’s excessive.” She blinked away her frustration and looked at me. “I don’t mean to complain. What can I do for you, adventurer?”

“I need something good to drink tonight.”

“What’s your preference?”

“What do you recommend?”

She opened the door to a display case behind her. “This is my favorite wine. Should be good for a relaxing night off.”

“I’ll take it.”

I set my silver pieces on the counter and took the bottle. I walked to the front of Itaa’s shop. I slid the deadbolt and flipped her sign to closed.

“What are you–”

“Shh,” I said, holding a finger to my lips.

Itaa closed her mouth.

+1 Will Point.

“You’ve had a tough day. Mine’s not been the easiest either. We’re going to go upstairs, open this wine, and then you’re going to lie back while I make you cum.”

Her shocked reaction to the bluntness of my words made me think I had gone too far, risked too much.

Itaa slowly turned around, walking toward the stairs to her apartment. She lifted and removed her shirt as she went, exposing her bare back to me without turning around or slowing her pace.

+5 Will Points.

By the time I got into her apartment, she was already crawling onto the bed, her ass on display as she did. Then Itaa sat back, spread her legs, and held my eyes as she licked two fingers and began gently rubbing herself.

+5 Will Points.

I set the wine aside and then thought better of it. I turned my back to her and began searching his drawers for a bottle opener.

“Are you really going to make me wait?”

“Yes.” I looked back over my shoulder. “You’re not allowed to stop.”

Her fingers began moving again.

+1 Will Point.

I uncorked the bottle and poured two glasses of the red wine. Slowly, I walked a glass to her nightstand and set it down. She eyed me the entire way, her hand gently massaging herself the whole time. When I turned away from her again, I heard her moan with disappointment.

I pulled a chair over to face her bed and sat, sipping my wine.

“You’re so mean,” she said with flustered, frustrated gasps.

Grinning, I tipped the glass into my mouth again. “Let’s make a deal.”

“Anything.”

“I want to make you cum, but there will be a rule. You can put a finger in now while we talk.”

+1 Will Point.

“Tell me,” she said.

“We don’t stop until I finish,” I said. “That means no matter how tired you are, no matter how sensitive, I’ll keep trying to make you cum until I do.”

Itaa added a second finger without my prompting. “I don’t think we need an agreement for that.”

“You don’t understand. You’re not allowed to stop. You can beg and fight, but you’ll still take the pleasure.”

“Until you finish.”

“Correct.”

“I like this challenge.”

“Do you agree?” I asked.

Itaa brought her two fingers to her mouth and tasted herself. “I agree.”

I activated Reward for the Loyal, and her back arched right after.

“You speak with much confidence. Do you believe you can do this?”

“You’re going to help me,” I said in my mind. “If you want us to be more powerful, pitch in.”

“Gladly.”

I grabbed Itaa’s ankles and pulled her hips to the edge of the bed. I knelt on the floor and buried my face in her slit, repeating the ecstasy I gave her with my tongue before. Her fingers ran through my hair and pulled me in as she thrust herself upward. I needed both arms under her thighs to hold her as she bucked.

“You will not earn Will Points for this.”

“What? Why not?”

“You have taken this climax from her already. You must take it a different way.”

“Suggestions?”

“Reach inside of her.”

Itaa yelped softly with surprise when I used one hand to open her leg wide without lifting my mouth. Starting at the inside of her knee, I dragged a single finger slowly down her thigh. As my finger neared her, her moans grew louder, and I tasted her anticipation building. My one finger pressed against her lips, and then it was soaked with her desire as it smoothly entered her. I worked a come-hither motion, pressing deep inside, as my tongue continued to work her clit.

Aurketzu’s advice brought Itaa to her peak in a few short minutes, leaving her panting and squealing every time I forced my tongue onto her again.

+100 Will Points.

I joined her on the bed while she caught her breath.

“Your turn,” she said, hungrily reaching to stroke me.

I grabbed each of her wrists to stop her. “No.”

Itaa looked at me with surprise. With one hand, I controlled both wrists and pinned her arms above her head. Her confusion quickly became concern.

“No, no, no. I’m not ready.”

She giggled as she tried to wrestle free of my grip. With my strength as high as it was, she was helpless, and I think she knew that, but she played the part well regardless.

I cupped her breasts with my free hand and enjoyed the gentle softness of her stomach as I slid my hand toward her hips.

She kicked and fought, laughing desperately as she begged me to wait.

“We had a deal,” I said.

When my fingers finally found the moistness of her pleasure, her words became feral grunts and moans, but her thrashing and closing her legs made it hard for me to maintain the right pressure.

“Hook her with two fingers and use your palm to torment her.”

I did as Aurketzu suggested. My middle and ring fingers slipped between her lips and into her sex with ease thanks to the dripping orgasm I gave her with my mouth.

With two fingers stroking her from the inside and the heel of my hand rubbing her clit, she couldn’t escape me. Itaa’s ability to form words seemed to fade completely. Her body shuddered with pleasure, and her voice squeaked and squealed with every wave that went through her body.

I worked my hand harder. Itaa went quiet, as if holding her breath, her entire body tense and stiff. Then she began taking quick, short gasps. Her voice dropped as she squirmed like a person possessed. I felt her open and contract around my fingers as she finished, a fresh burst of juice running over my knuckles.

+100 Will Points.

Itaa panted, her face red and her body glistening with sweat. I ran a fingertip over her throbbing clit as I withdrew. She yelped, the barest brush sending an overwhelming surge of sensation through her body as she tried to yank her hips away from me.

She looked up, searching my eyes for clues as to what came next, while her eyes pleaded for relief.

“I’m not done, am I?”

I shook my head slowly.

In my head, I asked, “Suggestions for this one?”

“Secure her legs. Use just a finger, the lightest touch.”

“That will count?”

“Yes. It is different.”

I relaxed my grip on Itaa’s wrists but didn’t fully let go. “Do we still have a deal?” I asked.

She bit her lip and timidly nodded, afraid but intensely aroused.

“Don’t you dare leave this bed,” I commanded.

I went down to her shop, snatched a knife and a rope, and returned to Itaa’s apartment seconds later. She lay on her side, still covered in sweat from the exertion, drinking her wine. Her eyes widened when she saw the rope.

“I don’t know if I can.”

“You will.”

“What if I can’t?” she asked.

“We’ll see.”

She didn’t fight me this time, giving me each of her ankles to lash to the bedpost, forcing her legs to spread, the tension not allowing them to close again. She shivered with anticipation as I collected her wrists, holding them down over her head with my bad hand while I caressed the inside of her thighs with the other.

She flinched every time I came close to touching her clit, terrified to feel the intense pleasure it was sure to bring.

Her eyes begged me to stop and begged me to continue at the same time.

I kissed her gently on the lips.

“Cum for me,” I said.

She kicked and yanked and twisted, but she couldn’t escape it. She yelled and moaned and squealed, her brain completely overwhelmed by an impossible amount of feeling, all directed by the gentle caress of a single finger.

I paused. She gasped for air like she had just surfaced from a deep dive.

“I don’t know if I can,” she whimpered.

“Tell you what,” I said, climbing onto my knees to kneel next to her head, my diamond-hard member pulsing inches from her face. “I’ll keep going until you make me finish. Until then, I can do this for hours if that’s what it takes.”

Her head lifted, her lips reaching for my cock, but her pinned hands stopped her from reaching her prize.

“Please, let me,” she gasped. “Let me taste it.”

I started rubbing her again. She squirmed and moaned, but her eyes never left me. I released her wrists, and she devoured me with total abandon. Any hint of sensuality or delicate teasing was gone completely. She forced me deep into her throat as if her life depended on it, and then did it again and again. That finish line would be her relief, but until then, she had to endure.

Then I felt the steadily growing quiver of another climax tightening every muscle in her body, tensing her in sharp moments like an electric shock. She looked up at me, my dick in her mouth, afraid at the feeling brewing between her legs. She was desperate. She would do anything for relief.

She shrieked from her orgasm. When she fought harder than she ever had before, I put my fingers back inside her, forcing her to continue experiencing pleasure. I heard her trying to form words around the pulsing flesh in her mouth, but all she could do was scream as she sucked harder and deeper.

I erupted down her throat. I felt it quiver as she raced to guzzle every drop. When I finished, I released my grip on her sex. Itaa’s head dropped to the mattress, a dribble of my seed on her lips and rolling down her cheek. She went limp, focused on nothing but bringing air back into her lungs.

+100 Will Points.

+50 Will Points.

“Excellent performance.”

Itaa still didn’t move when I untied her ankles.

Her head rolled to the side to look at me lying next to her.

“What the fuck was that?” she whispered. “I have never cum so hard. I couldn’t even think straight. I still can’t.”

I kissed her on her forehead.

She fell asleep shortly after.

Viceroy class had advanced to Tier 4.

Character level has advanced to 6.

New abilities and status points to allocate.


Chapter 16

With Itaa sound asleep next to me, I meditated and summoned my character sheet, allocating a stat point to strength, constitution, and intelligence.

Level: 6

Class: Viceroy, Tier 4 (79/800) (New Ability Available)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 3 (393/400)

Alignment: Neutral Good

Strength 9

Dexterity 5

Constitution 5

Intelligence 6

Wisdom 3

Charisma 2

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness, Reward for the Loyal

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse, Improved Footing

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1

Tier 4 of the viceroy class gave me three new abilities to choose from:

Safe Word

Active Ability

Similar to Reward for the Loyal, activating Safe Word gives the target a feeling of intense safety and calm. Sensation is brief and cannot erase or modify other emotions occurring at the time of activation. Must be touching the target to apply the effect.

Guilty Pleasure

Active Ability

Activating Guilty Pleasure reveals a source of intense joy, satisfaction, or pleasure for the target.

Afterglow

Passive Ability

Duration: 12 Hours

Achieving climax with a willing party member applies a 25% buff to all their stats for the next 12 hours.

“You would be wise to acquire all of these abilities as soon as you can.”

I found that I agreed. I could see great utility in any of these options.

What would be most useful for my immediate goals, though? I needed to steal a book from a religious nut. I wanted to speak with the Dungeon Lord of the Lopav dungeon. And I wanted to grind levels to improve my fighter class.

Running the dungeon was going fine already–minus the Dungeon Lord having it out for me–and I had no real leads on how to commune with a Dungeon Lord, not enough to make an educated ability selection to further that goal at least.

As for getting the book, the door with Purity was cracked ever so slightly. What would open that door even more?

Purity was afraid of everything, likely for most of her life. Safe Word had to be the best option in that case. I selected it. Like Aurketzu said, I wanted all of these abilities eventually. There was no real risk of making the “wrong” decision in this case.

I left Itaa to rest, getting back to the bunkhouse before sunrise.

Invia sat at the edge of her bed, running a whetstone over her sword. She had her armor on and looked ready to run the dungeon.

“I’ll go if you want me to,” she said, “but is that really a good idea with the spawn problems?”

I walked over as if I wanted to inspect her sword. I touched her shoulder. “Don’t be afraid.” I activated Safe Word. I didn’t see any visible change in Invia’s demeanor, however.

“Did it work?” I asked in my mind.

“Bending is slow and deliberate. Patience.”

“What do you want to do?” Invia asked when I hadn’t replied in some time.

“We’ll do a light run,” I answered. “Won’t even go near the second floor. I just want to move a bit.”

Getting the 7 experience points I needed took no time at all once we were in the dungeon.

Fighter class has advanced to tier 4.

Character level has advanced to 7.

New abilities and status points to allocate.

I kept my promise. We spent only a few hours in the dungeon, encountering the same groups of kobolds and shamans we had on previous runs. Every battle after my level up was more about spending non-confrontational time with Invia than gaining experience. It was clear to me I needed to be grinding on the second floor regularly now to really make progress, and I needed Invia on her game for that to be viable.

When we returned to the guild hall, Invia volunteered to turn in our loot to Mirko. I told her that I wasn’t hungry and that she should eat without me.

I lay on my bunk and meditated. When it had been long enough, I again allocated a point to strength, constitution, and intelligence.

As for my new abilities, I had the following options:

Enemy Study

Passive Ability

Every time you kill the same monster, gain a 0.1% bonus to damage against that monster. Max damage bonus of 10%. Note: Bonus is based on specific monsters, not the group they belong to. For example, earning a damage bonus by killing goblins does not translate into a damage bonus for goblin shamans.

Bloodlust

Active Ability

Duration: 2 Minutes

Killing three enemies within 30 seconds of each other grants a temporary 10% bonus to strength and dexterity. Usable once per day.

Improved Accuracy

Passive Ability

Pick a weapon type (one time). Your ability to hit your intended target with that weapon type is permanently enhanced.

And, like always, I had all of my previous unlock options as well.

This was another batch of abilities where I wanted to select them all. Enemy Study and Improved Accuracy edged out Bloodlust, though. Permanent passive bonuses still seemed like the smartest options, and spending any amount of time in a dungeon would make Enemy Study useful.

I had already invested in Finesse and Sense Weakness, two skills that helped me target vulnerable areas on enemies. Improved Accuracy was vague, which gave me pause, but it fit the rest of my build choices too well for me to ignore it. I selected Improved Accuracy.

With that done, I reviewed my character sheet:

Level: 7

Class: Viceroy, Tier 4 (79/800)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 4 (77/800)

Alignment: Neutral Good

Strength 10

Dexterity 5

Constitution 6

Intelligence 7

Wisdom 3

Charisma 2

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness, Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse, Improved Footing, Improved Accuracy

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1

Level 7 in just a few days? I had hoped to get to level 6 by the end of the winter. With this progress, I’d leave Lopav well on my way to being strong enough to seek out my father. With dungeon returns improving as I delved deeper, I should be able to secure the resources I need to fund that search.

“Should I be investing more points into wisdom and charisma?” I asked Aurketzu in my mind.

“I have all the wisdom you need.”

That told me all I needed to know. If Aurketzu didn’t want me to invest in wisdom, then I definitely needed to.

“Charisma?”

“It will increase the effectiveness of your viceroy skills, but the benefits are negligible. Your rapid level growth will give your presence more power than charisma.”

I wasn’t sure exactly what time it was when I opened my eyes, but Invia hadn’t returned, and I had accomplished what I needed with meditation. Wanting to test Safe Word a few more times had me stopping at the library, hoping Purity was there. She wasn’t. The library was locked, and the windows were dark.

“Don’t freak out,” I said in my mind.

“Do not go to the tavern.”

“Trust me.”

“Your recklessness threatens both our interests.”

“I just asked you not to freak out.” I activated Safe Word.

“Never attempt to use Safe Word or any other ability on me again.”

“You could tell?”

“Yes. Do not test me.”

Threatening me seemed like a bad idea, given that I was her vessel, but I put Aurketzu out of my mind and continued to the tavern.

Godfried sat at a table with his son Justice and an older local man. The three empty pitchers on their table suggested they had been drinking for some time. Their red faces and slightly out-of-focus eyes were pretty big clues too.

“Hansen!” Godfried said when he saw me brushing snow off my boots. “Good to see you kept the arm after all! Come and fellowship with us!”

Steeling myself for a risky conversation, I smiled back and joined the old cleric and his monk son. The local man wandered away shortly afterward. He was clearly quite drunk.

“Been busy, gentlemen?” I asked, gesturing at the pitchers.

Justice laughed.

“Our leveling holiday isn’t going quite like we expected,” Godfried said. “This business with the kobold spawn will keep us out of the dungeon for a bit, so quality time with my boy it is!”

“Why is it keeping you out?”

“The Lopav dungeon is a training dungeon. Shouldn’t be this much risk.”

“Your kids have seemed pretty competent to me,” I said.

“Monk is a tough class, but having them frontline in encounters like we’re seeing? Not worth it.”

“That’s why I wanted to talk to you, actually. Myself and my… partner want to push deeper but don’t have the numbers for it. We work well together, but we need more people. And you seem like you’ve earned a few levels before.”

Godfried laughed.

I noticed Justice roll his eyes.

“What do you have in mind?” the old cleric asked.

“Push down to floor 3,” I answered. “Dungeon spawns don’t change, so maybe we’ll find some sort of explanation or at least a few clues as to why this one did.”

“What are you, level 3, 4?” Godfried asked.

“I’m level 7. My partner is level 6.”

“I misjudged you when we first met, it seems. Still, these are my children.”

“We’ll be fine,” Justice said. “We came to train. So let’s train.”

Godfried took a long slurp from his ale. “I’ll think about it.”

“That’s all I ask.” I extended my hand.

I took a risk and activated Safe Word on Godfried when we shook his hands.

“You’re a fool.”

“It was worth testing,” I said in my mind. “Didn’t seem like he detected it.”

“He did not because of his drink. That doesn’t make that any less foolish.”

“If you had showed up an hour ago, I would have bought you more ale,” Godfried said, swaying a bit when he stood. “Meet in the morning for a trial run?”

“Sounds good.”

Justice condensed his farewell to a nod and followed his father up the stairs.

“What do you expect to gain?”

“Information and experience. Maybe learning more about what’s changed gives us new clues. If not, at least I’m getting stronger.”

“If they do not banish our souls to the hells.”

“They’ve figured out the ice puppets aren’t undead. There’s no reason for them to try holy spells again, and besides, tell me you wouldn’t enjoy spreading some corruption.”

“What are you hiding?”

Was she pretending she couldn’t read my mind? Or were my thoughts truly my own?

“Can you talk to demons?”

“What do you expect to accomplish?”

“We can’t get the components for a communing, so let’s see if we can send a messenger.”

“In full view of the clerics?”

“The plan is a work in progress.”

“If you send me back to the hells because of this arrogance, I will torment you for eternity.”



“Let’s take it slow and see how this goes,” Godfried said. “I’ll keep everyone topped off with buffs.”

We worked our way through the first floor as a six-person party, but even with kobold shamans using their ice magic, there were too many of us for encounters to be any sort of challenge. To really test how well the party worked together, We needed some degree of resistance.

And splitting kobold experience six ways sucked.

The upside was I got to spend more time with Purity. Her sister, the other monk twin named Charity, had no interest in speaking with me, and I didn’t press it. She was pious to the point of seeing herself as superior to everyone else, even her own family. I hadn’t spent much time with Purity, but I saw opportunity in the time I had.

When we cleared the gate area at the start of the second floor, I asked the party to pause.

“Vara and I did this group with just the two of us,” I said, almost using Invia’s real name instead of her cover name at first. “How has the party felt so far to you?”

Godfried nodded. “Good, I’d say. Gear up and do the deeper run tomorrow?”

“I like that plan.”

Purity looked like she had to choke back fearful tears just then but didn’t say anything.

On our walk back out, I put a hand on Purity’s shoulder to activate Safe Word. “Don’t worry. We’ll be fine.”

She gave me a scared glance, as if she had begun dreading tomorrow’s crawl already. With her family around, I didn’t want to be any more aggressive than that, but a plan for stealing Godfried’s book was beginning to form in my mind. Bending Purity was the first step.


Chapter 17

“I’m surprised we’re doing this,” Invia said as she dropped her gear next to her bunk. “You must really trust me.”

“Why do you say that?” I asked.

“That much time with do-gooders? You don’t think they’d help if I told them you’re holding me against my will?”

I chuckled. “That would backfire.”

“Another threat?”

“Not at all. You definitely could tell them, but the patron funding their missionary work might be upset.”

“Patron?”

Smiling, I said, “Valice Chastain.”

Invia paled. “You’re full of shit.”

“I swear on your life.”

“Fuck you,” Invia said, storming off toward the bathroom on her side of the bunkhouse.

“Stop.”

Invia halted.

“Come back here.”

Her jaw flexed as she ground her teeth in frustration, but she obeyed. She walked over and stood in front of me.

“On your knees.”

Invia hesitated. She stared hard into my eyes, her anger boiling.

“Now.”

Invia dropped onto both knees, her chest heaving as she struggled to restrain herself. I activated Reward for the Loyal.

+1 Will Point.

“We do need to train.”

“Your brother is going to take over the family fortune, and you got in bed with Valice so you could claim it instead. Am I remembering that correctly?”

Invia nodded.

“Put both hands behind your head.”

She did as instructed, the shift in position forcing her chest forward, but with her leather armor in the way, all I could do was imagine how perky the flesh beneath was.

+1 Will Point.

“And Valice forced you into a corner so you had to go along with her trafficking scheme?”

Invia nodded again.

“We don’t need to be enemies,” I said. “I’m not against you getting what you want. I’d even help.”

“I don’t believe you.”

I put a hand on Invia’s face. She tensed and began to pull away but stopped herself. I activated Safe Word. “If you’re helping me, I can help you.”

“Why would you do that?”

I stepped a few feet away and sat on the edge of my bunk, enjoying a different view of Invia on her knees. From this angle, I could appreciate her arching posture much better.

“I’ll make a lot more progress if I’m not waiting for you to stab me in the back, and I believe in rewarding good behavior. If helping you take over your family and getting out from under Valice’s thumb motivates you to be loyal, I’ll happily help.”

“You think pretty highly of yourself.”

“Put her in her place.”

“Do you remember what level I was back in Borja?” I asked out loud.

“One.”

“Correct. And my strength stat was 1. What level do you think I am now?”

“Four?”

I shook my head. “You’re a level 6 barbarian. I bet you put a few points into strength.”

“8.”

“This is our secret: my strength is at 10.”

“You lie. You’re pathetic.”

I stood and walked close to Invia, forcing her to look straight up at me. “The insults stop. Never again. That’s your last warning.”

“You’re a lying asshole.”

“Take off your armor,” I commanded.

Invia’s hands twitched to obey, but she resisted, glaring up at me.

“I’ll help you then.” I drew my knife and walked behind the kneeling barbarian. “If you don’t do as I say, I’ll cut it off you.”

She resisted for two more seconds and then reached with both hands to pull her leather tunic over her head. I stayed behind her.

“The shirt next.”

As she slid her wool undershirt up over her head, I watched her slim back flex and appreciated the graceful curves of her long body.

+20 Will Points.

“Where do your hands belong?” I asked.

She quietly put them back behind her head.

+1 Will Point.

I walked back around Invia, and her body was even more desirable than I imagined. With the way she knelt, her small breasts and perfectly erect nipples were on full display, as if they were expensive gifts in a shop window. Her stomach was toned and smooth, her abs flexing gently to keep herself upright. Only her eyes moved, following my every move.

The view from my seat on my bunk was fantastic as well. I sat and leaned forward with my elbows on my knees.

“If you still think you’re stronger than me, resist.”

“Masterfully done, viceroy.”

Invia didn’t move.

“Are you seeing the value of working for me instead of against me?”

“Fuck off.”

Frowning and shaking my head, I stood again. I ran a finger down the side of her face, to her neck, and down to her chest. She shook. I held her gaze as I cupped a breast.

I had dreamed about how she would feel in my hands for so long. Squeezing her tight yet soft flesh right then was almost better than Itaa swallowing me whole.

+20 Will Points.

Almost.

“Be good, and I’ll reward you. Be bad, and I’ll punish you.”

I gently gripped one of her nipples between my thumb and pointer finger. I let my skin barely touch hers, applying no more pressure than a light breeze.

“Punish.”

Invia’s eyes shifted from pure hate to begging me not to continue. I took my time enjoying how sensitive she was and how electric it felt to barely touch her.

I squeezed the pink point, gradually increasing the pressure. She kept her stoic demeanor at first, but her lip soon began to quiver. Then she squealed from the pain, her attempt to pull away from me stretching her breast as I held firm. She squealed louder and fought to keep herself still.

When I released, she gasped. She had held her breath through the entirety of the brief ordeal.

+20 Will Points.

“From now on, if you disobey, you will be punished. I have no more patience. If you want to behave like a wild animal, I’ll break you like one. If you change your mind and would rather earn rewards, tell me. Nod if you understand.”

Invia nodded.

“You’re dismissed. Go bathe.”

Without a word, she shut the bathroom door behind her.

+1 Will Point.

“A pleasure to watch.”

“Thank you,” I answered in my mind.

When I heard the water of Invia’s bath begin to run, I stepped out of the bunkhouse.

Should I take my frustrations out on Itaa, or should I hope to catch Purity at the library?

“Your plaything is not going anywhere.”

“You’re right.”



I saw light through the library window and smiled.

When I opened the door, Purity startled. In a flash, she straightened her cleric’s robes and sat up straight. Her cheeks were flushed.

“Yes, she was.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“Not a problem at all,” Purity said, her voice shaking from nerves. “You just surprised me.”

“I can leave if you’d prefer.”

“No, of course not. I don’t own the library.”

I nodded and walked by her to find books to pretend to read. Patting her shoulder as I passed, I activated Safe Word.

“Are you nervous about tomorrow?” I asked, sitting across from her instead of at one of the other tables.

“Is it obvious?”

“Not in the slightest. I was just curious.”

Purity blushed. “I’ve never gone beyond the first floor of a dungeon.”

“I’ve seen you in action enough times to know you’ll be fine.”

“I don’t know.”

“I’m serious,” I said. “You did great today, and you’ll do great tomorrow.”

She smiled but didn’t say anything else.

I turned my attention to a book on demonology, skimming the text while Aurketzu spoke in my mind.

“Demons cannot be trusted. This plan to seek a messenger is clever, but doing so blindly will end our lives.”

“Any other ideas for speaking with the Dungeon Lord?”

Aurketzu didn’t reply.

“Until you propose one, this is the only idea we have. Actually, I have questions.”

“Speak.”

“Is Invia obeying because I’ve taken will points, or could it be something else?”

“She is learning to respect your power. We have made good progress.”

“It still feels like she hates me.”

“She does, but that is irrelevant. She bent when you commanded it. That is all that matters.”

“Can anyone be bent?”

“Yes.”

“And there’s a point where they will obey my commands without question?”

“Yes.”

“I’m struggling with how you can maintain control when your subjects hate you so much. I can barely handle one Invia.”

“Does Itaa hate you?”

“No.”

“But she bends to your will.”

“She enjoys it, though.”

“She merely had less resistance and submitted more readily. All who submit come to enjoy it.”

“I can’t see Invia ever enjoying it.”

“She already does. Trust. Press.”

“Would that be true for demons too?”

“What do you propose?”

I didn’t have a detailed plan yet, but I had begun to toy with the idea of bending a demon. At first, that was solely to assure that my message reached the Dungeon Lord, but that felt too small. If I was going to make the effort, could I do more with that resource? I added Invia to my party thanks to the viceroy class. Having a barbarian under my command had certainly paid off, but that was because I put her gifts to use.

What would be the best use for a demon?

From what I was reading, the usefulness of a demon varied by their type and strength. I didn’t have a good way to predict what kind of demons I would encounter in the Lopav dungeon because of the changes in spawn patterns. Then I had to figure out a way to subdue the demon long enough to bend it.

Invia was essentially an enemy when I started with her, and I still had a lot of work to do to break through her hate. Surely a demon would be even more resilient. This was sounding more unrealistic, even to me, the deeper I got.

“A Dungeon Lord will not appreciate you poaching one of their resources.”

“Hadn’t thought about that part.”

“Demons respond to power and greed. Nothing more.”

“Can I ask you an odd question?” I asked aloud.

Purity looked up. “Hmm?”

“Have you ever read anything about captured demons or alliances with demons?”

The cleric frowned. “Captured, yes. And several people and beings have attempted to align with demons. Never works out for them.”

“How about good demons? Any of those?”

“You’re joking.”

“That outlandish, huh?” I asked.

Purity nodded.

After a lull in conversation, Purity asked, “How long have you and Vara been together?”

I laughed.

“Did I offend you?”

“No, it’s just that we are very much not together. Professional relationship only.”

“I see,” Purity said, lowering her eyes back to her books.

“Why? Are you interested?” I asked.

Purity blushed.

“I’m just joking,” I added before she could reply. “But I am serious about this.”

I extended my arm and set my hand on hers. Her skin was softer than a cloud.

“You’ll be safe tomorrow. I see how worried you are.” I activated Safe Word, loving that it didn’t have a cooldown. “Hey, take my hand.”

She did.

I activated Reward for the Loyal.

+1 Will Point.

“I mean it,” I said. “You have nothing to worry about, but I have a few more things to get done tonight. I’ll see you in the morning.”



“I’m still shaking from last night,” Itaa said, grinning as I entered her shop. “I’m not sure I can do that again for a few days.”

“Just came to give you one of those shifts I owe you.”

“Ah yes, you do owe me.”

“Still have inventory to unpack?” I asked.

“No, you can repay me in a different way.”

I raised an eyebrow.

She motioned for me to follow her behind the shop counter. When I did she positioned me where she wanted me to stand.

“You’re going to repay me by manning the counter. I’m tired of doing it.”

“If you say–”

Itaa knelt and reached for my belt. “And you’re going to fill my throat with your cock.”

+50 Will Points.


Chapter 18

Pushing through the entrance to the lizardman settlement at the start of the second floor was simple with a party of six. We knew what the encounter would entail, we had plenty of firepower, and we had Godfried’s upper-level buffs enhancing our performance. Feeling Strength and Agility spells made me hungrier for more levels.

With more levels, I could be that strong and fast all the time.

I wasn’t going to make much progress splitting experience six ways, though. Not in my fighter class, at least. Whenever I had the opportunity, I used Safe Word and Reward for the Loyal on Purity. With the cooldowns for Reward for the Loyal, I needed to be selective.

Invia was quiet but obedient, and I had had almost no interactions with Purity’s older sister, so I focused my efforts on the young cleric.

Aurketzu agreed with that approach.

When we pushed into the lizardman settlement–which was presumably owned by kobolds at this point–we found huts and tents built into a vast cave system. Wherever possible, the lizardmen had used the natural shape and features of the cavern to simplify their structures.

That approach gave this floor a shanty-town feeling. The tribal influence, various standards and totems made from carved bone, added a sinister air to the shadow-covered town, like we could be sacrificed and turned into totems ourselves if we were captured.

Godfried, naturally, expressed disgust for the worship practices of lizardmen at every turn. Though the cleric had been nothing but nice to me and was presumably a decent human being based on what I had learned of him thus far, I found myself wishing he would perish. Sometimes I wished for that death to come at the hands of a kobold, and other times I thought about nudging him over the edge of a chasm myself when the rest of the party was distracted.

Aurketzu was vocal about her support for that plan. I couldn’t do that, of course. Annoyance was a poor reason to murder someone, but the sorceress in my head argued that was the perfect reason to murder someone.

The greatest irritant, however, was kobold trickery. The little reptile bastards set traps all over the settlement, from tripwires that rattled bells to doors rigged to fire crossbows when they were opened.

In our two-hour trek through the huts and tents, we faced two kobold ambushes. Each had four puppeted lizardman corpses, a shaman, and half a dozen kobold grunts.

Other than a few arrow wounds that Godfried and Purity could heal handily, we faced no real danger.

Until we reached the stairs to descend to the third floor.

The third floor of the dungeon was, historically, a palace for the ruling lizardmen and their sorcerers. The guidebooks described it as fairly typical for a constructed dungeon. Brick walls. Cobblestone floors. Sconces with torches.

Under normal spawn conditions, our encounters here would be almost entirely lizardman soldiers and guards, skilled brutes whose mission in life was to protect their betters.

Instead, all we found was evidence of battle–plenty of blood but no corpses.

“Kobolds are ruthlessly cunning,” Aurketzu said in my mind. “They understand the strength of numbers. The quiet suggests a trap awaits us.”

“Maybe we should turn back,” Purity said, her voice quivering.

“The Goddess protects us,” Godfried replied, resolutely. “We are stronger than this enemy.”

“It feels wrong…”

“Lean on your faith,” Purity’s brother Justice said. “We will triumph with the Goddess watching us.”

“The young cleric has more sense than her family.”

Shortly after descending the stairs, we entered what looked like a throne room, though it was nowhere near as large or as opulent as a human throne room would be on the surface. Twenty paces from the main door, we could see five thrones fashioned from bone and lashed together with twine. The center throne appeared to be for the king, as it was larger and bore more decorative carvings than the others.

“Thrones for a king and his sorcerers.”

I heard the movement too late.

Six lizardmen warriors, covered in the ice of a kobold puppetting spell, emerged from passages on either side of the thrones. I couldn’t see the shamans controlling them, but they were undoubtedly not far behind.

As a party, we instinctively began to fall back, but we were stopped by four more lizardmen blocking the way we came.

“Your life matters. Theirs do not. Sacrifice these humans if you must.”

“Goddess, bless us,” Godfried said.

A buff I hadn’t felt before surged through my body. All of my senses sharpened, making the world feel like it moved more slowly.

The monk twins were already shaken. Their powerful stances wavered, hesitation bleeding into their movements before the battle had truly started. Purity clutched her staff, her eyes wide.

Invia’s face was determined, but her expression was grim.

“Shield us while we clear the exit!” Godfried yelled.

The old cleric and the twin monks leapt into action, fighting to clear a path for us to retreat back to the second floor.

That left me and Invia to hold off the six lizardmen stalking toward us, not to mention their shaman masters hidden somewhere in the shadows beyond.

“The puppets to your right are the weakest. Their master is the least skilled.”

“Okay?”

“That path is our best chance for survival.”

“You’re sure?”

“Trust. Trust.”

I put a hand on Invia’s shoulder and guided her to the right. “Those three go down first!”

She nodded, and we leapt forward. Invia preserved her Berserk ability, but she still fought ferociously. Her first two movements blocked a lizard claw, and then she slit its throat.

But the lizardman was already dead, so its animated corpse pressed forward.

As the three enemies from the left moved in, I dashed at them, bashing the lead lizardman with my shield. My vastly improved strength combined with Godfried’s buffs took one monster off its feet, throwing it backward into an ally. When the third moved to strike, looping an overhand scratch with its long claws glimmering under the glow of my mage light, I raised my shield to block. At the same time, I sliced through both of its legs.

I crashed into the side of the three lizardmen bearing down on Invia. She had been scratched a few times, blood trickling down her armor, but she stood strong. Purity was behind her, pumping prayers into her wounds.

“This way!” I yelled to Godfried and the twins.

When I stole a glance back, I saw Justice’s feet were frozen to the floor. He still blocked and punched, but without mobility, he was taking big blows. His sister kicked at the ice, attempting to free him while Godfried wrestled with two lizardmen.

“Let them die.”

“No!” I yelled in my mind. “We’re not doing that.”

With one more lizardman between us and an open passage, I turned to aid the cleric and the monks. Before my first step touched the floor, however, a white mist flowed into the room.

“Hold your breath!” Godfried yelled.

“Sleep magic.”

More lizardmen appeared behind the four at the throne room entrance. They moved to surround Godfried and his twins.

I saw Purity’s eyes roll back and her body wobble. I caught her with my shield arm before she fell. Invia, meanwhile, appeared to resist, gritting her teeth as she swung her sword at our last obstacle. Then she too collapsed to the floor.

The frozen lizardmen closed from all directions, and I was the last man standing. As an undead, Sleep spells didn’t affect me, a fact I’m sure confused the shamans bearing down on us.

I sheathed my sword and threw Invia over my shoulder and scooped up Purity, holding her under my arm. I knew my strength had improved dramatically, but I had no illusions of this being sustainable. As soon as my buffs and adrenaline expired, I wouldn’t be able to carry the barbarian and the cleric.

And I definitely couldn’t help Godfried and the monks.

“Leave them. Followers are replaceable.”

“Can you tell how long my buffs will last?”

“Less than two minutes.”

As I ran deeper into the palace, it became apparent to me that the kobolds had frontloaded their defense for this floor, as if they expected the throne room and the passages leading to it to neutralize any potential invaders. In a way, they had been correct. Any normal adventurer would have fallen to the Sleep spell.

I saw very few kobolds as I sprinted down the long corridors, trying to reorient myself so that I could circle back and take the stairs back up to the second.

But the scratching of dozens of kobold feet pursuing me never relented. Many of the turns I took were motivated by the simple strategy of moving away from the noise of monsters chasing me.

I finally found the stairs.

But they went down instead of up.

The fourth floor was the trials, a sort of underground jungle the lizardmen used to determine who was worthy to participate in the rituals on the fifth and sixth floors. It was also the largest floor of the dungeon, often taking days to fully traverse according to most accounts. Only the strongest warriors and sorcerers were able to prove their faith and receive the blessings of their demon patron. The failures died during the journey.

“Thirty seconds.”

That made the choice for me. I ran down the stairs to find that the jungle I read about had been iced over. Instead of lush greenery and humid air, my mage light reflected off of vines and plants frozen in time.

For no real reason other than my gut intuition, I turned a sharp left.

“Fifteen seconds.”

I spotted a small fissure in the cave wall. Had it not been for the consistency of the mage light, I could have easily passed it by, assuming it was nothing more than a shadow.

I poked my head inside.

“Five seconds.”

The fit was tight, but the fissure continued on for several twisted yards. It looked like it opened into a small cave.

I set Purity down and carried Invia in, my strength buff expiring halfway through the crag. I could still carry, but my entire body suddenly felt heavy and slow and uncoordinated. My adaptation to my buffs was more intense than I realized, as if my body demanded that to be its new normal.

I set Invia down and went back for Purity, seeing and hearing no signs of pursuers as I scooped her into my arms.

With Purity resting safely next to Invia, my legs gave out.

“We survived.”

“That celebration is premature.”

“Why?” I asked, sitting up with alarm.

“We are still in a Dungeon Lord’s domain.”

“Anyone ever tell you to appreciate the small things?”

“No.”

I tried to put Aurketzu out of my mind to think about my next move. We had packed for a single night in the dungeon, at most, fully expecting we could get to the third floor and back in one long day. Invia’s and Purity’s waterskins were half full, and they had the same amount of rations.

I didn’t need rations, but that fact extended our survival by another day, perhaps less.

And it was cold. I felt my undead limbs stiffening already.

The only option I could see was to wait for the Sleep spell to expire, rest, and then the three of us try to get back to the surface. I doubted my ability to remember the way, however. Aurketzu, however, remembered everything.

Invia inhaled sharply, her eyes springing wide open. She crawled across the floor in terror, looking for her sword, finding that it was missing.

“Hey, hey,” I whispered gently. “We’re safe. Take a breath.”

“Where are we? Where’s my sword?”

“The kobolds hit the party with a Sleep mist. We’re hiding on the fourth floor.”

Purity bolted upright. “The fourth floor?!” she yelled.

I grabbed the cleric and covered her mouth with my hand. I activated Safe Word. “Shh.”

Feeling her body struggling against me emboldened a hunger for more will points, but I restrained myself. When Purity quieted, I gently released her.

“Where’s my family?” Purity asked.

“Your dad told me to grab you and run. I don’t know what happened after that.” The lies flowed so freely from my lips that I was just as much an audience for the deception as Purity and Invia were. I too wondered what lie I would spout next.

“So you took us to the fourth floor?” Invia said, scowling. “That was dumb.”

My glare made Invia shrink away from me. “That was the only way to save both your lives. Would you have preferred I left you sleeping in a room full of kobold cultists?”

Invia shook her head sheepishly.

“The mist didn’t affect you?” Purity asked.

“I’m immune. I earned a hidden class skill that protects me.”

The system sometimes offered rare or unique rewards, like abilities and stat points. Naturally, these hidden unlocks were incredibly valuable. Though they were common enough that their existence was known, they were too rare to gather much data on any one hidden reward. If anyone knew for certain how to earn specific rare unlocks, they didn’t share that information publicly.

That was one of my dad’s conspiracy theories, that the nobles had all sorts of power no normal person would ever find. That theory seemed plausible to me.

Invia, however, did not find my hidden ability explanation to be plausible.

“As a low-level fighter?” Invia’s face was screwed up in confusion.

“I had this near-death experience in the Borja dungeon, and I guess that counted for something.”

Invia looked away from me and stopped speaking.

“I have a spell to make fire,” Purity said after a long silence. “I just need wood.”

I volunteered to go find some while they waited in the safety of the cave. They still looked a bit disoriented from the Sleep spell, but I also didn’t trust either of them to make survival decisions on our behalf.

The fourth floor was still deathly quiet. With minimal effort, I found enough dead plant matter for us to have a small fire, provided Purity’s spell could work with wet fuel.

It could, and I savored the feeling of my undead body thawing.


Chapter 19

Invia and Purity huddled up next to one another for warmth and drifted into a true sleep within an hour of starting our fire. The effects of a Sleep spell didn’t include actual rest, and their multiple spikes of adrenaline hadn’t helped their constitution, I suspected.

Feeling bold, I exited the cave.

Still, the fourth floor was nothing but silence. I followed my path back to the stairs, surprised at how much ground I actually covered to get to our hiding place. When I went to take a look at the third floor, intending to poke my head up the stairs for a quick glance, I was stopped by an invisible barrier, like thick glass had been stretched across the stairway.

I stepped back to see if I had missed something obvious.

“Put your hand on the barrier.”

I did as Aurketzu instructed.

“We do not have the power to dispel this. Only those with a specific item can cross through.”

“What item?”

“That I cannot learn. A trophy from the trials is most likely.”

“Proof that I was worthy.”

“Yes.”

Fuck.



Invia and Purity were awake when I returned, staring blankly at the small fire warming their feet.

“Where’d you go?” Invia asked.

I told them about the barrier and our–I mean my–suspicion that only those who passed the trials could travel back to the third floor.

“We’re trapped?” Purity asked, her eyes wide.

“Yes.”

“Not necessarily,” I said. “Let’s take stock of our supplies and see what we’re working with.”

Other than her shield, waterskin, and emergency rations, Invia’s only other equipment was a short rope, a hunting knife, and a few silver coins. Purity, meanwhile, had a hunting knife as well, though it was much smaller than Invia’s, and a satchel of cleric supplies.

When she dumped it out on the floor, Aurketzu purred.

“Reagents.”

“Are those spell components?” I asked.

Purity nodded.

“For what?”

“Cure Poison.”

“She lies. Sparrow feathers are not required for that spell.” Yet a small bundle of them was on the cave floor.

“What about the feathers?”

“It’s embarrassing… I’ve been planning to speak with the Goddess.”

“In the dungeon?” I asked.

Purity shook her head. “I always carry them, just in case I need my prayer to be heard.”

“Can you ask her for help?” Invia proposed.

The cleric shrugged. “I could try?”

I heard Aurketzu laugh in my mind. “A waste of reagents. Her prayers will not be heard.”

“Why not?” I asked in my mind.

“A true Dungeon Lord would not allow prayers to escape their domain.”

“Should we pray to the Dungeon Lord instead?”

“No. We are unprepared to bargain.”

“Look at the reagents again. Is there anything we can do with what we have?”


“A demon summoning, but there may be no demons in the dungeon powerful enough to answer the call. If there is, we may invite our own demise.”

Purity’s words pulled me out of my internal dialogue. “I'm thinking as hard as I can about other options,” she said, looking resolute and determined.

I leaned forward to study the components scattered in front of us. “How many prayers do you have supplies for?”

“Five.”

“Do me a favor? Stop after three attempts so we have supplies to try something else.”

“Like what?” Invia asked.

“I haven’t thought of that yet,” I lied. I had already died once, and I carried the soul of a sorceress around inside of me. Attempting to strike a deal with a demon sounded surprisingly reasonable.

Invia flopped backward to lean against the cave wall. “We’re going to die.”

“Quiet. No talking like that.”

Invia nodded.

+1 Will Point.

While Purity prepared for her prayer spell, I closed my eyes to meditate and summoned my character sheet.

Level: 7

Class: Viceroy, Tier 4 (220/800)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 4 (219/800)

Alignment: Neutral Good

Strength 10

Dexterity 5

Constitution 6

Intelligence 7

Wisdom 3

Charisma 2

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness, Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse, Improved Footing, Improved Accuracy

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1

“Do you see any options I don’t?”

“Ravage your followers to elevate your level.”

“Ravage?”

“Use them until they are whimpering husks.”

“Wow.”

I didn’t hate the idea of enjoying Invia and Purity at the same time, even in a cold cave, but I was doubtful of my ability to convince them that sucking my dick would help us escape.

“Hansen?” Purity asked. “Wake up.”

I opened my eyes.

“The Goddess did not hear me.” Her sadness hinted at a deeper disappointment, like she had waited expectantly for a loved one to visit, one who promised to be there, but they never came.

I pretended to think very deeply. In my mind, I asked Aurketzu if she could walk me through a demon summoning.

“We must prepare an ingredient.”

“You said we had everything we needed?”

“We do, but one ingredient is not ready.”

“Which ingredient is that?”

“Your seed. Our spell will be most potent if the cleric extracts it.”

“You’re not serious.”

“I am.”

“What if I just jerked off?”

“A smaller chance of success, as our call will be much quieter. Innocence is a powerful ingredient.”

Hence Purity needing to be the one to make me cum. I looked at the cleric. Her petite frame still shook with fear, and her ponytail was a scattered mess of brown hair. From carrying and comforting her, though, I knew that the petite body beneath her robes was supple. I longed to see it in its entirety, to hear her whimper when I stretched her small holes open.

Did I really just think that?

“I know a spell,” I said hesitantly. “It will let us send a message to other beings in the dungeon. We may be able to enlist their help, but that’s not a guarantee.”

“Beings?” Invia asked.

I took a deep breath. “Demons.”

Purity recoiled. “No, never. That’s horrid.”

“That’s why I didn’t mention it before. I don’t like it either, but look at what we’re working with. We have maybe two days of food and water. We have one sword and a few knives between us, and we’re trapped on the fourth floor of a dungeon. We can try to pass the trials, but I don’t give us good odds.”

“But it’s a demon.”

I shrugged. “I don’t want to die.” Again. “I’m open to other ideas, but I think our best shot is working with a demon who lives in this dungeon and wants something we can offer. I’ll even do the negotiating, so you two aren’t bound to any contracts or agreements.”

“I vote we try it,” Invia said. I restrained myself from correcting her that she didn’t get a vote.

“But my faith…”

“Like I said, I’ll do the summon and make the contract. Surely you can’t be responsible for something I do?”

Purity went quiet.

I put a hand on hers and activated Safe Word.

“Okay, cast the spell,” Purity said.

I looked at Invia. “She is going to have a hard time with this. I’m going to need your help if you want to get out of this alive. Do you trust me?”

“Yes.”

She sounded like she meant it. I activated Reward for the Loyal.

“I’m the final ingredient,” I said to Purity. “I know it’s twisted, but these are demons we’re talking about. The spell will be strongest if you extract it.”

“Extract?”

“You have to make me cum.”

Purity shook her head vigorously.

“He isn’t lying,” Invia said. “Do you want to die? I don’t.”

“But…”

“And I’ve seen you look at him. You think he’s cute.”

“I don’t know…”

Invia looked at me for ideas of what to do next. I simply stared back. The barbarian frowned.

“He saved you. Don’t make that a mistake. Get it over with so we can get out of here.”

“...How?”

“Jerk him off.”


Purity froze. After a time, she slowly nodded.

I undid my pants, my tool already swelling.

“Put your hand around it,” Invia said.

Purity complied.

+10 Will Points.

+20 Will Points.

“Were those both for touching my dick?” I asked Aurketzu.

“No. The first was for your follower giving a command to another that benefits you. The second is for the contact.”

Interesting.

Purity’s hand was small and cold, her fingers and palms soft and delicate as she gripped me. Her movements were light and timid, like she was carrying a too-full glass that might spill.

“That way will take forever,” Invia said. She wrapped her hand around Purity’s. Her fingers grazing my flesh was exhilarating. I had spent so many shifts dreaming of those hands working me.

+20 Will Points.

“Bunch up the skin so it doesn’t hurt when you go all the way down. Then squeeze a bit harder and work it with a little bit of a twist.”

Invia acted like I wasn’t there, as if she couldn’t feel me throb.

When she released me, Purity took over completely and did her best to mimic Invia’s movements.

“Good girl,” Invia said.

+10 Will Points.

“Like this?” Purity asked, looking up at me.

“A little harder.”

She pumped her hand more vigorously.

+1 Will Point.

After a few dozen strokes, she added her second hand. Her arms were tiring, and I could see sweat at the edge of her brown hair, glistening in the mage light.

The movement felt pleasurable, but that was largely from the thrill of defiling a cleric. Her hands were uncoordinated. Her movements were sloppy. And though she tried to listen to Invia, Purity’s complete lack of desire for anything sexual in that moment was obvious. Working my member was a chore, not a privilege.

Invia caught my eye. Catching the question in her mind, I gently shook my head. This wasn’t going anywhere any time soon.

“Do you want to live?” Invia asked Purity.

“Yes! Of course I do.”

“He is your only chance to do that, but you’re not committed. You’re moving like you're churning butter, not pleasuring a man. Show him you mean it.”

“I do mean it!” Purity insisted. “I’m doing my best.”

“Do you want my help?” Invia asked.

“Yes. Please help me.”

Hearing that, I thought Invia would add her hands to the exercise again, but she took an approach I didn’t expect.

“Put it in your mouth,” Invia commanded.

“What?!”

“Do it.”

Purity parted her lips, just barely, and leaned forward, pulling herself toward my engorged tool. Her lips were soft and delicate on my tip. Her warm breath teased how good I would feel deeper in her mouth. Feeling her breath blow out her nose and her struggles pushing air over my groin made me even harder.

+10 Will Points.

+25 Will Points.

Purity’s mouth pulled away from me. By the time I looked down, Invia’s hand was sliding up the back of her neck.

“Do you want him to cum?” Invia asked.

“Mmhmm.”

“Open your mouth. Wider.”

+10 Will Points.

Purity squealed as Invia pressed her down on me, her fingers wrapped in her hair to steer her every move. I saw a glimpse of pleasureful power in Invia’s eyes.

“Suck on it. Worship it.”

Invia pulled Purity’s head off me. The cleric’s neck arched backward from the yank on her hair.

“Take a deep breath.”

Purity did as she was told. Invia pushed her head back into position. I felt my tip glide across the roof of her mouth, but Invia kept pressing. I felt Purity’s throat pulse around me as she gagged, a strained cough escaping around the base of my dick. Invia pulled Purity back off.

Purity gasped for air. Tears from the gag welled in her eyes.

“Do you understand now?” Invia asked.

Purity nodded.

Invia guided her back onto me and released her handful of hair. Purity withdrew immediately.

“Help me,” Purity pleaded to Invia.

With Invia’s hand again gripping the back of her head, Purity descended on me, and Invia worked her throat around me, lifting and pressing on Purity to guide her. She would pull Purity to my tip and let the cleric rest, catching her breath as her tongue desperately swirled around me. Then Invia would ask if she was ready. When Purity mumbled a reply, my tip feeling the vibrations of her high-pitched voice, Invia jammed her head back down.

And held it. Letting Purity struggle against the throbbing in her throat.

Purity surrendered to Invia’s guidance completely. She let the barbarian work her head like it was a toy for my pleasure. As I neared my finish, I caught Invia looking up at me expectantly.

I took a risk. I leaned forward and pulled her toward me. Uninhibited lust filled her eyes as our lips neared.

I put my hand on top of hers, feeling Purity’s hair between my fingers, and I pushed down. Hard.

Invia smiled while Purity struggled to breathe, coughing and gagging with me in her mouth.

I kissed Invia. Her lips were sweet and gentle.

+15 Will Points.

I finished, dumping myself into Purity’s throat. Invia saw it on my face and yanked Purity’s head back.

“Don’t you dare swallow it,” Invia said. I didn’t need Purity to do anything to save my seed, but I didn’t bother correcting Invia.

I guided my last few spurts over the ingredients on the cave floor and let myself drip, the final echoes of my climax squeezing out of me.

Your alignment has changed from Neutral Good to Neutral.

I didn’t care. I dismissed the notification and repeated the words Aurketzu said in my mind.

My seed sizzled, and the cave filled with blue light.


Chapter 20

A woman with pale blue skin appeared in the cave. She had the voluptuous proportions of a dirty drawing–her breasts were large yet firm and erect. Her thin waist expanded into a perfectly round ass and then descended into strong but slender legs.

She had big pouty lips, a darker blue than her fair skin, and her eyes were solid black marbles. Two horns curved down from high on her forehead to frame her face like bangs.

She didn’t have hair and didn’t have a tail. For some reason, I assumed all demons had tails.

Her black eyes took in the room, playing over each of us. When they settled on Purity, she smiled.

The demon grabbed Purity’s head with both hands and forced her lips onto hers. She slurped the seed out of her mouth and released, circling her tongue around her own lips to collect any stray drop.

Had Purity held my cum in her mouth that whole time, unsure what she should do with it?

The demon released a satisfied gasp, as if she was taking a cold drink on a summer day. Her voice was low and scratchy when she spoke.

“A daring choice to call out in a demon’s domain.”

“Is this your domain?” Invia asked.

The demon glared at her and then locked eyes with me. “I speak only with the summoner.”

“She is a weaker demon. This is not her domain.”

“I know this isn’t your domain,” I said. “I called you so that we might bargain.”

“Your cattle are not a large enough sacrifice for a trade, I’m afraid.”

“Press.”

“The Lord of the Dungeon has acted strangely recently, have they not?” I asked.

The demon cocked her head. “What would you know of my Lord?”

“They sense a threat, so they have been rebuilding the dungeon to protect themselves.”

“Are you suggesting my Lord is afraid?”

“I did not use the word ‘afraid.’ You did.”

Narrowing her eyes, the demon approached me. I was only an inch or so taller than her, and I felt frigid air wafting off of her body as she circled me, inspecting me closely.

“She hungers for power. Use that hunger to bend her. Press. Press.”

“Are you understanding now?” I asked.

“My Lord acts because of your presence. You are the usurper. Delivering your soul will earn me great rewards.”

“Surely you aspire for more than a pat on the head.”

The demon stiffened.

“You’ve thought about what it would feel like to have the power of a Dungeon Lord. That desire burns within you, even now.”

More and more, I wondered if my words were my own or were really Aurketzu’s.

“What creature wouldn’t imagine what it would be like to be one of their betters?” she asked in reply.

“Press.”

“You and I both know it’s more than that for you. Do you want to bargain, or should I seek an audience with someone who has ambition?”

The demon looked me up and down. I realized my dick was still out, but I didn’t care. Nor did I care that my erection was recovering quickly at the sight of the demon’s bare body.

“For what would we bargain?” the demon asked.

“Your Lord thinks I come as a conqueror. In truth, I have no interest in taking this dungeon as my own and never did. I came to practice with my sword and nothing else. Is your Lord’s fear useful to you?”

“Say that it was.”

“Use me to support your ambition,” I said. “Your Lord is distracted. They are not watching their flank as they should. I suspect there are actions I could take to distract them further.”

“I am but a soldier.”

“So be more.”

The demon considered me quietly for a long minute. “Terms?”

“Delightful.”

“Deliver my party to the surface alive if you want me to maintain the distraction. If you want me to actively aid you, deliver my party to the surface alive and assist me in the dungeon. Like you, I have power yet to gain.”

“Assist?”

“Support my training. If I am gaining levels without dying or being captured, I would consider your part fulfilled.”

Her black eyes reflected the mage light, making them even more haunting. “You stink of clerics.”

“All the better for our work together. No Lord would suspect clerics to be serving your ends.”

“How would you aid me?”

I shrugged. “If it doesn’t kill or harm me, I’m flexible. I would rather we be allies than adversaries. The less we have to worry about each other, the more we can dedicate to our goals.”

“You speak sweetly for a human.” She reached out and put a cold hand against my face.

I wanted to pull away, but I fought the urge. Her eyes briefly flashed with surprise. She held my gaze, and I heard her voice in my mind instead of from her mouth.

“A viceroy? That class is the stuff of legends.”

“Well?” I asked out loud.

She ran her finger down my chest. “I accept your terms. I will need your assistance to bring the three of you to the surface.”

“Six.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“Our deal is for you to take my party to the surface. There are three more of us.”

“If only I could touch myself to truly enjoy this moment.”

The demon smiled. “You have the wit for our alliance to be productive, indeed.”

“What assistance do you need?”

“Your seed gives me power. I need more.” She pointed to Invia and then to Purity. “Command these pets to watch as you finish in me.”

Purity paled, yet again. Invia’s expression was blank.

The demon turned, put her hands against the cave wall, and bent over, offering herself to me. She had the anatomy of a human. She had tight and neat pussy lips and a dark blue asshole.

Purity covered her eyes.

“Watch,” the demon hissed.

The cleric did as she was told as I stepped up to the demon's round ass. She arched her back harder to present even more of herself.

“Press. A viceroy collects toys but is not a toy himself. Show her she is beneath you.”

Whether it was my mind continuing to twist or my viceroy class guiding my knowledge the way my fighter class guided my sword, I knew what to do.

“Finish in you?”

“Yes, human.”

“Are you sure you can handle me?”

The demon laughed. “Yes. So do it.”

I put one hand on her hips and gripped myself with the other. I gently rubbed my cock against her lips. They were cold yet invigorating, like diving into a mountain lake. I pressed gently, using my shaft to spread her lips without penetrating. I stroked it back and forth while her cool desire dripped onto me.

I activated Safe Word. I didn’t know how effective my bending skills would be against a demon, but Aurketzu did tell me to bend her.

“Tell me to fuck you and not stop until I finish.”

The demon’s smile grew wider. “Fuck me, and don’t stop until your seed is inside me.”

I triggered Reward for the Loyal.

+1 Will Point.

+20 Will Points.

I took that to mean my abilities did, in fact, work on a demon.

With both hands, I spread her ass. I spit.

“What–”

Before she could finish, I pressed my tip into her blue butthole. As I felt the tight gateway resist but still spread, she yelped and attempted to pull away, but I followed her until her chest was pressed against the cave wall. With nowhere left to run, I slid myself in slowly. She bit her lip to quiet a high-pitched trill.

“You said don’t stop,” I whispered into her ear. I caught the hint of a devious smile on her strained lips.

I had never done anal with a human before and definitely never with a demon. The sensation surprised me. Where a pussy would envelop all of me in warm pressure, her ass was like a tight ring around my cock. The sensation of being inside her was more delicate than I expected, a soft caress while her butt death-gripped my shaft.

+200 Will Points.

Holy shit. I had never gotten anywhere near that many Will points at once.

“Your class rewards you for bending your subjects. Bring her to climax for a greater reward.”

As I pressed all of me into her ass, feeling my hips against her soft cheeks, I reached around and found that her anatomy indeed matched a human’s. I put two fingers on her clit and started to rub as I slowly thrust in and out of her ass.

I heard the demon gasp, “Fuck.” Her body relaxed, letting gravity lean her into the wall. She looked back at me out of the corner of her black eyes.

“Press.”

I whispered in the demon’s ear. “You’re not making enough noise.”


I slammed myself into her ass. She yelped again. I continued to rub her while I gradually pounded faster and harder. Her body resisted the pressure of my dick, but she moaned with ecstasy. The tension in her form reminded me of bringing Itaa to climax, her legs tied apart, her sensitivity so high that she was barely coherent as I worked her.

“Press.”

“Do you deserve to cum?” I whispered.

She glared at me.

I pulled my hand off her swelling lips and grabbed one of her horns, bending her backward. She grunted in surprise, and I sank all of me inside her. I stopped, holding her there.

“Answer me.”

“Yes,” she said with sultry defiance in her voice.

I released her horn and returned to pleasuring her with my fingers.

I felt my own finish beginning to build. Rapidly. I was enjoying this more than I realized and worried I might break before she did.

As the explosion brewed in me, growing more tense every second, the demon, with her face pressed against stone, asked, “May I?”

I barely managed a “yes” before pleasure washed over my body, a tingling euphoria that pulsed in time with my climax. Every burst of cum in her ass triggered another wave of pleasure for me to enjoy. I felt her pussy pulse against my fingers. She squirted as she convulsed, her shudders in time with mine.

+300 Will Points.

Viceroy class has advanced to tier 5.

Character level has advanced to 8.

New abilities and status points to allocate.

“Was that what you needed?” I asked as I withdrew. My seed dripped out of her and onto the floor.

“Oh yes,” she cooed. The demon looked at the two women staring at her, mouths agape. “I see why you follow this one.”

A bright blue light filled the cavern, blinding me completely. When my vision returned, I stood just inside the dungeon entrance with demon juice still running down my dick.

Invia and Purity stood with me. Godfried, Justice, and Charity were unconscious on the cavern floor next to us. They were covered in scratches and bruises. They had been tortured and beaten, it seemed, but they were alive.

While Purity checked on her family, I buckled my pants.

I caught Invia looking at me in disbelief, her cheeks bright red.

“I told you I’d protect you,” I said.

After a few healing spells, Purity’s family begin to stir, conscious but not yet coherent. We each took one of the injured, draping an arm over our shoulders to half-carry, half-support them on our way back to town.

A bright moon was high in the sky outside of the dungeon. When we approached Lopav’s back gate, guards yelled for help and ran out to assist us.

Soon, we deposited each of the wounded on cots in the backroom of the town herbalist–she doubled as their healer.

The healer suggested we wash up and rest. Godfried and the twins were stable and wouldn’t be ready for a conversation until the following morning.

Outside, the snow whipping around us, I told Invia to go on ahead, leaving myself and Purity.

“Are you okay?” I asked the cleric.

“I… I don’t know. So much has happened.”

I put a hand on each of her shoulders and used Safe Word. “You’re okay now. You’re not in danger.”

She nodded, weakly.

“For the sake of protecting all of us, including your family, we need to leave the demon out of our story. Can you keep that a secret for me?”

“Yes,” she said, softly. I triggered Reward for the Loyal.

“Thank you. I’ll walk you back to your inn.”

The inn keeper jumped with surprise when he saw the state we were in. I waved him off, insisting we were fine.

Purity dropped her head and sighed. “My dad has the room keys.”

Inspiration struck with such force I thought I’d get hard right there at the front desk.

“Do you have a spare key I could borrow?” I asked the inn keeper. “The rest of her family is at the healers. Was a nasty run, and I want to make sure she’s safe before I go back to check on them.”

Nodding as if the request was painfully simple, the inn keeper handed me a keyring with one key isolated from the rest. “That’s the master. It’ll get you in. Do you need a hand?”

“No, we’re okay. Thank you, though.”

Purity told me which room she was sharing with her siblings. I unlocked it and helped her inside. She slowly lowered herself onto her bed as if she might never stand up again.

“Are you okay by yourself?”

Purity nodded.

“Okay, rest up. You did good today. I know that was a mess, but we got out of it alive. Be proud of that.”

When I shut Purity’s door, I waited in the hallway for any sign she might follow me. When several quiet seconds passed, I took a guess at what room belonged to Godfried, starting with the door across the hall.

The room was undisturbed, ready for a new customer.

I tried the room next to Purity’s. The desk inside was covered with pens, books, and papers.

As quietly as I could, I searched for a book in a strange language. I found it in the bottom drawer, bound in something akin to snakeskin. The symbols inside were entirely alien to me. There were several books written in other languages here, but this was the strangest. It had to be what I needed.

“This is the tongue of the Goddess. Very old indeed.”

“Can you read it?” I opened the book to the first page to let Aurketzu look.

“It is good you are taking this.”

I took off my overcoat and wrapped the book inside.

The innkeeper smiled when I returned the key and didn’t give me a second glance.

“Impressively done, viceroy.”


Chapter 21

I didn’t have any sense of how late it was, but I wanted to be rid of Godfried’s tome as soon as possible. Once it was out of my possession, I wouldn’t be in danger of getting caught with it.

Mirko slept on the couch when I entered, a book open on his chest. I saw a familiar pouch on his desk. I smiled, grateful that Invia had taken care of the drop.

“Mirko,” I said with no attempt at gently rousing him.

He snorted and blinked slowly. “Gods. What is it?”

I handed him the book. “Let me know when you have the next test.”

As his disoriented confusion became awareness of what he was holding, he nodded. I didn’t wait around, however. I desperately needed to wash. The dry demon juice on my balls was starting to itch.

The sounds of Invia’s bathtub water sloshing about greeted me when I entered the bunkhouse. Her gear was scattered all over her side, as if she stripped down and didn’t care where something landed.

And I couldn’t blame her. Not after that run.

Reclining in delightfully hot water of my own, I closed my eyes to meditate.

My character sheet appeared in my mind:

Level: 8

Class: Viceroy, Tier 5 (37/1600)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 4 (219/800)

Alignment: Neutral

Strength 10

Dexterity 5

Constitution 6

Intelligence 7

Wisdom 3

Charisma 2

(3 unallocated status points)

(1 unselected class ability)

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness, Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse, Improved Footing, Improved Accuracy

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1

My first instinct was to keep pumping strength, dexterity, and constitution as I had been, but it occurred to me that my recent ordeal wasn’t resolved by physical power. Trading wits with a demon was a different challenge entirely, and succeeding had unlocked a trove of potential rewards. Many of those rewards were yet to come, I believed.

I put two points into intelligence and one point into wisdom, not bothering to speak with Aurketzu about it.

I pulled up my skill options. My three new choices were:

Permission

Active Ability

Duration: 12 hours

Once per day, activate Permission to halt a climax–and all climaxes that follow from the same target–for up to twenty-four hours. Climaxes stack.

Rope Burn

Active Ability

Cooldown: 1 hour

For one hour, when user inflicts discomfort or pain on a target, a feeling of pleasure amplified by 4x will trigger.

Delay Gratification

Active Ability

When a target experiences pleasure, activating Delay Gratification will store that pleasure instead. Any amount of pleasure can be stored, but additional stored pleasure requires another use of the skill. User can release stored gratification with a command. Pleasure stored for more than 1 hour expires.

I could see a great deal of utility in each of those options. Yet again, I wanted to select them all.

Of the abilities from previous levels I could still select, Mind Armor stayed at the top of my list. If Aureketzu was bending me, best to stop that earlier rather than later.

“Why do you level without my input?”

“I get excited, I guess.”

“Is it your lack of trust?”

“Not at all. I think we had a good day today, didn’t we?”

“Know that the power of manipulating pleasure is significant but is not without risks.”

“Risks?”

“The human mind can only process so much. When it’s overloaded, your target will experience temporary incoherence. At an extreme, the target’s mind can shatter completely.”

“I’d be afraid of overdoing it.”

“You will learn the balance with practice. I once bedded a rival sorceress and held her at the edge for hours. That experience defeated her for good.”

“You broke her brain?”

“Indeed. I activated Rope Burn in addition to Delay Gratification. Four times her already exponentially amplified pleasure took her to permanent bliss.”

I felt the hunger again. The desire for power. An all-consuming greedy itch. Mind Armor would protect me from Aureketzu, but the benefits of the other abilities would elude me for another level, at least if I picked that.

Ever since I admonished Aurketzu, I had felt in control of myself, so maybe I didn't need Mind Armor.

Or was she making me feel that way?

How would I tell?

Rereading my options, a previously offered ability sounded like it would synergize well with amplifying pleasure:

Afterglow

Passive Ability

Duration: 12 Hours

Achieving climax with a willing party member applies a 25% buff to all their stats for the next 12 hours.

“What about buffs from giving pleasure, like Afterglow? Did you put those to use as well?”

“I sent a general into battle with the strength of a god. I’ve pleasured myself to that memory many times since.”

I was nowhere near a point where stopping myself from cumming had any meaningful upside. I couldn't imagine that ever not being true, actually.

Permission was out of the running.

Afterglow and Intoxicate were tempting, but I found myself oscillating between Rope Burn and Delay Gratification.

And Mind Armor. I needed to consider Mind Armor.

I saw both Rope Burn and Delay Gratification as tools for will bending. My experiences thus far showed me that controlling someone else’s pleasure gave me a great deal of leverage. Itaa couldn’t wait to suck me dry after I forced her to cum for a third time. Then she couldn’t wait to do it again the next day, earning me a few easy will points.

And two great blowjobs.

The same happened with the ice demon, though to a lesser degree. With that lens, the Permission and the Delay Gratification skills were only useful if the person already desired me. One gave me the option to build up a mega finish–Permission–well the other sounded more recreational–Delay Gratification.

Rope Burn, meanwhile, enhanced the pleasure of the moment, helping me bend them in the first place. That was more valuable to me right now, I believed.

I heard Invia’s door open.

Which reminded me I still hadn’t tamed my closest ally. I may need to be rough with her again. If I had Rope Burn when I spanked her a few days back, she would have enjoyed it much more.

I selected Rope Burn.

“Fantastic choice.”



When I came out of the bathroom, clean and refreshed, Invia was in bed, her back to me. The lamp on her side was off as well.

Part of me wanted to hold her down and give Rope Burn a test run that very moment, but I remembered her weakness: Validation. Long-term gain was more important than short-term pleasure.

“Thank you for your help today,” I said. “We wouldn’t have gotten out of that without you.”

“You’re welcome,” she said softly but didn’t roll over.

“Press.”

“When you–”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” she said abruptly.

I wasn’t sure what to do with that, exactly, so I didn’t continue. Instead, I dressed to visit the library. For a moment, I was jealous that Invia got to feel the relief of sleep while I could not. After a hard crawl like that, sleep sounded impossibly majestic.

But the dead don’t sleep.

A thought stopped my hand just short of the latch for the bunkhouse door.

“I’m sure you know this, but you’re really the one that got me off back there. You were so fucking hot and so fucking good. Unbelievably amazing.”

Invia didn’t move or reply, but I was certain she was awake.

“I thought about it again in the bath just now. If you haven’t had the chance to enjoy that memory, you should. You deserve it.”

I shut the door behind me.

As I sat down by myself in the library, I got an alert that made me smile:

+50 Will Points.

I got those points because Invia thought of me when she masturbated.

“Good girl.”



When the sun began to rise, I set my books on demonology on the return cart of the library. It hadn’t snowed in some time, and the sky was sapphire blue. I welcomed the warmth on my skin.

“Where are you going?”

“Checking in on Godfried.”

“Fool.”

“How could that be foolish?”

“Seeking the presence of a cleric is foolish.”

“Hiding in plain sight has paid dividends for us already. What do you always say? Trust.”

I gently knocked on the herbalist’s door. She let me in and swiftly shut winter out behind me.

“How are they?”

She bobbed her head and smiled. “Godfried is awake. The twins are resting but should be fine as well. Would you like to see him?”

“If he’s willing. I don’t mind leaving him to rest.”

“Friendship is its own medicine. Come.”

Though Aurketzu didn’t say anything, I swear I could feel her eyes rolling at that.

“The man of the hour,” Godfried said. He sat up in his bed, wrapped in bandages.

“How are you feeling?”

“The Goddess has her work cut out for her, but I’m whole.”

“Glad to hear it.”

A cold gust wafted to the back room, and a moment later I heard the front door shut. Purity rounded the corner and jumped when she saw me.

“I don’t look that bad,” Godfried said, smiling. “I’m glad you’re alright.”

Purity recovered her wits and approached her father, giving him a careful, gentle hug.

“I was just about to give Hansen here all my praise for saving us.” Godfried wrapped an arm around Purity so she would sit on his bed with him. “We owe you a great deal, young man.”

“I think you’re mistaken,” I said. “Purity is the only reason we got out. Between her magic and quick thinking, she’s the real hero. I was just muscle.”

“That’s not true,” Purity insisted.

“Yes, it is,” I continued. “I mean it, sir. Your daughter is incredible.”

Godfried beamed. “I told you I saw greatness in you.” After he kissed her on the head, he asked, “Can anyone tell me what happened? I remember the mist, and then we were getting beat up for a while, and next thing I know, I’m waking up here.”

“Me, Invia, and Purity got separated from you guys. We had to hide for a bit, and when we worked our way to the surface to get help, we found the kobolds moving you to the second floor.”

“I’m glad you got out of there when you could,” Godfried said.

“Hansen says you insisted he run,” Purity said.

“I did? By the Goddess, I don’t remember doing that, but I’m glad some part of me had the sense to.”

“So, really, it was you who saved the day.” I smiled. “Well, I don’t want to keep you two. Just wanted to check in and see how you were.”

As I excused myself, the herbalist entered the room to change Godfried’s bandages. Purity asked me to wait up and spoke softly in the front room, careful to not be heard by anyone else.

“Thank you for not telling him about… you know.”

“Never,” I said. “I won’t ever share that.”

“Really? What about Vara?”

I shook my head. “She’s loyal to me and knows not to share our business.”

“Press.”

I leaned in to whisper in her ear, gently grabbing her arm as I did. “I hope you remember how dirty you were, though.”

I used Safe Word and pulled away, grinning. Purity blushed and wouldn’t look me in the eye. Taking advantage of her weakness for shame had been a challenge, but I felt like I finally found the path.

I didn’t press any further. I told Purity goodbye and left her red in the face at the herbalist.

“I will take great pleasure in watching her bend to you.”

“Me too.”



Invia was in her armor, waiting for me at the bunkhouse.

“Take the day off,” I said. “Thank you for being dedicated, but rest. You’ve earned it.”

Forming my words around my target’s weakness–validation in this case–was becoming second nature. I barely noticed myself doing it.

“Are you sure?”

I nodded.

“Can I ask you something?”

“You may.”

“Where did you learn to summon demons?”

I shrugged. “I read a lot, I guess.”

“Did reading teach you how to bargain with demons too?”

Laughing, I said, “No. That was improvised.”

Invia nodded, slowly. “And that talk about Dungeon Lords? What was that? I’ve never heard that term before, and why would one be afraid of you?”

“Are you afraid of me?”

She swallowed and looked at the ground. “Uhh…”

“You don’t have to answer. That’s fine.”

I went to my side of the bunkhouse. I hadn’t cleaned any of my gear from the day before, and I had already let it sit too long.

“Were you serious about helping me?” she asked, raising her voice just enough for me to hear her across the room.

“Yes.”

“She is beginning to recognize your power.”

“What does that look like?” she asked.

“Be more specific.”

“Keeping me safe and helping me reach my goals.”

Out of habit, I activated Reward for the Loyal when she answered at my command. Using that skill had become second nature as well, woven into my everyday life like eating or sleeping. Admittedly, neither of the latter two activities were second nature anymore, but the sentiment was accurate.

“The safe part is simple enough,” I answered. “You saw in the dungeon that as long as you listen to me, everything will turn out fine. Goals are a more difficult topic.”

“Why?”

“Those will take more loyalty and more commitment. Comes with conditions as well.”

“I’m listening.”

Again, I was surprised to hear my own words. I said, “I need to have zero doubts that you are loyal to me. As it is now, I still expect you to knife me in my sleep. That’s not a person I can help. After that, your goals can’t conflict with mine. I don’t see a conflict at the moment, but that clause doesn’t expire. If I help you, you’re agreed to that for life.”


“Is there anything else?”

“You help me when I need you. No questions or resistance.”

Invia sighed. “You make it sound like I’m giving you my soul.”

“You’re giving me all of you. When the snow melts, I’ll get to work ruining Valice’s life. I want her to know what it’s like to lose everything, to watch it all slip away, to be powerless. I don’t give a damn about the vacuum she leaves behind, but that seems like something you’d care about. I can imagine how Valice’s fall would be beneficial to you, in more ways than one.”

“How so?”

“That’s as much as you get for free,” I said. “If you want more, you have to earn it.”

Invia bit her lip and nodded.

I fixed my attention on my armor, digging grime out from between the layers to prepare the surface to be oiled. I heard the dull, muted sound of clothing hitting the floor.

When I looked up, Invia had her back to me.

Her bare back.

Her armor and tunic lie on the ground next to her.

“Press.”

“I fucking know,” I said in my mind.

Out loud I said, “I don’t know enough to have an exact plan of the how, but if Valice is being torn down, it would make sense for your rise to begin in tandem.”

Invia undid her belt. I set my armor aside and put my feet up. This deserved my complete attention.

“I’ve come to understand her family is extremely wealthy, but her slavery operation must bring in a great deal of profit to have so many people on the payroll. If she’s going away, she doesn’t need that money anymore.”

Invia slowly bent over, sliding her pants to the floor. She left her white panties on. They were slightly see-through, revealing her pink when her hands reached her ankles. She stood up straight, her bare back and bare thighs on full display. She still didn’t turn around.

“I plan to take that money for myself. It would make sense to–”

I noticed Invia had stopped moving. She glanced over her shoulder at me, the slight twist of her shoulders revealing a glimpse of her side boob. When she reached for her panties, I continued.

“It would make sense to reinvest that in someone I can trust. If you’d–”

She had stopped moving again. Her fingers were ready to slide her panties her off, but she wasn’t doing it.

I waited.

I watched her shoulders rise and fall with a deep breath. Her panties slowly came down, pushing her ass toward me, her cheeks spreading just enough to reveal the paradise between her legs. She stood straight again soon after.

+20 Will Points.

“If you’d like that investment to be in you. I’m open to it. I don’t know what I want after I ruin Valice, but I’m pretty sure it isn’t playing politics with nobles.”

I sat in silence, admiring her slender figure and smooth skin. She looked back over her shoulder and then straight ahead again.

“Is there more?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“I don’t have anything else to take off.”

“Surprise me.”

I waited. It took her some time, but Invia eventually turned to face me, presenting herself in full. The cold air had stiffened her nipples. I appreciated the gentle rise and fall of her chest as she did her best to control her nervous breathing.

“Leveling as much as I can is the first step, but you knew that. You don’t know how I had the contacts to get forged working papers, but you benefitted. It got you out of Borja, and it will get us to a new city in the spring where we aren’t known.”

Invia stayed standing but spread her legs. I could see the small shadow of her labia between her legs. I wondered if she was wet.

+20 Will Points.

“I think that’s enough behind the scenes for today,” I said. “I liked this game, though. If you can think of a round two, I’ll play again.”


Chapter 22

I couldn’t feel my boost in intelligence and wisdom the way I could feel it in strength or dexterity. Those two stats had concrete benchmarks for me to reference, but I couldn’t think of a way to benchmark my brain. What was the mental equivalent of seeing if I could lift more weight today than the day before?

It did seem like it was helping, though. When Invia and I ran the first floor of the dungeon and pushed to the second, I saw more of the battlefield at once. I found it easier to anticipate what came next–from enemies and allies alike–and I found myself making choices with rapid ease.

When we pushed past the first wave of defenses at the lizardman settlement–still taken over by ice-wielding kobold shamans–we ducked into a hut to rest.

Invia spit out her water when a bright blue light filled the hut. When it faded, a familiar demon looked down on me, her arms under her light blue breasts.

“I was wondering how this was going to work,” I said. “Can you teleport freely around the whole dungeon?”

“Yes.”

“Could you teleport us to a deeper floor if we wanted?”

“I can only take you as far as what you have seen for yourself. The rules of a dungeon make that the case.”

“Interesting.”

“What level are you?” the demon asked, bluntly.

“I’m level 8.”

Invia looked at me, shocked and confused. She heard I was level 7 not too long ago. Meanwhile, she was still 600 experience points or so away from making it to level 7 herself.

The demon frowned. “A level 8 viceroy is not defeating the Lord of the Dungeon.”

“So?”

“We had a deal.”

“Which I still intend to honor. I promised I would help. I didn’t promise to do everything for you. Even if I wanted to do it all, I know very little about how usurping a Dungeon Lord works.”

The demon narrowed her eyes.

“Explain it to me. What needs to happen?”

“My Lord sits at the path between planes. He must leave his post and travel to a higher floor of the dungeon with no time to prepare a defense to stand in his absence.”

I nodded and used Reward for the Loyal, hoping a little fulfillment now would make her more forthcoming with answers in the future.

“With access to the path, I can rally allies from the hells. Then my Lord must be slain.”

“How do we draw him to one of the higher floors?” I asked.

“There is a ritual chamber on the fifth floor. If you desecrate the ritual, he will have no choice but to reset it himself.”

“The guidebooks say to be at least level 20 to survive the fifth floor. We’ve got a ways to go.”

“Can you use your cunning to solve a problem your sword cannot?” the demon asked.

“I can’t solve a problem I know nothing about.”

“Your point is well made,” the demon admitted. “I will gather information for you. If you visit this hut, I will come to speak with you.”

“Before you go…”

The demon looked at me expectantly.

“Part of our terms was we would get your help leveling.”

She looked disappointed. “Very well.”

“Everyone in my party, correct?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

“Kiss me to receive your aid,” the demon said.

I stood and felt her cold lips against mine. A long tongue forced its way into my mouth, and she pulled me tighter.

You have learned a new ability: Touch of Ice.

When I went to read the description, I found that I couldn’t. I had to meditate to fully acquire the ability.

“You’re next,” the demon said to Invia.

The barbarian hesitated.

“Kiss her,” I said to Invia.

She stood and tentatively leaned in.

+1 Will Point.

She moaned with surprise when the demon pulled her close, one hand on each of her ass cheeks. For a moment, I thought I saw Invia’s throat quiver, as if the demon’s tongue had thrust that deep.

The demon pulled away and licked her lips.

“Remember our deal,” she said to me and vanished with another flash of blue light.

“What the fuck.” Invia whispered to herself mostly. She looked dazed.

I asked her what ability she received.

“Ice Wall,” she answered. “I don’t know what it does, though. Huh. That’s weird. It’s listed as a ‘shared ability’ on my character sheet. I’ve never heard of that before.”

I summoned my own character sheet.

Level: 8

Class: Viceroy, Tier 5 (178/1600)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 4 (296/800)

Alignment: Neutral

Strength 10

Dexterity 5

Constitution 6

Intelligence 9

Wisdom 4

Charisma 2

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness, Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word, Rope Burn

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse, Improved Footing, Improved Accuracy

Shared Abilities: Touch of Ice

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1

“What does that mean?” I asked in my mind.

“Beings of suitable power who do not originate on this plane can bestow gifts upon you. They literally share a piece of themselves.”

“Seems like a faster way to get new abilities.”

“Such was the motivation of the lizardmen you have seen in this dungeon. Shared abilities are temporary, however. When your demon dies, her gifts go with her.”

“For good?”

“There are ways.”

Instead of answering Invia, I gathered my gear, and we continued to grind the second floor. I felt strong enough that the two of us could handle anything the floor had to offer if we were careful about our positioning. We weren’t immune to being overrun by sheer numbers.

I desperately wanted to experiment with Ice Touch, but there was no opportunity to meditate in the dungeon, especially with Invia watching. She still believed I needed sleep like a normal human, but I suspected my endless late nights had caught her attention. I didn’t see the need to rush any of her epiphanies, though.

On the walk back to the surface, I had a thought.

“You were amazing today,” I said to Invia.

I slapped her leather-wrapped ass hard enough for it to sound like a thunderclap. Then I triggered Rope Burn.

When Invia glared at me, I saw a flush of desire in her cheeks as well. She turned away just as quickly.

“Thank you,” she said.

+10 Will Points.

As I had hoped, this new ability was going to be a lot of fun.



Touch of Ice

Cooldown: 5 Minutes

Active Ability

Imbue anything you touch with your desired level of cold. Also applies a permanent passive immunity to cold damage and cold debuffs.

I smiled. If that was the only benefit I received from my deal with a demon, I wouldn’t have been bothered. The passive immunities alone made it worthwhile.

As for the active portion, I opened my eyes after meditating and reached out of my bunk for my sword. I used Touch of Ice, with a mental focus on being as cold as possible. A layer of frost coated the blade immediately, and fog rolled off the sword as I moved it. The extreme difference in temperature between the weapon and the bunkhouse made it look otherworldly, like a sword that cold wasn’t supposed to exist.

In truth, it really wasn’t.

Invia was still asleep, so seeing her Ice Wall ability in action would have to wait until tomorrow.

At that moment, I resented that she could sleep. When I complained to Aurketzu, she scoffed.

“You recently filled the mouth of an innocent cleric and sodomized a demon without her permission. The cleric’s saliva had not even dried.”

“I see your point.”

“Good.”

Thinking about Purity’s lips stirred my lust. I had known her for a relatively brief period, but I felt impatient, as if she should not dare deny my desires. If she was as resistant as Invia, I might need months before I bend her completely. Invia hadn’t bent completely yet, after all.

My longing for sleep passed. The raging desire for power returned.

“This town is too small.”

Trying to decide how to spend my evening, I reviewed my character sheet. I needed 1400 Will points to move to viceroy tier 6 and 500 experience points to move to fighter tier 5. Not long ago, I believed that training my viceroy class would be far more difficult than leveling as a fighter, and now, I faced the opposite challenge.

The more I grew accustomed to working the dance of bending someone, the more rapidly I earned will points. The demon alone netted me over 500 Will points. Reducing Itaa to a frothing mess earned me a few hundred. Just the other night I earned 50 will points by suggesting that Invia pleasure herself to thoughts of me. I was across town, reading a book, when those will points came in.

A few dozen experience points from stabbing kobolds couldn’t keep pace with those gains. Not a chance.

I asked Aurketzu if she had any advice.

“What you see as a problem is a benefit. Viceroy training is in addition to your fighter training, not in place of.”

That was another good point.

I heard the smile in Aurtketzu’s voice when she added, “Yet you can’t help but hunger. I was the same. Even now, at this hour, you could milk the shopkeeper for will points, and she would thank you for the privilege.”

Fuck. I totally could.

But then, a strange glimmer of humanity told me that was wrong. That she was a person. That I was somehow still far from the line of being truly evil.

At the same time, I bet she would make amazing noises with my dick buried in her ass.

I couldn’t sit idle any longer. I dressed and slipped out of the bunkhouse without waking Invia.

A light was still on within the Northern Rangers guild hall, so I stopped in to see if Mirko was awake.

He was.

“Burning the midnight oil again?” Mirko asked. He flipped through pages of a ledger, making notes as he went.

“Anxious to improve, I suppose.”

Mirko chuckled. “Ah, to have the fire of youth in your belly.”

“Is it too soon to ask for my second test?”

“You weren’t joking about being anxious.”

I shrugged.

“I’m a one-man operation in the winter. As you might have noticed, things get pretty quiet when no one can come or go. Minus the dungeon excitement, of course.”

“You’re right,” I admitted. “I’m not being reasonable.”

“You were quick with the first test too. I still haven’t heard any rumblings of the cleric looking for his lost prize. If he wasn’t laid up, I bet half the town would be upside down by now.”

“Should we be worried?”

“Only you can answer that,” Mirko answered. “I wasn’t there for the grab, so I can’t know how much attention you attracted.”

As far as I knew, I didn’t attract any attention at all. A few days will have passed by the time Godfried returned to his room to find the book missing. That was a long stretch of time for his treasure to be unattended, leaving him with far too large of a window for an investigation to start anywhere productive.

“No one suspects me,” I said, confidently.

“Spoken like one of us.”

“What does becoming a full member get me? The network alone is worth it, but I still don’t know much.”

“By design. The network is the primary benefit. Access to information, resources, and trustworthy fences is worth the effort in itself, if you ask me. You can make a good living with just those, but the guild also posts jobs from time to time. That’s more rare, but highly lucrative.”

“I see.”

“You’ve got promise, but don’t get ahead of yourself,” Mirko said. “One job at a time. Don’t let the season drive you stir-crazy.”

I nodded.

Taking a lap around town, I found the library was empty. No lights were on in Itaa’s apartment or shop. And for a moment, I entertained the idea of knocking on Purity’s door just to see what would happen. Though the temptation was strong, the less I was seen at the inn, the less likely I was to be a suspect in Godfried’s inevitable investigation.

Out of boredom, I returned to the library. I found the book on communing that Purity had been studying intently and tucked a note between the pages. It read:

Can’t stop thinking about you.

Aurketzu approved. On my way back to the bunkhouse to meditate the rest of the night away, a new thought came to mind.

“Is there anything to be gained by us studying the book from the Goddess?”

“Do you desire to betray your kind?”

“Have you seen that book before?”

“I have not.”

“But you can read the language?”

“I can.”

“I think we should translate it ourselves for two reasons: We might learn something useful about holy magic, and anything we don’t want spread, we can obfuscate in our translation. A buyer wouldn’t know the difference.”

“You may yet be a worthy partner.”


Chapter 23

I was in my bunk meditating when Invia stirred at sunrise. I watched her bare body emerge from beneath her blankets, the pale winter morning casting elegant shadows with her body. She caught me watching as she fished a hairbrush from her bag.

But she didn’t say anything. Instead, she continued her morning routine, finding an excuse to bend over for a towel, presenting all of herself to me. That time, it was my turn to catch her peeking. She couldn’t help but glance at me to see if I was still watching.

I was.

I knew I had been making progress with bending Invia, but this development was more than I would have expected.

When she began dressing for that day’s dungeon run, I did the same.

“Did you unlock Ice Wall?”

She had, and she read the ability description to me:

Ice Wall

Active Ability

Cooldown: 1 Minute

Summon a barrier of ice with your shield.

I suspected Ice Touch was the greater of the demon’s two gifts, but Ice Wall would be a big benefit to a frontliner. Any extra control over the battlefield, especially when enemy numbers were high, would up our chances of survival considerably.

“How close are you to level 7?” I asked.

“495 away.”

“That’s a lot of kobolds.”

“Yes, it is,” Invia said with a sigh. “What are the chances you could let me in on whatever loophole has let you level so quickly?”

“I don’t know what you mean. I just train hard.”

Invia rolled her eyes. I wondered if bending her would make her more pleasant, eventually.

“If you’re serious about wanting more levels, I had a crazy idea last night.” I had nothing to do but sit and think, after all.

She looked at me, listening.

“If our friend is amenable, we could get her input on the viability of grinding on the fourth floor. She can teleport us to the entrance, so the barrier between floors three and four wouldn’t lock us in like it does for other adventurers. She may even have suggestions for the safer places to hunt.”

“Isn’t the suggested level for the fourth floor something like level 20?”

“It is, but that was the old version of the dungeon. The floor seemed pretty safe and quiet to me.”

“I’d rather not die.”

“I feel the same,” I said. “It couldn’t hurt to ask and see what she says, right?”

Invia shrugged.

“Glad you agree.”

Outside the bunkhouse, Invia tested Ice Wall.

She set her stance, bracing her shield as she would in combat, and triggered the ability. A wall of ice roughly six feet wide and rooted in the ground formed directly in front of her shield. The ice was thick, and it took us several strikes to break through it. Invia seemed pleased.

In the dungeon, we hacked our way to the second floor in record time. On the way down, I tested using my sword when it was enhanced with Ice Touch. The result looked like instant frostbite. I had expected a more solid ice effect, but this was better. My sword could more cleanly carve through an enemy as the frostbite made everything it touched more fragile. When the blow was complete, what remained was akin to necrotic damage.

I had yet to experiment with what else was possible with Ice Touch–imbuing different objects at different temperatures–but it already felt overpowered to have at level 8.

Soon, Invia and I sat in our designated meeting hut on the second floor. We waited an hour for our demon to arrive.

My demon.

Just like our last meeting, I immediately began to stiffen when I laid eyes on her naked blue body.

“Back so soon?” she asked.

“We’re doing our best to get stronger, but it’s slow with kobolds and a two-person party.”

“So you again demand my aid?”

“No, not demand. Ask.”

“Would you trade?” the demon asked.

“For what?”

“Give me the cleric from before.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean by give?”

“She becomes mine.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Pity. Good luck with your training.”

“Wait!” I shouted. “There must be something we can get from the surface that’s valuable to you, something that furthers your interests.”

“Yes, the cleric.”

“Why her?”

“Her innocence feeds me. Sucking the seed from her mouth earned me five levels.”

“Five?!”

The demon nodded.

“What if you did that again?” Invia asked. “Another five levels sounds pretty good.”

“Alas, I cannot. Once the innocence is tainted, I can no longer feed on it.”

That sounded similar to how the rules around earning will points worked. Simply getting Itaa off again didn’t earn me points. I had to do it a different way for the system to count it.

“She has more untainted innocence to offer. Am I understanding that correctly?”

The demon nodded.

Invia caught my eyes with hers. They gleamed with a lust for power. I already had her support it seemed.

“You can’t have her, but I could bring her here to get you your levels.”

“You are that confident, viceroy?”

“I can’t promise anything, but I’m willing to try.”

“The innocence is most powerful when it is given willingly,” the demon said.

“Perhaps I misjudged demonkind. Your ice princess is a kindred spirit.”

“I assumed as much,” I said out loud, trying to ignore Aurketzu’s commentary.

“If you do this for me, what do you ask in return?”

I explained that we wanted to fight stronger monsters to earn more experience for our efforts, but we also didn’t want to get ourselves killed. I shared the possibility of making the fourth floor work in our favor, if we could manage the spawn without getting one-shotted that is.

“Prior to your arrival, the fourth floor was guarded by carnivorous plants and a variety of small wyverns that uses echolocation and spits poison.”

“And now?”

“My Lord has replaced the living with the undead, creating a stronger wyvern that can summon the souls of those who died attempting the trials.”

The demon’s description made it clear that the difficulty of the fourth floor had increased substantially. If we were out of our league before, crawling that floor was suicide now.

The demon smirked. “You may be able to farm the plants. They live beneath the ice but are unable to move. If you can avoid the wyverns, killing frozen plant monsters would get you a lot of experience.”

“How much experience?” Invia asked.

“200 a piece, depending on the monster.”

The sparks of greed in Invia’s eyes were now roaring flames.

“How feasible is it to avoid the wyverns?”

“The floor is large. Corpses of any kind will draw its attention, so you should not linger after a kill.”

I pondered for a moment. “Our partnership is worthless if we get killed. Do you think we could pull that off?”

“I believe a man of your talents could,” the demon said, grinning as her eyes went up and down my body.

Invia nodded when I looked to her for her opinion.

“We’re willing to start today,” I said.

The demon clucked her tongue and waved a finger. “Bring me your part of the trade first.”

That wasn’t unreasonable.

“Can you take us to the exit then?”

“I could be convinced,” she said.

“Kiss me,” I commanded.

She sauntered forward and pressed her cold lips to mine. I activated Safe Word and Reward for the Loyal simultaneously. I didn’t know how long it would take to bend a demon of her strength, but I was willing to try.

+1 Will Point.

+15 Will Points.

“Mmm,” the demon said, her eyes closed as I pulled away. “A good start but not enough. I want to be entertained.”

I combed my memories of our encounters with the demon, looking for inspiration, something she reacted positively to but perhaps did not get enough of.

“A show it is then,” I said smiling. “Invia, stand up. Put your hands on the wall.”

At first, she seemed as if she would resist, but she complied. I rubbed a hand over her tight ass.

+10 Will Points.

“Pull them down.”

Invia froze.

“Now,” I said, letting my voice boom low and deep.

She slid her pants to her ankles and put her hands back on the wall. She shivered in the cold presence of the demon. Or was that fear? Or maybe even excitement?

+20 Will Points.

I gently caressed her naked ass and leaned to whisper in Invia’s ear. “You’ll be rewarded for this.”

+15 Will Points.

Holy fuck did her ass feel good in my hand, so soft, so firm. I had wanted to bend her over her desk like this at the guard station for so long. Now, I got to do it while a beautiful demon watched.

I looked the demon in the eye and slapped Invia with a loud crack. A red imprint of my hand formed on her chilled skin within seconds.

I triggered Rope Burn. For the next hour, any pleasure Invia got from this would be amplified.

Smack.

Smack.

Smack.

Smack.

On the fifth, Invia started to whimper, and the defiance in her posture gave way.

I spanked her five more times, alternating cheeks to spare her a little bit of pain, but when I finished the tenth, her ass was red from the abuse. My mage light caught the glimmer of desire beginning to run down her inner thighs.

“Take us to the exit,” I said to the demon. She grinned and did as she was told.

+1 Will Point.

When the ice demon had gone, leaving me and Invia at the dungeon entrance, I gently wiped the tears off her face.

“You’re incredible,” I said. “Together, we will be unstoppable.”

“You really think Purity would agree to this?”

“In time,” I said.

***

By chance, we crossed paths with Purity walking her family from the herbalist to their inn rooms. Their movements looked stiff, but they were in far better shape than when we had found them. The quickening snowfall was enough to challenge them physically, though. I didn’t expect to see them in the dungeon any time soon.

“Purity!” I called as Invia and I approached. “Can I borrow you for a moment? We need to talk.”

“Do you already have a plan?” Aureketzu asked in my mind.

“I do,” I answered.

“You have no need of my input?”

“I was hoping to impress you, actually. Show you what I’ve learned from you.”

“Acceptable.”

If I was going to worry about Aureketzu bending me, I’d bend her back instead.

“I can’t right now,” Purity answered.

“Nonsense!” Godfried said. “We’re fine. The least you can do is lend Hansen your ear.”

“Would the library be okay?” I asked.

Purity nodded.

I told Invia she could head back to our quarters to wash up and eat dinner without me.

Was that disappointment in her eyes just then? Was she hoping I’d be with her?

“See? She bends.”

We were the only two in Lopav’s small library. Purity seemed uncomfortable. She shifted her weight and looked at anything but me.

I gestured for her to sit. She did.

+1 Will Point.

“I need your help,” I began, “and to tell you something.”

Purity waited for me to continue.

I took a deep breath. “This is all very secret, and I’m trusting the goodness in your heart with this. Vara and I are in Lopav because there are people who want us dead. The same people took my father and attempted to kidnap a training partner of mine, a young woman.”

“That’s…”

“A lot. I know. These people run a slavery ring. They snatch travelers, move them far away, and sell them like cattle. My dad was trying to stop them. They took him and he may be dead already. Vara was one of their targets also. She is always worried about getting snatched now.”

“That’s awful, but why are you telling me this? Shouldn’t you be talking to my father?”

I could see the barest glimmer of a naked shoulder when Purity’s robes shifted. Then I remembered her eyes looking up at me as Invia pressed her down harder and harder on my hard cock.

“Your father is a good man,” I said. “You’re the one I trust, though. We’ve survived some tough situations together, and that counts for something. Also… This may be hard to swallow, but Valice Chastain leads the slavery ring.”

Purity laughed.

“I’m serious.”

“That doesn’t make any sense. The Chastain family have been devout worshippers of the Goddess for generations. The Goddess has blessed them a great many times over.”

“It’s the truth,” I said.

“How do I know you’re not lying?”

“You don’t,” I said, reaching for her hand. I activated Safe Word when I felt her delicate skin. “As far as lies go, it’s not a good one. There are too many outlandish pieces and strange coincidences, but that’s the situation I’m in. I came to you because I know Valice is one of your family’s direct patrons, and I know you’re a good person.”

“This is your plan? Reveal yourself to our enemy?”

“You’re not my enemy,” I said to Purity.

“I still don’t understand why you would come to me.”

I took a deep breath. “Because I think you’ve kept everything you saw and heard in the dungeon a secret. You heard that demons were afraid of me. You saw me strike a bargain to save our lives. But you haven’t said anything to your family. Why not?”

“I’m ashamed. Of what I had to do.”

“Why?”

“It was indecent.”

“Have you heard the idea that our bodies are just vessels for our souls?” I asked.

Purity nodded.

“Our vessels are gifts from the gods. They are our greatest instrument. You and I used our vessels to save six lives that day. Would you be ashamed to use a sword if your life is at stake?”

“No…”

“That’s what we had to face in the dungeon, and our solution didn’t require more violence. We connected for a few minutes, and it preserved so much life.”

Purity looked down at her hands, thinking.

“She is beginning to bend herself. You have arranged her beliefs like weights on a tree branch.”

“Was it really just shame that kept our secret?” I asked.

After a moment, Purity shook her head. “I wanted to protect us. My father, my siblings… they would be disgusted by me.”

“Think about that. They would be disgusted that you did everything you could to save their lives?”

She didn’t respond, but I could tell that reasoning affected her so deeply that she likely had existing wounds where my words landed.

“I came to you for help. I need to get my level as high as possible before winter ends. I can’t do that without you. If you’re not training with me, I may not be strong enough to end the torment Valice is putting people through.”

“I still don’t understand why you need me, specifically.”

“There are frozen plant monsters on the fourth floor worth up to 400 experience apiece. And they’re helpless. They can’t fight back. The woman who helped us escape the dungeon has taken a liking to you and is willing to teleport us to the fourth floor and then back to the exit. But she wants to watch us connect.”

Purity swallowed. “Do you mean-”

“Yes. What level are you?”

“Five.”

“Imagine all the good you could do with more power, all the people you could protect.”

I stood.

“Think about it. Know that I care about you. Even if you say no, I’m grateful for what you did to save us. You were incredible, and I’ve thought about it ever since. Every day.”

Purity nodded but didn’t look at me when I left.


Chapter 24

“Mirko, we need to talk.”

The guild master looked up from his desk in the guild hall to confirm I was alone. “No, I don’t have another test yet.”

“Not why I’m here.”

“Then what is it?”

“That book, would it be worth more if there was a translation to go with it?”

Mirko stroked his beard. “I’d imagine so. The value of something like that is hard to estimate. Collectors are willing to pay a premium to get what they want, but there are only so many collectors interested in books like that.”

“Give me a rough estimate.”

“Maybe another 20%.”

“I can translate it for you, but I have terms.”

The pudgy man scoffed. “You don’t get paid for your tests.”

“My test was to get it for you. I did. This is new business.”

“Alright. Alright. I’ll hear you out.”

“Pay me 5% of its value when the translation is done and consider our dues to the Northern Rangers paid in full. No more mana crystal drops from us. Seems like the guild will still make more money with that deal than you would if you turned me down.”

Mirko smiled. “You’re looking more and more like a good recruit.”

He fished in his desk drawer, he removed two keys and an empty key ring. He attached the keys and handed them to me.

“This one opens the backdoor, and this one opens the basement door.” He thumbed to indicate I would find it behind his desk and around the corner. “No one can know of this, including your party, and if you blow the guild’s cover here, I’ll slit your throat myself.”

“Deal.”

***

The next five days were all the same routine: Wake up early, run the first and second floor of the dungeon with Invia, and then spend all night transcribing Aurketzu’s translation of the cleric tome.

I didn’t see Purity once in that time, but I also didn’t seek her out. I didn’t visit the library. I didn’t visit the tavern. I devoted myself fully to my work and my training. If Purity hadn’t come around in a few more days, I would come up with something else to offer the demon for passage. With every damn kobold I killed, I couldn’t help but imagine how much progress I would have made if they were worth 200 or 400 experience points.

In five days of grinding, I earned 380 experience points toward my next fighter tier. Five. Days.

To earn what we’d get from one frozen plant monster. Five days versus a few minutes.

My viceroy progress was just as bad. A few obeyed commands was a far cry from ass-fucking an ice demon.

At the end of that fifth day, I stopped in the guild hall to update Mirko on my translation progress. I also hoped he would have another test for me, but that hadn’t happened, and I knew better than to bother him about it.

When Mirko saw me come through the door, he said, “A cleric girl came by asking for you. Did you get made?”

“Definitely not. What did she want?”

“Other than to speak with you, she didn’t say. I told her what time you’re usually back in the bunkhouse if she wanted to catch you.”

I thanked Mirko and went to the bunkhouse to wash up. From the comfort of my warm bath, I heard Invia leave her bathroom and then leave the bunkhouse. She was suffering from boredom as well, and now that we were making money from our runs, she took to visiting the tavern.

That was fine. Anything that made Invia less grumpy was a worthwhile investment.

I passed my time waiting for a chance meeting with Purity by meditating. I opened my eyes to her kneeling by my bunk sometime in the night. I glanced across the room and saw that Invia was in her bed sleeping. Purity had entered quietly enough to not disturb either of us.

“Is everything okay?” I whispered.

She shook her head. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Okay…”

“Make me strong.”

“Ah, finally.”

“I will,” I said.

“Can I stay with you tonight?”

I didn’t really want to spend my entire night pretending to sleep, but I couldn’t waste the opportunity I had been waiting for, so I lifted my blanket and scooted over to make room.

Purity took off her jacket and pulled her robe over her head, revealing loose, conservative undergarments. Though a shirt and shorts still hid some of her body, this was the best look I had ever gotten of her petite frame. She had a slender, toned body, but where Invia was long and lithe, Purity was more compact, as if the same amount of woman had been forced into a small package.

She snuggled up to me and clumsily reached for my package, stroking it over the fabric of my underwear with hesitant but soft movements.

“You don’t have-”

“Shh,” Purity said. “I want to.”

Whether she was impatient or was so inexperienced that she couldn’t tell, Purity pulled the blanket over her head and slid low before I was fully hard. She pulled my semi-erect tool from its wrapper and started to suck on the tip.

With very little preamble, she drove all of me into her mouth. Where she gagged and struggled in the dungeon, my softness meant I was smaller and more malleable. Her lips hit the base of my dick with relative ease. The sensation of being swallowed whole and hardening in her mouth was a unique pleasure, like a delicious appetizer.

But she was still clumsy, and her teeth scraped against me more than I could ignore.

I gently pulled her head away from my dick.

“Am I doing it wrong?” she whispered.

“You’re putting too much pressure on yourself. Take your time. Play with it. Find what you like to do.”

When she nodded, I dropped the blanket, and she went back to servicing me.

Her movements became slow and gentle. She was still tentative, but the tone had shifted. Where she was afraid of doing the wrong thing before, she now seemed curious. Her lips and tongue were exploring, learning, savoring the process.

I wasn’t stretching the back of her throat like I had in the dungeon, but this was just as pleasurable. It matched the mood of a late-night tryst, and the more she slowed down, the more she seemed to enjoy it herself. With one hand behind my head and the other gently holding her dark hair out of the way, I savored each moment. Whenever she brushed against my palm, I could feel her cheeks and lip flex and work me. I was content.

When I felt the finish rising, I held her in place. I was tempted to drive myself deep, but I left her with just my tip in her mouth. She jerked and squeaked, startled by the sudden surge. She tried to pull away, but then she relaxed. She sucked dutifully until I emptied myself. For the next few minutes, she made sure that not even a single drop escaped and kissed around my shaft as I came down.

+50 Will Points.

“Was that okay?” she whispered, wiping her mouth as she emerged from beneath the blanket.

“Incredible.”

I triggered Safe Word. When I did, I felt her melt into me, like her whole body relaxed in that instant. Her head was on my chest, and her eyes were closed. If she wasn’t asleep already, she would be soon.

A short, muffled moan came from Invia’s side of the bunkhouse, as if it was meant to be longer but was forced into silence.

+50 Will Points.

Good girl, Invia. I’m glad you got to enjoy that too.



“I was beginning to think you didn’t like me anymore,” Itaa said when I entered her shop. She seemed surprised to see Invia and Purity following me.

“I’ll make it up to you. I’ve been training as hard as I can. Haven’t had a lot of time for recreation.”

“Your tab has been unpaid for a while. There’s a lot of interest.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll pay it in full.”

Itaa’s eyes twinkled, and she shifted her hips. I hoped she had begun to drip. Aurketzu said that, with time, my very presence would have my followers begging to bend. That seemed to be coming true.

“We need to upgrade our gear and stock up for a longer run,” I said.

“How long?”

“Four or five days.”

“That puts you pretty deep in the dungeon… with all of the spawn problems, that seems dangerous.”

“It’s hard to explain, but we have a spot where we can grind a bunch of spawn and then sleep. We would lose a lot of time if we commuted down and back.”

“I see. You’ll want thick bedrolls, a decent tinderbox, extra waterskins, a few changes of warm clothes, some extra bandages…”

Itaa began walking about her store, pulling items from shelves as she went.

“We all need new armor. Then we need two shields, two longswords, and an axe.”

The shopkeeper paused. “That’s… quite the order. I hope you understand that I can’t discount all of that.”

“Not a problem.”

I set five days' worth of mana crystals on the counter. She looked inside, moved the crystals around with her finger, and nodded, satisfied.

As Itaa divided up the gear, packing much of it for us as she went, I asked Purity what she told her father about our extended hunting trip.

“He wasn’t worried,” Purity said. “He trusts you.”

“How much did you tell him?”

“Nothing more than we’d be in the dungeon for a few days and wouldn’t touch the third floor.”

“Shaping the truth is a sign she is learning.”

If Godfried was unconcerned about Purity spending time with me, what had the argument been over that sent her into my bed late in the night?

When our shopping was complete, Invia wore her new armor. It was similar to the leather suit she had worn out on crawls, but this set included a platemail pauldron and armor down to her wrist for her sword arm.

Purity’s change was more drastic. She wanted to wear her cleric robes, like she always had, but the fourth floor was dense foliage. Even if the plants were frozen, loose billowing fabric would snag and catch at every turn. Beyond the frustration that would cause, dying to an undead wyvern because she snagged her sleeve on a branch was a waste of a cleric.

Overtop of her simple and light leather armor, Purity now wore a heavy wool tunic, the skirt of which was segmented into long strips to ensure her motion was not impeded by too-tight fabric. Though she still wasn’t flaunting any part of her figure, seeing her shapely legs wrapped in leather was a nice change of pace.

We were ready to level.



We met the ice demon in the usual hut on the second floor. Her mouth dropped when she saw that we had actually brought Purity with us, then her dark blue lips formed a devious smile.

That smile disappeared abruptly when she saw our gear.

“What’s all of that for?” she asked.

“We’re going to spend a few days in the dungeon instead of going in and out a bunch.”

The demon frowned. “That wasn’t the deal.”

“How so?”

“I expected daily meetings.”

“Our arrangement didn’t have time limits. We agreed on passage down and passage back.”

The demon scowled.

“Look, I’m not trying to cheat you. This wasn’t some doublespeak trap I built into our deal. We’ll make more than one trip and will honor the terms every time.”

“Very well,” she said, finally. “Give me my levels.”

Purity had a vague idea of what these trades would entail, but she asked me not to share specifics. She didn’t want the stress of anticipating an act for hours or days, preferring to face the challenge in the moment.

“Purity, take off your pants,” I commanded.

Her hands shaking, the cleric reached under her tunic and undid her belt. Her leather pants were tight enough that she had to peel them off of her body, revealing her perfectly tanned skin.

+1 Will Point.

+5 Will Points.

I caught glimpses of her neatly trimmed bush as the strips of her battle tunic shifted with each movement. I stood her between myself and the demon and wrapped my arms around her from behind. With one arm hugging her chest, I reached between her legs. I pressed the insides of her thighs to tell her to spread her legs.

She did, taking a wide stance in full view of the ice demon.

+1 Will Point.

I triggered Reward for the Loyal and gently went under the skirt of her tunic with my hand. I caressed the mound between her legs, her bush soft between my fingers. Then I slowly reached lower, sliding my fingers over her lips.

The motion was soft. As much as I wanted to fuck her in half right there, she needed to bend, not break.

I caressed her labia with my fingers, gradually increasing the pressure so that her own skin wrapped and rubbed her clitoris. When I felt her relax in my arms, relying more on me to keep her standing, I slid a fingertip between her lips. She was soaked with desire.

I dipped my finger like a quill in ink and pulled her own juice up to her clit. The lubrication helped me stay gentle, and by the way she convulsed at the first touch, it also made her more sensitive.

I activated Safe Word right then.

I worked her like an instrument. At first, it was just one finger rubbing tight circles at the top of her clit. Then it was two fingers, the pressure increasing. Whenever I felt the need–or simply had the desire–I ventured deeper to moisten my fingers before returning to my work.

Her breath hastened. Her spasms became more frequent. I cupped her breast over her armor with my other hand and squeezed her into me.

She began to writhe as if the building pleasure was too much for her, but she couldn’t escape me.

She stiffened. More and more. Her every muscle tensing as she went silent and her breath caught.

From behind, I didn’t see that her eyes were closed. The ice demon didn’t like that.

“Look at me,” the demon said as Purity careened toward the edge. “Look. At. Me.”

I grabbed Purity’s neck to point her eyes directly into the demons.

“Cum for me,” I whispered in her ear.

The demon smiled, which told me Purity had done as instructed and held eye contact with the infernal woman.

Purity’s entire body seized and jerked as she released a high-pitched squeal. Even with my enhanced strength, I had to wrestle her to keep her from wiggling free.

When the climax passed and she panted for air. I put two fingers inside her, soaking them with her finish, and then held them out.

The demon sucked Purity’s pleasure off my fingers, never taking her eyes off the cleric.

+100 Will Points.


Chapter 25

If our goal was to complete the trials, the fourth floor would have been a big problem for our three-person party. One of the requirements for descending to the fifth floor was to present the tale of a wyvern. I assumed something like that was still the case, except now the wyvern was undead.

But we weren’t trying to get to the fifth floor. We needed to find high-value plant monsters, kill them quickly, and then move along before a wyvern caught up to us.

And hope we didn’t turn a corner and walk headfirst into one. The floor was big, but wyverns could fly and we didn’t know how many lurked out there in the frozen jungle.

According to our demon friend, three plant monsters were worth hunting on this floor: flaptraps, manyan trees, and choker vines.

Flaptraps were like overgrown venus flytraps. Unlike their much smaller cousins, flaptraps were capable of “pouncing” on prey. A careless adventurer didn’t need to brush against the plant to trigger it to attack. They simply needed to pass closely enough.

Manyan trees were singular trees with several trunks. They bludgeoned their prey to death. Not fancy or sophisticated, but a club to the back of the head was enough to put even the strongest adventurer down.

Choker vines hunted the way their name implied. They were the hardest to spot, however, as choker vines were adept at blending into jungle foliage. You would never walk into a big tangle of choker vines, but you could walk by a tree without noticing one of the many roots snaking across the ground was a choker vine.

My primary goal with this first stint on the fourth floor was to learn the landscape, map monster plant spawn points, and find a good base of operations for future runs. We could use the same cave from our first visit, but it was on the outer edge of the floor. A more centralized campsite would be more efficient if there was one to be had.

Invia and Purity both found it difficult to walk away from a frozen plant monster on that first day, but I insisted we not risk attracting wyverns until we had a plan for potential escape routes. Ideally, we would end up with a repeatable path that netted us the most experience in the shortest amount of time possible.

Our first pick for a permanent campsite was more stacked stones than it was cavern, but functionally, it wasn’t all that different. The space was large enough for three of us to be comfortable but not so large as to be difficult to heat with a fire. With rock overhead, no wyvern could spot us from the sky, and the path through the rocks kept us well out of view for anything that might travel by.

We spoke very little while we explored, preferring to move quietly so as not to attract attention. Breaking that silence as we made camp felt strange at first, but Aurketzu kept purring in my ear about having two sources of will points by my side.

I didn’t need her to remind me. During our hours of walking, I thought of little else other than how it felt to make Purity shudder and how Invia pleasured herself to the sounds of a cleric sucking me dry the night before.

What thoughts did she have watching me bend Purity?

My party was tired, however. Purity had already pushed herself pretty far on the second floor, and I needed everyone to be rested and sharp for our marathon grinding session first thing in the morning. I could press my luck another night.

One temptation was too large to resist: When Purity was occupied with the fire, I came up behind Invia and whispered in her ear.

I said, “If you need inspiration tonight, think about how it felt to watch me have my way with the demon. Imagine that was you pressed against the wall with your hair yanked backward, arching your back as I use you.”

Invia shuddered but tried to ignore me otherwise.

That was fine.

A few hours later, I heard the faint, soft scratching of fabric moving. The sound came from Invia’s bedroll.

+50 Will Points.

Reading that notification made me rock hard.

Fuck.



We left the majority of our gear at camp, making ourselves as light as possible in anticipation of a very active day.

As soon as we killed one plant monster, we would run to the next. Once we were rested, we’d do it again. Kill a plant monster and get away as quickly as we could. I had a tentative route that ended back at our campsite, but we still hadn’t seen a wyvern. If they were faster or more aggressive than we anticipated, our plan may need to change.

At the first flaptrap, the kill was simple. We surrounded the base of the plant monster, a stem as thick as a grapefruit, and rotated strikes. Invia and I used our swords, and Purity used an axe. Sense Weakness said the flaptrap’s weakness was its stem, anywhere between the ground and the hungry head. Though I say stem, the base of a flaptrap was more like a young tree, several inches in diameter and protected by thick, woody skin.

After the first flaptrap, I got a system message:

Fighter class has advanced to tier 5.

Character level has advanced to 9.

New abilities and status points to allocate.

Invia had received a similar notification. She was finally level 7.

We killed two more flaptraps and one choker vine before we heard large wings flapping, gaining on our position. We managed to get several dozen yards away before the rotting corpse of a wyvern crashed to the ground where we had just cut down a choker vine.

The ground shook from the impact, and the crash and crunch of the wyvern stomping through frozen jungle echoed across the fourth floor. We had another flaptrap just ahead on our route, but the wyvern was uncomfortably close. What took us five minutes of steady jogging could take the wyvern three flaps of its wings.

Instead of slaying that flaptrap, we continued our loop, passing by two more potential kills.

We stopped at a frozen manyan and rested. We didn’t hear or see signs of a wyvern approaching our position, so we didn’t rush our recovery.

Killing the manyan took ten times as long as killing a flaptrap or a choker vine. The core of a manyan wasn’t a thick stem or vine. It was a proper tree trunk, and unlike the flaptraps and chokers, a manyan could escape enough of its frozen prison to leave us dazed and bruised with attacks. Sense Weakness put the heart of the monster at the center of its thickest point.

We killed it, eventually, and it was worth 600 experience points overall, but it was too big of a timesink. For now, we’d skip manyans until we had a better strategy for taking them down quickly.

Unfortunately, we couldn’t keep our initial grinding pace. As we put larger and larger stretches between us and a curious wyvern, our kills per hour decreased dramatically. In the first hour, we killed three flaptraps and a choker vine with time to spare.

That volume dropped to two kills per hour, at best.

When we got back to camp, we were spent, but I could see our progress motivating Invia and Purity. They were tired, sure, but they were energized by all of the experience they had gained and looked forward to repeating that success tomorrow.

All told, we killed 7 flaptraps, 4 choker vines, and 1 manyan. That was 1433 experience points for each of us. In a single fucking day.

We didn’t talk much as we ate dinner that night. We were all preoccupied with the level-ups we had waiting for us after we had rested. We each went to our bedrolls shortly after our meal.

I meditated and summoned my character sheet when I had rested long enough to use my upgrade:

Level: 9

Class: Viceroy, Tier 5 (554/1600)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 5 (1386/1600)

Alignment: Neutral

Strength 10

Dexterity 5

Constitution 6

Intelligence 9

Wisdom 4

Charisma 2

(3 unallocated status points)

(1 unselected class ability)

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness, Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word, Rope Burn

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse, Improved Footing, Improved Accuracy

Shared Abilities: Touch of Ice

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1

Damn! I’d level my fighter class again tomorrow, easily. I nearly giggled with glee right there in my bedroll.

I put a point into strength, intelligence, and wisdom.

Then I pulled up my ability selections for my fighter class:

Improved Mobility

Passive Ability

Permanently adds +2 to dexterity. This ability can be selected a maximum of two times.

Unrelenting

Passive Ability

Each successful strike on an enemy adds a 2% bonus to damage. Bonus caps at 10%. Bonus does not carry over from enemy to enemy. Bonus damage resets when an attack misses or is blocked.

Followthrough

Passive Ability

Adds a 5% chance to enhance critical strike damage by 10%.

I could select one of the abilities I passed on before. From that list, one option had stayed on my mind:

Enemy Study

Passive Ability

Every time you kill the same monster, gain a 0.1% bonus to damage against that monster. Max damage bonus of 10%. Note: Bonus is based on specific monsters, not the group they belong to. For example, earning a damage bonus by killing goblins does not translate into a damage bonus for goblin shamans.

That seemed like an ideal skill to have for level grinding. With many more plant monster runs ahead, Enemy Study was the best choice.

I opened my eyes, intending to kill some time by seeing to the fire. As I stirred, Invia whispered to me.

“I’ve left it alone, but I need you to explain what this viceroy business means,” she said.

“Nah, it’s not important.”

“Yes, it is. I have viceroy options for my level up.”

“What?”

“What? Explain, please.”

Invia read her ability options to me. I recognized a couple from the fighter skill tree, but each came with an optional upgrade:

Improved Berserk

Passive Ability

Increases the duration of the Berserk ability by 5 seconds. This ability can be selected six times.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increases damage dealt during Berserk by 5%, stacks with each selection of Improved Berserk.)

Unrelenting

Passive Ability

Each successful strike on an enemy adds a 2% bonus to damage. Bonus caps at 10%. Bonus does not carry over from enemy to enemy. Bonus damage resets when an attack misses or is blocked successfully by an enemy.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increases bonus cap to 20%.)

Bloodlust

Active Ability

Cooldown: 4 Minutes

Killing three enemies within 30 seconds of each other grants a temporary 10% bonus to strength and dexterity that lasts for 2 minutes.

(Optional synergy with Loyalty: Bonus to strength and dexterity increases to 12.5%)

When Invia viewed the description for Loyalty, this is what it said:

Loyalty

Bonus Passive

On level-up, gain the option to permanently improve an ability. Choosing the Loyalty bonus permanently binds that ability to your viceroy. If your viceroy ejects you from their service, any ability with the Loyalty upgrade is lost forever.

“I am unfamiliar with the Loyalty ability. Intriguing.”

I agreed with Aurketzu. This development was interesting. Pledging Loyalty to me wasn’t without its downsides–that was a serious penalty–but the bonuses were compelling. Applying the Loyalty bonus was akin to getting two abilities per level.

If Invia combined Bloodlust with Improved Berserk and took the Loyalty upgrades for each, the damage output of activating Berserk would jump significantly. A 12.5% bonus to strength + a 5% overall bonus to damage made each hit far more dangerous, and the extra 20% bonus to dexterity meant landing several more of those hits within the same Berserk window.

My stubborn barbarian saw the benefits as well, but she was hesitant to permanently bind her fate to mine.

“Am I right that you’re the viceroy in this description?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“What is it?”

“It’s a leadership class, essentially,” I answered. “It gives me abilities that buff my party, like improved damage resistance or boosting all of a party member’s stats. Say you took the Loyalty option for Bloodlust. If I used one of my abilities on top of that, your strength and dexterity would increase by 45%.”

Invia’s eyes widened. And I was technically telling the truth, but I knew when I said buffs, she pictured me casting a spell or something similar. In reality, she would have to earn viceroy buffs with significant bending on her part, but I didn’t see any reason to complicate the discussion by going into that right then, nor did I think it was relevant to mention I hadn’t actually chosen those abilities yet.

“She hungers.”

“This is part of what I meant when I said we were stronger together,” I added.

“But if you eject me, my build is permanently crippled.”

I nodded. “It’s a big reward with a big tradeoff. I understand being wary of the gamble.”

“Do you have penalties like that? If you lose someone who pledged Loyalty, I mean.”

“Investing in abilities that boost allies instead of myself is pointless if I don’t have allies. I’m motivated to be a good party member just as much as you would be.”

Invia stared ahead. She was likely reading and rereading her options.

“It’s really up to you,” I said. “I wouldn’t be offended if you didn’t take the bonuses.”

“I’m going to think about it,” Invia said.

“I respect that.”

I stirred to go collect more firewood. As I reached for my sword, I got a notification.

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

Another stat point? I didn’t expect a reward from this process, and a bonus stat point was huge.

I put it into dexterity immediately.

“That was quick,” I said.

“What was quick?” Invia asked.

“I just got the notification you picked Loyalty.”

“I didn’t do that.”

“It was me,” Purity said.

Aurketzu cooed in my mind. “What a lovely development.”

Purity read the ability she selected for her cleric class:

Greater Good

Passive

When in the vicinity of allies, increase their damage resistance by 10%. Ability can be selected up to three times.

(Optional synergy with Loyalty: Allies receive a 5% bonus to constitution in addition to the bonus to damage resistance. Bonus stacks if ability is selected more than once.)

“Like you said,” Purity continued, “we’re stronger together.”

“Thank you for doing that,” I said.

“Had the Loyalty ability presented itself in my time, my kingdom would yet stand.”

“The bonuses are really damn good,” I agreed in my mind. “It’s completely new to you?”

“Yes. The benefits to us…”

“Oh, I know. We need to convince them to use the Loyalty bonus every time they level up. Invia is close to committing. We’ll tip her over the edge.”


Chapter 26

On our third day, we started to find a more efficient rhythm. Though manyans were worth the most experience, they took too much time to kill, so we focused exclusively on flaptraps and choker vines. Sometimes choker vine fights went very quickly. Sense Weakness showed me where the “base” of the tangled mess was, and if it was exposed, killing the choker vine took only a few swings.

Three kills in, I received another notification:

Fighter class has advanced to tier 6.

Character level has advanced to 10.

New abilities and status points to allocate.

Our increase in speed was largely due to our party settling into a routine for how we ganged up on any single plant monster, but I could already feel the damage bonus from Enemy Study paying off. I’d cap out my bonus for flaptraps and choker vines in no time.

We saw two undead wyverns that day, but our improved route helped us to keep our distance. The monsters had come far closer to us yesterday, and that was something I did not want to repeat.

By the time we returned to camp, we had killed 9 flaptraps and 5 choker vines in total.

The girls weren’t lucky enough to level up like I was, but they were in good spirits. Invia and Purity both knew how long it would have taken us to get the same amount of experience from kobolds. With any luck, they were growing addicted to our rate of progress.

While they talked about types of cuts for leather armor, I reviewed my character sheet:

Level: 10

Class: Viceroy, Tier 5 (578/1600)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 6 (1352/3200)

Alignment: Neutral

Strength 11

Dexterity 6

Constitution 6

Intelligence 10

Wisdom 5

Charisma 2

(3 unallocated status points)

(1 unselected class ability)

Loyalty Pledges: 1

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness, Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word, Rope Burn

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse, Improved Footing, Improved Accuracy, Enemy Study

Shared Abilities: Touch of Ice

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1

I had collected a few will points on the run from simple commands, but that side of my training was seriously lacking. That wasn’t surprising, but I was greedy for the progress there nonetheless.

“Let’s talk multiclassing,” I said in my mind. “Most people multiclass at level 10, but is that different for me because of the viceroy class?”

“Your fighter class must reach tier 10. Viceroy levels do not count toward the multiclass requirement.”

“I don’t know that I want to keep pushing fighter beyond tier 10.”

“What path appeals to you?”

“I wanted your opinion on that. You did really well combining viceroy with a magic class, seeing as it was a variant of sorcerer to begin with. That’s interesting to me, but I also don’t want to waste ten tiers of melee-specific abilities.”

“Finesse is the only ability whose utility will not transfer. A spellcaster still needs good footing and mobility.”

“Yeah, you’re right. That’s not so bad.”

“The journey beyond tier 10 is rarely the same from person to person. We shall discuss. For now, you have many levels ahead. Do not sacrifice our immediate ability to survive.”

That was also a good point. Being a half-ass fighter now because I wanted to be a mage later could get me killed.

I put one point into strength, dexterity, and intelligence.

Then I looked at my ability selection:

Sense Danger

Passive Ability

Gain a more intuitive understanding of when your life is under threat.

Warcry

Active Ability

Cooldown: 30 Minutes

Duration: 1 minute

Boost your party’s strength by 5%.

Sharpen

Passive Ability

Gain a 5% chance to ignore an enemy’s armor when making an attack.

That may have been the easiest choice to make with my abilities thus far. I grabbed Sense Danger pretty much immediately. It boosted survivability and would still be useful no matter what class I chose in the future. The lack of specific details in the description bothered me, but I would take any improvement to my ability to not die.

When I opened my eyes from meditating, I found Invia straddling me. My bedroll was between us, but I suspected she could feel me get hard. I looked over. Purity was asleep.

I triggered Safe Word on Invia for good measure.

I didn’t speak, and neither did she. She stared down at me, her eyes narrowed and her gaze cold.

“I want the Loyalty bonuses,” she said quietly, “but how would I know you wouldn’t betray me later just to make me suffer?”

“She longs to bend. Press. Press.”

“We are both vulnerable to betrayal,” I said. “I’m less concerned about you stabbing me in the back now that I’ve invested so much in you.”

“Invested?”

“Saved your life, saved your sister’s life, paid for your gear and lodging, and brought you along for dungeon runs.”

“You need me for dungeon runs.”

“Do I? Do you think I wouldn’t be able to handle frozen plants by myself?”

Invia’s eyes fell. She knew I was right.

“I brought you because the stronger you are, the better we’re able to achieve our goals. Both of us. Again, I’m investing in us being allies.”

I put a hand on each of Invia’s knees. She didn’t react to the touch, negatively or positively. She was too deep in thought.

“Can you imagine how strong you would be if you had the Loyalty bonus for all of the abilities you picked thus far? You’d have to be close to twice as dangerous, right? Play that out for another 10 levels.”

She studied me, as if looking for signs of deception, but didn’t speak.

Gripping her knees, I gently pulled her hips back and forth so she could feel my erection against her lips. She shuddered but tried to hide it.

“I wish we could torment this one together. Hearing her beg would be sweet music.”

That made me harder. I wondered if Invia felt me throb just then.

She wasn’t speaking, but she wasn’t stopping me either, so I continued to slowly rock her hips up and down my cock. I very much did not want this to be slow, but I decided tormenting Invia was worth the suffering of tormenting myself. But damn, I felt like I could thrust through the bedroll and her pants, just rip new access and take her like I had always dreamed about.

+10 Will Points.

“What happens if I disobey you?” she asked. “Would you eject me immediately?”

“I would punish you, undoubtedly, but the offense would have to be on the level of outright betrayal for me to eject you.”

“Punish?”

I felt Invia adding her movement to her rocking hips, following my rhythm but spreading her knees so she pressed harder on me. I began to worry I’d finish right there from that friction alone.

+10 Will Points.

“Yes, punish,” I said. “If you’re good, then all you have to worry about is being rewarded.”

“I betrayed you once already.”

“A couple times, actually.”

“Did you punish me for that?”

I grinned. “No, I haven’t. I will, though, eventually.”

“Should that scare me?”

“Yes.”

Invia bit her lip. “Will it hurt?”

“Yes.”

She sank more of her weight onto my dick. “Why the fuck do I want to please you so badly?”

“Take off your top.”

She did, pulling her leather armor over her head, followed by her underlayer. Looking up at her small handfuls stiff in the cold gave me a delicious view as she grinded on me.

+20 Will Points.

I activated Reward for the Loyal.

“Did it feel good to obey me?” I asked.

Invia nodded, timidly.

I rocked her hips a little bit faster. “And it still feels good, right?”

“Mmhmm,” she said, biting her lip again, her eyes fluttering closed for a moment.

“And this?”

I slid my hands up her bare ribs and took each of her breasts into my hands. She nodded that it felt good.

I put a nipple between my fingers, and her body tensed. She felt this punishment before, but that was before I had Rope Burn to increase the pleasure. I slowly squeezed her pink flesh between my fingers and triggered the Rope Burn ability at the peak of my pressure.

She moaned and shuddered again.

+15 Will Points.

“You’re making this too hard on yourself,” I said. “Doing what I tell you would be so much easier. In fact, stand up.”

She did.

+1 Will Point.

“Go over to your bedroll, get naked, and lie on top of it.”

+20 Will Points.

“Show me how you touched yourself while you eavesdropped on me and Purity.”

Invia hesitated and blushed, but she lay flat on her back, spread her legs, licked a finger, and began to trace small circles around her clit. The insides of her thighs were already damp.

The power I commanded... The rush of bending her so completely overwhelmed and intoxicated me. After so many little tests and rewards, she was trained to chase my validation, to take pleasure in bringing me pleasure, in serving my desires.

“You’re not going to stop until I give you permission to cum,” I said. “If you don’t get my permission or I think you’re holding back to pace yourself, I’ll punish you.”

She started to rub herself faster and harder, her eyes locked on mine. I stood and circled Invia, looking down at the slight jiggle in her breasts as she worked herself, watching her stomach quiver from short pleasureful breaths, appreciating the arch in her back when the building ecstasy pulled her head back.

Purity watched. I didn’t know how long she had been taking in the show, but we had her full attention. I gestured for her to come to me. She obeyed.

+1 Will Point.

“Kneel.”

+1 Will Point.

I looked at Invia. “Stay as quiet as you can for as long as you can.”

She nodded, fear in her eyes.

“Purity, pinch them both, lightly at first, but every second, I want you to press harder. When you’re pressing your hardest and she hasn’t made a noise, twist.”

The cleric was slow to touch Invia, her hands hovering over the naked barbarian. I went behind Purity, grabbed each of her arms, and guided her hands onto Invia’s tits.

“Squeeze,” I whispered to Purity.

Her hands closed around Invia’s small gifts.

+10 Will Points.

“God damn, you’re dirty.” I kept my voice quiet and my mouth close to her ear. “Now pinch.”

+10 Will Points.

I wasn’t sure if commanding Purity to inflict pain on Invia would count for triggering Rope Burn to amplify her pleasure from pain by four times, but I tried it anyway.

A wave rolled through Invia’s body, and she pressed her eyes shut as hard as she could to keep herself quiet. Purity began to twist and pull up, stretching the delicate flesh of Invia’s chest. Invia finally yelped.

I put a hand on Purity’s head to signal her to release Invia. I used Reward for the Loyal when she did.

“You lasted quite a while just now,” I said. “You’re very stubborn.”

“Can I-Can-Can I cum now?”

“No.”

Invia’s eyes went wide with panic. “Please,” she managed, weakly. “Please… Let… Me…”

“Don’t you fucking dare. Convince me to let you.”

“How?”

“Figure it out.” I saw her hand stop massaging herself. I pinched her nipple, not bothering to go slow with building the pressure of my squeeze. “I said don’t stop touching yourself.”

Invia screamed. “I’ll do anything.”

“Like?”

“Anything… You… Want…”

“Make me an offer.”

Her eyes pleaded for relief. “Please. Let me.”

“Don’t.”


“I’ll do anything. I’ll suck you dry. I’ll jam that dick in my throat. I’ll take every inch of you. Hard. Deep. Fucking gag me. Hold my head down deep so I can’t breathe. I’ll make you cum so fucking hard.”

I reached between Invia’s legs and easily slipped a finger into her dripping wet pussy. I started to rub her g-spot. “Cum.”

The groans and yells Invia unleashed as she spasmed from ecstasy made me worry we might attract a monster. I felt her squirting on my hand. Her legs shook. She tried to speak but couldn’t get a word out. She just looked up at me, gasped through a few short breaths, and then her whole body went limp. She pushed my hand off of her pussy and tried to catch her breath.

+50 Will Points.

“What’s taking you so long?” I asked Invia.

Her movements were loose and uncoordinated, the connection between her brain and her muscles blocked from her surge of endorphins, but she fumbled for my belt and managed to pull my member from my pants. Feeling Invia’s lips wrap around me was a pleasure on so many levels.

I couldn’t count how many guard shifts I wished I could jam my dick into Invia’s mouth to shut her up. Push hard on her head to wipe her smug superiority off her face. Hold her deep while she struggled to breathe and slapped my legs, begging for air.

For this moment, though, she was ravenous. She consumed me like the world would end if I didn’t finish.

+50 Will Points.

“Quite the breakthrough.”

Purity stood statue-stiff, watching Invia slobber all over me.

“You have two options,” I said to Purity. “Get yourself off while you watch or get behind Invia and slap her ass as hard as you can.”

Invia looked up at me in terror. I pressed back into her throat in response.

Purity chose the second option, which I thought was interesting. The sweet little cleric chose inflicting pain over giving herself pleasure? I wasn’t sure what the meant exactly, but I liked it.

She brought an open hand down onto one of Invia’s cheeks. She jolted from the pain. I felt her throat contract from the surprise. Then she begged for it to stop, but she never took me out of her mouth.

+10 Will Points.

“Again.”

Purity slapped.

+10 Will Points.

Who was this Purity? She didn’t hesitate to choose to deliver pain upon Invia. I wouldn’t have expected that, so maybe there was a lot more about the cleric I underestimated or had yet to uncover.

Invia looked up, shaking her head. Whatever words she tried to say vibrated her throat around me and forced her tongue to work even harder.

“Again.”

Purity slapped.

+10 Will Points.

I went over the edge. With both hands gripping her hair, I pulled Invia as hard as I could. She squirmed and squealed, but I wouldn’t let her escape. Not after everything she had put me through.

I felt myself pumping as if a gallon of my seed was squirting down her throat. The harder she fought, the better it felt. Her struggle slowed as she slowly went limp, unable to take in air with me inside of her. The way her throat relaxed as she went out let me go even deeper.

Then I was done. I released her head. She fell to the side, her own spit running down her chin as she panted for air and recovered her senses. She had her priorities straight, though, because I got this message:

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

I dropped my bonus stat point into strength.

“I’ve never cum so hard in my life,” I said to the broken Invia. “You’re fucking incredible. What did you pick?”

“Unrelenting,” she gasped.

That felt appropriate, I thought, given what helped her choose.

I remembered the ability description from the last time we spoke about it:

Unrelenting

Passive

Each successful strike on an enemy adds a 2% bonus to damage. Bonus caps at 10%. Bonus does not carry over from enemy to enemy. Bonus damage resets when an attack misses or is blocked successfully by an enemy.

(Optional synergy with Loyalty: Increases bonus cap to 20%)

Someone clapping pulled me from my reverie. I looked up to see a blue demon smiling at us.

“You are becoming a true viceroy. Even the demon longs to worship you.”


Chapter 27

Our last day in the dungeon wasn’t as productive as the day before. We were all feeling a bit lazy, but I had another 1107 experience points to my name by the time we were warped to the dungeon entrance. I wondered how the Dungeon Lord would feel if he found out his changes to the dungeon helped me instead of hurt me. That thought gave me great comfort every time I felt as if I was cheating the universe by farming the fourth floor.

When I shared that with Aurketzu, she said, “We owe the universe nothing.”

I didn’t have the physical fatigue that Invia and Purity did, but I was mentally exhausted. For four days straight I was on high alert, trying to wring every experience point I could out of our trip. Now that we were on the surface again, I could rest.

For Purity’s part, she didn’t talk about spanking Invia. Other than to ask about our plans for the next crawl, she spoke very little. That had begun to worry me, but when we were farming experience, she was focused and dedicated, just as hungry as Invia and I were to get more powerful.

When we left her at the inn, she offered a meek thank you before disappearing inside. When we got to the bunkhouse, Invia and I split, each going right for a refreshing bath.

I allowed myself to enjoy a long soak and let my thoughts meander wherever they liked.

+50 Will Points.

One of my followers must have used thoughts of me for their own entertainment, but was it Invia or Purity? Either way, earning will points from the comfort of a bath was fine with me.

“And it doesn’t matter that she’s done that for me before? I thought will points had to be original.”

“If the lust is pure, you receive will points from the worship of their self-pleasure, like a prayer to your benevolence. The physical act is simply a vehicle for that worship. This is the momentum of the viceroy.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

That couldn’t have been Invia. She was still 2500 experience points away from her next level, so that must have been Purity. She didn’t mention she gained another level, but I also didn’t think to ask.

I put my new stat point into intelligence while I tried to guess what another Loyalty-boosted cleric ability might entail. We had just parted, and I already wanted to see Purity again. There was so much more to see, after all.



The next day, Invia was eating breakfast in the guild hall when I went to check in with Mirko.

“Only thing I got for you is a message,” Mirko said. “Godfried stopped by early this morning. He wants to speak with you as soon as possible.”

“Was he angry?” I asked.

“Didn’t seem like it.”

I thanked Mirko and took a seat across from Invia, activating Safe Word as I grazed by her.

“How are you feeling?” I asked.

“Sore.”

I wanted to ask if that was from training or from bending, but I restrained myself. “I have a question for you, and I want a straight answer.”

Invia cocked her head.

“What are the chances my dad is still alive?”

She frowned. “Not good.”

That was the answer I expected, but I still hoped for better news nonetheless. Invia seemed like she had more to say, but she kept darting her eyes to Mirko to warn me that he might hear.

“We can trust Mirko,” I said. “What’s on your mind?”

“Valice. I want to hear your plan.”

“I didn’t have a ton of time to do research before we left Borja. You know more about her than I do.”

“I see.” Invia put another forkful of eggs in her mouth. She swallowed. “She’ll want me dead as soon as she hears I’m out of hiding.”

“Me too, right?”

“She doesn’t know what you look like. If I try to go home or bump into anyone who knows me, she’ll know.”

“We have time to figure this out,” I assured her. “The more you can tell me about her, the more I can help.”

“What do you want to know?”

“I don’t know… What are her weaknesses? Let’s start there.”

Invia thought. “Money and power for certain. She hates to be embarrassed or outdone.”

Those traits sounded like they belonged to a typical, everyday human to me. “Why did she get into slavery of all things?”

All Invia could offer was a shrug. “She thinks it’s her right to own her lessers, so she probably got off to it. Making a ton of money was her stated goal, though.”

The beginnings of a plan bubbled in my mind. Valice’s power fetish left her exposed. With the right story and the right offer, her greed would overpower her sense. If I could spend any significant amount of time with her, I could bend her as well.

When I stood, Invia asked me what I needed her to do.

“Rest, recover. You worked hard these last few days.”

She offered a genuine smile in response to the recognition.

“Just be good, okay?”

With that, I left Invia to her breakfast and ventured into the cold streets of Lopav to talk to a daddy cleric.



Godfried sat at a tavern table with his daughter Charity, the female half of the monk twins. They both looked much healthier than when I had seen them last. I could spot the remains of scratches and fading bruises, but they seemed fully recovered otherwise.

When Godfried saw me, he gave me a big wave to get my attention, as if I might not see him among the other three people in the tavern.

“I have to know how you did it,” Godfried said.

“Did what?”

“How you got my Purity two levels in four days.”

“What did she tell you?” I asked.

Godfried scoffed. “She said she promised to keep it confidential. Once she’s made a promise, she won’t break it for anything.”

I breathed a sigh of relief inside my mind.

“What do you want to take the rest of my children with you? Name your price.”

Charity was taller and older than her sister. Her face was always hard, like a hawk focused on hunting. She had barely spoken to me at all in any of our runs or encounters, and even there in the tavern I was very aware of her complete disdain for me. Her breasts were enormous, though. Even Aurketzu thought it would be fun to bend her.

Did I want the brother twin Justice tagging along to watch me pay a demon with his sister’s innocence? Hell no.

I also couldn’t expect Charity to keep a secret the way Purity had. The circumstances under which she met the ice demon were the perfect primer for her to ease up on her religious judgment. I wouldn’t get that lucky with Charity.

“Well?” Godfried asked.

“I’d love to help if I could,” I answered. “Three people is all the run can support.”

“Then they will take turns. Purity sits the next one out so Charity can train.”

The ice demon would probably accept defiling Charity as payment, and I’d enjoy every minute of that transaction, but I needed to think about the corner Godfried was backing me into. I could imagine finishing on Charity’s bare chest another time.

“Purity works really well with Vara and me. I don’t want to lose that rhythm because it would wreck mine and Vara’s training too.”

“Help,” I asked in my mind.

“He is the one asking for favors. Behave like a viceroy.”

“Look,” I said to Godfried before he could respond to my last statement, “I understand wanting to spread the training around evenly, but I’m not changing my mind. We made too much progress for me to risk changing up the party now.”

“Very well,” the cleric replied. “Suppose I can’t force you to take care of Charity and Justice the way you did Purity.”

I tried to keep my eyes from drifting over to Charity. She was an untapped well of will points, and I hungered to draw them out of her, one bend at a time. That hunger, that carnal motivation, clouded my judgment. I could feel it happening, but she would taste so good. Certainly a taste was worth the risk.

The rational side of me, however weak it may have become, insisted I withdraw. I would never come up with a plausible reason as to why Charity could train with me but not Justice.

“He seems awfully calm for someone who had a priceless artifact stolen from him,” I said in my mind as I readied myself to step back outside and into winter.

“That is the calm of ignorance. He does not know it is missing.”

“That’s even better.” The longer it took Godfried to realize he had been robbed, the harder it would be to connect any suspicion to me.

With the wind blowing snow in my face, I considered what to do next. I was barely two hours into my day off, and I was bored already. If nothing else, I could visit Itaa and bend her a few hours to earn some will points, but after the progress I experienced in the dungeon, that felt like small-time training.

“What kind of gifts would a demon like?”

“We have put too much trust in demonkind already.”

“Humor me.”

“What is your goal?”

“I’ve never talked to her in private. I thought about trying a solo run. Get some experience, speak to her while I’m in there.”

“You have not said what you hope to achieve.”

“I want to fuck her silly and use her to get stronger.”

“You well know the experience from the first and second floors is not worth the dangers of crawling alone. You also know that Purity is your best tool for bending the she-demon.”

“I am so goddamn bored.”

“You are not behaving like a viceroy.”

I tried to push Aurketzu out of my mind. The voice in my head was challenging enough without it judging and criticizing me. Despite the aimless flailing of my thoughts, I had become certain of one thing: The downtime between fourth-floor runs had to be shorter.

Itaa’s was open as usual. She nearly purred when she saw me enter the shop.

“I was starting to think you traded me in for the younger girls,” she said.

“Now that I’ve had you, nothing else could compare.”

The shopkeeper rolled her eyes. “Yeah. Sure. That’s a pretty good line.”

“I can prove it.”

“Oh?”

I leaned over the counter to speak softly. No one else was in the shop, but it felt appropriate to be more private regardless. “I’m going to take care of restocking for my next run, and I’ll leave what I owe you at the register.”

“Okay…”

“While I do that, you’re going to go upstairs and get yourself off thinking about what you want me to do to you. As soon as you finish, I’ll come up and see if you can handle cumming again. If you can’t, that’s fine, but I’ll still finish.”

Itaa’s cheeks turned red. “Am I that loud?”

“Well, you can be, but I’ll know when you cum. I know your body well enough that I’ll be on you before you’ve stopped dripping.”

She looked at me incredulously.

“You don’t believe me?”

“It’s quite the claim.”

“Bet me. Name any stakes you want.”

That made Itaa hesitate, but her smile wavered for only a moment. “All of the things I want to bet you would do for me anyhow, and you’d enjoy every one of them.”

“If you win, I'll give you 100 gold.”

Itaa coughed. “100 gold? What could I possibly put up against that?”

“Two things. The first: I get two hours to do whatever I want to you. Whatever I want. The second: A professional favor to be named later. Not personal. Business only.”

“Okay. You’re on. If you don’t come through my door right after I finish, I win.”

“Give me the time it takes to get up the stairs. And remember, you have to think of me.”

Itaa laughed. “And the game begins.”

She sauntered upstairs as if she was already taking a victory lap.

I knew the store well enough at this point that I didn’t have any trouble refreshing rations and other consumables for the three of us. With that chore quickly out of the way, I aimlessly browsed Itaa’s stock, hoping to come across something useful I hadn’t thought of. The mana crystals we earned on the fourth floor had us flush with capital, and my addiction to progression was getting worse. If I couldn’t grind levels in the dungeon, maybe I could buy an enchanted item of some sort now to help me later?

+50 Will Points.

“I hope you enjoyed yourself!” I yelled, certain Itaa could hear me upstairs.

When I entered her apartment, she was on her bed, under a blanket.

“How did you do that?” she asked.

“Shh. You have to cum again.”

“Are those two hours starting now?”

I shook my head. “No, we’ll do that another time.”

I moved her aside and sat back with a pillow behind me. Itaa gladly allowed me to guide her where I wanted. I put her on top of me. She began stroking me without prompting, looking down at me with heavy eyelids, like she was drunk from pleasure.

“I want a show,” I said. “You’re going to put me inside of you, and then you’re going to make yourself cum again while I watch.”

Itaa lifted her hips and reached between her legs. She rubbed me against her lips and slowly lowered herself. Her eyes rolled back like she was easing herself into hot water. Grinning, she put two fingers in my mouth and then pressed those fingers into her clit. Her other hand squeezed one of her breasts, and she slid her hips back and forth.

+75 Will Points.

She didn’t lift. She kept all of me inside her and savored the pressure as she rubbed her fingers in a wide circle.

Her pace quickened, her hips lifting and falling, her ass slapping against my hips. She leaned forward and brought a nipple across my face. I chased it, sucking it between my lips, swirling my tongue around her delicious areola.

She fucked me harder.

I whispered in her ear, “Let me feel you gush.”

And she obliged. Her pussy throbbed, gripping and releasing me as another orgasm pulsed through her body. Feeling her pleasure drip down on my balls and my thighs, hearing her moan, watching her force herself to endure overstimulation to get me off–it was beautiful. She melted as I squirted deep within her, but she kept fucking, kept working me until my final shudder passed.

+100 Will Points.

“You will do that for me when I have my body again.”

“What the fuck are you?” Itaa panted.


Chapter 28

Translating Godfried’s book was painfully dull for the first eight nights. Aurketzu knew the language, so my job was little more than taking dictation. On the ninth night, the endless prattlings on faith and divinity and the spirit of the Goddess concluded. The practical material began.

Whatever priest wrote this book had been pursuing the overlap of the divine and the arcane. The first spell he wrote about to prove his theory imbued elemental magic with the Holy spell cast by clerics. The next blended the Divine Guidance ability with a Fireball spell, producing a spell that could intelligently navigate from the caster to the target, regardless of line of sight.

Aurketzu stumbled over her words when we got to the next spell.

The pages described a process for constructing a “divine vessel,” an object that could hold a prophet’s soul. If the prophet was slain–presumably for spreading the truth of the Goddess in some uncivilized corner of the world–his body would reform around the vessel as if he had never fallen. Then he could take up his divine mission again.

In other words, the church had its own version of the phylactery process, creating a “holy” opposite for the lich. Aurketzu was quick to point out the underlying magic was the same, which made her uncharacteristically angry.

“They vilified so many for practicing this magic, and it’s here, in a book inspired by the Goddess.”

When Aurketzu calmed down, we continued translating. We saw a healing spell that used vampirism magic to move a wound or sickness from one person to another, the healer taking on the burden of the ailment. Then there was a cure spell woven into a curse that caused the cure spell to reactivate again and again. Used on people, it was a useful way to navigate noxious terrain. If it was used against an undead, it was a way to deliver a great deal of damage over time.

The last two spells we translated sent Aurketzu into a rage. She cursed in languages I didn’t recognize for a full five minutes.

The first of the triggering–or most triggering–spells was an anti-resurrection spell. Resurrection magic was already fairly limited, but if you wanted to be certain the thing you killed would stay killed, this spell would block resurrection magic.

The second spell absorbed tainted magic. Tainted magic was a broad genre of spellcraft that channeled the essence of evil to inflict all kinds of suffering. According to the text, this spell nullified the effects completely.

“The answers! These are the answers!”

“What am I missing?”

“The spell structure is right here. The high and mighty had it all along and called us blasphemers for pursuing the same magic.”

“Please explain.”

“Exorcising undead and resurrecting the dead leverage similar forces. This we knew. The framework written here, however, reveals that blocking resurrection is possible.”

“So we could block an exorcism spell.”

“Yes! And the next spell provides a framework for blocking holy magic. The major weaknesses of our kind, corrected by two spells. You and I will be the first of a new breed. The truly immortal. The truly unconquerable. Anything we desire can be ours.”

The first step was making sure we were the only ones who had this knowledge. I ran a knife along the pages in question, cutting them from the original. I did the same with the translation of those pages. Our enemies could never find these spells, and our allies would have to beg us to lend them crumbs of our power.



With maybe two hours before sunrise, I locked up the guild hall and went to the bunkhouse to do a final equipment check before we did our next multi-day dungeon dive. Invia was still asleep, but I froze.

Someone was in my bunk.

Purity curled herself into a ball and had the blankets pulled up high, leaving only a splash of her dark hair exposed to the air.

“She is defenseless. She surrenders to you completely.”

Mere weeks ago I was barely strong enough to be a victim. Now people bowed to me, came to me for validation, crawled on their knees for a taste of my blessing. I knew it was hubris, but I embraced my descent completely. Even the Lopav Dungeon Lord should be my subject.

Your alignment has changed from Neutral to Chaotic Neutral.

I sat on my bunk and ran a finger through Purity’s hair. She stirred. She jerked when she saw me looking down on her, but I triggered Safe Word and told her it was just me. She relaxed and gave me a sleepy smile.

“I know I should have asked first…” she whispered.

“For what?”

“To use your bed.”

“I don’t mind, but did something happen?”

Purity frowned. “I had a fight with my family. My brother and sister think I cheated them.”

“Cheated?”

“By leveling without them. They can’t see that the Goddess would be happy for me. She gave me a path to grow so I could help more people.”

Aurketzu cackled in my mind.

“I was worried this was getting to be too much for you,” I said, doing my best to ignore the sorceress. “There are few who would approve of the risks we’re taking.”

“The Goddess would not give me these opportunities if she didn’t want me to seize them. That’s what the holy texts say, at least. But…”

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“I don’t feel her the way my family does. I believe in doing the good of her mission, but her presence isn’t with me. I don’t believe she hears my prayers.”

“Her faith wavers. She longs for something she can believe in.”

“And that’s created some problems with your family,” I guessed.

Purity nodded.

“I see that you are a dedicated and devoted person,” I said. “It’s clear to me how important it is to you to contribute and how willing you are to make sacrifices for others. The Goddess should be thankful to have you in her service.”

“Am I really a good person if she won’t speak to me, though?”

“Gods rarely speak to mortals. Such messages are faith-driven illusions and are elusive to the minds of those with independent thought.”

“I can’t speak for a Goddess, but if she can’t see what I do, that’s her loss.”

Purity smiled weakly.

“I’m glad I found you,” I said. “You know we have to push a bit farther today, right?”

She nodded nervously. “As long as I’m under your protection, I’m safe.”

“Yes. Yes, you are.”

***

The ice demon reached a hand between her legs as if the mere thought of what she was about to witness had her losing control. Purity stood next to me, her head down.

“I was uncertain of your return,” the blue demon hissed. “I am pleased that you have.”

“Might we talk while they work?” I asked.

“They?” the demon asked, grinning.

“Vara, Purity,” I said. “Disrobe. Everything.”

Purity obeyed, but her movements were slow. Invia, however, hesitated.

“Now.”

Invia relented and began stripping off her layers of gear.

“Purity, on your back. Spread your legs. Vara, lick her until I tell you to stop. Understood?”

They both nodded. Purity went to the floor, lying on top of her pile of clothes and armor, and spread her legs. I noticed she had shaved. Her cute little bush was gone, leaving her smooth and bare. I gave her the gift of Reward for the Loyal for listening to my commands.

+5 Will Points.

+5 Will Points.

Invia knelt and lowered her head. I couldn’t see her tongue connect, but I did see Purity tense and gasp.

+10 Will Points.

I slapped Invia across the ass and triggered Rope Burn.

“You would prefer to talk instead of watch?” the demon asked.

“Sit there,” I said, pointing to an open space beside the naked women doing my bidding. “That’s a pretty good angle, right?”

The demon sat. She watched Purity’s breasts jiggle ever so slightly when she moaned. Lying on her back spread them wide, taking all of the perkiness away, surrendering them completely to gravity. Then the demon watched Invia’s breasts bounce as she licked and sucked Purity’s pussy. They weren’t large enough to truly dangle, but the demon seemed entertained regardless.

+1 Will Point.

I sat behind the demon and wrapped my legs around her frigid hips.

“What-”

“Don’t speak,” I commanded.

+1 Will Points.

I set my hands on the insides of her knees and jerked her legs open, exposing her dark blue snatch. I caressed her icy bare thighs with one hand, tracing delicate lines to her paradise but pulling back before I reached her lips. My other hand did the same to her chest, circling her breasts in slow, soft movements but never grazing her nipples. All she felt was the slight breeze of my hand passing over, and I reveled in watching her lift her chest to try and steal a touch.

“I know what you want,” I whispered in her ear. “Are you ready to listen to what I want?”

She nodded her head swiftly.

“Our deal was that we’d give you innocence once per visit. I’m generous. I’ll pay you twice so you get the levels you need so badly. Are you interested?”

I slapped a heavy hand on her breast and squeezed like I was juicing an orange. The demon moaned and convulsed.

“Well?”

“Yes,” she gasped. “Yes, I’m interested.”

As I entertained myself by moving my hand to her other breast, I put the barest tip of my finger between her pussy lips. I was just deep enough to feel her desire, and I ran that finger up and down so the demon could feel herself spread.

Purity groaned and put two hands on the back of Invia’s head. I heard Invia’s muffled laughter as she enjoyed her own handiwork.

“I’ll give you two gifts per visit if you pleasure yourself to me, to completion, every day.”

“Is that-”

I slapped a hand over her mouth. The hand between her legs gave her pussy a gentle pat, a warning of what I could have done. “Don’t speak until I’m finished.”

+20 Will Points.

The demon nodded.

“Pleasure yourself to me every day, at least once. That’s part one, and you’re probably doing that already judging by how wet you are. Part two: You tell me everything you know about your Dungeon Lord and any other Dungeon Lord you might be aware of.”

“May I speak?” she said as I removed my hand from her mouth.

“Yes.”

+1 Will Point.

“You ask too much.”

I let a finger slowly sink into her lust. “Do I?”

She moaned. “You would have me make that many enemies?”

“Yes.” I worked my finger in and out. “You already desire their defeat.”

“I will tell you what you wish to know, but only you. None of your servants can listen.”

“Are you trying to trick me?” The same finger that explored her insides withdrew. I dragged it, wet and heavy, up her slit and over her clit. I chilled my finger with Ice Touch at the tip of her ecstasy.

The demon’s scratchy voice held a deep, low octave. When she recovered, she spoke again. “No. Never. Those are my terms.”

Purity broke. She screamed and tried to pull away from Invia’s tongue, but the barbarian did as I had instructed and refused to stop. Purity devolved to saying please-please-please over and over as she writhed.

“That’s enough,” I said.

Invia stopped.

I put a hand on the back of the demon’s neck and went to my feet. “Well? Get your levels.”

I forced the demon’s mouth onto Purity’s wet snatch. She lapped at the cleric’s climax like a thirsty dog. Purity’s screams reduced to moans, punctuated by frantic moments where the demon focused too much stimulation where the cleric was most sensitive. But Purity didn’t resist.

+10 Will Points.

I slapped Invia’s ass and told her to get dressed.

We had training to do.



When we reached the fourth floor, we set a course for the campsite we used on the previous run. We were tired from the crawl down to the second floor, and my party members were fatigued for additional reasons, so we killed a few flaptraps on our way and rested for the night.

After a brief meditation, I recovered. Invia and Purity were still sleeping, so I departed our campsite to explore more of the fourth floor. As long as I didn’t walk headfirst into an undead wyvern, my trip would be relatively free of danger.

“How many experience points is a wyvern worth?” I asked in my mind.

“Do not let greed poison your judgment.”

“Humor me.”

“Somewhere beyond 10,000.”

Hmm.

“The dead do not benefit from experience points.”

“Split three ways, that would take me pretty far.”

“You cannot win that fight. Stop this foolishness.”

“I’m gathering information. Be calm.”

“Your newfound boldness worries me.”

“You taught me to pursue every advantage possible.”

“Not at the cost of reason.”

“I’m asking questions because I’m learning.”

+50 Will Points.

Someone else was learning too.

I wondered who.


Chapter 29

While Invia and Purity donned their gear for our first run of the trip, I summoned my character sheet.

Level: 11

Class: Viceroy, Tier 5 (1143/1600)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 6 (2834/3200)

Alignment: Chaotic Neutral

Strength 13

Dexterity 7

Constitution 6

Intelligence 12

Wisdom 5

Charisma 2

Loyalty Pledges: 3

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness, Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word, Rope Burn

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse, Improved Footing, Improved Accuracy, Enemy Study, Sense Danger

Shared Abilities: Touch of Ice

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1

Yet another tier for my fighter class was already within reach. A few flaptraps and choker vines later, I saw a beautiful notification:

Fighter class has advanced to tier 7.

Character level has advanced to 11.

New abilities and status points to allocate.

Between my Enemy Study damage bonus and Invia’s Unrelenting damage bonus–where attacks against the same enemy progressively do more damage each time–our farming rate accelerated. Aside from avoiding wyverns, our biggest obstacle was now the distance we had to travel between encounters.

While Invia and Purity prepared food for themselves, I settled in to meditate. Before I could start, however, I got another notification.

+50 Will Points.

The ice demon was following my orders. Or maybe that was Itaa. Either way, I was happy to see the notification.

When I had meditated long enough, I put another point into strength and two into intelligence. Then I looked at my ability options and thought they were bullshit:

Taunt

Active Ability

Cooldown: 2 minutes.

Activating Taunt draws the attacks of all enemies within the vicinity to you.

Enhanced Shield Bash

Upgrade

All enemies within striking range are affected by the Shield Bash ability. Prerequisite: Shield Bash.

Enhanced Followthrough

Upgrade

Critical damage affected by Followthrough increases an additional 5%. Prerequisite: Followthrough

I didn’t have Shield Bash or Followthrough, so I couldn’t take either of the upgrades. Taunt would be good for someone like Invia. As for my build, and my broader goals of not dying, the fewer enemies targeting me, the better.

After seeing Invia in action that day, I decided to follow her lead and selected the following from my previous ability options:

Unrelenting

Passive Ability

Each successful strike on an enemy adds a 2% bonus to damage. Bonus caps at 10%. Bonus does not carry over from enemy to enemy. Bonus damage resets when an attack misses or is blocked successfully.

When I opened my eyes, I saw Invia sitting next to the fire, watching me. She was in her heavy but loose sleepwear.

“I don’t think you’re telling me everything about your class,” she said when I asked what was wrong.

“That’s because I’m not.”

“I know what ability I want to pick for my level up.”

“Okay?”

“Your class is messing with mine again.”

She read me the ability description:

Stoneskin

Passive

Increase damage resistance by 10%.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increases damage resistance by an additional 10%)

(Bonus Pledge: Increase damage resistance by an additional 5% while increasing sensitivity to viceroy touch by 25%. Note: Bonus Pledges are only offered once. Unselected abilities retain their Optional Upgrade.)

“Delightfully intriguing. My followers were never given such options. Perhaps this is evidence that this is not my world after all.”

“Why is she getting a Bonus Pledge now, though?” I asked Aurketzu.

“My mind wanders the same. I am unsure. Perhaps it is a reward for her first Loyalty Pledge.”

“Why does the system care about my sensitivity to your touch?” Invia asked.

“I don’t tell the system what to do.”

“That sounds like a lot of control to give up to you,” she said. “Between the penalty for going against Loyalty and whatever that touch increase means, that’s too much to give up. But a 25% increase to damage resistance…”

“You get nearly triple the benefit of the skill compared to anyone else. Seems significant.”

“It is.”

“Whether or not it’s worth it is up to you,” I said. “I can’t explain the options, though. I’ve never heard of something like this either.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

Smiling, I dumped the new stat point into intelligence right away.

“I think you made the smart choice,” I offered.

Invia didn’t reply. Instead, she stood to begin preparing for the day’s farming session. I didn’t know, however, if she had gone as far as taking the optional bonus synergy.

I needed to know.

“Come here. Turn around. Bend over.”

+1 Will Point.

I slapped her ass and activated Rope Burn at the same time.

“Ohhh fuuuck.”

Yep. She took the bonus synergy.

My hunger surged. I was a little more than 400 Will points away from tier 6 viceroy. I needed more stat points for leveling up. I needed more viceroy abilities. I wanted to conquer the world with my dick.



My party’s ever-increasing damage bonuses led to a problem I did not anticipate: We killed plant monsters too quickly.

That problem became apparent a few seconds after we chopped up a choker vine. Before we could jog to the next hunting spot on our map, a powerful gust blew around us. The cracking and creaking of the icy jungle was like hundreds of windows shattering all at once. A haunting call echoed across the fourth floor.

When we were slower at grinding, we naturally drew the wyverns to where we used to be. While they investigated the dead monster, we moved onto the next. Killing enemies too quickly meant that we hadn't left enough time for the wyverns to be as far from us as possible. They were on their way to our previous location, and our new kill interrupted them.

We sabotaged our own safety precaution.

Sense Danger went wild, sounding alarms in my mind.

“Run!”

As we turned to flee, a rotting, reanimated wyvern crashed into the ground, the impact knocking all three of us off our feet.

Out of instinct, I used Sense Weakness on the wyvern. My vision highlighted the monster’s brain, and I intuitively understood the deadliest type of damage would be holy.

Sense Danger rang anew. I rolled to the side, and a pale claw smashed into the ground where I had just been.

“We cannot win this fight.”

“I fucking know.”

A plan came to me, and I briefly wondered if my combat experience brought it to mind or if my increased intelligence was paying off. Regardless of the plan’s source, I put it into action.

I slashed at the wyvern’s ankle from my back and rolled to my feet. “I’ll distract it! You two run for camp!”

I felt an Agility buff wash over me, accelerating my every movement. I quietly thanked Purity for the boost.

I bellowed a war cry at the wyvern. “Fuck you!” I yelled, darting forward to slash at the wyvern again. It easily pulled its head away in time, but its festering eyes were on me and not my followers.

The groans of shambling undead approached from behind the wyvern. The monster’s army would be on me soon. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Purity’s little butt disappear into the frozen jungle.

So, I ran.

The wyvern, even in its tattered, undead state, could cover exponentially more ground than my human legs would ever allow, so I knew from the start that I had no hope of escaping by creating distance. The only advantage I had over the monster was that it could not move through the jungle on foot very well. Instead, it launched into the air, spotted me through the canopy, and dove to pounce on me again.

Sense Danger kept me fractions of a second ahead of my demise. One small stumble was all it would take.

+50 Will Points.

Good for whoever that was, but fuck, I needed to concentrate.

I banked left, cutting a hard and sudden turn. We were near a spot we had considered for farming but decided against because the spawn was too dense. I intended to sprint right into the middle of it.

I dove when Sense Danger went off, but I wasn’t quick enough. One of the wyvern’s talons slammed down on my shield arm, crushing it. Agony as intense as the holy burn wracked my body.

The wyvern lifted to stomp on me again, but thick choker vines lashed up and around the monster from every direction. The blow from the wyvern had shaken and broken their ice loose.

One wrapped around my leg as well, but a swift slash freed me. The wyvern, meanwhile, jerked and tore. Choker vines snapped like old ropes with every movement, but the wyvern was stuck. It would only last for a few seconds, but it was stuck.

I admit I debated trying to get the XP, but I ran, took cover between large rocks covered with frozen ferns, and waited.

The wyvern flew all around me for more than an hour, landing occasionally to claw away plant life, hoping to find me beneath. But it passed over me with each lap, and soon it left the area completely.

I waited another hour to be safe and dragged my pulverized arm back to our campsite.



Invia was pacing the small retreat when I arrived. Purity jumped to her feet when she saw me and gave me a hug. When she saw the state of my arm, she pulled me next to the fire and began pumping me with healing magic.

“Leaving your women to be eaten would have been more effective.”

“What a waste of effort that would have been.”

“Huh?” Purity said, pausing her spell momentarily.

“Sorry. I’m a little out of it.” I had not meant to say that out loud. I needed to get that under control as soon as possible. If I kept making that mistake, it would cost me eventually.

Purity nodded and went back to work. “I leveled up again today. Thank you for that.”

“Pick an ability yet?”

She shook her head. “I couldn’t sleep while you were still out there.”

Reflecting on my near-death experience, I felt an unusual emotion begin to boil: rage. I was angry that I had come so close to failure. I was enraged that I wasn’t strong enough to dominate my enemy. I was furious that the universe would dare threaten me.

If I didn’t get these feelings out of my system, I felt as though I would lose my mind.

My crumpled arm was whole again. It was covered in bruises, but I could move it.

I stood.

“I’m almost finished. Let me-”

“Stop talking.”

+1 Will Point.

I pointed at Invia. “Not a word from you, either. Now strip.”

Invia’s hesitation lasted only for a glimmer of a moment, and then she obeyed, undoing her armor one piece at a time.

+1 Will Point.

“Purity, get the rope from my bag. Tie Invia’s arms behind her back.”

“What are you-” Invia began. She stopped when she realized her mistake.

“What did I just tell you? You’ll pay for that. Don’t worry.”

Invia nodded sheepishly while Purity finished the last of her knots. Having her arms pulled behind her back naturally forced her athletic chest forward.

+10 Will Points.

Looking around the campsite, I didn’t see any good options to tie her legs too. That wasn’t ideal, but I could make do.

“Purity, take off your pants, sit right there, and spread your legs. Do not touch yourself until I say you can.”

Purity did as she was told, her bare ass and legs a stark contrast to her still-armored upper half.

+1 Will Points.

That left 344 to go until my next level-up. My next bump in power.

Invia yelped when I suddenly grabbed her ropes. I thought about activating Safe Word but decided against it. I didn’t want her to feel safe. Not right now. Not when I was this angry.

I stood the barbarian up straight and used a foot to kick her legs spread. She shivered. I wasn’t sure if that was from the cold or her anticipation. I gripped one of her ass cheeks and pinched while I used Rope Burn. She muffled a shout, and I watched the sensation ripple through her body.

“That was for speaking when I told you not to. Make it up to me by cumming three times.”

Invia inhaled sharply.

“Touch yourself,” I commanded Purity. She began exploring herself.

+1 Will Point.

I appreciated Invia’s slender form as I ran my hands down her ribs, savoring the way she trembled beneath my touch. I slid up and lifted both of her breasts, squeezing gently. She closed her eyes and moaned softly.

“25% makes a pretty big difference,” I said, grinning. “Tell me you’re a slut.”

Invia glared at me.

I slapped her ass, and the glare disappeared. “I’m a slut. I’m a slut.”

+1 Will Point.

Circling behind Invia, I held eye contact with Purity as I wrapped my arms around the barbarian, again caressing her breasts before a heavy hand ran down over her paradise, pressing against the lips of her pussy.

She was clay in my hands. With every sensation amplified, she seemed to become more of a primal creature than a human, driven only by what she could feel from moment to moment.

“Anything I do with this hand, you do,” I told Purity.

I began to massage Invia’s clit with two of my fingers but did so without isolating her pleasure with direct touch. Instead, I put my fingers to either side of her slit and moved her pussy lips. I let the skin around it glide over it as I circled. Purity followed the motions on herself, rubbing her clit the exact way I rubbed Invia’s.

+1 Will Point.

When I paused, Purity paused. When I cupped Invia in my palm and stroked my whole hand up and down, Purity did the same to herself. When I licked my finger, spread Invia’s lips, and pressed directly on her pleasure, Purity did the same. Her breath quickened. Her face flushed.

With my other hand, I gently rubbed Invia’s nipple, rolling it between my fingers. Purity seemed disappointed she couldn’t do that to herself with her armor in the way.

Invia began to convulse, and I felt juice leaking from between her legs.

+100 Will Points.

Another step closer to a new level.

“You came already?”

Invia nodded, still awash in her ecstasy.

I patted her pussy. She yelped.

“Really sensitive now, huh?”

She nodded again, this time fast and desperate.

I returned to twirling a single finger around her throbbing clit. She bucked and writhed, her naked ass rubbing against the hard dick in my pants, but she kept her legs spread.

I looked up at Purity and made sure she saw a single finger spread Invia and slip into her. I worked her g-spot while my palm pressed to stimulate her in two places at once. Unable to help myself, I kissed Invia’s neck and enjoyed feeling her skin tense as she stretched to give me even more access. She tasted salty from the sweat of the day, but the flavor beneath was sweet.

A fresh burst of delight leaked down my hand as I massaged her from the inside. I withdrew my finger and put it on her clit again. This time, I rubbed hard and fast. A 25% increase to sensitivity was like giving me a superpower.

Invia began to scream. “Plea-Wait-Too much-Please.”

Her voice reached a high octave, and her orgasm escaped as a choked whimper. She thrashed like a fish out of water, her knees closing as her legs jellied. I lowered her to the ground as she finished and pulled my hand away, leaving her gasping for air.

+100 Will Points.

“Closer.”

“Only one more to go, sweetheart,” I said to Invia. She was incoherent.

“Do you want to do more than watch?” I asked, looking up as if speaking to a god.

The ice demon materialized in a flurry of frost. She had a salacious, devious smile made more menacing by the horns wrapped around her face.

“Hold that leg.”

It took a little bit of wrenching, but we parted Invia’s legs. I held one in place while the demon held the other. The barbarian's crotch and thighs were slick with her juice, and the skin around her slit was red from my efforts.

“Purity. Kneel between her legs.”

The cleric hesitantly obeyed.

“Here’s how this is going to work. Purity, you’re going to lick and suck on Invia’s clit until she cums again. You’re not allowed to stop until she does. While you’re taking care of her, you’re going to finish yourself too. If Vara gets there first, I’ll punish both of you.”

Purity looked at me and then to the bound Invia, her legs wrestled and held apart.

“Now, Purity.”

The cleric bent forward, keeping her ass in the air as she spread her knees to make it easier to play with herself. She licked Invia like she had been possessed. After a few seconds, I grabbed Purity’s hair and pulled her head away.

“Think she’ll finish before you?” I asked Invia.

Invia shook her head, her face pressed tight to endure her torment.

“Do you agree?”

Purity nodded, shamefully.

“Do you want help?”

“Yes, please.”

I pressed Purity’s face back into Invia’s pussy and caught the eye of the demon. We each added a finger to the cleric’s desperate masturbation. We spread her together, one finger each entering at once. The demon grinned when the cleric released a deep, hard moan.

“Use two,” the demon purred.

As she withdrew her dripping finger, I replaced it with another one of my own and worked Purity from the inside. I didn’t care about being gentle with her anymore. I wanted to rip the orgasm out of her.

The demon took her wet finger, slid it up Purity’s seam, and spread the moisture around her perky little asshole.

Purity sat up, surprised. I slapped her ass.

“Did I tell you to stop?”

She dove forward again, slurping at Invia with renewed abandon. The demon never went farther than pressing on Purity’s door, but she clearly loved the way it made the cleric squirm.

+100 Will Points.

+50 Will Points.

While my two followers collapsed into one another, their minds on another plane entirely, I looked at my demon collaborator.

“Well? Get your levels.”

She smiled and buried her tongue in Purity’s asshole.

+10 Will Points.


Chapter 30

Our wonderful demon companion departed, leaving me with the girls. They were both tired from the excitement of the day, and seeing them yawn as they readied their bedrolls was kind of cute. Though minutes ago they debased themselves to satisfy my every whim, they now seemed calm and content.

Between Reward for the Loyal, sensitivity enhancements, and these cross-party viceroy upgrades, Invia and Purity had every reason to be happy about their choices. Not only did it feel good to obey, but they also grew addicted to the taste of power. The buffs they received for bending to me were far better than any of the system defaults. The tradeoff was substantial, to be fair, but at a certain point in bending them, they were trained to welcome that self-sacrifice.

The stat points I received in return were further accelerating the power of being viceroy, and I very much wanted them to continue.

But that got me to thinking. A prudent adventurer might find it wise to resist future viceroy entanglements as they continued to earn abilities. Right now, the drawback of remaining loyal was relatively minor–and in Invia’s case, the increased sensitivity might even be something she saw as a perk–those negative consequences would add up. And with each new entanglement, the more aware the prudent adventurer would be of how much of their power wasn’t really theirs.

The more Invia and Purity enjoyed binding their fate to mine, the easier it would be to convince them to take more and more viceroy bonuses. Reward for the Loyal and Safe Word helped on that front, but those were incremental gains, an erosion over a long period of time.

In thinking of ways to further increase the speed of my progress, I realized I wasn’t limited to the system for advancing their training. I had plenty of non-system ways to make them take pleasure in listening to my commands.

“If you could achieve anything or have whatever you wanted, what would it be?” I asked both of them.

“Secure control of my family's legacy, and destroy that bitch,” Invia answered. “I want her to lose everything, and I want her to watch.”

I knew as much about Invia’s goals already, but her addition of wanting that bitch, Valice, “to watch” was interesting. What did she want Valice to watch, exactly?

Purity sat up straight. “I want to be able to help people. I want to bring good into the world.”

“Getting in deep with Hansen is an interesting way of going about that,” Invia snorted.

“I’ve prayed to the Goddess my entire life. She has given me strength, but she also put this blessing in front of me. The stronger I get, the more people I can help. All of the bonus spell slots I have now are direct proof of that. I can literally help more because I can cast more.”

Interesting that she didn’t mention the doubts she shared with me privately. I wasn’t sure if she had rebounded toward the Goddess again or if she had trained herself to speak this way and couldn’t immediately undo those habits.

“You know,” I began, “your goals might have more in common than you think. Purity, Vara’s goals will put an end to the slavery ring that wraps around the kingdom. Vara, the work Purity wants to do will endear her to the people. If the two of you are visibly connected, that brings you their affection too.”

“Why are you entertaining their silly little dreams?”

“Okay…” Invia said.

“I’m saying that we have a lot to gain by sticking together. None of our goals conflict. We can all get what we want.”

“How much help are you offering?” Invia asked.

Purity looked between Invia and me as if she had wanted to ask a similar question.

“They serve you, and a viceroy serves only themselves.”

“I don’t know how to measure something like that, but I think I’ve proven that helping me get what I want always comes with rewards.”

“You are sullying the rightful place of a viceroy.”

“By offering them help to get what they want?”

“Yes.”

“The system is already offering them rewards for bending to me, and you’ve seen how well that’s worked. We gained so many will points today because they’re just as greedy as we are. Giving them rewards elsewhere is just more of that reinforcement.”

“It makes you look weak.”

“Oh, don’t misunderstand me. Disobedience will not be tolerated.”



Invia and Purity fell asleep almost immediately. Poor things. They had busy days.

It had been a busy day for me too. The efforts of my followers pushed viceroy up another tier. With my prioritization of strength and intelligence, my stats were feeling a little lopsided. I wanted to specialize, but I didn’t want to create new weaknesses either. I put one point into constitution, one into wisdom, and one into charisma. If I kept the loyalty pledges coming in, I could afford to be a little looser with stat point allocations.

I was most excited to see what abilities I had to choose from, but I also had my eye on a few earlier offerings that sounded appealing. Three in particular were top contenders:

Mind Armor

Passive Ability

Gain a permanent bonus to your attempts to resist an enemy’s attempts to charm, deceive, or mind control you.

Guilty Pleasure

Active Ability

Activating Guilty Pleasure reveals a source of intense joy, satisfaction, or pleasure for the target.

Intoxicate

Passive Ability

Your blessing is so satisfying that it becomes addictive, like a drug.

My paranoia over Aurketzu’s potentially bending me without my knowing still made Mind Armor appealing, but Guilty Pleasure and Intoxicate went so well together. If I knew a follower’s deepest weakness, that would in theory make Intoxicate even more effective. With Delay Gratification in the mix, I could do something like give Invia five perfectly intense orgasms but hold them.

If releasing them all at once didn’t break her brain, the rush from Intoxicate would only be more irresistible.

But I had new options to consider as well:

Good Girl

Passive Ability

Followers who play a part in helping the viceroy earn will points gain a 12 hour bonus to XP gain proportional to the quantity of will points earned.

Sugar Daddy

Passive Ability

Followers who pledge their loyalty receive more appealing offers for viceroy upgrades.

Cum Drunk

Passive Ability

Bringing a follower to climax slightly increases pliability for suggestions for the next hour. Effects can stack.

Every one of these new options would be a boon to my new scheme to rack up stat points with Loyalty Pledges. Good Girl would bring about more will points by incentivizing followers to please me. Sugar Daddy would make Loyalty Pledges more difficult for followers to resist, and Cum Drunk would also go a long way to earning Will points.

Reading it again, I wondered if I could use Cum Drunk to influence leveling decisions. It did say suggestions, not orders, which could imply that the user was still voluntarily making the choice to some degree, and that was one of the prerequisites for Pledging Loyalty. They had to do it willingly.

If I got Invia Cum Drunk right before she leveled up, could I convince her to give even more of herself to me?

“What do you think I should take?” I asked Aurketzu.

“Intoxicate. Sowing small seeds early leads to great rewards.”

“I’m thinking that Sugar Daddy does something similar, but less physically and more psychologically.”

“It does align well with your approach to motivating followers.”

“I thought you were against that strategy?”

“We are committed to the path. It would be foolish to rob ourselves of future rewards by not treating every choice as its own.”

“Powerful followers increase our power.”

“This is true.”

I chose Sugar Daddy.

“You’re up early,” Purity said, rubbing her eyes.

How long had I been meditating?

“I leveled up yesterday. With all the… chaos, I forgot to mention it,” she said.

“Oh yeah? Any interesting ability options?” I did my best to sound nonchalant. I needed her to make another Loyalty Pledge.

“Yeah, but have you ever heard of a Sugar Daddy bonus?”

“Ah, that’s one of my new abilities,” I replied. “I thought it would be good to help all of us get stronger, you know?”

“Yeah. Thank you. These are great, but I’m not sure what to take.”

“Want some help?”

Purity read me the descriptions for her new ability options:

Greater Turn Undead

Active Ability

Exorcise all undead within a designated area. Range of the affected area scales with caster level. Sugar Daddy bonus increased this range by 5%.

Prerequisite: Keep the Faith.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Recover mana for every undead exorcised with Greater Turn Undead.)

(Bonus Pledge: Increase the range of Great Turn Undead an additional 5% while increasing sensitivity to viceroy touch by 25%. Note: Bonus Pledges are only offered once. Unselected abilities retain their Optional Upgrade.)

Improved Heal

Active Ability

Empower Healing spells to apply a 40 second Regeneration buff to targets. Strength of Healing and Regeneration scale with caster level. Sugar Daddy bonus increased Regeneration duration from 30 seconds.

Prerequisite: Keep the Faith.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Regeneration buff lasts an additional 30 seconds.)

(Bonus Pledge: Cast two free Improved Heal spells per day while increasing sensitivity to viceroy touch by 25%. Note: Bonus Pledges are only offered once. Unselected abilities retain their Optional Upgrade.)

Saving Grace

Active Ability

Once per day, if caster’s HP are below 5%, restore 55% of all party member’s hitpoints with the exception of their own. Sugar Daddy Bonus raised total restored hitpoints from 50%.

Prerequisite: Keep the Faith.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Raise the minimum HP requirement 10%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Raise the minimum HP requirement to 15% while increasing sensitivity to viceroy touch by 25%. Note: Bonus Pledges are only offered once. Unselected abilities retain their Optional Upgrade.)

Hearing viceroy offer incentives for improving the power of Turn Undead was pretty frustrating, but being undead wasn’t tied to the viceroy class. That was a separate gift from Aurketzu. For any other viceroy, making a cleric’s strengths even stronger would probably make sense.

Under no circumstances could I let her improve Turn Undead by adding the Greater version to her arsenal.

Fortunately, Improved Heal and Saving Grace sounded pretty good, good enough to draw her attention.

She also had several options in her leftover pool, but none of them were affected by Sugar Daddy and none of them had optional upgrades. Aurketzu guessed that was likely because they came before Purity met me. That was good to know. The earlier someone pledged loyalty to me, the better off they were. In Purity’s case, her pool of options was mostly junk, generic cleric-type buffs.

“Improved Heal sounds like it would get the most use,” I said. “I don’t know if that’s the right way to think about leveling, but I think it makes more sense to choose an ability you can use all the time versus ones that are extremely situational. If there aren’t undead around, Greater Turn Undead takes up an ability slot for no real benefit. Saving Grace is appealing, but I don’t like how hurt you have to be for it to work. I’d rather you have more Heal slots to keep us from getting into that bad of shape in the first place.”

“Improved Heal then?” she asked.

“I’d want you to take that, yes.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

I activated Reward for the Loyal and Safe Word out of instinct. She did obey me, after all. I couldn’t miss any chance to train Purity a little bit more.

I put my new stat point into constitution. My encounter with the undead wyvern reminded me just how fragile I am.

“Thank you for all your help,” Purity said.

“You earned it.”


Purity blushed.

Invia had been watching, I realized. I wondered how she would react when she saw her own Sugar Daddy benefits, and I wondered if seeing Purity commit to me would make it easier for Invia to do the same.

“Following in the steps of others frees one of total responsibility,” Aurketzu said. “Watching another choose and benefit ripples across all those who come after.”

We spent that day and the day after grinding the fourth floor. I earned a few more will points, but our demon friend didn’t visit, and I genuinely worried that too much abuse would slow down our grinding progress. I could tell that our marathon group session wore the girls out, and it showed in their dungeon performance.

So, I focused my efforts on leveling fighter. By the time we left, I was less than 1000 XP from advancing that class to tier 8.

My progress would slow down a lot at that point. Invia had been a level 8 barbarian for a little while now, and she still had another 8000 XP to go. XP requirements doubling every level would only get more brutal, and I would miss these rapid gains.

When we exited the dungeon, Godfried was on the warpath.


Chapter 31

Mirko pulled me aside the moment Invia and I returned from the dungeon.

Godfried had finally recovered enough that he was ready to return to his holy duties and finish translating his rare manuscript. When he opened the drawer, he discovered that it was missing. I was the one who took it, and soon I’d be done transcribing Aurketzu’s translation, but Godfried had no idea when the book actually disappeared.

“The second test may be a while,” Mirko warned me. “As long as we’ve got people crying about stolen items and threatening to turn the town upside down, we need to focus on not arousing suspicion or taking silly risks.”

“Understood.”

“I do need to say that, based on what I’ve been hearing, you were pretty smart about the grab. A patient but decisive candidate is always a good sign.”

“Thanks,” I said. I knew it was a good play, but hearing Mirko validate that still felt pretty good.

I didn’t want to get cocky, though. I made it a point to avoid their inn of choice to reduce the risk of any of their staff remembering that I happened to borrow the master key on that chaotic day. At the same time, much to Aurketzu’s dismay, I looked for opportunities to bolster the positive image Godfried had of me. If I could spend ten minutes listening to him talk about the good ol’ days or let him see me helping someone in town drag gear through the snow, I did it.

I also wondered if I should pull back on my progress. Invia picked up pretty much immediately that something was different about my system, and Purity’s whole family was desperate to get in on whatever method we were using to grind. I was attracting attention when I was meant to be laying low to wait out Valice’s kill squads.

When I entered the bunkhouse, I was so absorbed in my thoughts that I didn’t hear Invia call from her bathroom. The echo made it sound like she was in the bathtub.

I lifted a hand to knock but stopped myself. A viceroy would walk right in.

Invia was in the tub with her back to the door. Though she surely heard me come in, she didn’t move or turn around. The back of her head and the tub hid a lot of what I wanted to see, but that almost made her bare shoulders and smooth feet sticking out of the water even better.

“Purity said you have an ability that makes ours stronger. The bonuses she told me about were pretty crazy.”

“That’s true.”

“I’ve already hitched my wagon to yours, so you know I’m committed,” Invia said. “But I do have a request.”

“Minions don’t get to make requests.”

“I’m listening.”

“I want an hour alone with Valice. Just me and her. This is not bluster, and I’ll try not to kill her.”

“Interesting.”

Revenge was a powerful motivator.

“I’m in,” she continued. “I want to be as strong as I possibly can be, so if you agree to give me that hour, I’ll keep pledging my loyalty.”

“I think you’d do that already. The benefits are too good.”

Invia turned to look at me. She didn’t bother hiding her bare, wet breasts. “Me telling you I’ve decided already means you don’t have to worry. You know now that I’m worth the investment.”

“Anyone who tells you not to worry should not be trusted.”

“I’m going to need more than that.”

“What do you want?”

I thought. More power is what I wanted. To get that, I needed will points, XP, and Loyalty Pledges. “Be my wing woman. Help me recruit and train more people for our cause. That little bit of encouragement you gave Purity our first day on the fourth floor? That was a turning point for her.”

“What are you asking me to do exactly?”

“Help me hunt. The more I get what I want, the stronger I’ll get. The stronger I am, the more likely I am to succeed in giving you that hour you want so badly. In other words, the more they do for me, the more I can do for you. Help convince my prey that it’s worth it to submit to me. And I’m asking for subtlety on this. Gentle nudges that they might not notice.”

“Is there anything else?” Invia asked.

“Two things. This hour with Valice? I get to watch. I won’t participate or interfere or even comment. I’d only intervene if you were going to kill her. Anything short of that is on the table.”

“No interference?”

“Other than that one condition, no. I won’t interfere.”

Invia took a moment to think. “What’s the second thing?”

“I want you to lay your head back, over the edge of the tub, and open your mouth.”

Without a word but with a smirk, Invia turned back around and did as I asked. The bend in her neck arched her back, lifting her little tits out of the water and stretching them tight, making them extra perky. I dropped my pants and stepped to the end of the tub, my sword already stiff. I stepped forward, but Invia put a hand on my thigh to stop me before I entered her mouth.

“I’m committed,” she said.

Then she reached around behind my ass with both hands and pulled me into her. She squealed as she impaled herself on my dick. I could see the bulge in her throat rise and fall with every thrust, and I loved to watch her thrash when I was in her mouth up to the hilt, so deep that she couldn’t breathe.

The way she splashed when she started to worry I might not withdraw in time… That sight alone was almost enough to finish me.

After one particular long one, pushing her to the point where I worried she might pass out again, I withdrew and let her gasp.

“Are you okay?” I asked her.

She replied, “Give me your cum, please,” and pulled me deep as hard as she could.

That was one of the hardest climaxes I ever had in my life, and watching her fight for air as I let every drop out made it even better.

+50 Will Points.



Invia snored softly, her toned body pressed against mine in my bunk. She was really cute when she wasn’t endlessly talking shit or stabbing me in the back.

“The snow is going to melt eventually,” I said in my mind. “We should finalize our plans.”

“We are not strong enough.”

“Agreed. We have a lot to do before we can take Valice off the board. We need intel and resources, and the time to build all of that up.”

“We see the same.”

“The Thieves’ Guild seems like the best lead to getting more money while laying low. I know you weren’t happy about stealing the book from Godfried, but it gave us a clue for preventing Exorcism. If we solve that, that’s like a big boost of power in itself.”

“Indeed. We need to study, and we need to train. Viceroy has much more potential to explore, and your fighter class is moving toward tier 10.”

“Thinking we should multiclass?”

“We will assess at the time, but multiclassing will likely be wise.”

Level 10 was a big milestone, and the ability to multiclass was only part of it. Up until that point, I got three unique unlock options per level. Beyond level 10, unique unlock options would become less common. I would still have three “new” choices, but many of them would be simple stat bonuses or modifications to abilities I had, which weren’t invaluable. The real draw was getting a rare upgrade to one of your core abilities or being ultra lucky and unlocking a new rare ability.

Everyone wanted the rare abilities, naturally, but no one knew how the system decided when to offer them. The basic wisdom said that the way you used your class influenced how the system rewarded you, but nobody had found a repeatable pattern. One fighter might get a rare ability for taking on a horde of enemies, while another fighter who does something similar at another time doesn’t get the rare ability.

Multiclassing was a near-guaranteed way to have less common and potentially unique ability options from level 10 to 20 as prerequisites for an ability in one class were met by abilities in the other. The right combination of cross-class abilities could be far more impactful than a few extra stat points.

Then again, you could get unlucky for an unknown reason and see nothing but base options your entire life. The system was both generous and cruel.

So the theorycrafting around the optimal choices was highly debated. But everyone agreed it was best to do it right at level 10, so I needed to figure this out.

+50 Will Points.

Well, that definitely wasn’t Invia, though I wouldn’t have hated to discover her rubbing one out to me right there in my bed.

“In the future, you will have the choice to take skills that make those moments of private weakness more useful.”

“In what way?”

“One skill will help you to incentivize our pets to debase themselves more frequently. At the higher levels, there is a skill that allows you to enter the mind of any who pleasure themselves to the thought of you.”

“I look forward to both of those. Did you have thoughts on multiclassing?”

“In my world, rare classes were often accessible to those with knowledge of their existence and who meet other unspoken requirements. A fighter with an evil alignment and a murder to their name could multiclass into a dark knight, for example, but only if they knew to ask. At rare times, the system will offer such a class, but such a moment is incredibly unusual. If those classes exist in this world, we should pursue one of those over your traditional options.”

“What are those rare classes like?”

“They are specialized variations of traditional classes. The foundation will be similar, but a rare variant of a wizard might specialize in a certain type of magic, or a rare variant of ranger might have special nature abilities. One of my soldiers was a cleric of debauchery, for example.”

“That does sound appealing.”

“When we are free of this mountain prison, a city with dungeon access and a high quantity of wealthy families would serve us best.”

“Understood. We have work to do.”

Invia stirred next to me, and I cupped her breast simply because I could. I squeezed, and she let out a soft whimper but didn’t wake up.

I loved being a viceroy.



I led Invia and Purity into Itaa’s store. “Our bankroll isn’t bottomless, but we should get you two some upgrades.”

“What kind of upgrades?” Purity asked.

“Anything that makes you more effective in the dungeon. Weapons, armor, items, whatever. Look around and see if anything sticks out to you.”

Invia and Purity slowly wandered down the aisles, taking in all of their options. Which isn’t to say that there was a lot to choose from. Itaa’s store was well-stocked, but she didn’t have the nonstop trade traffic like a shop in Borja might. She may not have anything exceptionally useful to offer, but I wanted to look. If I could buy my followers something shiny to further endear them to me, I was happy to spend the money.

“I don’t see you very much anymore,” Itaa said softly from behind the counter.

“Miss me?”

Itaa bit her lip and nodded. “Did I do something to upset you?”

“Not at all. I’ve been spending a lot of time in the dungeon. I’m not avoiding you. Promise.”

“As our time here draws to a close, we should wring every drop of will out of her that we can.”

“What haven’t we done?” I asked in my mind.

“Viceroy is more than a simple to-do list. The system will reward anything that pushes a follower’s boundaries. We have yet to use her ass, and then I believe you have the creativity to push her even farther. The plaything you call Invia could be a worthwhile tool as well.”

“They both might need to be eased into that, but I’ll try.”

Out loud to Itaa, I said, “What if I come by tonight? Take a relaxing night in, just enjoy the snow and each other’s company.”

Itaa leaned forward and whispered. “Are you doing this just so you can get off?”

“You know full well that I’m crazy about your body, but that’s not my expectation. I would enjoy a quiet evening cuddling on the couch, or anything else you want to do really.”

“I’m not sure.”

“How about this: I’ll come by after sundown. If I see the curtains in your room upstairs are open, I’ll let myself in. If they’re closed, I’ll leave you to enjoy the evening. And again, I want your company more than anything physical.”

“The lies flow so smoothly from your lips. You have learned quickly.”

Itaa nodded. “I’ll think about it.”

Right then, Invia and Purity appeared at the counter. They both had new sets of leather armor as well as new cloaks and new clothes. Days and days running around the fourth level had done a number on their gear. Invia picked a new sword enchanted with Hardening and with Lesser Accuracy, and Purity picked out a necklace that boosted the effectiveness of any Protection spell cast upon her.

The girls had really taken to heart my offer to treat them and picked two of the pricier items in Itaa’s store. This one transaction would wipe out the majority of the wealth we stacked up from grinding.

I didn’t fuss. I dropped a bag of mana crystals on the counter and waited for Itaa to count out what she was owed. Invia and Purity had a bounce in their step as we left the store. Before I exited, I looked back, making sure Itaa saw me appreciating her. Her cheeks flushed.

Outside, a gentle flurry fell, leaving big fluffy flakes in Invia’s and Purity’s hair.

“What else are we doing today?” Purity asked.

“That was all I had planned,” I answered. “Spend the rest of today and tomorrow recuperating and then do another deep run? We might only have time for two or three more of those before the season ends.”

Purity frowned.

When Invia saw my confusion, she said, “Purity knows she has to decide whether she leaves with us or leaves with her family. She’s expecting her father to be angry.”

“I understand that. Maybe we can talk more about it on our next run?”

Purity nodded.

“We’ll figure it out. You two enjoy the rest of the day, and Purity, you’re welcome to use my bunk if you need to get away from the family.”

“Why would you not return to the dungeon tomorrow?”

“Oh, I am. I’m just not bringing either of them.”

“You have my curiosity.”

“I think you’ll like my idea.”


Chapter 32

When I returned to Itaa’s shop later that night, I was pleased to see her curtains were open. The shop door was unlocked, so I slipped inside and slid the deadbolt shut behind me. Itaa must have heard me come in because she met me at the bottom of the stairs.

“I’m not a whore,” she said.

“I never thought that you were.”

“We’re not fucking tonight, and I mean that. Does that make you want to leave?”

“Her denial is entertaining.”

I shook my head. “I told you. I just want to relax tonight.”

“You’re sure?”

“Positive. Now turn around and go upstairs. Whatever you’re cooking smells really good.”

Itaa hesitated but turned. I watched her juicy milf butt bounce up the stairs and activated Reward for the Loyal.

Unlike previous visits, Itaa’s bed was made and all of her clothing was put away. There was no suggestive underwear “accidentally” left out for me to see. She seemed committed to proving that she wasn’t an easy lay. I played along.

We ate dinner–seasoned chicken with vegetables and a glass of wine–and then we sat on her couch, talking. I made it a point to put as much space between me and her as I could, but I also looked for opportunities to trigger Reward for the Loyal and Safe Word, working around the cooldowns as best I could. If she broke tonight, it would feel like she had the idea.

So we passed the hours talking. Itaa wanted to travel. Having run the shop by herself for a few years, she started to feel trapped by Lopav, and not just because of the winter snowfall. She knew everyone here. Everyone knew her. And anyone new she might meet and develop a fondness for inevitably left. There wasn’t enough in Lopav to convince many people to stay. That only strengthened Itaa’s feeling that she wasn’t enough.

Aurketzu groaned and sighed several times. She readily complained about Itaa’s weaknesses and how they made her drone on and on about nothing important.

I did my best to stay attentive. If she didn’t break tonight, then I probably would earn enough goodwill for the next night.

“I should get going,” I said, standing. I went over to Itaa and kissed her on the forehead. “Thank you for the wonderful evening.”

Itaa looked disappointed. Good.

She snatched my hand as I moved for the door. “Stay.”

“I want to, but I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“I made a promise to you. Thank you for the night. I very much enjoyed myself.”

And I went down the stairs and out the door.

“She was desperate to give herself to you.”

“I know. I want her to soak in that desperation for at least the night.”

+50 Will Points.

Gods. I was barely down the street. Hopefully that only made her ache worse.



Aurketzu and I spent a few hours translating the book for Mirko, and we might need two more sessions of that to complete the job. Then, well before sunrise, I grabbed my gear and went to the dungeon.

Venturing into the dungeon alone was a risk, especially since I wanted to push all the way to the meeting hut on the second floor to speak with my ice demon, but I wanted our conversation to be private. Invia and Purity being ignorant of my intentions was better for me and better for them.

The second floor was hairy for a solo run, but I had run this section enough with Invia and Purity to know where the spawns were and how the monsters moved. I didn’t do a full clear by any means. The little bit of extra experience I stood to gain wasn’t worth a screw up getting me killed.

So I went straight to the hut and then waited.

“Your meat puppets didn’t join you today?” her breath in my ear was cold.

“I wanted it to be just you and me.”

“That’s no fun. I can’t get levels from you.”

“The season is going to be changing soon,” I said, ignoring her complaints. “I want to meet the Dungeon Lord.”

“In a few weeks, I can-”

“Nope. In five more days. We’re going to do one more run on the fourth floor, and I want to meet him right after.”

“The Dungeon Lord does not bend to accommodate mortals.”

“I don’t expect him to,” I said. “Tell him a visiting Dungeon Lord wishes to parlay. Five days from now, I’ll be in this hut, waiting for him.”

“You don’t-”

“Deliver the message. That’s all I ask.”

“That gives me very little time to coordinate my plans.”

“We both knew I was leaving at the end of the season, and the end of the season is almost upon us. I’m doing my part by drawing him away. Getting what you want out of that is up to you, not me.”

The demon glared.

I reached up and grabbed one of her horns, pulling her face close to mine. “Don’t get sour. This was always the deal. None of this is a surprise.”

“You dare touch me?” She attempted to pull away, but I held my grip and hoped that I judged this situation correctly. If I was wrong, this demon could certainly kill me.

“You need me, and you might even need me more than I need you. How many times has another Dungeon Lord entered this dungeon? Never, right? This is your one opportunity to strike. As for me? I could seek out another minion who recognizes a good deal.”

“I should tear you in two.”

“No. I’m too valuable for you to do that.”

“Are you certain?”

“Fine,” I said, pushing her away with her horn. “Deals off. You can claim your domain without my help.”

I walked out of the hut and walked toward the stairs up to the first floor.

The demon blocked me. “You are being hasty. I’ll play nicer.”

“You already broke the deal. It’s too late.”

“Surely there’s a way to convince you to reconsider,” she said, her long tongue tracing around her blue lips.

“Will you do what I asked you to?”

“Yes. I will deliver the message for the meeting five days from now.”

“Good. I’m your master for the next ten minutes. If you complain or get pissy after, deal is off.”

The demon eyed me as if searching my soul for some kind of answer.

“I agree, master.”

I grabbed her by the horn again and dragged her back to the hut. I threw her inside. She looked up at me, shocked and furious.

“That’s a pretty disrespectful look.”

She scowled more deeply.

“Fine.” I reached down and grabbed both of her feet, yanking her off of her knees and rolling her over. I activated Rope Burn and smacked her ass as hard as I could. My own hand hurt from the impact.

“How dare-”

I turned her head with a horn and slapped her face. “What am I?”

“...my master.”

“Don’t forget that.”

I slapped her in the face again and flopped her onto her back. I sat next to her, my member in her face. “Gag on it.”

As soon as her lips reached the tip of my dick, I slammed her down as hard as I could. She choked and resisted, so I spread her legs and slapped her pussy.

+50 Will Points.

Pulling her off of me, I asked, “What am I?”

“My master.”

+1 Will Point.

“And what do you say when master gives you a taste?”

“Thank you.”

+1 Will Point.

“Good. Now, suck me just like I showed you. Just as hard. Just as deep.”

She caught her breath and nodded. The demon threw herself at me, jamming me as far down her throat as she could. She grabbed my hips to pull herself even deeper. I squeezed her breast with one hand and used my other hand to prolong the deepest of her efforts by holding her in place.

+1 Will Point.

“Six minutes remain.”

That went more quickly than I expected.

“Tell me when there are only four minutes,” I said to Aurketzu. To the demon I said, “Get on top and entertain me.”

Her own drool froze as it ran down her breasts. She mounted me, and pressed me into her cool slit. She was wet. She wouldn’t admit it, but she enjoyed this.

I watched her grind back and forth on me while she leaned back, rubbing her hands over her body, pausing to make sure I saw her rub her clit and tug on her nipple. The view was lovely, watching her tight blue body bend and arch, tense and shudder. Her hips were talented. I felt my tip press and rub against the soft flesh of her g-spot.

She moaned. Even with all her anger, she took pleasure from this.

“Four minutes.”

“On the ground,” I told the demon.

She obeyed and knelt on all fours.

I pushed her face into the dungeon floor and forced her body prone. “Can’t have you getting away,” I said. I pulled her head back to make her look at me. I pressed myself between her cheeks and into her ass, watching emotions flash through her eyes. Surprise. Hate. Pleasure. Self-disgust.

Rope Burn was making this feel even better for her, I realized. So I fucked harder, wrenching her neck backward by her horns to give me even more leverage to slam deeper into her.

“One minute.”


I picked up the pace, fucking her as hard and as fast as I could. Then I exploded, filling her ass with my gift. I wanted to stop, to pause and catch my breath, to enjoy the afterglow. But this demon needed to know her place.

+300 Will Points.

“What am I?” I asked as I pulled up my pants, leaving her on the floor with her juices and mine leaking out of her, freezing against her ice demon skin.

“My master.”

+1 Will Point.

“Ten minutes have passed.”

“I’ll be down tomorrow with my usual tribute to get to the fourth floor. I’m looking forward to meeting your Dungeon Lord.”

I left the hut and made for the surface.

“She could be a powerful enemy. I applaud boldness, but we should take care to choose who we turn against us.”

“We’re almost done with her. When we are, she won’t be a threat.”

“What do you intend to do with her?”

“You’ll see. You’ll enjoy it more if it’s a surprise.”

“Intriguing… Very well.”



The sun had been down for a few hours by the time I got back to the guild hall. I needed to speak with Mirko about what came after the snow melted as far as me and the Thieves’ Guild went, so when I saw the light on, I decided to stop before heading to the bunkhouse.

Mirko sat behind the counter, a book open in front of him. He looked up at me as soon as I stepped inside, and he looked unhappy. His eyes darted to the furniture by the hearth to direct mine to do the same.

Yeah, he was right to be annoyed. Godfried sat on the couch, wringing his hands. The only reason I could think of for his being here was that he suspected me of stealing his book, but how he could have figured that out I didn’t know.

“Hansen!” he said even before I shut the door. “I apologize for being here without an appointment, but I hope you can forgive me for troubling you for a few minutes.”

“Those are not the words of a suspicious man.”

And I agreed. My guard was still up, but my heart didn’t beat quite as quickly.

“I don’t mind.” I sat on the chair across from him to let the heat of the fire unstiffen my undead joints while we spoke. “How can I help?”

Godfried’s face was tense with fear and dread. He had bags under his eyes, and his skin seemed pale. The cleric had not had a good night’s sleep in some time.

“In a few short months I have failed my Goddess and my family,” he said. “I came to Lopav to quietly work on a personal project and to bond with my children. But now, I’ve lost the book I sought to translate, and I fear I may lose Purity as well.”

“That sounds very difficult. I’m sorry you’re going through that.”

“If nothing else, I must recover the book. My faith demands it.”

Interesting that Purity wasn’t his priority, but that shouldn’t have been a surprise. The Goddess had to come before family, right?

When Godfried didn’t continue talking, I realized he was waiting for me to reply. “I understand, and you think I can help?”

“You have talent. You see opportunities the normal among us do not. It is clear the Goddess has blessed your journey, so I ask you this: Has anyone seemed particularly suspicious to you? Any figure who seemed ‘off’ or gave you a bad feeling?”

I pretended to think. “No one comes to mind, but I haven’t been very social either. Then again, a really smart thief would avoid interacting with any adventurers at all, so maybe someone overheard something at the tavern?”

“I fear you may be correct. My weakness for drink has finally struck its ultimate blow. I don’t know what to do, Hansen.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I’ll take any advice I can,” Godfried begged. “Imagine you were me. How would you identify the culprit who wronged you? With the pass closed, the thief is still among us. They have to be.”

I again feigned a long stretch of deep thought. He didn’t suspect me, and I needed to preserve that. If my lies were too specific, he might discover that too quickly, turning his attention back to me. It was best for me if Godfried remained desperate and aimless.

“If it were me,” I began, “I think I’d run through all the people you’ve seen in the tavern. Who are the regulars? Who did you see frequently but now not at all? Do any of them seem to be avoiding you?”

“We are of the same mind. I had worried the tavern floor was where I made my mistake. Thank you for your counsel.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t be more helpful. If I think of something, I’ll come to you right away.”

Godfried stood. “And my Purity… I feel her straying from the path of the Goddess. Thank you for keeping her safe while she navigates this struggle.”

“Of course. Get some rest, friend.”

When Godfried shut the door, Mirko waited a few minutes, went to the door to confirm Godfried had indeed departed, and then burst into laughter.

“You know,” he said, “it’s one thing to make a grab. Most folks can learn how to do that. The real pros, the ones who hit the big scores, play a bigger game. I thought for sure he had you pegged.”

“So I did okay?”

“Spectacularly. Well done, candidate. Very well done.”

“Speaking of candidate…”

“I don’t have a second test for you yet. Pickings are slim, as you might imagine.”

“That’s kind of what I wanted to talk about, but I’m not demanding a test.”

Mirko joined me by the fire and hung a teapot. “Go on.”

“The seasons are going to change soon,” I said. “I need to decide my next move, and I want to make sure that doesn’t compromise my chance to become an official member.”

“You’re a planner. I know that, so tell me what you’ve got so far.”

“I’d like to go north to Flowst and hide out there for a bit. I know that’s a few towns away, but I think that works in my favor. Ideally, my party and I would have fresh identities, and I’d be able to complete the rest of my application process there.”

Mirko twirled his mustache with his finger. “So you’re wanting papers and a contact in Flowst.”

“I know that’s a big ask after the guild has done so much for me already. You just said, though, that I have the makings of a guild asset. I would build a new life under that new name and stick with it, so this would be the last time I come begging for papers.”

“I could never imagine any other candidate having this conversation and it going the way they want. The favors you’re asking are mid-tier membership level at the least. Candidates don’t get to ask for these things.”

“If it were up to me, I wouldn’t be asking for these favors either,” I said.

“Is the cleric girl going with you? She seems sweet on you, but clerics aren’t really the type to embrace a life of lies.”

“We haven’t had that conversation yet. Say she was, would three sets of papers be possible?”

“What you’re asking isn’t cheap, and it isn’t easy.”

I set my mana crystals from that day’s dungeon visit on the coffee table between us. “I’ll pay. I don’t expect anyone to work for free, even if they’re helping me.”

“Might be steep.”

“Name it.”

“Those fourth-floor crystals you’ve been getting your hands on. If I had twenty of those, I could get the three of you out of here with fake papers. The guild master in Flowst is no joke, though. I can recommend that you get your second trial there, but there’s always a chance the answer is a solid no, or you could have to repeat the first trial.”

“I’m okay with all of that,” I said, extending my hand. “Do we have a deal?”

“Aye, we have a deal.”


Chapter 33

My demon plaything wasn’t very talkative when we met her in the hut for our quick trip to the fourth floor. If she were wise, she would drop us as deep in the dungeon as she could to be rid of me forever, but her disdain for me wasn’t strong enough to overpower her greed. She wanted to own this dungeon, so she would let me play my role for as long as she needed me to.

That was fine.

I earned enough experience to take fighter to tier 8 after our very first encounter, but we finished out the day regardless. Rapid leveling was officially behind me, so I didn’t want to shortcut our grinding time whatsoever. I’d likely not get this much easy XP ever again.

At tier 8, my XP progress toward tier 9 was (989/12800).

For reference, Invia had been a level 8 barbarian for several of our runs. Her progress, as well as Purity's, put into perspective how much of a slog was ahead of me. Their progress looked like this:

Invia, Level 8 Barbarian: (6091/12800)

Purity, Level 8 Cleric: (4383/12800)

With our daily average for XP, I would need thirteen days of efficiently grinding the fourth floor to get to level 12. We, unfortunately, didn’t have that time.

When we made camp for the first night, I told Purity and Invia that we all needed to talk.

“I wish our lives could stay this simple forever,” I said, “but when the snow melts, a lot of big things are going to happen. The first is that our identities are changing. If the people after us figured out our current identities, that’s the only way for us to really leave them behind.

“Purity, I know this is a lot to ask, but if you want to stay with us, you would need to change names as well.”

“What does the rest of the plan look like?” she asked.

“If you aren’t coming with us, I won’t think any less of you, but I can’t give you exact details. That’s the best way to protect you from the mess we’re in. The highpoints are that we’d relocate to another town with a dungeon and put down roots under our new identities. We’ll need a lot more resources to bring down the slavery ring, and we’ll need to build proper lives to make the connections we need.”

“I-I see.”

“Your dad came to see me last night.”

Purity’s eyes went wide.

“Nothing’s wrong, but he is worried about you. I know if you flat out disappear, your whole family would come looking, so I have a cover worked out for that too.”

Operating under the assumption we’d make good money from the Flowst dungeon, we would pay a contact a few towns away to manage a mailbox for Purity. She would regularly write to her family, and they would regularly write to her. Our contact in the middle would swap the envelopes so that all of the mail her family received came out of that town.

It wasn’t foolproof, but I hoped we could keep the family placated long enough to establish a more permanent ruse. In truth, Godfried’s connections with the Chastain family could work in our favor if we managed to keep his approval through all of this.

But that was if Purity wanted to go.

“What do you want to do, Purity?” Invia asked. “I’ve already decided I’m going. We’ve been through too much together to separate now. We’ve gotten so much stronger, and it finally feels like we have a shot at putting an end to this ring forever. It’s hard for me to picture you not being part of that ‘we,’ if that makes sense.”

“How delightful it is to hear a subject working so diligently to serve your goals.”

“I want to go, but I don’t want to lie to my family about it. The Goddess tells us not to deceive our own blood for any reason. I need to follow her teachings if I want to keep my class.”

“I can’t speak for her,” I began, “but giving you this opportunity could be a part of her plan. Other than dungeon crawling with us, I’d be fine if you spent all your free time serving those in need. The power she has given you will help you do a lot of good.”

“I’ll think about it,” she replied.

“You should-” Invia started. I put a hand on her shoulder to cut her off. I shook my head. Now wasn’t the time to push very hard. Not yet.

When the girls went to sleep, I meditated to finalize my level up. With my mind free of distractions, I put my three new stat points into constitution, intelligence, and wisdom. Then I pulled up my character sheet:

Level: 13

Class: Viceroy, Tier 6 (503/3200)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 8 (989/12800)

Alignment: Chaotic Neutral

Strength 14

Dexterity 7

Constitution 9

Intelligence 16

Wisdom 7

Charisma 3

(1 unselected class ability)

Loyalty Pledges: 5

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness, Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word, Rope Burn

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse, Improved Footing, Improved Accuracy, Enemy Study, Sense Danger, Unrelenting, Sugar Daddy

Shared Abilities: Touch of Ice

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1

“I have told you wisdom is unnecessary,” Aurketzu hissed in my mind.

“I know. I’ll just feel better being a bit more balanced. I won’t take it too far.”

“Doing it at all is taking it too far.”

“Your objection has been noted.”

As for my new class abilities, I had the following options:

Glutton for Punishment

Active Ability

Once per day, add all damage taken in the past hour and add it to your next attack. Healing or recovering from the damage you have taken does not affect this ability.

Cover

Active Ability

Once per battle, teleport to an ally who is about to be struck by an enemy. You take the attack instead. The damage you receive is unblockable.

Defensive Enemy Study

Upgrade

Every time you kill the same monster, gain a 0.1% bonus to damage resistance against that monster. Max damage resistance bonus of 10%. Note: Bonus is based on specific monsters, not the group they belong to. For example, earning a damage resistance bonus by killing goblins does not translate into a damage resistance bonus for goblin shamans. Prerequisite: Shield Bash.

And then, as always, I could choose from my pool of previous options. I had two worthwhile choices there:

Enhanced Followthrough

Upgrade

Critical damage affected by Followthrough increases an additional 5%. Prerequisite: Followthrough

Ghostly Feint

Active Ability

Cooldown: 2 Minutes

When this ability activates, your enemy has a chance to momentarily lose sight of your weapon, exposing them to a potential attack. Enemy’s ability to resist Ghostly Feint is dependent on their level and their intelligence.

My three new ability options seemed better fit for a fighter playing a tank role. I definitely didn’t want to take the volume of abuse those skills needed to be useful. And the idea of Cover in general? No chance was I taking a hit for anyone. If there was a Meat Shield skill that let me use a party member to cover myself, I would definitely take it.

Continuing down the path of making a build around critical hits, both Enhanced Followthrough and Ghostly Feint served those goals. The former improved my damage, but the latter made me more likely to land a hit in the first place. As much as damage boosts appealed to me, I chose Ghostly Feint. Between my stat boosts from loyalty pledges and my existing critical hit buffs, I would get more use out of everything if I had an extra tool for getting through a monster’s defenses.

When I came out of meditation, I found Purity in my bedroll, her bare breasts pressed against me and the slight prickle of her bush against my leg. She slept soundly but stirred when I did.

“I can leave if you want me to,” she whispered.

“No, of course not. Are you okay?”

“I’m not sure what the right decision is.”

“I wish I could make it for you.”

And that was the truth. I’d have her choose to be loyal to me until the end of time.

“Even before this… I’ve been praying on it. The Goddess gives us classes so that we can do more good in the world. Training with you is the best way for me to develop that class, and I feel safe with you. I know you’ll protect me, and I think that’s a sign too.”

“Push her away. Gently. Make her come to you.”

“But what about your family? Wouldn’t you rather be with them?”

“I’ll miss them, but no. I’d rather be with you,” Purity answered.

“Is that what you want?”

“Yes.”

“Be certain she does not waver."

“That’s what I want too,” I said. “There’s a lot I have to do to make this work, and you changing your mind could bring a lot of trouble to Vara and me. So, are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“Promise?” I asked.

“I promise.” Delicate fingers grazed my cock.

“Relax. Go back to sleep. We have a lot of training to do tomorrow.”

Purity wrapped her hand around me and started to move up and down, gently and slowly. Yeah, okay, I could go back to meditating like this.

I pulled her close, kissed her forehead, and then lay back to enjoy her gift. I activated Reward for the Loyal and Safe Word too, of course.

+25 Will Points.



Our next three days of grinding were uneventful. Truth be told, I was nervous about my upcoming meeting with the Dungeon Lord of Lopav, so for two of those days my mind was occupied entirely by trying to predict how that would go. I earned a few will Points here and there, but otherwise, I was either killing monsters or lost in my own thoughts–and Aurketzu’s.

Aurketzu was skeptical of my plan for the Dungeon Lord. She believed the meeting and anything I intended to do after was a pointless risk, one that was sure to end in my death, but I continued to encourage her to trust me. I was doing this my way, and frankly, listening to her advice on other topics gave me the idea for the plan in the first place.

On the morning of the third day, Invia pulled me aside while Purity packed up camp.

“We should show her we both care about her,” Invia whispered. “Make her feel like the center of our attention.”

“What do you have in mind?”

“Sit on your bedroll, call her over to give her a kiss, and I’ll do the rest.”

When Invia was working for me instead of trying to find ways to murder me, she was pretty awesome. I wasn’t sure exactly what she had in mind, but my part was simple enough.

“Purity?” I said. “Can I talk to you for a second?”

She came to me right away and knelt next to where I sat. I looked her in her eyes and ran a finger down the side of her face. She closed her eyes for a moment to enjoy the sensation. I used that moment to slide my hand behind her head and pull her into me. As much as I wanted to fuck her until she couldn’t take it anymore, I stuck to Invia’s plan. I kissed her slowly, trying to make this a soft, intimate moment.

Invia appeared behind her and gently rubbed her back.

Purity startled, stiffening for a moment, but I pulled her into the kiss again. Invia’s hands began to roam. She went down Purity’s sides, across her stomach, and over her shirt. She took a breast in each hand and squeezed. Purity released a small gasp.

Next, Invia pulled Purity’s hair aside to expose her neck. Her lips came down Purity’s soft flesh and kissed from her shoulder up to her ear. It felt like Purity was melting right there in our hands. Invia capitalized on that and guided Purity onto her back, flashing me a wicked grin on the way.

Invia and I lay on either side of Purity. I added my roaming hands to Invia’s and slid down the outside leg of her as far as I could reach. I dragged it up, only barely touching her inner thigh over her pants, glided over her stomach, and then gently held her chin.

I pulled my mouth away and went for her neck. As I hoped, a slight turn to Invia was all Purity needed to accept another pair of lips. I listened to them both moan as my kisses ran up and down Purity’s skin. I couldn’t help but bite at times. Playing second fiddle meant that my own needs weren’t being met, but Invia was right. This was a good plan.

Invia’s hands slipped down the front of Purity’s pants. She gently pulled away from the kiss and looked Purity in the eye.

The instant her finger separated Purity’s lips, Invia said, “We’ll always protect you.”

And Purity shuddered. While Invia serviced both sets of lips, I lifted Purity’s shirt and put her breasts into my mouth. I couldn’t resist biting those gifts just once, so I added Rope Burn when I did to make sure it wasn’t all bad for her.

+20 Will Points.

Purity came, and oh, how I loved her little high-pitched yelps and the way she looked afraid of how good it felt to orgasm–now that was divine.

When Invia made no effort to get up, instead lying in the afterglow next to Purity, still giving her all of the attention, I did the same. Eventually, both of them were asleep.

+100 Will Points.

Holy fuck, did I have a lot to get out of my system tonight when Invia and I got back to the bunkhouse.


Chapter 34

The morning after our dungeon run completed, Invia stirred in her bunk when she saw me getting into my gear. Her breasts hung free and bare, and she made no attempt to hide them as she rubbed her sleepy eyes.

“Are we training today?”

“No, we’re not,” I said. “It’s still a day off like I promised.”

“Then what do you need your armor for?”

“I’m going to visit the Dungeon Lord.”

“Which you’ve been tight-lipped about.”

As I laced my boots, I said, “The dungeon boss isn’t the strongest monster in a dungeon. Dungeon Lords are above bosses, and they own the dungeon in a way.”

“How is it you know all this?”

I tapped my head. “I read a lot.”

“So, you’re serious about this. You are really going to fight something that’s stronger than a dungeon boss? You’ve gotten stronger, but Brenin, be realistic.”

“He would for sure kill me if we fought,” I replied. “That’s why we’re just talking.”

“About what?”

I smiled, made sure my gear was in order, and went over to Invia’s bunk. “I’ll explain it all soon.” I put my lips on hers and ran a hand down her breasts and between her legs. I grabbed her sex so forcefully that she purred. “Be a good girl while I’m gone.”

Invia grinned and nodded. I was barely to the back gate of Lopav when I got the notification.

+50 Will Points.



The meeting hut was empty when I arrived, but I expected that. The fact that I hadn’t already been swarmed by monsters and torn to shreds was a sign that my plan wasn’t as suicidal as Aurketzu believed. If I pissed off the Dungeon Lord, I doubted he would delay my pain.

Or maybe he would and stretch out the suffering for as long as he could.

No. Stay positive.

So I sat in the hut and waited. I don’t know how much time had passed before I felt his presence appear, but I was very aware when I wasn’t alone. Even before he ripped the hut off the ground to expose me, I felt the weight of his power. My chest was tight with the same sort of panic I had just before I died, when I knew that all hope was lost and that this was the end.

With the hut gone, a demon three times my size with cloven hooves stood over me. His skin was blue, but he wore pieces of ice as though they were armor, and he kept his broad wings tucked close to his back. His face was vaguely humanoid, but his mouth was too big and too full of sharp teeth, and his pale eyes angled like they were permanently enraged.

It was so cold. Even with all my winter gear, I felt like I had fallen into a frozen lake.

“You are the Dungeon Lord dabbling in my domain?” he growled. His voice sounded like cracking ice. “And you demand to speak with me? Someone so weak thinks that they have any right to my attention? Tell me, why should I not drag your soul to the hells right now?”

“You are indeed stronger than I am,” I forced as I tried to keep my teeth from chattering. “And to show I mean no disrespect, I have brought you a gift.”

“What gift?”

“Information.”

The demon laughed. “Boy, you have reached too far beyond your station. What could you know that I don’t?”

“So you’re aware of the coup your minions are plotting?”

The demon leaned forward, his face even more sinister than before. Any mirth he found in this encounter was gone.

“You lie,” the demon said.

“She’s making her move right now. She wanted to use me to draw you away from your kingdom so she could strike.”

“You are so bold that you admit your desire to overthrow me?”

I shook my head. “No. I value loyalty, as I’m sure you do as well. I know that I would want to know if my subjects worked against me, so I bring you this information. Use it to purge the unworthy from your ranks.”

“Interesting. Suppose your words are true, what reason do I have to keep you alive now that I know of this plot?”

“You acknowledge me as a Dungeon Lord, do you not?”

The demon eyed me up and down. “I know not how you cheated your way into such a title. You are too weak to be the lord of anything, but yes, I feel that you have this title somehow.”

“I’m cursed,” I said. “But you also see that I have the freedom to move freely among humans. I believe my ambitions can serve yours.”

“In what way?”

“I’m going to conquer a dungeon to claim as my own, so in addition to news and resources from the humans, I offer you the chance to unseat enemies and replace them with an ally.”

The demon laughed again. Every syllable brought a frigid breeze. Already, I couldn’t move my fingers or my toes.

“Dungeon Lords do not have allies. What good does it do me to allow you the power of owning a dungeon?”

I forced a smile, doing my best to feign confidence. “That’s why the first dungeon I conquer will be a gift to you. I will not claim my first dungeon until I give you your second.”

“So much ambition for one so weak.”

“That is why I sought an audience. Grant me a boon, and I will one day deliver to you a dungeon.”

“How do I know you do not seek to betray me?” the demon asked.

“Because I told you about the coup. If I wanted you gone, I would have let that proceed without you ever knowing I existed.”

The demon thought.

“I am impressed you yet live.”

When the demon grinned, I couldn’t decide if that was good or bad.

“I see that she has already given you power as part of her treachery,” the demon said. “I will allow you and your minions to keep those abilities even when she dies, and I will grant you the opportunity to grow stronger. This boon can be powerful in the right hands, so it is power you must ultimately earn.”

Pact of the Ice Fiend

When you have a new status point to allocate, you may allocate it to one of your class abilities instead to give that ability a minor buff. There is no limit to how many status points can be allocated to abilities.

Pact Condition: If you are found to have deceived the Dungeon Lord the Frozen Fiend, as to plot against or to harm him, you will immediately be struck with the spell Legendary Ice.

Do you accept this pact?

(Yes / No)

“I cannot save you from that spell. It will be the end of us.”

“Even though I’m undead?”

“Targets of that spell shatter into pieces too small for even me to recover.”

“Are the benefits of the pact worth it?”

“I am not familiar with this magic. The language sounds promising, but then again, all demon promises are filled with sweet, calming music.”

I accepted.

The demon smirked with a hint of surprise in his eyes. “You have been entertaining, young one, and you have stood tall even as your flesh withers under my chill. If you have deceived me, we will meet again very soon.”

The Dungeon Lord disappeared, and the horrific chill went with him.

“If I had a form, I would give you a delicious reward for this gambit.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Oh, it is. It is not often I desire to taste a minion’s seed.”

“Minion’s?”

“...ally’s.”

When I finally exited the dungeon, the worst snowstorm of the season blanketed the mountain in white. I could scarcely see, and the speed with which the snow rose made moving through it feel like sinking into quicksand. By the time I stepped through the gate into Lopav, the snow was up to my chest.

Was this the Dungeon Lord’s doing, I wondered?

The few minutes I usually needed to cross town to reach the guild hall, I needed more than an hour, and I worried I would get lost and freeze beneath the snow. When I reached the bunkhouse door, every bit of forward progress was like trying to swim through mud.

I opened the door, and snow from outside fell through it with me.

“Are you okay?!” Purity shouted, jumping from beneath my blankets to rush to me. She wore plain white panties and a plain white bra.

“I’m fine. Just cold.”

Invia appeared a moment later. She wrapped me in a cloak and fought with the snow until the door shut and latched.

“Purity,” Invia said. “Run him a bath. It’s our turn to take care of him.”

She nodded and immediately went to do as she was told.

“Did you really meet a Dungeon Lord?”

I smiled. “I can’t wait to watch you torture Valice to her breaking point and beyond.”



“We don’t have a ride to the fourth floor anymore,” I whispered to Invia while Purity slept on my arm. We had pushed two beds together and were all under a blanket.

“That’s unfortunate.”

“It couldn’t be helped. It might be good for us to spend some time in real encounters anyway. We won’t be chopping up frozen plants in the next dungeon, so it's best for us not to get complacent.”

“We’re going to be snowed in for tomorrow at least,” Invia said. “If this is how bad the snow is now, the melt might not come in two weeks like everyone was hoping.”

“That’s true. A little rest and a few extra days of training wouldn’t hurt.”

“What was the Dungeon Lord like?”

“He was the biggest fucking thing I’ve ever seen,” I freely admitted. “First thing he did was swat the hut away so I could see him, and then the temperature dropped just like that.”

Invia looked into my eyes, our faces lit only by a low fire. “You’re not lying.”

“No, I’m not.”

“What did meeting the Dungeon Lord accomplish?”

“I negotiated a boon.”

Invia pushed herself up onto an elbow right away. “You bargained with a demon? One stronger than the ice demon boss of the dungeon?”

“Yes.”

“Did you sell him your soul or something?”

Aurketzu laughed in my mind. I had already sold my soul. “I gave him some information I thought he would want, and then I promised to pay him back for the boon later.”

“Pay him back how?”

“I promise to explain it all to you someday, but right now the boon is more important. It gives me a way to improve abilities separately from leveling up, and I get to choose which. The gains are going to be small, but the long-term rewards will be worth it.”

“Like bumping up your accuracy or your crit damage?”

“That, and you know the Sugar Daddy bonus?” I asked. “I could improve that, giving you even better options when you level up.”

Invia’s eyes lit up. “You’d do that?”

“Already started.”

That lie was Aurketzu’s idea, and I liked it. So far, the bonuses viceroy offered to my followers were absurdly good. I didn’t have to put a single stat point into it, but Invia and Purity would believe I was making grand sacrifices for them every time they saw an awesome upgrade option. That would only further cement their loyalty.

If I were burning stat points to activate Pact of the Ice Fiend, all of the benefits would be directly for me. My followers were getting enough rewards from bending.

Where to specifically invest stat points was an ongoing discussion between Aurketzu and me. Several options had merit, but the wisest approach was to pick a worthwhile ability to upgrade while also optimizing that choice for my build. Finesse, for example, doubled damage dealt to a monster’s weak point. I could invest in increasing that multiplier. Even just bumping it up a little bit could turn into a large damage return in the upper levels. Or maybe I doubled down on Accuracy so I hit weak points even more often.

Upgrading Sense Danger would enhance my survivability, a valuable form of defense that would always be useful, or I could buff Unrelenting to increase my consecutive damage to a single enemy, which would greatly benefit my grinding efforts.

Choosing to invest in my viceroy abilities would at least equal, if not outpace, the returns in power I’d get by boosting combat abilities. But that build would solve problems in much different ways. For example, I could buff Reward for the Loyal to more quickly endear followers to me.

Except Aurketzu said that strengthening that reward could reveal our efforts to targets by making them more noticeable.

Or, and Aurketzu and I agreed that this was far more interesting, I could buff Rope Burn to deliver even more pleasure to the subjects I disciplined.

We had a lot of plotting to do. As soon as a path was clear, I was going to the library to brush up on what class options were available. The smartest idea might be to save up a stash of stat points to cash in after I multiclass. At the same time, I hated the idea of stat points sitting in the system unused.

“I’ve never heard of the kind of buffs I’m getting from working with you,” Invia said.

“The more you help me, the better they’ll be.”

“I have a general idea of how you get stronger, but is it any more specific than dominating a sexual partner?”

That was an interesting question for her to ask, and I wasn’t sure how much was worth revealing.

“The reward may justify the risk,” Aureketzu whispered. “If she knows what is most effective for advancing your interests, she may more actively facilitate those moments. She benefits, after all. If she betrays you, we can simply kill her.”

I looked to see if Purity was still asleep. She was.

“The more, uh, deference I’m shown, the bigger the gains. The first day on the fourth floor with the demon? I gained 50 points when Purity went down on me, but I gained 300 when I used the demon’s ass. And variety matters, too. I can’t repeat the same thing with the same person and get the same gains. An action either needs to be unique or more intense than before.”

“The difference is that significant?”

“Yep. The only exception is masturbation. It seems like I can get 50 points from the same person daily.”

“So if I masturbate, you get stronger?”

“If you masturbate to me, yes.”

After a pause, Invia asked, “Why are you helping me? Especially after what I did to you.”

“I’ll never forget that you murdered me,” I replied. I felt her shrink in my arms, as if her whole body winced.

“Then why help?”

“As long as you do what I tell you to do, I’ll reward you, but you need to remind me every day how sorry you are.”

“You mean that?”

“Yes.”

Invia nodded and lay quietly next to me. As I closed my eyes to pretend to sleep, resuming my discussion with Aurketzu about our future, Invia ducked her head under the blanket and began kissing me, slowly and softly. Then I felt her pull the tip into her mouth. The warmth. The soft sensation.

Yeah. She had the right idea.



We were snowed into the bunkhouse the next morning. Other than a few books, we had very little available to entertain ourselves. I debated fighting through the snow to get to the library, because I really wanted to research my class options more in-depth. I never thought I’d get to tier 2 fighter let alone have the levels and the resources to multiclass, so I knew very little about my own class and even less about all the others. With my luck, though, I’d push through all of that snow to find the library locked.

Aurketzu suggested that I should learn more about my followers’ motivations if I really wanted to succeed with that strategy. She still believed fear and greed were the ultimate motivators, which would invariably turn on me eventually, I believed, but more and more she accepted when I wasn’t changing my mind and still attempted to be helpful.

It was very suspicious.

“Purity,” I said.

She sat by the fire, reading. “Yes?”

“You said you want to do good. What kind of good do you have in mind?”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

“Is there a particular cause you’d like to focus on? Like devoting yourself to orphans or to treating the sick. That sort of focus.”

“I’ve dreamed of doing something to feed the hungry,” she answered. “If I could use my dungeon crawls to fund a program or a group, I could always be helping people no matter if I was there or away. Then in between crawls, I’d like to do some volunteer healer work as well.”

“What kind of money would you need for that?”

“Any bit matters, really, but if it were a perfect world, I’d be able to contribute at least one gold piece per week. You can get a lot of food for a gold piece.”

“If you didn’t mind me helping, we could make that a priority when we get settled,” I said.

“Really?” Purity lit up.

“Yeah. I promised to help you with your goals, didn’t I? Hard to do that without a plan.”

“I guess I didn’t expect you to want to be that involved or for the help to happen so quickly.”

I chuckled. “The party contribution might be small to start, but as soon as we are doing real fourth-floor runs consistently, everything gets easier in terms of our budget.”

Purity smiled so hard she blushed.

“I applaud the skill with which you wield your tongue. I see more and more merit in your ideas.”


Chapter 35

That night, we were back in my bunk. Aurketzu demanded I fill both of my minions as many times as I could that day, seeing as we were snowed in, but I disagreed. Did I want to do that? Yes. Every time when one of them turned their back, I thought about bending them over right there.

But I needed Invia to go much further than we had up until that point, and I knew the best way to convince Invia to be happy about something was to make her believe it was her idea. She was already doing well as a wingwoman. Even before that conversation, she was more than happy to push Purity’s head down on my cock because it benefited her. No need to risk losing that by pressing too hard.

And I think she got off on the power too.

I had a few more ways to earn points from Invia, like impaling her ass, but the real hope was that she would be the one proposing greater and greater extremes for getting will points. The more she debased herself and the more she convinced girls like Purity to do the same, the stronger she would be by proxy.

According to Aurketzu, her largest single will point draw was over 5,000. It was her and 20 partners all indulging in dozens of kinks at once. She loved to brag, but she couldn’t brag too much. It was so messy that even she struggled to remember details.

She advised I avoid making big will point draws from a single source. Apparently 3,000 will Points taken from a person in one go could render them brain dead. That was a waste of good breeding stock.

With all of my focus on training Invia, I was surprised when Purity said, “I heard what you guys were talking about last night.”

I thought she might.

“I want to help you as much as I can.”

Invia tensed next to me, and her hand grazed up my thigh. She smelled prey the same as I did.

“I don’t want to push you,” I said.

“I don’t feel pushed.”

Invia ducked her head under the blanket. Going right to oral was an interesting tactic to get Purity more willing to broaden her horizons, but I liked the initiative. Fuck, she was good with her mouth.

When I opened my eyes, Purity was looking at me. She pulled herself up higher so that she could kiss me, but she paused an inch away.

“I want to help you,” she said. “Really, really help.”

Purity slid her hand under the blanket and grabbed a fistful of Invia’s hair. Then she pressed that prissy slut down onto my shaft. When she gagged, Purity pushed harder, not letting Invia come up for air. The cleric grinned deviously and moved in, pressing her lips to mine.

As soon as Invia was released, she pulled back and rested her head on my stomach, panting.

She gently flicked the blanket off of her head so that she could see Purity and me. I caught her gaze. Her eyes were filled with delighted evil.

Sliding up to me, Invia paused with her head over Purity’s shoulder. We were still enjoying the taste of each other’s mouths.

Invia whispered, “I’m going to get him hard, and then I’m going to help you fuck him.”

And gods, that could have been enough to ruin the night for me right there. I was grateful I wasn’t inside of either girl at that moment. I wouldn’t have been able to stand it.

Invia slapped Purity on the ass, and I activated Rope Burn. Purity’s soft little moan suggested that she liked it.

After three more deep sucks and a wonderful minute of her running her tongue up and down my shaft, Invia sat up and pulled off the blankets. Invia wore a baggy tunic to bed, and she pulled it over her head now. She wore red thong panties and nothing else.

Purity was dressed similarly, but she wore shorts under her nightshirt. Invia put her hands on Purity’s hips and slid her shorts down. The cleric didn’t fight it. She even wiggled a little bit to help the shorts pass her knees. Then Invia returned her hands to Purity’s hips and guided her over me. She grabbed my throbbing sword and rubbed it against Purity’s slit. Then she pressed Purity down, sliding me into her.

As Purity began to slowly grind her hips, Invia came up behind her, so when I looked up, I saw Purity’s petite body and beautiful breasts gently swaying as she moved. And I could see Invia behind her, smiling proudly.

I watched as Invia wrapped her arms around Purity, her hands sliding up and down the cleric’s body. Then, with one hand gripping one of Purity’s breasts, she reached between her legs. I felt Purity tighten the moment Invia’s fingers found her clit. Invia continued her gentle, steady rub while she kissed Purity’s shoulder and fondled her breasts.

Then Invia looked down at me and held eye contact as she tightened her grip on Purity. Her hand squeezed her breasts to their limit while she pressed her fingers hard into Purity’s clit. Invia had the most amazing smile on her face when she did. Purity eeked a moan, but again I felt her tighten. This time, I felt her suddenly get wetter too.

+75 Will Points.

What a wonderful notification. I had already penetrated Purity, but Invia’s participation was unique enough that I could earn penetration points again. When I looked at Invia, she had an eyebrow raised. I nodded. She must have seen my reaction to the will point notification and was quite pleased with herself.

Alright, Invia. Since you want to push this.

I sat up and kissed Purity. I wrapped one arm around her waist while the other reached for Invia. I guided the barbarian onto the bed and onto her back.

“Did Vara make you feel good?” I asked Purity, her hips still moving back and forth in my lap.

Purity nodded.

I lifted Purity off of me and set her between Invia’s legs. Invia was already spread and touching herself. I put myself behind Purity and encouraged her to bend over onto her hands and knees.

I leaned over her as I guided myself into position and whispered in her ear, “Touch yourself and let Vara know you’re grateful.”

Fear flashed across Purity’s face as she looked over her shoulder at me. I sat upright, driving myself as deep into her as I could. Then, with one hand on her back, I pushed her down, forcing her to bend lower and lower, and she understood the suggestion. Timidly, she put her mouth on Invia’s paradise and tasted her juice.

That sight was amazing.

Suddenly, Purity’s body tensed, and I felt her close and open around me as she gushed with pleasure. I couldn’t survive that. I groaned with satisfaction as I emptied myself in her.

+100 Will Points.

She quivered, disoriented from the moment, her face resting on the inside of Invia’s thigh.

“Don’t leave Vara out,” I said.

Purity dutifully returned to serving Invia with her mouth. Invia put two hands on Purity’s head and coached her on technique. Telling her what movements felt the best as well as how to tweak them to make them better. When Purity got it right, Invia closed her eyes and moaned deeply with her mouth closed.

I lie next to Invia, watching the pleasure wash over her and then looked down to admire Invia’s juice running down Purity’s chin. I pinched and twisted Invia’s nipple a bit, but mostly I enjoyed the show.

When Invia came, I thought she was going to smother Purity to death. She pulled her hard, holding and pressing until the final shiver of a bursting dam quieted. Purity collapsed sideways, breathing heavily.

+100 Will Points.



Mirko knocked on the door late in the afternoon but didn’t open it. “You got a path out if you want it,” he shouted before he turned away, his boots crunching snow.

Purity sighed. “I should go see my family.”

That was probably a good idea. Godfried seemed a bit fragile already. If we could avoid upsetting him, slipping away after the melt would be easier. If he suspected me of even something minor, I could have several different kinds of problems.

Dressing in no time and pulling her cloak tight, Purity kissed me on my cheek on her way out. She glanced back to wave at Invia. Purity blushed immediately and jerked her head forward.

“There is yet much room to press her.”

That there was. I’d enjoy that very much, I believed.

“I think I’m going to the library,” I said, beginning to gather my things.

“What am I supposed to do?” Invia asked.

“Whatever you feel like.”

“There’s nothing to do, and I’m sick of reading.”

I had an idea. “You know, my next unique is only 1326 points away.”

Unique is what I had decided to say when I referred to viceroy. Invia knew that I got some sort of bonuses bending people, but I didn’t intend to give her any more specifics than that. If viceroy was an obscure but known class, all of my hidden advantages would be laid bare if she could find it in a book somewhere. Yeah, she had heard the class named, but I didn’t need to remind her. Furthermore, that same conversation moved toward revealing Aurketzu as well, which was another thing of which no good could come.

Invia knew the important part: How it benefitted her.

“I don’t know if it’s a good idea to push Purity more tonight,” Invia said. “She liked it, but that was a big step for someone like her.”

“You know, I agree. I had something different in mind, but the best way to do it would be with your help.”

“Go on.”

“Itaa the shopkeeper. If my distance starved her too much, she might not even be interested in me, but if she is… I could cover all of those points tonight. If you joined us.”

Invia smirked. “You think she’d go for that?”

I shrugged. “Itaa’s dirty as fuck when she’s horny. She loves to cum and hasn’t been shy about how, so far. But I don’t think I could show up tonight with you on my arm and get her to say yes. You could visit her this afternoon and see if you can make some progress. If we don’t get her tonight, that’s fine. Those points will still be good when she does come around.”

“Then I need to get ready,” Invia said, standing.

“You’re going to try?”

“If she’s at all open to it, I’ll get in that door. Don’t worry.”

“How?”

“Hard to say. I need to feel her out first. I could stop by the library after to debrief you if you wanted.”

“Do that.” I stepped into the snow, the accumulation taller than me in most places.

“You are progressing even more quickly than I was able.”

“I have you as a teacher,” I said in my head. “This is all your experience at work.”

Aurketzu didn’t reply, but I took her silence to mean that she didn’t want to admit to liking that I complimented her.



The library was already unlocked, so I could have come here after all. But that worked out in my favor, ultimately, so I wasn’t upset.

No one else was there. We had two important research topics to address: Identifying worthwhile options for multiclassing and using what we learned about anti-resurrection magic and tainted absorption, gleaned from translating Godfried’s book, to devise defenses for exorcism and holy magic.

We started with classes. Aurketzu wasn’t hopeful the Lopav library would have anything useful for researching spellcraft, and I wasn’t either.

“Peculiarities aside, the class structure of this world matches my own. The history of the viceroy class is largely populated by magic users of some kind, with the most common being wizard and sorcerer. The outliers are notable, however. A few warrior viceroys did well for themselves. There was also a druid at one point, but we know little about her. And then there was a cleric and a monk who found respectable success.”

“Interesting. Where did you learn all of this?”

“My great shame is that the viceroy line may have ended with my defeat. I had no successor in place to save our books and records, so anything written is likely lost. But let’s not dwell on failures. Your decision, excusing the outliers, is between martial combat and ranged magic combat.

“Warrior viceroys have remained pure fighters, they have multiclassed with archer–some for the accuracy bonuses and some to distance themselves from the frontlines–and they have multiclassed with barbarian. I’d advise against barbarian. Their Berserk ability and damage resistance are their best features, but a viceroy needs control of their faculties to be their most dangerous, and the damage resistance is nothing truly remarkable.

“You have already seen how the fighter class is giving you a path to be a better tank or to be a better damage dealer. Stacking critical and Enemy Study bonuses can lead to significant power, and we’ve already agreed that tank is not an option worth considering. Archery is effective, but it doesn’t inspire minions to bow the way that melting an enemy force with magic or chopping them in half with a sword can.

“The only notable exception was a viceroy who became something of an assassin. For those whom he couldn’t easily subjugate, he ended them with a single well-placed arrow. The people of his time feared his retribution because it could come at any moment.”

“I can’t picture myself as an archer, so we can cross that out along with barbarian. I don’t mind pure fighter necessarily, but it’s also a bit boring.”

“We agree on that as well. The power potential of a magic caster is far greater than that of a fighter, and I think you’ll be intrigued by what’s possible there.”


Chapter 36

I did my best to take notes as Aurketzu and I discussed class options, but that could be weirdly challenging with our dialog occurring entirely in my mind. If I tried to repeat something back to myself, it got stomped all over by Aurketzu’s attempts to speak or my attempts to to speak to her.

Already, however, I knew that pursuing anything around a pure fighter build was not of interest to me. I was still open to it if it was the best option, but if I was going to be fighting monsters like the undead wyverns to level up, I preferred to strike them at a distance. I thought often about how close I came to dying for good in that one encounter.

“The wizard class is complex enough that the people of my time spoke of the most common paths within that class. Though it all falls under the same umbrella, your version of wizard could be any variety of elemental mage, combat mage, war mage, defense mage, illusionist, summoner, puppetmaster, or necromancer.

“A wizard can learn to cast any spell they please, but that’s different from unlocking a spell with the system. At various points in your leveling, you’ll be given the chance to select new spells. Those are the spells that will receive your buffs and bonuses. If you don’t unlock Reflect but instead learn it from a book, you can still use it, but it will never be as strong as someone who learned it via the system. Levels beyond 10 are almost all new spell options.

“And those choices of spell types are largely what determine the subdivisions of wizard. Elemental mages do what their title says. Combat mages are duelists or adventurers working in small parties, while a war mage is meant for large-scale skirmishes. Defense mage is one who uses their magic to buff their party. Illusionist and summoner you can figure out, but puppetmaster and necromancer are very much frowned upon. At least they were in my time.”

“Mind control and summoning undead?”

“Precisely.”

“Frowned upon here and now as well. What kind of wizard were you?”

“Combat sorceress would be the best summary. A sorceress’s use of mana is more primal and emotional, giving it a wildness that many wizards fear. I gladly joined my armies in battle, but I never compromised my ability to conquer individuals or small groups. My life was too precious for me to do otherwise. Please, open this book to the spell lists. We should see what your options are.”

As we skimmed through pages and pages of spells, familiarizing ourselves with the available knowledge to map potential unlock paths, my mind drifted back to Aurketzu’s overview of the viceroys of the past. The outliers, specifically.

Druid was not interesting to me. I didn’t love animals and camping enough to get the most from what that class could offer, and Aurketzu argued that a proper wizard would always be better in every way. She was supremely relieved when I vetoed monk outright.

But cleric, how did that work?

“She built a powerful cult of worshippers whose combined power was formidable. The blessings available to upper-level clerics affect an area, but not in the way a wizard’s do. For a wizard, the maximum affected area of a spell is a fixed dimension. Clerics, however, have spells that operate by proximity.

“One cleric blessing can buff a unit of soldiers standing in formation, or it can buff thousands of townspeople gathered to hear you speak. As long as someone is within reach of someone else, the area affected by the blessing spreads. She combined those blessings with Reward for the Loyal and soon had people begging to be ruled by her.”

“How does choosing a patron deity work in our case? Some would have to hate the viceroy class, I imagine.”

“The viceroy of whom I speak allied with a trickster god but told her followers she worshipped a ‘god of plenty.’ While that specific allegiance served her well, cleric spells are not as fragile as the religious want you to believe. Purity worries that enjoying your seed will cost her favor with the Goddess, but I promise you that the Goddess is not watching and never intends to.”

“You’re sure? I’ve always heard that as soon as they get angry with a cleric, that’s it. They’re stripped.”

“That is correct, but they do not devote energy to watching their follower’s every move. If your prayer is sincere, they’ll grant the power without any mind paid to who actually said the prayer. A deity only strips a cleric when they’re dumb enough to act against the deity or to embarrass them so badly that they learn their name. You as a viceroy could likely make the Goddess your patron deity and never lose her favor.”

I flipped through the section on cleric spells. Though the core of the class was very much healer and support based, the unique offerings of a chosen deity could make a warrior cleric or a wizard cleric viable. They would never be as strong as specialists in either of those paths, but that was the tradeoff for abilities that offered party benefits or were unique to a god. The trickster god cleric, for example, relied on manipulation and traps in life and in combat.

The idea of having access to more unique abilities appealed to me. First of all, people would likely believe me if I told them the effects of viceroy were from my god instead of my class. Second of all, I could potentially access synergies and spell variants that my enemies might not expect.

But that depended on what god I worshipped.

“You are the one who should be the god,” Aurketzu insisted. “Worshipping any but yourself will always fray your interests. If it’s the rarest abilities and spell you desire, hiding amongst the masses following a deity like the Goddess will not help you. You would need to attract the attention of your chosen deity and earn their favor directly.”

“And then they’re watching you.”

“You have identified the problem.”

This was a lot to think about, but I had to admit that cleric was intriguing. That surprised me, but worshipping a love god that skewed strongly toward lust could boost the pleasure of my partners. I wouldn’t get much in the way of offensive magic, but the accompanying buffs and debuffs were equally interesting, from Charm and Distraction spells to letting my follower channel love like a barbarian channels anger.

If I chose a god of strength or a god of war, my fighter abilities would benefit greatly and give me opportunities to earn additional boons through notable achievements in battle. There were a pretty wide variety of those kinds of gods. One god of strength might specifically favor the strength stat while another god of strength saw constitution as the “true” strength. I could worship gods who specialized in certain weapons or styles of fighting. I could worship a god who loved duels or a god who wanted battlefields filled with carnage.

As a cleric, I could access many spells similar to a wizard by worshipping the requisite god, but it was readily apparent my spells would be strongest if I specialized as a wizard.

“Think. Meditate. We have time.”

So we moved on to studying the structure of exorcism and holy spells, which was really just me letting Aurketzu look through my eyes while she did the actual studying.

The door to the library opened. Invia stepped inside, brushing snow off of her cloak.

She grinned.

“Did you really?” I asked.

Invia sat across from me. “I’m visiting her tonight for dinner. She practically said outright that she would love to go down on me.”

“Well done. How does that become the three of us?”

“You’re going to go over half an hour before I do. Can you get her wanting your dick in that little time?”

“I think I can manage.”

“Then I come through the door, and we all act a bit awkward. I’ll get up closer to her to remind her that she wants me too, and I’ll suddenly have the idea to propose letting you stay, because why not? Life is short, and we deserve to get what we want.”

I could see how Invia climbed the ranks in Valice’s ring. She had a knack for manipulation and could think ahead. I could learn a lot by watching her work for me.

“I’ll make sure we’ve had at least one glass of wine before you get there,” I added.

Invia’s smile widened. “That’s another excuse she can use to justify her choice. I’ll put some wine on my breath and play the part too.”

Fuck. I was already hard.



When I told Invia we could earn over 1300 will points in one night, I wasn’t lying about it being possible, but I undersold how much of a challenge it would be. Truthfully, I worried if I had the stamina to do my part, but Aurketzu insisted that the viceroy class would help me there. My real focus should be on getting Invia and Itaa to go over the edge with me. The depths of depravity we needed to reach were ambitious, and one glimmer of hesitation in either woman could mean the end of the night and the end of my training.

But viceroy tier 6 was right there. It was so close.

At the time Invia and I discussed, I entered Itaa’s shop carrying a bag with a bottle of wine and a bottle of whiskey I picked up from a local tavern. In about 30 minutes or so, Invia would arrive, and we’d see if our plan to ravage Itaa together actually worked.

Itaa looked startled and slightly distressed when she saw me come in.

“He lives,” she joked.

“I know. I’ve been spending a lot of time in the dungeon. I brought you a bottle of wine to apologize.”

“I… I don’t think we can. I actually have plans tonight.”

I held eye contact with Itaa. “And you’re into them.”

Itaa offered an embarrassed shrug.

“Well, you deserve to enjoy yourself,” I said. “Share a glass with me and I’ll be on my way?”

She stared at me, considering.

“Please?”

Relenting, she stepped around the corner and returned with two glasses. I uncorked the bottle and poured. I eased her into some small talk about the recent storm and what business would look like when the pass reopened. I didn’t have a watch to know the exact time, but I estimated I was fifteen to twenty minutes into my thirty.

I let a silence settle between us.

“You know…” I began. “No, forget it. Sorry I said anything.”

“What is it?”

“You’ll laugh at me.”

Itaa grinned. “I promise I won’t.”

I sighed and looked at her like I was working up the nerve to speak. Without asking, I poured more wine for her and more wine for me. I took a long drink of mine and set it down on the shop counter between us.

“I thought about you a lot in the dungeon,” I said softly. “I don’t know how other adventurers do it, but days and days in a dungeon messes with your head after a while. If I had time to myself, I would use one of our memories to bring me some light. You were so sweet and soft with me, and I need you to know I appreciated that.”

"Oh, it was the softness, huh?” Itaa smirked with an eyebrow raised.

“Well, I thought a lot about that too. I mean, I’ll never forget how good it tastes and sounds when you cum. I mean, fuck.”

Itaa blushed.

“Was that too far?”

“It’s fine,” she said, looking down into her glass.

“Do you ever think about it?”

She lifted the wine to her lips. “Yes,” she sheepishly admitted, hiding behind her glass.

“I’m glad. Well, I came here to seduce you. I won’t lie about that, but you’re busy. I’m sure we’ll run into each other again before I leave.”

“Thank you for stopping in. And yes, do make it-”

Itaa’s shop door opened. Invia was right on time.

Invia came around the corner, her own bottle of wine in her hand, and she stopped dead when she saw me, making sure Itaa saw her gleeful smile turn serious.

“Am I interrupting something?” she asked, looking at the wine glasses on the counter.

“Oh, umm…” Itaa stumbled.

“I just stopped in to thank Itaa, but I should get going.”

Invia feigned a long, deep thought before speaking. “Itaa,” she said. “Can I talk to you privately?”

As Invia went by the shopkeeper, she brushed her hand around Itaa’s hip, gently turning her to follow.

The pair disappeared into the backroom, and I heard the faint smack of impassioned lips separating as well as several whispers. When they came back out to the front of the shop, Itaa’s face was flushed, and she seemed exceptionally shy.

“Have a minute to share another drink with us?” Invia asked, her eyes sparkling with devious pride.

“I could stay for one.”

Itaa went upstairs, followed by Invia and then me. As I watched both asses bounce, I couldn’t believe this was actually happening. To me. In my real life.

Invia dragged Itaa to the couch and held out the bottle of wine she brought. “Can you help some girls out and uncork this?” she asked.

I took the bottle and went across the apartment to the kitchen to get glasses. Invia was masterful. I heard the two giggling behind me, and by the time I returned with three glasses, Invia had her lips around Itaa’s and was halfway into the shopkeeper’s lap.

She acted slightly shy when she looked up at me. “You’re a doll,” Invia said. “What else did you bring with you, hmm?”

“A bottle of whiskey.”

Invia perked up. “We should do shots.”

“I’m not sure…” Itaa said, her cheeks already rosy.

“Get us some shot glasses?”

I played along. When I returned this time, Invia’s hands had begun to roam. She stopped when I set glasses on the kitchen table between us and the couch. I poured three shots.

Invia held out both hands, accepted two of the glasses, and then pushed one into Itaa’s hands.

“To warm winters,” Invia toasted, tilting her head back to shoot the drink.

I followed suit, and moments later, so did Itaa.

Invia wrapped her arm around Itaa as if to relax instead of continuing to make out. When her hand went across Itaa’s shoulders, Invia frowned.

“You’re so stiff. You work too hard.”

“It’s a job.”

“Mine get stiff too. Hansen has saved me so many times in the dungeon. He’s really good at loosening up the muscles. Hansen, rub Itaa’s shoulders. She needs it.”

Itaa went to protest but melted when I put both hands on her shoulders and began to gently massage.

“Isn’t that wonderful?” Invia asked.

Itaa, with her eyes half closed, nodded that it was.

Invia put a hand on Itaa’s face and gently moved her chin, getting the shopkeeper to look her in the eye. Invia stared deeply and said, “You’re so fucking beautiful.”

Before Itaa could stammer a response, Invia was in Itaa’s lap, the aggression of her hard, deep kisses growing with every second.

Pulling back to catch her breath, Invia cast a desperate glance between my face and Itaa’s. I knew it was an act, that she had felt no sense of overwhelming desire and inner confusion over what she wanted.

Reaching behind Itaa, Invia pulled my lips to her and then released. Itaa’s eyes were wide, and then they slowly shut as Invia returned to kissing her instead. Invia gently moved the shopkeeper's hair away from her neck. She went back in for another kiss while guiding my lips to Itaa’s bare skin.

As soon as my lips tasted Itaa’s soft flesh, I felt her shudder as she softly moaned.

That was it. I knew right then that Itaa didn’t need any more convincing. She was ready to let this happen.

Aurketzu was ready too. “Take everything you’ve ever wanted, viceroy.”


Chapter 37

That night with Invia and Itaa is a blur in my memory, but a wonderful blur nonetheless. We continued drinking throughout the marathon will point training session, so all I have are fleeting images. I penetrated Itaa in every hole. Sometimes she ate Invia out while I fucked her. Other times, Invia slapped her breasts and twisted her nipples. If she was feeling generous, she rubbed Itaa’s clit while I pounded or gagged her.

And Invia got serviced just as well. Itaa and I finished her half a dozen times over the span of a few hours. We were a sweaty mess by the end, and Itaa had cum so hard and so often that she could barely speak.

“Your work is not finished,” Aurketzu whispered in my mind. I checked my progress to my next tier of viceroy:


(3050/3200)

I was right there. I was so close.

I looked at Invia, lying on her stomach on top of Itaa. It didn’t look comfortable, but they had both collapsed in a heap after their last orgasms. Invia’s little ass was up in the air ever so slightly, and I saw my path to tier 7.

I crawled across the bed and on top of Invia.

Her eyes never opening, she mumbled, “I’m too tired.”

“I need one more gain to level up.”

“Tomorrow…” she said, barely opening her mouth when she spoke.

“Take what’s yours.”

I had never fucked Invia’s ass. Oh, I had thought about it so many times over the years, but in all of the debauchery of the night with Itaa, Invia directed most of it to the other woman. She appeared to enjoy exercising that power over someone and was more than happy to spit and press my hips forward while Itaa squealed that I was too big for her butt.

I reached down, grabbed my sword, and guided myself.

“What are you- Wait. Brenin, I’m-”

I pushed. Her butt cheeks tightened around me and her asshole clenched, but I continued to press. Then the tip slipped through. I saw her wince in pain and also drool a little bit, so I continued, driving deeper. 25% increase in sensitivity from Loyalty Pledge and 4x the pleasure from Rope Burn.

“You fucking piece of-” Invia began, but I grabbed the back of her hair and pulled her head back until I could look into her eyes.

I held her in that position and thrust. Again and again and again. I tossed her head forward and slapped her ass as hard as I could. Invia looked back over her shoulder at me, her hands gripping the sheets, Itaa’s sleeping body still beneath her.

With a glare, she said, “please cum in me, master.”

And it was paradise.



I left Invia and Itaa on the bed and sat on the floor, my back against the baseboard. I meditated to advance to level 14.

Of my three available stat points, I put one into intelligence and one into wisdom. Aurketzu and I argued about the wisdom point, like usual, and then we argued about what to do with the third point. Aurketzu wanted me to invest the last point in strength, but I wanted to put the Pact of the Ice Fiend to use as soon as possible.

I saw Aurketzu’s point about looking after my own survival above all else, but Pact of the Ice Fiend was useless until I invested a stat point into at least one of my abilities. Even if the bonus was small, I wanted to have it earlier to get the most utility out of it as possible. Furthermore, I had earned a bunch of extra stat points from Loyalty Pledges, so I was still well ahead of the usual leveling curve.

Using and abusing Itaa and Invia was eye-opening in many ways. The insight most relevant to my gaining more power: The more my subject enjoyed pain, the more options I had for earning will points. For example, I had made Itaa cum vaginally several times, but when Invia twisted her nipples as hard as she could right when Itaa reached her peak, I gained a fresh batch of will points.

So I put a stat point into Rope Burn. The 4x bonus was now 5x. My new viceroy options were intriguing:

Nectar

Passive Ability

When someone consumes your seed, they receive a 5% bonus to damage dealt and to damage resistance for the next 4 hours.

Punishment

Active Ability

Usable Once Per Day Per Target

If someone who has pledged loyalty to you disobeys a command, you may activate Punishment. The target of this ability suffers a 50% stat penalty for the next 12 hours and will feel tired but unable to rest.

Escalation

Active Ability

When you bring a partner to climax, use Escalation to increase the intensity of their finish by spending will points. Every will point spent adds an additional 1% to intensity.

And of my previous unselected abilities, I was interested in taking:

Intoxicate

Passive Ability

Your blessing is so satisfying that it becomes addictive, like a drug.

Afterglow

Passive Ability

Duration: 12 Hours

Achieving climax with a willing party applies a 25% buff to all stats for the next 12 hours.

I was seeing a trend in abilities that provided buffs based on what my followers did for me or let me do to them. Aurketzu said that a lot of abilities were like this. Stacking those would eventually make my seed a powerful elixir that was also quite addictive. I liked the sound of that, but at present, I didn’t feel like I was close enough to Invia or Purity to get them to go down on me right before we went into a tough battle.

Punishment was intriguing, and I wish I had unlocked it back at level 2. Dealing with Invia would have been so much easier if I had, but now that I had several viceroy abilities, I wasn’t sure if I needed to punish followers to that extreme. The positive reinforcement I gave seemed to be effective.

“You may not need it today or tomorrow, but there will come a time when you must remind your subjects to fear you.”

I didn’t disagree.

Escalation seemed like more positive reinforcement, but I wasn’t crazy about the idea of spending will points. When I thought about it, though, I realized the trade might be worth it. If I dumped 10 will points into finishing Invia, she would experience a level of pleasure that only I could provide. If I combined that with Intoxicate, I could train every woman around me to beg for my cock day and night because they needed their fix so badly.

That would make up for any will points I invested by a substantial margin.

Where Escalation could lead to more will points, Afterglow could help me gain more experience. A 25% buff was outrageous, and that would go a long way toward making dungeon runs more productive. That benefited my will point gains as well as my XP gain.

Aurketzu liked it for our general survivability. We were already easy to underestimate. With that buff, especially now that getting laid regularly was more likely, we could punch up a few levels in encounters and be fine. Even better, if someone thought they were punching down when they moved against us, the surprise of our real power could likely win the fight.

Yeah, that was the move. I selected Afterglow.

I summoned my character sheet to review my progress:

Level: 14

Class: Viceroy, Tier 7 (50/6400)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 8 (4406/12800)

Alignment: Chaotic Neutral

Strength 14

Dexterity 7

Constitution 9

Intelligence 17

Wisdom 8

Charisma 3

Loyalty Pledges: 5

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness, Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word, Rope Burn+1, Ghostly Feint

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse, Improved Footing, Improved Accuracy, Enemy Study, Sense Danger, Unrelenting, Sugar Daddy, Pact of the Ice Fiend, Afterglow

Shared Abilities: Touch of Ice

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1

Shit. Level 14? Me? How could this be real? Seeing how far I had come was making me hard again, but I had just fucked and cum so much that even that little bit of additional blood flow made me feel sore as hell.



The next day, Invia came home from Itaa’s in the early morning and went right to sleep in her bunk. I didn’t bother her. Poor girl needed her rest.

I sat in the guild hall with Mirko, going over our exit plan for Lopav.

My major objectives at this point were to get to Flowst with a new identity, leaving as little of a trail for Valice’s people to follow. If we were really lucky, she would forget about us completely, but I’d never be able to confirm that, so I had to be careful.

Saving up the money I needed to multiclass was next. Hopefully earning my way into the Thieves’ Guild helped with that, but I was prepared to have to grind for it. Once my multiclass was set, I should be established enough to begin a serious, calculated effort to find my father and fuck over Valice Chastain. I hated how much time that was taking, but running headfirst into that danger at level 1 would have only gotten me killed.

My dad wouldn’t want me risking myself at all for his sake, so for his sake, I wouldn’t throw my life away either.

“You should think about tossing a little extra treasure to Uncle Mirko. I’ve never put so much effort into helping a candidate before, and frankly, this is some of my best work.”

Mirko’s plan had a few different pieces. The first of which was continuing the paper trail of our aliases. Those identities would leave Lopav with a merchant caravan, doing the same kind of guard duty we did on our way in, and stay with that caravan for three stops. At every stop, our aliases would both reserve inn rooms. And then, like most transient hired swords, we would disappear, leaving to pursue work somewhere else.

We would never actually be with that caravan, but the Thieves’ Guild would ensure that anyone following the breadcrumbs left by our aliases would be well away from our trail before they realized they had been duped. If they realized it all. They were more likely to believe the trail had gone cold than to think they had been tricked.

For the next part of the plan, we had the option to leave with a caravan under new identities, but Mirko recommended against it. Any place our new identities overlapped with our old ones was a potential weakness in our cover. Instead, Mirko recommended that we ride out alone. Get our own horses, make our own camp, and then begin using our new identities the third town out from Lopav.

Traveling as a small group was risky, and we’d need to stick to the crappy inns that didn’t care who you were or what you were up to as long as you paid for your room and didn’t burn it down.

Then, when we finally got to Flowst, I would connect with a Thieves’ Guild contact and continue my application process while Invia, Purity, I established ourselves in a new city.

“What are the chances we run into trouble when we’re on the road?” I asked.

“I’d be surprised if you didn’t get attacked by goblins or trolls at least once. Bandits are a little less predictable, but they get pretty active in the spring. A lot of big orders are moving around to places like Lopav that haven’t seen commerce in a few months. Those are big paydays, and then a little group of travelers is just an easy bonus.”

The payoff for the risk was a cleaner getaway, so I was surprised when Aurketzu advised against it.

“It is too early to gamble with our life. The rewards are meaningless if you get us killed.”

I wasn’t sure. My improved stats didn’t matter if someone cut my throat in my sleep, but I also felt strong enough to manage monsters. A well-coordinated group of bandits, admittedly, could be the end of us, but I might be able to fend off a few amateurs, especially with Invia and Purity helping.

“When do you need an answer?” I asked Mirko.

“End of the week.”

“Alright. I’ll decide before then. Thank you for all of this.”

“I’ve been reading your translation work. I think the guild is going to be happy with our pull. I appreciate you making me look good.”



Back in the library, I continued my research on potential classes. As I dug deeper into the cleric class, it became absolutely apparent that any truly unique spells or skills I might earn would come from my patron deity. Since I would need to choose a much less traditional deity to best take advantage of my viceroy class, there wasn’t a way to know what exactly I would get.

Barring the deity-driven spells, everything else a cleric could do could be done by a wizard, and a wizard would do it better.

Alchemist looked interesting. The potion options were far more numerous than Healing and Cure Poison. I could make buffing potions for any stat, skill, or sense. I could make debuffs, which I threw at enemies to apply, and I could make a variety of damage-dealing potions as well, from firebombs to acid sprays.

What really caught my eye were the mind-altering options like Charm and Calm. That would be helpful for viceroy, for sure.

“Alas, it will not,” Aurketzu informed me. “Viceroy gains come from willing submission. Magical brainwashing will not count.”

That was disappointing. I kept searching.

Tamer was out. I didn’t want to be responsible for an animal’s life, and I also didn’t want an animal watching while I earned will points.

Trapper was interesting, but the combat style was strange. I could fashion a range of mechanical traps, which were quite powerful in the upper levels, and use them as I fought. Aurketzu said trappers could gain an immense amount of XP if they were smart about baiting enemies into killing themselves, but they struggled in direct confrontations.

Rogue was similarly underpowered and didn’t make a lot of sense when viceroy benefited from larger parties, and the more people around, the less likely I was to actually use the strength of my Stealth abilities. I wasn’t interested in being the one crouched on the ground fiddling with picking locks or risking the trip of a trap.

Bard? Definitely not.

The commander class would be a good party buffer, but they also had one-on-one combat challenges. So nope.

The cavalier class was a fighter who specialized in mounted combat. There were very few dungeons where using a mount was possible, and I wasn’t much of a horseman to begin with. That was also out.

Enchanter didn’t have direct combat benefits, but it boosted my survivability by giving me permanent buffs and protections. A strong enchanter could have a Protection spell active every hour of every day, and that was in addition to the various effects they could apply to weapons and armor. I could kit myself out in enchanted gear and do the same for my loyal followers.

Aurketzu was skeptical but intrigued.

Truthfully, I was skeptical too. The rewards were there, but I worried they were too indirect.

More and more, I found myself coming back to the wizard class. Its versatility and power was obvious, and learning spellcraft would enable me to assist Aurketzu in building our exorcism and holy protections.

A few months ago, I never expected to see level 3, so the opportunity to multi-class wasn’t even a thought. And now I was upset that I didn’t find a class that spoke to me, that felt right, that I could be excited about. Viceroy gave me that already. Asking for another class fit like that wasn’t realistic.

I flipped back through the pages and pages of class descriptions. I told myself I was skimming again to be sure I didn’t miss anything, but really I was just delaying making my choice to go wizard official. Yeah, I had two levels to earn yet to get there, but Aurketzu wanted me to make stat point allotments with my future class in mind, now that I had extra will points coming in. I agreed with her that it was smart to do that

As I flipped by the paladin class, which wasn’t even a consideration because it was basically a jock cleric with an even bigger stick up their ass, a footnote caught my eye.

“What’s an antipaladin?” I asked Aurketzu.


Chapter 38

Aurketzu purred in my mind. “Oh yes, the antipaladin is a very interesting class.”

“Why isn’t there anything in these guides about it? There’s only this warning.”

The footnote that caught my eye warned that once a paladin fell far enough from grace to become an antipaladin, they could never recover access to their holy abilities. But that was the sole mention.

“Most societies see antipaladins as threats, so they do little to encourage or draw attention to them as a class option.”

“How does an evil paladin work if the draw of the class is holy magic?”

“Accessing good and accessing evil use the same mechanics. The paladin swears to uphold and spread good. The antipaladin swears to uphold and spread evil. Before you flee from this option, know that evil comes in many forms. Many of the best leaders are evil in that they are self-serving and ruthless, but they are also pragmatic. Controlling a kingdom of subjects who love you is easier than a kingdom of subjects who despise you. In that sense, an evil leader can do a great deal of good, but no one will accept that truth.”

“Ah. So I don’t have to torture people or burn down orphanages to be evil?”

“Your life has already become one of evil. Little would need to change.”

“My goal is to end a slavery ring. I can’t be that evil.”

“You want to end the slavery ring to punish an enemy, and you look forward to her suffering. Your means do good, but they are not the ends you desire.”

I wanted to argue, but she was right. Yeah, I wanted to help people, but my real motivation was revenge.

“Do you remember any of the ability options for an antipaladin?”

After warning me that the system she knew might not be the same as mine, which we had already seen, she listed the ones she felt were notable:

Unholy Smite

Active Ability

Once per day for every 5 levels, deliver 2x damage on your next successful attack. If the target is Lawful Good, deal 3x damage.

Agent of Chaos

Passive Ability

If you slay a lawful good enemy, absorb one point from their highest stat. By default, this buff is temporary (1 day per antipaladin level), but if the enemy is of a significantly higher level, there is a chance for the stat gain to be permanent.

Master of Chaos

Passive Ability

If you slay a lawful good enemy, absorb one of their skills or spells chosen at random. By default this skill or spell is temporary (1 day per antipaladin level), but if the enemy is of a significantly higher level, there is a chance for the absorbed skill or spell to be retained permanently.

Prerequisite: Agent of Chaos

Rot

Active Ability

Inflict necrotic damage on a target.

Ghoul Touched

Passive Ability

All successful attacks inflict necrotic damage. The intensity of the necrotic damage scales with your level.

Prerequisite: Rot.

Fear Aura

Passive Ability

Project an aura of fear at all times. Enemies who fail to resist Fear Aura suffer status penalties for as long as they remain in your presence.

Shackles of Hate

Active Ability

Mark an enemy. If that enemy attacks an ally, chains from the hells will come out of the ground to restrain the enemy. The strength of the chains is based on your strength stat.

Plague Bearer

Active Ability

Spread a corrupted fog in a circle surrounding your position. Living things who encounter the fog are afflicted with a disease whose strength scales with your level. Additionally, choosing this ability grants permanent immunity to all diseases.

And that was just a sample. Yes, a few of Aurketzu’s examples were locked until higher tiers of antipaladin, but they all looked appealing to me. She also said there were a few basic necromancy abilities and an assortment of party buffing abilities as well.

“Antipaladins swear an oath to a code. If they deviate from that code, they suffer penalties and can lose access to antipaladin abilities entirely. In my time, an oath of vengeance was most common for antipaladins. Such a path would suit you, but a warning: You must prove your commitment to your oath before gaining any of the benefits of the class.”

“What does that look like for an oath of vengeance?”

“You must kill someone who has wronged or betrayed you. Invia, for example.”

“We’ve invested too much in her to kill her now.”

“We will see who between us has the better judgment someday. Unfortunately, many of your alternative potential sacrifices are in the town from which we fled.”

“As in anyone involved in my father’s death?”

“As well as the attempts against your life. Choose carefully. If you don’t enjoy the taste of their death, you are not truly delivering vengeance."

“I think antipaladin could be my choice. Maybe Flowst will have more information on it. That’s a big city, so the libraries should be better.”

“Be warned: Your vengeance must be ongoing. Your deeds must reflect a commitment to your oath.”

“I’m fine with that, and there might even be an oath that’s a better fit for me.”

“You speak truth. You yet surprise me. This is a path of genuine evil and one that will spill a great deal of blood.”

“As long as it makes me stronger.”



Invia, Purity, and I spent as much time in the dungeon as we could while we waited for the snow to melt. With our gains, we could push into the third floor. We avoided the room where the kobolds ambushed us on our first visit and stepped carefully everywhere else. Where we would clear at least a thousand points of XP apiece on the fourth floor, we were going to be lucky to end with four hundred after the third.

I needed to get used to slower progress. If I didn’t, the later levels might break me.

The money was reasonably good, though. A bit of savings would make the trip to Flowst much easier, and then we’d need to get situated. Lodging, food, gear, dungeon fees–The transition wouldn’t be cheap. Multiclassing wasn’t going to be cheap either, and I had a feeling Invia would want to multiclass as well. She had already lamented how living in hiding would prevent her from getting the multiclass she expected as a member of a noble family.

Aurketzu was against investing in Invia even more than we already had. I believed the barbarian was a tool, and stronger tools would always benefit us.

So if Invia wanted to multiclass, I would support it. From my reading, I learned that barbarians often took up the fighter class and leveled that for the rest of their careers. The tradeoff was missing out on upgrades for the Berserk skill, but fighter abilities made up for that with damage buffs.

Clerics rarely multiclassed, so Purity wasn’t likely to ask to multiclass as well.

I would, however, need to invest in new followers. More followers meant more Loyalty Pledges, and recruiting them at low levels would produce the greatest return. New dungeon crawlers would need gear and supplies, so the rewards weren’t free.

Oddly, Aurketzu wasn’t against investing in new followers, though she framed it more as gathering minions and foot soldiers. Building an army was pointless if they didn’t have training or weapons. Invia’s specific capacity for betrayal was what worried her.

After 8 days, we earned enough experience for both Invia and Purity to gain a level. In the midst of that, I let Mirko know that we would ride out on our own rather than with a caravan. Aurketzu still argued it was an unnecessary risk, but when I talked it through with Invia, she didn’t hesitate. She wanted us to take the option with the best chance at hiding from Valice.

On the morning after our eighth day of training, Invia and Purity woke at sunrise to make their level-up selections. Both girls were in bed with me, and they wanted input on what to choose.

As a level 9 barbarian, Invia got the following options, and I was happy to hear they included bonus benefits for pledging her loyalty to me again:

Reignition

Active Ability

If you have used Berserk once that day, use Reignition to activate it again. However, you will be unable to use Berserk again for another 3 days. Sugar Daddy bonus provides one additional use of Reignition per day with no penalty.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Reduce the penalty to 2 days.)

(Bonus Pledge: Reduce the penalty by 1 additional day. However, if the subject of your loyalty goes longer than 72 hours without feeling lust for you, lose one strength point per day until lust timer is reset. Note: Bonus Pledges are only offered once. Unselected abilities retain their Optional Upgrade.)

Life Steal

Passive Ability

When you deal damage to an enemy, 5% of the damage dealt will heal you for the equal amount. Sugar Daddy bonus raised the minimum from 1% and adds the option to overfill hit points.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increase the percentage of damage healed by 1%)

(Bonus Pledge: Increase the percentage of damage healed by an additional 1%. However, if the subject of your loyalty goes longer than 72 hours without feeling lust for you, lose one strength point per day until lust timer is reset. Note: Bonus Pledges are only offered once. Unselected abilities retain their Optional Upgrade.)

Tempered Body

Passive Ability

Gain 2 points of strength. This ability can be selected three times. Sugar Daddy bonus increased the total strength gain from 1. (Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: This use of Tempered Body does not count toward your three-selection limit.)

(Bonus Pledge: If you select Tempered Body three times, earn an additional 1 bonus point of strength. Stacks with Sugar Daddy bonus. However, if the subject of your loyalty goes longer than 72 hours without feeling lust for you, lose one strength point per day until lust timer is reset. Note: Bonus Pledges are only offered once. Unselected abilities retain their Optional Upgrade.)

A lust timer, huh? The 25% boost to sensitivity from Invia’s last level had come in handy in our time with Itaa. Adding an incentive for her to catch my eye would keep her close and pliable, and I was happy to see the Sugar Daddy bonus offering significant benefits.

“Life Steal looks like the best choice to me,” I said. “That will always be useful, and a 7% total bonus? That’s huge.”

“If I take both optional synergies,” Invia replied.

“We both know you’re taking them. And I lust after you every day already, so it’s basically free.”

“Elegantly executed.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unused Stat Point.

A follower has selected a time-sensitive bonus requirement. You may choose not to enforce the penalty at your discretion, such as when the follower is traveling without you.

Interesting. Even more control for me.

“Did you take Life Steal?” I asked.

Invia nodded.

“Did you take both bonuses?”

“Shut up.”

I grinned.

Purity asked for help with her choices next:

Purify

Passive Ability

Improves the strength of your Cure Poison and Cure Disease spells. Sugar Daddy bonus further improved the strength of your Cure Poison and Cure Disease spells.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: When you successfully cure a target’s poison status or diseased state, they gain 15 minutes of immunity to all poisons and diseases.)

(Bonus Pledge: Double the duration of the immunity period. However, if the subject of your loyalty goes longer than 72 hours without feeling lust for you, lose one spell slot per day until the lust timer is reset. Note: Bonus Pledges are only offered once. Unselected abilities retain their Optional Upgrade.)

Protective Embrace

Active Ability

Summon a bubble of protection in a 3-foot radius around your position. The durability of the bubble scales with cleric levels. Sugar Daddy bonus improved durability of the bubble even further.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: The distance of the radius increases by an additional 1 foot.)

(Bonus Pledge: The distance of the radius increases by an additional 1 foot. However, if the subject of your loyalty goes longer than 72 hours without feeling lust for you, lose one spell slot per day until the lust timer is reset. Note: Bonus Pledges are only offered once. Unselected abilities retain their Optional Upgrade.)

Holy Weapon

Active Ability

Gain the spell Holy weapon, which enables you to bless a weapon with the ability to do Holy damage. You must be touching the weapon to imbue the effect, but evil-aligned allies cannot wield the weapon. Sugar Daddy bonus increased Holy damage bonus by 2.5%.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Holy damage bonus is increased by an additional 2.5%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Holy damage bonus is increased by an additional 2.5%. However, if the subject of your loyalty goes longer than 72 hours without feeling lust for you, lose one spell slot per day until the lust timer is reset. Note: Bonus Pledges are only offered once. Unselected abilities retain their Optional Upgrade.)

“We cannot let her take Holy Weapon.”

Obviously. As an undead, I didn’t have to worry about poisons. I was still vulnerable to some diseases, but antipaladin would likely make me immune to those too.

“I think Protective Embrace would get the most use,” I said. “Invia, what do you think?”

“I agree. Protective Embrace.”

Good girl, Invia. You didn’t hesitate to support what I wanted.

“Okay,” Purity said.

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unused Stat Point.

I put one stat point into constitution and spent another to upgrade Rope Burn, bringing it to +2, or 6x the pleasure.

With antipaladin now in my sights, I needed to prepare for taking my vengeance oath, which required killing someone, but they would deserve it. Aurketzu also wanted me to plan for the Agent of Chaos and Master of Chaos abilities. If I killed a lawful good enemy significantly above my level, I had the chance to permanently gain a stat point as well as a spell or ability. She explained that the real power of those skills came out in times of great bloodshed.

An antipaladin who decimated a church would rapidly gain temporary boosts and could then go on to outmatch foes of far higher levels, permanently buffing their power. The story Aurketzu told was about a single antipaladin conquering an entire city with absurdly buffed stats.

I had never killed anyone before, but I imagined killing for revenge to be something I could stomach. Theoretically. My daydreaming wanted me to believe it would be easy.

But lawful good enemies? I wasn’t okay with killing good people. Aurketzu advised that there were lawful good creatures and beings out there that weren’t human, but that didn’t ease my concerns, and we both knew the real gains would be in high-level lawful good people.

She was especially adamant about the Chaos path because of how Loyalty Pledges worked. Since the chances of those gains being permanent went up the larger the disparity in levels, I had a unique advantage. All of my bonus stat points from Loyalty Pledges meant that I was unusually strong for my level.

The fight could still be a challenge, but the difficulty wouldn’t be as steep as for a normal antipaladin.

The logic was sound. I gave her that, but I wasn’t interested in becoming a murderer.

Aurketzu didn’t press after that, but I didn’t know if that was because she accepted my wishes or if she was biding her time, knowing full well she had two levels to win me over to her way of thinking. I assumed the latter.


Chapter 39

I spent the early half of the day finalizing our travel plans with Mirko. He had our fake identities and our forged caravan papers ready to go. When I arrived in Flowst, I would become Byron. Invia would become Ithaca, and Purity would become Penny. Poor Purity still didn’t know my or Invia’s real names.

Mirko said that keeping some semblance of the original name made it easier to adopt as a new identity, and subconsciously, anyone looking for us under an alias would be biased against being suspicious of similar names.

Because what idiot would choose a fake name that close to their real name?

I took Mirko’s word for it. We reviewed the map to be sure of our route. Mirko also had alternative routes we could take if we didn’t feel safe taking a particular path for some reason, like word that bandit raids were high or a bridge washed out.

Then I spent the afternoon in the library. My pivot to antipaladin made me think about the choices Invia and Purity would soon be making for their classes. If they were asking for my input, their progression choices were really my choices. The stronger they were, the stronger I would be as their leader. I needed to take their progression planning as seriously as my own.

Aurketzu advised that we push Invia toward specializing in damage resistance. Antipaladin would deal a good bit of damage, and I’d likely pick up one or two more party members as well. A wizard or two, for example.

So the best use of Invia, in the short and long term, was for her to be my bodyguard. Inside the dungeon and out, her job would be to take damage on my behalf. I found it hard to argue with the logic. That was a good move for my survivability.

Selling Invia on it was the biggest potential snag. There wasn’t a way for me to disguise my intentions for more than two or three levels. When every recommendation I made was all about damage resistance, she would connect the dots.

So if I wanted it to happen, she would have to want to take that path. Knowing her, making her agree that it was the right decision was the only way to pull it off.

But how could I do that when I knew she would question anything that reduced her own power?

Even Aurketzu didn’t have a solution for that conundrum. Greed had always been our tool for manipulating her, which was like feeding wood to a fire. That very same greed would work against convincing Invia to double down on being a devoted tank.

If early efforts were unsuccessful, the more productive choice might be to drop the issue and push someone more pliable to be the party tank. That might not be so hard once we got to Flowst.

Purity’s role in the party was already well-defined. Protection and healing spells, like she used now, would continue to be her best contributions. The only real effort I needed to make there was to discourage her from choosing Holy spells. If I didn’t, it wouldn’t be long until she picked up Holy spells with a wide area of effect. For parties of all humans, that usually wasn’t an issue. As long as none of them were evil, the Holy spell would have no effect on them. Purity would make that assumption about me, and that’d be it, a brutally painful death.

Aurketzu was concerned about that possibility, and honestly, I was too. One taste of Holy magic was enough for me, and telling Purity I was an undead wasn’t an option. That was an even surer way to get wiped from existence.

I finished in the library in the late evening and decided a little fun with Itaa would be a nice conclusion for the evening. Her shop light was still on, and the store sign was still flipped to open.

When I stepped inside, Itaa leaned around a shelf and grinned when she saw me. “You’ll need to be gentle tonight.”

“What if I don’t want to?”

“I’ll make do.”

“Before we get too busy, I wanted to let you know I’m moving on as soon as the snow melts. Mirko’s pretty confident I can pick up a caravan contract when that happens.”

Itaa sighed. “This isn’t my first winter. I know how this works.”

“I still thought I owed you the conversation.”

“Well, that’s sweet. I’m a grown-up, though. You could try a nice slow apology if you want.”

Yeah, that did sound nice.

I smiled and flipped the sign. When I got back to the counter with Itaa, she frowned. “Is the door open?”

“No. I just locked it.”

“It just got really cold.”

“Did it?” I couldn’t feel minor temperature changes these days, between being undead and having Touch of Ice buffing my resistance to cold.

Itaa nodded and wrapped her arms around herself. “Oh gosh. Where’s this coming from?”

Now I could feel the cold.

“Flee!”

“What?”

A gust of air with the power of a battering ram burst through every window on the first floor, bringing the knife blade of a massive temperature drop with it. I reached for my sword but was blasted off my feet before my hand found the hilt. My head bounced off of something hard, maybe the edge of the counter, and my vision blinked in and out.

No, that wasn’t a blink. I was unconscious. I didn't remember the fall to the floor.

“Your demon has escaped the dungeon!”

Oh fuck. That blue cock gobbler was definitely stronger than me. Aurketzu didn’t need to tell me that. I remembered on my own just fine. But run? Run where, exactly? There was nowhere in Lopav that was any safer than Itaa’s.

I rolled. Spears of ice embedded into the floors and walls like a volley of arrows, striking where I sat a mere moment before. Itaa screamed somewhere, but I couldn’t look. All I could do was move, desperately trying to avoid the fury of the she-demon.

I wasn’t fast enough. A long shard of ice went through my thigh and then another through my side. They were so cold that they burned, driving the flesh not torn to shreds to frostbite in mere moments. Scrambling behind one of the few shelves still standing, I wracked my brain for any potential solutions.

There weren’t any.

I was going to die again.

“Are you willing to let your toy die for you?” the ice demon hissed. “If you surrender, I’ll spare her.”

Itaa cried, and then her wails were muffled, like a hand had been slapped over her mouth.

“I’ll even make it an oath. I’ll swear to spare her if you forfeit yourself, or I can kill her and spare you.”

“Kill her!” I yelled back without a thought.

Really? Did those words actually come from my own lips?

Your alignment has changed from Chaotic Neutral to Chaotic Evil.

Itaa begged, her lips moving so quickly that her words all slurred together, and then she shrieked in pain and kept shrieking. The she-demon had chosen to make it slow to make me listen.

An arc of white light flew in from the outside, slicing through the shelf I hid behind as it sped toward the demon. I heard voices praying, and the temperature began to rise, filling the room with a yellow glow.

The she-demon snarled and hurled a fury of ice over my head as if aiming to strike whatever threw the light. The temperature continued to rise, and my skin began to ache.

“Get out! This is Holy magic!”

I pulled myself to my feet, the effort taking every ounce of will I had as my vision blurred and faded. The room grew hotter and hotter. I pushed off with my good leg and dove–or violently fell might be more accurate—through one of the already-broken windows, landing in the snow outside. The cold felt so good on my skin.

“He will sell your souls!” the she-demon howled. “He is using you! He defiles your daughters! He is the enemy!”

The glow grew so bright I had to shield my eyes. A column of holy magic enveloped Itaa’s shop and punched into the sky, lighting up the town as if the sun had suddenly risen.

Dragging my limp leg through the snow, I tried to crawl. I was free of the Holy spell, but I could still feel its heat, feel its tongue lashing me like a snake on the hunt. Had to get away. Had to get away.

Lopav went dark again, and the night was silent. All I heard was footsteps crunching through snow.

“Dad!” A young man’s voice called. “He’s over here! He’s hurt bad!”

I felt hands press against my wounds. The pressure was agony.

“Hang in there, Hansen,” the voice said. “Slow breaths. Stay with me.”

Was that Charity’s twin brother? It must have been.

Godfried’s face appeared over top of me. “We need to get him to the healer. He’s losing too much blood.”

Was I… Was I just saved by a family of clerics?

“We were indeed,” Aurketzu laughed. “The Goddess came to your aid. Her followers believed that the demon was the true evil and not the man who so quickly sacrificed an innocent for his own gain.”

Itaa…

Aurketzu was right. I didn’t hesitate. As soon as it was between my life or hers, there was no question. I gladly threw Itaa to the wolves if it meant the chance to save myself. That was the obvious choice to make. The only choice to make. That was part of the point of surrounding myself with followers, after all. Anything trying to get to me would have to go through them first. Even if they could do no more than delay my enemy, as Itaa’s life had, they were useful to me.

And I didn’t feel guilty. On some academic level, I understood my choice to be reprehensible by the norms of this world, but those norms didn’t apply to me. I was above them. I was beyond them.

What a strange feeling this was. Not long ago I was preaching to Aurketzu about how I wouldn’t hurt anyone good, making it even more strange to me that I saw Itaa as disposable.

I wasn’t bothered by the strange feeling. It was more like an observation of my own growth, a new line of pencil on the wall to show far I had come.



The journey from Itaa’s to the healer’s was a blur. I can recall flashes of the night sky, glimpses of houses or trees as I was carried across town. The orange light of a lantern cut through the dark as the door to the healer’s opened, and then I was on a cot. Godfried stayed close to me. He spoke to the healer, and she spoke back, but their words were distant and garbled.

I did my best to focus.

“Her evil is all over him,” Godfried said. “We should purify him as soon as we can.”

“No!”

“No,” I coughed. “Not-”

The healer shushed me. “He’s too weak. We need to treat his injuries before we do anything else.”

“What good is saving the body yet losing the soul?” Godfried argued.

I told my hand to reach for Godfried, but no part of me moved. “Have… Have faith,” I managed.

Godfried looked down at me.

“Have faith,” I said again.

The old cleric frowned at me before nodding reluctantly. “We shall have faith, brother Hansen.”



I drifted in and out of consciousness as the healer treated me. Any time my eyes fluttered open, Godfried was there, watching me with concern. He tried to speak to me a few times, but I couldn’t hear anything he said.

All manner of potions and tonics went down my throat or were poured directly into my wounds. I didn’t feel my strength recovering, but the drifting had stopped, the feeling that little by little I was being pulled farther from shore. I wasn’t dying anymore.

How long they worked on me, I don’t know. At one point, I opened my eyes to find no one hovering over me, no one jamming this or that into one of my wounds. The room was lit by a single candle set somewhere across the room. Empty cots were to either side of me.

A shadow to my left stirred.

“You’re just impossible to kill, aren’t you?” Invia whispered.

I turned my head to her. The movement made me dizzy.

“Godfried is calling you a hero. He says you bravely fended off the demon long enough for him and his children to get there. It was her, right? The one from the dungeon?”

I nodded, regretting the motion immediately.

“You must have really screwed her over. Was it worth it?”

“Yes.”

“Heh.” Invia shook her head. “Itaa’s dead.”

“That’s… unfortunate.”

“Healer says you’ll be in bed for a month. I’ll let Mirko know in the morning.”

“No.”

“You can’t travel like this.”

“Afterglow will raise your strength and constitution,” Aurketzu said. “You will heal more readily.”

“How long will I need?” I asked her in my mind.

“Full recovery will be a month, but increased stats will make you mobile within a week.”

“Invia,” I whispered. “You don’t know what I’m capable of.”

“I’m just saying. There’s no-”

“Shut up. Our plans don’t change. You’ll see.”

“That’s just not possible.”

I looked Invia in the eye. “Stop talking and suck me until I cum. It will boost my recovery.” When she looked at me confused, I added, “Now.”

She glanced around and then lifted the blanket covering me just enough to slip her head under. I felt her tongue swirl around my tip.

Ahh. I felt better already.


Chapter 40

“Good to see you awake and cognizant,” Godfried said some several mornings later.

I didn’t know how long I had been in that cot. All I did was sleep, sip some awful soup the healer made, and fill Invia’s throat. My sense of time was utterly useless. I was far from fully recovered, but the healer remarked that I was improving exceptionally well, better than she would have expected.

Like Aurketzu said, the buff from Afterglow was a significant help, and Invia never denied me, so I had managed to keep the buff active.

“Purity wants to see you, but I’ve cautioned her,” Godfried said. “Her heart is not as strong as yours, I’m afraid. I fear seeing you like this would break her.”

“She’s stronger than she looks.”

“That may be so, but she is still my daughter. Now, I know it won’t be pleasant, but we should cleanse your soul now that you are stable. The demon’s evil is still dripping off of you.”

“No,” I replied with a wince.

“There is no choice to be made here. This must be done.”

“The Goddess tests us, does she not?” Aurketzu helped me rehearse these words in preparation for this very conversation.

“She does.”

“This is my test. I know this in my heart.”

“I admire your force of will, Hansen, but this degree of evil is all-consuming. It could taint your soul forever.”

“Has the healer told you about my recovery?” I asked.

“Yes. She says it has been exceptional.”

“Then have faith, brother. I know this is a test from the Goddess, and I will rise to meet it. If she believes I can overcome this, then I believe I can as well.”

Godfried frowned. “You are resolute. That much is obvious. Very well. I will pray for you, lending you any strength I can so that you may conquer this evil that attempts to consume you.”

“Thank you. May I speak with Purity?”

He nodded and stood. “Of course. I’ll send her in.”

Shortly after Godfried departed, Purity came in. She immediately sat next to me and took my hand in hers.

“I’m so glad you’re okay,” she said, tears pooling in her eyes. “I’ve been doing what you said. Every day I think of you, and it’s giving you strength like you said it would.”

“What do you mean?”

Purity blushed.

I checked my system menu:

Class: Viceroy, Tier 7 (750/6400)

That’s what she meant.

“Good girl,” I said. “Yes. It’s helping more than you know.”

“Vara has been doing it too.”

“You are both wonderful.”

“She also says you still want to leave as soon as we can,” Purity continued. “The pass is melting, but I’m worried about you. I don’t want you to push too hard too soon.”

“I’ll manage.”

“Mirko says there’s a caravan that gets us to a town near Flowst. He’s arranging for us to be on it.”

I wanted to protest, but I still felt like shit and was likely to feel that way for some time yet. Traveling alone, as much as I would have preferred it, would be a far bigger risk now. I was in no condition to fight off a raid with just Invia and Purity.

“That sounds good,” I said.

“The healer says you’ll be well enough for normal activity by then,” Purity added. “I didn’t tell her our plans, but I gathered you’d be fit enough to play the part of caravan escort. I’ll keep you out of danger while we’re on the road.”

I smiled. “You’re incredible.”

Purity smiled back and wiped her eyes.

“I need one more favor. Please keep your father from doing a cleansing ritual on me. I wasn’t strong enough to protect Itaa, and overcoming this is my penance. I need you to help him understand that.”

Purity nodded. “Anything you want.”

“Is there a way to hide my evil alignment?” I asked Aurketzu.

“Indeed. There are abilities, enchantments, and spells.”

“Reliable?”

“The check is still your level against theirs, in most cases.”

“Most cases?”

“There are many options, and we will have more resources in Flowst.”



I could feel it as soon as Afterglow expired, but as long as I kept that active, I could move around without much trouble. Walking along next to a caravan was going to be a challenge, but I didn’t have to be a good guard. The worst the merchants could do was fire me, and I’d be out of Lopav by then. I might have farther to travel than I wanted if that happened, but we’d make do.

The first caravan to arrive in Lopav was traveling to Borja right after, but the second was heading north toward Flowst. Not directly to Flowst, but close enough.

Godfried was still unaware of Purity’s intentions to run off with me, and there was a chance he would give chase when he realized she was gone. I couldn’t do much about that, but Purity was hopeful her goodbye note would be enough to deter him. She had a few pages written about how the Goddess wanted her to take this path and that she would write when she found a place where she could do the most good.

That wouldn’t be Flowst. That would be another town where we paid someone in the Thieves’ Guild to middleman any mail going to or from Purity. Anyone other than our little group would believe she lived there.

The night before we departed, Purity told her family that she and Invia were going to run the first floor of the dungeon early the next morning and not to expect her back until late that evening.

In truth, we were with the caravan and on our way out of Lopav, our new identities stuffed into our pockets.

Just because the pass was usable, however, didn’t mean that winter was over. The air was still cold, and if the road wasn’t covered in semi-frozen mud, it was blanketed with a layer of snow. Nothing the mules and wagons couldn’t handle, but I still felt brittle. A small slip felt like being run through with an ice spear all over again, and the effort it took to hike through snow was exhausting.

But I was alive. I could endure more misery than this if I had to. I had come too far to be defeated by a long walk.

Still, I wanted to take my mind off the pain whenever I could.

“Ithaca,” I said, using Invia’s new name. She walked along next me while Purity–now Penny–was a few wagons behind. When she didn’t respond, I repeated, “Ithaca, hey.”

Invia seemed to realize that was her name now and straightened up. “Sorry. What is it?”

“Have you put any thought into multiclassing?”

“My original plan was to go commander or fighter, but that was when I had access to my family’s money. It looks like I’ll be stuck at barbarian for a while.”

“What if you weren’t?” I asked.

“The volume of mana crystals I’d need is enough to buy a small house in the Capital. I won’t have that saved up any time soon, if ever.”

That was interesting. Invia had already accepted defeat. She didn’t believe she could multiclass on her own. That was an excellent opportunity for me.

“What if I covered the costs?”

Invia chuckled. “Yeah, okay.”

“Humor me. Would you multiclass if I could help you?”

“What’s the catch?”

“She is smart, but she also understands.”

“The only catch I see, and I think it’s a stretch to call it that, is that I’d want you to make build choices that helped the party, so all of us could get stronger.”

“What choices would those be?”

I shrugged. “That’s something we’d have to figure out together. I’m only as far as knowing I would gladly help you multiclass if it was good for the party.”

Invia looked me in the eyes. “You’re serious. You don’t have any doubts that you’ll be able to get the money.”

“I believe in us. You’re right that it’s a ways off, but give it some thought. If you tell me you’re open to it now, I’ll make it a part of our plans so we’re prepared if you decide to take me up on the offer.”

She nodded, already lost in thought. Her eyes drifted back to watching the road ahead.

“She is suspicious, but her greed whispers.”

We would need a fortune for both of us to multiclass.

Multiclassing was usually reserved for the elites of society for that very reason. A peasant could theoretically save up what they needed, but they were usually well past level 10 by the time they could. The XP requirements for any level after 10 were so substantial that a second class was only worthwhile if you could multiclass right at level 10. If you waited, you would get fewer abilities from your new class because of how slow level gains became.

All of the manuals I read in Lopav agreed that multiclassing any time after level 11 was counterproductive. You were better off chasing the late-level abilities of your original class.

The actual process of multiclassing was fairly simple. Once you had the requisite amount of mana crystals and were level 10 or higher, you had to meditate on your desired class with the mana crystals on your person–most people held them in a bag in their hands. When the process finished, the mana crystals were black sand, and a new class appeared in your menu.

Every level up after that, you could decide which class to rank up. The norm was to invest entirely in the new class from then on, but there were some builds that required leveling both.

In theory, unlocking a third class was possible. Your first class would have to reach tier 20 or your new class had to reach tier 10 for that to be an option, very few people gained enough levels to ever have to think about it. Godfried was level 35, and that made him one of the elite clerics in the kingdom. He might gain one or two more levels in his lifetime at most, so continuing to invest in the class he had made the most sense.

Aurketzu did not share my concern about generating the capital. “A viceroy thrives in a city. We will have more followers and more opportunities to improve our standing than simply dungeon crawling.”

“You’re that certain?”

“If a viceroy cannot afford to bolster his own strength, how can he ever build and equip the army he needs to rule? You will see the opportunities when they arise. Trust. Trust.”



Our second night on the road, goblins attacked the caravan while most of the camp slept. The guards on watch did their parts in raising the alarm.

I still felt like shit, but Purity had taken on the responsibility of keeping my Afterglow ability topped off. That was harder to do in a busy camp, and we got more than a few strange looks, but she did her part. And she did it with gusto. I was quite proud with how much her technique improved, driven by her simple desire to please me.

Unfortunately, neither Invia or Purity kept up with their self-pleasure duties, so I wasn’t gaining more will points on the road. If I had managed to keep Itaa alive, I might yet have a steady source.

Oh well.

Anyway. We were attacked by goblins, but I was up and armed as soon the cries of alarm began. Not actually sleeping made that easier for me. I had no sleepiness to shake off.

Sense Danger told me a threat was coming at me from my right. I spun, and my sword beheaded a goblin with ease. I had never fought goblins before, and I knew they relied on numbers more than individual strength, but I was astounded at how easy the kill was.

Five more of the green bastards came out of the dark, all wielding shitty wooden spears. I parried the thrust of one and activated Touch of Ice. The sudden chill stung the goblin’s hands, surprising him enough to drop his spear.

I stabbed him in the chest, my strength easily piercing its sternum, and used Touch of Ice again. The other four goblins watched wide-eyed as frost spread across their comrade.

Aurketzu laughed at them in my mind.

After another moment of assessing the danger, they turned and ran. Goblins were surprisingly smart when it came to their own survival. They must have decided my ice magic wasn’t worth testing any further.

The rest of the goblin raid withdrew a few seconds later. While half the guard kept watch, the other half looked for injured to treat.

I opened my system menu:

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 8 (4418/12800)

Holy fuck. Goblins were worth a whole 6 XP apiece. If I were healthier, I might have chased them into the forest, but seeing those gains made me glad I hadn’t. All that effort for 6 measly points? Not worth it. In fact, I was annoyed that they even bothered attacking me.

Pitiful creatures. How dare they waste my time?


Chapter 41

The first town we stopped in was smaller than Lopav, a simple farming community that made a few coppers from travelers passing through. The place was of so little consequence that I’ve forgotten its name.

Hmm. I wonder if it still even exists?

At any rate, the merchants immediately claimed every inn room there, leaving guards like us to camp with the wagons. We might not get warm beds that night, but Invia and Purity would be damned if we didn’t get a hot meal. I didn’t need the food, but I liked the idea of warming my stiff body.

When Purity traded her name for the name Penny, she traded her attire as well. Instead of wearing the robes of a cleric who worshipped the Goddess, she had a plain hunter green cloak with light leather armor beneath. Her dark hair looked better in the white robes, but seeing more of her petite form was a decent tradeoff.

Invia and I hadn’t needed to make such radical changes to our wardrobes. We had adopted the nondescript look of traveling mercenaries even before we left Borja. Nothing we wore would stick out the way a cleric’s robe would.

What did stick out was a swordsman wielding ice magic.

A barmaid set a frothy ale in front of me and pointed across the tavern. “Compliments of the lady,” she said.

A woman older than Itaa smiled back at me. Her hair was white with a few lingering streaks of chestnut, and her sharp cheekbones gave her jaw a sort of heart shape. Her face was wrinkled by age, but the way she carried herself suggested she had been a serious piece of ass when she was younger. She wore a pale blue cloak, richly embroidered with gold thread. Her riding boots were clean and perfectly polished.

She was with the caravan. I remembered seeing her and a much older man leaving the same carriage. I didn't see him in the tavern at present.

Aurketzu didn’t say anything, but I swear I felt her grinning.

I picked up the gifted ale and went over to her table. As I approached, she said a few words to the man across from her, a big hairy fellow with an even bigger sword. He looked at me dubiously but excused himself before I could say anything.

“Thank you for the drink, but I’m not sure what I did to earn it,” I said.

“Care to join me?”

I sat across from her and sipped my ale, waiting for her to speak. She watched me, still wearing that smile, but now that I was up close to her, I saw the gleam of a predator in her eyes.

“You protected me from goblins last night,” she continued. “I had the pleasure of watching your performance.”

“That’s the job.”

“I make it a point to show my appreciation regardless of whether or not I’m paying the person. If I don’t reward them with my attention, they might not do the same the next time.”

I nodded.

“You displayed an interesting skill last night. I’ve seen more goblin attacks than I can count, and it usually takes quite a bit of death before any choose to run. But with you? Two strokes of your sword, and they looked at you like you were the demon.”

After glancing around to see who might be listening, I said, “Thank you. If you didn’t mind, I’d prefer people didn’t know about my ability.”

“Oh sweetheart, I wouldn’t betray you like that, not after you fought to protect my life,” she cooed. “I’m in the market for a new bodyguard. Oli’s good enough, but he’s not much to look at. And he doesn’t have the skill that you do.”

“Tell me your name.”

“I’m Maria. Yours?”

+1 Will Point.

I activated Reward for the Loyal, and I swear I saw her pupils expand and contract in an instant when I did. Aurketzu had encouraged me to make my manner of speaking align with my goals as a viceroy exactly for opportunities like this one. Commanding her to tell me her name instead of asking was an easy excuse to use Reward for the Loyal. Making Reward for the Loyal that habitual would pay dividends in the long run.

And I agreed with Aurketzu’s logic. I should never pass up the opportunity to bend someone. The worst that could happen was that I’d never see them again. The best that could happen was something like this, an opportunity to ingratiate myself to someone who had money.

“Byron,” I answered. “What’s a bodyguard make these days?”

“Mine make 10 silver a day.”

That was a respectable sum. Someone could live comfortably and support a family on that and probably have some leftover to save too.

“That’s a good wage. I make more in dungeons, though.”

“And earns you experience points as well.”

I raised the ale as if to point at her. “Exactly.”

Her smile didn’t waver, but her eyes closed ever so lightly, exuding an unabashed sultriness. “I respect an ambitious man who minds his profits.”

“What else do you respect in ambitious men?”

She laughed, covering her mouth with a dainty gloved hand when she did. “Someone who takes what he wants when he wants it.”

“What about someone who makes what he wants come to him?”

“See? You’re fun. The life of a merchant requires long stretches of dreadful boredom, and a bodyguard like you would keep me safe and entertained. Then I’d have an excuse to take you to all the silly little parties my clients throw. I think you’d make those more fun too.”

“Do not make this one chase. She doesn’t need to be convinced, and she could be invaluable.”

“Mind if I ask who you’re traveling with? Boyfriend? Husband?”

Maria chuckled. “Lord Oliverry is a business acquaintance only. I’m not beating any dirt out of that rug.”

I leaned forward conspiratorially and lowered my voice. “In that case, I want you to invite me upstairs.”

“Do I seem so easy to woo?”

“I never said I’d say yes if you did.”

Maria bit her lip. “What would you say?”

“Find out.”

“Mr. Byron, would you like to accompany me to my room?”

+1 Will Point.

“Say please.”

She feigned a pouty look while her eyes blazed with desire. “Please, Mr. Byron.”

+1 Will Point.

“I accept, but be gentle.”

Maria practically dragged me up the stairs.



I had never been with a woman Maria’s age. Exactly what that was, I knew better than to ask. By my uninformed estimate, she had to be in the late chapters of her 60s. She didn’t care, though, and the more I learned about her background, the less I cared about her age as well.

Maria inherited the business from her father when her brother drowned in a rip current. Traditionally, the men of families followed in their father’s footsteps. What was a benign, entirely expected handoff when her brother was set to inherit the estate became more complicated when that handoff was to a woman.

Maria stepping in was seen as a charitable mistake on her father’s part. She wouldn’t have ever had a business that successful if it wasn’t handed to her, and her family would have been better off selling the business or hiring a proper male steward until she produced a son of her own.

She was in her 20s when she stepped up to lead the business, and she had had a chip on her shoulder ever since.

The family business: dyes, silks, and transport. The silks were imported. Some of the dyes were as well, but the majority of them were produced within the kingdom. She was looking to diversify with rare alchemical ingredients while also adding new routes for her shipping service.

Many of her clients were large guilds or noble families wanting consistency in their uniforms, tapestries, and other decorative fabrics. Most of those contacts wouldn’t have an interest in alchemical ingredients, but a few bigwigs would. Getting her foot in the door with them would be the anchor point she needed to expand into an entirely new market while using her existing infrastructure for shipments and deliveries to move product more swiftly.

She told me all of this in between me servicing her. Maria liked to be the center of attention, and having someone to listen and be impressed with her words was an important part of that it seemed.

Late in the night, Maria lay next to me, propped up on her elbow, running her pointer finger around my chest like she was fingerpainting.

“It’s a shame you aren’t traveling to Flowst,” she purred. “I wouldn’t mind a few more nights of your company.”

“What? Why would you say Flowst?”

“That’s where I’m going. I’ll spend the next few months there, but I know this caravan isn’t going that way.”

“What would you say if I told you I was going to Flowst?”

She narrowed her eyes, playfully suspicious. “I’d say you decided I was a good mark and changed your plans.”

“We were interested in the dungeon, my party and I, I mean. We wanted to get some practice in a jungle environment, maybe sign on officially with a guild.”

“Right.”

“I was thinking that was a nice coincidence,” I countered. “If you’re bored of me already, then just say so.”

“The bodyguard position is still open, you know.”

“Press. Press.”

A gentle push from Aurketzu was all I needed. “You’re right. Us going to the same place changes things. I’ll take the job, but I have conditions.”

“Oh my, a negotiation? Go on. Wow me.”

“I can only work nights, but I’ll also accompany you to any special event, whether or not it’s at night. I’ll entertain you if you’re awake, but if you’re asleep, I’m permitted to read while I stand guard. If you’re okay with that availability, then give me and my party a place to stay. We’ve got a deal.”

“Would you like your own assistant too? A driver, perhaps? You’re a pretty demanding bodyguard. Am I to assume your salary would best be measured in platinums then too?”

I shrugged. “If the lodgings don’t suck, I’d be fine working for tips alone.”

Maria laughed so loudly that she caught herself, covering her own mouth to quiet the outburst. “Tips only? You’ve got balls. I think I like it.” She tapped her lips. “You plan to do dungeon runs during the day, correct? I can’t have a bodyguard sleeping on the job.”

“That won’t be an issue. Promise.”

“Nights, parties, lodging, tips only. That’s the deal?”

I nodded.

“One more condition. Tell me where you learned that magic. I won’t tell anyone.”

“I tricked a demon to get it, and she came out of the dungeon and tried to kill me.”

Maria climbed on top of me and sat up, looking down into my eyes. “Bullshit.”

“You saw the wounds,” I said. She had seen everything, really. The bandages weren't hard to miss. “Almost killed me.”

“How does one trick a demon?”

Shaking my head and smiling, I said, “That wasn’t part of the deal.”

“I’ll get it out of you. Now, as my employee, I command you to get hard. I’m not satisfied yet.”



“What do you mean you took care of lodging?” Invia asked, walking next to me as the caravan continued on to its next stop.

“We have a place to stay in Flowst. I worked it all out.”

“For how long?”

“Indefinitely.”

Invia looked at me suspiciously. “What did you do for that woman? Sell yourself?”

“No, I negotiated a job offer from the Twin Hawk Trading Company, and that job gives us a place to stay. When I saw the chance to save on those costs, I knew I had to take it. Like you said the other day, multiclassing won’t be cheap. Every little bit helps, right?”

“That’s true.”

“And my hours won’t cut into our dungeon running time.”

“Well,” Invia said with a nod, “I’m impressed.”

“For the good of the party. Since we’re talking about the future, I could use your help with something.”

Invia looked at me and cocked her head. “What is it?”

“Help me recruit young adventurers when we get to Flowst. The more Loyalty Pledges I collect, the more I can invest in buffing your upgrades. We don’t need them to become party members or anything. At least, that’s my hope. We won’t know about the limitations until we try, you know?”

“We have talked about this before.”

“Sort of,” I replied. “You playing wingwoman is not the same as being an active recruiter.”

Invia thought. “By young adventurers, I assume you mean young female adventurers. You want me to just feed them to you?”

“Yes.”

“My abilities only work if we’re helping each other. I was thinking we could do some low-level escort runs to help new adventurers gain a few levels. Mentorship.”

Invia rolled her eyes. “Mentorship. Right. What do they need to do to be the most useful to us?”

“Itaa-level rewards would be great for all of them, but anyone doing the same daily chores as you and Purity is worth recruiting too.”

“Convenient how this always comes back to you getting off,” Invia said. “If I didn’t see the benefits, I’d never for a minute believe your abilities were real.”

“Then I’m glad you see the benefits. I hope you see that they’re growing as well.”

Invia smirked. “I do. That’s why I’ll feed you as many women as you want.”

“Beautiful words.”

Aurketzu only had a glimpse of what I had gone through with Invia. To hear Invia say that was almost as good as her gagging on my sword.


Chapter 42

I made it a point to spend some time with Purity over the next few days of guarding the caravan. She was as soft-spoken as ever, but she opened up when I asked her about the sort of charity work she wanted to do in Flowst. My offer to put a percentage of our earnings into those efforts was sincere, and it still stood. A small army of women like Purity would be an endless well of will points, but Aurketzu pointed out another benefit.

“A viceroy’s reputation can easily consume itself,” she said. “The association with selfless acts of good will weaken the unsavory truths that will spread. The reveal of your true nature is inevitable. The benefits or damages of that reveal are very much not set in stone.”

“I heard you and Invia talking about multiclassing,” Purity said quietly. “Would I be allowed to multiclass?”

Shit. Three multi-class efforts to fund? I was beginning to think I might have to outright rob Maria to pull this off.

“Allowed?” I replied. “It’s your build. You make those decisions.”

“But still…”

“What’s on your mind?”

“I always wanted to become a priestess, but my father was against multiclassing. I didn’t think I’d ever have the chance to make a different choice until I met you.”

“What makes you want that instead of continuing with cleric?”

“I like the focus on support and prayer of a priestess. Most clerics are warriors of some kind, at least a little bit.”

“The priestess path is filled with Holy spells and Holy augments. This cannot come to pass.”

“I know,” I told Aurketzu in my mind. To Purity, I said, “Yeah, priestess is a strong class. If you never expected to have this freedom, maybe it would be a good idea to think on it more? After all of the conversations we’ve had about religion, I mean. You can do anything you want with your build and your life. Take your time deciding.”

“You think I should stay cleric.”

I shook my head. “That’s not it at all. I think you should look at all of your options because it sounds like you never really got to. If priestess still ends up the winner, great. But there’s always the chance you like something more.”

“Like what?”

“You could multiclass into wizard and focus on white magic. Your role in the party wouldn’t change, but maybe the spells you can access with that path are more useful in the long run. Holy is awesome if you have something vulnerable to it, but it’s useless when you don’t, right? A non-Holy spell would let you contribute damage any time you wanted.”

“Forbid her from choosing priestess. Make her feel your will.”

I tried to ignore Aurketzu.

Purity walked several steps before speaking again. “Serving the Goddess was always important to me, though. Serving her tenets still matters to me even if I question how she is worshipped or how little she sees.”

“Do you have to be a priestess to serve the Goddess?” I asked.

“I guess not, technically.”

“There's nothing wrong with the priestess class, just to be clear. All I'm saying is that you owe it to yourself to look at your options. What appeals to you most about priestess?”

“You do not need these games. Command her!”

“I can use it to help people,” Purity replied.

“What if another class could help more people than priestess?”

“I'd want to do the one that helps the most.”

“How about we go to the library when we reach Flowst and look at your options together?”

“I'd like that. How are you feeling?” she asked.

“I'm feeling pretty good these days,” I answered. “Thanks to you and Ithaca. You two really took care of me. Makes me even more excited for Flowst.”

Purity kicked a rock. “How are you certain we will do that well there?”

“If we could pull that much loot out of the Lopav dungeon, I think we will do fine in Flowst.”

“Even though it's more competitive?”

“Bigger too, though.”

“That's true,” Purity replied. “Will we get a bigger party?”

“Probably eventually. I'm not in a rush, and waiting for the right fit sounds better to me.”

“I'm excited too.”

I bumped shoulders with Purity. “Yeah?”

She giggled. “Yeah.”

“I’m glad.”



We were one night away from the next town on the route, which was also the town where our party would split off and travel the rest of the way to Flowst on our own. Watch rotations went like normal, and I was stuck waiting for the night to end as always. When Purity came off of her shift, though, she slipped into my tent to spend the rest of the night in my bedroll.

To me, Purity’s attachment seemed surprisingly strong relative to how long we had known each other, but Aurketzu said that Purity’s behavior was not surprising. She was already ripe for bending, and on a long enough timeline, the attached adoration she showed was one of the most common outcomes.

“Invia followed a similar path, no? Once the door is unlocked and has begun to open, the hardest moments are over. She bends in a different direction, but she bends just as much.”

I could see her point. Invia was resistant for a while, but when the floodgates opened, progress surged. She expressed it differently from Purity, but she still expressed it. Purity was far more loyal, though.

Aurketzu said I would come to learn a few more archetypes as our training continued. I looked forward to it.

Besides, Purity was sweet. She made me feel less like a monster. I liked that.

I heard the gentle crunching of feet walking over dead leaves, which was strange. They came from the direction of the watchman posted at my corner of camp. The watch rotation wasn’t set to change for at least another hour and a half, and if this was a rotation, someone would have walked out of camp first. Only then would the relieved mercenary come this way.

I reached for my sword and gently nudged Purity awake with my other hand. She didn’t make any noise, only lifted her head. As soon as she saw me shushing her, she understood.

Two more sets of footsteps came our way, but they followed the first past our tent.

“These are no mere bandits.”

“How can you tell?”

“They did not strike even though they believed you to be asleep. Bandits would not ignore such an easy kill. All mercenaries are threats whether or not they are on watch.”

Interesting. That made sense, so what kind of motivations would someone have to have to justify sneaking through camp like this? Maybe they were after a specific item. A targeted score would be suited for a stealthy infiltration, but that didn’t feel right.

What if the target was a person?

I waited to see if more footsteps would come out of the woods. When none did, I slipped out of my tent and followed. They passed by one carriage and then another. At the third, they circled. One reached for the handle while the other readied a knife for the bodyguard sleeping on the opposite side.

That was Maria’s carriage. She and Lord Oliverry were inside.

“Patience. The bodyguard’s death would serve us well. She will need you more with him gone.”

That was a really good observation. So this would come down to timing. I had to wait long enough for them to kill the bodyguard but not so long that they succeeded in killing Maria or her companion. Either or both could be the mark. I decided that one of the assassins opening a carriage door would justify attacking before the bodyguard was out of the way. Maria was too good of an asset to put at substantial risk.

The assassin closest to the bodyguard crouched low, blade in hand. The attack was silent, but I heard the soft bubbles of someone gurgling blood through their throat. I readied myself to attack.

“Delay for ten seconds. He could yet survive if a healer acts too swiftly.”

I counted down, but I only got to six before a hand grasped a handle on the carriage. One assassin was on either side of the carriage now while the third played lookout.

The lookout saw me coming. It couldn’t be helped.

I used Ghostly Feint. Though my sword thrust at the man’s stomach, he saw an image of my strike coming down from overhead. It wasn’t an incredibly complex illusion, more like the glimmer of an image to distract someone, but it was enough. My sword slid through his gut, though it wasn’t fatal. I managed to wrap his sword arm with my free arm to prevent a counterattack, but I didn’t see the knife in his offhand quickly enough.

Had it not been for Sense Danger, I might have missed it entirely. I blocked with my forearm, opening a nasty cut but sparing my throat from the same fate.

“Call for help. You have done enough to earn the leverage we seek.”

“Bandits in the camp!” I yelled. “Bandits in the camp!”

The assassin who knifed me was still fighting. His arm cocked back for a stab. I activated Touch of Ice, sending a wave of frostbite through his intestines. That was enough for his muscles to stiffen, halting his attack.

I yanked my sword free and slid back, ready to defend against another knife attack, but the assassin was done fighting. His legs gave out, and he collapsed on his back. His hands moved slowly and probed at the gaping wound in his midsection. His face was white and his eyes were wide.

He looked at me. His eyes begged for help, for mercy.

A few seconds later, other mercenaries were on the remaining two assassins. I felt a warm comfort on my gash and turned to find Purity healing me.

When I looked back, all of the assassins were dead. Overwhelmed by numbers, they didn’t stand a chance. Two people knelt by the bodyguard. One shook their head. It was too late to heal him.

“I’m good,” I said to Purity. “Go check on Miss Maria and Lord Oliverry.”

“But your arm.”

“It’s not bleeding anymore. Go check on them, and then see if any of our people need healed.”

“Why do you send the cleric instead of seeing her yourself?”

In my mind, I answered, “If I tell Maria what I did, it will sound like bragging. If Purity tells her, I look more selfless, especially if I’m out here searching for more assassins in the dark.”

“Were I in my body, I would reward you for thinking as you do.”

An hour later, an immediate search of the surrounding wilderness turned up three horses but no other assassins. One of the mercenaries was a ranger, and he sounded certain that only three people rode in for the attack. He saw no signs of any others.

As I walked back toward my tent, Invia stopped. “Miss Maria wants to see you,” she said with a grin. “Better go pay the rent.”

“Very funny.”

Invia shrugged. “I’ll help you with her when she’s ready. It’ll be like that night with Itaa.”

Itaa… I heard her screaming in my mind sometimes, the shriek she made right before she died.

I moved on from Invia and found Purity standing on the step of the carriage, her head inside.

“You wanted to see me?” I said, when Purity moved out of the way.

“I’m told I owe you my life now,” Maria said. She seemed surprisingly calm for having just survived a murder attempt, one that killed one of her employees. Lord Oliverry was similarly calm, for that matter.

This was my closest ever look at Lord Oliverry. He was a wiry man who had long gone gray, his body wrinkled and liver-spotted. Though he was ancient, he was well dressed. That man may have never touched anything but silk in his life.

“Are you okay?” I asked Maria.

“I’m marvelous. I’m alive, aren’t I? But it seems I have an open position that I need to fill immediately. How do you feel about starting early?”

“As in at the next town?”

“As in now,” she answered.

“I’ll stay close when I can, but I was hired to protect the whole caravan. It may not be my choice.”

“You adorable little deer. I own this caravan. If I want to move a guard, then I move a guard.”

I looked at Purity. She shrugged and nodded.

She didn’t really have a say, but I wanted her to feel like she did.

“I’ll move my tent over here. Still a few more hours until sunrise.”

“Press. Press.”

"Alright, Miss Maria, go back to bed. We’ve got it from here.”

Maria held her smile but narrowed her eyes, as if deciding to tolerate me or not. A moment later, she shut the door and blew out the lantern she had lit inside.

+1 Will Point.

“You are performing admirably, viceroy. Mere days ago, you lamented the costs of multiclassing, and yet, you now sleep next to a living bag of gold pieces. And she very much wants you to reach in and take it all.”


Chapter 43

The next stop was Lamburg, a decently sized town. As soon as Maria and Lord Oliverry were ready, we would continue on to Flowst, another day and a half up the road.

I realized that this unexpected opportunity with Maria had evolved to the point that it hurt the cover story Mirko crafted for us. If that was her caravan, she could easily reassign me, but that meant the paper trail changed. Byron, Ithaca, and Penny would now be on record traveling out of Lopav and then with Maria to Flowst.

That’s what I thought, but that night, she told me differently after insisting I stay in her room for “added security.” We both knew she just wanted to get off, but I was fine with it. They were free will points as far as I was concerned.

“I saw that this was a guild job you took,” Maria said.

Her silver silk robe was tied, but the top was loose, and she seemed to enjoy me looking at her chest.

“I know how particular guilds can be, especially to newer members, so don’t worry. My people will report that you stayed with them for the entirety of the route. You’ll get good marks from us when we confirm the job with your guild.”

I exhaled. That was great news.

“Thank you,” I said. “That’s a big help.”

“I hope you’re learning that I take care of my own,” she purred. “If you continue to impress, you’ll live a comfortable life.”

“Do you know who sent them?”

Maria shrugged. “I might.”

“That might be helpful for me to know.”

“Profit is an all-consuming effort. Every relationship, every conversation, every battle, every opportunity–profit. A king who can’t win a war may trade his daughter for peace. A merchant who can’t win with trade may attempt to wage war.”

“Murder.”

“Mmhmm.”

“Do you know or not?” I asked again.

“I can think of only two merchants who would have the means and the backbone to hire assassins. When we get to Flowst, I’ll be able to confirm who, but the most dangerous possibility is that it is someone I would not expect.”

“This ally understands the value of knowledge. How refreshing. How useful.”

“That’s enough business talk,” Maria said.

She turned her back to me and dropped her silk robe. Though she was older, her body was still impressive. It might not be my toy of choice, but I could enjoy it nonetheless.

Maria looked back over her shoulder with a devious smile. “I’d like to watch you pleasure me now.”

“Say please.”

She spun to face me, posing like a nude sculpture. “Won’t you please make me cum?”

+1 Will Point.

I activated Reward for the Loyal.

“Good girl,” I said, moving toward her.

“I don’t know how you’re doing it, but if anyone else talked to me that way I would have their balls. With you though… I like it for some reason.”

Then she fell back on the bed and spread her legs.



Somehow, I suspected that Mr. Throat Gurgles the Bodyguard had fewer responsibilities when he was Maria’s bodyguard. For my part, more of my work was spent being a male escort than it was being part of her security team. I mean, I guess I was close by if something were to happen. My back was also turned a lot, and my head was often down, but oh well.

The important thing was that little by little, I bent Maria. Aurketzu warned that someone with more life experience would be more resilient to Reward for the Loyal. Maria had a lot of practice resisting manipulation. All that meant for me was that I’d have to be more patient with Maria than I was with Invia and Purity.

What I stood to lose by blowing it with Maria went well beyond the lodging she would provide us. All that money? All those connections?

That was worth more than a few orgasms.

Suffice it to say, I kept busy on the ride to Flowst. Maria picked up a new driver, two other bodyguards, and also horses for myself, Invia, and Purity. The distance we traveled could have taken more than four days as part of a merchant caravan, but with a carriage and horses for everyone, we made good time. Two nights later, we spotted Flowst in the distance, nestled against a wide river.

The white limestone walls were as tall as the largest watchtower in Borja, and the dense city within had similar spires of white scattered throughout, with a proper castle of the same gleaming white stone perched on the highest hill.

Night had fallen by the time we crossed the valley and reached the main bridge into Flowst. Longer and wider than any bridge I had ever seen, the crossing was a small town in its own right.

Getting from riverbank to riverbank covered the same distance as the full width of Lopav and several docks along either side of the structure. If you could see it from above, I bet all the docks jutting out made the bridge look like a fat centipede.

This bridge was busier than some seaports. Imports came up the river from the ocean, and pretty much all of the few dozen towns spread across the rest of the river had some sort of business in the city, so Flowst saw a steady flow of products going up and downstream as well.

Lanterns lit the way, but the width of the bridge was such that a shadow ran up the middle. The light sources on either side couldn’t reach far enough across the bridge to keep it lit, so it too seemed like its own river of darkness with carriages riding up and downstream.

Maria’s driver flashed a set of papers at one of the guards at the gate. After only a glance, he waved us through.

Flowst streets were narrow, and the three- and four-story buildings crammed wall-to-wall literally leaned over them. Most of the upper floors were additions built over a long period of time, and there seemed to be a tradition of making the next floor up two or three feet longer than the one below. They found that extra space by building over the street.

Even though night had fallen, the city was very much alive. I regretted riding a horse into town. I was not a good enough rider to manage the hundreds of potential spooks and startles. But another hour later, we arrived at Maria’s.

She owned half the block. The warehouse looked like it had been built all at once and relatively recently, and it took up the most space. Maria’s Flowst residence was the next largest structure. Three of Itaa’s shops could have fit the length of the lot, and then it rose up a solid five floors. The same white limestone used in the walls was used for her home as well, so under the stars and lit by lanterns, it almost appeared to glow.

A pair of workers opened two garage doors on the side of the warehouse, and stableboys appeared to hold our horses while we dismounted.

“Escort Lord Oliverry home, and take the next three days off,” Maria said. “Then we will have breakfast to set your schedule. For now, rest.” She turned to one of the many workers moving about inside the warehouse. “Show them to the foreman's apartment. Make sure he gets the master.”

Maria indicated she meant for Invia and Purity to leave me the master.

Then she looked back at me. “If you give me gruff over taking the biggest room, I’ll fire you right here.”

“I’ll take the master.”

“Good. Thank you for minding Lord Oliverry’s safety. After that, sleep well, and enjoy the city.”

Maria was gone a moment later, and the girls followed a sweat-soaked man to the back of the warehouse and up five flights of stairs. Meanwhile, I climbed onto the wagon next to the driver and rode to the opposite side of Flowst and out the gate. We clopped by several palatial estates belonging to nobles and then entered farmland. We were perhaps an hour from the city at this point.

In Flowst, farming was big business. I thought of farms as being small family operations, but in this city big farms were run as massive operations, and the successful business owners had a lot of land and mansions to match. Lord Oliverry was one such businessman, a baron of wheat by the looks of it. He didn’t speak a word to me or the driver when he exited the carriage. His servants unloaded his luggage, and then we were on our way back to Flowst.

The carriage driver was in his fifties, I believed, and he went by the name “Bobby Buckboard.” I thought that was weird, so I just called him Bobby. We exchanged a few pleasantries, but we were both tired, so we talked very little. When we returned to the warehouse, he pointed me in the direction of my apartment. I remembered what stairs Invia and Purity took, though.

Most of those stairs were exposed to the open space of the warehouse, but they ended by going up into a loft level. There was one door for the small landing at the top.

This wasn’t what I had pictured when Maria offered us lodging. A dirty corner of her warehouse loft was fine, but I would have-

Oh shit.

The landing was as plain and utilitarian as the rest of the warehouse. The wooden door was unremarkable with an old cast iron handle.

It was unlocked. Invia and Purity came to the door to greet me. Invia handed me a key.

Stepping into the apartment was like passing through a portal. One second, I was in a dingy commercial building, and the next, I was walking across polished wood floors in an opulent apartment. We had a full sitting room, a proper kitchen, and four bedrooms, each with its own bath.

Skylights lined the ceiling. Right now, they provided a view of the stars. I imagined the space would be quite bright in daylight

“Maria’s man said we will have duplicate keys made in the morning,” Invia explained. “They change the linens every Friday, at which point, they will also launder any items we leave in our room baskets. They’re right by the door. He said if you do not wish for your room to be disturbed, set the basket outside of your door and shut it. Did I miss anything?”

Purity shook her head as she yawned.

Invia had bags under her eyes.

“I’m going to find my room,” I said.

The master bedroom was at the far end of the hall and was the only room with windows that weren’t skylights, giving me a view of the street we came in on. My space had its own couch, a four-post bed, a dresser, an armoire, a small desk with a chair, and a clawfoot tub. A robe and fresh towels sat on its edge.

“Wow,” I whispered to myself.

“Ah, you’ve finally gotten a taste.”

“A taste of what?”

“The spoils of success, and this is but a crumb of what you will gain as a viceroy.”

“Sounds good to me.”

Someone knocked on the front door. When I got across the apartment, Purity had already answered it. She walked toward me with a tray of meats, cheeses, and fruits.

“There’s a bottle and glasses out there still,” she said. “I didn’t have enough hands.”

A bottle of red wine and three glasses were just outside of the door. I grabbed them.

I set the wine and glasses on the dining room table, next to the food tray. “Did they say anything?”

Purity shook her head. “There was only the food and wine. Whoever delivered it was already gone.”

Maria was a class act. She was using me for her own entertainment, but she was also smart about it. I found myself feeling sparks of loyalty for her. She made the work rewarding and life comfortable, and we had only just gotten to Flowst.

Huh. She was using the approach I argued with Aurketzu about. Maria was tough, but she didn’t hesitate to reward someone either.

“What do you think?” I asked Purity as I searched kitchen drawers for a corkscrew.

“It’s really nice. Miss Maria is pretty generous.”

“She certainly is.” Found it! A moment later, I had the wine uncorked.

“What do you need done tomorrow?” Purity asked.

“Not taking the day off?”

“I’d rather stay busy.”

“You could check in on dungeon passes, if you wanted,” I said. “Getting the lay of the land wouldn’t be a bad idea either. Just walk around, explore, see where shops are, that kind of thing.”

“I can do that.”

“Great, but it’s also okay to rest a bit. We should all be as fresh as possible for our first run. That’s the most dangerous run, I think. The more we learn about the dungeon and its patterns, the safer we are, so every trip is a little safer than the rest.”

Purity grinned. “I’ll be sure to rest. I promise. What do you have planned?”

“Check out a guild contact Mirko recommended and see what material we can find on the dungeon. We’ve got studying to do.”


Chapter 44

I passed what was left of the night in a hot bath, talking to Aurketzu about plans and contingencies. She wasn’t as opposed to my interest in the Thieves’ Guild as she was previously, thanks to Godfried’s book, but she was still skeptical about the rewards. The idea of trusting people operating purely on greed was difficult for her to accept. She believed that motivation made an eventual betrayal inevitable.

Aurketzu’s vision of power skewed to conquering whole kingdoms. That didn’t sound appealing to me. I didn’t know what I wanted, but I knew that commanding militaries and executing traitors wasn’t it. If she wanted to do that when she got her own vessel, fine.

Thinking that far ahead also felt like a form of overconfidence to me. Eyes that far up the road make you more susceptible to screw-ups immediately in front of you. My dad used to say that.

My dad.

How long had it been since I thought about him? Had it been a month? More?

Finding him was my motivation in the first place, and I forgot about it entirely. I wanted to blame it on how hard we were training, but the truth was it became less and less important to me. Not consciously, but my pursuit turned more into one for power instead of one for justice.

And he could be alive. Invia said that was a long shot, given the stakes for the ring and what she had known them to do before, but I should still try. He wouldn’t give up on me if our roles were reversed. Get stronger. Establish myself with power and resources. Find my dad. That was always the plan.

A paranoid pang stabbed my stomach. Could Aurketzu be manipulating me? A kidnapped father was something any normal person would remember. If I lost sight of that, it was still my fault. Whether I forgot him outright or let Aurketzu influence the thoughts away, my choices were still to blame.

Next tier, I was taking Mind Armor. I needed to keep that in my sights. If I wasn’t careful, it would slip my mind again, or I would be convinced to pick something else instead, something that wouldn’t protect my mind from Aurketzu’s trickery. If she was using an ability like Reward for the Loyal, the longer I waited, the less likely I was to have the willpower to defy her.

I checked my progress toward tier 8:

Viceroy, Tier 7 (1760/6400)

Ingratiating myself to Maria had driven my will points up by a few hundred, but 6400 felt so far away. I wanted- No, I needed Mind Armor as soon as possible. That was three or four Itaa-Invia level sessions at best, and even if Invia played wingwoman for all of those, we wouldn’t earn as much because Invia and I had trod that ground already. I had trod all of her ground at that point. At least, all the ground I could find so far.

Aurketzu had little to no advice for me on this front. Calculated maneuvers, a clever tongue, and a willingness to sacrifice–She was, perhaps, a master of all those qualities, but that was different from milking every will point possible from a woman.

A female viceroy doesn’t have much of an issue finding new meat. Most of Aurketzu’s advice boiled down to orgies in some form or another, but I couldn’t hit up five people for group sex just because I felt like it. A woman had the clear advantage in will points specifically because they could always find someone to fuck.

Always.

That wasn’t the case for me. I needed new ideas, new inspiration to get more out of Invia and Purity.

And I needed more women.



I wanted to get a tattoo to help me remember my father, something I would see several times a day to keep his face fresh in my mind. I told Aurketzu I wanted it to honor his memory, but she convinced me an exposed tattoo like that was a risk. It made us more identifiable and memorable in situations where we would wish to be overlooked.

And she was certainly right about that, especially if we went deeper with the Thieves’ Guild and needed to sneak around or use disguises.

So I decided on a ring, something temporary and removable. Aurketzu pointed out that a ring I wore all the time was not so different from a tattoo that never rubbed off.

Good gods, what wouldn’t put me at risk and ensure that I was the one in control of my thoughts?

I scrapped the ring idea too.

I was out of ideas, so I tracked down the Flowst chapter of the Dungeon Brawlers. Unlike the Borja chapter, which looked like a business that had already been abandoned, the Flowst chapter had a proper guild hall. Not the biggest, but there was seating enough for twenty or thirty people to eat, drink, and swap stories. There was a five-person party doing just that when I walked in, and a party of four came in behind me.

My adventuring experience was limited, so I couldn’t readily guess the caliber of any given adventurer, but the three men and one woman who came in behind me were fierce and statuesque. Their gear looked expensive, and their chiseled bodies were perfectly groomed. A tall, full-bodied blonde in gray leathers led, followed by two lean and athletic men with beards and one man who was bigger than three of me put together, all muscle.

Yeah, these were high-level adventurers. They had to be. When they took a table, I realized I had been staring and forced my attention back to why I had come to the guild hall in the first place.

There was a set of stairs to the second and third floors at the back of the hall. I’d later learn that the second floor was all bunks for guild members, and the third floor had offices for guild leadership. I also learned later on that the basement was a vault, a proper one with reinforced walls and a lock system that fought back if it detected signs of tampering.

A young blonde woman was at the main counter. She beckoned me over as soon as she saw me. Apparently she recognized the look of someone new to town and new to the guild.

“Are you from another chapter or looking to sign on?”

“I’m not a member but hoping to be. I was actually told to give you these when I got here. They might help things along.”

The girl accepted the three papers I passed her. One page was a summary of my party’s gross profit from dungeon runs, one was a letter of recommendation from Mirko, and one was a quest slip, something a traveling adventurer could show other chapters. Members on active quests usually got some level of priority, because it looked bad if the guild didn’t close jobs, but more than that, the quest slip quickly established what you were trying to accomplish, making it easier to get the help you might need from locals.

Her face hardened as she skimmed through the documents.

“I need to check something. I’ll be right back.”

I never had the chance to protest. She spun and went up the stairs too quickly for me to act. A few minutes later, the receptionist returned and instructed me to go to the third floor and to use the door at the end of the hallway.

She hadn’t brought any of the papers back, and I wasn’t sure if that was good, bad, or meaningless. Having no other choice, I climbed the stairs, knocked, and opened the door.

The guild master’s office wasn’t palatial by any stretch, but there was enough room for a small sitting table as well as a desk. The back wall was all windows overlooking the streets. The curtains were drawn when I got there, though.

A middle-aged woman sat behind the desk. She was bulkier than the average woman, clearly quite strong, and her brown hair looked well-brushed.

“Sit, please,” she said, gesturing to a chair. “I’m Trina, you’re Byron, great. You were a candidate under Mirko, huh? Haven’t heard that name in a while, but he’s solid. I trust his judgment.”

“Thank you. Yeah, he was good to my party and me.”

“Don’t tell me what the first score was. Information has a way of slipping through the cracks in the floorboards, so we only share what needs to be known. I do know that it was a good one, though. Marks well above average.”

“Marks?”

“Your grade.”

“I thought it was pass-fail. I didn’t know I was being graded.”

“Hun, there is no moment in your life where you are not being graded by someone or something.”

“The mind on this one is formidable.”

She flipped to the next page. “And these dungeon numbers are so good I’d say they were doctored, but Mirko helps you there too. He wouldn’t bullshit a report like this. You have my attention. What do you want?”

“I want to earn my place and join the guild.”

“Why?”

“Well, there are a lot of reasons.”

“Name some.”

“They all come down to either wanting to make money or level. I figure that will raise my station socially if I decide I want that.”

Trina nodded. “Pretty standard response from our members. Alright, I’ll set up your second trial, and the pre-test is following our fucking rules. If you can’t do that, I can’t work with you.”

“Understood.”

“Rule number one: Nobody does a job in this town without going through me first. There are a lot of pieces moving around on boards you’ll never even see. Looping me in keeps us from tripping over each other out there or walking into a bad situation totally blind.

“Rule two: Keep your fucking mouth shut. If someone tells you something, you better have a real good reason for telling that something to someone else. If a member gives you information, any kind at all, assume that you are not to disclose it. Information is the most valuable resource in our business, so handle it like it might explode in your pants.

“Rule three: No murders on the job or that could affect guild business. Offing marks draws the wrong kind of attention and far too much scrutiny. You have to stab someone? Fine. Make sure they’re not a member, and you better get away with it.

“Last rule: Keep the brawlers in the dark. Brawler is what we call a guild member who isn’t on the inside. To them, we’re one of a few dozen adventuring guilds doing the same kind of work all adventuring guilds do. Everyone you saw downstairs is a brawler, for example. It’s your responsibility to be a normal guild member any time someone might be watching.”

“Even the higher-level members?” I asked.

“We have a competent strike team that is all brawlers. Leena heads up that effort, and she usually runs with three long-time adventuring partners.”

“Fancy armor?”

“So you’ve seen them. Good. Again, these rules are non-negotiable. I don’t do second chances.”

I nodded along. All of that sounded reasonable to me, and I liked that there was an emphasis on compartmentalizing information. That meant unusual observations about me or insights into who I might be were less likely to spread among members.

If the rules were followed as well as Trina implied, that is.

“If normal guild members are brawlers, what do you call the ones who aren’t?” I asked.

“Pass the test, and we’ll tell you. Now, it will be some time before I have a test ready. As much as I wish loot appeared when I snapped my fingers, it doesn’t. Sometimes you wait a while, sometimes I’ve got something by the next morning. Just how it is. Mirko said you worked with two other adventurers a lot. How much do they know?”

“They’re brawlers, and that’s how they see me as well.”

“Excellent,” Trina said. “Bunk space is first come, first served. They’re welcome to join the guild with you, so if you need a place to stay until you get your bearings, you got one.”

“Thank you, but we took care of that already.”

“When did you get into town?”

“Last night.”

“Which inn are you in? The ones nearest to the bridge steal more than we do.”

I shook my head. “No inn. We have an apartment.”

Trina narrowed her eyes. “You have that kind of coin as a candidate?”

“No, the apartment belongs to my boss. She’s letting us use it while I do security for her.”

“Who’s your boss?”

“Maria, Twin Hawks Trading Company.”

Trina whistled. “You’re pretty well beyond cutting purses for bread money. Damn. That’s a hell of a get. That golden goose lays a lot of eggs, and the intel that comes with it? You’ll be able to stay nice and busy.”

“It’s probably not my place to ask, but I’d like to preserve that relationship for as long as possible. If she starts thinking that-”

The guild master waved her hand. “Inside jobs always get sniffed out, and even if they didn’t, cutting off that flow of information will cost you more than it makes. Don’t worry, we don’t burn our members. Now that we know you’re there, I can keep you from getting tripped up by another member’s score. Twin Hawks is definitely still a target even though you’re on the inside, but it changes the math on what we’re willing to approve, and it gives me the chance to make sure you’re as far from being a suspect as possible when a job does go down.

The more Trina talked, the happier I was that I took a chance on this path. Even if I never took a single job, the knowledge of what jobs might affect me was invaluable for multiple reasons, not just my basic survival.

“Remember that she is one of the guild elite. Do not assume that the others are as wise.”

That was actually a fair point. Regardless, I liked what I heard.

“I have one more question,” I said. “My party wants to do more with helping young adventurers get started and learn the ropes. Is that something I’d be able to help with here?”

Trina shot me a skeptical glance and revisited the documents Mirko provided. “Level 8 Fighter, right? Maybe for the first floor, but in Flowst, a lot of adventurers get paid to be dungeon escorts. It’s pretty easy to find a level 10 if you want one. The problem with escorts lower-leveled than that is that they can’t get very deep into the dungeon, so their value is limited.”

“How deep into the Lopav dungeon would you guess I got?”

“Regularly? First floor, maybe the first half of the second.”

“Did Mirko give you any notes on that?” I asked. I knew he had.

Trina’s skeptical glance deepened as she returned to the papers, flipping through them one page at a time. “Level four? That can’t be right.”

“And with only two other party members.”

“That doesn’t make sense. The math says you wouldn’t stand a chance.”

“And yet, we did very well for ourselves,” I said. “All I’m saying is that I’m open to helping newbies, and if someone wants an escort but can’t afford the level 10 rates, I’d be interested there too.”

She didn’t need to know that my level was actually much higher than my tier 8 fighter, but that was information I didn’t need to share, right?

After I signed a few agreements, like exclusivity to the Dungeon Brawlers, a few non-disclosure agreements about guild tactics and intel, and several pages on the procedures for splitting loot fairly after a run, I asked about guides or maps the guild might have of the local dungeon. Trina directed me to check the bookshelf in the guild hall downstairs.

I knew a little bit about the Flowst dungeon from researching it in the Lopav library, but being in its home city meant far better resources. The materials the Dungeon Brawlers stocked were exponentially more thorough and helpful than the brief overviews I had read of the dungeon so far.

Like the Lopav dungeon, the Flowst dungeon had a story behind its inhabitants and floor structure. A jungle castle was overrun by a horde of monsters whose anatomy resembled a chimpanzee but were covered head to toe in leaves. Called “false treants” or “herbobos,” these monsters were once thought to decorate themselves in foliage as a means of camouflage, but the first confirmed kill of an herbobo proved that theory false.

The leaves grew out of the monsters the way fur grows out of animals. The skin beneath those leaves was rough and brittle like tree bark, and everything beneath that was muscle and sinew. They were considered to be slightly more intelligent than goblins and orcs, but there was some debate as to whether their social structures artificially inflated their apparent intelligence.

Goblins had pecking orders, sure, but a goblin would shamelessly murder a fellow goblin if it meant saving their own hide. Herbobos, meanwhile, strictly adhered to their tribes’ ranking system. Where a goblin was an inherently selfish creature that maintained a charade of loyalty when it suited them, herbobos were fiercely dedicated to their tribe and willingly put the tribe’s interests ahead of their own.

While that might sound like a positive quality, herbobos were still extremely violent and highly territorial monsters capable of brutality that equaled, if not surpassed, that of goblins and orcs.

The Flowst dungeon told the story of how a large tribe of herbobos overran a jungle kingdom, slaughtering a castle of soldiers and driving the royal family into hiding. Unable to actually escape the castle, the king, queen, and their children descended into the depths of the castle, taking refuge in an old family shrine known only to royals.

The king then sacrificed his queen and his children in trade for the power to beat back the herbobos.

The first oddity of the Flowst dungeon was the way its levels were defined. Where most dungeons had a simple floor-by-floor organization, what was technically the first floor of the Flowst dungeon accounted for levels one through three. That confused me at first, but it made more sense when I saw that the intent was to classify shifts in difficulty to keep adventurers from getting in over their heads.

Level 1 was the jungle wilderness at the start of the dungeon, fighting through that brought you to level 2, the castle exterior and courtyard. Then the interior of the castle was level 3, which ended with an herbobo miniboss in the throne room.

Level 4 was the castle’s dungeon. Level 5 was the family crypt, and then levels 6 and 7 were the royal family shrine, which apparently had ties to a lost cult or some unnamed evil god who accepted family members as payment for buffs.

For my purposes, we might clear up through level 5 someday, but really we’d spend the bulk of our crawls on levels 1 and 2. The jungle had a range of potential enemies, from herbobo scouts to earth elementals, slimes, giant mosquitos, anacondas, alligators, giant frogs, venomous snakes, and venomous lizards. Then the castle exterior was guarded by herbobo soldiers, archers, and barbarians.

The difficulty spiked when you entered the castle. Herbobo sorcerers, knights, and champions roamed those halls. That floor ended with the herbobo general miniboss.

The Dungeon Brawlers had maps of spawn locations, notes on recommended tactics for each, and detailed routes for maximizing safety and efficiency. The Flowst dungeon might be more difficult than the Lopav dungeon, but I already felt ten times more prepared for the challenge than I was for my first run in Lopav.

I took a moment to lean back from my studying and stretch. The day had yet to reach noon, and it had already been productive. My candidacy for the Thieves’ Guild was moving again, and I had a ton of notes for how my party could best grind the dungeon.

Then a party of four stepped into the guild hall, their gear soaked up to their chests and their boots caked in mud.

The high-level adventurers were gone, but the socializing group of adventurers I saw when I first entered still occupied their table. They all looked up when the dripping party entered. One of them asked, “Oy, what the hells happened to yous?”

“The dungeon went crazy. The whole first floor is flooded, and the spawn has changed completely.”

“Another Dungeon Lord has learned of our arrival, it seems.”


Chapter 45

I listened intently for information from the waterlogged party, but since the dungeon had changed only that morning, very little was known about the true extent of the transformation. All this party could confirm was that the jungle section was now more like a mangrove swamp. Three to four feet of water, perhaps as deep as eight feet in some places, now covered the jungle.

The castle was built on a slight rise, so some of the structure was spared direct damage from the flood, but the moat overflowed, and the whole of the stone structure seemed to tilt, as if it were beginning to sink. That side of the castle now had a small river running into it. The herbobos were still there, but some adventurers reported seeing undead or possessed herbobos.

This party of Dungeon Brawlers had not gone that far, so they couldn’t confirm how accurate those rumors were. What was certain, however, was that the meta for running the Flowst dungeon had changed. All of the research I had done that morning wasn’t a total waste, but it was far less helpful than it would have been for a dungeon run yesterday, before a Dungeon Lord came to town.

“What kind of enchantments are there that might be helpful for a swamp run like that?” I asked Aurketzu in my mind as I returned the books to the shelves.

“In my world, a Bone Dry amulet enabled the wearer to pass through water without their clothes or person getting wet. There was also Dark Water Vision, useful for seeing in muddy or lightless waters. And you might find enchantments for drying matches and torches useful as well.”

Great. That was exactly what I needed to know.



“How much for all eleven of your Bone Dry amulets?” I asked a shopkeeper who specialized in protective adventuring gear. He was a wiry old man with an impressive handlebar mustache.

“What you need that many amulets for? We’re a ways out from the rainy season, so you won’t get much use from them until then.”

“It’s a long story, but I still want to buy them. Cut me a deal for buying all of them?”

“Ten percent off the lot.”

“Thirty.”

“Twenty.”

I smiled. “Deal.”

I didn’t have the funds to buy up every Bone Dry enchantment in the city, but I did secure 27. What the city’s total supply was I couldn’t say, but six of the shops closest to the dungeon were now sold out. What was a perplexing anomaly to Flowst adventurers I knew to be a permanent change. Just like it was in Lopav, the Dungeon Lord increased the difficulty of their domain in response to my presence. I had to capitalize as much as I could.

This new flooded design was here to stay, and any adventurer dragging around soggy gear for hours and hours would soon see the value of Bone Dry enchantments. The Flowst Dungeon Lord wanted to screw me, but really, they may have just made me a ton of money. I had intended to spend gold on more practical things, like delving supplies and reference books, but this was the kind of opportunity Aurketzu insisted we seize.

I did find a book on paladins and antipaladins, though, so I snatched that up.

It was late evening by the time I got back to my apartment. Invia and Purity were there already, eating a chicken and rice dish from takeout boxes.

“Suppose you heard about the dungeon?” Invia asked as I entered.

“I heard a little bit, but I didn’t get much detail other than that the first floor flooded.”

“There was talk about closing the dungeon until it was fully reexplored, but a lot of guilds are fighting that already. Dungeon passes are going to be harder to come by for a while, I think.”

I hadn’t considered that. A drastic change would for sure drive up the demand for dungeon access. Curiosity alone was a powerful motivator, but a dungeon mystery could also mean a big payday. Of course adventurers would come running to be one of the first to run the new version of the dungeon.

“Hear anything else?” I asked.

Purity added, “The monsters in the castle are different. I overheard one guy saying that the herbobos, the monsters that are supposed to spawn there are infected or possessed now by some kind of plant magic.”

Invia nodded. “Heard that too. We’ll probably hear more in the next few days as folks push deeper and report back on other changes.”

“In the meantime…” I poured my haul of Bone Dry amulets onto the dining room table. “I bought up as many as I could.”

“Oh, clever,” Invia said, inspecting one of the charms. “These will be in demand.”

“And we’re going to scalp them for every gold piece we can. If we’re lucky, we’ll get a big jump on funding our new classes.”

“You think you can get that much for them?” Invia asked.

I shrugged. “I’m certain we’ll turn a profit. I don’t know how much of a profit exactly, but there will at least be enough to make this effort worth it. Find out anything else interesting?”

Invia swallowed a mouthful of food before answering. “The dungeon change was the real talk of the town, but I poked around and found a few options for work outside of the dungeon. The riverboats are always looking for security, and monster-killing contracts pop up pretty frequently too. From the folks I talked to, it sounds like some of them require a good bit of travel, but most are within a few days of Flowst.”

“Good money?”

“Not compared to what we were making from level 4 in Lopav, but enough that it isn’t a waste of our time.”

I was impressed. That was good information to know.

“A major logging outfit shut down recently,” Purity shared. “They were pretty big, enough that churches in town are already seeing an influx of homeless and hungry. They think that’s going to get worse as we get deeper into spring because crop yields haven’t been great in recent years either.”

“So expect some social unrest?”

Purity nodded. “And for food prices to go up. One of the priests I spoke to expected that to mean an uptick in dungeon divers, and therefore an uptick in dungeon injuries and deaths.”

“Ah, yes. As people get desperate for money. That makes sense. That will make the price of dungeon passes even worse too.”

And that was bad for me. Having gained virtually no XP in the last few days, I already felt stagnant, like I was losing valuable time. My will point progress hadn’t been as slow, but it was still slower than usual. Dungeon crawls were opportunities to earn those as well, in addition to gold, so we needed to solve being locked out as soon as possible.

Maybe scalping the amulets wasn’t the best use of my stockpile after all.



I wanted to spend the night roaming town and perhaps find a twenty-four-hour library, but Aurketzu cautioned me against “unnecessary” risks. I was undead but not invulnerable, and a young guy going down dark alleys in the middle of the night was likely to get robbed, which could also mean murdered.

Flowst wasn’t a dangerous city per se, but it was dense and full of desperate people like any other densely populated area in the kingdom. As someone new to town, I was an ideal mark.

So, a bit begrudgingly, I stayed in my room and read.

The more I learned about antipaladin, the more the class appealed to me. No class progression was perfectly linear and predictable. Whether you chose fighter or bard or anything else, no one unlocked options in the exact same order, and rare abilities or rare variants were also possible, especially after level 10.

All of the build planners focused on the options you were most likely to receive as you progressed, highlighted the known rare choices in case you were lucky enough to get one of them, and then offered a roadmap for what ability combinations went into different, field-proven builds.

The paladin classes were unique in that they rewarded commitment to the paladin oath in addition to XP. A paladin who ran a lot of dungeons would get access to a number of useful holy skills, but a paladin who regularly sought out and destroyed evil beings was likely to get one of the rare variants. For other classes, the criteria for earning similar rewards was far murkier and hotly debated.

According to Aurketzu, killing evil beings spawned by a dungeon was weighted less than a truly evil being killed out in the world. Yeah, taking down a dungeon boss was great, but it would respawn. That evil sorcerer kidnapping rural townsfolk for experiments? That was something the paladin class would respond favorably to.

The same reasoning applied to the antipaladin class. Saying I served evil was not the same as actively seeking out good-aligned beings to destroy. Unlike regular paladins, pursuing my oath made me an enemy to society from the start. Any good-aligned being worth slaying was likely to draw a great deal of attention when they died.

I could play it safe and work with the default abilities, but that meant wasted potential.

How much wasted potential was difficult to say because even a book about antipaladins didn’t list any of the rare abilities associated with the class. All I could do was infer what I might get based on the known abilities for traditional paladins.

Like being able to channel the voice of the divine to use my overwhelming virtue like a physical force against my enemies. Or a buff that grew stronger the more I surrounded myself with people sharing my alignment. Or summons from the hells, or massively destructive spells, or the ability to harness the very power of prayer to become stronger.

In that last ability, anyone who prayed “for” the paladin gave them a buff. In one case, a whole town praying for the paladin fighting against fire demons ravaging their farms granted the paladin permanent protection from fire as well as provided water-type spells to use against fire.

That level of reward was perhaps the rarest outcome, but even small prayers meant a temporary buff. Aurketzu believed Purity and Invia getting themselves off to think about me would count as prayers, especially if I encouraged them in the right way.

As for eliminating good-aligned beings, Aurketzu believed there was no shortage of openly pious individuals who worked in the name of good while actively contributing to the suffering of innocents. Finding a mark like that wouldn’t be hard, she said. Killing them was a different story, but at least I didn’t have to feel like I was hurting innocent people.

I heard a knock on my wall.

I set my book down and listened. The knock came again.

The knock was coming from outside of my apartment, from the wall my quarters shared with Maria’s private residence. I hadn’t given that detail much thought, the fact that we shared a wall, because Flowst was packed tightly. All sorts of structures shared walls with one another.

But I now knew this was part of Maria’s plan.

I knocked back.

I heard a latch, and a portion of the wall next to my bed swung into my room. Maria entered wearing a silver silk robe and carrying a bottle of wine. The rosiness of her cheeks and the slight but noticeable sway that accompanied her movements suggested that the bottle in her hand was not her first.

“A man of means brings whatever he wants into the bedroom, and society looks the other way and applauds at the same time,” she said. “A woman does the same? People look at her like she is weak and somehow irreparably broken in a way that poisons every aspect of her reputation.”

“Sure. Come in.”

Maria deadpanned a glare at me. “Darling, don’t act like this surprises you. We are both smart enough to know that this was part of the agreement even if it was never spoken.”

“When I was working overnight security for you, sure,” I replied. “But what if I wasn’t alone? Or what if I wanted my privacy?”

“I have a big appetite. And I don’t care about knowing your private life. This is simply for access, so no one would ever see you coming or going.”

I closed my book. “I have a big appetite too. When I’m on duty, I can play the diligent servant for you, but if you come into my room like this, there might be a night where I devour you whole.”

“Is that meant to scare me?”

“Yes.”

“I just wanted to be transparent that I am open to having you visit like this, but I don’t work for you when I do. That means I’ll be selfish sometimes.”

Maria untied her robe and let it fall to the floor. “That’s fine because so will I.”

You may think that, Maria, but I will break you one night, and you will never be the same after.

…Was that my own thought just now, or was that Aurketzu’s?


Chapter 46

“No one gets to insist on a same-day appointment with me,” Trina said as I entered her office, “and definitely not a candidate. Testing me on this is not good for your career.”

“I understand. I wouldn’t have pushed if I didn’t think I had something useful for you.”

“Then go ahead. Be useful.”

I set a bag of 19 Bone Dry amulets on Trina’s desk. “I have it on good authority that the Flowst dungeon change is permanent. This isn’t a weird version of a dungeon surge, and the dungeon is not going back to its previous state.”

“Who is this good authority? There are several good authorities offering very different predictions and explanations for what we’re seeing in the dungeon.”

“I can’t reveal my source.”

“Then how am I to trust the weight of the words?”

I pointed to the bag. “I bought up all of the Bone Dry amulets I could. In any other dungeon, they’re a small comfort, a way to keep sweat from soaking every inch of you, but in this new version of the Flowst dungeon, they’re essential. No one will want to crawl a flooded floor without one.”

Trina pulled the bag toward her and opened it.

“I put my savings into these. That’s how much I believe in my source.”

“The intensity of a belief doesn’t make it any more accurate.”

I shrugged. “But it does show I’m willing to put my own skin in the game. It also means I’m here to make an offer, not beg for a favor.”

Chuckling, Trina closed the bag again. “Mirko’s still got the eye, it seems,” she said. “And yes, you’re right that these are in demand. Even I was cursing your name when I found out the supply had been bought up. That was clever, so what’s the offer?”

“I’m willing to lose some potential profit if there’s a way for the guild to benefit from my information and from these.”

Trina leaned back and steepled her fingers. “If this change is permanent, these trinkets are only going to keep increasing in value, at least for a while. They’re not the most complicated enchantments on the market, but they’re also not incredibly popular, so it’s unlikely that any single supplier is sitting on a stock of them right now. In a few days, we’ll start to see people attempting to import as many as they can for their own use and to turn a profit.”

I let her continue thinking.

“What do you want out of this arrangement?”

“Some of the profit,” I answered. “I need capital, so I can’t afford to give these to you, but I also know that I’ll have to share a certain percentage of that profit for this to be worthwhile for the guild. I’m fine with that. I care about XP more than I care about capital, and dungeon passes are already hard to come by. My understanding is that a lot of guilds buy them in bulk at the beginning of the year so that their members have consistent access.”

“That’s true.”

“Cut me in on whatever you do with the amulets, and guarantee my party dungeon access indefinitely.”

Trina laughed. “Guarantee? The stones on this one. We make good money from productive runs, so there’s a point where I lose money by giving passes to the wrong adventurers. Eventually, those losses will outweigh the short-term gain of this one-time trade.”

“I assumed the guild would still take their cut from the dungeon loot. I still intend to earn my keep, and I’m willing to forfeit access if your returns are lower with our party than they would have been with another of our level. You still get yours. Like I said, I’m after the XP.”

She narrowed her eyes. “You talk a lot of shit, Byron.”

“It’s only shit if I can’t deliver.”

“Tell you what, I’ll buy all of these amulets from you at cost, give you 50% of the net when they sell, and offer you the chance to prove you can handle yourself. We’ve got a party trying to push to the end of the third level tomorrow. Legit adventurers, most of them are brawlers. If the party lead gives you a good review, we can talk about what consistent dungeon access looks like.”

“Deal.”



I met my temporary party in the Dungeon Brawlers guild hall before sunrise the next morning. As a late addition, my usual role of frontline damage dealer was already claimed by two level 10 fighters. The party also had a cleric, two wizards, and a rogue. All of them were level 8, with the exception of one of the wizards, who was level 13 and also the party leader.

The only female in the party was the level 8 wizard, a younger blonde who was a budding elementalist. Where Purity was petite and Invia was long and athletic, this wizard was more voluptuous. Even her baggy wizard robes couldn’t hide the massive treasures hanging from her chest. Her name was Solara, and the lead wizard’s name was Lyle.

The other names? I don’t remember them because they didn’t matter. Lyle would make the call on my competency, and Solara was a potential trove of will points. I could give a fuck about the rest of the party. I felt that way back then and still feel that way now.

I was introduced as a new recruit in need of evaluation. My part in ensuring they had Bone Dry amulets was kept a secret at Trina’s suggestion, which was fine with me. I didn’t need the attention or the credit to get what I wanted out of this.

When the party heard that I was level 8 and had never been in this dungeon before, they balked. The fighters, two burly brothers, were especially vocal about wanting to leave me behind. This was meant to be an exploration mission, not babysitting.

The lead wizard, Lyle, a man in his late thirties with a clean-shaven face and equally clean-shaven head, said that Trina ordered I come along, and that put an end to most of the grumbling.

After briefly reviewing our goal for the run, which was to map the dungeon changes and new spawn locations, I was given the spiel about following orders and staying at the back and out of the way unless I was specifically instructed to join a battle or take on a monster. I felt the temptation to argue back because technically I was level 14, but I couldn’t reveal that without also revealing my viceroy class. That was never an option.

We were on the road shortly after, the sky still showing no signs of a coming sunrise.

The entrance to the Flowst dungeon was a two-hour walk outside of town, unlike the Borja dungeon that was within the city limits and the Lopav dungeon that was only a brief hike beyond the walls. Wagons ran back and forth between the city and the dungeon throughout the day, so covering that ground in 30 minutes or less was as simple as paying the fare.

The Dungeon Brawlers had their own wagons, though. Anyone doing a guild-sanctioned run could borrow one, but that wouldn’t apply to most of my runs with the girls. Those generic dungeon delves were up to us to fund.

The camp around the dungeon entrance was far more elaborate than the entrance itself. Several structures were permanent, like a small inn, a tavern, and a general store, but most of what we saw that morning were tents full of adventurers wanting to explore the new changes. Some of them had passes, but many of them were hoping to join up with a party or to claim passes that went unused.

Lyle said that anyone camping at the dungeon was almost certainly an out-of-towner. Local adventurers might crash in the inn after a long run, but most just hopped a wagon back home.

Everything orbited the dungeon entrance, which was a simple set of stone stairs descending into the ground. No elaborate markers or shelters. Just a hole in the middle of a field. The structure around it was added later by Flowst officials–walls and a guardhouse to control the flow of adventurers coming in and out of the dungeon.

We lined up behind five other parties and waited for sunrise for the dungeon to open. I heard a few of the adventurers in my party mention that most of the adventurers there were beyond level 15. These were the upper-ranked members of guilds, the ones most capable of pushing to the deeper floors.

We were one of the few guilds who didn’t intend to race to a lower floor. Trina felt it was better for other guilds to risk their members reexploring the deepest levels rather than sacrifice our own. Buying that new intel wouldn't be cheap, but buying a map was cheaper than training up a new adventurer.

Besides, the Dungeon Brawlers weren't trying to be the top delvers. Sure, they pretended that mattered to them, but really dungeon crawling was a Thieves’ Guild side hustle. The real money came from bigger scores. The more adventurers they kept alive, the more cover the guild had to work behind. Prestige or high scores didn't mean shit compared to the money to be made on the other side of the law.

As soon as the first light broke the horizon, we made our way into the dungeon. By that point, several more parties had lined up behind us.

The stairs into the Flowst dungeon were two wagons wide, and they seemed to go on forever. Down and down we went until we entered a space as vast, if not larger than, the fourth floor of the Lopav dungeon. A dungeon ceiling was somewhere overhead, but the density of the jungle canopy hid it from view. Had I not just descended the stairs, I wouldn’t have believed I was underground.

I had never seen a mangrove swamp on the surface, and I was told this was technically not a mangrove swamp because there weren’t mangrove trees, but the effect of the flood produced a near-identical result. There was no visible ground near the entrance. It was all water and plant life rising out of it.

The sensation of a Bone Dry enchantment was like feeling the cold water without any of the wet. Though our gear wasn’t soaked through, we were still up to our waists, making every step an arduous push forward. The mud beneath our feet was a problem as well. Sometimes it was manageable, and other times it felt like something grabbing my ankle to pull me under.

While every other party took off in some variation of straight ahead, Lyle directed our party to cut a hard right. We weren’t going to search the entire first level today, but we were making the first pass in that process. I didn’t know if it was Lyle’s plan or Trina’s, though that didn’t really matter. The methodical approach made perfect sense to me, and I had no say regardless.

For how long the line was outside of the dungeon, we felt alone and isolated within a few minutes of the main entrance. The only noises we heard were insects buzzing and our party’s own sloshing.

The first encounter was giant mosquitos. Their anatomy was the same as the household variety but sized up. The first ones we saw were as big as handbags. They flew directly for whoever was closest to them at the time, thrusting their needle-tipped mouths when they got close. Though the swarm was seven or eight giant mosquitos in total, they didn’t use their numbers in any strategic way. Other than traveling in the same general group, it was every mosquito for itself.

Those weren’t new either. They were common pests in the previous version of the dungeon. As were the green slimes we came across, though the party seemed to agree that they were larger and faster than before.

When the fighter in the lead warned that enemies were moving beneath the water, something he could detect because of a fighter ability similar to Sense Danger, Lyle cast a spell that outlined every living thing within twenty yards of our party. Five alligators glided toward us, smooth and silent and totally invisible in the dark water. The smallest was six feet long, and the largest was nine.

These were new, and I realized how fortunate I was to be exploring the dungeon with this particular party. Kobolds set up ambushes, sure, but they couldn’t creep all the way up without being detected, and they didn’t have the power to wrench a limb from a body with one powerful roll.

No one in my party had a spell like Lyle’s. If this was just me, Invia, and Purity, we would have learned about the alligators after they snatched one of us. And that was a new kind of danger I hadn’t experienced before. It made every shadow and ripple seem menacing, and brushing by a plant or branch beneath the water kept you guessing. Was that a stick, or was that something moving?

Seeing the faces of the brawlers told me they were as uncomfortable as I was. That was a lot of danger for a level 1 encounter, and they technically weren’t monsters. I heard a few mentions of how dangerous monster-variety alligators could be, from their size to their aggression, and I made a note to remember that. If the dungeon progressively increased the difficulty of encounters based on a theme, which was what all dungeons did, it stood to reason that the alligator problem would only get worse.

“This Dungeon Lord is more cunning than the demon of Lopav. Seasoned monster hunters already wish to turn back.”

“What’s the best way to deal with them?” I asked in my mind.

“I was a conqueror. I did not hunt beasts. I earned my levels from monsters and then earned my riches from humans.”

The alligator problem was something we would have to solve. If we couldn’t, our best option might be to move onto another dungeon entirely. We did not have the funds or resources to do that easily, and it might cost me candidacy in the Thieves’ Guild. Not to mention Maria. The in we had with her was too good to walk away from, especially this early when there was still so much left to gain.

I’d come up with something. I had to.

According to Lyle, we were two miles from the entrance when the terrain began to vary. Islands of spongy ground appeared here and there, and the depth of the waters shifted as well. In some places, only your ankles were submerged, and in others, you could take a step forward and be in over your head instantly.

Our progress slowed considerably at this point. The idea of our expedition was to gather intel on the dungeon that made future guild runs safer. Mapping dangerous terrain, like invisible underwater pits, was an essential part of that process.

With no visibility beneath the water, we were limited to probing the ground ahead of us with sticks. The process was tedious.

Right when I wished for a way to stave off the boredom, something under the water snatched the cleric, yanking him beneath the surface. Sense Danger told me a monster was coming for me right when Lyle cast his tracking spell.

According to the spell, we were standing right on top of it.


Chapter 47

The ground beneath me squirmed and began to rise. Sense Danger continued to blast my nervous system with warnings as I fell backward into three feet of water. The cleric surfaced at the same time I did, gasping for breath and clawing at the air for anything to grab onto. The fighters yelled at one another while Lyle and Solara attempted to get a spell out. Both were tossed off their feet like the rest of us, and a few words into their next incantations, they got tossed again.

The oozing form of a hand shot out of the water and grabbed one of the fighters’ wrists. The hand was like mud given life that was both liquid and solid at the same time. The monster yanked, and the fighter resisted long enough to chop through the muddy limb. He hooked an arm under his brother to catch him when he slipped and hacked again at the monster.

“These are a variant of earth elementals. They will regenerate. Use your ice.”

“They’re earth elementals!” I yelled. “Use ice magic!”

“Shut the fuck up, rookie,” the rogue yelled. “These aren’t fucking earth elementals.”

“Cut out his tongue.”

My feet were yanked out from beneath me, and my world went dark as I was dragged to the bottom of the swamp. I thrust to the side of my ankle and hit something that felt like wet sand around clay. I activated Ice Touch, and the squeeze on my leg stiffened and grew brittle. With a kick, I broke free and got my head back above water.

Next to me, a humanoid form a head taller than Lyle stood behind him, wrapping him in a muddy embrace. A third arm grew out of the monster and circled his neck and face, drowning out incantations with a mouthful of muck and choking Lyle blue with a squeeze.

I thrust at that earth elemental and used Ice Touch again. Like Aurketzu predicted, ice magic was something of a weakness for the monsters. As soon as I felt the magic release, the entire monster seemed to harden. With a quick smash with the butt of my sword, I broke the arm choking Lyle off at the shoulder.

“Ice!” Lyle yelled. “Use ice!”

With the party rallying, I had a moment to pick my next move. The fighters swung swiftly and with obvious power at any exposed parts of earth elementals they saw, but their blades didn’t elicit a reaction from the monsters whatsoever. Even severing a limb completely didn’t seem to bother the earth elementals. They continued their advance, and soon more arms appeared.

Lyle and Solara shot frozen magic arrows into every roiling mound of mud. I was dragged under once more, as was the cleric, one of the fighters, and Solara, but we soon prevailed.

The fighter who went under first was in my face immediately. “You keep your mouth shut in battle,” he spat. “You could have gotten us killed, you shit.”

“I saved you, asshole.”

“The hells you did. Earth elementals? You’re a fucking idiot.”

Lyle extended a hand to quiet the fighter. “What made you think those were earth elementals?”

“Dirt is part of mud,” I replied. “Didn’t seem like a big jump.”

“So it was a guess?”

“An earth elemental is an earth spirit who escaped to this plane, and they can occupy any form of earth. Water elementals can also inhabit mud, but it’s less common.”

“An earth elemental is an earth spirit who escaped to this plane, and they can occupy any form of earth,” I parroted. “Water elementals can also inhabit mud, but it’s less common.”

“I’ve never heard of an earth elemental in mud,” the same fighter grunted.

“You probably haven’t heard of a lot of things,” I shot back.

The fighter lunged at me. His face changed when he wrapped his hands in my tunic and tried to push me over. I took that to mean my strength was higher than his, and his realizing that confused him even more.

“Stop,” Lyle said. “I’ve never seen this either, but it tracks, and the ice worked. Gods, they could be anywhere and everywhere around here.”

“If we were out of formation, finding someone before they drowned could have been hard,” the cleric added. “Stealthy earth elementals? That’s a tough challenge for first floor adventurers.”

“An earth elemental of this variety cannot move swiftly. They will only attack if disturbed.”

“Elementals like these can’t move very quickly,” I said aloud. “If they aren’t disturbed, they won’t attack.”

“Yeah?” Lyle asked.

I nodded.

“So if we map where they are, there won’t be any surprises?”

“Yes.”

“Yes.”

Lyle shot both of the fighters a glare when they started to protest. “I’m not the type to complain about free advice, but where did you learn all this?”

“I read a lot.”

The party leader gave me an unimpressed stare.

I shrugged. “I’m sorry it’s not more exciting. I can make up something better if you want.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. An ancient sorceress lives in my head. How’s that?”

Lyle laughed.

From then on, Lyle used his Tracking spell every ten yards or so. That slowed our progress substantially, and it drained Lyle’s mana rapidly, which also explained why he had used it so sparingly up until that point. Knowing where the earth elementals were hiding beneath the water spared us any more ambushes and made the fights much easier to manage. When we knew one was nearby, one of the fighters drew it out for Solara or Lyle to hit with an ice spell.

Nobody asked me to use Ice Touch, which made me think I had gotten away with using it unnoticed. That was also good news.

“Harvesting this floor will be completely different,” Solara said as we rested on one of the kind-of dry islands. “I’ve not seen any jungle nightshade, bright berries, or weeping vine. There is probably still lunar root, but it’s under the water if there is. Not sure how anyone would go about finding it.”

“Are those big losses?” Lyle asked.

Solara shrugged. “Anything that grows above the waterline is intact. Lunar root is a decent moneymaker, but it’s also the hardest to find. Most adventurers give up on figuring it out.”

“They are unaware.”

“Of?”

“An elemental of this variety may grow a rare variety of moss known as imp fur.”

“How rare?”

“Our coffers will not be boundless, but we shall not want for the necessities.”

“And people just don’t know this?”

“It is easily overlooked.”

“But they dissolve like everything else you kill in a dungeon.”

“The moss is in the remnants of its movements, not its body.”

“I thought you didn’t dungeon crawl?”

“A lover of the arcane often needs rare reagents for her work.”

Eventually, after a great deal of trekking, the swamp gradually grew more shallow and the jungle thinned, but the sound of running water became everpresent. We found a river that had washed through where the moat used to be, taking part of a castle wall with it. The tilt, a dozen degrees or so off level, looked like it had to be fake, like no structure could ever shift that way and hold its form.

Because of our looping route here, we approached from the side. Apparently, this river was the source of the swamp. All of the water that flooded the dungeon originated from here.

We encountered our first herbobos as we looked for a way to cross. Well, what was left of them.

I was supposed to be seeing an orangutan shaped monster coated in leaves. Instead, it looked like a half-shaved chimp whose body had been threaded and rethreaded with roots like a fleshy basket. The other half retained its leaves, but the stems holding them grew long and dragged them along like folded peacock feathers.

Lyle described them as Strength buffed drunk druids. They moved in fast and hard, propelling themselves with quick grabs and swings of their limbs and their roots. As they charged, they controlled the plants around us and used them as weapons. Roots raised to trip us. Branches swung to slow us down. None of the attacks were powerful enough to do any meaningful damage, but they turned the battlefield into an unpredictable obstacle course.

Their strikes felt like taking a catapult stone to the chest. I knew from seeing the fighters absorb the first blows that they were going to hit hard, but I was still not prepared for the raw power the monsters could deliver. I was taken right off my feet.

Though they were fierce and athletic, they weren’t smart about avoiding weapons. They almost didn’t need to with how hard they hit, and it took a few deep cuts to bring them down, but they were beatable. By our third battle, Lyle called it. We weren’t seeing any obviously safe place to cross, and the hike through the water was more tiring than any of us expected.

Interestingly, we encountered a few slimes and giant mosquitos on our way out, but no alligators and no earth elementals. Lyle said it may be that this route had been cleared already, or it could be that this path was less dangerous than the one we had taken to the castle.

When we exited the dungeon, the guard on duty said that it was past 2 a.m. We had planned to be out of the dungeon by 9 p.m. originally, but everyone underestimated how much the new terrain would impact travel. We were all grateful for the Bone Dry enchantments and the comfort they provided, but damn were we sore.

As we loaded up the wagon, Lyle asked me to hang back once we got to the guild hall. He didn’t say about what, but he seemed pleased. I tried to catch Solara’s eye on the ride back, but she never looked up. Not once.



“I was told you were a cocky shit,” Lyle said when everyone else had left the guild hall. “I didn’t get that sense.”

“I had to, uh, advocate for myself to get this chance.”

“You have some knowledge. You’re stronger than you look. And you saw more than you let on. Fighter class?”

“Yep.”

“You need to get that part of your cover sorted, son.”

“What do you mean?”

Lyle chuckled. “Don’t ‘what do you mean’ me. A real fighter doesn’t dump seventeen points into their intelligence.”

My breath caught.

“Calm down. I won’t tell nobody. I’m giving you advice. Not making a threat. I’ve got more if you’ve got the stomach to hear it.”

“I do.”

“Get yourself some sparkly dangle for your sword. Say your pappy passed it down to you or some nonsense, and it’s enchanted. That’s what lets you use ice magic. Might get your sword stolen a few times, but that’s better than folks asking questions about who you are and what you can do. You can still crawl the hells out of a dungeon and be known for being good at it, but don’t give them reasons to ask about anything deeper.”

“I’ll do that. Thank you.”

Aurketzu laughed in my mind. “He is not level 13. His deception even fooled me.”

Now that she pointed it out, yeah, Lyle had made a deliberate effort to fade into the background, and he pulled it off while leading the damn party.

“What’s your impression of the brawlers?”

“Tough. Capable.”

“You can do better than that,” Lyle pushed. “Which of them would you work with again?”

“Of the brawlers?”

“For a dungeon crawl, all of them.”

“Even the brothers? Even Solara?”

“The brothers were dicks, but they didn’t know me. They seemed to do their jobs. And Solara isn’t a brawler.”

Lyle raised an eyebrow. “Then what is she?”

“Not a brawler.”

“Alright, alright. Be that way.” Lyle pulled an envelope from his back pocket. “Test two. We need intel on a mark, the job before the job so to speak. This one’s a judgment call because we’re not sure exactly what your options will be, but get into his study and find out.”

I skimmed over the wishlist: Letters, deeds, genealogy records, financial records, ledgers, journals, meeting notes, planners, and so on. I got a little woozy when I read the mark’s name: Hensewurd Chastain.

“Chastain?”

Lyle nodded. “You know it?”

“I do.”

“Friend?”

I scoffed. “No. Absolutely not.”

“Good. Last thing: It’s always a wise idea to hide your true motivations from a mark, even in the midst of a burglary. Cover your tracks and use misdirection so the documents don't seem like the obvious target. You’ve got two months for this one.”

“What? A time limit?”

“That a problem?”

I shook my head.

“Alright. Good luck, candidate.”

“Umm…” I said, hesitating to leave. “What intel do we have on the Chastains already?”

“Who is ‘we?’”

“I was told to run ideas through the guild master to avoid tripping over each other and to maximize the returns on intel. What do you know about Hensewurd and his family already?”

Lyle grinned and handed me a leather pouch stuffed with documents. “You’re off to a good start.”

***

Invia, or Ithaca–I should really be practicing her cover name more just to be safe. At any rate, she sat on the floor of my bedroom, looking through the documents Lyle gave me. Given the complexity of the challenge in front of me, Invia’s knowledge of the Chastains, and Invia’s own motivations to see me succeed, I clued her in that I was taking a test for the Thieves’ Guild. Trusting her with that information was a risk, I knew, but I also needed soldiers working for me.

“I’ve heard his name but haven’t met him,” Invia said of Hensewurd Chastain. “I don’t know if he’s involved, though. Did they give you this job because of that? Because you have motivation here?”

“I don’t think so. I’m not surprised if the guild is still looking into the slavery ring, but I don’t think any of those details left the Borja chapter. This is a coincidence.”

“Is this the gods blessing you or punishing you?”

“I think it’s a blessing,” I answered. “This is all intel we didn’t have to scrape for, and it’s better than anything we would have come up with, even if we went at this for years.”

“It is good stuff. Profiles of servants and groundstaff, food and wine suppliers for the estate, common diversions and favorite restaurants for Hensewurd and his immediate family, blueprints–I mean, shit. It’s not much of a test if they give you all the answers.”

“I think that’s kind of the point,” I replied. “They want to see what we do with good research.”

“I suppose we’ll see. Do you have ideas for a grand plan?”

“Not yet. The first problem to solve is deciding which office we target. He has an apartment in the city, and he has an estate outside of the city. Both have offices, and we don’t know what materials are in which.”

“How do you solve that?”

I sighed. “I just got all of this. I need some time to think about it.”


Chapter 48

Moving forward with the Thieves’ Guild was good for my future, but I hadn’t seen meaningful gains in will points or in XP in a long time, not since we left Lopav really.

I pulled up my character sheet:

Level: 14

Class: Viceroy, Tier 7 (2715/6400)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 8 (4718/12800)

Alignment: Chaotic Evil

Strength 14

Dexterity 7

Constitution 10

Intelligence 17

Wisdom 8

Charisma 3

Loyalty Pledges: 7

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness, Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word, Rope Burn+2, Ghostly Feint

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse, Improved Footing, Improved Accuracy, Enemy Study, Sense Danger, Unrelenting, Sugar Daddy, Pact of the Ice Fiend, Afterglow

Shared Abilities: Touch of Ice

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1

Following the brawlers around the swamp was good for a few hundred XP, and my services to Maria as well as the daily self-pleasure affirmations of Invia and Purity brought in some will points, but the progress was too slow. I needed levels, and I needed more Loyalty Pledges.

In the short term, I decided I should push Maria’s limits more aggressively now that we had spent a good bit of time together, and I needed to think about new ways to use Invia, something unique enough that the system rewarded me for it.

Then there was Purity. She was committed to me, but I got the sense that she wasn’t ready to do the kind of things Invia had done for me and with me. She had pushed herself pretty far already, and I didn’t want to break her when she was meant to bend.

As for the test itself, I needed more information, so I left early the next morning to put eyes on the apartment Hensewurd kept in the city. It was the top-floor penthouse of a hotel, it turned out, and he rented it perpetually. According to Lyle’s intel, that had been the case for the past three years.

I parked myself on a corner down the way and watched the place to see what kind of traffic went in and out. After two hours of nothing, I realized this approach to thieving was not for me. My nights of working security began tomorrow, and though Maria had been graciously flexible on exactly how many nights that meant any given week, I didn’t want to test her patience, especially this early on. The lodging alone made her too valuable to alienate.

And my days needed to be spent in the dungeon where I could earn XP, not shooing away the stray dogs trying to hump my leg while I waited on the street.

“I agree. This is not a wise use of our time.”

Two months wasn’t a big window, but I needed to be smarter about this and take a different approach. I was a viceroy, not a rogue.

As I put the swanky hotel behind me, I thought back through stealing the book from Godfried. While my execution was exceptional, I didn’t orchestrate the opportunity. I was brave enough to seize it when it happened, but it wasn’t some elaborate heist plan with seven layers and fifty moving pieces.

I had gotten close enough to Purity’s family that I was going to be near to the score eventually, with or without the fortuitous moment in the kobold trap.

I needed to put myself in Hensewurd’s orbit somehow, and it was too early to risk asking Maria such a direct question about another noble. If I didn’t arouse her suspicion from the start, she was smart enough to be able to connect my unusually specific questions with the robbery she heard about later.

Soon, I was back in my apartment bedroom, sifting through intel again. Hensewurd was believed to enjoy a prostitute now and then, but apparently not with any regularity that these guild sources knew. He went to church twice a week to pray to the Goddess and spent the other days managing a business around importing spices, on top of his role in the broader Chastain empire. He spent his nights wining and dining in the city or doing the same on his private estate in the countryside. There was not a predictable schedule or pattern to his comings and goings, according to the notes.

“This is interesting,” I said to Aurketzu. I held an invitation to a garden gala hosted by Hensewurd, meant for some noble in the city somewhere.

“An interesting gambit. Are you capable of this forgery?”

“Afraid not, but maybe I could find someone capable.”

A faint knock came at my door. For a moment, I thought Maria was about to enter, but no, this was a knock on my actual door.

Purity peeked inside. “Can I come in?”

“Yes, of course.”

She gently closed the door and sat at the bottom of my bed, looking down at my mess of notes. “I feel like I haven't seen you in forever, even if it's just been a few days.”

“It is weird to go from spending all day every day together to only glimpses of each other in the evenings. That will change when we start runs again.”

“I know. And that will be soon, but… I need to talk to you about something.”

“What is it?”

Purity leaned in and said softly, “I don't think Ithaca is trustworthy.” I liked that Purity insisted on using the cover name at all times. That was a good habit.

“Why do you say that?”

“I worry she is using you. Her words feel double-sided to me sometimes. I hope that doesn't offend you.”

I put a hand on Purity’s knee. “Why would I be offended?”

“Because you two are close.”

I laughed. “Your read is right. She has had it out for me for a while.”

“What about her pledges?”

“Like you said, it's in her words. What she does and says seems hollow sometimes.”

“I'm worried for you.”

“Press.”

“I could use your help,” I said.

Purity perked up. “How?”

“I think Ithaca has a good heart deep down, but she can't help herself sometimes. One day, she feels like a true friend, and the next I'm surprised there isn't a knife in my back.”

“What do we do?”

“I think the longer we work together, the less we have to worry.”

“So keep her on the path?”

“That’s what I'm trying to do.”

Purity leaned forward. “I can help.”

“It might mean-”

“I know what it means. I won't let you down.”

“I have to ask,” I said, hesitantly. “How did I earn your respect like this, and so quickly?”

“You’ll laugh.”

“I promise I won’t.”

Blushing, Purity looked at her hands. “I grew up surrounded by people who worship the Goddess and always talk about being lights in the world, but they never actually do anything. You carried me and Ithaca to the fourth floor when you could have left us to die. You didn’t hesitate to take on a demon, one who was far stronger than all of us, and you took the risk to make sure my family got saved. And remember when we met? You saved me then too.”

“I guess I never felt very religious.”

“You’ve shown me a different way to serve the Goddess’ tenets. The closer I get to you, the more rewards I receive for upholding those tenets.”

Purity came across the room and pulled me to my feet. She looked me in the eye as she tied her dark brown hair back. Then she dropped to her knees and kissed me over my pants as she undid my belt.

“Let me take your stress away,” she whispered with her face pressed against the side of my shaft. “Just relax.”

She kissed up to the tip and swirled her tongue.

Okay. I could relax.



My first night of working security for Maria, I expected to be her entertainment, but instead, I found a note and a change of clothes at my door. I was to wear white linen pants and a black silk tunic and be at her door at 9pm. The clothes were comfortable, but they struck me more as what a noble would wear, giving me the idea that maybe I was her date.

When I arrived for my shift, I saw that I wasn’t special. The whole of her staff, from the butler to the carriage driver, was dressed exactly like I was.

The butler pulled me aside before Maria arrived and explained my responsibilities. I was to speak only if spoken to, and I was to stay close enough to protect Maria in the event of danger but to stay out of the way otherwise. He told me to get used to being bored but not showing it.

I hadn’t slept in months, so I had a lot of practice waiting out dull nights. Not that I would admit it to her, but Aurketzu made good company in those moments. She would have no shortage of observations if we were out and about with Maria’s social circle.

But I didn’t actually know what we were doing that night. The butler told me to get used to that too. Maria was not only extremely private, but she was also spontaneous. Sometimes even she didn’t know what a night had in store.

I spent the first half of my shift standing in front of a private room at the back of a fancy restaurant. Her guests were all local government officials–customs officers, cargo inspectors, trade ambassadors, tax enforcers, and a mayor from one of the towns upriver. Mostly, they talked about themselves and drank and ate.

I didn’t hear any conversations of consequence. While it was clear Maria was greasing the wheels for her benefit, there were only passive acknowledgements about that being the case.

From there, we ended up in a members-only gambling den. Maria had an interest in cards, it seemed. I didn’t recognize anyone she spoke to at her table, and I was very aware that asking questions was unwelcome. I heard a bit of talk about shipping schedules, but mostly the table discussed the odd changes in the Flowst dungeon.

The king that was the final boss encounter in the previous version of the dungeon was no longer deep in the secret royal shrine. It used to be him and a cursed knight, and only the knight remained.

The king now sat on his throne on level 3, surrounded by the transformed herbobos. Apparently, the same roots that wove through the herbobos did the same to the king. He wasn’t as strong as the final boss version was, but he was still considered an incredibly difficult encounter for a level three miniboss.

And there was talk about naming this new kind of herbobo an “infested herbobo,” but relatively little was known about them yet, making that a temporary nickname at best.

At about 4 a.m., I helped a drunk Maria into her carriage. As soon as we began to move toward home, she spread her legs and lifted up her dress.

“Lick me. I’ll give you a prize if you finish me before we get home.”

And an hour and a half after that, I was on a wagon with Purity and Invia, heading to the Flowst dungeon with three dungeon passes.



Trina gave us the dungeon passes on a trial basis. If we wanted them to be ours indefinitely, we had to prove we could pull our own weight, ideally better than another party who would have gotten the passes instead of us.

This being our first time in the dungeon as a party, our ambitions were conservative. While we needed to make some money, we also needed to stay alive. This outing was primarily for getting comfortable in the dungeon and finding a route we liked well enough to repeat, all with no major injuries.

We followed the same general path that I had taken with Lyle. We had a good idea of where the earth elementals were and a vague idea of where to expect alligator attacks. The latter were harder to predict, as they were likely to roam, but Purity had a spell that helped.

The Purify spell made all of the water within a twenty-foot radius crystal clear. Unfortunately, I had to stay outside of the radius, being an undead and all. I explained it away by saying I was trailing to help spot alligators. If I did see one, I could move into the clear water as long as Purity didn’t cast Purify while I was within range. If she did, Aurketzu was reasonably sure it wasn’t strong enough to kill me, but I would certainly suffer.

We encountered only one alligator on our way to our first earth elemental.

Invia’s Ice Wall ability, learned from the same she-demon that killed Itaa, was technically a defensive spell, but if she dropped it on top of a submerged earth elemental, the shock of the cold made their whole forms spasm, revealing their location. It wasn’t as good as Lyle’s tracking spell, but as long as I remembered where the earth elementals were so I could tell her when to drop an Ice Wall, it worked fine.

We didn’t press half as far as I had with Lyle. A three-person party against these encounters wasn’t enough, and we needed a better way to detect threats beneath the water. Purify kind of helped, but it was too passive and left me alone in dark waters. Where that spell really shined was after killing earth elementals when we looked for imp fur, a rare moss used in alchemy that was supposedly quite valuable.

With Purify, Invia and Purity could look to the bottom of the swamp. In some cases, we could see the footsteps the earth elementals left behind, and in or near those footprints was a dark red moss, thick as dog fur but only appearing in small patches. Even when we knew to look for it, the moss looked black or brown on the bottom of the swamp, and a minor shadow made it easy to miss the coin-sized growth.

That’s all the larger any patch of imp fur was, and sometimes it was smaller.

When we exited the dungeon, the sun was only just beginning to set. We hadn’t pushed as hard as I would have liked, earning only 500 XP apiece, but Aurketzu was certain the imp fur made the trip worth it. From a grinding perspective, we would have problems getting the gains we needed until we expanded the party.

Expanding the party used to be an "if" in my mind, but by the time we were riding a wagon back to Flowst, it was a must.


Chapter 49

I told Invia and Purity to head back to the apartment while I turned our loot in at the Dungeon Brawlers guild hall. Invia resisted at first, remembering my scolding for not doing her part with the loot in Lopav, but I insisted it was fine.

One of the additional benefits of an active guild chapter was help in offloading loot. Instead of me having to find a buyer for imp fur, I could turn it in at the guild counter, set a minimum price if that was important to me, and come back for my money when it was sold. If the loot was something the guild would sell regularly, I could get payment from the guild right then and there. The guild took their cut from all of that, of course, but the efficiency made the expense worth it for most adventurers.

The same receptionist from my first day stood behind the counter. I handed in our haul of mana stones, a relatively meager sum, and then I put the imp fur on the counter.

She looked down at it and then back up at me. She had a dubious expression.

“What is this, exactly?”

“Imp fur.”

“Imp fur?” She poked the moss with the tip of her pen. “Is this a joke?”

“It’s a reagent.”

The receptionist pulled a thick tome from beneath the counter and thumbed through it. Then she looked back and forth between the entry in her book and the moss I had collected.

“We’ll need an expert to verify this, but finding a buyer shouldn’t be hard. I’ll note all that in your file. When payment is ready, we’ll let you know.”

“Is it good?”

The receptionist hadn’t dropped her skeptical look. “If you did indeed find a rare reagent and not a few clumps of dirt, yes, this is good. I agree it looks similar, but don’t get your hopes up. I’ve never heard of imp fur before, and this says it’s very rare.”

“Well, thank you for looking into it all the same.”

I accepted our payment for the mana crystals and turned to leave. Solara sat at one of the hall tables by herself with a book. She nodded to get my attention as I passed.

“Can I talk to you for a minute?” she asked.

I sat down.

“We have similar goals,” she said. “I think we should team up.”

“Similar goals?”

“To work our way up in the guild.” Before I could deny anything, she continued, saying, “I know, I know. You have no idea what I’m talking about. Spare me. I’m only asking you to consider it.”

I looked around. Trina had said quite plainly that the walls had ears in the guild hall. I jerked my head toward the door, and Solara followed me out. A block away, we ducked into a tavern.

Solara had been ahead of me for most of our trial dungeon run, and in the wagon she never looked up. Now that I sat across from her in a small tavern booth, I saw that she had a cute button nose, and one of her incisor teeth was a little crooked in a cute girl-next-door kind of way. But her smile… She wielded her smile like she knew it dripped with magic. She looked you right in the eye and somehow seemed sweetly innocent and powerfully aware of her beauty at the same time.

On the brief walk to the tavern, Aurketzu had reminded me that we needed a new party member and a source of will points. Telling me that was kind of insulting, to be honest. I was aware of our situation, and I was aware of the opportunity Solara presented.

But her asking about my Thieves’ Guild job felt like a poorly disguised test, a way to see how easily I’d flap my gums about things that were supposed to be a secret. I wanted to use her in every way possible, but first I needed to make sure she didn’t use me. Tricking me into blowing my shot with the Thieves’ Guild would take more than a sexy face and a great chest.

“Our party could use a mage,” I said. “Were you looking for one to join?”

She frowned slightly. “We’re going to play the game anyway? Alright, fine. Yes, I’m interested in joining a party.”

“You held your own in the dungeon. I know you’re strong, so party fit would be the only thing to hash out. Tell me what kind of party you’re looking for.”

“People who know what they’re doing and who want to collaborate on bigger projects,” she said.

+1 Will Point.

“We’re a pretty disciplined group. We’ve been doing runs with just us three and are comfortable with trusting each other, but a small party slows us down too much in the Flowst dungeon. The catch is we don’t want that fourth spot to be a rotating cast member. We want to find a person who is interested in the long haul, all getting strong together. Are you looking for something permanent like that?”

“Yes. With the right fit, like you said.”

“Seems like the easiest thing to do is to bring you on a run and see how we like each other.”

Solara nodded quickly. “Right, but there’s also projects outside of the dungeon. Can we talk about that?”

“Tell me what you need help with.”

She studied me. “I need a partner. I don’t see a way around it. I need a man to get through the door, and I can’t drag in any random dumb ass if I want to keep my cover. You don’t have to do anything once we’re inside. I can take everything from there.”

+1 Will Point.

“Okay. What are you paying?”

She looked at me confused. “I would help you with your test.”

“I’m not taking any tests.”

“I mean the-”

I shook my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Alright, fine,” she said, exasperated. “Then I’ll owe you a professional favor.”

“She is either naive or has already bent to you. Which it is, is difficult to say.”

“I do need a favor, actually. Do you know any good artists? I need to copy a piece of art.”

Solara leaned forward. “Is that so?”

“Yeah. Detail is important, and someone with a printer’s eye would be best, I think.”

“I might know an artist like that.”

I stood. “Great. See you first thing for tomorrow’s run.”

“Just like that?” she asked.

“What do you mean?”

“We have a deal just like that?”

“Say, ‘thank you.’”

She rolled her eyes. “Thank you.”

+1 Will Point.

I loved seeing those notifications. Even the single will point gains were a thrill.



My night with Maria was a repeat of the last, except she dined with different people in her first “meeting” and then a few of them accompanied her to the same gambling den. They rode in the carriage with Maria, so I got to sit on the buckboard with the driver, Billy, for most of the night. He didn’t say much, but he did a lot of subtle pointing to make sure I didn’t miss something interesting, like a noblewoman who was so drunk she didn’t realize the back of her dress was up, or the butler who was not so cunningly ducking behind a wagon with a woman of the night.

I was starting to recognize faces, especially at the gambling den. Those were high rollers, the kinds of people Aurketzu wanted us to get close to. They had money, power, and vices–the perfect trifecta.

But I was also one of the staff, and that apparently made me an automatic member of the “everyone else” club. All of the people who made their living serving the obscenely rich–doormen, waitstaff, bartenders, stableboys, bodyguards, prostitutes–we were all in it together. The more I saw the access they had, the more I realized that those connections would be just as valuable, if not more so.

Anyway, by the time Maria got what she wanted from our ride home, I barely had enough time to get my gear. I nearly missed the first wagon out of Flowst to the dungeon. Solara boarded with Invia and Purity as I turned the corner.

As I climbed in, I said, “This worked out. Solara, this is Ithaca and Penny. Ithaca, Penny, Solara is a mage and is looking for a party. This was kind of a last-minute thing, and I went to work straight after. I would have told you earlier if I could have.”

Invia grinned. “Solara? You lucked out. This is a good party.”

Purity nodded. “I feel very fortunate to have met Byron and Ithaca.”

“The sounds of their voices singing for you, few things in life will be more beautiful.”

“Are we focusing on slimes, or are we pushing for the new herbobos?” Solara asked.

Already, the new dungeon had a meta. Thus far, hunting slimes and the new breed of herbabos, who some were calling “stiffies” because they were now hardwood, was seen as the most profitable. Alligators were too strong and unpredictable, and the “muck elementals” as the muddy earth elementals were now called, were dangerous and extremely durable.

“Muck elementals, actually.”

“What? Why?”

“Remember that the guild likes to protect trade secrets,” I said. “You'll get an equal cut of our returns, but I expect you to keep the method in confidence.”

Solara chuckled nervously and glanced at Invia and Purity.

Invia shrugged. “If you want good money and good XP, listen to him.”

Purity nodded.

Solara sat back, still confused but visibly less skeptical. A little bit.

What good girls.

“You should come out with us tonight,” Invia said a few minutes later. “Byron works, but Purity and I like to treat ourselves after a run. Drinks on me.”

“That's sweet of you. Thank you for that.”

Such good, good girls. Invia and Purity doing the work for me was so much better.



We covered far more ground with a fourth party member. The three of us were already capable of defeating the muck elementals and managing the nuisances in between, but Solara made it easier, and I had plenty of small opportunities to flex Reward for the Loyal along the way. Speaking of progression, she didn’t have a Detection or Tracking spell, but she was hopeful she’d be able to unlock one when she earned her next level.

She mentioned as much when we stopped briefly for a rest.

And Invia, with no prompting whatsoever, said, “I find myself always wanting more than what the system offers. Every unlock.”

“Right?” Solara echoed. “It’s never enough.”

Invia didn’t press the issue further, but she did shoot me a glance to make sure I appreciated her work. I did. Warming Solara up to the idea of Loyalty Pledges before she faced the choice was a smart play.

When we got back to the guild a little bit after sundown, we approached the counter as a party to cashout.

As soon as the receptionist saw me, she asked, “Did you collect more?”

“Yes.”

“Go upstairs. Mistress Trina wants to speak with you. I’ll process all this for you while you’re gone.”

Solara gave me a confused glance, but I held a blank expression. For some reason, playing this moment as anything but normal felt like it would undermine my position. Nobody liked a smug braggart.

Up the stairs, I shut the door behind me when I entered Trina’s office. She shook her head my whole way from the door to the chair in front of her desk.

“I’ve seen more of you than any other candidate in the guild’s history.”

“What can I do for you?”

“The imp fur,” she said. “Where’d you find it?”

“Is it worth something?”

“Very funny. You know you’re going to get a good rate. I didn’t even know this shit existed until you dropped it on my desk, so how is it you knew about it?”

“I read a lot,” I answered.

“Where does it grow?”

“I’ll tell you where to find it, but not while I’m running it.”

Trina raised her eyebrow. “That’s not being a team player for the guild.”

“I’m not keeping anything from the guild. I’m protecting information, right?”

She smiled. “Good. We’re trying to keep it under wraps, but that won’t last long. Eventually, someone is going to try following you to figure out where it grows. Keep your eyes peeled for that.”

“I will.”

“Great work. Get out.”

Smiling, I descended the stairs and rejoined my party. Invia tossed me a pouch, my cut from our payout. I looked over her shoulder and saw Solara sorting through her own pouch with a single finger, wearing a dumbfounded expression. I didn’t linger. I gave Invia a nod and hustled to my shift with Maria. If Invia had a plan for Solara, and her actions in the dungeon made it seem like she did, I would only get in the way if I hung around.

Besides, I had a rich woman to “protect.”


Chapter 50

I stood outside Maria’s bedroom all night. I heard her moving about at times, but she never spoke to me or even came outside. A few will points might have been nice. The loss wasn’t significant, though. Spending an evening reading one of my books on the paladin class was probably more useful in the long run.

Had Maria kept me out all night like she had done the previous nights, I might not have had time to stop by the apartment before the dungeon run the next morning. And had I not done that, I wouldn’t have seen Solara dozing on our couch in her underwear, wrapped in a blanket.

“Your women have brought you an offering.”

They had indeed. I passed quietly so as not to disturb Solara and went to my room to change. By the time I came out with my gear, Solara was up and dressed, but she moved sluggishly from a hangover. Invia looked similarly haggard, but she also had a proud, smug smile.

“Penny,” I said, “Can you bring them back to life?”

Purity smiled and put a hand on Solara and Invia. She cast Cure Poison, and relief washed over their faces.

“Fun night?”

“Ithaca and Penny are monsters,” Solara groaned.

“You’re the one who insisted on going to a second tavern,” Invia retorted. “We were trying to keep up with you.”

“That’s not how I remember it.”

“What do you remember?” Purity asked.

Solara threw a pillow across the room, and Purity giggled. The three of them were getting along really well for how briefly they’d known each other. I wondered how much of that was natural chemistry and how much of that was Invia’s work. If this was Invia’s doing, then I looked forward to her honing her craft. The fact that this was where we started was a good omen.

Our next dungeon run was focused on muck elemental hunting again, but we saw more alligators than normal. Aurketzu suggested adventurers using methods to repel alligators would drive them toward other adventurers. Us, in other words.

Invia and I both got bit. In my case, Ice Touch saved me from the death roll. As soon as I felt the grip, I triggered it, surprising the shit out of the alligator.

Invia saved herself from that fate with a swift stab into the animal’s head. She knew where it was from the bite, and her counterattack was done before any of us knew she was in danger.

Purity was able to heal us both without any trouble, and our practiced efficiency with the muck elementals kept us from falling behind schedule. If we wanted, we could probably get to the stiffies and back in a day, but a more direct route would be the best option if that’s what we wanted to hunt.

More direct meant less imp fur, though, and we had multiclasses to fund. We needed as much gold as we could get. In a way, slower experience gains but with more gold worked in our favor there. It would be best if we could multiclass immediately at level 10. The longer we waited after that, the less valuable the multiclass became.

Eventually, selling the imp fur harvest process to other adventurers while we chased bigger XP deeper in the dungeon would be the way to go. It would be less lucrative, but we’d still make decent money on top of the leveling progress.

At any rate, the run that day went well, and so did the run after that. I worked for Maria in between and then had a night off. Invia and Purity had worked pretty hard, so we agreed to take the following day off as well. That night, the girls went out again.

At Aurketzu’s suggestion, I declined to join. She believed keeping my distance from Solara would play to my favor later. I didn’t disagree with her, but I also didn’t expect her prediction to pay off the next morning.



I was in my room going through Hensewurd intel when Invia, Purity, and Solara returned from the tavern. It was perhaps 3 or 4 am when they stumbled in, and I heard staggered stomping come down the hallway to my room.

Pounding came at my door a moment later, and Invia half jumped on me and half fell in when I opened it to answer.

“I go up a level on my next rest,” she slurred as she grabbed at my belt. “I need good unlocks.”

I snatched her wrists. Invia looked at me, mouth agape.

“Why not?” she asked.

“Show me some progress with Solara,” I whispered. “Doesn’t have to be a lot.”

“Progress, huh?”

I nodded.

“Okay,” Invia said, turning away from me and walking out of my room with purpose.

I followed her a short moment later. Purity and Solara sat on the couches, each with glasses of wine in their hands. Purity’s dark hair was a little messy, and her face was flushed. Solara had her blond hair pulled back into a ponytail, and she grinned as she danced in her seat.

When Invia leaned over the back of the couch, the fabric of her pants tightened around her ass, and I swear she wiggled it. She needed to make sure I lusted after her, and that display certainly did the trick.

“You guys are having too much fun without me!” Invia jokingly complained.

“Solara was just saying how pretty you were,” Purity said to Invia. “She’s jealous of your legs.”

“Penny!” Solara shouted.

Invia shrugged. “I wish I had your figure.”

“Really?” Solara asked.

“Girl, you’re banging.”

Solara blushed.

“You two should just kiss already,” Purity said.

Invia caught on and reached for Solara. The mage didn’t fight it. She smiled drunkenly as Invia gripped the back of her head and pulled her in. They both closed their eyes when their lips met, a brief peck turning into a slow, sensual kiss.

Purity shot a proud glance at me as she sipped her wine.

When Invia gently drifted away, I said, “Solara, kiss her back. Don’t let yourself be upstaged like that.”

Solara pulled Invia over the back of the couch and onto her lap. Invia let herself be moved while her hands ran down Solara’s body. Their lips smacked when they parted briefly to catch their breath, and when they pushed back in, their tongues reached to taste even more of the other.

+1 Will Point.

Invia pulled away, grinning. Solara looked up at her, eyes wide, as if just then realizing what she had done. Her whole face went red.

“Don’t leave Purity out,” Invia said, gently extracting herself from Solara. “I need Byron to give me better upgrades. You two can have fun without me.”

Purity reached out for Solara’s hand.

As Invia pushed me to my room, I heard Solara ask, “What did she mean about better upgrades?”

When I looked back, she had already forgotten her question. Purity’s lips on her neck melted Solara to putty, and she moaned softly.

Were those two about to hook up? Fuck. I wanted to be there to witness that.

“Allow your followers room to work. Make this one earn her reward.”

I slapped Invia's ass as she went into my room. When I activated Rope Burn+2 I swear I saw her shiver. “I know how you’re going to earn your reward. Take off your pants.”

Invia obeyed. I threw her onto the bed. I held her neck with one hand and brought the other hand down on her bare, fit ass. Invia yelped and turned to glare up at me with her face pressed into the sheets.

I smacked her again and again, letting the buff from Rope Burn+2 do its work. After the fifth strike, her right butt cheek was cherry red with handprints. Still holding her down, I ran a hand gently up her legs.

“You’re really fucking wet,” I said, genuinely surprised by the desire dripping down her thighs. “If you take ten more, I’ll reward you.”

“You’re a bastard,” she said. Part of her seemed serious, and another part of her seemed turned on by fighting against me.

I slapped. Over and over, alternating cheeks to spread the red all over her behind. On ten, still pressing her face into the bed, I slid two fingers into her and curled them to rub the softness of her g-spot. I pumped my hand, hard and fast, slamming my fingers deep into her pussy. Rope Burn+2 should help there as well.

She came in less than fifteen seconds, and then she lay there quivering for another three minutes. I released my grip on her, and she rolled to her back, her movements drunk from booze and ecstasy. She dangled her head off the edge of the bed.

“Your turn. Fuck my throat,” she said.

Well, if you insist.



Invia fell asleep on my bed, so I let her rest and spent the rest of the night reading. I didn’t hear any activity from Purity and Solara. I was interested in finding out what happened, which would come soon enough.

“Want to hear my options?” Invia said, the gravel of an early morning in her voice.

She lay on her side and didn’t bother hiding her bare body from me. If I could somehow speak to the version of me that was a city guard, he would never believe that this was where we’d end up.

“Sure,” I said.

This is what she read to me:

Dying Light

Passive Ability

Your rage does 3x the damage, activating automatically when you are near death. Dying Light does not count toward daily Beserk limit. Sugar Daddy bonus improved this ability from 2x to 3x.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: The minimum hit points to trigger Dying Light is increased, activating it earlier.)

(Bonus Pledge: Dying Light adds 2 seconds of invulnerability when it triggers. However, if you go longer than 72 hours without praise from your Viceroy, you suffer a -5% penalty to damage resistance.)

Reckless

Active Ability

Spend up to half your hit points to increase the damage and duration of Berserk. Sugar Daddy bonus improved this ability from a quarter of your hit points to half.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Spend 25% less hit points when you activate Reckless.)

(Bonus Pledge: Spend 25% fewer hit points when you activate Reckless. However, if you go longer than 72 hours without praise from your Viceroy, you suffer a -5% penalty to damage resistance.)

Dance of Death

Passive Ability

Gain an enhanced knowledge of acrobatics as well as the ability to jump farther and higher in addition to reducing fall damage. Sugar Daddy bonus added the reduction to fall damage.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Bonuses provided by Dance of Death improve 5%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Fall damage reduction increased by an additional 5%. However, if you go longer than 72 hours without praise from your Viceroy, you suffer a -5% penalty to damage resistance from all sources.)

“I think Dance of Death is the clear winner there,” I said. “That kind of mobility will keep you safer.”

I also loved that the viceroy bonuses motivated Invia to do praiseworthy things for me. I might need to be more selective about my praise moving forward, especially with a difficult follower like her. If praise was harder to come by, she would need to put more effort into what pleased me.

Invia rolled onto her back. I loved how her perky little breasts shifted when she did. “Yeah, investing more into Berserk doesn’t make a lot of sense for my long-term plans.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

“Don’t forget to praise me,” she added.

“Oh, you did great work last night, and you did even better work with recruitment.”

“Did you like that?” she asked coyly.

“I was very impressed.” And grateful. I used the bonus stat point to move my Wisdom to 9.

Invia slithered out of bed and reached for the floor. She effortlessly transitioned to a handstand and walked on her hands to the middle of the room. She turned to face me and spread her legs while she was upside down. It looked like she took Dance of Death. That was a very good choice.

“I’ve been good, haven’t I?” Invia teased.

She closed her legs and cartwheeled out of the handstand, landing directly in front of where I sat at my desk. She stood over me and leaned forward, bringing her breast to my mouth.

I closed my lips around her nipple and sucked.

“Bite it,” she whispered.

I obliged, gently at first, the pressure increasing gradually, and right when I felt her squirm I triggered Rope Burn+2 and she went limp in my lap, moaning as she melted. All of the bending made her so pliable, so easily overwhelmed by me and what I wanted.

I grabbed her hips and turned her to face away from me. With one arm wrapped around her chest, a hand squeezing one of her breasts, I reached between her legs. As soon as I grazed her clit with the barest tip of my finger, I pinched her nipple as hard as I could and went from a light activation of Ice Touch to the pleasure of Rope Burn+2.

She was going to get her orgasm, but I was going to make sure she earned it.


Chapter 51

That same morning as I was going out the door, Solara sat up from where she was sleeping. Her blonde hair was a nest of bedhead, and she rubbed her eyes. At this point, she might as well move into the spare bedroom.

“Yes. Yes, she should.”

“You got a second, Byron?” she asked.

I paused and shut the door. “What’s up?”

Solara scooted over for me to sit. She borrowed one of Purity’s sleeping shirts it looked like. The plain cotton tunic bunched up on her breasts and her nipples poked through. She seemed totally comfortable, which made me unsure if she realized how little she had on in front of me. Could she be that at ease already?

She might also still be drunk from the night before.

“I still need your help,” Solara said. “Do you trust me enough yet?”

“Say please, and I’ll let you tell me what it entails. I still reserve the right to back out, but I’ll give it serious consideration.”

Solara giggled. “Please.”

+1 Will Point.

“What do we need to do?”

“I need to get into the back office of a brothel,” she explained. “The Guild didn’t say, but I think it’s part of a larger plan. That place has a rep for abusing its girls, and that sort of shit attracts attention after a while. That attention isn’t good for other interests in the area, I’d guess.”

“Sounds reasonable.”

“The clients are men, so it wouldn’t make sense for me to walk in, but if I was there to be the third, they wouldn’t think anything of it.”

“Do you have the full plan mapped out?”

“Yeah.”

“What’s our level of risk?” I asked.

“Low. I’m not taking anything during this visit. I’m setting up for when I do, and I’ll do that part on my own. You bring me in, we book a girl, and then you do whatever you want with her while I step out.”

“And then?”

“That’s as much as you need to know.”

I chuckled. “I’ll see if I can get tomorrow night off. Does that work for you?”

“Yes.”

I went back to my room and returned with the invitation for Hensewurd’s party. “This is what I need copied, and the text I need my version to have is written on the back.”

“I’ll get it done,” Solara said, taking the invitation.

“You know, we have a fourth room,” I said nonchalantly as I went to the door. “The girls seem to like you, and if you’re going to be in the party, you’re welcome to use it. No rent either.”

I shut the door behind me before she could answer.

“Think she’ll say yes?” I asked Aurketzu.

“Undoubtedly.”

“How much of that is Reward for the Loyal and how much is her genuinely wanting to be in the party?”

“You forget that Reward for the Loyal is not a Charm spell. It merely gives an individual positive feelings. An expression of gratitude, a gift, even a smile–are all these not sources of positive emotions?”

“I never looked at it that way.”

“To bend is to choose to bend.”

“We need better sources of income. The imp fur will get me my multiclass, but that won’t be enough for Invia and Purity. If I let Invia down, I think we’ll lose some progress.”

“She can be replaced.”

“I agree, but it’s cheaper if we don’t have to replace her, and you saw how much she has helped with Purity and now Solara. Losing that would hurt our goals for sure. What are the chances you have more inside tips like the imp fur?”

“I have seen no similar opportunities.”

“Once I’m in the Thieves’ Guild, there’s a chance for a big payday or two. I think that book we stole from Godfried was worth a small fortune, but we don’t know what kind of return is normal.”

“What is our destination?”

Again, I wondered if that was Aurketzu’s way of disguising how much of my mind she could read. I had to remember to choose Mind Armor for my next unlock.

To that effect, in taking Lyle’s advice about hiding my Ice Touch ability, I bought a meaningless blue bead and tied it to my hilt with a leather string. That was my “enchantment” to explain Ice Touch, but I also used it to remind me that I needed Mind Armor, that I needed to keep my focus on my ultimate goal of finding my dad. Feeling that bead bounce on my hand during a run brought all of that back to the top of my thoughts.

I hoped that would be enough to keep me on track.

I checked my progress:

Viceroy, Tier 7 (2715/6400)

That was so much ground to cover, and I was covering it far too slowly.

How many points did I earn in that one marathon session with Itaa? I needed several of those.

“We don't know enough about this city to be poking around doing jobs for the Thieves’ Guild yet. I feel like we should get a handle on the dynamics of this place before we start making new problems for ourselves.”

“That does not answer where we’re going.”

“To find a decent brothel.”

“You cannot earn will points with coin.”

“I’m not trying to get laid. I just want information.”

Flowst, like any large city with a dungeon, had no shortage of brothels. Solara’s test assignment gave me the idea that rich and powerful men aren’t above paying for entertainment. I imagined that the bottom-up perspective of the who’s who could be useful.

“This is it,” I said to Aurketzu.

Maria’s driver recommended Nightshade. It wasn’t the most upscale brothel, but it wasn’t a bucket-scraper either. The exterior had the dark paint of a bar, and all the shades were drawn. Two big bald men stood on either side of the door. This place was open, even first thing in the morning.

One of the men extended his arm to stop me from entering. “Members only, bud.”

“A friend of mine recommended this place. He said to say Billy Buckboard vouched for me.”

The security man’s arm relaxed but didn’t lower completely. “How do you know Billy?”

“We work together. Nights mostly.”

“You work for Maria Twin Hawks?”

I nodded. The guards shot each other knowing glances.

The same one spoke again, saying, “Sorry to hear that, brother. Don’t tell any of the girls I said this, but the early shift isn’t the top of the roster, if you catch my meaning. If you’re okay with that, you’re welcome to go inside.”

The immediate interior of Nightshade was a small barroom that could perhaps fit ten people with a squeeze. Mostly, it looked like a waiting room attempting to be posh and luxurious. The bar was there to get clients looser with their wallets, I assumed.

A woman a little younger than Itaa wore a red silk kimono and came to the door to greet me. There was no one else in the waiting room.

“Do you have a preferred girl?” she asked.

“It’s my first time.”

“Oh, wonderful. What experience do you desire? I can recommend the right girl.”

“Experienced, good with conversation,” I said.

“The companionship experience, then.”

“Sure.”

She smiled at me. I knew it was just part of her job, but she was convincing in making me feel desired and welcome, like I was special.

“I’ll let Lilac know what to expect, but it will be a minute. Can I get you anything to drink?”

“Coffee?”

“Of course, sweety.”

I sat on one of the couches and waited. The woman returned with a small cup of coffee. A few minutes later, a woman in her late twenties came around the corner. Her brunette hair was up in a high bun, leaving two loose bangs dangling around her face. Her pink kimono had white flowers embroidered on it. She was slim and fit, but she didn’t have the soft porcelain look of a young woman.

“Hey, handsome,” she said, offering me her hand.

I accepted and let her lead me to a room in the back. It had a four post bed with expensive-looking sheets and far too many pillows.

“What should I call you?” she purred.

“Byron’s fine.”

She gently closed the door, set my coffee on the nightstand, and guided me to sit on the bed. Climbing into my lap, she wrapped her arms around my neck. “I’m all yours for the next hour. What do you like?”

“Could we talk, actually?”

“Sure, baby. Who do you want me to be?”

“No, I’m new to town and wanted to learn a bit.”

Lilac frowned. “So you came to the whore? I have bills, you know. I’m not a tourguide.”

I pulled two gold coins out of my pocket and set them on the bed. “Don’t worry. I’m still a paying customer.”

She eyed the coins and then searched my eyes to see if I was lying. “Alright, honey. What are we talking about?”

I picked her up by her hips and set her on the bed, a feat that made Lilac’s jaw drop.

“Adventurer?” she asked.

“Yes,” I answered, sliding up the bed to sit against the headboard. “Does the name Hensewurd Chastain mean anything to you?”

“You’re not kidding about being new.” Lilac took a sip of my coffee and seemed to decide not to put it back, keeping it instead. “The Chastains are a big-time noble family, really big on worshipping the Goddess. Hensewurd represents his family’s businesses in Flowst. A few of my friends worked parties for him. Very pious in public, complete degenerate behind closed doors.”

“That’s not surprising. What kind of businesses?”

“Fuck if I know. Fabric or some shit. And spices maybe?”

“What kind of people are in his circle?”

Lilac lay down next to me. Her kimono opened just enough to reveal ample C-cups in a black bralette. “Anyone who has money or power, probably. It’s all the same nobles making each other more money and power. Typical stuff.”

Delicate fingertips traced up and down my thigh. By the way she talked, I wondered if she even realized what she was doing or if it was an automatic habit because her tone had no seduction to it whatsoever. I didn’t mind. It felt good.

“What about the underside?”

Lilac raised an eyebrow. “Why do you assume I know all this?”

“I asked for someone smart.”

She looked at me curiously and continued, saying, “You’ve got the hills, which is the fancy part of town. All the money lives there, and honestly, the nobles run the underside of it too. Not all of them, sure, but plenty of the big families are making as much money if not more below board than above.”

“Doing what?”

“Girls, gambling, smuggling, a few different drugs. The money likes moonrock, but most everyone else is buying looseleaf. I can get you some of either if you have the taste.”

“I’ll remember that,” I said.

“The lowers is any place inside the walls that isn’t the hills. Lady Sarah runs the west, and the Ravens run the east. They do all the same shit. Any place outside of the walls is called the spills. Don't look at me. I didn't name it.”

“What about the bridge?”

“The city guard.”

I chuckled.

“I’m serious. Anything underside on the bridge goes through the guard. They’re the worst of all of them. Open secret, but merchants are fine with it. The guards want business to keep flowing, so the docks around the bridge are pretty safe. Don’t fuck with the guards.”

“Noted. Is that all of them?”

“There’s the Thieves’ Guild. Some people will tell you they're overblown, but other folks say they operate everywhere. No territory restrictions for their members. You don’t hear much more than rumors about them, though.”

For the rest of the hour, we talked about everything from monster news to what restaurants she recommended. The madame at the bar had picked well for me, I had to admit. Lilac clearly paid attention to the world around her, and I probably wasn’t the first person to use her as a source.

When I added two more coins to my tip, she ran her hand up and down my shift over my pants. “I can get a lot done in a few minutes.”

“I don’t pay for sex.”

“Worried I won’t be good enough? I promise I can give you a reason to come back to me again.”

“Listen for interesting information. I’ll be coming back.”

She squeezed me. “You promise?”

A thought occurred to me: I couldn’t bend her unless she was willing, but would my Rope Burn+2 bonus apply?

“I’ll take one memory for the road. Stand up and bend over.”

Lilac grinned and did as I instructed. I could see the shape of her lower lips through her panties, and her butt had a juicy round shape, toned and strong. I smacked her ass and triggered Rope Burn+2.

She yelped and seemed to lose her mental balance.

“That kind of play isn’t on my menu,” she gasped, her face flushed. I saw the tug of a grin at the corners of her lips.

“That’s fine. The one spank was all I wanted. See you next week.”


Chapter 52

“This is pretty good,” I said, inspecting the forgery. Solara brought it with her that night when we met to do her brothel job.

“Envelope too,” she replied, holding it out for me. “You should have asked for this also.”

I frowned. She was right. I should have thought of that.

“Are you ready to go?” I asked. The sooner this was out of the way, the sooner I could bring my focus to what mattered: my goals.

Solara laughed at me. “You’re not going dressed like that. You and I are going shopping first.”

“Why?”

“You have to look the part. I do too.”

On our way out, I went to see the security at Maria’s door. I didn’t know their names, but they had seen me before.

“A messenger just gave me this,” I said, offering the invitation. “Can you make sure Miss Maria gets it?”

They looked at me curiously. “Why’d they give you the mail?”

“Lazy, probably.”

The guards shrugged and accepted the letter.

That was easier than I thought it would be.



Solara already had an outfit picked out for me, a silver jacket with black pants and a lavender tunic, and she did a shockingly good job of estimating my measurements. The tailor made a few minor adjustments, needing only minutes, and I left wearing it.

Next, we went to a dress shop, and I learned that Solara was not nearly as good at shopping for herself as she was for me.

She came out of the dressing room in a revealing black dress that was little more than one long scarf strategically wrapped to cover only the essentials. I was stunned. Her shapely form with her generous bosom could barely be contained. She looked like one wrong breeze would reveal what little was still hidden.

“No,” I said.

She pouted. “You don’t think I look good in this?”

“I think you look incredible, but you’re supposed to be my girlfriend. You can dress sexy, but someone of my caliber wouldn’t want you to look cheap. Try something else.”

“Okay.” She disappeared behind the changing room curtain.

+1 Will Point.

The woman running the shop had been listening and proposed several alternatives, passing them through the curtain to Solara. I got a glimpse of her bare body, a wonderfully delicious thigh and a peak at a tidy little blonde bush.

When Solara opened the curtain again, she wore a skin tight black mini dress with black embroidery tracing a strip of filigree down one side. The straps were thin, the skirt was just long enough, and she wasn’t wearing a bra.

“Is this better?” she asked.

“Give me a little spin.”

She did.

+1 Will Point.

“All of that will be yours.”

I already knew that.

By the time we got to the brothel, it neared midnight. This one was far more upscale than the one Billy sent me to, but they didn’t have a members-only policy. Solara, hanging off of me like a dutiful gold digger, made a convincing companion, and her choice of clothing for me seemed to be convincing as well.

“Do not rush the evening. More time means a deeper bend.”

The lounge area of this establishment felt like a high-end bar for VIPs rather than a waiting room like the one in Nightshade. Several women pawed at clients, most of whom were old enough to have gone gray. Some men had two or three girls doting on them, and I couldn’t immediately guess which women were working and which women were dates, who could also be working, in fairness.

All of the ladies here were dressed in various varieties of dresses and gowns, reflecting the opulent luxury that clients here seemed to enjoy.

A petite girl in a sort of black toga approached me.

“Welcome, sir. Always nice to see a new face.”

“My girlfriend recommended this place,” I said, indicating Solara, who was still at the bar. “I’m impressed so far.”

“I see, a girlfriend. How can we entertain the two of you this evening?”

I waved Solara over. She handed me a glass of something dark.

“What are you in the mood for tonight?” I asked her.

She feigned thinking about it. “I want a thin little thing who is good with her tongue, for both of us.”

The madame smiled and nodded.

“Slow. Slow.”

“Can we have an hour or so to enjoy our drinks?” I asked.

Solara shot me a brief glare.

“Of course, sir,” the madame said, dipping her head. “I’ll come get the two of you when we’re ready for you.”

“Why did you do that?” Solara whispered.

“Take a drink.”

+1 Will Point.

“Good customers are bad suspects,” I answered. “It looks like everyone else is taking their time, so we should too, to blend in.”

Solara narrowed her eyes. I took her hand and led her to an empty lounge chair away from the other patrons.

“Sit on my lap.”

She giggled and got comfortable, crossing her legs with one arm around my neck. That little laugh was for the benefit of our cover, I realized, not to flirt with me.

+1 Will Point.

I raised my glass. “To a job well done.”

She tinked my glass with hers and sipped while I gulped.

“Arm candy doesn’t waste good booze,” I said. “Drink.”

+1 Will Point.

“I can’t get too drunk,” she insisted. “I still need to work.”

I raised my hand and held up two fingers to the first cocktail waitress to look my way. “That’s fine. We can take our time with these next two.”

After Solara accepted her second drink, she asked, “What’s the deal with your party?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Ithaca and Penny. What’s the arrangement there? They both look at you like you’re the only man they’ve ever seen.”

“Is that bad?”

Solara took a drink, far larger than a sip. “What’s really going on?”

“You don’t need to dance around it. Ask what you want to ask.”

“Ithaca mentioned something about getting a better ability from being with you. What did she mean by that?”

+1 Will Point.

“When were you talking about this?” I asked.

“We weren’t. I overheard it.”

“We’re a tight party,” I answered. “Private too. You would have to join us officially, but yeah, we offer some unique perks.”

“And those perks improve leveling?”

I activated Sense Weakness, and I had to hide my smile. Solara’s weakness was greed. I had thought of that in terms of money back before I died, but I knew now that real greed was a thirst for acquiring anything of value and then thirsting for more. Power. Fame. Influence. Reputation. On and on.

“We’re getting a few looks,” I whispered. “Kiss my neck for our cover.”

She seemed torn between believing me and calling bullshit, but she leaned forward. I felt her warm breath and the gentle tickle of her lips. She kissed up to my ear and gently bit my lobe.

“Please tell me,” she whispered seductively.

+15 Will Points.

“I have a unique ability that’s difficult to explain, but it gives my party access to extra buffs.”

“How?” she asked.

“That’s as much as I’m willing to say right now,” I said. She tensed when I slid a hand up her thigh, just far enough that the tips of my fingers were beneath the hem of her skirt.

+10 Will Points.

“Little by little… Little by little…”

“Is that where Ithaca learned Ice Wall?”

“I told you I’m not saying anymore. You tell me about who you are. Why are you trying to join the guild?”

“What if I want to keep my secrets like you?” she countered.

“Then you don’t join the party, and you’ll spend the rest of your life wondering what exactly those buffs entailed.”

I gripped her thigh where my hand rested and squeezed her closer to me. Her breasts were almost at perfect mouth height for me to just reach out and bite. I resisted the temptation.

“I’m not complicated,” she said. “I grew up poor, watched my mom live in misery, and decided that would never be me. Drawing the wizard class for my base was all the luck I needed to start making some coin.”

“You could make a living crawling first and second floors for the rest of your career, so there’s something else.”

“I don’t want a living. I want the noble life. The guild is the fastest way to do that, I decided. Why are you smiling?”

“I’m smiling because I want the same thing and because I could help you.”

Solara studied me as she finished her drink. “I am making four times as much on first floor runs than I expected. That would have never happened without your party.”

I nodded.

A petite woman with black hair, a thin body, and small breasts sauntered over in a glittering red dress. She sat down next to us and put a hand on Solara’s thigh while leaning toward me.

“I’m Nina. Buy a girl a drink?”

Solara grabbed the back of Nina’s head and pulled her into a deep kiss. When she let go, even Nina looked surprised.

“I’m hungry now,” Solara said, her eyes running over Nina’s features like she was prey to be consumed. Looking at me, she batted her eyelashes and added, “Please? For me?”

Nina stood and took Solara’s hand. “Follow me.”

Following behind both women, I found myself wishing this wasn’t a job but was for real. Those two at the same time? Yeah, that would be a good night. Too bad that’s not what this was.

Nina’s room was more like a hotel suite, making Lilac’s room a shoebox by comparison. She had two couches and the biggest bed I’ve ever seen. Maybe she was no stranger to group work, or maybe the price for this experience was outrageous enough to justify it.

As soon as the door shut, Solara sat me on the bed, grabbed a chair, and put Nina directly between us. “Turn and face him,” she said. “Look him in the eye and give him your most innocent face.”

Nina fell into my lap, snoring.

“What just happened?” I asked, putting Nina on the bed.

“Sleep spell.”

“She intended for the spell to affect you as well.”

That was an interesting insight.

“What am I going to do while you’re gone now?” I asked.

“Sit and wait. I’ll come back for you when I’m done.” She hesitated, glancing at Nina’s sleeping figure. “Don’t be a creep.”

“I don’t need to take advantage of sleeping girls to get off, thanks.”

Solara seemed to relax at that answer. She carefully cracked the door, watched for a moment, and then sneaked out of the room and out of sight.

I looked over at Nina. What a waste of time and money, I thought. Sure, I wouldn’t have earned will points from her, but it still would have felt damn good to use her, especially if I had nothing else to do to pass the time.

The wait wasn’t long. Solara was back in the room within ten minutes.

“Alright, we can go,” she said.

“That’s a terrible idea. We should walk out of here as casually as we came in. Taking off a few minutes into a very expensive hour and leaving behind an unconscious working girl is so suspicious that they’d be idiots to not scrutinize what happened in that time.”

“We’re going to sit here for the rest of the hour?”

“Looks like it.”

I had a lot of practice passing long hours like this, so the next forty five minutes would go by just fine. Solara didn’t need to know that I was that comfortable, however.

I relocated to one of the couches and motioned for her to do the same. Nina might get the wrong idea if she woke to the two of us looming over her, and that idea would only worsen when she started to wonder what had transpired in the hour she was unconscious. That was another form of attention we did not need.

“What’s the catch with the apartment?” Solara asked as she sat on the couch across from mine.

“Other than having to join the party? No catch.”

“You’re not expecting me to fuck you or something like that?”

I leaned forward and put a hand on her knee, activating Safe Word to give her a sense of ease. “If you wanted to fuck me, I wouldn’t say no. That would be because you wanted to, though, not because you owed me rent.”

“That sounds like a trick.”

“Ask Penny or Ithaca. They’ll tell you the same.”

Solara sat in silence for several more minutes. “How good are these party buffs?” she asked. “I’ve never heard of anything like that.”

“Are you asking me to tell you before you’ve committed to joining the party?”

“Yes.”

“I already told you I wouldn’t do that.”

“It will help me decide.”

I shrugged.

“Please,” she said, pouting her lips like a cheesy romance character.

She brought her arms together, further exaggerating the fullness of her already ample breasts. The little black dress strained as it struggled to contain them.

“Press. Press.”

“I need to know I can trust you.”

“You can trust me,” she insisted.

I laughed. “You just attempted to cast a Sleep spell on me.”

Solara stiffened.

“I’m not mad, but it doesn’t suggest trustworthiness.”

“How can I prove myself?”

“By joining the party,” I repeated. “I don’t know what else I can tell you.”

Solara sat back, pouting for real this time. She crossed her arms in a huff. Her posture shifted suddenly. She had an idea.

“I’ve seen you look at my chest.”

“Yeah, so?”

“I’ll show you my tits if you tell me more about the buffs.”

I grinned. “Do it.”

Solara let the straps of her dress fall off her shoulders and down her arms with a small shrug, a motion she seemed well-practiced at. To reveal the rest, she had to peel the dress off of her breasts, revealing perky mounds far bigger than Invia’s or Purity’s. A hand wouldn’t be near enough to contain one. The soft flesh would squeeze out between my fingers if I tried.

Her nipples stood erect, and they were made for sucking. They were like two finger tips sticking straight up, tailor made to have my lips wrapped around them.

+20 Will Points.

“Good girl,” I said.

Solara smirked and started packing herself back into her tiny dress.

“Wait.”

She looked at me confused.

“Make up for using Sleep on me.”

“How?”

“Show me your ass too.”

She hesitated for a moment, but she stood and hiked her short skirt up. She wasn’t wearing panties, but she kept her legs together to hide as much of herself as she could.

“You can get dressed,” I began. “Here’s a buff example: Ithaca had the choice to select Stoneskin for one of her unlocks. I assume you’re familiar?”

Solara nodded.

“The default is 10% damage reduction.”

“Right.”

“She was given the option for a variant that would have made that 25%.”

“Bullshit,” Solara spit.

“It’s not. That’s why we aren’t quick to share that information. We know how lucky we are and don’t need the attention or the questions that would come with revealing this to the public.”

“Are the buffs always that good?”

“If you found the base version of the ability appealing, then yes, you would be impressed by the buff options.”

“That can’t be true.”

I shrugged. “Ask the girls tomorrow when we’re in the dungeon. They’ll confirm it.”

The rustling of blankets came from behind me. I turned to see Nina sitting up, rubbing her head, confused.

“Good morning,” I said.

“What happened?” she asked.

“Your head hit the pillow and you were out,” Solara answered. “You looked really tired and so sweet. We thought we'd let you rest.”

“But your hour-”

Solara stood and walked to Nina, taking her face in her hands. “We had a lovely hour on our own.” She kissed Nina on the forehead. “You'll just have to work twice as hard next time. Gives me something to look forward to.”

Solara dumped a few coins into Nina's hands and motioned for me to follow. She grabbed my arm and pulled me out of the room with a blissful grin on her face.

A few moments later, we were out in the street and on our way home.

“What’s the next step in the plan?”

“I let myself in and take what I need.”

“How does that work?”

“I'll tell you when I join the party,” she said slyly.


Chapter 53

Our cohesion as a party improved every run. Solara was a good fit, and having a mage working ranged attacks made the grind so much easier, especially with the giant mosquitos. She was going to be an even bigger asset when we finally started on the herbobos, or rather the mutated “stiffies.”

The news coming out of the dungeon talked about the flooding flowing through and then beneath the castle, draining into the deeper floors. Splashing around in those floodwaters were more monsters possessed by an unknown variety of plant monster. The same creature that overtook the herbobos had also invaded a weeping willow, skeletons, soldiers, and the king.

In the dungeons beneath the castle, the plant possessors took the form of rock creatures, and a version of that rock creature incorporated dozens of chains and manacles as well as pieces of jail cell doors, rusty and bent. The crypt below that had more skeletons, but several of the decorative statues were overtaken by the plants and became monsters as well.

In the previous form of the castle, the lower dungeons led to two floors of an ancient shrine. Some people believed the shrine’s celebration of the royal family drifted into cult-like self-worship. It was also where the king sacrificed his family to save his kingdom from the herbobos, so maybe cult-like wasn’t too far off.

Thus far in the life of the new dungeon, no one had gotten into the shrine to see what was different about those floors. The first room of the shrine was guarded by a giant statue of a former king brought to life by the roots. Apparently, it was immune to pretty much everything, and the entire time you weren't hurting it, smaller statue plants attacked.

Those were durable but beatable. The problem was they reformed after a few minutes and resumed attacking.

Our party hadn't gone farther than the outside walls, so all of this knowledge was pieced together from rumors and reports. I knew that grinding for imp fur was the smartest use of our time, but I liked the idea of exploring something new. It would be more interesting than staring at my feet hoping to find the right clump of mud.

On one of those runs, maybe four or five days after taking Solara to the brothel, we rested for a few minutes.

“I’d like to join the party,” Solara said suddenly, just before drinking from her waterskin.

Purity squealed and tackled Solara with a hug. “We’re going to have so much fun!”

Invia looked at me with a sneaky smirk. I smiled back.

“Congratulations, viceroy.”

When Purity let Solara up, Invia hugged the wizard next. “Welcome to the party,” she said, and it sounded oddly sincere. Hearing Invia be sincere was… unnerving.

“I’m really happy I met all of you,” Solara replied. “I can’t believe how smoothly we work together after just a few days, and it’s nice to fall in with people I can trust.”

I hugged Solara next. Her breasts pressing against me reminded me of how good her legs felt that night in the brothel. Over the hours we spent together, inside and outside of the dungeon, I steadily fed her feelings of satisfaction with Reward for the Loyal and occasionally Safe Word if the opportunity presented itself. Like Invia and Purity before her, Solara was beginning to bend.

“My news is a lot less exciting,” Purity said when the energy calmed. “I found what I want to support. It’s called the Barrel Street Mission, and they keep families fed, or try to at least. Not as amazing as Solara joining the party, but…”

I shook my head. “No, that’s great news. I’m excited to get started.” Which was a lie. I had three multiclasses to fund. I didn’t need to be throwing money at some half-assed charity run by people I’d never met.

“Penny told me about this earlier,” Solara said. “It’s pretty great of the party to do that. It’s a nice touch.”

Smiling proudly at Purity, I praised, “Penny has a big heart.”

Purity blushed, so I took that to mean she didn’t catch my lie. “There’s a bonus. The Chastain family are frequent donors.”

I needed a moment to process that. I never expected that name to come up in this conversation. “Oh, really? That is interesting.”

Maybe I wasn’t giving Purity enough credit. She was still a team player, and I should be happy to support her side project to keep her making choices like that. I never would have made that connection on my own. Instead, Purity did all of the work and served it up.

What a good girl.

With the party on a bit of a good-news high, we gathered our things for the trek out. As we did, Invia pointed at tall grass that was mostly submerged in the swamp.

“What is that?”

Tangled in the grass were several walnut-sized balls whose outer layer was a cloudy yellow. Nearly entirely submerged, they would have been easy to miss.

When Solara looked over Purity’s shoulder to see what we were all looking at, she laughed. “Those are giant mosquito eggs.”

“You’re sure?” Invia asked in reply.

“Positive. When I started with the Brawlers, one of the other level 1s found these and thought he had discovered something valuable. He brought a bunch home, and that evening, giant mosquitos hatched. The bunkroom was full of them.”

Invia restrained a gag.

“Should we kill them?” Purity asked.

I shook my head. “Probably not worth the effort.”

On our loop back to the dungeon exit, Solara motioned for us to pause. She listened carefully, her eyes darting all over the swamp.

“I feel it too,” Invia whispered. “We’re being watched.”

Trina did say to expect this to happen eventually. Imp fur was worth too much money for the word to not get out, so other parties were bound to go looking for it. Once they got desperate, getting the answers out of us was the next option.

I hoped their plan was to watch how we did it rather than ambush us and torture us until we talked.

"Deceive."

I held eye contact with Invia and said without whispering, “You guys are imagining things. Keep your eyes up. We can’t afford to miss any fur.”

Solara spun to face me. As soon as she saw Invia’s stare, she understood. Purity, meanwhile, was already nodding.

So the rest of the way out of the dungeon, we purposely walked away from muck elementals after we killed them, choosing instead to pretend to search the trees as if imp fur would be found in their branches. Solara at one point squealed with glee and reached up into some leaves. When she withdrew her hand, it held a clump of imp fur.

“This patch got pretty big,” she said, putting the reagent into her satchel.

I nodded. “Beautiful. Good eye.”

Our party mage was clever with her lies, I was learning, and she was good at making her deceptions feel authentic.

When we exited the dungeon, Aurketzu suggested we wait nearby to see which adventurers exited behind us. We waited for an hour and a half, and no one else came up the stairs. They must have been savvy enough to anticipate a move like ours and knee to wait an exceptionally long time before leaving.

But we were tired, so we grabbed a wagon and went back to town.



When we returned to the apartment, a note had been slipped under the door. Maria was traveling that night and for the next three days, at least, so my services would not be needed. That was a relief. I might not need sleep, but I did need to rest my mind from time to time.

Invia and Purity spent the rest of the night helping Solara pack up the room she rented across town and relocate it all into the fourth bedroom of the apartment.

My will points had ticked up little by little each day, mostly from Invia and Purity pleasuring themselves to me every morning, but a few came from bending Solara. Now that she was moving in? I could feel the need for will points as viscerally as I used to feel hunger or thirst. Solara living down the hall was one step closer to draining every point she had in those big breasts and juicy ass.

Somewhere during the move, the girls found time to get drunk. By the time they were back in the apartment with Solara’s bags, they were a three-headed giggling mess. But it was cute.

“Patience. She will come to you and will love you for it.”

I checked my will point progress:

Viceroy, Tier 7 (3245/6400)

I didn’t want to be patient. Ultimately, I trusted Aurketzu and slipped into my room to read. An hour and a half later, I heard Invia’s door close, followed by back-and-forth whispers and soft feet coming down the hall. Purity knocked on my door and let herself in, pulling Solara along by the hand.

They both wore long white tunics and no pants. I couldn’t immediately tell if they wore panties, but I was certain they weren’t wearing bras. Purity’s cute bosom next to Solara’s swinging gifts made for a spectacular view.

+10 Will Points.

Dark brown hair swung into my eyes when Purity leaned in to whisper to me. “Sit and watch.”

I gladly obeyed and sat in a chair next to the bed. Kneeling near me on the mattress, Purity and Solara embraced and brought their lips together. By the way they moved, this didn’t seem like the first time this had happened, and while I could appreciate the entertainment, it also was not lost on me that they very much enjoyed their roles.

And that it made it better.

+10 Will Points.

“Why am I getting points for this?” I asked Aurketzu.

“They are performing for your pleasure.”

“That counts?”

“Yes.”

That was phenomenal news.

Their hands ran up and down each other’s bodies, over the tunics at first but eventually down their legs, which quickly led to hands slipping up beneath shirts. Solara guided Purity onto her back and lay on top of her, continuing to kiss. Soon, she moved to nibble on Purity’s ear while one of her hands went from squeezing Purity’s breasts to gliding down between Purity’s legs, gently touching over her panties.

+20 Will Points.

+10 Will Points.

I thought I noticed Solara adjusting her and Purity’s position to give me a better view of the cleric’s powder blue cotton panties.

Her light touch sent quivers through Purity’s petite body, and she squeaked a small moan when Solara went from grazing her with her fingertips to running a whole palm down her snatch.

Solara began to slowly and gently massage Purity’s sex, and I could see how wet she was already through her panties. Returning to Purity’s lips, Solara kissed the cleric, her own soft moans occasionally joining Purity’s.

Then Purity rolled Solara off of her and reached under the mage’s tunic to yank down a yellow thong with a daisy flower print. She pushed Solara’s knees apart and slid down her body. Where Solara teased and went slow, Purity was more aggressive and direct.

That surprised me, but when I thought about it, I realized that Purity had steadily grown more assertive in our time together. Taking control of Solara may have even encouraged her to embrace it.

+10 Will Points.

After a few light kisses, kneeling between Solara’s spread legs, Purity leaned forward. I could hear her tongue working Solara’s clit, fast and hard. Solara put one hand on the back of Purity’s head, grabbing a fistful of hair, while her other hand squeezed her own breast. She writhed and convulsed as Purity worked.

+25 Will Points.

I was hard as fuck, and Purity’s little butt in her wet powder blue panties was in the air. Her tunic fell toward her shoulders as she licked Solara, revealing her petite, soft ass and smooth legs.

Purity asked me to watch, but I felt the draw of that position. I wanted to get behind the cleric and bury myself in her.

Not entirely taking that idea off the table, I decided to try and hold out to see what else Purity had planned. I undid my pants and stroked myself to the show. Purity saw out of the corner of her eye and smiled proudly before Solara grabbed the back of her head and pressed Purity’s face back into her dripping pussy.

Solara came, her whole body shaking while her moans dropped deep and slow, like her orgasm was so strong that she couldn’t inhale until it was over.

Then she kissed Purity’s lips, licking around her mouth to taste all of her own juices, and put the cleric on her back. It was Solara’s turn to do the work.

+50 Will Points.

Now it was Solara’s ass in the air, and she didn’t have panties on. I could see all of her from behind, and her wet slit called to me.

+20 Will Points.

Purity got my attention and beckoned me toward her. “Harder,” she said to Solara as she reached out and grabbed my dick.

Purity used her grip to pull me to the side of the bed and into her mouth.

+50 Will Points.

Those were will points for getting oral, something I had done with Purity many times over without earning more points. Her pleasuring me while Solara ate her out counted as a new action, and who was I to argue with the system?

After swallowing and gagging on me two times over, Purity pulled back to catch her breath.

“I want you to cum in my mouth when I cum. Drown me while I’m trying to scream.”

And holy fuck, I was happy to oblige. I noticed Solara peek up at me from time to time, her lips and tongue never leaving Purity’s sex when she did. I saw it in her eyes. She was hooked. She liked living our lifestyle.

When she got her first Loyalty bonus with a level-up, she would be mine forever.

I reached down and pinched Purity’s nipple through her tunic. I slowly squeezed harder and harder and activated Rope Burn+2. She burst. I felt her whole body sink into her orgasm, and I did as she requested. I held her mouth on my dick, both hands on the back of her head, and waited until every last drop of me pumped into her.

+50 Will Points.

+50 Will Points.

When I was done and finally released her, she fell back flat on the bed, gasping.

“Thank you,” she said to me, looking up and smiling. “I hope you enjoyed your gift.”

Yes. Yes, I did.


Chapter 54

Purity and Solara fell asleep in my bed, which was fine. I didn’t really need a bed, and I was pleased that our newest party member was getting that comfortable already. When sunrise leaked through my bedroom window, I heard Purity stir.

Purity was in the middle of the bed with Solara draped over the left side of her body. They still wore their white tunics, but neither woman bothered to put their panties back on. The way Solara had her leg wrapped around Purity revealed all of her bare ass.

Looking up at me with sleepy eyes, the cleric patted the bed to invite me next to her. I obliged. Purity turned toward me and put herself in my arms. Solara didn’t seem bothered by the position change and continued sleeping.

“Thank you for last night,” Purity whispered.

“You were incredible.”

Purity smiled and blushed slightly. “I wanted this to be part of your surprise: I leveled up yesterday. Can you help me pick what to take?”

“Sure. Read me your options.”

For her move to level 9, like always, Purity could pick from any ability she was offered previously or one of these three new offerings:

Eyes and Ears

Passive Ability

Improves the strength of all spells that inflict a Blindness or Deafness debuff. Sugar Daddy bonus increased the strength of these spells by 10%.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increase the duration of Blindness and Deafness debuff by 15 seconds.)

(Bonus Pledge: Increase the duration of Blindness and Deafness debuff by an additional 15 seconds. However, if you go longer than 72 hours without praise from your viceroy, you suffer a -5% penalty to damage resistance.)

Holy Armor

Active Ability

Duration: 2.5 Minutes

Gain the spell Holy Armor, which enables you to bless armor with the ability to reflect damage from Evil sources. You must be touching the armor to imbue the effect but evil-aligned individuals cannot wear the armor. Sugar Daddy increases the duration of Holy Armor by 30 seconds.

(Optional Synergy with Loyalty: Damage resistance improved by 5% while wearing Holy Armor.)

(Bonus Pledge: Damage resistance improved by 7.5%. However, if you go longer than 72 hours without praise from your Viceroy, you suffer a -20% penalty to damage resistance.)

Divine Quest

Passive Ability

Upon gaining a new level, receive a divine directive appropriate to your class and level. Completing this quest will result in a bonus and/or reward appropriate to your class and level. Quests are not optional. If you fail to complete the Divine Quest before your next level up, suffer temporary stat loss for a number of days equivalent to twice your current level. Sugar Daddy reduced the penalty to twice your current level from three.

(Optional Synergy with Loyalty: Once per level, reroll your assigned quest or add a second quest to receive a second bonus. Second quest is subject to the same rules and penalties as the first and cannot be abandoned.)

(Bonus Pledge: Once per level, reroll your assigned quest or add a viceroy objective to increase the difficulty and improve subsequent bonus/reward of a Divine Quest. Objective and affected quest are chosen at random. In addition to the temporary stat loss, failing to complete a Divine Quest before your next level will inflict you with flu-like symptoms for a number of days equal to your level.)

I also recommended that she consider taking Greater Good for a second time. The bonuses were too significant for me to not mention it as a possibility:

Greater Good

Passive Ability

When in the vicinity of allies, increase their damage resistance by 10%. Ability can be selected up to three times.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Allies receive a 5% bonus to constitution in addition to the bonus to damage resistance. Bonus stacks if ability is selected more than once.)

Holy Armor was obviously out, so I didn’t even bring it up for discussion. Eyes and Ears sounded useful in the right hands, but I wasn’t aware of Purity having any spells that inflicted those kinds of debuffs, so it wasn’t really relevant for her.

“We should eliminate Divine Quest as well,” Aurketzu said. “We are wise to avoid anything related to divinity.”

“You’re worried she’ll get a quest that puts us in danger?” I asked in my mind.

“Indeed.”

“But there’s a viceroy-specific bonus that sounds really good for us.”

“It is not worth the risk of trusting such vague language.”

I kept coming back to the part that said, “Completing this quest will result in a bonus and/or reward appropriate to your class and level.” As long as Purity was loyal to me, any bonuses or rewards she earned were good for me as well. However, I agreed with Aurketzu that the lack of specifics was troubling.

“What do you know about Divine Quest?” I asked Purity.

“My father took it,” she replied. “He said it helped to give him direction. The quests are usually relevant to you and your current location, so I could get a quest to do something in the dungeon, for example, or do something good in town. He’s gotten two that he had to travel for, though. In all cases, one of his abilities got a permanent buff.”

“I assumed the quests would be all about hunting evil and undead and stuff like that.”

“Sometimes, usually only if something like that is in the area.”

“So if we were near a dungeon full of undead, we might get a quest involving banishing the undead?”

Purity nodded.

“The risk is too great.”

“I don’t see the issue,” I told Aurketzu. “If she gets a quest like that, we’ll make sure she fails it.”

“You would let her suffer in that way?”

“If it’s for my benefit, yes.”

Aurketzu laughed in my mind. “Such lovely words to hear.”

“I think I’m leaning toward Divine Quest,” Purity whispered.

“Take it,” I said.

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

“My quest is to defeat the king of the Flowst dungeon.”

“That’s challenging but not terrible,” I said. “We’ll be running that deep in the dungeon eventually.”

Purity nodded. “My second quest is to donate 100 gold pieces to a noble cause.”

Fuck. That was expensive, and we didn’t need another money suck right now. At the same time, if the reward was worthwhile, that was a relatively easy quest to complete, assuming the system wasn’t weird about how it determined what causes were noble.

The cleric gasped.

“Did you add a viceroy objective?”

She nodded, her face already red with shame. “After I defeat the king, I am to ‘bring your viceroy as well as yourself to climax while he sits in the king’s throne. Complete this objective within ten minutes of defeating the king.’”

Aurketzu howled with glee.

“That’s easy,” I assured her. “I'm already looking forward to it.”

Purity smiled sheepishly.

As for my unallocated stat point, I thought I would be clever and use Pact of the Ice Fiend to invest that new stat point into Bend, buffing the very thing that gave me will points. The system denied it.

While I pondered where to spend that point instead, Solara, her chest pressed against Purity’s back, looked over the cleric’s shoulder.

Solara read from her system menu unprompted:

Loyalty

Bonus Passive

On level-up, gain the option to permanently improve an ability. Choosing the Loyalty bonus permanently binds that ability to your viceroy. If your viceroy ejects you from their service, any ability with the Loyalty upgrade is lost forever.

“Is that the buff you all have been talking about?” she asked.

“Yes,” I answered.

“That’s a doozy of a penalty, but the rewards…”

“What options did you get?”

Solara read from her system menus:

Detection Proficiency

Passive Ability

Gain the knowledge to cast improved versions of Detect Presence, Detect Magic, Detect Hidden, and Detect Poison. If you do not know how to use any of these spells, base proficiency is added automatically with this ability. Sugar Daddy expands the range of these spells by 5%.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Expand the range of your Detect spells by 10%)

(Bonus Pledge: Expand the range of your Detect spells by an additional 10% while increasing sensitivity to viceroy touch by 25%. Note: Optional bonuses are only offered once.)

Greater Depths

Passive

Permanently increase the size of your mana pool by 6%. This ability can be selected a total of 3 times. Sugar Daddy added a bonus 1% to the mana pool increase.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increase the size of your mana pool by an additional 5%)

(Bonus Pledge: Increase the size of your mana pool by an additional 5% while increasing sensitivity to viceroy touch by 25%. Note: Optional bonuses are only offered once.)

Specialist

Passive Ability

Increase the strength of any spell in which you are proficient by 5%. This ability can be selected an unlimited number of times and can stack or be applied to different spells. Sugar Daddy bonus increased spell strength from 2.5%.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increase the strength bonus by an additional 2.5%)

(Bonus Pledge: Permanently increase the strength bonus by an additional 2.5% per application of Specialist while increasing sensitivity to viceroy touch by 25%. Note: Optional bonuses are only offered once.)

“I take it you’re the viceroy?” Solara asked. “I’ve never heard of that class.”

“It’s a rare leadership class. No one outside this party knows that I have it.”

No one except for the ancient sorceress living in my head.

“I had planned to take the Detection Proficiency like we talked about. Those spells are tricky to learn manually but Greater Depths and Specialist are so good. A 16% boost in mana from one unlock? That’s outrageous, and so is a 10% increase in spell strength with Specialist. Stacking that twice would make any of my spells elite level, and that’s not counting other bonuses.”

“She is wise to be tempted by Specialist, and so are we. She would become a very powerful tool within a few levels, the kind of power enemies would fear.”

In my mind, I added, “And that would help us punch above of our weight for experience gains…”

“If you took Specialist,” I asked Solara. “What spell would you apply it to?”

“Fire or Bolt, probably.”

“Fire could level whole cities. Bolt could bring down a titan.”

Out loud I said, “One is good for volume, and the other is good for specific targets. I want to say Bolt, but a lot of the enemies in the Flowst dungeon are earth based and resistant to electric attacks.”

“I vote Bolt,” Purity said. “We seem to prefer big monsters over lots of monsters.”

Which was true. “The short-term struggle would be worth it in that case,” I agreed.

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

Seeing that message again so soon was almost as good as finishing in Purity’s mouth.

The degenerate in me wanted to put both into Rope Burn to bring that bonus up to +4. I did my best to think with my mind instead of my dick, as difficult as it was.

Aurketzu advised against buffing Reward for the Loyal previously, arguing that the small satisfaction the spell provided was what made it so effective. If the strength of that increased, targets were more likely to realize they were being influenced in some way. Safe Word was similar in that regard. An overwhelming sense of security flooding a person out of nowhere would arouse suspicion.

Other than Rope Burn, or saying "fuck it" and putting those stat points into my actual stats, I had two contenders:

Sense Weakness

Active Ability

Gain an intuitive understanding of an enemy’s most exploitable weaknesses.

and…

Enemy Study

Passive

Every time you kill the same monster, gain a 0.1% bonus to damage against that monster. Max damage bonus of 10%. Note: Bonus is based on specific monsters, not the group they belong to. For example, earning a damage bonus by killing goblins does not translate into a damage bonus for goblin shamans.

I didn’t know what the improvement would be for either ability, so choosing Sense Weakness could end up doing something useless. What made that ability tempting, however, was that it worked on people outside of combat, giving me an insight into their minds. I couldn’t imagine what exactly an improvement to that would entail, though.

Enemy Study was less risky, as I was almost guaranteed to get a boost to how quickly I gained bonus damage or a boost in my overall damage cap. I preferred the latter but wouldn’t mind the former.

I grit my teeth and put one point into Enemy Study. My cap rose from 10% bonus damage to 12.5% bonus damage. That was juicy and tempting to take again, but I had two beautiful women in my bed. I wanted more of that just as much as I wanted to deal more damage.

But I was already dropping points into wisdom despite Aurketzu telling me not to. If she wasn’t lying about it being a waste, burning yet another stat point would undermine the advantage Loyalty Pledges gave me.

So I played it safe. I would be wielding a weapon as an antipaladin, so more strength would always help. I added my remaining stat point there.

When my attention returned to the room, I saw that Purity and Solara had gone back to sleep.

+50 Will Points.

My darling Invia, I’m glad you’re having a good morning. I certainly was.



We lazed around the rest of the morning and ended up deciding it was too late for a dungeon run. I wanted to push to grind so we could make more progress, but Purity and Solara were still in their afterglow. When Invia saw Solara walking around the kitchen in only a tunic and nothing else, she grinned at me, nodding that she approved.

Eventually, we might need a fifth and sixth party member, but we were set for any of the challenges in our immediate future. If the Flowst dungeon were a different kind of challenge, that might not have been the case. For the time being, I was unhappy to be splitting loot four ways. Five or six would have been agony.

I was also unhappy that Purity was counting out 100 gold coins for the Barrel Street Mission, but I pushed Purity to take the ability. Hopefully the reward for completing the quest was worth at least 100 gold.

We already made relatively frequent donations because it was important to Purity, and she volunteered there pretty much any day we weren’t on runs. Purity always dropped the donations as coming from me personally, and she used the donation box to do so discreetly. We were pretty sure Father Finlee, the priest who ran the mission, was unaware that Purity was part of my party or connected to me in any way.

She wanted to stay out of the spotlight from the beginning in order to put the work first.

But her Divine Quest called for her to personally donate 100 gold pieces, not solicit a donation from a third party, so she insisted on using gold that was from her cut and delivering the donation in person. I walked her down to the Mission–because that was a lot of money–and waited outside while she went in.

As I stood across the street, a bald man in white robes walked by. When he stopped, I thought that, perhaps, I had stared too long at his finely braided beard, as white as his robes.

“Would you happen to be Byron from Zalgis?”

I was so stunned to hear my (fake) name come out of the priest's mouth that my response to his question came embarrassingly slow.

“I knew these donations to be an unnecessary risk.”

“Yes?” I replied, eventually.

He stepped over and offered me a small bow. “I’m Father Finlee. Thank you for your generosity to the Goddess and to our humble Mission. Might I ask why you chose this Mission in particular?”

“It felt right.”

“Then I am glad the Goddess led you to us. Your support will help a great many people.”

“Sorry, but how did you know I was Byron?” I asked.

“I have come here to deliver this thanks for some time. I must admit I asked around about you to learn more about our generous donor.”

“He speaks too sweetly. This one is a snake.”

I agreed. Recognizing me meant he had done far more than “ask around.”

“Well, it was wonderful to meet you, Father, but I’m afraid I have an appointment to get to,” I said.

“Of course, of course. May the Goddess bless you.”

Father Finlee went inside the moment I stepped away. Purity found me waiting for her farther down the street several minutes later.

“Your Father Finlee recognized me,” I said.

“I’m sorry. That was my first time meeting him too.”

“You’d never met?”

Purity shook her head. “Nope. Only heard his name. That’s why it took me a bit. He stopped to introduce himself.”

She had volunteered there for a good bit at this point. For it being “his” Mission, Father Finlee must not have been very involved in the day-to-day.

“Don’t be sorry,” I said. “You didn’t do anything wrong. Make the donation?”

She smiled. “One Divine Quest complete.” Then she blushed when she remembered what the other Divine Quest would entail. I didn’t tease her for it, though.



We didn’t get the feeling we were being followed on our next run, but that wasn’t the case when we returned the following day. The disquieting sensation was back, so we lost half a run of imp fur. If we were being watched, we couldn’t reveal that we were aware. If they got even more careful, we would have no idea they were around, which in my mind was worse.

That may have been paranoid, but I hated the thought of being watched in secret. Fearing that Aurketzu was bending me, that she was taking over my mind, gave me enough shadows to chase. Adding the feeling that I should be worried at all moments of my life? Horrific.

That was also why I wasn’t passive about this problem.

The day Solara pledged her loyalty to me, I spent more money we didn’t have to hire someone to play lookout for us, some young but sharp kid who hung around the Dungeon Brawlers guild hall for reasons unknown to me. He was happy to get paid to sit outside the dungeon all day and observe adventurers go in and out.

When we exited the dungeon, I had a small towel over my shoulder to signal that we felt followed. From there, we caught a wagon back to the city and did all of our post-run chores. At the apartment, I found a note telling me Maria would need me the following night and then asked me to reserve a specific date two weeks away.

That was the date of Hensewurd’s party. If Maria wanted me to work, that meant my fake invitation ruse worked and I was her body man. What happened when we arrived at the door only to find we weren’t on the list? I hoped Maria was well known enough that the staff would weigh the pros and cons of telling her to go away and decide it was easier just to let her in.

That wasn’t guaranteed. I needed to build a backup plan or two between now and then. That was a work in progress.

Several hours later, a knock came at the door. My little spy was outside.

“I can describe who was following you,” the kid said. “If you pay extra, I’ll give you their names and guild.”

Sighing, I added another coin to his hand.

Passing me a folded note, he said, “Two rogues, one ranger, one black mage. They’re from the Delver Brotherhood, one of Lady Sarah’s businesses.”

According to Lilac, Lady Sarah ran the crime in the west lowers. That gave me pause for choosing how to deal with being followed. It could be she didn’t involve herself in all of her businesses, but if she did, our response could catch the attention of Lady Sarah herself.

We had one underground crime ring after us already. I didn’t want to add Lady Sarah to our list of enemies, and I had a feeling the Thieves’ Guild wouldn’t appreciate the attention either.

But we had to do something. We were leaving too much money in the mud with this party on our tails.


Chapter 55

I liked Aurketzu’s idea for dealing with the Delvers stalking us. Her second idea, rather. Her first idea was to kill them in the dungeon and sink their bodies into the swamp with some rocks.

Her second idea was to send a clear message that we should be left alone. In the best case, they were reasonably observant opportunists who saw a chance to make more money from dungeon crawls. A good spook might be all we needed to scare them off.

If that didn’t work and they continued to follow us, there was a chance something more serious was at play, at which point we would let the Thieves’ Guild know and decide what to do from there.

It cost us another day of dungeon crawling, but I tracked down the location of the Delvers Brotherhood and waited in a tavern a little ways down the street for someone matching the party’s description to go into or come out of the guild hall.

Most of the descriptions my spy gave me were fairly generic. The ranger was a tall man with dark skin and blonde hair. The black mage was a short woman with brown hair. The rogues were described as exceptionally petite with chestnut hair. That description alone wasn’t that helpful, but this detail was: the rogues were twin sisters.

Where every other party member’s description could apply to a dozen different adventurers, seeing a pair of twins with chestnut hair was hard to miss. I sat up when I saw them enter the guild hall, admiring their ultra-thin bodies. When they left a little more than an hour later, I followed.

They stopped at a tavern and then a clothing store, but after that they went to their apartment. It was a small studio built on top of a cobbler’s shop on the east side of town, inside Lady Sarah’s territory.

As one of the sisters fished the key from her pocket, I activated Sense Weakness on the other. She feared failure more than anything, it seemed. She looked around like she heard something and followed her sister up the stairs to their apartment.

“You have grown much stronger since our first meeting,” Aurketzu said. “You are a viceroy. You are better than them. They deserve to suffer for daring to interfere with your goals.”

***

After just a few days out of town, Maria was pent up. That night, I escorted her to her usual haunts where she met with the same kinds of people, but as soon as my shift started–the moment the carriage door closed, really–she had me go down on her.

I obliged, and by the way she looked out the window as I worked, I surmised she got off on passing so close to so many people, all of them oblivious to what was happening just out of their sight.

And good for her. Against Aurketzu’s advice, I activated Sense Weakness on Maria while my head was between her thighs. If she felt the mental jostle, she didn’t show it, and I learned that her greatest weakness was her vanity. From my time with her, that made sense. It was always important that she be perceived as rich, powerful, and beautiful.

I did my job with gusto, and soon Maria bellowed a deep moan. She had never been vocal in her carriage before, for obvious reasons, I assumed, but what I just gave her was too strong for her to contain.

“Looks like someone missed me,” she teased.

“I was thinking you missed me, actually.”

Maria smiled. “Remember what you did to me just now because I know I’ll ask for it again.”

“Yes, ma'am.”

After her dinner, Maria had a male guest join her in her carriage: Lord Oliverry. I hadn’t seen the man since our ride into Flowst, but he and Maria interacted as if they had spoken as recently this morning. That was also the first time she was alone with a man like that while I was on duty. I wasn’t jealous, but I also didn’t want her to request a round two from me right after a random noble fucked her.

I sat on the buckboard with Billy as he drove the carriage to the gambling den Maria liked.

“Your recommendation was great,” I said.

“I heard someone dropped my name. Glad you enjoyed it.”

“You’ve helped me a lot already, but I was hoping I could ask you something as I get my bearings in a new city.”

He glanced at me with an eyebrow raised before returning his attention to the reins.

“Do you know anyone who works with Hensewurd Chastain? Preferably at his estate.”

Billy held a silence so long that I wondered if he had heard me. “What are you hoping to learn?” he eventually asked.

That question was more challenging to answer than I anticipated. I couldn’t come out and tell him that I needed intel to pull off a robbery, and any sort of directness about my needs could unintentionally reveal that to Billy. Furthermore, if he introduced me to a contact and my actions implicated that person in my crimes, the shit would roll downhill until it hit Billy.

“I’ve never been to a party with nobles before,” I answered. “I would feel a lot better if I had an idea of what to expect and what kind of things Hensewurd likes and doesn’t like. If I’m around when Maria speaks to him, I don’t want her to look bad.”

“I might know a butler. He comes into town to drink and whore on his days off. I’ll talk to him and let you know.”

“You’re a life-saver, thank you. And listen, I know I owe you twice over. If there’s anything I can do to help you, tell me. I’ll do it.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, thank you.”

The rest of the evening passed uneventfully. Maria dragged me into her bedroom, but she was so drunk she passed out as soon as she stopped moving. I put her limp body on the bed, took off her shoes, and pulled a blanket over her.

Sloppy seconds with my dick were slightly more tolerable, but I was grateful to not have to endure that. God, nobles were so debaucherous.

I wanted to use the secret passage that went directly from Maria's room to mine, but that wasn't good for keeping it a secret, so I walked all the way around and up the stairs inside the warehouse.

We had two hours before we needed to catch our wagon, so I let myself into Invia’s room. She woke to my hand stroking her.



The next day, we were followed in the dungeon again, cutting into our profits for yet another run.

When Invia learned how I intended to solve that problem, she asked to come. I hadn't expected that, but a little backup couldn't hurt.

As soon as we were back in Flowst, we went to the rogues’ apartment, knowing that they were at least one wagon cycle behind us. I went to break the door open, a trivial thing with my strength at 15, but Invia stopped me.

She told me to wait out of sight and went into the cobbler shop. A few minutes later, a sweet little old man unlocked the door for her and went back to his work.

“I told him I was a friend,” she said as we climbed the stairs.

“He believed that?”

“Men are easily manipulated. They like it.”

Noted.

The apartment was a studio with two mattresses. It wasn't in terrible condition, but it was a far, far cry from our accommodations at Maria's.

We weren't there to rob the rogues, but we went through their dresser drawers as well as the only desk in the room. If these two were working for Lady Sarah’s below board businesses, nothing in their quarters betrayed that. They were either standard adventurers, like the brawlers at my own guild hall, or they were at the bottom of the pecking order.

That was good. We weren't messing with someone important.

Invia waited behind the door while I sat at the desk. A little over an hour later, we heard voices and footsteps coming up the stairs.

I didn't bother drawing a weapon, but Invia felt it prudent to draw her sword. When the rogues whipped out their knives, I was glad she had. Invia shut the door to reveal she was behind them and armed.

“What are you doing here?” One of the twins spat.

Up close, the twins were maybe five feet tall. Their faces had sharp chins and cheekbones, and their bodies reminded me of Lubada’s, the Borja barkeep that had a thing for Invia and later chewed me out for standing her up. In my defense, I missed our date because I almost died, but she never gave me the chance to explain.

I activated Sense Weakness and must have chosen a different twin from before. Instead of fearing failure like her sister, she feared being alone.

“You've been following us,” I said, staying seated.

“We don't know what you're talking about.”

“It stops now.”

“Their power is not a threat. Your level far exceeds theirs.”

That gave me a new idea. I loved having a high intelligence stat. Back in Borja, I would have killed to be this quick to improvise.

“Or what?” asked the twin who feared being alone.

“You're following us because your levels are too low for the new version of the dungeon,” I said. “You heard about us finding reagents and saw a way to make money without having to hunt monsters yourselves.”

Both twins were silent.

“I'd rather make friends than enemies. If you decide I'm your enemy, that will go badly for you and your party. We outlevel you by a lot, and as you can see, we are resourceful. If you want this to end on neutral terms, then cut your shit and don't bother us ever again.”

“What about making friends?” the same twin asked. I heard a small lilt of curiosity in her voice.

I smiled. “What level are you?”

The twins looked at each other. “Five.”

“What a delightful opportunity.”

“And you're struggling to make money right now, probably losing gold on dungeon fees sometimes.”

They nodded.

“If we become friends, I’ll guarantee your party two dungeon days a week at no cost to you, I’ll help you level, and I’ll show you where to find imp fur.”

Confusion swirled across their faces, washing away some of their anxiety. “Why would you do that?”

“Because we both benefit.”

“What’s the catch?”

“You have to join the Dungeon Brawlers and sell what you harvest through them, and we get half of your profits.”

“Forever?”

Wanting to negotiate meant interest. “First of all, you’ll still make really good money. Don’t forget I’m covering the dungeon fees out of my pocket, but I’m willing to renegotiate when my party stops running the first floor full-time and we hand it off to you.”

“That sounds like you’d still want a cut.”

“If you want me to continue to invest in your party, yeah, I’d like to see a return for my money, but if that doesn’t interest you, then we can part ways at that point.”

“I still don’t understand why you’d offer this to us. There are plenty of new parties who haven’t followed you and are probably in your guild already.”

“You’ve proven you’re motivated and smart enough to track us down,” I said. “You also got caught, so you still have a lot to learn. To me, that’s potential.”

Look at me talking like I was some dungeon-crawling veteran after a few months in Lopav. I was getting too cocky about my level, but it felt so good to wave my dick around like that.

“Lower your knives,” I commanded.

The twins slowly obeyed.

+1 Will Point.

+1 Will Point.

Double rewards? I should have been collecting twins this whole time.

I stood. “If you want to take me up on my offer, leave the Delvers and join the Brawlers. When you do, tell them you’re joining to train under me.”

“How long do we have?”

Shrugging, I answered, “Until I find a better party that says yes. Ithaca, let’s go.”

The twins didn’t follow.

“Did you mean all of that?” Invia asked.

“Yep.”

“Why that generous?”

I laughed. “The Brawlers don’t care about us taking days off because we’re way over our profit quota, but the passes are still ours. With this party, we can make money when we’re not in the dungeon, and if they stick with us, they’ll do that indefinitely.”

“Or they kill us.”


Chapter 56

Our next streak of runs went wholly unimpeded. With no one following us, at least that we were aware of, we could farm muck elementals and imp fur. With everyone getting stronger on top of learning to work with one another, the battles ended swiftly and cleanly. Having a Detection spell for spotting alligators would have been nice, but I was willing to play the long game with Solara’s Bolt spell.

Aurketzu believed that two more applications of Specialist, on top of the other bonuses she was likely to earn under the wizard class, would give our new party wizard one of the strongest lightning spells in the world. She cautioned, however, that I should be careful not to train a bear to eat me. If we supported Solara in this endeavor, we needed to be thorough and complete in bending her.

I was willing to put in that work.

I mean, if I had to.

With her next level up a ways away, Solara was attempting to learn Detection magic manually. If she succeeded, it would take a while. Draining her will points was important to me, but my window to finish my second Thieves’ Guild test was closing. The garden gala was on the horizon, and it was my only chance to close this job.

Four days before the party at Hensewurd’s, Billy came through and gave me a time and a place to meet his butler friend. Before he let go of the note with all the details, he made me promise to not make him look bad. I promised.

The butler was a short man with a beer belly and a bald head. He was well kept, more so than most of the other tavern patrons where we met, but he didn’t embody the controlled classiness I pictured of a butler.

“We are all performers.”

That was a good point. There probably weren't a lot of opportunities where his employer encouraged him to be himself. That wasn’t the Chastain way.

“You Bill’s guy?” he said when I sat down across from him.

“I am.”

“Nervous about your first fancy party?”

I chuckled, faking discomfort. “It’s a lot of pressure.”

“Guys like you and me are invisible until we’re needed or we fuck up.”

“I’d like to avoid the latter.” I waved at the barmaid and signaled her to bring two drinks to the table.

The butler nodded approvingly at the gesture. “What do you want to know?”

“Are these big parties?”

“Couple hundred nobles, depending.”

“What usually happens?”

“Drinking, dancing, posturing.” After the barmaid dropped off our drinks, the butler watched her walk away.

“What’s Hensewurd like?”

The butler laughed. “If someone could have two assholes and be up both of them, that’s ol’ Hencey. He’s like every other Chastain, believes he’s the most important person in the world. He’s pompous and cruel and has never made a mistake in his life.”

“That great, huh? Some boss.”

“Man’s gotta eat,” the butler answered with a shrug.

“Is he a partier, or is he some kind of workaholic who never leaves his office?”

“I hate that this sounds like a compliment, but he manages both.”

“What does his house look like?” I asked next.

“Well, first of all, nobles call it an ‘estate,’” the butler corrected. “Big rooms with tall ceilings, lots of hardwood and paintings. If you’ve seen a sketch of a palace in a book, it’s something like that. It’ll be done up for the party, so pay attention to where you’re walking. I’ve seen a few bodymen blow their careers by knocking over floral arrangements or stepping in front of a waiter with a full tray.”

In my mind, I steeled myself. This part was the riskiest. “I’m there for security. What’s the layout like? Will we be on the first floor the whole time, or do I need to worry about upstairs too?”

“You’re a skittish one, huh?”

“Trying to do a good job.”

“Folks sneak upstairs to snog all the time.”

“Hensewurd isn’t worried about people getting into his private things?”

“Keeps his office and his room locked even when he’s the only one home.”

That was useful information even if all it did was mostly confirm the intel the Thieves’ Guild already provided. When I saw that the butler’s ale was empty, I again called for the barmaid.

“You got more questions, and you’re afraid to ask,” the butler said, looking me in the eye.

“I’m trying not to be greedy.”

“Bill’s a good guy. I don’t mind helping a kid for him. If you keep buying me drinks, I’ll tell you anything. If you send me a whore, I’d leave a door unlocked for you. None of my business what happens next.”

He mentioned the whore jokingly, but I caught an edge of seriousness to it. “I’d trade a whore for a floor layout.”

The butler looked at me over his ale, one eyebrow raised. “Would you now?”

I nodded.

“Two. One for me and one for a pal.”

This was getting expensive, but I also felt the urge to be bold. The more levels I gained, the easier it was to follow that feeling.

“Throw in something extra, and I’ll send them to you that night.”

“You’re not shittin’ me.”

“No, I am not.”

The butler seemed to ponder something deeply. “Tell me where you’re trying to get and I’ll make it happen, but don’t go sending me some gutter guzzlers. These girls need to look like they could belong with the staff, and I won’t accept street trash.”

“Deal.”

This effort to join the Thieves’ Guild had better pay off. I was going to blow most of our savings on hookers and a wagon to send them to and from the Chastain estate. If it didn’t pay off, I would be even further away from funding my multiclass.

“I too hope your wager is worthwhile, but we have gone too far to turn back. Best to lean into the thrust of your sword.”



That night, Maria ventured out for dinner and returned right after. She didn’t request any carriage entertainment, and I spent the night guarding her door, which was fine with me. I only had a few days before the party at Hensewurd’s, and my plan only got me into the building. Aurketzu and I could use this quiet time to plot.

The office I needed to search was on the second floor. The butler would ensure it was unlocked, leaving two holes in my plan: I didn’t know how I would get away from Maria long enough to grab what I needed, and I didn’t know how I would get my loot out of the house unnoticed. The Thieves’ Guild was after valuable documents, and I couldn’t spend half the night pretending it was normal for me to have two ledgers tucked under my arm.

“You do not need to leave with anything,” Aurketzu said.

“Then I’d fail the test.”

“My mind does not forget. If your eyes read the documents, we can recreate them later.”

I revised my thinking because I was wrong. The Thieves’ Guild wasn’t after valuable documents; they were after valuable information. Aurketzu’s suggestion gave me a way to take all of the information out of the office with my mind, sparing me the challenge of having to hide them on my person somewhere. At the same time, my haul would be far larger than anything I could have carried.

My excitement spiked. Resolving that problem made the job feel doable. Where I always intended to try, I now believed I had a good chance to succeed.

If it came to it, I could simply abandon Maria for however long I needed to get upstairs to the office and back. Not only would that look obviously suspicious, but Maria wouldn’t appreciate my ducking out on her without warning. I needed her to stay happy with me because of the myriad of benefits she provided me and my party.

Maybe I could get Maria turned on and convince her to go upstairs and fuck. Maybe she’s already really drunk, and I dose her with a Sleeping potion, basically giving her the Nina treatment of pretending she simply dozed off, and I waited patiently with her.

That might work, but it had too many variables I couldn’t control. Maria might not agree to go upstairs, she might not get overly drunk, and she might catch me trying to slip something into her drink.

With Aurketzu’s help, I reviewed all of the intel the Thieves’ Guild provided. I had initially intended to use one of the party vendors as a way to get what I stole out of Hensewurd’s estate, like stashing a bunch of papers in an empty wine barrel or something like that.

Aurketzu’s memory eliminated that need. When I moved all of those assets off the table–wine vendors, caterers, florists, bartenders, singers–my pile of useful intel looked much, much smaller. My rush of excitement and confidence faded. I was back to feeling like this wasn’t going to work.

I got it. I went back to all the papers I had just tossed aside.

Florists were the key, but I needed to confirm some other things first.



In the dungeon the next morning, I asked Solara, “How long do giant mosquito eggs take to hatch?”

She looked at me and waited for me to tell her I was making some kind of weird joke. When she saw I was serious, she said, “I don’t know. Why?”

“Can you tell the difference between fresh eggs and mature eggs?”

“Yellow eggs are a few hours old. If you see larger, red eggs, smash them right there. That means the eggs are on their way to hatching.”

I rolled that information around in my mind. I needed to know how long the gestation period was if my idea was going to work.

“If anyone sees yellow mosquito eggs, tell me,” I said.

A few minutes later, Purity pointed some out. Thankfully, they weren’t all that difficult to find once you knew to look for them. I put two of the walnut-sized eggs into a jar and stowed it in my bag.

The girls looked at me strangely but didn’t say anything. The rest of the run went smoothly. Invia’s Dance of Death ability made a visible difference in her mobility. She was now far more nimble and dynamic, even in muddy waters. When we got back to fighting on dry land, she would have great movement options.

In other words, if she needed to jump in front of a sword to save me, Dance of Death would increase the chances that she succeeded.

Solara’s Bolt spell was a bit scary. The juice from the Specialist bonus was apparent, turning a single thin bolt of lightning into four or five, all in a tight spread. She needed to be careful using that in the Flowst dungeon, though. She could easily cook her own party if she let one of those spells hit the water.

Divine Quest, Purity’s most recent unlock, didn’t have any benefits we could test in combat, but I suspected it was on Purity’s mind. Admittedly, it was on mine too. I wondered if Purity would be able to follow through on the viceroy objective of fucking me on the throne. Doing that in the middle of the dungeon, where monsters were around or other parties might see, was a lot to ask of a sweet little religious girl.

She had a while until her next level, giving me plenty of time to bend her even more so than that. Hopefully, by the time we killed the new king miniboss, she wouldn’t hesitate to get her reward.

With another profitable run behind us, I set up an experiment before heading to my night shift with Maria. I took two glasses and filled one with water, setting them both on my desk. I dropped a giant mosquito egg into each.

I was under the impression that mosquitos hatched fairly quickly, but I didn’t know any specific timeline, nor did I know if that applied to the giant variety. I also believed they hatched faster in water, but I couldn't recall if that was something I actually learned.

So, I was going to find out in both cases.

And I advanced to tier 9 for my fighter class. My focus on this Thieves’ Guild job somehow made another level far less exciting. I put a stat point into strength, dexterity, and intelligence.

I had these new unlock options:

Unrelenting Fury

Passive Ability

Each successful strike on an enemy adds a 2% bonus to your speed. Bonus caps at 10%. Bonus does not carry over from enemy to enemy. Bonus speed resets when an attack misses or is blocked.

Prerequisite: Unrelenting

Steadfast

Passive Ability

Improve the strength of your base, making you less likely to be knocked down by an opponent in battle.

Prerequisite: Improved Footing

Heavyhanded

Active Ability

Deliver an exceptionally strong but slower attack. Uses per day are half your class level rounded down.

And two of my unselected options from previous levels looked appealing because of their ability to increase the effectiveness of my attacks:

Followthrough

Passive Ability

Adds a 5% chance to enhance critical strike damage by 10%.

Sharpen

Passive Ability

Gain a 5% chance to ignore an enemy’s armor when making an attack.

I eliminated Heavyhanded from the running immediately. I wagered that because of my advantage in gaining extra stat points I wouldn’t need an extra burst of power like that. I liked Steadfast for the same reason I liked Improved Footing: Going down in a fight sucked.

Unrelenting Fury would help for grinding purposes, but the point of grinding was to make myself as strong as possible. Optimizing for XP gains at all times could lead to missed opportunities with other abilities. Against a really tough opponent, I was unlikely to get the consecutive hits I needed to activate either of the Unrelenting abilities.

“Sharpen is the path. Armor is always the bane of a warrior, and Pact of the Ice Fiend gives you the ability to improve your bonus. Imagine the power of a 100% chance to ignore an enemy’s armor.”

That would be overpowered as fuck, so that’s what I picked.

Level: 15

Class: Viceroy, Tier 7 (5786/6400)

Secondary Class: Fighter, Tier 9 (3325/25600)

Alignment: Chaotic Evil

Strength 16

Dexterity 8

Constitution 10

Intelligence 18

Wisdom 9

Charisma 3

Loyalty Pledges: 9

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness, Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word, Rope Burn+2, Ghostly Feint

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse, Improved Footing, Improved Accuracy, Enemy Study+1, Sense Danger, Unrelenting, Sugar Daddy, Pact of the Ice Fiend, Afterglow, Sharpen

Shared Abilities: Touch of Ice

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1, Bone Dry Amulet, Ring of Obscurity



When I returned to the apartment that morning, I found Invia on the couch and several blankets wedged under my bedroom door.

Invia did not look happy to see me when she woke up. “Why are you hatching giant mosquitos in your fucking bedroom?”

“They hatched?”

“Yeah, like an hour after you left.”

Interesting. “They’re still in my room, I take it?”

Invia nodded.

“You guys couldn’t handle two giant mosquitos?”

“There were definitely more than two.”

“A lot more?”

“Yes.”

That was also interesting. I didn’t want to stab a hole in Maria’s posh apartment, so I grabbed a kitchen knife and a pan rather than use my sword

When I opened my bedroom door, I got swarmed by fist-sized mosquitos. These were smaller than the ones I was used to seeing in the dungeon, and I got bit twice before I killed them all. Once my frantic flailing was over, I counted 11 bodies. On my desk, the egg in the water was still intact, while the egg in the empty glass was hatched, breaking the glass somewhere along the way as well.

I expected one mosquito per egg, and I expected the egg without water to take longer to hatch, if it hatched at all. Aurketzu suggested that the dry egg hatching first may have been a survival mechanism of sorts. Instead of waiting the full gestation period and likely dying before it got there, the egg hatched early, explaining why these mosquitos weren’t as giant as their dungeon counterparts.

And that worked in my favor. I had a plan, and I believed it would work.


Chapter 57

I originally intended to skip running the dungeon on the day of the garden gala. I couldn’t afford for some delay or crisis to keep me from attending, so I felt that staying in Flowst was the safest option.

But now that I knew that giant mosquito eggs needed about 12 hours to hatch when they were dry, I had no choice but to drag my party out for a run. We avoided every monster we could, even muck elementals, in favor of filling a messenger bag with eggs as quickly as possible. After a little more than an hour, we succeeded.

Invia and I changed in the wagon on the way back to Flowst. Invia dressed in a sleek but functional pencil skirt, while I wore a plain black suit. Leaving our gear with Purity and Solara, we took our messenger bag to one of the largest florists in the city.

This florist had a sizable back garage of inventory, chilled with enchantments to keep the flowers fresh for longer. Shipping them in from outside the city walls put them on a timer in a way.

I followed Invia as she stormed to the front counter.

“Hello, miss,” a young girl said. “How may I-”

“Mr. Chastain sent me. He wants me to inspect the flowers you’re sending tonight.”

“Uh, I’m sorry. We didn’t know you were coming.”

“I didn’t know I was either,” Invia replied. “He told me to make sure the flowers were of the proper quality, so here I am.”

“We’ve worked with Mr. Chastain for years, and he’s never sent someone to inspect his order. He’s always been very happy with our work.”

Invia sighed. “I’m afraid I wouldn’t be here if that were the case.”

The girl swallowed. “One moment.”

She returned a minute later with a flustered-looking man.

“Apologies for the delay,” he said. “Come. You are welcome to inspect the arrangements.”

Leaving the girl at the counter, we followed the man into the back of the shop.

I had never seen so many flowers. Moving through the florist’s was like being inside an impressionistic painting. There were pastel colors of all kinds everywhere I looked.

The florist stopped in front of several rows of centerpieces and stands, all stuffed with brilliantly white roses and blue lilacs. There must have been close to fifty individual pieces.

“We were about to load the wagon,” the man said. “Please, take a look. You’ll see they are pristine.”

“What other lilies do you have?” Invia asked.

“I’m sorry?”

“Do you have other lilies available? Mr. Chastain wanted a few arrangements for guest rooms, but he also understands that this is short notice.”

“Anything for Mr. Chastain. Come.”

Invia looked at me. “Make sure these are to Mr. Chastain’s standards.”

“Yes, ma'am."

As soon as Invia and the florist were around the corner, I hid giant mosquito eggs in the arrangements until my bag was empty. Invia had played the part of a snooty noble servant to perfection. She certainly had the experience to be convincing.

With that, all I could do now was wait for the party.



Maria dressed me in this god-awful purple tuxedo with tails on the jacket and two embroidered hawks on the shoulders. She wore a pastel purple gown and a gaudy amount of pearls and diamonds. I thought her makeup was a little too heavy, but what did I know about noble beauty standards?

One of her butlers explained my role for the evening. I was to accompany Maria to the event as security, but really I was more of an assistant. I was to trail three paces behind her, and I was expected to step in whenever I could to make her life easier. That meant things like holding an empty glass when she had finished or offering a hand of support when she went up or down stairs. When she sat to eat, I was to stand along the nearest wall. If she needed me, she would signal as such.

Like our other outings, I was meant to be invisible, to speak only when spoken to, and so on. A sword would be on my hip–not mine, but a fancier one Maria had picked out–but I was unlikely to ever need it.

Maria rode in her carriage alone while I sat with Billy on the buckboard.

A Borja guard would never be invited to a gala like this. The closest we ever got was yanking drunks out of wedding receptions when things got out of hand.

My first life was only a few months ago, but the stark contrast in my lifestyle made me question if I had ever lived that life at all. It was like a bad dream.

The sun set as we clopped down the cobblestone road going out of Flowst. After about fifteen minutes, we turned onto a lane lined with perfectly manicured hedges and trees. Ahead was a sprawling mansion, the size of which made it seem like it should be a government building or a grand church to the Goddess, not someone’s home.

We waited in a line of carriages and eventually stopped in front of the main door. I hopped down and offered Maria my hand as she stepped out of the carriage. I followed her to the door and watched her present the forged invitation.

The man referenced a piece of parchment, checked the invitation again, and frowned. He graciously asked for Maria to wait for a moment and ducked inside. He returned a few seconds later with a smile.

“My apologies, my lady,” he said. “My guest list was incomplete. Welcome to a wonderful evening. I hope you find it to your liking.”

Maria offered a small curtsy and went inside.

My first thought when I saw gleaming hardwood, sparkling crystal, and a room full of overdone nobles in fine silks and ornate dresses was “fuck rich people.” The pretentiousness was palpable, and men and women alike wore clothing worth more than most normal families made in a year. Their every expression looked crafted and performed, like each moment was a chance to impress someone.

“You are seeing your future.”

“No thanks,” I answered in my mind. “I want wealth, but I’m not interested in ever doing this voluntarily.”

“Such is the nature of political maneuvering. Even an emperor can’t escape the importance of building alliances.”

“That’s fine. I don’t want to be an emperor.”

The party was split between two large rooms separated by a grand staircase in between. One hall was for dining, filled with tables and chairs, while the other was for dancing and lounging. Half of the floor on that side was left open for the former, and various couches and chairs occupied the rest to support the latter. Each room had its own band as well as two of its own bars, and I spotted staircases at the far end of each, giving me three routes to the second floor.

Floral arrangements sat on every table and stood in every corner. Two grand arrangements flanked either side of the main staircase, and the lounge area was accented by several arrangements as well. I didn’t have a subtle way to confirm that my mosquito eggs had not been discovered, but I was reasonably certain they hadn’t been.

According to Billy’s contact, Hensewurd’s office was on the floor above the dining hall, roughly centered between the main and side staircases. If the butler did his part, and I hoped he did because hiring Lilac and another girl to travel from Flowst for the party had not been cheap, Hensewurd’s office door was already unlocked.

I did my duty as Maria’s body man and shadowed her every movement. She never introduced me or acknowledged my presence to any of the other guests, and those guests treated their servants in the same fashion.

A few of the faces in the room were familiar from Maria’s late-night excursions, but the vast majority of people present were wholly unknown to me.

Hensewurd was easy to spot. The guild intel included a sketch of the man as well as a physical description. He was exceptionally tall and gangly, as if his arms and legs were a little too long for his frame. His facial features were sunken and skeletal, lacking any warmth and softness. His every smile seemed to have a menacing undertone, but I wondered if that was just me projecting. Every person he spoke to gushed about how excited they were to be at his party and to be speaking with him, so maybe I was being overly critical.

Then again, all of those smiles were fake too. I knew what family Hensewurd belonged to. How he looked or presented himself didn’t really matter. They had enough power to compensate for any other shortcomings.

Though I didn’t recognize most of the nobles present, I did spot Lord Oliverry speaking with Hensewurd. Seeing those two interact helped me understand Oliverry a little bit better. If Hensewurd was at the top or near the top of the Flowst food chain, Oliverry still seemed perfectly at ease in the conversation. He didn’t perform the way Hensewurd’s other guests performed.

I made note of that.

In my mind, Aurketzu often commented on how many will points were in the room and how much she would enjoy watching me bend every woman here. To her credit, she also shared passing observations that had some usefulness, like how Hensewurd never actually drank from the glass in his hand or how some guests were already sneaking away to snort moonrock or to fuck in some hidden corner of the estate.

I followed Maria into the dance room. A string quartet played, and no one actually danced. The floor was a shifting mob of socializing groups. Aurketzu said that was normal and that dancing was likely to begin later in the evening if this world’s customs aligned with hers.

Across the room, I spotted a priest in blindingly white robes.

And he saw me.

“I see that you are working, so I will not keep you,” Father Finlee said. “I haven’t seen your name in a bit and had begun to worry. It is good to see you are well.”

We held off on a couple rounds of donations after the 100 gold Purity forked out, but it occurred to me then that Father Finlee wouldn’t know that. From his perspective, my donations simply stopped.

“My apologies, Father. I admit I let time slip away from me. I will rectify my mistake first thing in the morning.”

“The hungry children of Flowst thank you, sir.”

And Father Finlee slinked away.

“This priest has many friends.”

He did indeed. I was not expecting a priest to be at a party for the rich and noble. Seeing how he spoke with other guests, he was no stranger to these kinds of gatherings.

“Piety is a powerful shield.”

So it seemed.

When Maria straightened her back suddenly, putting even more attention into her personal performance, I saw why: A woman with platinum blonde hair and Invia’s build, but with a more ample butt and breasts, floated across the floor in a silver dress glittering with clear gemstones to greet Maria.

“Lady Valice,” Maria chirped, “you look absolutely divine.”

That was the Valice Chastain. That fucking bitch.

“Restraint, viceroy. We will destroy her, and she will know suffering, but not here. Not tonight.”

And Aurketzu was right, of course, but that didn’t quell the hatred churning within me like magma in a volcano.

Valice curtsied to greet Maria.

“Lovely to see you, Maria,” Valice said through her plastered-on smile. “Had I known you were in Flowst, I would have proposed we meet for afternoon tea the day I arrived.”

“And I would have done the same had I known you were making the trip from the Capital. I trust you and the family are well?”

“The Goddess blesses us every day, and I am grateful. Daddy has been fox hunting more often recently, and when he isn’t pursuing game, he is off-continent tending to our affairs.”

“That sounds as though business is going well.”

Valice nodded. “Indeed. The kingdoms across the sea are primitive and undeveloped. You might have interests there, actually. We have opened a few mines and have begun to import spices from there as well.”

“What comes out of these mines? More iron and copper?”

“No, but those yields locally continue to be strong. Instead, we are finding silver and occasionally a form of iron I am told comes from meteorites. Enchantments take more strongly to that version of iron it seems. Perhaps that would be of interest to you and your customers, or are you still focused exclusively on textiles and logistics?”

“We are expanding,” Maria replied. “I am always willing to look at new opportunities.”

I did my best to listen over the din of the party, but my mind too easily drifted into taking my vengeance on Valice. I wanted to drag her out of the room by her hair and force her to tell me what happened to my father. When she had, she would die a slow death while Aurketzu and I watched. Perhaps I could drag her behind a carriage? Somewhere in there, I might give Invia the hour with the noblewoman that I promised.

The pair exchanged a few more pleasantries that I couldn’t hear and were interrupted by a fork tapping a crystal champagne flute.

“Honored friends,” Hensewurd said. “Thank you for joining us for this beautiful evening. I can see that all of you have found your drinks.” He paused to let the room laugh at his joke. “Before we begin to serve hors d'oeuvres, my darling niece Valice has come all the way from the Capital and has agreed to bless this evening with a prayer.”

Valice separated from Maria and walked to stand next to Hensewurd. She looked up as though the Goddess watched from the ceiling.

“Our Lady Goddess, we are humbled to be in the presence of your blessing. We cherish your light and take pride in being your children. We ask that your grace be extended to everyone present, as we are all dutiful in our service to you. In our Lady’s name, amen.”

The crowd echoed the “amen.”

“Your disgust is no greater than my own,” Aurketzu hissed. “Were you an antipaladin already, I would delight in witnessing the slaughter of these spineless snakes.”

Disgust was too weak a word for it, as were words like hate or disdain. My revulsion was so great as to become blazing anger, and I had to stay invisible. I had to play servant to a noblewoman and bide my time until I had the power to conquer every fake smile in this room. I had been working toward that goal since I came back to this world as an undead. Rushing it now would waste all of that effort.

I wondered if any of these guests would be killed tonight. An injury or two was almost guaranteed, but I would have loved to learn that friends of Valice’s died by my hand this evening.

I needed to focus. I didn’t know exactly when my moment would come, so I needed to be alert and aware if I was going to drag Maria upstairs when the time was right. Part of me had hoped her horniness would draw her into sneaking away with me, but it seemed obvious that wouldn’t be the case. She was too enthralled in her own performance.

Some two hours later, I followed Maria into the dining room and pushed in her chair at a table. I was several feet away, waiting dutifully against the wall as she gave her order to one of the serving staff.

Next to me, a grand floral arrangement perched on top of a marble pedestal twitched.


Chapter 58

The floral arrangement twitched again. Scanning the room, I saw that a few of the table arrangements had begun to do the same. Only two or three other guests seemed to notice, but they also weren’t sure if they could trust their increasingly inebriated eyes.

So they froze and watched the flowers at their table. When the arrangement jerked again, the flowers swinging back and forth with the movement, they scrambled to their feet and backed away, gasping and squealing in surprise.

The moment was almost here. I drifted toward Maria. More and more guests had stopped talking and stared at the nearest batch of flowers with perplexed expressions.

The first giant mosquito, fist-sized like the ones I hatched in my room, buzzed out of an arrangement in the other room. I didn’t see it, but I heard the shock of the guests from the other side of the house. While the people in my room looked to see what the commotion was, a mosquito in this room bit into the neck of an older noblewoman.

Chaos erupted.

More giant mosquitos appeared with each second. Guests screamed and fought to escape, pushing each other out of the way and tripping over their long dresses, all trying to force their way to an exit.

I grabbed Maria’s hand. She had stood but was too deep in the dining room to push through the crowd attempting to leave.

“Come with me!” I said, pulling her with me.

Maria didn’t argue, but she did reach behind herself with her free hand, grabbing another guest to bring them along.

Valice Chastain. I had paid so much attention to the flowers I had not seen her sit at Maria’s table, her back to me.

“We can’t get out this way!” Valice yelled over the other shouts and screams.

“We’re getting to safety!” I yelled back. “It’s too dangerous to fight that crowd!”

Maria and Valice both looked at the mass of bodies pressing toward the main door, the point where we had entered. They saw the wisdom of my logic and allowed themselves to be led up a side stairway.

As soon as we turned the corner at the top of the stairs, the clamor of the party was muted somewhat, lowering the volume enough that we didn’t have to scream so loud.

I grabbed the first doorknob I saw and opened it, finding a sizable guest quarters on the other side. A man and a woman sat on the bed partially dressed.

“What’s going on?” the man asked, buttoning his shirt as quickly as he could.

“Monster attack,” I answered.

I made a show of checking to be sure the windows were shut and that the room had no other entry points.

Addressing Maria, I said, “Stuff blankets under the door, and don’t let anyone in until I come back.”

“You’re leaving me here?!”

“It’s safe in here, and I’m not going far. I’ll figure out what’s happening and come back. If waiting here is best, that’s what we’ll do. If we need to get out, I’ll have a safe route ready. Got it?”

Maria nodded.

I spun and left the room, slamming the door behind me. I heard the locks shift on the other side, but I used Touch of Ice on the knob and the hinges to further secure the door. I didn’t care so much if anything got in, but I didn’t want anyone inside getting out.

I ran down the hallway, counting doors. When I arrived at Hensewurd’s office, I looked around. A few other guests had fled up the stairs, but they focused entirely on finding a room to hide within.

I turned the knob.

It was locked. That motherfucker didn’t hold up his end of the deal.

Now I had to break in, which would leave a very obvious clue that someone had been in here. I started to think through how to address that as I kicked the door open.

The office was as large as the guest room where I left Maria and Valice. Only half of it was devoted to being an office. The other half was a sitting area.

The desk had its back to a grand window and was flanked by bookshelves and cabinets. I didn’t have a lot of time. I needed to find something useful, look at each page for Aurketzu to memorize, and get back to Maria before my absence became suspicious.

I started my search at the desk. The top two drawers were unlocked, but the bottom one wasn’t. I wedged my sword into the crack and levered it open.

I pulled out three bound sets of notes as well as a stack of loose papers.

Opening one notebook, I found that it was some kind of ledger. I paused to look at the first page.

“Servant records. Useless.”

I went to the next.

“Business records. Flip to the back.”

We didn’t have time to look at every page, so we started with the most recent information and flipped backward. I needed only to linger on a page for a beat before turning to the next. Aurketzu stopped me when we had gone back five years.

I looked at the next notebook. It was another ledger.

“These entries are encoded,” Aurketzu observed. “He aims to disguise the real names and information recorded here.”

I slammed it shut and stuffed it under my shirt and into the back of my pants, relying on the tightness of my belt to hold it in place and the looseness of god awful purple jacket to hide its presence.

“Were we not leaving with only our memories?”

“Change of plans.” If the door were unlocked, I wouldn’t need to cover my tracks.

Since I had broken in, I needed to disguise the fact that I was ever here. My plan for doing that would make it difficult for anyone to determine what was missing after the fact.

I skimmed through the loose papers. They were deeds, bills of sale, and banking records. Boring. Boring. Boring.

I went back to the drawer. I found three rolled scrolls and a leather envelope tied shut by a golden string.

“Do not bother opening the envelope. Keep it and open a scroll.”

I agreed with that suggestion. If this was stuffed in the back of a locked drawer, odds were the contents had value. Simply by holding it in my hand, I could feel half an inch worth of documents inside.

Quickly unrolling a scroll, I found lines of text in a language I didn’t recognize accompanied by elaborate arcane diagrams.

“Take every scroll. Be certain there are no more.”

Beyond the scrolls having something to do with spellcraft or perhaps alchemy, I didn’t know what they were, but if Aurketzu said we should keep them, I trusted her. I stuffed the scrolls into my pockets and slid the leather envelope down the back of my pants as well.

Making one more quick scan to ensure I didn’t overlook something obvious, I drew my knife and stabbed myself in the left shoulder and then drew a gash across my right forearm.

On the bookshelves flanking either side of the desk, I found two oil lamps.

I raised the wicks and sparked the flint. I tipped a bookshelf over to spill piles of books and papers on the floor. Tossing a lit lamp, I watched the glass vessel shatter, splashing oil that quickly ignited. When I was certain the fire spread to the papers and the carpet, I raced out of the office. No one was watching, so I went across the hall to another empty guest room and tossed the second lamp onto the grand mattress inside.

It too caught fire immediately.

“Your boldness impresses me.”

Running down the hall, I kicked in the door to where Maria hid.

“There’s a fire! Everyone, cover yourselves in a heavy blanket. Hold hands, and follow me out!”

I led the four, each shrouded in a quilt, down the stairs and through a servant access door that Billy’s contact had told me about. The mosquitos still buzzed all around Hensewurd’s home, and many of the guests had yet to get out, the panic plugging the exits with desperate bodies.

Guards, security, and staff attempted to deal with the giant pests. They looked scratched up, but I doubted any would die. The bite would hurt, but it wouldn’t be deadly. The size and speed of the mosquitos, however, made them difficult targets to hit.

We exited out the back of the house into a terraced garden. Down the hill, someone yelled at us and waved. They stood in the doorway of Hensewurd’s stables, and several other guests were already running through the grass to take shelter.

We followed. The whole way, I was tempted to slip my knife into Valice’s ribs, but I resisted. Once Maria’s group was inside, I posted myself outside of the barn to keep guard. I wanted to keep myself out of Maria and Valice’s sight as much as I could, lest they spot the square outline of stolen ledgers stuffed down my pants. Standing guard at the door to protect everyone was a good excuse to separate, and I took it.



The all-clear to leave the stables didn’t come for another two hours or so. The town guard and a mix of adventurers swept the estate for giant mosquitos, and some water mages managed to save half of the Chastain mansion. The side with Hensewurd’s office was crumbling ash by the time we got in our carriage and headed back for the city.

I was pleased to see that Hensewurd would have a difficult time recovering anything from his office, let alone notice a few specific documents were missing.

I was displeased that Maria invited Valice to stay with her. Valice was staying in the Chastain mansion, which was now uninhabitable, and Maria saw a chance to further ingratiate herself with a powerful family. I sat outside of the carriage with Billy to fight off any dangers we might encounter on the short ride back. I was glad to not be inside where Maria and Valice could watch my face as my stomach twisted over and over into itself.

Valice and Invia knew each other personally. I dreaded the possibility of Invia happening to be out and about as we rode in. Everything about our cover would collapse right there if that happened. One look at Invia’s face and Valice would make her. Easy.

The sun was beginning to rise when we pulled in front of Maria’s. I didn’t see any sign of Invia, thankfully, but I didn’t truly allow myself to breathe until Valice was inside and the door was shut. I helped Billy get the carriage into the warehouse and finally climbed the stairs to my apartment.

I shut and locked the door. Leaned against it and slid to the floor.

“Congratulations, viceroy. Savor this feeling. It will soon be a delightful addiction.”

“What happened to you?” Invia asked. She stood in the kitchen in a black bra and pink panties with a cup of tea in her hands.

“Hey. You’re not allowed to leave this apartment until I say so. Understood?”

“Okay… can you tell me why?”

“Valice is next door with Maria,” I answered.

Invia almost fell over but caught herself and her tea too. “You’re…”

“I’m absolutely certain. She was with us the whole way back.”

Gulping, Invia stepped slowly into the living room before carefully lowering herself into a chair. “Am I in danger?” she whimpered.

I shook my head. “None. We’ll keep you out of sight until she’s gone, and all she knows about me is that I work for Maria, so we should be totally fine.”

Invia relaxed but only slightly. Her mostly bare body was still tense and paler than usual. I reached out and put a hand on her soft knee.

“I’ll keep you safe,” I said, activating Safe Word out of pure, automatic habit.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “Why are you dressed like a popsicle, and why do you smell like smoke?”


Chapter 59

I had a stack of homework to do, and I was so anxious to get it done that I didn’t bother taking a bath before I started. I dropped my ruined suit in the garbage and sat down to transcribe the ledger Aurketzu memorized. She wanted to explore our other finds first, but even though she promised that her memory was infallible, I insisted we get it down while it was fresh.

Aurketzu didn’t fight me on that, so I spent the next several hours recreating page after page of text and numbers. When we were in Hensewurd’s office, I worried we hadn’t memorized enough of this ledger, but when my hands started cramping, I wished we had memorized less.

According to Aurketzu, everything we wrote down pertained to legitimate Chastain business in Flowst. Profit and loss statements, imports, exports, major expenses. She insisted there was value in this information. I didn’t exactly disagree, but I also had no idea what most of the numbers meant.

For the first time ever, I heard Aurketzu gasp, and then she laughed for a full minute. I had only just opened the brown envelope and needed a moment to understand, but when I did. My reaction was to freeze.

I might be holding the most valuable documents in the whole city. Inside the envelope was dirt on two dozen city officials and other influential people in the city. For some, that meant private notes where they confessed to crimes like bribery and tax evasion, evidence of those crimes in the form of various documents and records, and more personal blackmail like proof of affairs or other varieties of betrayal.

Hensewurd even had dirt on Maria. It appeared to be a copy of her brother’s will that clearly stated the family business was to be transferred to some distant uncle, not Maria. If that uncle found that she had hidden this from him in order to take control of the company for herself, Maria’s life would be ruined.

I pulled those documents out. The Thieves’ Guild didn’t need to know about this, and my having some power over Maria made me much safer.

The other ledger was less so in code and more so in cryptic shorthand. There were pages and pages to analyze, but Aurketzu believed these were records of Chastain mining operations. What made them interesting was that they seemed to account for sites not listed in the official business ledger. Accompanying the numbers that seemed to reflect the output of each mine was a list of numbers followed by data entries that included gender, age, weight, and a city name.

“Slaves,” Aurketzu said.

“You say that like you’re sure.”

“Slaves are property. Property has value. A business tracks value.”

There might be information in that ledger that helped me find my father, but there was a lot of material to parse. I had no intention of putting it off. I just needed to get to the other side of the near future.

Lastly, we looked at each scroll.

“Each scroll casts Greater Gate.”

“Like it’s the instructions on how to?”

“A scroll is a stored spell that has already been cast. One need only to read the incantation aloud.”

“Is Greater Gate a good spell?”

“In my world, this spell was rare and powerful, enabling multiple people, like an army, to pass through a gate. The base Gate spell could only accommodate one person at a time for a total of four crossings, and it too was considered rare and powerful in its own right.”

A knock came at my door. I cracked it open only slightly. Solara was on the other side.

“Ithaca said you came in pretty banged up,” she said. “Do you need anything?”

“No. I’m fine, but- actually. Are you familiar with Greater Gate?”

“I know it exists. I can’t cast it.”

“Right. Any idea what a scroll of Greater Gate would go for?”

Solara chuckled. “A small fortune. Very few mages can cast it, and even fewer can inscribe it. Why?”

“No reason. Thanks.” I shut the door.

I stayed in my room until late the next night copying every document I stole. The Thieves Guild would get the originals, and I would keep the duplicates for my own benefit. In addition to the blackmail I found on Maria, I found three items on Lady Sarah. Two had to do with tax fraud, and one seemed to implicate Lady Sarah in the murder of a noblewoman. I kept those items to myself as well to give myself a little extra security. I was already poking at her interests by recruiting the rogue twins and their party to the Dungeon Brawlers, taking them out of the guild she owned.

If something went wrong at the Thieves’ Guild, I could use that same information to potentially leverage a new alliance, either by giving it to Lady Sarah as a show of trust or using it to align with one of her enemies.

As I worked, one of Maria’s people brought lunch and dinner to the apartment for every member of my party, but Purity told them I was sleeping each time. The girls offered me my share of the food, of course, but I didn’t need it. The dinner tray came with a note from Maria. It was a simple white card with a heart drawn inside and a lip print on the paper. Her showing appreciation suggested to me that she had no suspicion I was involved in the chaos at Hensewurd’s.

Invia couldn’t leave, but Purity and Solara could. Unsurprisingly, the mosquito outbreak and the fire on the Chastain estate were the talk of the city. The most common rumors suggested that the florist was to blame. The giant mosquitos clearly came from the floral arrangements, but there was some question as to how the eggs got in the flowers.

Apparently the field for any of the flower types in the bouquet had already been burned to ensure no more giant mosquitos hatched from them. Whether those eggs found their way to the flowers out of sheer negligence or were placed there as a form of sabotage, opinions were split.

The fire was more of a postscript to the mosquito story, as it was believed the chaos and panic led to whatever started the fire, like a tipped lantern or even one of the warming candles beneath trays of food. No one died, but the Chastain family was scandalized. Nearly every important figure in the city was present for the disaster. Even if the only consequence was that fewer attended future parties, the mosquitos will have done actual damage to the Chastain empire.

Good.

The biggest risk to me was someone at the florist making the connection about our strange inspection. That wasn’t exactly the most bulletproof cover story, but our identities weren’t connected in any way. Ideally, the city wouldn’t lean too hard on the florist and everyone would set their sights on rebuilding.

The second morning after the gala, I took my haul to the Thieves’ Guild. The girl working the desk sent me right upstairs to Trina when I was only a few steps into the guild hall. I wasn’t sure if that was a bad or a good thing.

I set my satchel of documents on Trina’s desk and sat down. She looked at the bag but didn’t reach for it.

“Did you burn down a Chastain mansion to get these?”

“I heard something about that.”

Trina glared.

Raising my hands, I said, “That debacle cut me short, actually. If that hadn’t happened, I would have been able to get out with more.”

“So you admit to being there?”

“Most definitely. I was there as Maria’s bodyman."

The guild master stared at me with narrowed eyes for a long beat. Her face relaxing only just barely, she opened the bag and began removing documents.

I shared what I believed each ledger to be: one a record of legitimate business and another of off-book mines filled with slaves, and that the envelope contained various forms of blackmail for people around the city.

As Trina thumbed through the haul, her suspicious scowl drifted toward approval.

“Why does this paper feel new?” she asked.

“It is. I did that one from memory.”

And the suspicion was back. “From memory.”

“Like I said, if it wasn’t for the fire, I could have memorized more. I had time to memorize that one and grab whatever else I could smuggle out. If I had longer, I could have brought back half his office.”

“Anyone finger you?”

It took me a second to realize she didn’t mean that kind of finger. “Nope. Maria has been sending me thank-you notes for getting her out safely. Valice Chastain was with us too.”

Trina chuckled. We had passed the point of suspicious coincidences to absurdity. “You helped save Valice Chastain?”

“I just escorted her out with Maria. It wasn’t anything heroic.”

“Where the fuck did Mirko find you?”

I shrugged.

Trina reached low behind her. A safe door opened a moment later. My haul went inside, bag and all. When she turned around, she leaned back and steepled her fingers.

“Why did you target the home office?”

“I wagered the best material would be in the most secure location.”

She nodded. “How’d you get in?”

“Forged an invite for Maria.”

“Not bad.”

“Can I ask you a question?”

“Sure,” Trina replied.

“Why’d you give me the hardest test?” I asked.

“What makes you think you got the hardest?”

“Because it targeted a family with more power than anyone else in Flowst.”

Trina grinned. “Mirko suggested it.”

“Huh?”

“I told you that you got a grade. The point of the test is to evaluate potential, and that’s what we did. We’ll need to see how the next few days play out to make it official, but good work.”

“Thank you,” I said.

Opening a different desk drawer, Trina dug around, removed a pouch full of gold pieces, and set it on the desk for me to take. “Head down for a while. We’ll talk next steps soon. Good work.”

I happily accepted the gold pieces.

“And what are you doing poaching Delvers?” she asked. Though her tone was casual, I knew the question was serious.

“Ran into them by chance, gave them some tips, and told them I liked being in the Brawlers.”

Trina held my eyes. She wasn’t buying it, but she didn’t challenge it either. “As long as you aren’t bringing me trash.”

“Nope.”

“Anything I should know about your alignment?”

“I’m sorry?”

“I know you’re Chaotic Evil,” Trina said.

“Lyle?”

Trina nodded.

“He also learned of your stats.”

“How did he do that?” I asked Aurketzu.

“Perhaps there is an ability in this word that makes that possible. There was no such ability in my world.”

“No, there’s nothing you need to know.”

“Alright. Get some rest.”



I immediately blew the money Trina gave me. Lyle seeing everything about my system put me on my heels. I was already paranoid about Detect Evil abilities. Godfried smelled it on me right away after the demon attack, and that would have gone far worse if he used Detect Undead on top of it.

So I went to a magic shop to see if there was a way to block an ability like that.

I quickly learned that Lyle’s ability was rare but known. A Ring of Obscurify would project a fake stat sheet to any ability attempting to read it, and that included my alignment. It did not, however, hide my undead status from Detect Undead. That was a more difficult feature to inquire about, so I kept that need to myself for now.

The price tag bothered me until I got a look at the shop’s scroll inventory. A single Gate scroll almost cost as much as my multiclass would. They didn’t have a Greater Gate scroll for me to get an exact price check, and I knew better than to ask around about something so unusual, not so soon after they were “destroyed” in the Chastain fire.

For what I stood to make, I could tolerate sitting on my loot for a while.

I was riding a high all the way back to the apartment. And then I crashed.

Valice left a note for me. She wanted to take me to dinner.


Chapter 60

Maria knocked on the secret door late that night. I was awake, as always, but I was also sifting through Hensewurd’s mining records, looking for any entry for a slave that could be my father. I covered the one ledger with an open book on various multiclass builds and cursed myself for not being more careful with Maria’s access to my belongings.

I may need to rent my own space after all. I couldn’t have Maria sneaking in to sniff my underwear while I was away. Her discovering a trove of plundered business records could never come to pass.

Even worse, the dumb risk I took in reviewing these materials in the apartment had revealed only bad news. In the coded ledger, I had originally thought the city name column represented the city of origin for the slave, but Borja was never listed, despite my knowing for certain that Valice was grabbing slaves from there.

Aurketzu pointed out that Valice’s work was likely separate and unknown to Hensewurd. He was technically in her way in terms of inheriting the Chastain empire, and the story Invia told about how Valice drifted into selling people made it sound very much like a new venture for the Chastain daughter.

Perhaps she got the original idea by watching how Hensewurd worked and what money he made. Then she spun up her own enterprise following his model.

My dad would be in Valice’s records if he was in any records at all. This might not be the big break I thought it was, but I was getting closer. That counted for something.

“How are your wounds, brave knight?” Maria wore a fluffy white cotton bathrobe, and her hair was wet like she had just stepped out of the bath. She lay across my bed on her stomach, propping her chin up in her hands to talk to me while I sat at my desk.

“Penny Healed them for me. I’m a little sore, but I’ll be fine in a day or two.”

“Good, very good. You know, I was pretty pissed about you locking me up in the middle of that fiasco.”

“You were?”

“I couldn’t believe you abandoned me,” Maria admitted, “but Valice talked me down. She said you scouting a safe exit was far better for us, so thank you. I am grateful you acted quickly.”

“You’re welcome,” I said. “I’m sorry for upsetting you.”

“I know no one died in all that, but quite a few of the guests had nasty bites and even burns. You did right by me.”

“Valice wants me to accompany her for dinner tomorrow night.”

Maria frowned. “I know.”

“You’re not friends?”

“Gods, no,” Maria scoffed. “She sees me as beneath her station, but this happening opened the door to some potential maneuvering. I am making the most of the situation is all.”

“Well, I’m technically booked to be with you that night. I can tell her I already have a commitment.”

“Though I dislike the idea of sharing you, loaning you out for the evening could put me in her favor. You are to go, and you are to give her whatever she wants.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You’re talking about this like she’s borrowing a horse. I get a say in this.”

“You do not. You work for me.”

“Calm. Calm. Thoughtless retaliation rarely produces rewards. Do not let her treatment of you cloud your goals.”

“I’m doing all of this precisely because rich fucks thought about people like me as though we were property,” I answered in my mind.

“You will destroy her. This I promise. Bide your time, viceroy. Bide your time.”

After a pause, I told Maria, “I don’t have a lot of experience taking noblewomen on dates. Zero experience with any meaningful dating, really. I don’t want to mess something up for you.”

“Oh, sweetie, she’s borrowing the horse to ride it, not because she wants to talk to it.”

“Calm. Calm.”

“I’ll do my best,” I said.

“Just no going to work for her,” Maria added. “You’re mine. Now get naked so I can thank you for protecting me.”

Before I could do it myself, she grabbed my pants and undid my belt. She dropped to her knees right there and took me into her mouth.

I enjoyed the sensation of her swallowing me, but I reached down and gently pulled her head away. She looked up at me, confused as to why I would stop her.

“Don’t worry. You’re going to finish me, but I want you to pleasure yourself as you do it.”

Maria grinned and reached between her legs. She made herself gasp and wrapped her lips back around my sword.

+50 Will Points.



“How much longer do I have to hide in here?” Invia asked on the fourth day after I torched Hensewurd’s mansion.

She had been lying in bed in the dark for most of that time. As long as Valice was staying with Maria, we simply couldn’t risk her recognizing Invia. So no dungeon runs, no shopping trips, no restaurants, and no late nights at the tavern.

“Until she leaves. This is meant to keep you safe.”

“Or we could kill her now.”

I shook my head. “We’re taking everything she has, remember?”

Invia crossed her arms and pouted.

“I do need to talk to you about her, though. I have to take her out for dinner tonight.”

Rage and betrayal flashed across her face.

I raised my hands. “This wasn’t my idea. Maria told me I had to. I thought you deserved to know.”

“You’re fucking her, aren’t you?”

“Maria didn’t come right out and say I was, but yeah, one rich woman is whoring me out to another richer woman. She thinks it will make Valice like her more.”

Invia laughed. “Valice is simply taking what Valice wants. She’ll set Maria on fire the moment it suits her.”

“I know. Don’t forget that I hate her too. I don’t want to be doing this.”

“I know. I know.” Invia flopped backward. “I’m just sick of being trapped in here.”

“How about this: When Valice leaves, I’m taking you shopping for an enchanted item. Then we’ll have a fancy dinner and rent you a suite at one of the nice inns.”

“Like a date?”

“Or you can go with the girls or even alone if you want. I mean for this to be a gift. Truly.”

“Don’t we need to save that money?”

I wasn’t about to tell Invia about the Greater Gate scrolls. She couldn't find out that her multiclass was all but guaranteed. I needed her to work hard for it, so I would be keeping the true state of my finances a secret from her.

I smiled. “I got a bonus from Trina.”

“And I don’t have to go with you?”

“Punish this insolence. She should be kissing your very feet, begging for any drop of attention you might send her way.”

Shaking my head, I said, “No, you don’t. It’s your night.”

“I’ll think about it.”

I excused myself from Invia’s room. Purity and Solara were on the couch, each reading a book. Solara sat upright while Purity lay on her back with her head in Solara’s lap. I wondered how Purity could see any of her book with Solara’s breast in the way. Regardless, those two hanging all over each other was an endless source of entertainment for me.

Lifting Purity’s legs, I sat on the couch. For some reason, I felt compelled to rub her feet while we talked. She closed her eyes and smiled as soon as I started.

“I need a favor,” I began. “Can you two keep Ithaca company tonight?”

“We planned to, and we have been, just so you know,” Solara replied.

“I didn’t mean to suggest you weren’t. She’s struggling, and it worries me. Maybe get her really drunk or something?”

“We’ve been doing that every night,” Purity interjected.

Solara nodded that she agreed. A sly grin spread across her face.

Purity scrunched her face as she looked up at Solara. “What?”

“We could pick up some moonrock,” Solara said. “That would chase her troubles away.”

“Moonrock scares me,” Purity replied.

Solara ran a gentle finger down the cleric’s cheek. “It’s like a really, really, really strong cup of coffee.”

Purity gave her a dubious look.

“Okay,” Solara admitted. “It’s stronger than that, but I promise you’ll have fun.”

“If you stay with me, I’ll try it.”

Her eyes sparkling as she looked down at Purity, Solara said, “Of course, beautiful.” She turned to me. “Pick some up while you’re out?”

“I don’t know where the fuck to buy moonrock.” I had Lilac, but I also sent her into a burning building recently so…

Sighing, Solara gently sat Purity up. “I’ll go with you if Purity doesn’t mind staying with Ithaca.”

“I don’t mind at all,” Purity answered, but I thought I caught a fleeting ripple of sadness on her face.

Pulling the little cleric into my lap, I whispered in her ear, “I want a night. Me and you. No one else.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. Let’s make that happen soon.”

Purity kissed me. “Don’t worry about anything here. We’ll be fine.”



Solara knew a magic shop that sold moonrock under the counter. When she bought herself a few vials of it to share with Purity and Invia, I decided to buy myself a couple as well. At the same time, I made a mental note to return to this shop when Solara wasn’t with me. I spotted a book with the title The Nature of the Antipaladin. I had a hard time walking away from it, but Solara didn’t need to know anything about my plans to multiclass.

I had never been high before. There was a chance being undead made that impossible, but if I was having a day where I really needed to drown Aurketzu out, maybe snorting some moonrock would bring me relief.

Or maybe it would help me get through a night with Valice without choking her to death in the street for what she did to my life and my family.

Aurketzu, meanwhile, saw this as a moment of great fortune. She had anticipated it taking some time for us to get close to Valice, which was a major step toward controlling her and acquiring her wealth for ourselves. To Aurketzu, I should be thanking the gods for the gift of starting early.

This was a whole night where I could work Reward for the Loyalty and Safe Word. I may not see Valice again for another three years after tonight, but that progress would still be there, putting me a little bit farther ahead than I would have been otherwise.

For our dinner date, I wore a set of high-fashion clothes that was sent to my room. It wasn’t another purple suit, thankfully. Rather, the clothes were like the rich person equivalent of daily streetwear.

Or something. The fabric was soft, and embroidery was everywhere. I knew that meant fancy and little else.

I met Valice at the door of Maria’s house. She too wore more casual attire. No less expensive than her clothing last night, assuredly, but far more functional. Her peasant dress was thin and wonderfully constructed, and she cinched it in a way to ensure she showed more cleavage.

Billy gave me a pitying look as I helped Valice into the carriage, and then we were off.

“Where did Maria find you?” Valice asked as the wagon bounced along Flowst streets.

“I took a job escorting one of her caravans.”

“And she what, saw your potential?”

“She did exactly what you’re doing now,” I said.

Valice tilted her head. “What do you mean by that?” she asked curiously.

“That caravan got attacked twice, and the second was too close a call. I saved her life, and she needed a way to relieve the stress of all that conflict and show her gratitude at the same time.”

The chuckle that came from Valice had the tone of someone laughing down on another. “This night is not me showing you gratitude.”

“Then what is it?”

“You are my entertainment. Make tonight fun, do what I say, and give me what I want.”

As much as my undead blood boiled hearing that, I was thankful she had said it. Only minutes into our night out, and Valice had already made sure I knew my place.

Fortunately, we stopped at our first destination for the night only a few minutes later, a high-class restaurant in the hills, the rich side of Flowst. A piano player sat in the corner, each table was lit by candles, and the staff dressed similarly to the butlers and waiters at Hensewurd’s party.

They greeted her as “Lady Chastain” and led us to a reserved booth in the corner.

In between ordering drink after drink, Valice prompted me to entertain her. She wanted to know what happened while she was safely locked away during the mosquito outbreak. She asked me to describe how it felt to kill a bandit. Then she commanded me to tell her how beautiful she was.

Maria had mentioned my having intelligence, apparently. I couldn’t tell whether Valice enjoyed the fake compliments themselves or the act of forcing me to gush over her, but I obliged.

When we finished with her general beauty, she had me go feature by feature, starting with her hair, then her eyes, on to her cheeks, her lips, her neck. A few more drinks after that, she gave me ravenous looks and asked me to compliment her ass and her breasts.

All that time, from the moment this date started, I looked for opportunities to use Reward for the Loyal or Safe word, but she escaped every single one. All of the natural ways I learned to weave commands into casual conversation, she threw them back in my face nearly every time. She was the one giving orders. Not me. Even orders I gave in jest were off the table.

Her next line of questioning demanded that I describe in detail what I would do to please her, and I was to incorporate begging for her to let me into those performances as well.

I couldn’t keep going like that. I was trying my hardest not to slit her throat right then and there, and I began to believe I might not make it through the night at this rate.

“At the risk of being too forward, my Lady,” I said before answering a question about how I would lick her were I given “the privilege of doing so.” After glancing around, I continued, saying, “I procured some moonrock recently. Would that interest you? Apologies if that offends.”

Valice threw back the rest of her drink and grabbed my hand, pulling me back out to the carriage. Then we proceeded to inhale four vials of moonrock.


Chapter 61

I didn’t recognize this bedroom. Where was I?

“We are in one of Maria’s guest rooms.”

“In her house?”

“That is so.”

“How did I get here?”

“What is the last moment you can remember?”

“...Doing moonrock off of Valice’s chest in the carriage.”

“I advise you to review your will points.”

I opened my system:

Viceroy, Tier 8 (65/12800)

Holy shit. “How did I level up last night?”

“You truly do not recall?”

“Not a thing.”

“It was as though you filled your dick with hate and fucked her with your rage. She loved you for it and begged for you to fuck and smack her harder and harder.”

“What.”

“I very much enjoyed the performance.”

“I think I would remember that.”

“I urge you: inspect your trophy.”

Valice slept on her side with her back turned to me. I gently lifted the blanket. She was naked and had welts and handprints all over her ass and thighs. In some places, the skin raised around the outline of my handprint. In others, it had begun to bruise.

Maybe Aurketzu was telling the truth.

“Depart quietly. Her kind will celebrate their freedom under the stars and then recoil in shame when they see their choices in daylight.”

I took Aurketzu’s advice and let myself out.

As soon as I was back in my room, I meditated to upgrade. First I put my stat points into strength, dexterity, and intelligence. Then I reviewed my new viceroy unlocks:

Sense Strength

Passive

Gain an intuitive understanding of an enemy’s most dangerous strengths.

Prerequisite: Sense Weakness.

Behind the Curtain

Passive

If someone attempts to discern information from your character sheet via a spell or ability, provide them with false information.

Enthrall

Passive

Increase the chances of your followers receiving rare unlocks. Any unlock acquired via this ability requires a greater commitment from the follower.

Prerequisite: Sugar Daddy

Enthrall immediately caught my eye. I didn’t see much use for Sense Strength, and I already bought a magic ring to fill the same need as Behind the Curtain.

Sugar Daddy had immediately made bending the girls so much easier, and if I truly believed in my philosophy of making myself stronger via stronger followers, Enthrall was the obvious choice. The stipulations for Loyalty Pledges were already steep, so I wondered what would come of Enthrall.

I asked Aurketzu to share her thoughts.

“Enthrall is the best complement to your build. You have begun the investment in this path. We must follow through on the strategy to reap the rewards.”

That made sense to me.

I mentally reached to select Enthrall.

Wait.

Mind Armor. I was supposed to take Mind Armor. But level 10 for my party was on the horizon. Having Enthrall for that would benefit me greatly. Invia couldn’t wait to drink my seed when she saw how much power serving me offered.

That would give all of my followers more to brag about when they recruited for me as well. Their bonuses would be even that much more impressive.

I knew Mind Armor was important. If Aurketzu was bending me, I needed to protect myself, but the last few weeks had gone smoothly. Aurketzu never scoffed at my ideas or fought against a build decision. She disagreed sometimes, but her reactions didn’t give me the sensation of being manipulated.

So Mind Armor could be a waste, while Enthrall was a certain win.

Feed my paranoia or pursue my goals?

I chose Enthrall.



With the Greater Gate scrolls, the problem of having to fund three multiclasses was solved. I really hoped Solara wouldn’t get the idea to join us in multiclassing. Given her wizard class, that was highly unlikely, but it still worried me. Thus far, however, she hadn’t mentioned interest in it whatsoever.

Grinding imp fur was no longer the best use of our time, so I called a party meeting. Valice was still in town, so this took place in the privacy of our apartment.

“We need to see if the rogue twins are taking our imp fur offer,” I said to the party. “Trina said they signed up, so I think that they are. Once we confirm that, we teach them how to find it, and we move on to clearing the castle for better XP gains.”

“What about how much money we need?” Invia asked.

“I’ve made some moves and taken care of it.”

Invia accepted that answer. She didn’t ask for me to reassure her or question the accuracy of my conclusion. She was just quiet, and it was beautiful.

“From what we’re hearing so far, the king and the willow give the most XP, but there’s only one king and four willows. It also sounds like fighting the willows is a pain in the ass. Stiffie sorcerers are decent XP, but they’re always mixed in with grunts, knights, and the occasional champion. The better grinding is in the castle dungeon, but that’s a big jump in difficulty for us.

“Taking down the king is going to be difficult at our level, and we absolutely have to do that before we go up. Purity has a Divine Quest to complete, and the quest is considered failed if she levels up before then. All that to say, finding a good stiffie route is looking like our only real option for now.”

My advance in viceroy meant our entire party was tier 9 in our respective classes, putting us on the path to 25,600 XP, after which we could unlock our new classes.

Though that was a lot of XP to earn, antipaladin had never felt closer. All of the pieces were in place, and all we had left to do was get the levels we needed.

“Makes me miss wyverns,” Invia grumbled as she looked at the XP we stood to gain from any given run. The fourth floor of Lopav had spoiled us indeed.

Solara raised an eyebrow. “Wyverns?”

“Our last grinding spot had wyverns we had to avoid, and the XP was really, really good,” I answered. “And yeah, I miss it too. For Flowst, this looks like our best option. We’ll have to make it work.”

“How about will points?” Invia asked. “Do you have a plan for farming those with the twins we adopted?”

“Getting there.”

“That’s XP for your special class, right?” Solara asked.

I nodded.

“I get that you earn will points when people listen to you, but it’s still murky for me.”

I opened my mouth to answer, but Purity stepped in. “The more loyalty they show to Byron, the better for all of us. The Sugar Daddy bonus you saw on your last level up? Every new follower we recruit, that bonus gets better.”

“And they have to fuck you to get that?”

“More will points transfer with physical contact,” Purity replied, “but it’s not required.”

Invia put her hand on my arm. Was she… showing affection? “How many more do you need before the next tier?” she asked.

“1,314.”

Solara looked around the table. “Is that a lot?”

That made Invia grin. “We could cover that in a night if you were brave enough.”

I held up my hands. “We can’t force it. The system won’t allow that. It has to be genuine to count, so we don’t need to put pressure on anyone right now. It happens when it happens.”

Invia snapped her teeth playfully at Solara. The wizard blushed.

“Back on topic,” I said. “This is my plan. Set the twins up to make money for us. Then get us all to level 10, take care of multiclassing, and decide our next move. Anyone have a problem with trying to farm stiffies first?”

Each of the girls shook their heads.



Later that night, I finally got to purchase and read The Nature of the Antipaladin. This book was largely about the antipaladin philosophy rather than a compendium of antipaladin abilities like I had hoped. While that was disappointing, it had detailed records for known antipaladin oaths as well as the words and rituals to go with each oath. If antipaladin mirrored paladin, then the oath I chose would influence what abilities the class offered me.

So, if I took the Oath of Ruin, I would likely get something like high-damage abilities and destructive spells, but that was only if I upheld the oath and its tenets. Antipaladins of Ruin wanted to “unweave the threads of civilization” and had to destroy something that represented civilization to seal the oath. The book suggested that burning down a library or government building were the more common choices.

That wasn’t a good fit for me, though I had developed an arson habit in my undead years. First my own apartment and then Hencewurd's.

The Oath of Tyranny was devoted to enslavement.

The Oath of Blight spread disease and corruption.

The Oath of the Void sought to erase meaning from society.

And on they went. Two eventually caught my eye and became my top picks: Oath of the Golden Collar and the Oath of the Silk Noose. This section of the book classified them as “exceptionally depraved” oaths.

An Antipaladin of the Golden Collar was described as “a celebration of greed and decadence in their purest forms, the Antipaladin of the Golden Collar relentlessly pursues personal gain and the luxury such gains can provide. To this antipaladin, wealth and power are one and the same.”

Embodying those values required what the book described as “devotions.” These were daily practices that reflected the tenets of the oath and included directives like ensuring the beauty of my followers reflected my status, dressing well at all times of my life, and using material wealth as a reward for loyal followers.

To seal the oath, I needed a follower willing to literally give themselves to me, as in voluntarily become my property. Interestingly, taking the oath didn’t require having the antipaladin class. From what I was reading, I had to make the oath before multiclassing, but how long before didn’t really matter. I could take the oath now if I had that follower.

If I chose the Silk Noose, then the book said I “valued worship, loyalty, and adoration above all, amassing followers who find pleasure in serving power. Devotions for this path include seduction, instilling the desire to be worshipped in others, commanding followers to prove their loyalty, and punishing those who falter.”

While that description was an even better fit for my goals, the ritual to seal the oath made it more difficult to acquire. A follower had to prove their utter devotion to me by ingesting a rose petal blessed by a provided prayer. If the follower was not completely devoted to me, they died, and the oath failed.

Purity came to mind immediately, but she was also devoted to the Goddess. Sure she talked a bit about having a crisis of faith, but I doubted that would erase her devotion for the Goddess completely. Solara was too new to the party, and Invia was Invia.

The Golden Collar? That I could pull off.



With Valice still sleeping next door, I took Purity and Solara with me to teach the rogue twins how to find imp fur. With our finances in order, XP was my primary goal. Somewhere in there, I hoped to complete Purity’s Divine Quest. I was curious what the reward would be.

I also liked the idea of her fucking me on a throne, but that was obvious. Feels like a waste of ink to bother writing that down.

At any rate, XP was the primary target now. At some point I would get a third Thieves’ Guild test, but I was okay if that took a while. Robbing Hensewurd had sapped so much mental energy from me that gaining it back felt like a divine blessing.

So, while we pushed deeper into the dungeon, the twins would give us a cut of their imp fur proceeds. Depending on how efficient they were, I was open to funding their dungeon passes for days where we weren’t off too. We’d all get more money. They would get more experience, which,I hoped, would turn into loyalty pledges from the twins and the black mage in their party.

They ran with a male ranger. He seemed skeptical of me from the start. It would be convenient if he got himself killed sometime soon.

Aurketzu suggested we recruit only women from then on. She didn’t like the idea of adding a sex-frustrated enemy to our list of opponents. We were in agreement on that front. He just kind of came with the package.

If ranger boy pulled his weight on runs and didn't mess with my goals, whatever. If he wanted to be territorial, we would get rid of him.

The twins’ party took to hunting imp fur very quickly. Solara and Purity were good teachers, but it also helped that their black mage had Detection spells and a Clean Water spell. It wasn’t near as clear or as wide as Purity’s Purify spell, but it did the job.

We stuck with them for the rest of their run. The XP sucked, and we didn’t make money, but I got a few will points from the twins and their mage. In a few days, this small investment of time would turn its first profit. On the wagon back home, Purity and Solara invited the new party to visit us for drinks that night.

In our apartment.

I was happy to see the girls play recruiter for me, but I also valued my peace. Aurketzu and I were still puzzling through Hensewurd’s records and debating how to put the blackmail we had to use.

“You are to serve Maria tonight.”

Thank the gods. I had forgotten my shifts picked back up that evening. The girls could do whatever they wanted if I wasn’t there.



Like usual, I escorted Maria to dinner, but this time it was just the two of us.

We were in a shadowy back corner of a swanky restaurant in the hills. Without prompting, a waiter brought a plate of mussels and a specific vintage of red wine to the table. He showed Maria the bottle, she approved, and he started to pour. One for Maria, and one for me.

“Now that Lady Valice has gone-”

I exhaled. Finally.

“-you and I can have a proper conversation. First of all, I don’t mind saying it again: job well done.” Maria raised her glass. “Now, I have questions.”

“Alright.”

“Why did we go upstairs for shelter?”

“We weren’t getting through that crowd, and I didn’t want to leave you exposed while we tried.”

Maria poked a small fork into a mussel and popped it into her mouth. “What happened when you left?”

“I went back downstairs. I saw the mosquitos favoring the far end of the hall, so I figured a heavy blanket would be enough protection if we moved quickly.”

“What about the fire?”

“What about it?”

“Did you see it start?”

I shook my head. “There was smoke when I came back upstairs. I couldn’t tell you where it was coming from.”

“Happen to observe anything interesting?”

“I’m not sure I know what you mean.”

“Anything that might help a lady get a leg up with the nobles.”

“I may have underestimated this one. She is far from her twilight.”

The waiter reappeared with a plate of small sandwiches and a plate of cheeses with a pretentious dark mustard. Maria hardly acknowledged him, and she never once asked him for anything.

“Say I had my eyes open,” I began carefully, “are you wanting me to see above or below the board?”

“Both.”

I swallowed a bite of a sandwich and washed it down with wine before replying. “That sounds risky.”

“Like any job with hazards, the pay is proportional.”

“She is more valuable than gold.”

“What are you thinking?” I asked in my mind.

“The possibilities are many. Ask her for a favor to be redeemed at your discretion.”

“What if you paid me with a favor instead?”

“I’d do that for free,” she said, biting her lip.

“I’m getting that too, but that’s not what I meant. A favor to be named later.”

Maria swirled her wine and narrowed her eyes. “How big of a favor are you expecting?”

“Proportional to the hazards.”

“Ha!” she laughed and emptied her glass. “You’re quick. You just made me a little wet. Alright, Master Byron. I’m interested in anything of consequence. The vague open-endedness of that is intentional.”

I nodded.

Taking a few more bites from the plates in front of us, I noticed Maria hadn’t moved.

“What is it?”

“Are you sweet on Valice? Honesty only. No evasion.”

This question felt like it had a right answer. I opted for the truth. “I fucking hate her.”

Maria grinned.

Good. That was what she wanted to hear.

“That whole family fancies themselves closer to the gods than to us people,” Maria began. “Every word out of that little bitch’s mouth is condescending and patronizing. She likes to show you how aware she is of the power she has when she speaks with you. She finds it endlessly entertaining.”

“I know the type.”

“Is that how you see me?” she asked.

I shook my head.

“You lie.”

“Not a lie. You are above me. We both know it, and you act it. I respect that you’re forward and fair about it.”

For the first time, Maria caught the eye of our waiter. He appeared within seconds and poured two glasses of a clear spirit. I didn’t recognize the language on the label.

“I have it on good authority that you have 17 intelligence,” she said before she reached for her glass. “That’s unusual for a fighter.”

Fuck you, Lyle.

“Though the ability is rare, do not be so naive as to assume a woman of means does not also have such an asset in her employ.”

That was a good point.

“Your level is higher than you let on too, but you were careful not to directly lie to me about that.”

I waited for her to continue.

“No comment?”

“What would I say?” I asked in response.

With no expression change whatsoever, Maria sipped from her glass. “Why did you take intelligence that high as a fighter?”

“I’m going to multiclass.”

“Bit late to be multiclassing, isn’t it? Oh, don’t look at me like that. You don’t think I invested in gaining a few levels? No noble is playing this game with level 1 stats. It can’t be done.”

I thought. If she saw my level, she assumed fighter was well over level 10. To her, it did look like I waited too long.

“My plan is still on course,” I replied.

“What do you plan to multiclass into?” she asked next. “Wizard?”

“I won’t share that.”

Maria smirked. “I would have trusted you less if you answered that question. Very well, I respect the need for secrecy. As long as you intend to remain in my employ.”

“I do.”

“Marvelous. To bright futures, Master Byron.”


Chapter 62

My apartment was full of drunk women. I noticed, however, that the ranger hadn’t stuck around, if he had come at all. The twin rogues and the black mage slept on the couches and chairs. Purity left her door open. She and Solara were curled up in bed together. Invia’s door was closed, but I heard her moving around.

I knocked.

She opened the door.

“Valice is gone,” I said.

“Fucking finally!”

“...But you’re already in your gear?”

“Well…” Invia looked sheepishly to the floor. “I thought I could sneak off to the dungeon for a day and that it’d be fine.”

I rolled my eyes but didn’t comment. “How’d last night go?”

Invia grinned. “It was good progress. We need to find a better way to uhh… give them the pitch.”

“To get upgrades?”

She nodded. “Purity had an interesting idea.”

“Yeah?”

“She’s more devious than I ever would have expected,” Invia continued. “She wanted you because she saw me wanting you. She thinks Solara got hooked when she saw two of us pawing at you.”

“Okay…”

“Make yourself more visibly desirable by showing off more. Get some attention. Status will bring more will points to our doorstep.”

“I don’t know about taking that risk.”

“You are wise to be hesitant, but you must be known to be followed. This moment is inevitable.”

“Then what do I do?” I asked Aurketzu.

“Be the stuff of rumors for now. No politics or profit. Simple power and reputation.”

Invia put a hand on my chest. “Women want power, money, and adventure. Us girls can make you the source for all three.”

“I’m willing to hear ideas. In the meantime, let’s go on a run.”

“Gladly.”



The mutant herbobos, or stiffies, were a pain in the ass. They hit harder than lizardmen and were four or five times as fast. They could run, jump, and swing around the dungeon, making them a more complex challenge than anything we had fought previously.

Other than the mosquitos, all of our prey had been rooted to the ground, the X axis. Stiffies could charge you on the ground and, two feet before impact, rocket into the air to swing over your head.

On a whim, Solara tried Bolt, having very low expectations for its ability to harm a plant-type monster. To everyone’s surprise, it was still fairly effective, especially when the stiffies had recently splashed through the floodwaters. When they were mostly dry, the bolt still caught them on fire.

A mammal would have been fried far worse, sure, but Bolt was still a big help. Zapping stiffies slowed fights down and gave me and Invia the chance to get close enough to hit them.

We fought stiffie grunts, archers, sorcerers, and knights while avoiding the known champion spawns. Though the run went well, it wasn’t perfect. On two different occasions we started to push into a room only to become very aware that we were hopelessly outnumbered, so we had to run and hide until they calmed down again. The weeping willow spawns were all farmed out, and we didn’t get near enough to the throne room to take a peek.

After another couple runs, we locked in a routine like we had in Lopav, running the same loop every day to minimize downtime to get as much XP as possible. Stiffies weren’t atrocious experience, but they weren’t level 4 of Lopav experience. We made a little coin on mana crystals in the process, but I was really just biding my time until I could sell the Greater Gate scrolls.

The twins, whose names were Lilly and Lala it turns out, had a slow start with their party, but they found their rhythm. The extra income stream was immediately helpful, and I gifted some of my cut back as bonuses when their returns were exceptionally large.

Keirka was the party’s wizard. I don’t remember the ranger’s name. It’s not important.

As a new wizard, Keirka sought out Solara for advice on combat and leveling. I didn’t have much to offer the twins in the way of career coaching, but they seemed grateful for tips on running the first floor quickly and safely. And interacting with them made me realize that I needed a rogue in my employ. Podni and I made great teammates, I thought, but alas, she was out of my life. Making a rogue our fifth party member might have to be the path, though.

My big job was almost foiled by a simple door lock. As much as I loved watching that place burn down, I couldn’t come back to that strategy again. It attracted attention from important people, and that was best avoided.

Whether the twins would make good candidates for that position, it was far too early to say, but I was staying observant. Milking them for will points would be beneficial enough, and I hoped for a few Loyalty Pledges too, but I had a concern.

To date, every Loyalty Pledge I received came from a member of my party. I may have been in the dungeon with the twins a couple of times, but they weren’t party members. Where I hoped the requirement was some minimum level of bending, the rules might be more strict. The bonuses were incredible, so I wouldn’t have been surprised if the parameters were quite specific.

I needed to bend the twins to see what happened when they leveled.

Invia had a suggestion. She was on her stomach, naked, in my bed. I was reading about rare and rumored classes while she painted her nails. With my back against the headboard and her hands dangling over the baseboard, I had a clear view of her tight ass. The way her back dipped to start the curve and the length of her long legs made the two mounds in between even more distinctly round.

In a sporty, athletic kind of way.

Rare classes were an odd wrinkle in how the system functioned. Most rare classes were seen once and then never seen again. Like a fire tamer class that gave the user all sorts of buffs when they used fire-based pets, from lava lizards to fire elementals. There was the chameleon class, a rogue variant that incorporated magical camouflage abilities, and there was also an iron barbarian, which was a barbarian class that could turn the user’s body into solid metal.

Any class that was seen only once was colloquially known as a hero class. All of these class holders were so unique that dozens of stories were written about them.

Cleric, monks, priests, and paladins sometimes earned a Blessed variant of their base class, which was basically a permanent buff to healing and holy spells. Two or three people reported receiving that variant each year, and the worshippers of the Goddess universally agreed it was awarded based on the strength of a person’s faith as well as the weight of their good deeds.

Despite how sure they were about that, the people who earned a Blessed variant never specifically tried for it. No one who deliberately pursued earning the variant had ever received it. At least, that’s what the books said.

On rare occasions, a person would be given a hidden class or the option to acquire one, and very few of those were known and therefore not documented. Viceroy, for example, was a hidden class. While it was generally believed that such classes existed, hardly anything was written about them. They either appeared that infrequently, or those who earned them went to great lengths to hide their existence.

The only way to guarantee a variant class was to acquire an aspect tome, a rare drop found on the lowest floors of dungeons. Some dungeons boasted one aspect tome a month, but the author of one of the texts I read suggested those numbers might be false. Advertising a high drop rate for something so desirable was a cheap way to draw adventurers to your city over others.

Regardless of the frequency debate, their appearing on deep floors was an established fact, most often as part of the loot earned from beating the dungeon boss.

The most common aspects were elemental, so someone like Solara who had a strong base of Bolt magic would want a lightning aspect, making her a thunder mage or a storm sorceress.

There were aspects for holy and unholy, and aspects that corresponded with every type of stat. It sounded silly, but someone like Invia might choose to be a strength barbarian (Mighty Berserker) or a dexterity barbarian (Barbarian of 1,000 Cuts). And then there were aspects tied to specific qualities, like the mana aspect that increased the user’s mana pool or the precision aspect that improved a user’s aim.

Despite the apparent advantages of aspects, the costs of acquiring one, if any were to be had, made them irrelevant for most of the population.

Overall, the number of rare or variant class holders was incredibly small across the continent, even with aspects factored in. The vast majority of successful, high-level adventurers got there with standard classes.

“In my world, the histories said there was a time when aspects were common. No one with self-respect would go without one.”

“Were they rare for you too then?”

“Indeed. My opportunity came too late.”

“What would it hurt to take it anyway?”

“Aspects are not pure advantages. Choosing a fire aspect grants an affinity and buff for anything related to fire, but it cripples any abilities connected to water. Furthermore, the class holder becomes weak to water. If one cannot gain a minimum of five levels with an aspect, then its adoption is a permanent hindrance.”

If my multiclass was sorted, perhaps I should consider an aspect. Aurketzu pointed out I had several potential options. Unholy fit my antipaladin goals. Water had the potential to synergize with Touch of Ice in an interesting way. Any stat aspect except for wisdom and charisma could be worthwhile. Theorycrafting on this front required much more flexibility than other parts of a character build.

The aspect I would take would be largely determined by what was available to me, and I had to be prepared to adapt if the inventory was especially limited. As for acquisition, I would either have to buy or steal one because I wasn’t getting to a boss room any time soon, if ever. Expensive was a given, but I was afraid to look into just how expensive they were.

But I needed to know, so I braced for bad news.

“Ever look into buying an aspect?” I asked Invia’s butt and the back of her head. She was still lying on my bed.

She laughed.

“That pricey, huh?”

“Equivalent to ten multiclasses or more. Way more if it’s something popular like healing, mana, strength, or intelligence.”

I whistled.

“Only seven have come out of the Borja dungeon,” she added. “That’s three centuries or so of time. Records earlier than that suck.”

“I wouldn’t report it if I found one.”

“True. Just saying to not get your hopes up.”

“Of course. I’m only reading.”

Glancing back at me only briefly, Invia broke the next stretch of silence by saying, “I had an idea for how to feed you.”

That’s how Invia described playing wingwoman to help me earn will points. Feeding.

“Make it magic,” she said, holding out a hand to inspect her nails. “Feeding you is a requirement for the spell. If they want the benefits, that’s just how it is.”

“That would make a difference?”

“Let them think they’re in control. They cast the spell. They do the ritual. They are the ones calling the shots for their destinies. That’s very different from tossing them in your bedroom and locking the door.”

I liked the direction of this idea. “What are you picturing?”

“Candles, runes, a spell circle,” Invia answered. “Give them a gauntlet of acts to perform, like she has to go down on Solara while you watch, then she goes down on you, and maybe you end it with some hot candle wax and spanking.”

Her mental image was more detailed than I expected.

“At some point, you’ll have enough worshippers that you can make the ritual more demanding. They’ll be more willing with more social proof.”

“What does demanding look like to you?” I asked.

I swear Invia arched her back ever so slightly right then, giving me just enough bend that I could see a hint of her lower lips between her legs. “You could fuck them into brain damage like you did to me and Itaa.”

“That might be too much for an initiation.”

“Then our spell has to be cast each level, and the price goes up every time.”

“If you are able to keep her bent, this one has the makings of a general. We have a number of options that would strengthen this nature of growth.”

I was thinking about those two. If I went through with Invia’s idea, the return would be stronger with one of these viceroy abilities:

Permission

Active Ability

Duration: 12 hours

Once per day, activate Permission to halt a climax–and all climaxes that follow from the same target–for up to twenty-four hours. Climaxes stack.

Intoxicate

Your blessing is so satisfying that it becomes addictive, like a drug.

Delay Gratification

Active Ability

When a target experiences pleasure, activating Delay Gratification will store that pleasure instead. Any amount of pleasure can be stored, but additional stored pleasure requires another use of the skill. User can release stored gratification with a command. Pleasure stored for more than 1 hour expires.

Stack up a few orgasms with a Rope Burn bonus in the mix and let them go all at once? That would certainly feel like the effects of a powerful spell.

“Delay Gratification stores all pleasure. Remember that Rope Burn brings pleasure with pain. If you had Delay Gratification when you bedded Valice, you would have claimed her mind entirely.”

I spanked Valice a lot. I wished I could remember it, but the view of her bruised and welted ass the next morning was an okay consolation prize.

“You’re pretty fucking evil,” I said out loud to Invia. I meant it as praise, and she took it as such.

“I like hearing them whimper and gasp.”

“That’s not all.”

Invia turned slightly. “What do you mean?”

“You like making them serve you. I see the look on your face when you hold Purity’s head down.”

“Is that not okay?”

I grabbed Invia’s ankles and pulled her toward me, sliding her across the bed on her stomach. She giggled. I flipped her over and threw her legs over my shoulders. I gripped her hips to bring my tongue to her slit.

Pausing, I said, “I’ve told you before, I reward good behavior. I’ll reward you big if you deliver even half of what you described to me.”

And then I buried my face in her snatch until she came.


Chapter 63

The chances of me finding an aspect that was both something I wanted and something I could afford were highly unlikely. However, you only earned level 10 once, and it was well-established that aspects and multiclasses acquired later than that produced diminishing returns. According to my reading, these were the common aspects:

• Air

• Water

• Earth

• Fire

• Lightning

• Ice

• Holy

• Unholy

• Mana

• Precision

• Scout

• Lyric

• Fortune

• Attribute

Every aspect had its own unique properties that would express themselves in future unlocks. I had the option, for example, to select Heavyhanded previously from my fighter class. If I had the fire aspect, I might have the option to unlock Heavy Heat. Like the original, it increased the power of a blow but would now have a secondary fire effect. My weapon might deliver heat damage, similar to the cold damage done by Ice Touch, or it might shoot a fireball from my blade, or maybe it triggered an explosion of fire that emanated out from me in all directions.

The tradeoff was a weakness to water-type attacks, making them deal 25% more damage to you than they would have normally. I would be locked out of any water-type enchantments–like Ice Touch in my case–and any water-type spells or abilities I had were 50% less effective from then on.

For my part, I very much disliked the rock-paper-scissors nature of specializing in an element. I could see the benefit of a wizard doing that because of how their spell selections and upgrades worked, but I didn’t have an elemental base to further enhance with my aspect. That seemed like too little reward in my case for the scope of the downsides.

Unholy would be a natural fit for antipaladin, but it would make me even weaker to holy magic. My undead status made that precarious already. Antipaladins were typically evil and thus more vulnerable to holy by default, and the benefits of having more powerful unholy abilities were most useful against holy creatures specifically.

Precision made you more accurate but came with a strength penalty.

Scout made you more agile, stealthy, and observant but came with a strength penalty as well as a constitution penalty.

Lyric was primarily for bards, but its ability to increase the effectiveness of party buffs made it appealing for other classes as well. The drawback there was you could no longer take buffs yourself, no matter who applied them.

Fortune was interesting in that it improved your chances for dungeon loot and increased the size of the mana crystals dropped by enemies in dungeons, pretty much guaranteeing that you would make a lot more money than you used to. However, you received one less stat point at every level up–so 2 points to allocate rather than 3. Despite that, it was still a highly sought after aspect and cost more than any of the others. A rich dungeon crawler would take Fortune and make up for the stat penalty with enchantments, since now they could afford them.

And then there were attribute aspects, which came with similar penalties as the others. A strength aspect gave you a -4 to intelligence and locked it permanently. You could no longer allocate points to it, and enchantments wouldn’t affect it either.

There were a few dozen other known aspects out there, but most of them had been recorded once or twice in all of history, so information about them was incomplete and unreliable. Supposedly a demon king centuries back had the void aspect. Allegedly, he could wholly remove someone from existence.

Not just kill them. There was nothing left, not even ash or dust.

A warrior who described himself as a ‘dragoon’ had a jump aspect. He fought with a spear and would jump high over the battlefield. When he came down, it was with the force of a meteor.

I only skimmed those aspects. The chances of me seeing any of those was virtually zero.

So Aurketzu and I went shopping.



I wore my Twin Hawks Trading Company uniform when I went out. I had heard that the best magic shops were in the hills, and any establishment in the hills was quick to stop simple peasants at the door. I couldn’t make myself look like a noble, but I could make it apparent that I worked for one.

That didn’t get me into all of the shops, but more than half of the security guards minding the doors to said shops let me in when they saw the Twin Hawks. Of the nine shops I visited in the hills and the seven elsewhere in the city, I saw an earth aspect tome, a lyric aspect tome, and a wisdom aspect tome.

No, that wasn’t totally accurate. Three shops said that they had those tomes in their inventory, but I never physically saw them. I was told they were either locked in the shop vault or stored at another site entirely. All I saw was a single sheet detailing the aspect and what it offered.

The limited selection was unsurprising, but I was disappointed. No specific aspect was a clear win for my build. The one aspect I would definitely take was fortune, which was a pointless mental decision because there was no way I’d ever be able to afford a fortune aspect tome. Maria probably couldn’t afford a fortune aspect tome for that matter.

But that did give me an idea.



Riding in the carriage with Maria for one of my late-night shifts, I posed a question before she inevitably assigned me to fill my nightly orgasm quota.

“May we talk business?” I asked.

She leaned back and recrossed her legs to the other side. “Go on.”

“What’s your opinion on Barthos Midman?”

Maria narrowed her eyes. “That’s a very specific question, and I judge you to be someone who would not ask such a question unless they already know my answer. So please, answer on my behalf.”

“His caravan service is a competitor to yours, and he’s always had the larger clientbase. I also know he is incredibly religious, yet a lot of people believe he has a weakness for whoring.”

He did, in fact, have a weakness for whoring. A portion of my intel came from Lilac, my prostitute source, and she claimed that Barthos was famous in that circle. He tipped generously for discretion, but that money didn’t come easy for the girl. Barthos’ appetites sometimes left them unable to return to their work. They either never properly healed, or the scars made them damaged goods.

Somehow, he had that reputation alongside a reputation for being exceptionally pious, an honorary cardinal of sorts in the church of the Goddess, a position he earned through extensive donations. He was even one of the contributors to the Barrel Street Mission, the charity organization where Purity volunteered.

“Have you come bearing gifts this night?” Maria asked.

I shook my head. “Wares, no gifts.”

She needed several uninterrupted seconds to laugh at that. “What do you offer?”

I had three pieces of Barthos blackmail from Hensewurd’s stash: A young priestess from a minor noble family disappeared some years back. Hensewurd had a letter where a member of the church assured Barthos that they had no intention of pursuing the issue and then spent several paragraphs thanking him for his generosity to the church.

One night, around the time she disappeared, two graverobbers were arrested and then released the next day with no charges. I had contracts of employment for both men listing Barthos as their employer, and I even had the location of her corpse. They had apparently buried her body on top of another in the cemetery, and my materials identified the exact gravesite.

Once upon another occasion, the church of the Goddess loaned Barthos an exorbitant amount of gold, and money lending was something the Goddess forbade, especially when the lender was the church itself. He paid it back with interest, all of which was documented in a letter that served as a receipt, a confirmation that Barthos’ debts had been paid.

Lastly, it seemed that Barthos had a side business of importing large orders of goods–everything from raw iron ore to expensive perfume. Those transactions never hit his books, and he never paid taxes on the imports either. He had a deal with the guards who ran the bridge to have them look the other way, but the guard kept their own ledgers. Hensewurd had documentation of several thousands worth of unpaid import taxes.

I didn’t want to give all of that to Maria in one go, but I also wanted her to get a glance of the whole dessert cart, lest she underestimate how good the offerings were.

Counting on my fingers I said, “one’s a murder, one’s a church scandal, and one is tax evasion.”

“How did you get all of that information so quickly?”

“A friend owed me a big favor.”

Maria clearly wanted to ask me who this mystery friend was, but she didn’t. “And what are you wanting in return?”

“I’m coming up on level 10 soon, and I’m looking into taking an aspect.”

“You can afford that?” she asked.

“Not by myself.”

“Ha! Alright, handsome, which piece of information do you think is the most valuable to me?”

Aurketzu walked me through this already, so I had an answer ready. “The church scandal will be the most damaging to his overall reputation, and it’s the safest for you.”

“Safest how?”

“It’s too public for the church or Barthos to retaliate. Depending on your goals, you might be able to deploy this anonymously, so you burn him down with your involvement staying wholly unknown. The murder is a lesser scale and more personal. I think the impact would be smaller, but I would also worry about his coconspirators. Lots of people helped cover it up, and they’ll all be motivated to keep you quiet. That’s also why I’d avoid burning him on tax evasion. That would drag the bridge guard into the mess.”

“And I do not want them for enemies.”

I nodded.

“Are you expecting anything more from me than my money?”

The carriage stopped, and Billy knocked on the door.

“One moment!” she yelled and then waited for me to answer her question.

“An introduction to anyone who has aspects to sell but doesn’t have them on the open market. I checked most of the magic shops and didn’t see anything I wanted.”

“And for that I get one piece of your information?”

Pausing to think first, I answered, “I’m motivated to get an aspect, and soon. I don’t have a problem parting with all of my information if the aspect justifies it.”

Maria leaned forward and ran a hand up my thigh. “Give me a taste to wet my appetite. I like to be motivated too.”

“Lady Francesca Holliphant.”

Her hand stilled, and her jaw dropped. “She was sixteen when she went missing. The whole city adored her.”

Maria’s eyes drifted to the ground, but no other part of her moved. After a moment, she looked up.

“If you’re blowing any smoke about this, I’ll mount your balls to my wall without cutting them off.”

“I approve of her methods.”

I held my hands up. “I’m not bullshitting you.”

Maria unlatched the carriage door. Billy stood there, offering his hand to help her down.

“Change of plans. We’re going to Flint Street to see Jay.”



Deep in the west lowers, Billy stopped the wagon at a narrow alley, barely large enough for two people to talk side by side.

He helped Maria out, and as I exited, he added, “Eyes open in this part of town.”

I nodded and put a hand on my hilt.

Maria didn’t wait for me. The alley had a sort of bow to it that hid a significant portion of it around the corner. When I caught up to her, she had just rounded said corner, and suddenly both sides of the alley were dense with doors. Every three or four feet was another doorframe.

“That is by design. No one can witness where she truly goes.”

She knocked. A small window slid to the side. Maria stared at it, then it shut again. The door opened a moment later.

“Welcome back, my lady,” a gargantuan man with an equally intimidating mace on his belt said. “Weapon, please.”

Anticipating my concern, Maria put a hand on my wrist and said, “It’s fine.”

So I handed over my sword. The guard stayed at the door while I followed Maria down a corridor to a single door at the far end. She turned the knob, and we stepped into the fanciest shop I had ever seen.


Chapter 64

The back alley shop felt more like a densely packed museum. Every shelf was made from brass and had red velvet cushions. Many of them were also covered in locked glass doors, though not all. One case was simply an assortment of various bones: a few skulls from monsters I didn’t recognize, a few humanoid skulls, and a smattering of smaller bones that I couldn’t name even if you held a knife to my throat.

Another shelf was all books, many of them several inches thick. And there was jewelry, weapons, and a case filled entirely with bottles and vials of all sizes.

Maria was still ahead of me. I wasn’t paying attention to much of anything else but the treasures surrounding me until I heard a familiar voice.

“My lady,” he said, greeting Maria just out of my sight.

A few steps later, I saw the owner of the voice: Lyle, the same mage who assigned me my second test in the Thieves’ Guild.

“Good evening, sir,” he said, bowing to me.

“This is Jay,” Maria told me. “He’s a trusted friend. Jay, this is Byron.”

“Pleased to meet you, sir.”

“Yeah,” I stammered. “Nice to meet you too.”

Lyle, or Jay rather, directed his attention back to Maria exclusively. “How may I serve you, my lady?”

“Do you have aspect tomes?” Maria asked.

Lyle’s head tilted ever so slightly. “I do. Are you searching for one in particular?”

Shaking her head, Maria answered, “Rares and variants.”

“Yes, of course. Come.”

We went into another room that was an audaciously adorned lounge of sorts with a large velvet couch on one side of a coffee table and a single plush velvet chair on the other. With a gentle gesture to tell us to make ourselves at home, Lyle disappeared. Maria, meanwhile, went to a drink cart against the wall and poured herself a very generous glass of whisky. She poured me a glass, though with far less booze.

Not long after we settled on the amazingly comfortable couch, Lyle returned wearing white gloves and carrying a stack of five books. All were the size of a small paperback novel, which was a far cry from the monstrously large tomes I pictured. Each was hardback, leatherbound, and wrapped in a flat decorative chain. He set them gently on the table and then sat in the plush chair.

“Our first two offerings are interesting collectables but low in utility.”

Lyle held up an aspect tome with a crimson cover. A latticework of bright blue light appeared, and though the lines themselves didn’t move, the blue light did, making it look like a grate over a shifting blue ocean.

“The Book of Warmth,” Lyle said. “Our research shows that this aspect makes chill temperatures more tolerable. That same research suggests the boost is strong enough for one to notice that the warmth of spring stuck around a little bit longer but is weak enough that its benefit in the winter is unnoticeable. No known drawbacks.”

The next book had the same shifting blue lattice, but the cover was a dirty white. I suspected it was pure white originally, but the book getting a little dirty on its way out of a dungeon wasn’t surprising.

“The Book of Antiholy. We assume it grants protection from holy magic, but we found no records of this aspect in our research. Its true nature won’t be known until it is read for the first time.”

“How intriguing.”

“Haven’t heard of it?” I asked in my mind.

“I have not. The opportunity is not free of risks, but it is still strongly compelling.”

“I agree.”

Setting those aside, he moved onto the more desirable offerings in the shop’s collection, at least more desirable to normal customers who weren’t undead.

Holding a gold book, Lyle continued, saying, “The Book of the Harp. This one wasn’t in our records either, but every other instrument aspect has granted mastery of the namesake instrument. I’ve personally sold a Book of the Violin and a Book of the Flute. Both granted the skill mastery, but there are no other bonuses. Bard’s already practice enough to achieve mastery, so the buyers for something like this are usually hobbyists or enthusiasts. No known side effects.”

And then a black book. “The Book of Shadow. The research suggests this will award the ability for the user to more easily blend in with shadows. Let me be clear in telling you that the documented uses of this aspect do not include any sort of illusion magic or manual light manipulation. Our understanding is that your shape more readily blends in with shadows, good for a rogue or a scout. This sounds odd, but you lose your shadow if you take this aspect. Rogues and scouts see that as a benefit rather than a drawback in most cases.”

“Lastly, the Book of the Rested,” Lyle said, holding up a dark purple tome. “Records on this one suggest that the strength of the effect can vary significantly, but in all cases, this aspect reduces the need for sleep. One account tells of a wizard who no longer needed to sleep at all, while most records suggest the need is eliminated by a few hours or so in most cases. If you take this aspect, the sleep you do need becomes even more critical. If you don’t get enough sleep, you will suffer, in other words.”

“Fair to assume the last two are valuable?” Maria asked, ignoring the Book of the Harp option completely. She knew I had no need for that.

Lyle nodded sagely. “The standing offers for the Book of Rest currently include royalty. The Book of Shadow is not as valuable, but the right buyer will invest a respectable fortune in it.”

“And the-”

I cut Maria off. “I want the Book of Antiholy.”

For the first time, Lyle looked at me like he knew me. He seemed perplexed.

Maria was as well. I saw a half dozen questions dance through her eyes, but she asked none of them. After considering me for a long minute, she nodded her approval to Lyle. Without a word, he disappeared with the books, presumably to pack them up and to set up the transaction.

Leaving the couch to wander, Maria looked through the variety of oddities. Without looking back at me, she said, “You can deliver tonight?”

“Yes.”

“You picked a cheap aspect. Does that get me all three items?”

“Press. Press.”

Before I answered, I scanned the shelves. I spotted a ring in the jewelry case with the label “Ring of the Athlete” beneath it. It provided a 10% boost to endurance.

“Get me that, and we’re square.”



Maria was so hungry for my intel on Barthos that she scrapped her evening plans entirely. She took the wooden box Lyle–or Jay–packed the tome and ring with her when she went upstairs to her room. I was a little miffed that she trusted me that little, as if I might abscond with those two items and never come back.

On second thought, that was reasonable. Even a shitty aspect tome was valuable.

When I entered the apartment, I found it empty. Invia was probably still beating back her cabin fever after being trapped inside so long to wait out Valice. All three of the girls had been consistent with their daily ritual of getting off to me, and they had performed well on runs. I hoped they were having a good time, and who knew, maybe they were recruiting for me.

I went to my room, fished out the Barthos materials, and tapped on the wall my bedroom shared with Maria’s. She opened it an instant later and snatched the documents. She stuffed the box into my hand and began trying to read closely yet quickly. With every turn of the page, her eyes grew progressively wider.

“With Barthos gone, I’ll make millions,” she said, whispering to herself in disbelief. After a long pause to appreciate her own disbelief, Maria asked, “How did you get this so quickly?”

“I told you.”

“Fuck it. I don’t care how you got it. If you find more like this, bring it to me. I’ll compensate you well for it.”

I nodded.

Maria shut the secret door a second later, her eyes on the pages.

After a great deal of discussion, Aurketzu and I decided that this was the best use of the blackmail we recovered from Hensewurd’s. I could use any of those materials for my own maneuvering, and the need to use them that way might yet arise, but feeding them to Maria had two advantages.

First, the return on the information was immediate. Maria paid me. If I used that information for my own ends, the actual payoff could be quite far off. And second, I was far less exposed this way. As long as I remained aligned with Maria, any gain in her power was still a benefit to me. I could hide beneath the waves until I was ready to make a move for myself.

If Maria erred in her use of that information, she would be the one to suffer for it. Not me.

There were still several hours until my next dungeon run. I wanted level 10 so badly, so I tried to pass the time quickly with more Chastain business research.



The girls came home relatively early that night and went to sleep immediately. Since I was supposed to be working for Maria all night, they likely thought I wasn’t in my room. And that was fine.

Not long before we would all rise and get ready for that day’s dungeon run, I let myself into Invia’s room. I slid in behind her to spoon and gently ran my hands over her body.

“Hey,” I whispered.

She moaned softly but didn’t reply.

“I brought you a present.”

Invia kept her ass pressed into my dick as she twisted to look over her shoulder at me. “Are you going to make me cum?” she said with a devious grin.

My hand slid up from between her legs over her chest and gently grabbed her chin. I turned her head slowly to look at my other hand. A small wooden ring box rested in my palm.

As she reached for the box, I put my hand to work, rubbing ever so delicately over her silk panties.

She opened it.

“Enchanted to provide an endurance boost,” I whispered. “I know it’s not the fanciest buff out there, but I wanted to say thank you for all the effort you’ve been putting in for the party.”

Invia slid the ring onto the middle finger of her left hand. The magic resized it to a perfect fit. She admired it as she pushed her ass into me and rubbed it back and forth.

“I’m glad you’re happy,” she said, and she seemed sincere. Her voice had the softness of afterglow contentment in it.

I actually believed Invia was being sincere.

Invia. Sincere.

Putting a hand on top of mine, she urged me to rub her harder as she writhed. “I still want to cum,” she said.



When I checked in at the Dungeon Brawlers later that morning, the receptionist sent me to the third floor immediately, which was frustrating. We were probably going to miss our wagon.

Instead of directing me to Trina’s office, I was instructed to visit the office closest to the stairs. I knocked, and a voice on the other side yelled for me to come in.

I opened it to find Lyle reclining on a couch reading. Where Trina’s desk was the centerpiece of the room, Lyle had his pushed against the wall in a corner. He had an armoire and a cot against the walls. The more I looked at the room, the more I wondered if this was actually where he lived.

“Sit,” Lyle said, gesturing to one of the two other chairs in the room as he sat up himself. “What the fuck is Maria buying you weird aspects for?”

“I was told, at length, to keep my mouth shut about my business.”

“This is my business, in every sense of the word. And you wised up and found a way to hide your stats, which normally I would think of as you growing up, baby’s first words kind of shit, but then you go after Antiholy when Shadow and Rest are right there. Didn’t even try to get sugar mama to spring for those. You had a reason for picking what you did.”

I stared back at Lyle, listening. He seemed to expect me to say something then.

When I didn’t, he sighed. “You’re too organized for a candidate.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“The vast majority of our members want big scores, and that’s it. Some of them grow up to do more of the pen-and-paper crimes that make the real bucks, but not a lot of them. You’re more serious than those guys, and they’re pretty damn serious. I’ve never seen a candidate operate like they’ve been running organized crime for decades.”

Aurketzu’s influence must have been more noticeable to others than I thought. I expected the advantage of having her experience on my side would make me a standout, a rising star of sorts. Instead, I overshot that and landed in “too good to be true.”

“And you don’t sleep,” Lyle added. “No, we’re not following you. You pop up in places where we have people. The timestamps tell a story. I was starting to think you already had a Rest aspect, but then you show up and get Antiholy.”

This was starting to sound more like Lyle being angry that he couldn’t figure out what was going on than being suspicious of me.

“I got wind that you translated an ancient fucking language for Mirko, and we also haven’t even talked about what you’re multiclassing into yet.”

“Why do you assume I’m multiclassing?”

Lyle threw a hand in my direction. “Come on. Anyone who springs for an aspect already intends to multiclass.”

“I need you to show some cards, Byron. I don’t believe for a second Mirko discovered some kind of prodigy in fucking Lopav.”

“He is not testing you. His concerns are genuine.”

Okay. Maybe he was suspicious, after all.

I sat back in my chair. “I’m from Borja, originally,” I said. “I was on the guard with my dad there. He was unreasonably paranoid most of the time, but he found the trail of an honest-to-gods slavery ring. Then he got disappeared. They tried to do the same thing to me but failed. One of their targets was another member of the guild, and I helped her. The chapter there sent me to Lopav to hide out for the winter.”

“Go on. I look at the whole picture before I make opinions.”

Nodding, I continued, “Spent the winter grinding and met Maria on the road out of pure luck. She liked me, so that gave me some momentum right off the bat in Flowst. I’m training hard and doing all of this because I want to find my dad, and your test job put me right next to my target.”

“Hensewurd Chastain.”

“Valice. She runs the slavery ring, well, the Chastains overall are in the business together, it seems, but Valice has her own side hustle. Picked up all the tricks of the trade she needed from her family.”

Lyle’s nostrils flared as he took an inhale so deep that he got two inches taller. The exhale was just as slow.

“That story is pretty tall in parts, but I don’t think you’re lying,” he said. “You avoided the aspect question.”

The words came to me, flowing into my mind and out of my mouth. “The Chastains have a lot of ties to the Goddess and allies in the church. You saw my alignment. If I get into it with them, they can fry me with holy magic. I didn’t know Antiholy existed until you showed it to me. Fuck multiclassing if that aspect has a chance to prevent that.”

“If I had a vessel, I would ride you for hours as a reward for that display of wit.”

God damn. Now was not the time for that. Getting an erection in front of Lyle could only make this situation worse.

“Did you find a lead in the Hensewurd documents?” Lyle asked.

“Yes. The second ledger has an inventory of slaves, and there’s a name that comes up a lot in the margins and little notes. It’s like he’s the coordinator or organizer. I know that’s not the ring Valice runs, but how he does things is probably how she does them.”

“Sams,” Kyle said.

“Yeah.” That was the name in the margin, always ‘check w/ Sams’ or ‘Sams?’ or ‘send to Sams.’

“Samson Oliverry,” Lyle said. “He runs a wheat farm outside of Flowst. Sells his entire harvest to the Chastains every year and is always in the background if Hensewurd is in the foreground. We eavesdropped on him once and heard him talking about mining. Weird thing for a wheat farmer to discuss, right? Well, the intel you pulled explains it. We think Samson oversees those mines.”

“Any relation to Lord Oliverry?”

“One and the same,” Lyle answered.

“I’m familiar with him but have never heard about him doing anything but wheat. Is the guild interested in mining?”

“Valice isn’t the first noble to mistreat one of our members. Samson’s a cancer like the rest of them. We didn’t know what he’d be good for, but nobody flies that close to the Chastains without speaking their language, and the Chastains have done plenty of stomping on all of us. Gotta protect our own. That said, the guild isn’t your vehicle for vengeance.”

“I want to make money with the Thieves’ Guild and then use that money how I want,” I responded. “You giving me the hardest candidate test was a coincidence, not something I planned.”

Lyle stood abruptly and went to his desk. He returned with a notepad and a pencil.

“Speaking of tests.”


Chapter 65

“You’re a victim of your own success, Byron,” Lyle continued. “These tests help us understand our members so we can play to individual strengths. Some people are born confidence men but couldn’t sneak into a crypt without waking up a corpse. And vice versa. Best lockpicker I’ve ever seen had all the personality of a green slime.”

“I thought I was in trouble.”

“Could have been but aren’t. As I was saying, different people have different skills. You’re supposed to take three tests to prove your competency. For what we’ve seen from you, two is fine. Your third test is optional. You can be a normal member and do very well for yourself, or you can take a test and put yourself on the leadership track.”

“What does that mean, exactly?” I asked.

“Most of our members build up to running crews and scouting marks, but if someone is tailor-made for that kind of work, we try to get them into those roles early.”

“I’m interested.”

Lyle smiled proudly. “Good. Your next test is also your first job.” He started to scribble on his notepad and went back to speaking. “Choose a mark. Scout it. Get it approved. Then hit it. A big one-time score is perfectly acceptable, but a more regular income stream is the ultimate prize.”

“Like a front?”

“Potentially, but we try to avoid any long-term operation that could get mixed up in a territory dispute. For some reason, every other member thinks it would be great to own a brothel, but then we’re competing with the Lady or with the Ravens. Bookies, gambling dens, business fronts–you’re too exposed.

“We’re cutpurses,” Lyle continued. “We don’t set up a fake purse and try to transfer money to it. We take the money with a quick cut. If you do it right, the mark doesn’t notice until he’s four blocks away. The only person that knows you personally are involved in the theft is you, so you can pick pockets indefinitely if you’re smart about it.

“Applying that analogy to you, setting yourself up in the right place with Maria could mean skimming profits from her for years. I’m not telling you to do that or that it’s a good option, but you get the idea.”

He tore off the top notebook page and offered it to me.

The list read:

-Dungeon

-Bridge

-River

-Hills

-Information

-Spices

-Reagents

-Magic items

-Gems and precious metals

-Mana crystals

“First four are places where we’re looking for footholds. The dungeon has been a target forever, but we haven’t made any progress getting ourselves a piece of the money pouring out of there. And I mean money where our members aren’t slogging through the mud to kill monsters. Bridge jobs are hard because of the guard, and most river jobs end up being dock scams, which we’ve got plenty of. Then there’s so much gold in the hills that opportunity is everywhere.

“For the bridge especially, do not fuck with the guards. Look and listen. Do not make any moves that could cross those sickos without approval.

“Then the rest of the items are the kinds of things we want to bring in more of.”

I read through the list. “Spices?”

“The spice trade is the backbone of international commerce. There is a lot of money in spices, and there’s always a buyer. Your scam doesn’t have to be something from this list. We’re open to anything. When you’ve got something you think is good, let me know.”

Why did all these rich fucks trade spices? Not sure what to say to all of this, I simply nodded.

Lyle pulled a key from his pocket and gave it to me. “Every member gets their own locker in the vault. It’s your private safe, in other words.”

That would be useful. I really wanted to get all of the Chastain documents off of Maria’s property.

“Do I get any intel for this new test?” I asked

“Nope. Gotta build this one from the ground up on your own.”

“I’ll do it.”



Our ability to run the castle interior improved steadily. We watched another party fight the weeping willow, and the fight reminded me of the choker vines from the Lopav dungeon, except this was like one big ballroom that was nothing but choker vines. And like manyans, the other tree monster we encountered in Lopav, cutting down a weeping willow looked to be exceptionally difficult.

Because it was a fucking tree.

We found a decent route where we could run the following in a day:

-5ish giant mosquitos

-1 alligator

-3 muck elementals

-6 stiffies

-2 stiffie knights

-1 stiiffy shaman

That netted us roughly 2650 XP apiece per run. When I commented to Aurketzu that I expected leveling to be more difficult than this, she reminded me how broken the viceroy leveling mechanic really was. I had stats greater than that of a level 16 adventurer but was gathering XP for rank ups at the 9th and 10th level thresholds.

If I were chasing the traditional threshold for level 17, I would need to earn 6,553,600 XP.

That was a lot different from the 25,600 XP I needed to take my character from tier 9 fighter to tier 10.

Was the viceroy class unfair? I didn’t give a fuck. I intended to shamelessly inflate my levels as much as I could for as long as I could.

On our third day of running the interior of the castle, we talked briefly about taking a peek at the throne room miniboss, the king, but decided we were too tired.

Later, we had been back in town for maybe an hour when we heard that a whole party wiped in that spot. They may have been in the process of dying at the very moment we bantered about maybe checking it out.

The early rumors were that the party was too low-level for the encounter, a group of five level 7s allegedly, but it would be a few days until that was confirmed.

I prepared myself to feel sad for those adventurers, but no such feeling ever came. I didn’t care. Not at all.

I was in the middle of thinking about what that meant when Solara knocked on my door and asked me to dinner.



Solara took me to this hole-in-the-wall chicken place. It was in a poor neighborhood, looked like it was abandoned from the outside, and served the most amazing chicken in a sort of spicy brown sugar sauce.

We arrived relatively late to dinner service, so for much of our meal we were the only ones eating. Solara wore a crop top and a long flowing skirt, happy to showcase her soft stomach and impressive cleavage. She braided her blonde hair and fiddled with the tie on the end whenever she was nervous.

“We’re not a normal party,” she said suddenly. “I knew that from the start, and I’m okay with it, but I need to know what we are to each other.”

“What do you mean?”

“Are we lovers? Are we fuck buddies? Are we your full-time concubines?”

That caught me off guard. I didn’t expect her to have lingering reservations after Pledging Loyalty, but she clearly did. Keeping that in mind would be important to heading off future appearances of similar problems.

“I’m not sure what to call our little unit,” I admitted. “I think there’s love, but it’s not the storybook kind with a prince and a magic castle. We’re all motivated to get stronger and are willing to push ourselves to make that happen for one another. That and us all being broken in our own ways weaves us together.”

“I was starting to think of us like a pride of lions,” Solara said. “Except we’ve got something better than a lion, but that’s how I see it. A pride.”

“I like that.”

“Me too.”

Solara ate a few more bites. “Does it worry you that you and I aren’t as close as you and Purity or you and Invia are?”

“I want to get to know you better. I’m not worried about the pace we’re going if it makes you feel comfortable.”

“You do not need to coddle your followers. Wield your sword and take what you want.”

Trying to ignore Aurketzu, I asked, “Are you worried?”

“I was before. Not now, not since we started talking about it, I mean. I’m glad we’re getting to talk.”

“Me too.”

“I got my third test, by the way,” she added. “I wanted to share that too.”

“Congratulations. What is it?”

“Take something ‘worthwhile’ from a magic shop.”

“Yikes,” I said.

Solara sighed. “That’s what I said. Magic shop security is merciless, but maybe because I’m a mage, they think that’s a better direction for me? I don’t know.”

“I’m happy to help if you want.”

“That’s not cheating?”

“Did you get the spiel about it being a real job?”

She nodded.

“You would hire help for a real job. I’m offering mine, but it’s up to you whether you use me or not.”

Grinning slyly, a flash of hunger in her eyes, she said, “I’ll use you.”

I smiled back. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Yes.”

“Are you and Purity more than friends?”

Solara froze, a forkful of food halfway to her mouth. “Umm…”

I reached across the table and put my hand over hers. “You’re not in trouble. I support it.”

“Really?”

The visual of Purity sucking me dry while Solara licked her slit like it would save her life filled my mind. “Yes, really. I think it’s a good thing.”

She patted her mouth with a napkin. “You’re so sweet.” Solara paused, as if mustering courage. “Ithaca told me about the ritual idea, and I think I can make it feel like a proper arcane practice. She emphasized that escalation and variety were important. I thought about it for a while and told her my ideas. She said to bring it to you.”

Excellent work, Invia. The same woman who put a sword through my back was now eager to do anything she could to please and strengthen me.

“What are your ideas?” I asked.

“Can I show you?”

“Yes.”

Solara blushed, and she quivered slightly like the faintest chill had run through her body. “So here’s what I want to happen: Take me somewhere for a few drinks, then take me back to your room. I want to be your first offering.”



Solara sketched a spell circle in the middle of my bedroom floor with a piece of chalk. I briefly worried what that might do to Maria’s hardwood, but I decided I didn’t give a shit. While she did that, I looked over a long list of commands I was to give as part of the ritual. Reading ahead to what I was going to get to do to Solara brought tension to my pants.

Next, she lit eight candles and spaced them evenly around the circle. Giving her setup one more lookover, she nodded that she was ready. Guiding me to stand a few feet away from the circle, Solara put herself in the middle, still wearing the same outfit she had during dinner.

“It might sound silly, but I’m going to say the words I wrote. You can change them if you want.”

She took a deep breath and straightened her back. “I have come to pledge my loyalty to you. I seek the power your protection provides, and I acknowledge that power is earned. I stand before you ready to swear that commitment. If it pleases you, I will bind myself to your will forever.”

I read my part of the script, “Hear me, and open your mind, body, and soul to my will. Do not falter. Do not hesitate. Trust in my will.”

The note following those words told me to issue a series of commands but didn’t specify which.

“Turn around.”

+1 Will Point.

“Bend over.”

+1 Will Point.

“Stand up straight and stretch your arms as high as you can.”

+1 Will Point.

“Tell me you submit to my will.”

“I submit to your will,” Solara replied, still facing away from me.

+1 Will Point.

“Remove your skirt.”

Solara obeyed, and I learned she hadn’t been wearing panties our entire night together. Seeing that ass again reminded me of how badly I wanted to abuse it when she and Purity put on their show for me.

+20 Will Points.

“If I had form, I would make you feel the way watching this makes me drip.”

“May I touch you?” I asked. “Any time you would answer yes to a question, tell me instead that you submit to my will.”

“I submit to your will.”

+1 Will Point.

I stepped forward and ran both hands over her breasts over her shirt, squeezing them assertively but not so much that she hurt. For good measure, I triggered Safe Word.

+10 Will Points.

My hands moved down from her top to her bare skin below. I wanted to see how wet she was already, but she resisted. It wasn't defiance, though. I was skipping ahead to the next act when we had more scenes to run. She was keeping us to her script.

Instead, I let my hands glide over her skin, learning her body.

+15 Will Points.

Every new notification made me more and more bold. Invia was a genius for suggesting this, and Solara brought the idea to life. I could already imagine the flow of will points.

Stepping back, I commanded her to remove her shirt.

+20 Will Points.

“Turn around.”

Solara’s beauty was like that of a divine woman in a classical painting. Her body flowed and curved more than Invia’s and Purity’s, the proportions of her hips and ass matching the enormity of her breasts. Her stomach wasn’t flat but had a slight roundness.

+1 Will Point.

In my mind, I noted a dozen ways I could draw even more will points out of this first ritual phase. Giving her more clothing to remove would mean more commands to obey, for example. I would also enjoy prolonging that process of stripping a follower down piece by piece. Doing that to Solara was blissful, but I wished it had lasted longer.

The next section of the script told me to start by asking, “Do you open your mind?”

“I submit to your will,” Solara said. Her face was flush, and she shook with nervousness. I decided it would be more fun to not comfort her.

“Kneel.”

+1 Will Point.

“Sit on your ass in the middle of the circle.”

+1 Will Point.

“Spread your legs.”

+20 Will Points.

I read from the script. “Deliver to me a gift of ecstasy as proof your mind is open.”

Even though Solara had designed this ritual, she seemed hesitant at first, but she reached between her legs and began to rub. The rest of her body continued to shake from her nerves.

+50 Will Points.

This wasn’t part of the ritual, but I opened my pants and removed my sword. I stroked myself and grinned when the sight of my cock quickened Solara’s fingers.

“When you cum, affirm your loyalty.”

Solara bit her lip and worked herself harder.

A few minutes later, her body shuddered. Fighting through her moans, she said, “I submit to your will.”

+100 Will Points.

“Do you open your body?” I asked next.

“I submit to your will.”

“On your knees.”

+1 Will Point.

“Draw out my seed as proof that your body is open.”

As the script instructed, I stepped forward into the circle. Solara took my cock in her hands and licked it from base to tip several times over before taking the tip into her mouth, sucking so hard her cheeks collapsed

+50 Will Points.

Where Invia and Purity focused on taking me deep and hard, Solara was more exploratory. She shifted between sensations, building up to taking me as far into her mouth as she could, which was about a third of the way down my shaft. Then she returned to running her tongue and lips all over me while one hand stroked my sword and the other squeezed my balls.

Aurketzu said not to worry. Solara would get deeper with practice.

Deviating from the script again, I put both hands on the back of Solara’s head. When she took me into her mouth again, I asked, “Do you open your body?”

She tried to pull back, but I didn’t let her.

“Do you open your body?” I repeated.

She said, “I submit to your will,” her tongue struggling to work around the cock in her mouth, my presence muffling and slurring her words.

“When I cum, consume every drop and then affirm your loyalty.”

A few minutes later, Solara did as she was told. She gripped the back of my thighs to hold herself close while the rest of her fought to pull back so that she could breathe. When I released her, she sucked in air and gasped, “I submit to your will.”

Not letting her rest, I continued with the ritual. “Do you open your soul?”

“I submit to your will.”

“Stand.”

+1 Will Point.

I circled around behind her. I slapped her ass hard enough for it to sting my own hand and activated Rope Burn.

“Speak,” I said.

“I submit to your will,” she squeaked.

+1 Will Point.

I slapped again, and this time she didn’t need prompting.

“I submit to your will.”

And again.

“I submit to your will.”

After one more, I reached around to her front and let a finger dance between her lips. Her desire was so great that she seemed to open for me, the slickness of her sex trying to draw me into her.

“Do you open your legs?”

“I submit to your will.”

“Then receive my blessing. Prove your soul is open by cumming for me.”

I slid my dick between her legs and sank it into her deliciously warm pussy. Gripping her hips, I began to thrust, slowly and deeply at first, but I picked up the pace until her ass against my hips sounded like a spanking.

After a minute of hard thrusts, I reached a hand around and grabbed one of her breasts. I squeezed it hard to feel the skin rush out between my fingers. She whimpered.

“I submit to your will,” she said unprompted.

A few seconds later she said it again. “I submit to your will.”

Then again, but her words piled on top of one another as she tried to say them so quickly and with so little breath.

I don’t remember reaching for it, but I suddenly had a candle in my hand. I tipped it and poured the hot wax on her back. She squealed and screamed, “I submit to your will.”

I’ll admit it, hearing that drove me up the wall. A moment later when her whole body began to convulse, her orgasm pulsing through her, I was thankful. I wouldn’t have been able to last through many more thrusts, not with her submitting to me over and over.

+150 Will Points.

Holding Solara up from behind, because otherwise she would have collapsed, I whispered in her ear. “You have earned my blessing.”


Chapter 66

447 will points from one ritual was pretty good. I had barely finished cumming when Aurketzu began to suggest improvements to the script.

Like bringing one of the other girls into the mix to prolong the show, commanding them to do all manner of acts to one another. She liked the candle wax and complained that she didn’t get to see the wax coat Solara’s breasts or the face she made while she struggled against the sudden heat. There wasn’t an immediate will point return from using the candle, but with Rope Burn+2 it was a powerful force, and frankly, I greatly enjoyed it.

Aurketzu also believed we would be wise to incorporate more ritual-like behavior into the production. She suggested drawing ritual symbols on their bodies, moving the location of the ritual to a place that felt more secretive and exclusive, and going as far as to invent a deity that “worked through me.” She suggested wearing an imposing mask to further sell that point.

From there, she proposed making the ritual progressive, perhaps requiring my followers to undergo another, more advanced version if they wanted to continue receiving my blessing. Those rituals would incorporate more ways for me to earn will points, of course.

All of that sounded good to me. I probably should have put more effort into mentoring/bending the twin rogues, but I started to feel as if my multiclass was within reach and could think of little else. My will points would still trickle upward even if they weren't my focus.

After three more runs of the castle interior, something became apparent that we had to address soon: Purity was running out of time to complete her Divine Quests. By my math, we had maybe 6 more runs before she advanced to level 10 and failed them permanently.

We had to start pushing to clear the miniboss, the king reanimated by the same roots that infested the herbobos. From talking with higher-level adventurers in the Dungeon Brawlers, we learned that the king summoned stiffies, could control roots throughout the room, and had minimal melee ability. He stayed by his throne and attacked from range with spells.

The fight ended when the king died, but closing that distance was perilous with all of the enemies and roots in the way. Any attempts to long-shot the king were blocked by one of the roots. Spells and arrows simply couldn’t get through.

One of the adventurers we spoke to believed we could win at our level but advised that we wait until we were all level 11. He also didn’t know I was level 16, so I hoped the difficulty would balance out in our favor. We spent an evening reviewing our battle strategy and took a shot at the king the next morning.



Reaching the throne room was deceptively easy in both versions of the Flowst dungeon. The castle had a relatively traditional floor plan, so the throne room was straight ahead in the middle. The simplicity of that access lured more than a few parties into the battle who weren’t really ready for it.

We stood outside of the throne room, preparing to enter. The castle had sunk a couple dozen degrees, tilting to the left if I was facing the throne. In doing so, it lifted the other side. That made the entire battlefield a slope, and half of it was submerged in floodwater. The stone that was above the water level was slick with a permanent coating of thin slime.

Our strategy for the miniboss was to clear the stiffies before pushing to cross the room. Once the stiffies were down, Invia’s Berserk could help blaze a trail through the attacking plants, enabling me to get to the king. That wasn’t very inventive on our part, as it was basically the strategy everyone else seemed to use, but I didn’t care about originality.

Opening the slanted doors meant wrestling with the low door, the one on the left, before walking with an awkward lean to enter the throne room.

The room looked to be something like fifty yards long. At the far end, I could see the shape of a man on a crooked throne, and the length of the chamber in between us was overrun with vines and roots. They rose out of the ground and hung from the ceiling. They intertwined and knotted, creating an obstacle course of strange terrain.

“Where are the stiffies?” Solara asked.

“Flee!”

“Get out!” I yelled, spinning to return to the exit. I managed half of a step before the door swung against gravity to magically shut. The stiffies were supposed to be here, and the door was not supposed to lock itself.

A strained voice whimpered through the hall.

“Help… Me…” the king pleaded. “She… She…”

The distant shape of the king convulsed and seized. A gnarled tree grew out of the king’s body to assume a form not unlike a treant were it a weeping willow. A stretched face appeared in the trunk at the top of the boss, and the king’s torso remained intact but had been sucked into the bark. One of his arms was mostly free, while the other was little more than a hand attached to a trunk.

The king continued to beg for mercy while the willow groaned, “Dungeon Lord… My domain does not welcome you.”

Invia shot me a concerned look.

I used Sense Weakness on the willow and learned that its weakness was at the heart of the tree monster and was vulnerable to fire. Yeah, no shit a tree is vulnerable to fire.

“Keep an eye on each other,” I said to the party. “We don’t know how this boss fights, and assume the roots are still a threat.”

And one such root clubbed Solara in the back, knocking her forward into the water. I was closest, so I dove forward to grab her. A root sped toward me, and I intercepted it with my sword, augmented with Touch of Ice. The root stopped moving, the remaining nub looking frosted.

Invia hacked at the roots targeting Purity, and I noticed that though she severed them, they continued to thrash. Unlike mine.

“Purity, Solara, get close!” I commanded. “Invia, protect them!”

Our casters put their backs to one another as Invia and I circled them, beating back every root and vine that whipped in to strike us. The process was slow, but I could steadily remove them from play completely. The willow hadn’t moved away from the throne yet, but I very much believed it would eventually. A monster that had legs would use them.

Solara started to lash out with spells.

“Hold your spells!” I yelled. “Conserve your mana for the boss.”

And on I hacked. All of us took our share of blows, every one of them feeling like a hit from a war club. Purity and I both had blood running into our eyes, and Invia’s nose looked like it might be broken.

We gave up on staying out of the water and chose to favor that side of the room as we cleared. That kept a significant portion of the roots and vines out of range at the expense of our mobility. That also meant taking a few more hits when we didn’t have room to dodge, but we crossed the midpoint of the room regardless.

The willow groaned, “No, Dungeon Lord… My domain… My domain…”

Invia activated Berserk and blurred forward, her sword a spinning fury. Purity and Solara shifted back instead of pressing closer. No root or vine left in the room could reach them.

Solara began to dump Bolt spells into the willow, sparking small fires here and there as pieces of tree splintered away. It wasn’t totally ineffectual, thankfully. At the same time, it wasn’t stopping power.

The king wept openly as the willow lashed forward with a tree branch arm, the tendrils of her willow branches smacking off the water. When they hit me or Invia, they cut like razor blades, slicing through our clothing and armor in one blow.

Invia fared better than I did. She had her mobility boost from Dance of Death as well as her damage resistance buff, Stoneskin.

She was faster too, running ahead of me to clear the way. We got close enough that the willow’s strikes turned into solid branches instead of whipping vines, but Invia got there first. She raised her sword to block a heavy branch. With her Berserk strength, she held her grip when her blade stuck in the wood.

That fleeting moment where the willow couldn’t immediately retract its arm gave me the chance to cleave it through. I expected the attack to feel like striking one of the manyan trees in Lopav, a dull thunk that chipped away a piece of wood. I don’t know if it was the nature of the monster or a product of my over-leveling, but my blade blew right through.

The willow ripped away, bellowing in pain. As it stepped back, Solara targeted its lifting leg with Bolt. Catching onto her strategy, I ran in while Invia swatted away vines, roots, and branches to keep me clear.

My sword didn’t cut clean through the willow’s leg, but the injury was crippling. When the monster tried to put it back down, it collapsed under its own weight. And that was the turning point. Invia and I got to the heart, the king babbling and crying the whole time, and we put down the miniboss four swings later.

Every plant in the room sagged and rapidly browned, shriveling into brittle brown husks.

When I looked up, I saw that we were all bloodied and battered. Invia’s nose was a mess. Purity’s lip was split in addition to a leaky wound somewhere in her hair. Solara’s right arm was stained red, she limped, and the side of her face was bruised.

I walked to Purity, wrapped an arm around her waist to lift her out of the water, and carried her to the throne. I sat and pulled her into my lap. I could taste the coppery flavor of her bloody lip when we kissed, and red smears streaked my face when she put her hands around my cheeks.

“You should never be ashamed of how strong you are. They’re all going to see how badly they underestimated you.”

Purity pulled off her pants as I unbuckled mine.

“Take what’s yours.”

The clock was ticking. We had ten minutes from the death of the miniboss for her to complete the viceroy addition to her Divine Quest: bring us both to climax on this throne.

Her small fingers gripped me and guided me inside. She was tight as always, but I was surprised by how wet she was already. I didn’t have time to think about it because she started to fuck me the hardest I’ve ever been fucked in my life. I held onto her hips to keep her from pulling me too far out and breaking me in half when she came down.

She slammed herself on me again and again. She clung to my head so tightly that she pulled my face into her chest, and I heard her gasps in my ear.

“Fill me, master,” she panted. “Give me all of you. Use me until I break.” Then she kept her hips glued to mine, pressing herself down as she grinded back and forth. “Fill me. Fill me. Fill me.”

I smacked her ass and activated Rope Burn. “I can’t wait to feel you cum.”

And she did.

I followed her a moment later.

We both shuddered and twitched for two straight minutes, the comedown from bliss rippling through us like electricity.

“Delicious, viceroy.”

+100 Will Points.

…Then we heard clapping.

+100 Will Points.

I looked around Purity, who sat limply in my arms with me still inside of her. Invia and Solara smiled proudly at us, as did eight other adventurers. They looked like two different parties who both lucked into the miniboss at the exact right time to see Purity’s little show.

Purity blushed and raced to put her pants back on. Invia dropped an Ice Wall to shield her from the gaze of the gawkers. Interesting she waited until then to provide that barrier, but I didn't care. When I descended from the throne, I was surprised to find that I was no longer the center of attention.

I took that less personally when I realized why their focus shifted. The two visiting parties spotted the willow monster we fought and puzzled over what they saw. They recognized what was left of the king but had never seen this variation of the miniboss.

Granted, this version of the dungeon was still relatively young, so it likely had many yet undiscovered secrets. With no one successfully entering the shrine beneath the castle, the lower floors were starting to feel like they were one of those secrets.

The door guardian blocking the way had never come close to falling, apparently. It seemed functionally immune to every kind of damage known to adventurers.

When the gawking adventurers asked what we did to summon a variant, my whole party shrugged. Purity healed Invia’s nose and then went around to the rest of us, patching us up. We were still plenty sore, but we weren’t bleeding anymore, and Invia could breathe through her nose again.

All of the plant material in the room began dissolving into black sand. We grabbed our mana crystal and left the stupefied adventurers behind, limping our way out of the dungeon.



Purity spent that night with me. She was sleepy for most of it, but she woke up several times to climb up to me, push my book out of the way, and make out with me. She would slowly drift back to sleep only to repeat the process again an hour later.

I didn’t mind.

We had hoped Purity would get her Divine Quest rewards after a long rest, but it turned out she needed to level up. We wouldn’t know what bonuses she got until after she made the jump to level 10.

“The more I trust you, the stronger I get,” she whispered, laying her head on my chest. “The Goddess never paid attention to me. But you… You see me.”

“How does it feel, viceroy?”

“How does what feel?” I asked in return.

“To be worshipped. To be adored.”

Purity’s hand drifted down my chest and gently traced the shaft of my manhood. “It feels good. Really fucking good.”

Smiling, Purity said, “I’m glad.”

I hadn’t meant to say that out loud, but fuck if it wasn’t true.


Chapter 67

Invia would be the first of our party to get to tier 10 in her class. Purity and Solara would be next, and finally I’d join them. But that experience drained us. We took a day off after the miniboss fight, and when we checked in at the guild the morning after that, I got sent upstairs.

Again.

“I’m getting tired of hearing your name all the time,” Trina joked as I entered her office. She sat in her office chair while Lyle sat on her desk, his arms crossed.

“Rumors are swirling about the miniboss variant,” Lyle said. “Not only did a monstrous miniboss appear for unknown reasons, but the party that defeated it had an orgy to celebrate, right there in the throne room.”

“It wasn’t an orgy.”

Lyle rubbed his eyes. “Well, you’re giving the Dungeon Brawlers some good coverage as a legitimate adventurers’ guild. It’s a little flashy, but it puts eyes on that instead of our other interests. But fucking in the dungeon?”

“Emotions were running high.”

“Do you know how to summon the variant?” Trina asked, steering the conversation to what she cared about: business.

I shook my head.

“Is this like imp fur, and you’re guarding your secrets?”

“Not at all,” I answered. “I would have preferred the easier version.”

“The mana crystal wasn’t a terrible reward,” Trina observed.

She wasn’t wrong. It was as big as a clementine orange, and the payday was pretty nice.

“We’d like to invite you to join our strike team,” Trina said. “They’ll take you and your party deeper, help you grind a level or two, and then you’d join the fight to defeat the door guardian.”

“Too many watchers.”

“I appreciate the thought, but we have a good rhythm going as a party,” I replied. “We’ll have to decline.”

Lyle looked over his shoulder at Trina and then back to me. “Strike team or not, you’re on a tough path for a member of the guild, and we’re trying to help you play it right.”

“What do you mean?”

“Most of our people put a great deal of effort into being entirely forgettable and being seen as little as possible. The way you’re attracting attention, you’ll have to hide in plain sight. That’s a different animal.”

“How so?” I asked.

“Your public persona is a misdirect. You don’t sneak around to hide your crimes. You draw their attention someplace else and then make your move. That kind of asset is rare, so we’re willing to help you inflate your reputation. Playboy dungeon crawler. Most interesting adventurer in Flowst. The strike team is the first step in that.”

Trina leaned forward to rest her elbows on her desk. “The playboy dungeon crawler who was also seen around town with Valice Chastain.”

“A viceroy can thrive in such a role, but you and your property are evading enemies with anonymity.”

Invia was the recognizable one, really. My anonymity was at risk by proxy. Because of her noble status, important people who traveled a lot knew who she was and what she looked like. That wouldn't happen to me, but if she got made, then I went down with her.

“My party members and I are trying to avoid attracting attention,” I said. “One of us is especially vulnerable to being recognized.”

Lyle snorted. “This is you avoiding attention? Ship has sailed, my friend.”

“Which party member?” Trina asked.

“Ithaca. It’s a bad family situation.”

Trina thought. “There have been a few party leaders who deliberately hid their party’s identities. Deep crawls can be pretty cutthroat. The leader plays the face of the group, and everyone else operates under a pseudonym. Can’t extort their loved ones if you don’t know what loved ones to extort.”

I cocked my head.

“A few decades back, there were a lot of parties like that,” Lyle said. “Get your girls a set of magic masks and give them a catchy name. Fell out of vogue after a while, but you can bring it back.”

“Fighting in masks sounds terrible.”

“Magic masks. Feels like skin to the wearer.”

Aurketzu recited a passage from our recent reading: “The Oath of the Golden Collar is a celebration of greed and decadence in their purest forms. The Antipaladin of the Golden Collar relentlessly pursues personal gain and the luxury such gains can provide. To this antipaladin, wealth and power are one and the same.”

In my mind, I asked, “Liking the direction this conversation is going?”

“One should not ignore when fate deems to be generous.”

I ran my hands through my hair. “If I went for this, what are you expecting from me?”

Trina grinned. She knew she had me. “Provided your star continues to rise, you can expect invitations to a number of parties and social gatherings. Gather as much intel from that as you can. Listen when people talk. Take in the sights if you get access to something exclusive or private.”

“Aurketzu,” I said internally, “how greedy should I be?”

“Everything in the world should belong to you.”

“And in exchange you…”

“We will support retribution against Samson Oliverry,” Trina said plainly. “That’s usually off the table, as you know, but we’ve confirmed your story about how you got to Mirko. Even if she wasn’t targeted because of her association, they targeted a member of ours nonetheless.”

Lyle cut in. “Lean into being a dungeon star. You’ll end up in his orbit, where you can inquire about buying some stock or perhaps even selling some stock. We’ll support the effort with intel and resources where appropriate, and if we’re all clever about this, turn a profit from it too. At a minimum, though, we get something out of Samson that leads us to another target.”

By “stock” Lyle meant slaves.

“This was your intention from the start, was it not?”

Yes, it was. Access to Thieves’ Guild information was exactly what I wanted out of joining the guild. I pictured that coming about differently, but if we were able to protect Invia’s identity, then dungeon playboy was the path of least resistance.

“Get me the masks I want, and I’m in.”

“Agreed,” Trina said, with Lyle nodding along approvingly. “Tell your girls to take the day off. You have an interview downstairs in an hour.”

“Interview?”

“Adventurer newsletter of sorts. They want to talk to you about the miniboss and whether dungeon fucking is something you do regularly or if that was some sort of special occasion.”

“Thus the plan begins.”



“Can you tell us what this is about now?” Invia asked when I got into the apartment an hour or so before my next Maria shift.

“The sudden day off, you mean?”

“Yes. We’re so damn close to 10, Bren- We’re so close to 10, Byron.”

Purity and Solara were on either end of the couch with their legs intertwined, reading.

“You two should probably hear this too,” I said, waving them to join me and Invia as we sat at the dinner table. “So the miniboss and our… celebration have gotten around.”

In an instant, Purity was as red as her ass after a good slap.

“The guild thinks the clout could be good for us if we play it right, and I told them the only way I’d consider that was if they protected you three. If we don't take precautions, your faces would become as known as mine if this works.”

Invia stiffened. I put a hand on hers and activated Safe Word. It wasn’t even a thought. My body just knew to use my skills that way.

I opened the cloth bag I carried in and removed three wooden face masks. They were all the same design: the head of a lioness as seen from straight on and represented with the slight abstraction of a geometric style. The entire design was metallic gold except for the eyes. Those were solid onyx, and there were no other eyeholes otherwise.

“Solara described us as a pride of lions,” I said, watching her be the next to blush. “I liked that, so you’ll wear these masks on runs from now on. My face is the only one that gets seen so you three can have normal lives outside of the dungeon.”

“How are we supposed to see out of these?” Invia asked, picking one up.

“They’re enchanted. Put it on.”

“It’s not cursed or something, is it?”

Purity grabbed one for herself and pressed it to her face. The mask was held in place with no visible straps, and Purity tentatively probed at the surface. “I feel it, but I don’t see it,” she said.

Invia put her mask on next. Her body jerked in shock at the effect. “I’m aware it’s there, but I can see like it’s not. Are you guys seeing my mask like you see Purity’s?”

All of us, Purity included, nodded back.

“Do you believe me that I’m trying to protect you now?” I asked Invia.

She reached up and removed the mask while she nodded sheepishly.

“Alright,” I said, accepting that response. “I have to go to work. If we want to get back to grinding tomorrow–and I very much want to–you all need to go shopping tonight.”

I dropped a bag of gold on the table, compliments of the Thieves’ Guild.

Your attire needs to match the masks. Gold is the dominant color, obviously, but you can style yourself beyond that. As long as it looks on theme and makes it easy for me to enjoy your beauty, we’re set. The rest is up to you.

Rather than wait for them to invent more questions, I excused myself for my shift of babysitting Maria.



When I returned, the Golden Pride greeted me with their masks on.

Invia had her black hair in a high bun. She wore a golden short-sleeved tunic beneath her black leather armor, and her platemail pauldrons and arms now had accents of gold at their edges. Her battle skirt was the same black leather as her top. She wore chainmail leggings beneath that and then black adventuring boots with golden trim.

Purity braided her dark hair with a powder blue ribbon woven through it. That ribbon matched the blue of the new cloak draped around her shoulders.

Her new look wrapped her head to toe with the tightness of a glove. Abandoning the heavy wool tunic in favor of form-fitting leather armor oiled to a light tan. Long golden sleeves peaked out at her wrists, and she wore the same boots as Invia.

Purity said the blue was a reminder that we met in Lopav in the middle of the winter.

Solara pulled her blonde hair into a high ponytail and traded her long, baggy wizard robes for butt-hugging wool pants of a yellow that was close to the gold of the masks. Her top of the same color flared at the waist and cut a sharp hourglass beneath her generous breasts. Loose long sleeves ran down her arms, but all anyone would see was the daring amount of cleavage she displayed, a deep V cutting to below her breastline, showcasing the curves of the top and inner sides of her gifts.

I was gobsmacked.

“He likes our outfits, I think,” Solara said.

“How I long to peel them out of their clothes and feel their tongues worshipping me.”

That was a difficult line to ignore, but I did my best. “This is incredible. All of you are fucking hot.”

“You have to match us,” Invia said. “We left some gifts in your room.”

A new suit of black leather armor with golden platemail pieces lay on my bed. Like my previous armor, this suit included pauldrons and a half chest plate but added plates for the fronts of my thighs and my shins. Those were gold as well, and I was slightly disappointed to find that the gold was decorative paint. I shouldn’t have been surprised, though.

The girls even went as far as to buy me new boots, and they had gold trim added to them just like Invia’s and Purity’s.

“It’s absurd,” I said to Aurketzu. “I’ll look like an asshole.”

“Such is the path of the Golden Collar. Do you consider abandoning that path already?”

Dungeon diving playboy. Intentionally over the top. Draw the attention away from my girls.

“No, I’m fine. I can handle it.”


Chapter 68

My new persona was uncomfortable. I knew to expect more attention from it, because that was really the whole point of the persona in the first place, but I didn’t anticipate how heavy the eyes of others would feel. From the moment we left our apartment in the morning, the girls wore their masks, which meant a lot of time around town in front of the general population of Flowst. Whole streets stopped to watch the douchebag in gold stroll by with three masked women following right behind.

Where I found myself dreading the very thing I wanted, the girls found that they liked their masks far more than they thought they would. The cloak of anonymity gave them the freedom to craft their own personas, to be people their normal selves would never dream of being.

Invia walked like she was the ultimate trophy, which was not unlike her, but she was even more shameless now. Purity moved with a flirty confidence. Solara reveled in her sex appeal, like a forbidden fruit come to life to gloat.

Our first full day in the dungeon as the Golden Pride, Invia earned enough XP to advance to level 10. She danced right there in the middle of the dungeon, bouncing up and down, tossing her arms around. Later, I had a rare night off, so the four of us went out to celebrate, the girls out of their disguises and me much less garish.

We found our way back to the apartment and into Solara’s room, which was when I learned that Purity had moved her bed out of her room and next to Solara’s. I wondered how long ago that happened and what their lovemaking looked like to need all that space.

Basking in the glow of a celebration and tired from a day in the dungeon, our first time all sleeping together wasn’t as primal as I imagined it would be. We used our hands and mouths to get one another off, but it was slow and relaxed rather than ravenous. Sometimes one person would be the center of attention, like me eating Invia out while Purity and Solara sucked and bit her nipples. On most occasions, we were a tangle of bodies, our hands and mouths pleasuring multiple people at once.

When the girls fell asleep that night, I slipped out of bed to do some reading. As I opened my door, Purity appeared behind me. Her naked body pressed against mine.

“I’m not ready to go to sleep,” she whispered.

I let her follow me into my room.

With a quick swoop, I threw Purity over my shoulder. I balanced her there as I opened the blankets. In a quick motion I swung her into my arms and made the last few inches between her and the bed a gentle descent. I climbed in next to her and smiled when she immediately reached to stroke me. I liked that the girls had begun doing that as though it were as natural as holding hands.

“Use her bliss to perform your oath. Strike when her hunger is still great.”

“I’ve decided that I’m multiclassing, but I’m taking an… untraditional approach,” I began.

“You have done nothing according to tradition.”

“That’s true,” I admitted. “This class requires an oath, and I need a follower with me to seal the oath.”

“What’s the class?”

“I promise to tell you in the future, but I’m not ready to reveal that tonight. My oath, the Oath of the Gold-” I paused to think.

My mind had drifted to the Oath of the Golden Collar because the requirements felt achievable. The Oath of the Silk Noose was far better for the viceroy class, however. Where the Golden Collar fixated on wealth and luxury, the Silk Noose valued “worship, loyalty, and adoration above all, amassing followers who find pleasure in serving power.” The devotions, or regular activities, I had to perform to dutifully uphold my oath included things like inspiring a desire to be worshipped and demanding that my followers prove their loyalty.

The Oath of the Golden Collar required a follower to essentially transfer ownership of themselves to me, which was no small ask, to be sure. However, the Oath of the Silk Noose tested a follower who claimed to have complete devotion to me. If they didn’t, they died, and the oath failed.

Purity was my first pick for both oaths. She hadn’t stabbed me in the back, literally, in a dungeon, and she was far closer to me than Solara was. I didn’t want to lose a follower, either by scaring her away or by getting her killed, but I was hungry.

“The Oath of the Silk Noose binds me to amassing power and inspiring loyalty in my followers. A follower who has complete devotion to me has to eat a flower petal to prove it.”

“And…?”

“If they don’t have complete devotion, they die,” I said.

Purity tensed at that answer but not as much as I would have expected.

“What do I get for my devotion?” she asked.

“I’m asking something of you,” I replied. “What do you ask of me?”

Purity looked away. I couldn’t tell if she was ashamed or embarrassed, but that was a short-lived moment of indecisiveness. Her weakness was shame, so surely she felt ashamed by whatever she wanted to ask.

“You never need to feel ashamed with me,” I said, lifting her chin gently.

She held my gaze, nodded, and whispered, “I don’t want to worship the Goddess anymore. Her followers are truly evil. They do the opposite of what she asks, and she rewards them. I mean… the system considered you chaotic evil and-”

“You knew that?”

“Yes.”

“That didn’t bother you?”

Purity shook her head. “Because nothing you did matched what I thought evil to be. I don’t trust the system to decide what is right or wrong anymore. When the people selling slaves are neutral good and lawful good? I can’t continue on that path. It’s wrong.”

“At the same time, you’re a cleric to the Goddess. All your hard work could be taken away if you leave your faith.”

I asked Aurketzu if there was a way around that.

“In my world, such a question was oft-debated. It is known that the worshipped gain power from adoration. Even mortals see such blessings from adoration, though they lack the vision and mastery to grow that from a small buff to godhood.”

“That’s known?” I asked in my mind. “Like a celebrity gets an actual system benefit from being popular?”

“Indeed, but such simple worship produces blessings subtle enough to be deemed simple good fortune. In a way, worship can achieve such an outcome, but the system is more complicated and nuanced than mortal minds can comprehend. As for your servant’s desire, some in my time believed gods to be a midway point between divine magic and mortality.”

“Which means?”

Aurketzu talked like we had all the time in the world. We didn’t. Purity was right here stroking my dick, and I needed to decide my next move.

“The worshipped is both a link and a gatekeeper. Their followers access divine power by growing their faith until it is strong enough to touch their deity, trusting their deity to carry their faith the rest of the way. A god or goddess might cut off the unworthy, but such tedium is below them. Worship is all that matters. They care not about mortal ideas of worthiness.

“With pure enough faith, one can draw the power of divine magic without a link. Even if such worship is woven into that purity of faith, the god or goddess can do little to interrupt or alter it. That is what some in my time believed. Were that the truth, your servant could access the divine without the Goddess, even if she shifted the object of her worship to a viceroy.”

“For real?”

“As I said, that is what some believed to be true. The proving of an idea is often an insurmountable challenge, regardless of the truth of the idea.”

Purity was an incredibly valuable asset, and I had invested a great deal into her development already. Losing her cleric abilities would make her useless to me. A crisis of faith where she turned back to serving the goddess exclusively would make her similarly useless.

At the same time, I wanted to seal the Oath of the Silk Noose. If that succeeded but Purity lost her cleric abilities, that wouldn’t be a total loss. If the nature of my oath influenced my antipaladin abilities as much as paladin texts suggested, sacrificing a cleric now for those long-term returns was worthwhile.

“I read that gods and goddesses don’t actually grant the spells their followers use, at least in some cases,” I began out loud, doing my best to speak with care as to the words I chose. “Weaker forms of faith need their deity to cast spells, but someone with pure faith can cast cleric spells with or without their god or goddess.”

“Faith in what, though?”

“Your convictions. Yourself.”

“You,” she added.

I smiled warmly and nodded.

“I submit to your will,” she said with a breathy voice and stars in her eyes. Solara must have told her about the ritual design for her to know to say that.

Or Purity helped in creating the ritual. That was also a possibility, I realized.

My mouth moved to ask her if she was sure, to remind her that failure meant her death, but I stopped myself before words left my lips. I was either about to seal a difficult oath, or I was going to watch Purity die in a manner that I assumed would be unpleasant. What was that saying?

Nothing ventured; nothing gained.

“Touch yourself until I say stop,” I said, climbing out of bed and leaving my room.

+25 Will Points.

I plucked a rose petal from an arrangement in the kitchen, and I went into Purity’s room to find the blue ribbon she used for her braid.

When I reentered my room, I was happy to see the blankets bouncing up and down from Purity working herself beneath them. Grabbing my book on antipaladins, I sat at my desk to quickly transcribe the prayer. I was certain she hadn’t seen which book I grabbed, and judging by how flushed she had become, she wasn’t trying to look. I had no intention of ever revealing my antipaladin class to her. Someone knowing my class automatically knew a great deal about my capabilities and, more importantly, my weaknesses as an evil-aligned undead. I couldn’t risk that getting out.

“You can pause for now,” I told her. “First I say my oath, then I tie a piece of silk around your neck. You’ll read this prayer, and then eat the petal.”

Purity looked down at the paper and petal in her hands. She nodded.

“Are you ready?” I asked.

“Yes.”

For some reason, it felt appropriate to make Purity kneel in the middle of my room. She obeyed. How I loved having such easy access to her naked body.

Standing behind her, I read my oath.

“I make a solemn vow to become the embodiment of power forged from worship, loyalty, and adoration. In gathering this power, I will reward those who serve me, and I will punish those who fail me. For my loyal followers, the silk around their necks brings pleasure and prosperity. For my followers weak of heart, may that same silk be the noose that damns them.

“To seal my oath, I present this offering. Her loyalty and devotion will become the magic that forges my promise, and my rewards for serving my oath will be her rewards as well.”

I stepped forward and tied the silk around Purity’s neck, pulling it snug like a choker necklace.

She looked down and read the prayer from one hand while holding the petal in the other, her fist closed tightly around it.

“I kneel so he may step higher. I obey so he may prosper. I worship so he may use my strength. In service of his power, I bind myself to his oath. If my devotion is found wanting. May the silk noose strangle me.”

Purity put the flower in her mouth while I watched from behind. She chewed a few times and swallowed. For several long seconds, nothing happened. Then the silk around her neck slowly tightened, and the knot I tied seemed to sink into itself, disappearing completely, leaving behind an unbroken circle of silk that turned gold.

The silk seemed like it was one with Purity’s skin, not so tight as to crease or press into her flesh and not so loose as to have any separation between her skin and the fabric. She reached up and touched it. Her hands moved over it. She couldn’t adjust or remove the silk, it seemed.

I walked around in front of her, looking down on her incredible figure as her big eyes looked up at me, pleadingly.

“Did I do well?” she asked.

“You did very, very well,” I praised.

I gave her the pleasure of riding me until she finished, and then her tired tight body fell asleep in my bed. Not wanting Invia and Solara to feel abandoned, I scooped up Purity and brought her with me when I returned to them.

“Congratulations, viceroy. Our power grows toward divinity, your fortune rising far more quickly than any would hope. Stoke that hunger, viceroy. We have more to consume.”



The next morning, Purity and Solara woke to Invia crawling on her hands and knees across the bed to sit on my lap. I smiled when I saw that Purity was still entirely naked save for the silk around her neck.

Resting both hands on my chest, Invia leaned forward slightly, her black hair dangling loose.

“Can I multiclass today?” she asked.

“Yes. You’ve been very good.”

She smiled proudly. “Can we go get the supplies right now?”

“I took care of that already,” I said. “The shelf in my closet, upper right corner. You should find a few pouches with mana crystals. Grab one.”

Invia bolted out of the room.

“How is she not hung over?” Solara groaned.

“She’s tougher than all of us,” Purity replied. I found that I agreed with that assessment of Invia.

Invia reappeared and reclaimed her seat on my lap. “So I hold them in my hands and focus on my desire to pick a new class, right?”

“That’s how I understand it. I’ve never seen it done before, though.”

“That’s the right process,” Purity confirmed.

With both hands around the small fortune of mana crystals and her hips sinking into me, pressing herself into my increasingly hard dick just beneath the blanket, she closed her eyes and took slow, measured breaths.

“Shit,” she said suddenly. “The system says I have to have all stat points and ability slots allocated.”

That was disappointing to learn. I too intended to hold off on my final upgrade choices to see what might work best with a new class, but the system didn’t allow that, apparently.

“Don’t rush to pick an ability,” I suggested. “What are your options?”

She read from her system menu:

Immovable Object

Passive Ability

If Stand Strong is activated, become immovable for the duration of the Stand Strong bonus. This does not improve damage resistance or nullify the consequences of being struck with great force. Sugar Daddy upgraded the duration of Stand Strong from 3 seconds.

Prerequisites: Stand Strong

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Improve damage resistance by an additional 2.5%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Improve damage resistance by an additional 2.5%. From now on, whenever a viceroy blesses you with a climax, increase the intensity of that climax by a percent equivalent to .5 times your level.)

Cauterize

Active Ability

Sacrifice a Berserk activation to heal 12.5% of your health instantly. Sugar Daddy bonus added 2.5% to the amount of health you heal.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Heal 2.5% more of your health with each use of Cauterize.)

(Bonus Upgrade: Cauterize also applies a Cure Poison effect at a strength equivalent to caster level. From now on, whenever a viceroy blesses you with a climax, increase the intensity of that climax by a percent equivalent to .5 times your level.)

Bloodthirsty

Passive Ability

When Bloodlust is active, every successful kill adds +.5 dexterity. Bonus dexterity decays by .5 whenever the user goes longer than 2 seconds without a kill. Sugar Daddy bonus increased the dexterity bonus by .25. Prerequisites: Bloodlust

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Every successful kill adds +.25 strength, subject to the same decay rules as the dexterity bonus.

(Bonus Upgrade: Reduce cooldown of Bloodlust by 1 minute. From now on, whenever a viceroy blesses you with a climax, increase the intensity of that climax by a percent equivalent to .5 times your level.)

Now that Invia was pretty deep into Pledging Loyalty and I had the data from Purity and Solara as well, it was clear the system had a deliberate progression for the “tradeoffs” of taking the Bonus Upgrade for an ability. Saying it increased the difficulty wasn’t quite right, as all of them were rewards with the right perspective, but the overall intensity was definitely on a steady climb.

Taking this upgrade would make Invia cum 5% harder at her current level, and that was on top of her 25% increased sensitivity to my touch and any bonuses that came from me, like Rope Burn+2. I wished the system explicitly shared the math for how all of this was calculated, but even without the exact formula, the enhancement Invia felt would be crazy intense and only get more intense as she leveled.

But I didn’t want to draw her attention to any of that kind of thinking, so we needed to focus on the direct benefits to her.

I was familiar with the prerequisite for Blood Thirsty, the Bloodlust skill. That ability provided a bonus for killing enemies in rapid succession, and Blood Thirsty clearly built on that.

Stand Strong, however, was new to me. Invia explained that her damage resistance improved by 2.5% when she held her ground for 3 seconds, the effect lasting until she moved again. She unlocked that way back at level 2 apparently.

“What was your final decision for the new class?” I asked.

“Commander.”

That would reduce her ability to tank for the party, but in the long term, having her by my side would be a powerful multiplier for myself and the party. And she was already trying to recruit girls for me, so a leadership-styled class made sense.

“I think Cauterize is the way to go,” I said. “If you’re not investing in buffing Berserk, that gives you a pretty solid alternative use for it. If you’re going Commander, you won’t be using Berserk from the back row anyway.”

Invia nodded.

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

I never tired of that notification. I immediately dropped the point into buffing Sharpen.

Rocking back and forth on my hard member, perhaps subconsciously, Invia repeated the multiclassing process. A few seconds after she closed her eyes, the bag of mana crystals appeared to collapse in on itself. It was now filled with black sand.

When Invia opened her eyes, she opened them wide.

“I was offered a rare class that comes with a bonus status point to allocate,” she said, her voice soft with disbelief. “The system says it’s a gift from my viceroy.”

“Did you take it?” Solara asked.

“I haven’t picked yet. There’s a ten-minute timer, though.”

“Then hurry and tell us what it is!”

Invia swallowed and read from her screen: “‘Silk Templar. Unwavering loyalty combines with elite combat abilities to produce a fierce but disciplined warrior capable of superhuman feats. If your viceroy ejects you from their service, all Silk Templar abilities are forfeited, and class reverts to your base class.’”

“Wow,” Solara said. “That sounds pretty badass, actually.”

“No one here has heard of this class, have they?” Invia asked.

We all shook our heads.

“I’ve always heard if you’re offered a rare class, you should take it,” I shared. “I don’t know how true that is, but you can be certain you’ll have unlocks that no one else has.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

I dumped that point into Sharpen as well.

Yawning, Invia said, “For unlocking Silk Templar, I got an ability called Devoted and another one called Silk Sword.”

I asked her to read them to me.

Devoted

Passive Ability

Earn a reward when you play a significant role in another follower’s choice to Pledge Loyalty to your viceroy. Gain an additional 10% bonus to damage and damage resistance when in the presence of your viceroy. Sugar Daddy increased this bonus from 5%.

Then she also earned:

Silk Sword

Active Ability

Summon a magic blade of pure silk. This sword can be wielded via the user’s mind without physical contact within a five-foot radius of the user. If the sword leaves that radius, it dissolves. Silk Sword mimics the qualities of whatever sword the user is holding. If the user is not holding a sword, the spell fails. Sugar Daddy removed daily activation limit.

“I envy your good fortune and wish it had been my own.”

“Looks like Enthrall was a good choice,” I said in my mind.

“Indeed. Indeed.”

Invia slumped forward onto me.

“She’ll need to sleep for a while after multiclassing,” Solara said. “Since we’re not running the dungeon today, does anyone want to get breakfast with me?”


Chapter 69

With my Oath of the Silk Noose complete, getting my fighter class to tier 10 was my primary focus. I have to admit, however, that I regretted going with the “Golden Pride” for our team theme and name. When I intended to take the Oath of the Golden Collar, that name felt like a self-congratulatory nod to my accomplishments. I wanted to change it, but we had already put some press out using that name, so changing it wasn’t very efficient.

Then I remembered that I could do whatever I wanted. We became the “Silk Lions” instead. The gold uniform was pricey, though, and since it didn’t technically contradict the silk theme, we stuck with it. Aurketzu encouraged me to appreciate the act of “redecorating” my followers, which meant accepting that the outfits they had now would inevitably change.

That was fine with me. Lyle was going to complain about it, but whatever.

Sometimes, when I had thoughts like that, I paused in my tracks, surprised to hear those ideas in my voice. There was a time when a stranger complaining about me was enough to cripple me emotionally. I wanted so badly to please everyone and to be liked.

I could have done without the circumstances that made that change in me possible, but I had to admit I very much liked this new me. Viceroy suited me in a way I never imagined, and the strength it gave me to pursue my own path had been incredible. Aurketzu’s never-ending scheming and observations had made me a better strategist and a more creative problem solver as well.

There was a time when I worried Aurketzu might be bending me, but…

There was a time…

Holy fuck. I didn’t take Mind Armor. Even with a physical reminder on my sword, the intention escaped me entirely. I suppose I could have inadvertently forgotten in the moment because of how interesting my new unlocks were, but when I heard that thought in my voice, I came to my senses. There was no way that simply slipped my mind.

Now that the thought was back under my control, how long could I hang on to it?

A realization came to me that solved the problem. I was pissed. Aurketzu’s bullshit was going to mean burning a viceroy ability slot that could have gone toward something more directly useful. If we went to a dungeon with monsters who used Charm, I might have seen more value in Mind Armor, but those were exceedingly rare, as in two recorded species in the known world. One was a venus flytrap type monster that used it to walk food to them, and the other was a siren. I assumed those ate people too.

Because of my anger, I was able to hang onto my thoughts about Mind Armor. As soon as my party and I were on the wagon back to Flowst, I closed my eyes like I was asleep so I could argue with Aurketzu uninterrupted.

“We need to talk.”

“Speak your mind, viceroy.”

“Stop bending me.”

“I am incapable of such a feat.”

“Don’t give me that shit.”

“I am unaware of a way to prove to you that I am not, or else I would.”

“Make an oath,” I said. When the silence before her reply stretched on, I knew I had landed a decisive blow.

“That is unnecessary.”

I saw the light of an escape. I ran for it. “Actually, you don’t need to make an oath. You already did. Our deal says you can’t bring harm to me, and you're forcing me into a corner where I need to waste an ability on protecting myself from you? That’s harm. It deliberately weakens me.”

“I apologize.”

“Not enough. Isn’t there a penalty for violating an oath like that?”

“...I am obligated to offer restitution to you. For my error, I shall beg your forgiveness for the rest of my days.”

“What happens if I reject an offer outright because it’s so insultingly bad?”

“For my error, I shall swear to never manipulate your mind again.”

“Promising not to do it again isn’t restitution.”

“I offer you the option to suggest your own price.”

Aurketzu couldn’t really do anything to make it up to me, not as a voice trapped in my mind. She couldn’t perform physical tasks, and she couldn’t enhance my power in any way. So my thoughts drifted toward what she could do for me when she was in the physical world again.

“How does the vessel process work for you, exactly?”

“A follower can agree to offer themselves as a vessel, but they must have a minimum threshold of will points. If they are bent too far, the contract cannot be completed. The offering must be sincere and voluntary. My more likely path is to create my ideal vessel with spellcraft, though that will require more time and resources to accomplish than an offering would.”

“Since you attempted to decide my future for me, I get to decide your future for you. Swear you will never bend me again, and give me the right to decide what your vessel looks like.”

“Why would you want this?”

“Do you agree to the restitution?”

“I swear to you that I shall never bend you again, and that you may decide the appearance of my vessel.”

Pain shot through my mind. I doubled over in the wagon immediately.

“Byron?” Purity asked, reaching for me. “What’s wrong?”

Was that my will points coming back?

In spite of the pain, my mind did feel more clear. I could easily recall hundreds of moments where Aurketzu spoke her encouragement as a command. Recently, I learned that I could earn will points by watching my followers pleasure themselves. Aurketzu was earning will points from watching me fuck my followers this entire time, I realized.

That proved it: Aurketzu could not be trusted. She was my partner in crime no longer. She was an advisor who worked for me. I didn’t see a reason to inform Aurketzu of her demotion, however. If she went on thinking that we were partners, that wasn’t my problem.

“I have a little bit of a headache is all,” I answered.

“You don’t have to come out tonight,” Solara said. “We can do it another time.”

“No, I promised. It’s important to me.”

Solara smiled warmly. As I paused to appreciate her beauty, I found myself thinking about her having a golden strip of silk around her neck like Purity’s. When I thought through the implications of demanding that oath ritual with all of my followers, I concluded it would weaken more than strengthen me. 100% devotion was not a common quality. Humans were doubtful, fearful creatures. Someone could be a perfectly functional tool without 100% devotion, I believed.

Killing them off with such absurd standards was wasteful.

Which meant more followers for me overall. I wondered if I could modify the oath to omit the poison flower element. The rest of the ritual was enjoyable, and even if it wasn’t real in the sense of oath magic, the symbolic gesture of a follower tying that silk around her own neck would be meaningful. Shame I wasn’t currently speaking to Aurketzu or I would have asked her.

And Solara did love rituals…



“Suprise, surprise, knocking off a magic shop sucks ass,” Solara said.

She sat across from me in a tavern. She was out of her Silk Lion attire and in a pair of tiny cotton shorts and an oversized tunic that hung low enough to make you ask if that girl you just saw wasn’t wearing pants. Even better, the tunic put her chest on display, sagging the perfect amount to tease her gifts.

“I think this plan could work, though,” she continued. “I present it to Lyle tomorrow.”

Solara preferred low-complexity scores, which makes it sound like she wanted the easy jobs, but that was not the case. A simple path could still be a very, very difficult path. Where I would have wanted to scheme my way through, Solara decided her plan was to walk out the door with her score. The whole heist would be as quick as someone shoplifting apples at the market.

The brevity of the plan hinged upon a complicated bit of magic. She needed to disable the Alarm spell applied by the magic shop, and then she had to disable the Tracking spell that the shop also applied. The last obstacle was to disguise her identity so she couldn’t easily be found out when the item’s absence was inevitably discovered.

I assumed a magic item shop would have protections against that, and I was partially correct. The shopkeeper’s own ability to recognize an illusion was the only reliable method for breaking a Disguise spell, and Solara was clever about this too. Her research had revealed that a particular shop recently hired a young family member. By Solara’s estimation, his spellcraft wasn’t fully developed yet.

All she had to do was avoid prolonged direct eye contact. If his focus was elsewhere, she was far less likely to get made. Success was not guaranteed, but the chances of that success increased every moment the shopkeeper wasn’t looking at her face.

So she would get the shopkeeper to do what I was doing right then: stare at her chest. That distraction would also be the cover for her Dispel magic. One-handed casting was difficult in its own right, but Solara also needed to do it in plain sight. She believed she could misdirect her way through that problem as well.

“I mean, it’s a gutsy plan, but the method makes sense to me.”

“Anything you would do differently?” she asked.

“How much control do you have over what the disguise looks like?”

“A reasonable amount. I can’t directly copy someone, but I can do the general features.”

“You should pattern your disguise after a specific person in town, like a member of a noble’s staff,” I suggested. “Mention how you work there during your performance. Give them something to chase to take them in the wrong direction.”

“I could just do that redheaded bitch over there,” she joked.

There was indeed a redheaded barmaid in this tavern.

“It’s hard to picture you as a redhead,” I said.

Solara giggled. “Maybe one night we’ll play dress-up. Let you see for yourself.”

I raised an eyebrow. I’d like that. “I don’t see any other suggestions to make that aren’t a different plan. No, that came out sharper than I intended, but you know what I mean.”

A bare foot grazed up the inside of my knee. “I do.” She smiled, her eyes swimmy from drink.

Speaking of drink, she raised hers to her lips again.

“Will I get a rare class if multied?” she asked shyly and sipped.

I could not afford a fourth multiclass. Holy shit. “I took another ability like Sugar Daddy, but this one ups the chances of rare abilities and classes. I don’t know how frequent Ithaca’s experience would be.”

“But there’s a chance?”

“Technically, sure. I’m saying that’s a really expensive gamble if you weren’t planning to multiclass anyway.”

Solara pointed a finger at me. “See, that’s just it. I don’t see it as an unworthy risk. I’d rather blow the money than think ‘what if’ for the rest of my life.”

“What would you multiclass into?”

“Ithaca’s idea for the commander class made some sense, but a level of monk would probably give me the most utility. I’d be a little more durable and mobile even with just the one level.”

Admittedly, that wasn’t the worst idea.

“The wizard may be correct about the gamble. Three followers holding rare classes would be exceptionally powerful.”

“We don’t have the money,” I said to Aurketzu.

“A small obstacle for a viceroy.”

“How serious are you about doing this?” I asked Solara.

“I’ve saved up half.”

That got my attention. “Half of a multiclass?”

“Yes.”

Three rare class followers. If they were all a silk class variation, whatever that meant, would my being an antipaladin of the Silk Noose be affected by a full party of silk classes? Supposedly parties of clerics, priests, and paladins who all worshipped the same god received buffs for concentrating so much faith in one place.

Aurketzu had talked before about how magic was symmetrical. If that existed for a paladin, it would exist for an antipaladin.

That didn’t mean it was activated or worked exactly the same way, so I might not know what advantage I gained or how to use it. But something was there. It had to be.

“I can’t promise you it will definitely happen,” I warned Solara. “But I’ll see what we can manage.”

The wizard grinned. “Do I get one of those silk chokers?”

“If you earn it.”

Solara raised an eyebrow, then her grin got larger. “How about I fuck you in the dungeon? We could make sure someone sees, raise your profile more.”


Chapter 70

Needing a slight reprieve from the monotony of our grinding, we ran the miniboss again. The same variant as before appeared, and the battle went much the same. Knowing what to expect this time, we took far less damage, though the battle was still tough and tiring. When we finished, Solara bent over, her hands gripping the arms of the throne. She offered herself to me, her masked face looking back to see what I’d do.

As she hoped, an adventuring party found the two of us fucking in the miniboss room while Purity and Invia watched. This wasn’t the double-party audience that Purity got, but this would certainly send a few stories flying around Flowst. Who wouldn’t talk about the bedazzled adventurer fucking a masked party member when monsters were all around?

I earned 200 will points from that performance.

Later that same night, Solara walked the twin rogues to my room. They heard about Invia’s–or Ithaca’s from their perspective–latest level unlocks and the bonuses she received. We all agreed not to share rare classes if we got them, so the rogues weren’t aware of that particular bonus. The buffs Invia had received thus far were enough to sell them, and they had level-ups coming the next morning.

Both Invia and Solara had talked to them about how losing a level bonus was wasteful. They should decide and commit or not. Obviously, they made the right choice.

They seemed a touch nervous, so I didn’t press them on taking the ritual together or with another person involved. To be honest, I was getting tired of the nonstop nudity and endless fucking.

Just kidding. I was disappointed I wouldn’t get to see twins like that, but having them submit with the base ritual was plenty reward enough for me.

Solara left one of them in my room, but before she left, she handed me a lion mask in the same style as the lioness masks the girl wore but with a dramatic gold mane.

When she saw my confusion, she smiled and said, “So you can channel the power of the Silk Lion.” She winked.

Fuck, that wizard was amazing. That was an excellent addition. I was the Silk Lion.

From initiating both of the twin rogues, I earned 1,050 more Will points. They earned my seed and a black silk choker. Solara suggested giving those to all of our followers, but she intended for them to be gold, not black. I vetoed that immediately. Purity earned that gold silk. No one else would get the same recognition without doing the same ritual.

Even if Aurketzu helped me to neuter the prayer to eliminate the chance of death, Purity still faced that possibility and truly proved her devotion to me. If no one else did that, no one else would ever have gold silk around their necks.

Interestingly, when I announced this policy to Invia and Solara, they eyed Purity’s neck with jealousy. They wanted that gold silk as well. Which was stupid. It was just silk. But it represented my approval and praise, making it valuable to them. Who was I to argue about what someone desired and why?

This was all going very well, except for one problem: I needed more money to fund Solara’s multiclass, and she was one more dungeon run away. Our relationship would probably survive this particular misstep, but I preferred not to disappoint her.

I put off figuring out the money situation until the very last minute, so I wracked my brain on the wagon ride home from the dungeon that day for ideas of how to turn up that much money that quickly. I could sell more intel to Maria, but coming to her too readily would arouse suspicion, and then what would I do when I ran out? One day, I’d be her golden fountain of information, and the next day it was completely dry? No, I needed to ration what resources I had.

Alternatively, I could ask Maria or even the guild for a loan. The very idea of begging for money sickened me, though.

Yet, I had no other option. This was my fault for being greedy, and even the 2 Loyalty Pledges I earned from the twins that morning didn’t keep me out of a sour mood. Begging for money was debasing, and worse yet, this meant I failed.

I put one point into Sharpen and one into Rope Burn, by the way. I felt like I deserved a little treat.

I got off the wagon trying to decide who to ask for money from first, but a monotone middle-aged man in a fine suit interrupted me.

“Mr. Byron, sir? A moment of your time, if you please.”

“Yes?”

“My employer has heard of your exploits and desires a night with the notorious Silk Lion. If you agree to discretion, I am prepared to agree on a sum for the service and take you there immediately.”

I looked down at myself. “Let me bathe first? We just finished a run.”

The man shook his head. “Being fresh from adventure is desirable. Do you accept?”

In my head, I asked, “This is weird, right?”

“In my world, wealthy women often paid for the privilege of bedding a star of the fighting pits. Like your current suitor, they found being in the hands of a powerful killer thrilling.”

“What’s the pay?” I asked aloud.

“You are to suggest your rate.”

I thought. It was an absurd price to pay for a male prostitute, but I suggested the sum I needed, which was the gold I yet needed to fully fund Solara’s multiclass. We had saved up a little from dungeon runs, but we had 40% left to fund anyway. If I missed out on fucking whoever this was, whatever.

“Splendid. Come with me.”

Oh, shit. It worked.

“Please tell Maria I’m ill from a run and can’t do my shift tonight,” I told Invia. “And make sure you mention that I’m sleeping on the couch. I know that sounds silly, but do it.”

Maria slipping into my bedroom to dote on her sick baby bird was a real possibility, at which point she would see that I lied to her. I hoped preempting that with a mention of being on the couch, far too deep into the apartment for her to go with the girls there, would keep me out of that corner.

Invia looked at me curiously but didn’t argue.

Then, without any more questions, I followed a man I didn’t know to a carriage and got in. Were this a kidnapping, they would have taken my sword. I still had it, and the accommodations were too posh to be some con artist’s decoy.

We rode out of Flowst, past the cinders of Hensewurd’s residence. They had mostly cleaned up the site and looked like they were prepared to rebuild.

Seeing the over-the-top estates again wasn’t exciting, but I still find myself gaping at the farms. The rich farmers enjoyed houses just as large as the other nobles, though these were much, much farther apart. I never once was in a position to see two at once.

We pulled down a manicured lane to head toward one such mansion. I was pretty sure I had been here before.

Sliding the carriage window open to speak to the driver, I asked, “Can you tell me who I’m seeing?”

“This is the Oliverry Farm, sir,” the driver replied.

“Samson Oliverry?”

“Indeed, sir. Again, I beg for your discretion, for both our sakes. The Oliverrys are very clear about their expectations.”

Right then, it occurred to me that I never confirmed the gender of the client. Nothing the man had said directly referenced male or female. I made that assumption and ran with it.

Then the driver said, “My Lady Oliverry is especially harsh in disciplining someone for betrayal.”

Oh, thank the gods. I could have been a plaything for Samson for all I knew.

And what fortune. I had originally intended to maneuver my way into Samson’s social circle somehow using the dungeon celebrity persona as an access tool. If I was lucky, he would recall me from the caravan and the brigands I protected him from, but he could just as easily have lumped me in with all of his other servants.

Of all the ways I might have gotten close to Samson, I never considered going through his wife’s pussy.

At the same time, if this was a secret indulgence on the part of Lady Oliverry, this moment ever coming to light would salt the earth for any possible access to Samson. The risk was unfortunate, but I already made my bets. Nothing to do now but follow through.



I had two new rules for being a male prostitute: confirm the gender and confirm the age of the client.

Lady Oliverry might have been older than Samson. Hence the adoption of rule number two. Though I regretted not having more points in constitution, I survived. I spit a lot that night. I didn’t earn any will points, and it very much felt like I should have, because I was being paid to fuck the dusty ball of yarn that was Lady Oliverry.

But I got the money. Now everyone could have their multiclass.

I returned to my apartment early that morning to find three girls sitting on the couch. Two of them looking slightly angry with me.

“We haven’t gone to sleep, so we wouldn’t level up without you,” Purity said.

How that was my fault I couldn’t say. “We’re taken care of. Go to sleep. I need a bath.”

I walked to my room and shut the door. Four hours later, still looking quite sleepy, Purity and Solara came to my room to find me reading in bed. They happily joined me. They had slept long enough for a level-up apparently. That was a pretty generous definition of “long” rest, I thought, but whatever.

“You should go first, Pen,” Solara said to Purity, only knowing her by her cover name, Penny. “You earned it.”

And now Solara was showing deference to Purity because of the gold ribbon? It made zero sense to me, but that’s what seemed to be happening.

Purity nodded and didn’t argue for Solara to go first. She simply read me her ability options for tier 10 cleric.

Improved Bless

Active Ability

Targets of Bless receive a 5% bonus to accuracy for as long as Bless is active. Sugar Daddy improved bonus from 2.5%.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Improve base benefits of Bless by 2.5%)

(Bonus Pledge: Improve duration of Bless .5% per caster level. From now on, whenever a viceroy blesses you with a climax, increase the intensity of that climax by a percent equivalent to .5 times your level.)

Group Hug

Active Ability

Surround a party member with the shield from Protective Embrace. All details of the shield remain the same whether the shield is applied to the user or another party member. Sugar Daddy bonus made the Group Hug 100% as effective as Protective Embrace instead of 50%.

Prerequisites: Protective Embrace.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Improve the base durability of a shield summoned with Protective Embrace.)

(Bonus Pledge: Triggering Group Hug now enables you to select two party members instead of one. From now on, whenever a viceroy blesses you with a climax, increase the intensity of that climax by a percent equivalent to .5 times your level.)

Battle Prayer

Active Ability

Buff every party member’s damage and damage resistance by 2.5%. Sugar Daddy bonus added the damage resistance buff. Effect lasts .5 times current level.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Extend the duration of Battle Prayer by 5 seconds.)

(Bonus Pledge: Increase the accuracy of each party member’s next attack by 5%. Triggers only once per use of Battle Prayer. From now on, whenever a viceroy blesses you with a climax, increase the intensity of that climax by a percent equivalent to .5 times your level.)

With Sharpen and my other bonuses to my critical damage, Improved Bless was the clear choice. More accuracy would get me a lot more use out of Sharpen as I’d crit more, and hopefully I got that crit with a successful chance to ignore their armor.

“Improved Bless, easy,” I said. “More accuracy would complement mine and Invia’s abilities really well.

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

I dropped that one into constitution. I wasn’t joking about that being a genuine regret before.

“Proud of you,” I told Purity, kissing her on her forehead. “Did you get a reward for your Divine Quests?”

“I got a 1% improvement to my Heal spells, 1% improvement to damage resistance, and then ‘1/10 toward a viceroy gift.’”

“Viceroy gift? Interesting, and we won’t know until at least level 20 at that. The Heal buff is excellent, though.”

Purity nodded, smiling proudly. “For my next Divine Quests I need to ‘defeat the disgraced sorcerer in the Flowst dungeon,’ and ‘help a single mother in need.’”

“What about the viceroy addition?”

She hesitated. “It says I have to ‘be penetrated by the disgraced sorcerer’s staff until climax’ in your presence.”

“No need to be afraid. We’ll get through it together.”

Purity nodded.

“Ready to multiclass?” I asked.

“Actually, Solara and I want to do that together,” Purity replied. “Can we do her abilities next?”

“Sure. Solara, whenever you’re ready, share your options.”

“I was set on taking Specialist for Bolt again, to be honest. Would that be okay with you?”

“Yes, it would,” I answered.

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

That one went into Sharpen, taking it to +4. I now had a 15% chance to ignore an enemy’s armor. Depending on the value of investing in the abilities I’d learn over the next few levels, I would take Sharpen as far as I could. If it had competition for something better, I’d stop at 25% and see how that felt for a bit.

Next, just as they hoped to do, Purity and Solara knelt next to each other and held hands, holding their pouches of mana stones in the others.

Purity’s eyes suddenly opened wide. “I got offered a rare class.”

Solara started bouncing and squealed, “Me too!”
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+2 Loyalty Pledges.

+2 Unallocated stat points.

Purity’s system described the silk priestess class, saying, “A silk priestess’ utter devotion elevates the power of faith in the Silk Noose to bridge the divide between mere mortals and the sanctity of silk, enabling her to deliver silk-imbued blessings.”

She learned the ability Devoted like Invia did, but Purity’s was a more priestess-relevant variant:

Earn a reward when you play a significant role in another follower’s choice to Pledge Loyalty to your viceroy. Additionally, gain an additional 10% bonus to all buff spells when in the presence of your viceroy. If your viceroy ejects you from their service, all silk priestess abilities are forfeited, and class reverts to your base class.

And her level 1 class ability was:

Dancing Silk

Active Ability

Summon a protective ribbon of pure silk to protect you or an ally in battle. The silk automatically intercepts attacks targeting the user, functioning as an independent shield within a three-foot radius of the target user. Ribbon length determined by caster level. Sugar Daddy removed daily activation limit.

Like it was with Invia’s class unlock, the default silk priestess abilities didn’t have the option for Loyalty Pledges. Neither did Solara’s silk sorceress, for that matter, which the system described as:

Her unwavering service to the Silk Noose gives the silk sorceress the rare ability to imbue her spells with the power of silk. If your viceroy ejects you from their service, all silk sorceress abilities are forfeited, and class reverts to your base class.

Solara’s Devoted ability buffed damage and damage resistance by 10%, and she got this class ability:

Silk Weaver

Active Ability

Spend mana to summon and manipulate strands of silk with concentrated thought. Silk Weaver can be combined with any spell that produces a physical object or energy. For example, Silk Fire creates flaming strands of silk or silk-bodied fireballs. Silk takes 5 minutes per level to dissolve. Sugar Daddy bonus upgraded spell from one selected spell to all spells compatible with silk.

As soon as she finished reading the ability aloud, she tried it. Threads of black silk appeared an inch from her palms and grew, their length shooting forward and moving according to Solara’s mental direction. She traced smooth circles in the air.

“How much control do you have?”

Solara directed the silk to Purity. The silk priestess yelped as the threads bound her arms to her sides, tipping her over onto the bed.

The wizard raised an eyebrow at me to see if I was impressed.

I was impressed and also intrigued.

“How long will I be stuck like this?” Purity asked with a yawn.

“About an hour,” Solara answered. “I don’t know if that’s enough time for- Oh gods, I’m tired.”

We also learned that she couldn’t dismiss her silk on command. Then we learned that magic silk was a lot stronger than regular silk. I had to saw through it with a knife to get Purity free. She fell asleep partway through, so I left her lying on the cut thread. It would dissolve on its own anyway.

Solara fell facefirst into a pillow next to Purity.

I smiled. A silk sorceress, a silk priestess, and a silk templar. I doubted I’d find those classes in any reference books. I’d still try, but I expected every level of unlocks to be a surprise. Without knowing what we could get, assessing the usefulness of the class was difficult, but we fell back on the rule: anything rare is almost certain to be valuable.

Putting my latest two stat points into Sharpen, I put a blanket over them both and left them to rest.



My pride of lionesses was fierce. We needed only the beginnings of our first encounter in the Flowst dungeon for the girls to unanimously decide that taking rare classes was the right choice. The silk Invia and Solara used was black, but Purity’s wasn’t.

Purity’s Dancing Silk summoned a ribbon of gold silk fabric, its length akin to a scarf. The silk endlessly orbited and fluttered around Purity, like a dancer adding flourishes and movement to their performance. When an attack threatened Purity, it swooped into place to defend her, absorbing the hit so Purity didn’t have to.

I wasn’t keen on letting attacks through for Purity to test the efficacy of Dancing Silk, but all we needed were a few giant mosquitos to see that the spell was both reliable and durable. The ribbon likely had a limit to how much damage it could take, but a few swarms of mosquitos weren’t enough to destroy it.

The ability struggled, however, to manage multiple simultaneous attacks. A mosquito happened to attack Purity from the front while another attacked her from behind. Only the mosquito at her back met the ribbon. The other sped through and bit her.

On paper, Invia and Solara’s silk abilities were more powerful than Purity’s, but they turned out to be incredibly difficult to use.

For Invia, Silk Sword created a duplicate of her longsword that hovered in front of her but could be directed to move anywhere within a set radius. Controlling it was like maneuvering a third appendage, however. Her aim with the sword was poor. She sometimes forgot about it entirely, leaving it to float unused next to her. And she sometimes put the sword in her own way, disrupting her typical attacks by mistake.

When she used it well, however, the advantage the sword provided was abunduntaly clear. The tactic she grasped most quickly was using her silk sword as a followup for a shield block.

She would raise her shield to stop an attack, and as she lowered it, the silk sword thrust forward. Invia hadn’t mastered it by any means, but she started to hover the silk sword right over her left shoulder, parallel to the ground. So not only did the attack come as a surprise to the enemy, it also came from behind cover at a very strange angle.

Back in the apartment, Solara had already demonstrated her control over the silk she summoned by immediately binding Purity, but using it in combat against aggressive enemies was a different beast.

Wrapping Purity up when she was next to her had been easy for Solara, but sending that same amount of black silk across the battlefield took more control and precision. Imbuing spells with silk was similar to Invia’s challenge of having another arm to manage. Solara had to manipulate and direct the silk portion of the spell while still having to manage the base spell itself.

That quickly frustrated her, but on a whim, she tried something different. Instead of doing the imbuing and casting all at once, she could send silk around the battlefield and then imbue it with one of her spells. So instead of hurling lightning at enemies with Bolt, she could wrap them with silk and then use Bolt to electrify the material.

The enemies in the Flowst dungeon weren’t incredibly intelligent, but we all noticed a distinct difference in their reaction to flying silk versus flying lightning: They consistently underestimated the threat silk posed. They didn’t fight as hard to block or counter it, and if Solara intentionally overshot an enemy, they never expected the silk to reverse course and wrap them from behind.

I was thankful Aurketzu didn’t have hands. Her glee at watching this display of power was frequent enough that I could picture her clapping maniacally. I was very glad she couldn’t clap inside of my head.

Hiding the existence of my girls’ rare classes was not a possibility. Everyone could see the silk fabric fluttering about when we fought, and Solara’s silk in particular needed nearly an hour to dissolve, giving other adventurers plenty of time to come across the leftovers of our battle and scratch their heads about why silk threads were everywhere.

I knew our party’s special abilities would attract attention and get out, but I underestimated how little time that would take. After one day in the dungeon of the Silk Lions using their rare skills, every adventurer in town was speculating about who was behind the masks and what rare class or ability could be responsible for their new strength.

In fact, those abilities got me called up to Trina’s office the very next morning. If our dungeon run that day was on par with previous outings, I would get fighter to tier 10, so I could finally join the girls in multiclassing and also unlock the antiholy aspect I managed to secure. I was not happy about being delayed.

When Trina told me to sit, I did so reluctantly. This wasn’t going to be a brief conversation.

“I received an interesting piece of mail this morning,” she said. “Apparently one of my adventurers made a generous donation to a charity and then kicked up a big dusty stir with some rare abilities.”

“Not my rare abilities, unfortunately,” I replied.

Trina looked at me, and I knew she wanted to ask about the rare unlocks, but she restrained herself. I could respect her for following her own code of protecting information whenever possible.

“Lord Samson Oliverry is hosting a charity gala for the Barrel Street Mission and would like you to attend,” she said, tossing an opened envelope across the table. “That reads like you’re a guest, but don’t get the wrong idea. You’re a zoo animal to these people. I didn’t want that to surprise you.”

The gala was three days away, and my invitation said I could bring a guest if I would like.

“How are you going to pick which of the girls to go with you?” Trina asked with a teasing smirk.

“That’s easy. None of them.”

“Oh? Who would you invite then?”

“What do you think about me using my plus one on Maria?” I asked.

“That would certainly make your presence even more of a focal point,” she replied. “Would she go for it?”

“I think I could convince her.”



Maria lay on her stomach between my legs, resting her hands and chin on my chest. Her mannerisms reminded me of Itaa sometimes. Itaa worked harder in bed, though.

I had returned from the dungeon excited to meditate. I managed to hit tier 10 fighter and couldn’t wait to level up. My employer must have heard me come in because she was in my room five minutes after I shut my door. Protesting was my first thought, but I needed her, and a couple hours' delay wasn’t worth souring our relationship over.

“This is a first for me,” she cooed. “Imagine that, a novelty at this point in my life.”

“What first?”

“My bodyman inviting me to a fancy party. I don’t know how to handle this.”

“I didn’t mean to make it weird for you.”

“No, it’s cute. I’m caught off guard is all.” She paused and grinned. “Am I going to this party as your employer or your date?”

“Date would be more fun.”

“I agree. You’ll have to keep up, you know.”

“I’ll manage,” I replied.

Maria sat herself up and started to get out of bed. “I wonder how many more novelties you can come up with for that evening. Alas, I must return to my work.”

When I went to reply, she was already through her secret door, shutting it behind her. I had been trickling will points out of her since we first met, and she hadn’t bent at all. My place in the world was beneath her, and she behaved as if I happily accepted that fact and even agreed.

“Patience. Patience.”

Aurketzu didn’t need to tell me that. If she was this useful now, she would be incredibly valuable when she inevitably bent. I could wait, and I’d be rewarded.

As for this exact moment, I had leveling to do.
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Step one of my leveling process: allocate my stat points and choose my fighter class unlock. The former was the same split I had been using for a little while now: strength, dexterity, and intelligence. The latter came with a tough choice. This would likely be my last unlock for fighter as all my future experience would go toward antipaladin. I needed to have a long-term perspective about this choice.

I was also aware that my first antipaladin ability was highly likely to be Unholy Smite. Every paladin ever got Holy Smite for their first ability. That was a big enough clue for me.

I had the following options for my fighter level up:

Secondwind

Active Ability

Cooldown: 24 hours

Instantly feel as rested as though you just received a peaceful 8 hours of sleep. This ability does not heal injuries or restore stat points.

Conquerer

Passive Ability

Gain a 5% bonus to accuracy and a 5% bonus to damage.

Tactician

Passive Ability

The speed and clarity of your decision-making in combat improves according to user level.

I also had a previous offering, Followthrough, on my mind. That ability boosted my return on critical hits and sounded useful, but as soon as I saw Tactician, I knew that was the smartest choice. If anything had a chance of keeping me alive, better choices in dangerous situations would be it. Even if the boost was very minor–as the description was quite vague–I would still choose Tactician.


My multiclass was next. I grabbed my pouch of mana crystals and remembered something: Purity had pulled me aside during a dungeon rest to offer to be with me for the unlock. She felt it made her class special to be connected to Solara, and she wanted me to experience that.

I wasn’t sold on holding hands having anything to do with leveling, but it seemed meaningful to her. She deserved to feel special for eating that cursed flower petal.

So I pulled Purity out of bed with Solara and led her back to my room. She was in her classic baggy tunic and panties outfit. She rubbed her eyes as she followed. They were sleepy but no less warm than usual.

I sat on the bed and gently pulled her toward me. She resisted.

“No, not like that.” Then she knelt in front of me and pulled down my shorts.

Oh. Like that.

While Purity worshipped me, her little mouth gently sucking me, I held the mana crystals and meditated with the idea of antipaladin in my mind. My mind had the sense of being at the edge of a choice, as if I needed to gently push to commit to my path.

New class unlocked: Antipaladin of the Silk Noose.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

I called it:

Unholy Smite

Active Ability

Deliver 2x damage on your next successful attack. If the target is Lawful Good, deal 3x damage. 1 activation for every 5 user levels.

That was a straightforward, useful unlock. It wasn’t the most interesting, but 2x damage was well worthwhile. I could live with it.

Silkmancer

Passive Ability

Manipulate one piece of silk material within 60 feet with your mind. For every follower who swears devotion to you and the Silk Noose, manipulate one additional piece of silk material.

On a whim, I mentally reached for the silk around Purity’s neck and pulled her deeper. She yelped as I bounced against the back of her throat and withdrew, coughing. That had taken nearly no effort on my part, and the control I had over the silk felt as strong as if I had grabbed the ribbon with my actual hand and pulled.

Right then, I realized how close I was to finishing. The first dose of my seed landed on her cheek, and she immediately jumped forward to catch the rest in her mouth. She gently stroked my shaft and slowly sucked every drop I had to offer.

“That was incredible,” I said, looking down at Purity, who looked up at me with watery eyes and a smile.

“I can let you sleep now. Congratulations on your new class.”

I didn’t feel tired. Being undead had eliminated my need for conventional rest, but I wasn’t energetic either. Fatigue was more complicated for me than it needed to be. Though I didn’t need sleep, I did need Purity to leave.

“I need to do a bit more work before I go to sleep. I’ll join you and Solara later?”

Purity nodded dutifully and departed the room. She never did wipe off her cheek.

“How far you have come in such a short time, viceroy.”

“Unholy Smite is a little lame for my purposes, but what do you think of Silkmancer? I don’t feel like silk is that common in the world.”

“Your actions will attract enemies. This eventuality is unavoidable. You will be grateful for Unholy Smite in those moments.”

“I’m not entirely unhappy with it. The damage bonus is excellent. I just wish I could use it more often.”

“Which is also your worry about Silkmancer, but in the case of that ability, you do not need silk in the world for it to be powerful. You simply need to supply the silk.”

Now that was interesting. I could carry a ribbon like the kind Purity would be able to summon, but then where do I keep it? Up my sleeve? A scarf? A tasteful ascot? My reputation was already a bit… odd. Running around with a long silk scarf all the time wouldn’t help, and it wouldn’t be all that functional. Getting choked to death by my own scarf would also be bad for my reputation.

I needed to think more creatively about this and experiment with potential uses for Silkmancer.

My extra stat point from multiclassing went into strength. That felt appropriate for an antipaladin.

Locking the door, I grabbed my Antiholy aspect tome from my desk and sat down to read it. Unlike multiclassing, this process wasn’t instant. The exact mechanics for how the aspect transferred from a book to a person are still not known, even now. The best explanation I ever heard was that reading the words was akin to a very, very, very long incantation.

So I read.

The book on antiholy talked in detail about the philosophical ideas of being “antiholy,” and at times those ideas drifted into manifesto ramblings. The text argued that holy and antiholy were the same forces, so the tension between the two didn’t actually come from their divine differences. The wielders of holy used it for all the same gains under the guise of “good.”

Antiholy didn’t claim to be evil or anti-good. It simply sought to eradicate the deception and lies of those who forged divinity into holy.

The logic felt circular at times and aimless in others. Aurketzu said I didn’t need to agree with or even understand what I was reading to get the aspect. Thank gods for that.

New aspect unlocked: Antiholy.

Antiholy duplicates antipaladin benefits.

Upgrading aspect against completed prerequisites.

New aspect unlocked: Abyssal.

Viceroy class upgraded to Abyssal Viceroy.

“Uhh…”

“I have no knowledge of this aspect or this class combination.”

I read the system’s description for abyssal viceroy:

The abyssal viceroy’s ambitions extend beyond the material plane and into the depths of the abyss, bending the will of humans and abyssals alike. An abyssal viceroy is capable of forging contracts and acquiring followers on either plane. The abyssal viceroy is granted a partial resistance to holy that scales with level, the knowledge of and ability to speak abyssal, as well as access to abyssal-infused ability unlock options.

And it upgraded one of my very first viceroy abilities:

Abyssal Reward for the Loyal

Active Ability

Cooldown: 10 minutes

If a follower obeys an abyssal viceroy command, activating this ability will fill them with a sense of euphoria. Over the next five minutes, any action that would transfer will points to the viceroy automatically sparks euphoria without an additional activation of the ability.

I had so many new toys to play with. So so many. I didn’t know where to start.

Pulling up my character sheet, I reviewed my arsenal:

Level: 17

Progress to Next Level: (295/51200)

Class: Abyssal Viceroy, Tier 8 (8606/12800)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 1

Alignment: Chaotic Evil

Strength 19

Dexterity 10

Constitution 11

Intelligence 20

Wisdom 9

Charisma 3

Loyalty Pledges: 16

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness+1, Abyssal Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word, Rope Burn+3, Ghostly Feint, Unholy Smite

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse, Improved Footing, Improved Accuracy, Enemy Study+1, Sense Danger, Unrelenting, Sugar Daddy, Pact of the Ice Fiend, Afterglow, Sharpen+6, Enthrall, Oath of the Silk Noose, Tactician, Silkmancer

Shared Abilities: Touch of Ice

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1, Bone Dry Amulet, Ring of Obscurity

Me at level 17? I was a fucking monster. There wasn’t a guard in Borja that would be able to keep up with me on stats alone. With the abyssal aspect, I might even have enough holy resistance to take on someone like Godfried.

I caught myself. Being too confident would be the end of me, and I was far better off assuming that any cleric or priestess would erase me, especially ones ranked level 20 and above.

With morning approaching, I made a mental list of what I needed to accomplish now that I had unlocked everything I wanted:

While I very much liked having improved resistance to holy from the abyssal aspect, I needed an idea of how much resistance that really was. To be clear, I had no intention of throwing myself in front of a holy attack in the field, but to benchmark my new resistance, I would kind of need to do exactly that. How to go about convincing Purity to do so without revealing I was an undead, I didn’t know.

Worse, Purity was a lot stronger now than she was in the Lopav dungeon when she first cooked my arm. Maybe she was so strong that my whole arm would burn clean off, even. Aurketzu was very much against this risk, and having no immediate ideas for how to run the test, I pushed it to the back of my mind for the time being.

I really needed to get to the spell research Aurketzu and I began in Lopav. Reverse engineering the spellcraft we found in Godfried’s tome could further enhance my safety, but we would have the same testing challenge on that front too. Regardless, getting that research moving again was important.

A visit to a fabric shop was in my future as well. I planned to buy a bunch of different types of silk and cuts of silk to try Silkmancer under a variety of conditions, but that would have to wait too. Silk was expensive, and all of my money just went into upgrading myself and my entire party. I could start with silk ribbon and wait until my finances improved.

Lastly, I needed to make an investment that, in my mind, was in no way optional. I needed three pairs of silk panties.



Our first few dungeon runs as a fully upgraded party were a bit chaotic. Invia had more of a head start than anyone, but Silk Sword wasn’t a simple ability to master, and Solara had similar challenges with Silk Weaver. In both cases, the coordination and finesse just weren't there yet, and that seemed normal to me.

The automatic nature of Purity’s ribbon made it easy for her to use, but easy to use didn’t mean less useful. Having her silk intercept attacks saved Invia from several wounds that may not have been serious but would have definitely hurt and slowed her down. The ribbon degraded over time based on the strength of the attacks hitting it. The ribbon could resist a whole swarm of giant mosquitos, but one cut from a stiffie knight was enough to break through.

That would change as she leveled, we believed.

Silkmancer wasn’t an easy skill to use per se, but I think my high intelligence stat accelerated the learning process significantly.

I spent the run trying to do something with a floating ribbon of silk in battle. If I were really clever, I could wrap a stiffie up from behind to delay them for a moment. Had they had more mammalian anatomy, I may have been able to choke them to death even. Then I experimented with yanking ankles or grabbing wrists or snapping the silk straight to form an instant tripwire at the feet of an approaching enemy.

When I read that more oaths like Purity’s would give me more silk to control, I pictured a confetti-like swarm of silk all flying about under my command. On those first few days of using it in the dungeon, however, I couldn’t imagine how hard it would be to control two instead of one. As it was, I often froze up in one part of my attack or another because my focus shifted from the fight in front of me to the ribbon I controlled, or vice versa.

Maybe that would change once I had enough practice to use the ribbons according to repeatable tactics. Making it up as I went consumed a great deal of additional brainpower.

Interestingly, I could manipulate the silk that Solara produced with Silk Weaver. If she shot five strands of Bolt-infused Silk at a target, I could hijack one of those strands and direct it into another enemy. Doing anything other than redirecting a silk fireball wasn’t so easy, but I hoped that would come in time.

And like my primary use of Silkmancer, I needed time to think through tactics and use cases for Solara’s spells as well, and communicating those tactics would be essential. If I stole part of a spell at the wrong time, what was supposed to be a kill shot might only have the power to injure, for example. We needed to communicate and plan for our combination of abilities to bear the most fruit.

Lastly, Sharpen wasn’t new, but I could feel the difference it made with stiffies when it triggered. In a way, it was akin to a critical hit, enabling me to do far more damage than any normal attack could. Investing more in Sharpen was still the plan. I saw it as my key to getting to the bottom of the Flowst dungeon.

But that was a long way off. I needed one of the girls for my remaining ability experiment.



I chose Invia. If Purity and Solara had concerns about Invia’s loyalty, even though they were tiny worries, bending her was good for my future and my health. To celebrate our recent success and to have some alone time to talk, Invia and I ventured out to dinner alone. Before we left, I had one request: wear this pair of silk panties.

They were a simple glimmering white with a little bow on the back. She gave me an odd look but did as I asked.

+5 Will Points.

Telling her what to wear counted as bending. Interesting.

Though I couldn’t directly see the panties beneath Invia’s tight black pants, I could sense the presence of silk, and that awareness followed me all the way to a tavern and into a booth. Invia, the woman who murdered me, sat across the table smiling and doing a small dance. She was excited about the desserts this particular tavern offered and was already trying to decide what she should pick.

As she flipped the menu over a fourth time to read her options, I ever so slightly grazed the silk between Invia’s legs with my new ability, a press so light that it barely touched the silk. The barbarian, I mean, the silk templar across from me shifted in her seat, adjusting herself. She didn’t look up, which I took to mean she didn’t suspect me.

“I look forward to this performance.”

So did I, but I forced myself to resist using the ability again until a fancy chocolate torte sat in front of Invia.

I leaned forward and spoke softly, “Do you think if you came right now you could keep from attracting a scene?”

Her eyes shot up to meet mine. “What are you talking about?”

“Right there, right now, could you hide it?”

“I’d be fine, thanks.”

“Want to test it?” I asked.

“I’m not fucking you in the middle of the tavern,” Invia hissed.

“I won’t get out of my seat, and you won’t get out of yours.”

“What are you going to do, talk me into an orgasm?”

I smiled. “You don’t think I could?”

Invia shook her head and looked back down at the cake.

“Bet me,” I said. “What do you want if I can’t do it?”

“Stop working for Maria and move us out of the apartment,” she answered after a pause. “The place is nice, but you’re gone all the time. The warehouse entrance isn’t very private either.”

“That’s a pretty big prize. What will you give me if I win?”

“Name your price.”

Quite pleased with myself, I said, “from now on you only wear silk panties. I encourage you to go without whenever you want, of course, but if you have panties on, no matter what, they’re silk.”

“You’re taking this silk theme seriously.”

I nodded. And I grazed Invia’s silk again with my ability, as lightly as I could. Then I pressed a little bit harder, circling her clit with slow, heavy fingers. Her eyes went wide, and she looked at me with fear and disbelief.

“How…”

She gripped the table and held her breath.

“Your ale’s gone,” I observed. “Can’t have that. Excuse me, Barmaid?”

Invia managed a glare, but her eyes rolled and her face contorted just a few moments in. The barmaid who approached the table cast Invia a worried look but took my order of two more ales and left.

I tightened the circle of my pressure and massaged a little bit faster.

She bent over, her face in her arms on the table. Her back rose like she breathed heavily.

Oh, that’s right. One of her Loyalty Pledges increased her sensitivity to my touch by 25%, and her latest pledge automatically increased the intensity of her climax by .5 times her level. That was going to make her attempt to keep quiet more problematic.

I shifted the pattern of my pressure to an up-and-down motion.

In that moment, I really wished I had taken one of the viceroy abilities that delayed or let me boost a climax. I could have turned her into a slobbering, moaning mess right there.

In time. In time.

I paused my pressure. “I still catch you hating me sometimes, even after all we’ve been through.”

Invia breathed heavily, her face red.

“Am I wrong? You don’t need to lie if you do.”

A gentle swipe with Silkmancer and she spasmed. “You’re not wrong.”

My pressure and speed returned for another 30 seconds and then stopped. “Why do you take Loyalty Pledges if you still hate me?”

“I thought… I thought maybe there was a way out.”

“Like killing me again?”

Invia nodded. “But I only thought it sometimes. I like our life. I really do, and I’m grateful that you’ve protected me.”

The silk between her legs began to press and move again.

“You win the bet,” she gasped. “I forfeit. Don’t make me do it here, please.”

My pressure slowed. “At what point do you stop wanting me to die?” I asked.

“I don’t want you to die,” she said. “The anger only comes sometimes.”

“What do you see for our future?”

Invia looked up at me, wincing and struggling in her seat. "You're on a throne. I’m pressing the head down on a new offering, forcing her deeper with one hand while my other smacks her ass until it bleeds. And then I get my revenge on my enemies as a reward.”

“She has resisted, but see how far she falls when she can resist no more?”

I stopped. “Come on now, you’ve barely touched your dessert.”

“Are we done?”

“For now. Remember our deal. Always silk.”

Invia nodded dutifully.

+50 Will Points.

“Good girl.”


Chapter 73

Though Maria was technically my date, we took her carriage to the Oliverry farm. Billy being my driver for a change was a little awkward for me. If it bothered him, he didn’t show it. I imagined Billy had seen enough noble absurdity that he was inoculated to nearly everything.

Inside the carriage, Maria wore a fancy red dress with small sparkling stones sewn into the fabric. As she checked her makeup in a handheld mirror, I was slightly disappointed to realize she was in a business mindset. This wasn’t the voracious, take-whatever-she-wants Maria. She was prepared to be calm, cool, and calculated.

Which was probably for the best, but her not begging me to finish her or describing in detail what she wanted me to do when we got back to her house felt strange. I was a little dismayed by the lack of attention, especially since I could sense the presence of silk in her bra and panties.

Then again, the night was young.

“What is your objective for the evening?” she asked, kissing at the mirror to inspect her lipstick.

“My objective?”

“Don’t insult my intelligence,” she said. “You are maneuvering. If I am to be a part of it, I get to know what your objective is.”

“A powerful woman is an exquisite flame.”

“I need to get into Samson’s circle.”

“Personal or professional?”

“Both.”

Maria set the mirror aside. “Do your aspirations compete with mine?”

“None of the ones I’m aware of do.”

“Good answer.”

“Do any of your aspirations support mine?” she asked.

“What do you want?”

Maria pretended to think. I knew she had already had thirty different versions of this conversation in her mind before we even got in the carriage.

“Samson’s brother Ezra Oliverry. He runs a distillery in the city, and I want his business.’

“What needs to happen?” I asked.

“You got me in the door. Now don’t make me look bad.”

“I’ll do my best,” I said.

Maria leaned across the carriage and put a hand on my groin. “You’ll do great. I’ll reward you later for being good.”

Fuck. I was the one bending. I found myself really wanting her to reward me, and I was willing to bend to get it.

I didn’t have a lot of time to dwell on that moment of weakness, fortunately. We turned down the lane to the Oliverry estate.

“Put the mask back on,” Maria said. “We have a lot to do tonight.”

She meant that metaphorically. My ceremonial lion mask was back in my room.

As the carriage rolled to a stop, Maria let me out first, and by the time I turned around to help her down, a different Maria entirely reached for my hand. She was a sort of giddy bubbly that definitely wasn’t there a second ago.

Right. This was her party girl mask, but I was reasonably certain it wasn’t always an act.

Seeing the Oliverry house outfitted for a party was very different from the more subdued opulence I saw on my first visit. Strings of flowers ran all about the property. Dozens of tables draped in white tablecloths sat beneath tents and trellises. With the sun already set, only candles lit the scene.

Now that I was approaching the house as a guest instead of a gigolo, I was very thankful to have Maria on my arm. I had never actually participated in a party, and I certainly hadn’t attended a charity gala before. This level of sophistication was beyond what my dad could afford for us, making all of the people here seem like strange new creatures rather than other humans.

I wasn’t from this world. They knew it. I knew it.

Maria wasn’t from this world either, but she had swum in the waters enough to understand how it worked. This night had a better chance of succeeding because she was here. At some point though, she would abandon me to corner Ezra Oliverry, and I’d have to find my own way through the pomp and circumstance.

When I presented my invitation, the doorman smiled. “Byron the ‘Silk Lion,’ happy you could make it, sir. Lord Oliverry is looking forward to meeting you. Do not worry; he will find you when he is available. Please, enjoy the evening.”

Meeting me? Samson had indeed forgotten that I saved him from bandits and escorted him home.

“You are being watched. We have many shadows in our wake.”

I needed to think of this as being very public. I wasn’t kicking in an office door on this job. Any decision I made was likely to be observed, so I really did just need to enjoy the party.

Which trundled forward at a quick pace. Dinner service took two hours of these tiny plate finger foods meant to be so delicious that one bite was all you needed. They come out one by one, and it was agonizingly boring. Because of the gala format, we were expected to be in our seats for the first half of the evening, so leaving wasn’t an option. We listened to a few people talk about making Flowst better, and a band of standing stringed instruments provided music.

The main event was Father Finlee praying for the people in attendance, thanking them for being such devoted followers of the Goddess in their support of the Barrel Street Mission. He talked as though the only good people Flowst had to offer were all in this room. The rest of the world was mired and toxic, desperate to be saved by the benevolence of nobles.

Our table included an imported foods mogul and the owner of Flowst’s largest shipyard, as well as their plus ones, of course. Frustratingly, they all assumed that I was the plus one, and Maria didn’t correct them. Any attempt I might have made to clarify that I was the true invitee would come across as desperate and needy, so I held my tongue.

I was grateful when one of the staff told me that Lord Oliverry would see me now.

Leaving Maria behind, I followed the man to the second floor of the house and down a long hallway. He held the parlor door open and gestured for me to proceed.

Gold-foiled trim lined the room, tracing delicate shapes through dark hardwood walls and ceilings. The whole of the room was carpeted, a true sign of wealth, and the furniture was similarly ostentatious, all curved wooden armrests and embroidered cushions.

Several men with white hair stood or sat with drinks in their hands. A few smoked rolled tobacco leaves, others puffed on pipes, and they all oozed the self-masturbating smugness of nobility.

“It is good that you hate them. You have only just entered the game and already know who your enemies are. Hate simplifies otherwise difficult situations.”

A thin man with a large bald spot and a white mustache waved when he saw me standing awkwardly at the door. Samson Oliverry didn’t remember me. Now I was certain.

“Byron the Silk Lion! Welcome!”

The entire room turned to look.

That same old man wrapped an arm around me. “I thought you all might enjoy the company of Flowst’s most promising adventurer. I present to you Byron the Silk Lion. His party is the one with the beautiful women clad in gold.”

And then Samson was gone. I hadn’t managed a single word.

I was quickly mobbed by nobles asking all sorts of questions about the dungeon changes as well as my party. Several of them outright asked what it would cost for them to “borrow” one or two of my girls for the night, and they were all very proud of me for being so bold as to fuck in the dungeon.

Aurketzu coached me through my performance, after she sternly reminded me not to attempt Sense Weakness on men of this status. I was to be entertaining and colorful when asked about the dungeon, similarly colorful when asked about dungeon fucking, and remain aloof when someone offered to rent one of my girls. These men were very much serious, and they didn’t like hearing “no,” so I had to dance away from the question with nonanswers until the subject changed.

She also reminded me that, according to my cover persona, I was from Zaglis, which brought about several questions related to the water-type dungeon found near the town. I didn’t know fuck all about that dungeon, so I danced away from those questions as well.

After fifteen minutes or so, I settled into my character. I laughed at their dumb jokes and gave them the show they wanted.

Father Finlee entered the room at one point, smiling graciously to every guest and shaking their hands as he slyly worked his way to me. I wasn’t certain that I was his target at first, but by the end of our conversation, I knew he sought me out intentionally.

I could sense his shirt was made of silk.

“Good to see a generous donor enjoying the blessings of life,” Father Finless said, poking a cherry in his brown drink with a toothpick. He put the cherry in his mouth and said, “I got to thinking that I might be able to recommend you some standout prospects.”

“I’m sorry?”

“I heard you mentored young adventurers, and I understand that they all happen to be female?”

Without my realizing, we had somehow drifted into a somewhat private corner of the parlor. “That’s true.”

“I understand in trade you earn a portion of their profits?”

I nodded.

“The priest believes himself to be an apex predator. You are his quarry.”

“Suppose I recommended high-potential young ladies for your mentorship,” Father Finlee continued. “Strong. Obedient. Well-mannered. That gives you even more profit, correct?”

“What’s on your mind, Father?”

“I too believe in mentoring young people, but I’m afraid the women I mentor are typically much younger. When my work is complete, I send them into the world. I would be happy to give them more direction. A donation to the mission for our work in that case would be highly appreciated.”

“How young?”

“Beyond 13 I find I have a hard time connecting with them.”

“The system believes this man to be lawful good, viceroy. This is the monster an antipaladin is born to slay.”

My stomach churned. “I’m not sure that’s a fit for me.”

“Is that too young or too old for you?”

A different member of the house staff approached me and gently led me away and through a different door. I was happy to be out of that conversation, but I still tasted the hint of bile in my mouth.

This was another parlor but with no gold foil or inlays. Every surface was perfectly polished wood. Four couches sat facing each other at the center of the room. Hensewurd and Samson I recognized, but I didn’t know the third man. He was significantly younger than the other two and was preceded by a generous belly. His hair had begun to bald as well.

“The legendary Byron, welcome,” Samson said with great fanfare. I hadn’t noticed it feeling so fake when he introduced me earlier, but now it felt patronizing. “Come, sit.”

I sat on the one unclaimed couch and accepted a drink that suddenly came over my shoulder and into my hand. The staff in here were so quiet as to be invisible, which was probably the point when I thought about it.

“Are you enjoying the party?” Hensewurd asked. “More than my own, I hope?”

“Uhh… I-”

Hensewurd cracked a smile. “Thank you for your quick thinking. You helped several of my guests get to safety, and I’m grateful for that.” He gently raised his glass, but only the barest amount.

“I didn’t do anything special, but you’re welcome, sir.”

“Strike that word from your mouth, viceroy. You are not beneath these men. They are beneath you!”

“Nothing special? You saved my dear niece. She is very special to me.”

“And rumor has it you two went out on the town not long after,” the younger man said.

“She insisted on thanking me.” I caught myself wanting to say “sir” again but stopped. I shrugged instead.

“They believe themselves to hold more power than you. Be decisive and be bold. They will respect little else.”

“And what did you two discuss?” Samson asked.

These guys weren’t subtle, probably because they didn’t have to be. I had been in the room for less than 30 seconds, and they already probed at the exact answers they wanted. No pretense. Just drinks and fake smiles.

Be decisive. Be bold.

“Slaves,” I said.

Samson nearly spat his drink out while Hensewurd and the young man sat up straighter, looking alarmed.

“She also did a lot of moonrock, and I mean a lot, so she might have been joking. It was hard to tell sometimes.” I took a drink for effect.

“You understand boldness to be self-sabotage? So much opportunity, ruined by your recklessness.”

“Why would that be a topic of conversation?” the young noble stammered.

“She guessed pretty much immediately that I own my girls, so we talked about that.”

The smile plastered to Samson’s face was gone. His eyes gleamed like those of a hawk. This man was quite old but still quite dangerous, it seemed.

“What did you discuss?” Samson asked.

I looked around at the faces in the room and then leaned forward, setting my glass on the center coffee table.

“She wanted to do business,” I answered. “I declined. As a rule, I own women. I don’t negotiate with women. I knew as soon as you asked me about Valice what you were getting at, so let me save you all the trouble. I have no interest in doing business with her, nor do I have any interest doing anything but legitimate trade in Flowst. This is your turf. Not many would agree these days, but I believe in respecting those borders.”

When no one spoke for a time, I made to stand, saying, “Or perhaps I misunderstood the situation.”

“Sit,” Samson said with severity.

I cursed myself when I realized how quickly I obeyed.

“You freely admit to owning slaves?” Samson asked.

“I thought you to be like-minded, and that was my error.”

“Not an error,” the young noble said. Hensewurd shot him a glare.

I smiled. “I know.”

“What my nephew means,” Hencewurd began, “is that we are reasonable men, but we do not want our interests to put your relationship with our Valice in a precarious position.”

Nephew? Was this Valice’s brother or a cousin?

“There is no relationship,” I said. “I mean no offense, of course, but all she did was thank me for saving her and then say a few strange things when she was high. I always intended to leave it there.”

“Where’d you get your girls?” Hensewurd asked.

“A colleague of mine has good taste, but I did the training.”

Hensewurd raised his eyebrow at that.

“I don’t want to set unreasonable expectations if you end up buying from him is all. He has good stock, but the Silk Lions are the result of a great deal of work on my part. It’s nice to be able to brag about that, actually. Not many appreciate the craft.”

The nobles again exchanged glances. Instead of confusion and alarm, this time they had a silent conversation.

“Did the night end on good terms?” the young noble asked.

“I’d say so.”

The young noble and Samson held eyes for a long beat.

“Valice has gone rogue,” Samson said. “She believes her business to be a secret from us, but we are well aware that her choices are impacting our profits. We care deeply for her and want her to have a long and healthy life, but it would be more productive if she was no longer in business.”

“The ease with which opportunity reaches for your hand is beyond comprehension. Your fortune is otherworldly.”

I nodded understandingly. “I could see how that would be the case. Is there anything I could do for my friends?”

Samson’s smile returned, but this one wasn’t the welcoming warmth of a happy host. His new smile was sinister.


Chapter 74

Lord Oliverry and his two Chastain allies wanted me to farm Valice for information about her operation and, if she let me far enough in, to sabotage it any way I could. They offered separate bounties for both, and they were sizable. In addition to the money, they promised two selections from their inventory.

I smiled and nodded. I would happily take their money, but I wouldn’t be taking any slaves. No point in telling them that now, though.

They wanted to go after Valice right away, but they recognized that such behavior on my part could be suspicious. Instead, they would invite Valice back for another party a few months from now, and I would be present to respark our connection. When I pointed out that they’d need to make me a regular at these events to also prevent suspicion, their eyes narrowed in anger, but only for a flash.

That move on my part was transparent, I knew, and their reaction affirmed what I needed. I was just a tool in their eyes, nowhere near an equal.

The rest of the night was relatively dull. I went back to the main party, and Lady Oliverry stared at me from across the room. That old hag was horny and wanted me to know. Thankfully, a nobleman’s daughter recognized me as the Silk Lion. Minutes later, that daughter locked me in a closet and sucked my dick as hard as she could.

She had heart, but her technique was lacking. She could manage little more than my tip in her mouth, and her perfect white teeth scraped me now and then. I used Reward for the Loyal and told her a bunch of simple things to do to me, like kiss the shaft, lick from base to tip, and so on to earn a few will points. With the abyssal variant of Reward for the Loyal, she felt euphoria with every obedient action instead of just the first. Euphoria did not improve her technique.

Aurketzu agreed that fucking her senseless was desirable, but we were in the middle of a gala, and I didn’t know who this girl was connected to. She coughed and spit when I came.

+50 Will Points.

She looked up at me with wide eyes after, as though she just now realized what she had done. Then she bolted out of the closet, and I didn’t see her for the rest of the night. I didn’t get her name, and I could barely recall what she looked like. We had spent most of our time together in the dark, after all.

Oh well.

Eventually, I was back in the carriage with Maria. We were both quite drunk, and she seemed to be celebrating. I took that to mean she got what she wanted out of the night.

“Be a doll and give me head,” she said to me, already lifting her skirt.

Never mind that we were in a long line of carriages attempting to leave the estate. We had two carriages on either side of us, and the commotion seemed to make everyone’s horses uneasy, ours included. None of that mattered to Maria. Getting off here was the same, if not better, as rolling down a main road in the city with my tongue in her box.

“I’d rather you go down on me,” I replied. “It can be your thank you for tonight.”

Maria scowled at me for a moment, then dropped to her knees. One lick of my sword and she paused.

“Someone already blew you tonight?”

“Yes. She was terrible.”

“You don’t have to say that,” Maria said.

“No, I mean it. I was wishing it was you the entire time.”

She forcefully worked her hand up and down my shaft. “Did you seek out Grettie, or did she seek you out?”

“Grettie?”

“No need to continue the game,” Maria said. “I saw you with her, and I’m not threatened.”

“I didn’t get her name. Grettie, huh?”

Maria stopped stroking and looked up at me. “So that wasn’t intentional?”

“What wasn’t?”

“Grettie is Samson’s granddaughter. I thought you were marking your territory, perhaps.”

I laughed. How many more women in Samson’s life could I fuck? “I had no idea who she was. Think you can make me forget her?”

With a grin, Maria swallowed me whole.

Glancing out the window to be certain no one could see, I recognized Father Finlee in the next carriage over. His eyes were closed, and his head leaned against the carriage wall. I couldn’t tell if he was sleeping, passed out, or simply resting his eyes.

But I remembered his words to me, younger or older than 13 he asked. And he said it so casually.

I reached out mentally. I could feel the silk of his shirt even though I was in a different carriage entirely.

With my hands, I sank my fingers into Maria’s hair and enjoyed the feeling of her working up and down. With my Silkmancer ability, I took hold of Father Finlee’s silk shirt and twisted the collar around his neck, imparting the same force I would have used were it my bare hands crushing his throat. In fact, I was a bit sad that all I could do was watch through the little carriage window as Father Finlee grabbed at his shirt in panic. I couldn't feel his struggle. Only watch.

He didn’t understand what was happening, and in that confusion, he didn’t have the sense to throw himself out of the carriage or to pound on the door to call for help. Instead, the priest fixated on the silk, on trying to peel it away. His face turned cherry red which was overtaken by a cold blue pallor a moment later.

His eyes rolled, and he went limp.

“If you release now, viceroy, he will awaken.”

So I didn’t. I kept choking him.

A wave of energy rolled through my body, a sort of senses-sharpening elation that I had never experienced before. Pride, jubilation, vindication–all these feelings swirled within me.

“It is done.”

I released the silk, and Father Finlee’s body slumped lifelessly where he sat, his eyes bloodshot from burst vessels and his skin cracked with hues of red, blue, and deathly white. If I was lucky, his carriage would get all the way back to Flowst before his body was discovered.

Meanwhile, Maria swallowed me like I was the sword in her circus act.

This was a small taste of power. From being killed to becoming the killer. From groveling to nobility to having one on her knees worshipping me. I was strong enough now to protect myself. I survived multiple attempts on my life. I negotiated with demons. I enraptured three beautiful women. I unlocked a rare class and a rare aspect.

And now, I was inside the circle of slave traders that could get me closer to Valice and closer to finding out where my dad went. Father Finlee might have been more useful alive, but it felt so good to remove him from this world.

“Did you tell yourself that he deserved to die?”

“Yes,” I answered in my mind.

“Was this the true reason you acted, or did you welcome the opportunity?”

“Can’t it be both?” Even as I spoke my argument, I knew Aurketzu was right. I was happy to have the excuse to act against someone. All this time, I had never gotten to punch back at the people I hated. Sure, I had Invia under my thumb, but she wasn’t in charge. She was just a piece in the front row playing blocker for the Queen.

Father Finlee? That felt like I finally attacked a power piece, someone that mattered. His being a shitbag was the nudge I needed.

Maria looked up at me as she caught her breath. “Isn’t this such a nice way to end the night?”

It really was. And this was only my beginning.



The adventure continues in book two!
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