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Chapter 1:

Killing a priest was a turning point for me.

That’s what I told myself, but in truth, I had blown through so many points of no return that I had begun to lose track.

I made a deal with an undead sorceress, and her soul would live in me until I found her a new vessel.

I turned my killer into an indentured servant and slowly trained her to obey me.

I made deals with two different demons, and the second deal meant betraying the first.

I sacrificed the life of a shopkeeper when the demon from the first deal tried to kill me.

I allowed an assassin to kill an innocent bodyguard because it was more convenient for me if he was out of the way.

I released monsters at a fancy party and then burned the house down.

I invented an initiation ritual so I could convince more young adventurers to bend to me.

I swore an oath to become an antipaladin, which would have killed a sweet little cleric if it went wrong.

I pretended to be a slaver in order to get close to real slavers.

And then I killed the priest.

Looking back over that list, I couldn’t argue that choking Father Finlee to death was a turning point at all. Once I accepted Aurketzu into my mind to make me an undead, my life was a steady slide into chaotic evil. Occasionally, I would look up and notice how fast that slide had become, but I never did anything to stop it. Instead, I got better at being a viceroy, better at being the kind of evil I needed to be, better at enjoying the ride.

Lawful good didn’t save my father from Valice Chastain’s slavery ring, and lawful good definitely didn’t help me find him. The slide was the only part of my life that made me stronger and got me closer to locating him.

I enjoyed my life now. I never had that before. A GILF noblewoman had just finished blowing me in her own carriage, and I was riding back to a luxury apartment I didn’t have to pay for to see three women who pledged their loyalty to me over and over.

This was the good life.

The morning after the gala at Samson Oliverry’s, Lyle left a message at the guild hall to say they had strike team openings to fill, and we were it. In two weeks, we were going to be part of the fight with the Flowst dungeon door guardian, hoping to be the first to access the underground shrine. Nothing he wrote made it sound optional.

With our levels where they were, we likely would have had to start pushing deeper anyway. After crossing the swamps, fighting our way into the castle, and defeating the throne room miniboss, the next floor was the castle dungeon, an expansive prison with several large chambers for torture devices and miscellaneous garbage like old crates and barrels. Below that were the catacombs.

And the start of the floor after that had the giant statue door guardian. He was our ultimate goal. Ever since the dungeon changes–my fault for being a Dungeon Lord–no one had gotten past that door.

That made the dungeon beyond that functionally unexplored. Sure, the previous version of the royal shrine was well-trodden, but the floodwaters and mutant herbobos had changed a lot already. The Thieves’ Guild pushed me to be on the strike team for the sake of growing my celebrity, but I started to believe we could actually beat it.

I had a plan.

“Unnecessary risks are a waste of your life,” Aurketzu said in my mind.

She encouraged leveling, but she saw no value in being daring. She needed me to survive long enough for her to build a vessel, a motivation she wasn’t shy about sharing, but this was still my body and my life. Raising the profile of the Silk Lions with a little bit of dungeon fucking almost instantly got me into the Chastain circle. What doors would open when we were the first to beat the door guardian?

So, we needed to grind, and the prisons were our next beachhead.

Solara’s specialization in Bolt wouldn’t be very helpful against the animated rock monsters in the castle dungeon, but we hoped the force of the spell would help with the plant-and rock-bound undead in the catacombs below. Invia and I bought maces to spare our swords the abuse of cleaving rock, but there wasn’t much Purity could do differently. Her normal contributions from her support role would still be just as helpful.

“I heard the cells are popular camping spots,” Solara said as we descended the stairs. “This floor is supposed to be deceptively big, and locking yourself in a cell keeps any monsters from getting to you.”

“I’ll pass on locking myself in a jail cell,” Invia replied.

Purity said, “I agree with Ithaca.”

“You girls are going to have to get used to the idea,” Solara continued. “If we’re on the strike team, we won’t have a choice. The entrance is too far away to do day trips.”

Invia shook her head. “That doesn’t mean we have to sleep in a prison.”

“Would you prefer the catacombs?”

“We’ll camp near the door guardian, okay?”

Purity sighed. “I don't want Solara to be right either. I preferred our last camping spot to this by far.”

By that she meant our 4th-floor dungeon hideout in Lopav.

The first monsters we encountered in the cells were stiffies, herbabos overrun by some sort of parasitic root, and they were mostly the knight variety. Their long limbs and quick movements made the tight space of the dungeon a hazard, but we had enough practice with them on the floor above that we managed with little trouble.

The “rock clobbers” as other adventurers called them, took work and patience to bring down. They were all at least nine feet tall, and some were taller than that, their backs scraping constantly against the ceiling of the halls, but their reach didn’t change all that much with their height. They were still rocks animated by a strange plant, and they were angry.

Beyond their ability to hit hard, clobbers were exceptionally durable, as you might expect a rock monster to be. The key to beating one was to crumble rock near a root with hammers or maces, exposing it enough for a sword to chop through. Going right at the roots with a sword was an option, but the amount of rock you hit destroyed your blade, so the meta became smash and then slash. Repeat until the monster comes apart completely.

And no, the maces weren’t helpful against the roots. We tried that too. The same weapons that were good for smashing rock were awful for destroying roots. The woody material simply absorbed the blunt force.

Solara’s Silk Weaver ability, creating magical silk that she could manipulate and power with spells, kept us out of danger in several of the fights. She could sometimes bind the legs of a clobber to bring it down, or she could snag a foot just before it completed a step, sending the clobber falling forward. If she coated a limb with silk and infused it with fire, she would eventually burn through the roots, but she wasted a lot of mana maintaining the spell long enough, so that wasn’t a tactic we repeated.

The rhythm we ended up settling into was more elaborate than I would have liked, but it worked. Invia and I both started the fight with maces. When a root was sufficiently exposed, I dropped the mace and drew my sword. For the rest of the fight, I kept the clobber’s attention while Invia smashed up rock to expose more root for me to slash. When she saw an opening, she struck a root with her flying Silk Sword, but she had to be selective. Stabbing a silk sword directly into stone shattered the summoned weapon.

For my part, I continued to trial strategies and options for my own ability to control silk, Silkmancer. After a great deal of experimentation, I was moving away from the idea of flying a piece of silk all around the battlefield. Doing so while also trying to not get killed by the enemies right in front of me was too difficult to manage. Splitting my attention like that led to too many mistakes.

My latest tactic was keeping a long piece of silk that was about five inches wide wrapped around my right wrist like a bracer. When I moved in for a melee attack, the silk would jump from my arm and entangle my enemy. In the case of the stiffies, that meant binding their sword hands to yank at just the right moment to throw off an attack.

Trying to outwrestle the arms of clobbers with silk wasn’t very effective, but if I wrapped the silk low on their shins, even the smallest nudge could disrupt their movement if I timed it correctly.

Meanwhile, the 2x damage from Unholy Smite was as useful as one would expect, but it was underwhelming against clobbers. If I hit a root, I might cut farther and into another root with Unholy Smite, but it was a toss-up whether I scored a worthwhile hit with the ability or not. Such was the nature of fighting rock monsters.

The more challenging variants of rock clobbers were called “bad clobbers.” Adventurers naming things was clearly unproductive, but we used the nomenclature everyone else used.

At any rate, bad clobbers were rock clobbers who had brought pieces of the jails into their bodies with their rocks. In most cases, that just meant sections of wrought iron cells sticking out of their bodies at random like spikes. Some clobbers had a sort of armor from all the iron, while others ended up with frighteningly dangerous weapons formed from exposed rods of metal.

A blow from a rock clobber could be a life-ender on its own, but bad clobbers swung fists of stone and iron. The hit that you might have had a chance to survive before was now a guaranteed death.

We fought one bad clobber and called it for the day. Solara was right: the dungeon was too big for this to be a day trip. We were tired, and the bad clobber frustrated the hell out of us. Upper ranks at the guild hall said to use the same strategy on bad clobbers as we did on the rock clobbers, but we didn’t find that to be effective whatsoever.

We found maybe one spot where the smash and slash strategy could still work, but the rest of the clobbers body had too much iron. Invia and I both ruined our swords on it because we were pushed to the point where we didn’t have much of a choice.

Truthfully, my Sharpen bonus may have made the true difference. I'm not sure Invia broke through with any of her attacks, but my chance to ignore armor gave us a shot.

By the time we got back to the apartment that night, I was minutes away from being late for my shift with Maria. When I saw a note had been slid under the door, I dared to hope.

Maria was out of town unexpectedly.

I was so relieved.

It had been some time since I had nothing to do with my night but read, and this abyssal aspect business gave me a lot more to research. I had yet to actually begin that study, and that worried me. I didn’t like using powers I didn’t understand.

Becoming an Antipaladin of the Silk Noose gave me my fill of guesswork. Where other classes had detailed records and best practices, no one wanted to write about an “evil” class. I hoped the abyssal aspect wasn’t similarly undocumented. Planning my build would be even more impossible.

I was three chapters into a book about the politics of abyssal demons. Apparently position and power are the only things that matter on that plane, so every demon is endlessly clawing their way up whenever they can.

Most known contracts with abyssal demons–which were different creatures from demons from the hells–sounded more like trades. The abyssal demon wanted something from the material plane to use against their enemies on the abyssal plane, and in return they performed an act or service that benefited the person who wanted the same kind of advantage over other humans.

When I mentioned to Aurketzu that I didn’t like the idea of trading with demons (again), she agreed.

“You have learned a difficult lesson. Demons are to be owned and dominated. They are not to be trusted.”

A knock came at my door.

“That black mage who runs with the twins is here,” Purity said. “She wants a silk blessing before she levels up.”

Ah, yes, the twin rogues, Lili and Lala. They’re petite frames always reminded me of Lubada, a tavernkeeper from my life back in Borja. They were maybe five feet tall and expressed their beauty in the slender forms of their bodies rather than their curves. Unlike Lubada, I actually got to enjoy the twins, on several occasions. They were as enthusiastic as their bodies were tight.

My obsession with reaching level 10 took too much of my attention away from the seeds I intended to nurture. Both of the rogues were flush with potential Will points to give. Sure, their daily masturbation rituals helped, but there were so many more Will points yet to be claimed.

I needed to spend more time with them.

“Do you think she’s worthy?” I asked Purity.

“She’s wise enough to come asking, but we’ll see. Come. Solara and I set up the ritual in our room.”

“Do you intend to watch?”

“If that’s okay…”

“Yes, it is. Get Invia too.”

Purity did as she was told.

I went into the room. The black mage was taller than I remembered and a little more muscular than Invia. She was cute, and she was nervous. Her robes hadn’t stopped shaking. Activating Sense Weakness, I learned that her weakness was “physical pleasure.” I had never seen that before in all my uses of the skill, and that was either very lucky or very unlucky for her, depending on your perspective.

Putting a hand on her shoulder, I activated Safe Word and said, “Are you sure you want to do this? It can be intense.”

She nodded.

“Tell me out loud.”

“Yes. I want to do this.”

+1 Will Point.

And that was all I needed to activate Abyssal Reward for the Loyal. For the next five minutes, she would feel euphoria for every command she obeyed. Prior to my aspect, the euphoria only triggered once, and then the ability was on cooldown. There were going to be a lot of commands for her to follow. This was my first ritual since my level up, and I was excited to see how this went.

Invia, Purity, and Solara sat in chairs in various places around the room. I had thought Invia might be a bit perturbed by my order to attend, but she seemed relaxed and sipped a glass of wine. She looked like someone waiting for the curtain to go up on a play.

Good, I thought.

So I put on my lion mask, thankful it had the same enchantment as the ones I got for the girls. Though it was on my face, it was invisible to me entirely, but to the black mage, I was a conduit for the Silk Lion.

And the commands began. The mage stripped one piece of clothing at a time, and I watched her skin flush as the euphoria swelled within her after every little obedience.

And every time she said, “I submit to your will,” I got a little bit harder. I loved hearing that.

“This one bends easily. Tie her into knots, viceroy.”

I grabbed the mage’s hair when she reached the part of the ritual where she put her lips around my sword. “The silk sees great potential in you. It would like me to offer you an even greater blessing, if you’re up to the challenge.”

“Yes, please. I’ll do anything.”

If Solara had designed more of a ritual, I was unaware of it, so I made it up as I went. I commanded her to go down on Solara while she touched herself. When she finished Solara, Purity took her place. As she ate my silk priestess, I inserted myself from behind and relished the way she tensed and squirmed. Solara knelt next to me. As she brought her lips to mine, she reached between the offering’s legs and began to rub, adding more stimulation to her experience.

Watching Purity finish put me over the edge, and I blessed the offering with my seed. As she shuddered, Solara grabbed her hair and pulled back.

“The silk wants one more. Achieve that finish, and you will be blessed.”

Solara reached between my stomach and the offering’s ass to grip the base of my shaft. She guided me out, pumped me a few times for what I believed was her own enjoyment, and then pulled me toward the offering’s ass.

The mage looked back, afraid. She said, “Take everything. I want to feel more of your blessing in me.”

I stole a glance at Invia and was happy to see her looking back at me, two fingers working in and out of herself in time with my thrusts into the offering’s ass.

So yeah, that was a pretty good fucking night.

By the end, I milked 756 will points out of the mage. When I left her, she was lost in her bliss and exhaustion, dripping from every hole with a smile on her face. I was told she needed an entire hour before she could speak again.



The next morning, a wonderful notification appeared in my view:

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

I put the point into Sharpen, bringing it to +7, giving me a 25% chance to ignore an enemy's armor.

Beautiful.


Chapter 2

The next day in the dungeon, we “perfected” a strategy for both varieties of clobbers. Invia stuck to her mace, and I used whatever junk swords the stiffie knights dropped to brute force my way to a root. I had a 25% chance of Sharpen activating, so if I wasn’t using a weapon I paid for, swinging and swinging until something got through was the most efficient strategy.

The number of hits a sword can take between the blade being smashed to garbage and the sword itself actually breaking was surprisingly many, so we needed far fewer junk swords than I expected. We killed two bad clobbers that run and headed home.

Unlike our first run to the cells, we got out of the dungeon at a decent hour. I gave the girls a later start the next morning to accommodate a pivot in plans: No more one-day runs.

We packed for up to three days in the dungeon and headed in behind the early rush of adventurers. With more people in front of us, we had far fewer nuisance monsters to manage, and some of the spawn on the cells level had been cleared out as well, enabling us to push deeper than we had in our previous two trips.

We killed a fair amount of clobbers, more bad than rock this time around, and scouted a decent place to camp. Like the Borja dungeon, this floor had a few out-of-the-way corners where monsters rarely roamed and adventurers didn’t bother reexploring. If there was nothing to see in that part of the dungeon last run, there was no point in checking it again after a respawn. Two potential spots were already claimed by other parties, but the third was ours.

“How far are we from the stairs down to the catacombs?” Purity asked.

Invia had a map of the floor out. We had to update it in several places where the flood from above changed the layout of the floors below. A few passages collapsed. A whole corner of the cells was cut off by flowing floodwater, and several more points had waterfalls pouring straight down from the ceiling and through to the catacombs beneath us.

“With nothing in the way, maybe 45 minutes,” Invia answered Purity. “A few encounters could make that three hours, depending.”

Solara handed me a hot cup of tea. “How is Maria going to feel about you being gone so many nights in a row?”

“She told me it’d be fine.”

Invia chuckled. “She wanted nonstop access to you. That was the whole point of giving us the apartment. Once she feels abandoned for a few nights, she’ll change her mind.”

“We should get our own place,” Purity said. “Who cares what it costs?”

I cared, for one, and I already knew that Purity wanted to move out. She had pushed for this before. Invia and Solara had hinted at it as well.

“You worry about the obstacles, but you would agree with her desire were those obstacles removed, yes?”

“Yes,” I answered in my mind.

“A viceroy’s attention is best devoted to the complexities of strategy. Do not concern yourself with the frustrations of something as mundane as shelter when your followers can solve those obstacles for you.”

“Do you two still agree with Penny?” I asked the others.

Invia and Solara both nodded.

“I don’t like knowing Maria can hold that apartment over our heads,” Invia added.

Our conversation paused when a banging came down the hall. We waited but didn’t hear anything coming our way.

“I’m open to getting our own place, with conditions,” I said, resuming the discussion. “We can’t blow too much of our profit on lodging. I want us to build a war chest and not lose it all on rent. The location should be in the city but provide additional benefits to us in some way, even if that’s as simple as we like the taverns within walking distance, but more is obviously better. I have to have total privacy whenever I need it, and lastly, we should get a place with enough room to house recruits. If that’s possible.”

“Recruits?” Solara asked.

“Byron wants to keep his offerings under one roof,” Invia explained with a coy smile. “Seeing them so rarely isn’t good if he wants to develop them.”

“For that part, we can reinvest the profit we get from sponsoring their dungeon passes so we aren’t all paying out of pocket for someone else’s rent,” I added. “But if we have enough recruits in the building, we could have enough money coming in to hire a cook and a maid.”

Solara positively glowed. “A private cook? Really?”

“If the math works out, why not? And one other thing,” I said, remembering that my philosophy hinged on rewarding good behavior. “Whatever place we pick, the spaces for each of you should be at least as good as what we have at Maria’s. I’m fine shoving a bunch of level 2s into bunkrooms, but not you three. You three deserve better.”

Jokingly, but also not jokingly, Solara crawled across the floor to me and asked, “What’s our budget?”

“Wars are won and lost on ledger lines,” Aurketzu said in my mind. “We desire will points, but earn them in the pursuit of power, and one cannot have power without capital. If you proceed with this plan, you must invest our money wisely. Your followers can build you a long-term asset if they are guided in the proper direction.”

“When we get home let me run some numbers,” I said to answer Solara. “Then I’ll give you a budget, and you three can go off and impress me by finding us a great place.”

Purity and Solara were excited, but Invia’s excitement seemed more reserved.

“I once warned that some will bend more slowly than others. That one is nearly there.”

I reached out with my mind and found that Invia did as she was told. She wore silk panties. After telling the girls it was time to sleep and volunteering myself to take first watch, I sat down at the far side of the cell to give myself a better view down the corridor that led in our direction.

As soon as Invia pulled her bedroll over herself and turned her back to me, I began to massage the silk with my Silkmancer ability. Her body locked up immediately, but then she embraced it, writhing softly, her sharp exhales and quick gasps sometimes cutting through the silence of the dungeon. If Purity or Solara heard or noticed, they didn’t reveal it.

When I saw Invia go limp, I knew she had finished. I rubbed her a few more times just to watch her twitch and then let the backstabber sleep.



We spent the following day clearing the fresh respawn on the jail floor. Without the commute in from the entrance, we could jump right to farming knight stiffies and clobbers. The experience was better this way, and the mana crystals were a decent size for the challenge, but we were still a ways from level 11.

In truth, our progress was exceptional, but I was impatient.

Talk around camp was more sparse that night. We were tired and banged-up from a day of crawling. When the others went to sleep, Invia made sure that she faced me this time when she tucked herself into her bedroll. And she spent the next five minutes fighting to keep her eyes locked on mine as I rubbed her into ecstasy yet again.

She gave me a satisfied smile when she finished, and then she glared at me when I rubbed again. She was so sensitive that I couldn’t resist.

On the third day, we collectively decided bad clobbers weren’t worth the effort. The mana crystals they dropped were the same size as the rock clobbers, despite being more dangerous and taking two to three times as long to kill, and the XP was the same as well. From what I could gather, XP would get markedly better when we descended to the catacombs, but my over-leveling skewed our party’s effectiveness. I didn’t want to push the girls too far too fast and have one of them die.

The folks at the guild would prefer no one under level 12 go into the catacombs, but my party was an exception, which sounded great, but really it made my life harder. Two levels didn’t seem like a big difference, but that was six stat points and two abilities more than level 10, and my levels had to make up the difference.

Aurketzu agreed with me that slowly building my party up to that challenge was better than racing in headfirst.

Mid-evening on the third day, we were back at the Dungeon Brawlers guild hall to turn in our loot, which was nearly all mana crystals in this case. We spent very little time seeking out imp fur in favor of getting to the good XP more quickly.

And again, the receptionist sent me up the stairs to Lyle’s office.

“You smell like shit,” Lyle said when I stepped inside.

“I bet I do.”

“Have any of your new marks contacted you again?”

By that he meant Samson, Hensewurd, and Killian, the name for the rotund young noble who had been present during a discussion of Valice Chastain’s ambitions as a slaver. Based on the description I provided in my first report, they pegged him as being one of Valice’s older brothers.

But I shook my head. None of them had reached out again.

On the topic of marks, Father Finlee was believed to have died from natural causes, though there was a growing theory that the carriage driver stopped on the way back to Flowst to strangle him. Really, it was me who choked the life out of that holy piece of shit, but no one suspected.

“Nothing unusual about not hearing anything yet,” Lyle continued. “That’s more my curiosity running away with my sense. How about your prep for the door guardian?”

“We spent the last few days grinding the cells. We’ll probably do one more run like that and then try for the catacombs.”

“Worried you’ll get squished?” Lyle asked.

“Honestly, yeah, a bit. My party isn’t near the level of the other people on the strike team.”

“Don’t let this hurt your ego, but we aren’t banking on you playing the hero who makes the clutch play to defeat the door guardian. Our people have been studying and strategizing for weeks now, and they’ll crack it eventually. When they do, our dungeon celebrity needs to be there. It will be good for your reputation.”

“So we won’t actually fight?”

Lyle laughed. “Oh, you’ll fight. You just don’t need to put a lot of pressure on yourself.”

I wasn’t sure how to feel about that vote of no confidence.

“Did you multiclass?”

I shrugged.

“Did you use the antiholy aspect?”

I shrugged again.

“As someone who deals in those sorts of items, I would love to know what exactly it provided.”

“Maybe you can unlock the next one you get in stock?”

“You’re an odd one, Byron,” Lyle said. “But touché. Also, your underlings have been pulling good hauls of imp fur out of the dungeon. The guild is building up a pretty nice nest egg from it.”

“Glad to hear it.”

“That was all I had for you. I assume you’ll be in again tomorrow?”

Shaking my head, I said, “We’re taking two days off before we do another long run.”

“Aye, that’s wise. See you soon then.”



The girls left the apartment early the following morning, despite it being their day off. They likely expected me to be asleep, so they didn’t bother me, but I was curious nonetheless. If they were going out to find us a new place to live, would they come back with anything worthwhile?

In the meantime, I had research to do, and though I was in a city as big as Flowst, my actual selection of resources felt like being back inside that rink-a-dink library in Lopav.

Libraries sucked for knowledge about anything on my side of the alignment chart. There were half a dozen books on summoning and communing with a variety of angels, celestials, and holy-aligned beings on other planes. That same knowledge was taboo for anything involving demons, infernals, or abyssals.

According to Aurketzu, an angel’s words were just as deceptive as a demon’s. They bound believers into dead-end pacts, draining clerics and priests of all their use before discarding them. Justifying that behavior with ideas like “the greater good” and “self-sacrifice” obscured what to her was fundamentally the same transaction.

Supposedly, my abyssal aspect made it possible for me to forge contracts with beings from the abyssal plane. I had to be careful not to summon something more powerful than me, though, and what I did summon had to be impressed enough with my abilities that they voluntarily agreed to aid me when I called.

Aurketzu remembered all the appropriate spells and wards, but those memories were from whatever world or time she came from and were therefore questionable. She was insistent that improvising any aspect of a summon was near suicidal. Too much could go wrong, from me summoning the wrong type of abyssal to my summoning circle fracturing the moment an abyssal stepped through.

At which point, nothing stopped them from attacking me right there. No one who could make such a simple mistake was worthy of conversation in those cases, so those demons didn’t bother to do anything but jump for the throat.

After I came up empty at the library, I searched many of the local magic shops for texts that might contain the knowledge I needed. The one time I answered honestly when a shop owner asked me what I was looking for–books on antipaladins, unholy, antiholy, and the abyssal aspect–he looked at me as if I were a demon myself.

So I didn’t ask directly anymore. When it was clear that no such books would be found easily on the open market, Aurketzu wondered if, perhaps, Lyle had access to any of those types of resources.

We both agreed, however, that asking that of Lyle revealed a great deal about me, my abilities, and my intentions. I found him to be trustworthy, but anyone would be willing to betray me if the motivation was right. For now, I would wait to see if other opportunities presented themselves.

All of this also slowed down our pending spellcraft project. We had the framework for an anti-resurrection spell retooled to block exorcism of any kind. We also had the framework for defensive spells against holy magic. I didn’t go wizard for my multiclass, though, so actually making progress on this front was really me letting Aurketzu use me for reading books. That was dull, and it took up a lot of time we didn’t have right now.

The girls got home late that night, all quite drunk. Invia opened my door without knocking and managed to get her hands on my pants before passing out. I rolled her off of me and let her sleep.

Through the walls, I could hear Purity and Solara enjoying each other. It was music.


Chapter 3

The next morning, Purity and Solara bounded into my room in their pajamas, eliciting a painful groan from Invia. My silk priestess used a Healing spell to silence the templar’s hangover.

“Remember, we need to be incognito today,” Purity said, wrapping her arms around me and laying her head in my lap.

“For…?”

“Ithaca didn’t tell you?” Purity was always so good about using Invia’s cover name.

I shook my head.

Invia, with her dark hair in her eyes, grumbled, “Tell him what?”

Purity wiggled. “We found a place we like.”

Looking at me, Invia said, “Right. We’d like you to come with us to see it tomorrow.”

“Today,” Solara coughed.

“And by see it tomorrow I mean today,” Invia corrected.

“We think it’s best if no one knows the Silk Lions are the ones looking,” Purity added. “They might rip us off just because they believe we’re good for it.”

“That was wise. Give me a few minutes, and I’ll be ready.”

Purity kissed me on the cheek and bounded out of the room with Solara in tow.

That little cleric was a puzzle. She was the most devoted by far, and yet she had the least reason to be. Everything she was raised to be should despise me. Instead, I could do no wrong, like I was the only good guy in a sea of brigands. I didn’t understand it. Yet, she had spoken the prayer and eaten the petal.

I might not understand her, but I had no need to doubt her.

Before Invia got out of bed, she laid her head on my thigh and looked at her system menu.

“I leveled up this morning,” she said. “Help me pick before we leave?”

“Of course.”

She had already chosen to level Silk Templar, and she received these options:

Silkskin

Passive

Increase damage resistance by 10% when wearing an article of silk clothing. Sugar Daddy bonus improved damage resistance from 5% to 10%.

Prerequisite: Stoneskin

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increases damage resistance by an additional 5%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Increase damage resistance by an additional 5%. Additionally, when your viceroy praises you, experience 1% of a climax. No other bonuses to climax frequency or intensity apply to this pledge.)

Silk Ghost

Active Ability

Cooldown: 2.5 Minutes

For the next 1 minute, your enemy has a chance to momentarily lose sight of your exact location. Enemy’s ability to resist Silk Ghost is dependent on their level and their intelligence. Sugar Daddy reduced cooldown from 5 minutes to 2.5 minutes.

Prerequisite: Viceroy’s Ghostly Feint

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increase ability duration by an additional 15 seconds.

(Bonus Pledge: Reduce cooldown by an additional 30 seconds. Additionally, when your viceroy praises you, experience 1% of a climax. No other bonuses to climax frequency or intensity apply to this pledge.)

Quick Silk Sword

Passive Ability

Cooldown: 5 Minutes

Whenever your Silk Sword breaks in combat, automatically summon a new Silk Sword. Sugar Daddy bonus reduced cooldown from 10 minutes to 5 minutes.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Reduce cooldown by an additional 2.5 minutes.

(Bonus Pledge: When you activate Quick Silk Sword, there is 2.5% chance that the new Silk Sword does 5% bonus damage. Additionally, when your viceroy praises you, experience 1% of a climax. No other bonuses to climax frequency or intensity apply to this pledge.)

The condition for the Bonus Pledge sounded like a variation of Reward for the Loyal, giving me even more opportunities to bend Invia. In reality, choosing that Bonus Pledge was like Invia bending herself on my behalf. I liked that a lot.

“I got one ability based on a barbarian ability, which is expected, but I’ve not heard of an ability prereq coming from another person. It’s definitely better than what I got out of barbarian too. Gods, I hate that class so much.”

“Silkskin isn’t awful, but I agree,” I said. “I like Silk Ghost and Quick Silk Sword better.”

“My Sugar Daddy bonus to Silk Sword lets me summon 1 for every 5 levels. I could be using two right now if it wasn’t impossible.”

“You’ll get there. Autosummoning is not very exciting when you say it that way.”

Invia tapped her cheek. “I was thinking it would be more useful the more swords I used. One less thing to keep track of if a sword breaks.”

“Fair. You’d get more overall use out of Silk Ghost, though.”

“That’s what I was thinking.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

I wonder…

“Good choice,” I said.

Invia repressed a small, brief shudder. Some of that reaction was probably the surprise of feeling it the first time, but she definitely felt it, even if it was only 1% of a full climax.

Blushing, she said, “We should get going. The girls are waiting for us.”

I put my bonus stat point into Sharpen. I originally planned to stop at 25%, but the idea of a 100% chance to ignore armor was too strong a temptation. And though I felt good about my plan for the door guardian, I needed to expect the Flowst Dungeon Lord to up the difficulty just for me. Making an unwinnable fight harder was bad enough, but with Lyle’s insistence on us being a part of the strike team, a lot of other adventurers could get trapped in the boss room with us. A higher chance for Sharpen would never not be a bad way to stack the deck in my favor.

The girls all wore nondescript cloaks with hoods, and I did the same. I figured going somewhere not wrapped in garish gold attire would be enough to go unnoticed.

I was confused, however, when we approached the gate where the dungeon wagons picked up and dropped off.

“Where are we going?”

“I too am curious to see the work of your followers.”

“Surprise,” Purity said with a grin.

For her sake, I could be a good sport. I followed them onto a wagon, and on the way to the dungeon, I reached out with my mind to see what silk was in the area. Invia wore silk panties as I commanded, and it was always good to see she had obeyed another day.

Purity sat across from me in the wagon, and I sensed that she wore silk panties as well. I hadn’t given her and Solara a pair yet, so this was something she did on her own.

I caught her gaze and held it as I ran a mental finger up her slit with Silkmancer. Her jaw flexed as she fought the reaction bubbling within her, and her eyes widened. A moment later, she put together what had happened. She raised an eyebrow and smirked as she leaned back and crossed her arms.

That little minx was challenging me.

Alright, Purity. I’ll play.

The wagon stopped outside of the dungeon. Invia and Solara got out first, and when Purity went to climb out the back, I cupped her sex with my entire hand, just palming her slit from end to end.

With my mind.

She felt the force in her pants and reached out to grab the side of the wagon. Steadying herself, she shot me a playful glare and wiggled her butt.

Our destination was not in the dungeon but some place in the miniature settlement town that formed around the gate. There were a lot of tents and campsites, but there were a few permanent structures as well mixed in here and there. We wove through those and went over a small hill. I had never come this way and had no reason to until now.

An old inn surrounded by a low, crumbling stone wall sat amongst the four or five tents that adventurers pitched. The first floor was all stone and mortar, and the second floor was built from wooden panels. It made an L shape with the long edge facing us. The front door, built from heavy oak and with iron hinges, favored one end of the structure.

Though it wasn’t in the best shape, it wasn’t in terrible shape either, but it was also obvious why it closed. The inn was far too large for the small number of adventurers who paid for lodging at the dungeon. From what I had heard, the inn that was still open rarely sold out of rooms, and it was maybe a third of the size.

Solara had a key to the door and let us in.

The first third of the building was built to be a tavern. There were a few chairs and tables still there, the bar was mostly in one piece, and an impressive staircase went up to the second floor, or patrons could go beneath the staircase to one of the ground-level rooms instead. Every surface was caked with heavy dust and draped with cobwebs.

Climbing the stairs, Solara walked us to the end of the hall. The next door she opened led to the back wedge of the L shape. That entire back portion on the second floor was one big room, a suite much larger than what I presently had at Maria’s.

“This would be your room,” Solara said. “It’s the biggest. The rest of us will claim rooms as close to yours as we can, but we want to knock down some walls to combine a few. You spoiled us with how nice Maria’s is.”

Solara winked.

As she walked us back to the stairs, she gestured at the rooms we passed. “We could save these for other party members if we decide to add one or two, but Ithaca had the idea of reserving them for senior members.”

“Senior members?”

Invia answered, saying, “Take the twin rogues as an example. If they pledged loyalty to you two more times, they could have a higher-status room. And that’s a guess at the best pledge number, but you get the idea.”

“I’m seeing a lot of doors,” I said. “How many rooms does this place have?”

“Thirty-six,” Solara answered.

“There’s no way we can afford that. It’s so much space.”

Ithaca smiled. “We need that much space to recruit followers. Anything smaller and we’ll outgrow it immediately.”

Which wasn’t a bad point. I stopped at the top of the stairs and looked down at the tavern. Imagining it full of adventurers was easy enough. The previous owner must have done the exact same thing to have built this in the first place, but like that owner who eventually gave up, I didn’t see a way to drive that much interest in a tavern with an inn this far from the city.

That seemed mandatory to me. Taking rent from followers wasn’t meant to be a major profit driver but rather an easy way for us to fund a comfortable lifestyle. A place this big all the way out at the dungeon? I wouldn’t want to move into a dorm this far from the city if it were me.

Which was counter to one of my major criteria. I specifically said something in the city with some level of convenience to the location. I also said I didn't want to wipe out our savings with lodging.

Here I was, looking at a big purchase at that dungeon entrance.

I was willing to be open-minded because of the space. Invia was right that we could pack a lot of followers in here. For the investment to be worthwhile, though, it needed to generate revenue and be attractive to said followers. If drinks and beds weren’t enough to do that, what was?

I opened the door to the nearest room. Inside was a bed frame, no mattress, and a claw-foot tub. This place had indoor plumbing, a relatively remarkable feat given our location. I looked around the tub and then shined my mage light underneath.

Heating runes, very similar to the ones Mirko had in his bunkhouse. “Do all of the tubs have runes?”

“We’ll find out,” Solara said, and the girls split up, going room to room to inspect the tubs in each.

I meandered down the stairs and let the cogs in my brain turn and turn.

“Does the viceroy desire to become a bartender?”

“Absolutely not,” I replied in my mind. “Invia’s right about us needing the room to grow. I don’t want to go broke while we’re recruiting, and I need something that serves my goals in the Thieves’ Guild.”

“Were you truly a slaver, such accommodations would be ideal for welcoming clients.”

Aurketzu’s comment was far closer to my idea than she realized. A slaver I was not, but I was a piece of shit. I did the math in my head.

We had 36 rooms to rent. One was mine, and the girls were claiming 2 each to have larger personal spaces. If we wanted to leave openings for two more party members, which might be smart if we got stuck doing strike team runs deeper and deeper in the dungeon, they would each need 2 rooms apiece as well (to renovate). Couldn’t have my party in-fighting over what was fair and what wasn’t fair.

That was 13 rooms right there, leaving 5 unclaimed rooms on the second floor and another 18 rooms on the first floor. I wasn’t sure what expectations to have for how quickly I would gain followers, but I made a guess that at least 16 rooms in the inn would be available indefinitely.

And then we had a full tavern with a kitchen as well. Those weren't cheap or simple operations, and they too would have to justify the expense.

“They all have runes,” Solara reported as Purity and Invia followed. They found me standing on the ground floor with my arms crossed, studying the filth around me.

“If the first inn failed, then ours would fail too,” I said. “And we don’t have the funds to take a big loss on this and only have three or four followers renting from us, not while the rest of the building is empty.”

Purity nodded. “We know. We talked and agreed to do extra dungeon runs to make up the difference.”

“No, you’re not doing that. What’s the first thing adventurers want when they leave the dungeon?”

Invia grinned. I think she understood. “To bathe.”

“And the second thing?”

“To fuck.”

“I would have used the word ‘companionship,’ but yes,” I said. “Tough day in the dungeon? Forget going back on the wagon. You could step into a hot bath right now. A beautiful woman does the scrubbing, and she brings you food and drinks too.”

“A brothel,” Solara replied.

“I think of it more as luxury lodging.”

It was a brothel.

The potential was appealing, but like Aurketzu pointed out: Did I want to become a bartender? Trina and Lyle at the Thieves’ Guild joked that every new member wanted to run a brothel, and I walked right into the same cliche. I genuinely believed the bathhouse concept had merit, but it would also be a massive time and budget suck.

And it would separate me from the city. There was not a major advantage to me personally in being right next door to the dungeon. I wouldn’t be able to get in earlier or anything like that. I’d just be closer, while also much farther from all the contacts and resources I needed to achieve my real goal: Burn down Valice Chastain and get closure on my dad. The smart money said that he was dead a long time ago, but he was my dad. I owed it to him to try until I was certain.

If I brought this brothel idea to the Thieves’ Guild, I would be embarrassing myself in front of my new allies and burning capital that could have been better spent directly funding my goals.

“You are learning, viceroy. You are understanding the value of wisdom more and more.”

“I applaud the creative thinking,” I told the girls. “If we were flush with cash and could pay someone to run this thing for us, this would make an excellent clubhouse. As it is now, none of us has the time to run an inn, and it makes more sense to be in the city.”

Purity and Solara especially seemed disappointed. They’d get over it.

“Let’s head back. Find me something in the city.”

The fact that this ended up being the property they showed me suggested that the city didn’t have options that were both right for us and within our budget. We had time, though. Maria was happy with me, so the apartment wasn’t going anywhere.



When we got back to Flowst, I went to see Lyle. Looking at the inn property helped to refocus my thinking on using resources intelligently. My class and aspect unlocks had the potential to be exceptionally powerful, but I knew too little about them. With guidance, I’d be able to make smarter choices, which would lead to me being stronger and more successful overall. With no other way to access the information I needed, coming clean to Lyle was my only option left.

After talking it through, even Aurketzu agreed that the benefits justified the risks. The Thieves’ Guild was motivated to keep our secrets in confidence, and making my build up as we went could mean big missed opportunities.

The girl at the guild desk was occupied when I entered the hall, so I went right up the stairs and knocked on the door.

“Come in,” Lyle called from inside. He raised an eyebrow when he saw who it was.

“I need help with my class and aspect,” I said plainly. “If I tell you about them, could you help me plan my build?”

Lyle leaned back in his cushy chair. “The most honest answer I can give you is ‘maybe.’ I know a few things, but there’s a lot about the system no one knows or understands. I might not have what you need.”

“Would you know someone who might in those cases?”

“That’s a much stronger ‘maybe,’ dare I say ‘probably?’”

I sat. Here goes.

“I’m an Antipaladin of the Silk Noose. I wanted Antiholy because I wanted resistance to holy magic, but the system said antipaladin already had those features, so antiholy got upgraded to abyssal.”

I still felt it wise to leave out Aurketzu, the viceroy class, and the fact that I was undead.

Lyle whistled. “That’s all pretty fucking weird, Byron. Why antipaladin of all things?”

“It built on my fighter base, had the potential to offer interesting abilities, but really the long-term potential for protection from holy was the selling point.”

“You’re real worried about holy. Evil alignment doesn’t mean you’ll disintegrate from a holy spell. It will hurt, but that alone won’t kill you.”

Except it would in my case. Being undead and all. “The Chastains are big on supporting the Goddess, which puts me in the orbit of all sorts of clerics and priests. What you see as overkill, I see as a necessary precaution.”

“Agree to disagree on that point then,” Lyle said, “and it’s not like you can take back any of these choices. Now, abyssal? That makes you maybe the third or fourth known holder of that particular aspect, but just as you aren’t going to advertise it, most anyone else who got that aspect wouldn’t advertise it either. You’ve probably already read the system description, so you know that contracting abyssals is one of its big capabilities.”

I nodded.

“All I know about summoning demons from any plane is that you shouldn’t fuck around. As for contracting them, abyssals are more difficult than demons from the hells or the infernal planes. The hells process souls, and some demons live there. The infernal plane is similar to the hells, but nobody’s soul is going there. In both cases, those demons are often motivated by the joy of being an asshole. Give them an opportunity to inflict suffering, and they’ll probably work with you.

“Abyssals are more transactional. You’ll need to be prepared to hear their goals and offer them something they want.”

All of which I already knew from my reading.

“Plenty of wizards without the abyssal aspect have delved those waters looking for power. Here’s why: demons from the hells or the infernal planes very rarely have true autonomy. They can leave their domains for an excursion, but they are bound to their home planes, so they always go back.

“Abyssals, however, have autonomy. You can bind them to you directly, so in theory, you could always have a demon with you. No additional summoning required to bring them into battle. That’s the appeal, and it’s supposed to be damn near impossible to fully pull it off. Doesn’t stop folks from trying.”

I nodded along.

“As for what kind of ability buffs to expect, my understanding is that most abyssal abilities have something to do with drain effects or binding and restraining enemies.”

Abyssal Reward for the Loyal wasn’t a drain per se, as it increased the frequency of the euphoric training feeling, but that did help me drain Will points.

“I don’t know what the Silk Noose is. What did it get you?”

“An ability called Silkmancer.”

Lyle laughed. “Meaning you can manipulate silk? I’m sorry to hear that.”

I commanded the length of silk wrapped around my wrist to shoot forward and snatch Lyle’s arm. The grab took only a moment. Though it succeeded, I couldn’t help but feel like Lyle chose to let it succeed. He didn’t jump or resist or even flinch when I activated it. That wasn’t how someone startled or afraid behaved.

“Clever,” Lyle admitted. “I apologize for underestimating it. You should look at getting armor and hardening enchantments. I imagine that gets torn up otherwise.”

It did, indeed. That was a problem I needed to remedy somehow.

“For the antipaladin class in general, I’m guessing you came to me because you found fuck all when you looked for yourself.”

“Yep.”

“You’re not the first antipaladin in the Thieves’ Guild, but I’ll be honest with you that none of them have gone far with us. Antipaladins are agents of chaos and destruction. Our work is neither. We thrive on careful choices and subtlety. Making a load of cash is no good if there isn’t a world left to spend it in.

“Antipaladins are champions of the unholy, and champions do battle, so a lot of your abilities will be about breaking stuff. I’m not sure what the Silk Noose will give you, but that Silkmancer ability is an interesting place to start.”

“I don’t want to destroy the world,” I said.

“You’re going to have to a little bit,” Lyle replied before dropping his voice to a hush. “You have my word that I’m not taking any of this to Trina as long as you’re on our side and not being a dumbass. Trina will say ‘no killing’ right away, but that’s something you have to do in order to get the most out of your new class.”

“There’s nothing in my oath about murder, though.”

“A good rule of thumb is that the system rewards people who play along. You’re right that you don’t have to hunt down lawful good targets, but I highly advise that you do. The system will give you far better offers at level-up if you give it what it wants. Be smart about it, and get some more blood on your hands.”

“More?”

Lyle sighed. “Father Finlee was choked to death, and I read on the guard’s report that he was wearing a silk shirt. I can do simple math, son.”

“But the ruling was natural causes, I thought?”

“Doesn’t look great for the Goddess if one of her most pious members gets murdered at a benefit gala for her Mission.”

“I see,” I admitted. “This was all very helpful, thank you.”

“I appreciate you trusting me.”


Chapter 4

We ran the castle prison cells for one more run, which gave us two trips to run the catacombs before the strike team escorted us all the way to the door guardian.

I felt as if the catacomb aesthetic should be appealing because of my undead status, but I couldn’t bring myself to find any redeeming qualities about that floor. The royal family that built these catacombs and the castle above must have been psychopaths. Every surface was decorated with human bones.

A whole hallway might be femurs running horizontally to the ground, and then an archway of skulls and pelvis bones leads you to a room where bones of all sizes were used to make elaborate mandala-esque patterns on the walls. With bones ranging from arms and legs to as small as teeth, these works of… art were disturbingly intricate.

The skeletons we encountered on this floor weren’t true undead. Like the frozen lizardman corpses we fought in Flowst, these skeletons were puppets to another force. In this case, the same roots that turned the herbobos into stiffies piloted skeletons around the catacombs.

We ran into a few clobbers near cave-ins and sinkholes, but more interestingly, we encountered multiple monsters that none of us had heard mentioned or reported on this floor.

The first was a muck elemental crossed with an infested skeleton. The result was a vaguely humanoid shape roiling with muck shambling down corridors, leaving dark, sticky trails. At odd times, the muck would shift in just the right way that you saw a glimpse of the bones beneath.

Ice magic was just as deadly for these muck elementals as the ones on the surface, but the bone mucks were faster and hit harder.

We fought other varieties of infested skeletons too. One wielded plant vines like a whip, and the barbs on the vine were venomous. And then another, of which we thankfully only saw one, was more like a skeletal druid or a skeletal mage that specialized in plant magic. This skeleton shot needles from its body, used earth magic to spray sharp rocks, and summoned roots to burst out of the catacomb walls.

Some of those roots ended up punching through decorative skulls, and the rare few with jaws intact chomped at us with dry, chalky teeth.

Bolt fucked him up, though. The force of the spell against plant matter blasted chunks off the skeleton mage’s body. There were so many roots that it felt as though the walls had come to life and closed in on us. I was very grateful to have Solara’s Specialist buff. If that fight had gone on longer, it could have gotten ugly.

Specialist allowed Solara to buff a specific type of magic, and her wizard class allowed her to select that unlock at every level. Already, her Bolt spell was frighteningly powerful, and she planned to juice it even more.

When he finally went down, Purity stopped us.

“I just got a system message,” she said. “That was the disgraced sorcerer.”

One of Purity’s abilities granted her Divine Quests each level. If she completed them, the system rewarded her with bonuses. If she failed to complete them before she gained another level, the system would make her feel like hell for a length of time calculated from her level.

Like everything it touched, the viceroy class corrupted that ability, leading to her getting quests like this one: Purity had to find the disgraced sorcerer and use his staff to orgasm. Previously, she had to bring herself to climax on my dick on a dungeon throne right after we killed a mini boss. What did that have to do with divinity? No idea. I didn’t care.

And there on the ground was his staff, a gnarled but smooth length of wood. One end was as narrow as a broom handle, and the other was the width of four fingers.

I started to rub Purity’s silk panties.

“Take off your pants,” I commanded, activating Abyssal Reward for the Loyal to begin the steady stream of good feelings for following my commands. That should make this easier for her.

“Why do you wish to make it easier? She is yours to harvest,” Aurketzu hissed.

“At some point you’ll have to admit that my way works,” I replied in my mind. “The more they like obeying, the more useful they are.”

Lying on top of her cloak, Purity reclined and spread her legs. She quivered with nervousness.

I almost asked her to pull her panties to the side for me, but I was a Silkmancer. I used my ability to pull them aside instead, a shift that startled her.

“Ithaca, Solara,” I began. “Spit on the end of the staff. The wide end.”

Purity’s eyes went wide.

“Good girls,” I said. “Your job is to make Purity feel as good as possible. You know what she likes.”

Lying down on either side of the Silk Priestess, Invia began to rub Purity’s clit while Solara squeezed her breasts through her armor. Their lips came together. Standing over her, I rubbed the end of the staff against her slit, watching the spit of her party spread around her lips.

“Don’t worry,” Invia whispered. “It’s big, but we’ll ease it in.”

She looked at me for permission. I nodded, curious to see what she had in mind.

“I’ll start with one finger,” Invia said, sliding inside Purity’s wet slit. Invia pushed it deep with steady pressure, and I watched as she gently worked her hand to help relax the priestess.

“And this is two…”

Purity’s back arched slightly when the second finger went in. Invia’s pressure was still mostly soft, but the speed of her movements started to increase, and her wet fingers made a gentle squishing sound when they went deep.

“Now three…”

Purity tensed. Solara looked down at her. “You can do it. I believe in you.”

The priestess jerked as if in pain and whimpered. I gave her the pleasure of Rope Burn and watched that tension melt out of her. Invia, meanwhile, seemed to have abandoned the easy and slow approach she started with. The force with which she worked that tiny little priestess body lifted Purity off the ground at times and bulged the veins in Invia’s arms.

Invia shot a glance at me. I knew my cue.

With Invia’s help, I guided the sorcerer’s staff into Purity’s snatch. She tried to fight it, and I could feel the tension of her tight hole all the way up the length of wood. Then I felt it relax, and the staff slid deep. Purity screamed, part in pleasure, part in pain, and Solara kissed her more furiously, as if trying to eat the noises coming out of her mouth.

I started to pump the staff. Solara’s hand went to Purity’s clit and started to massage. Invia brought her wet fingers to the priestess’ mouth and pressed them into Purity’s lips.

The priestess sucked and licked her own juices off of Invia’s fingers without hesitation, and that made me want to fuck her even harder with the staff. So I did, pumping it in and out.

Then my little priestess came, her groans and yells echoing through the whole of the catacombs. Her voice started low and went high at the peak of her climax, a long screech, her face tense and afraid, like she worried the intensity would never stop.

Then she went limp.

+300 Will Points.

Another Divine Quest down.

“Someday,” I began in my mind. “You will have to admit that taking Divine Quests was a good idea too. You were against it, and look at all the fun we’re having.”

“I am enjoying it as well.”



We all agreed that sleeping in the catacombs was not an option. We retreated back to the prison level, slept there, and repeated running the catacombs the next day and the day after that. Purity stayed near me and slept in my bedroll at night. The afterglow of that little ritual lasted for days, and I was fine giving my most devoted follower the comfort of being close to me.

In all that time, we only ever saw one other party on the catacombs level, and they were just passing through to take a run at the door guardian. I wondered how many people actually heard Purity break.

As for the progress of the rest of the party, Invia pointed out that though the XP was pretty good, the fights were a lot of work for the mana crystals they dropped. All of the skeletons, save for the sorcerer, dropped the same size mana crystals as the stiffies in the castle. Parties doing runs exclusively for the money likely found this floor unattractive for that reason. And if we had never heard about a skeleton mage on this level but fought it ourselves, I suspected the Dungeon Lord buffed the spawn specifically because I was near.

So other parties would never even see the sorcerer or his staff, let alone get their hands on the mana crystal it left behind.

When we were finally back in the apartment again, I wanted nothing more than to sit in my room by myself in total quiet. Me and Aurketzu, so technically not by myself, but that didn’t matter. I had a shift for Maria of the Twin Hawks Trading Company, which was very unlikely to be quiet at all, but the effort was worthwhile. Her good graces kept us housed, presently.

After two nights in the dungeon, I bathed and left immediately to play security guard.



We stayed in the gambling den for longer than usual that night.

Two tables of poker, two tables of craps, and one roulette wheel sat on a red carpet in the back room of an otherwise uninteresting bar. Maybe thirty exceptionally wealthy people had fun losing their money. I didn’t know if it was specifically members-only, but I doubted the two large men guarding the inside door would have let me in were I not with Maria.

Like it was at Hensewurd’s party, my job was to help Maria with any small things she might need, like a handkerchief or pushing in her chair, and then stand against the wall until I was needed again.

From so many nights of this routine, I had become a master of letting my eyes scan the room like a dutiful guard while I was really scheming with Aurketzu in my mind.

For now, the sorceress I carried with me was still my ally, but I knew she saw me as disposable. I needed to begin thinking about what to do with her when transferring her into a vessel was a viable option, but I had another twenty levels and several million gold pieces to go before that was a real problem.

I needed to continue to level, which was obvious, but Aurketzu said we needed to think more about streams of income. The cut we got from the twin rogues collecting imp fur was a nice little boost each week. However, we needed a proper war chest. That was our best chance at fighting fire with fire against the Chastains. I didn’t disagree, but I couldn’t help but feel her insistence on the matter was for her benefit, not mine.

“Eyes up, viceroy.”

Twelve men with masks and swords burst into the room from all three doors. When I saw that their blades were already slick with blood, I knew this wasn’t a hostage attempt.

“Jewels and gold, on the floor!” One of them shouted.

He was the only one of the crew to move into the center of the room. The rest of the men corralled the guests from the outer edge.

A moment later, I stood in front of Maria with my sword drawn, and two other bodyguards had their weapons out as well. I wasn’t sure which noble person they were protecting, specifically. The masked man in the middle saw me and immediately whistled. Two of the other men snatched two younger women and held swords to their throats.

“Drop the sword or they die,” the man said.

“I estimate their strength to be in the realm of levels 9 and 10. Your chances of survival are high, but the same is not true of the other guests.”

Maria would probably prefer her rich friends stay alive.

“Wait! We’ll give you anything you want. Money, jewelry, whatever. You’ve already killed several people, so you won’t convince us to lower our swords. We know how that ends.”

“Fuck you, bootlicker,” the masked man spat. “I don’t need to negotiate with you.”

I activated Touch of Ice and watched frost climb up my blade. The masked man watched too.

“This sword has an Ice enchantment,” I said. “I’ll give it up if you agree to do things my way. You get your loot, and nobody here gets hurt.”

“Why shouldn’t we just kill you and take it?”

“My way lets your whole crew go home alive. If this becomes a fight, you’re going to lose some men. Worse, one might be injured enough that you leave them behind. Eventually, he’ll tell us everything he knows about you and your friends. Or, take your shit, have my sword, and fuck off.”

“Fine,” the masked man said. “Loot on the floor, people. Move it, move it, move it!”

When I glanced back, I saw some rich dumbasses hesitating to hand over their things. “Maria, I’m doing it this way to save some of your friends, but I need them to cooperate.”

“We don’t take advisement from servants,” an old man with a stubbled face shouted at me.

“My security is paid to protect me, not any of you,” Maria declared. “If you want to get precious over your dingles and dangles, his only job is to keep me alive. Get your heads out of your asses so we can go home.”

Finally, every change purse, necklace, ring, brooch, bracelet, cufflink, and hairpin ended up on the ground. The masked men swiftly collected the hall while the leader, the one in the center, approached me.

“Nope. Stay back,” I said. “I’ll toss it to you, but not until your men have started to leave.”

He narrowed his eyes, the expression visible even with the covering.

I flipped the sword around to hold the blade and offer the hilt. “You’d do the same if you were me.”

The masked man nodded at his cronies as he slowly backed toward the door. When half of his men had run out of the room through that same exit, I did as promised. I tossed my sword across the room. He snatched it up and took off.

Jacking my intelligence stat was the best choice I ever made. City guard Brenin would have fallen apart and stuttered his way into getting murdered. No way would I have thought quickly enough to talk my way out of something like that in my old life.

Bellyaching started to bubble up among the nobles until one of the women took a look out front and saw all of the staff and security massacred. She screamed. One woman and two men fainted, and nobody put forth another complaint.

“Time to depart,” Maria said.

Just then, it occurred to me that Billy Buckboard, Maria’s driver, was parked across the street with the carriage, waiting for us. I crossed my fingers he hadn’t been caught up in the bloodshed.

He hadn’t. The men had entered stealthily, it seemed. Billy was outside through the entire robbery and saw or heard nothing that indicated a problem inside.

“Home, now,” Maria said. “I can get the door. Go.”

I moved to take my seat next to Billy, but Maria grabbed my arm.

“You aren’t leaving my side until I am tucked into my bed. Understand?”

Nodding, I followed her into the carriage, and we were moving before the door was even closed.

“You spend all this money for a nice quiet place to gamble, and their security gets destroyed by some thugs? It’s absolutely abhorrent that they got as close to us as they did.”

By “us,” Maria meant nobles.

“Point of clarification for the future,” Maria added. “Preserving my network was the right move, but if for a second my life was in danger, I would expect you to protect me, the others be damned.”

“That was the exact plan. Getting you out alive was the most important goal.”

“Good boy,” she said.

I swelled at the praise and then felt disgusted. She was bending me.

“How much is a new enchanted sword going to set me back?” Maria asked.

I grinned. “It was a normal sword.”

“See, I thought the Ice was an ability from how we talked before, but it occurred to me tonight you never actually said that was the case.”

“I might not need a new magic sword, but all of those guys saw my face, and I’m fairly easy to track down. It would mean a lot to me if you flexed some of your connections to find out who robbed us tonight.”

It was Maria’s turn to smile. “The sorts of people they robbed tonight are not the types to let an offense go unanswered. If I were to give you information about our attackers, I would expect them to be removed from my life entirely.”

An out-of-body moment struck me just then. Listening to my thoughts, I realized I hadn’t hesitated to think about killing these men to protect myself. That assumption was so benign to me that whether or not they should die never passed through my mind. I knew they should die. No question.

“Viceroy, recall your words from some time ago where you spoke of a lack of desire. You had no desire to rule kingdoms. No desire to wage wars. Yet, you now accept it willingly.”

“I’m not waging any wars,” I said in my mind.

“You outgrew this naivety some time ago. You well know that when the killing begins, it never stops. There is always a next battle.”

“Byron?” Maria leaned forward as if to catch my attention. “You there?”

“Apologies. I got lost in my thoughts.”

“Will my expectation be a problem?” she asked.

I shook my head. “You being of a like mind is a relief.”

For all of her posturing, Maria asked that I stay with her until sunrise. My party was taking the next two days off, and even if we were set to do a run, humoring her would be more valuable than an extra few hours of dungeon crawling. She was shaken up and afraid, but her position prevented her from displaying any of that.

That night, she didn’t even want head. She just wanted someone sleeping next to her.

It was kind of cute.


Chapter 5

The next morning, Maria kicked me out, which was fine. Her being decisive about not needing me around was frankly easier than having to do a dance of faux politeness.

I almost went right to the Thieves’ Guild and demanded Trina or Lyle see me, but all I had was my Twin Hawks uniform. All those apartment stairs were wearing on me, but I looked like a trained monkey in that outfit, so I made the long trip out Maria’s front door, through the warehouse, and then back up to the apartment.

If I didn’t keep up appearances, someone would figure out that Maria had a secret passage to access my room.

When I came in, I heard Solara call, “We’re in here, Byron!”

All three of the girls were in Solara’s room. Purity lay in bed with a book while Solara straddled Invia, giving her a back massage. Invia was only in her panties, and the other two wore baggy shirts–their favorites. Watching Solara work Invia’s flesh was oddly hypnotizing.

“Pen and I leveled up,” Solara said, smiling. Penny was Purity’s cover name, and I still forgot that sometimes. “Help us pick?”

I crawled into bed next to Purity and leaned on the headboard. Purity was under my arm and attached to my side immediately. She was sweet when she snuggled.

“I’m listening,” I told Solara.

She had put her level into Silk Sorceress, which wasn’t the biggest surprise, but she had been upgrading Bolt with the Specialist unlock, so she had reason to choose to level wizard instead. But a unique class? So much more interesting.

She read me these options:

Silk Ghost

Active Ability

Cooldown: 2.5 Minutes

For the next 1 minute, a projection of your image appears on the battlefield. Enemy’s ability to resist Silk Ghost is dependent on their level and their intelligence. Sugar Daddy reduced cooldown from 5 minutes to 2.5 minutes.

Prerequisite: Viceroy Ghostly Feint

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increase ability duration by an additional 15 seconds.

(Bonus Pledge: Reduce cooldown by an additional 30 seconds. However, if the subject of your loyalty goes longer than 72 hours without feeling lust for you, temporarily lose one spell per day until the lust timer is reset.)

Silk Specialist

Passive Ability

Increase the strength of any spell in which you are proficient by 15% if it is cast with Silk Weaver. This ability can only be selected once and counts as an instance of Specialist. Sugar Daddy bonus improved strength from 10% to 15%.

Prerequisite: Specialist

(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. However, if the subject of your loyalty goes longer than 72 hours without feeling lust for you, temporarily lose one spell per day until the lust timer is reset.)

Enchanted Silk

Passive Ability

Increase damage from all offensive spells by 10% and reduce mana costs for all offensive spells by 5% when wearing silk. Sugar Daddy bonus increased spell damage bonus from 5% to 10%.

Prerequisite: Technical Casting

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Improve mana reduction for offensive spells by 5%.

(Bonus Pledge: Increase damage from all offense spells by 2.5%. However, if the subject of your loyalty goes longer than 72 hours without feeling lust for you, temporarily lose one spell per day until the lust timer is reset.)

I almost suggested Silk Specialist, but Enchanted Silk had better utility when I looked closely. A damage boost for “all” spells still pumped Bolt but had the benefit of improving the rest of her arsenal without constraining her trump card to a Silk Weaver spell. The reduction in mana costs was also a major advantage that had a lot of utility, I felt.

“I don’t know if I can make you lust after me so often,” Solara said coyly, her breasts swelling as her arms came together to massage Invia deep into her back muscles. “But I think Enchanted Silk is worth the challenge.”

I liked that my followers were capable thinkers. “I think that’s the way to go also.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

That point went right into Sharpen.

“My turn for a massage,” Solara said, flopping onto her stomach next to Invia.

With a sad grumble, Invia sat up, her chest and stomach creased from being pressed into the sheets. Her tits were as perky as ever, and I loved how casually she bared them for me. She climbed on top of Solara.

“Nope,” the silk sorceress said. “Legs.”

Invia spun around and started with Solara’s calves.

“Here’s what I was offered,” Purity said when I looked down at her.

Thread Seer

Passive Ability

Gain an intuitive awareness of enemies and their locations if they are within 60 feet of you. Sugar Daddy bonus improved distance from 30 feet to 60 feet.

Prerequisite: Viceroy Sense Danger.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Your intuitive understanding can distinguish between enemies actively pursuing you and enemies unaware of your presence.)

(Bonus Pledge: The positional accuracy of your awareness improves by 5%. Additionally, when your viceroy praises you, experience 1% of a climax. No other bonuses to climax frequency or intensity apply to this pledge.)

Silk Servant

Passive Ability

If a target of your Bless spell is wearing silk, add an additional 10% to all applied buffs and automatically apply the Bless spell to yourself. Sugar Daddy bonus improved the effectiveness from 5% to 10%.

Prerequisite: Blessed Servant

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Extend the duration of Bless spells by 15 seconds.)

(Bonus Pledge: Add a 5% chance to apply a bonus 10% to damage resistance. Additionally, when your viceroy praises you, experience 1% of a climax. No other bonuses to climax frequency or intensity apply to this pledge.)

Binding Silk

Active Ability

Cooldown: 10 Minutes

This spell summons ropes of silk to bind and restrain enemies. Over 15 seconds, the silk contracts, dealing slashing damage. Strength of silk is determined by caster level. Sugar Daddy Bonus improved the duration of Binding Silk from 10 seconds to 15 seconds.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Damage dealt to enemies under the effect of Binding Silk increases by 2.5%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Binding Silk has a 2.5% chance to ignore target’s armor. Additionally, when your viceroy praises you, experience 1% of a climax. No other bonuses to climax frequency or intensity apply to this pledge.)

One of those options was far more likely to protect me from threats.

“I want Thread Seer,” Purity said before I could comment. “I thought about it all morning. An earlier warning keeps us all safer.”

“I support it.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

And that went into Sharpen as well, bringing it to +10. I now had a 37.5% chance to ignore armor.

“Proud of you,” I told Purity. She held my eyes as I spoke, and the only hint of her 1% climax from my praise was a quick flutter of her eyelids and a faint flush of her cheeks.

The little cleric girl I used to know had become much, much stronger.

“My Divine Quest rewards are another 1% buff to my Heal spells and my damage resistance, and I’m 2/10 toward the ‘viceroy gift.’”

“You know how good those buffs are, right?” I asked. “I know they might seem small compared to the other bonuses you’ve been getting.”

Purity nodded. “I know they’re valuable. I’m very happy with them.”

“Good girl.”

The priestess quietly swallowed that burst of pleasure, and continued, “My two new quests are to ‘Heal 10 people in need outside of the dungeon’ and ‘Find and cleanse the desecrated grave of Princess Rebeccah.’ The viceroy objective… Umm. Wow. Okay. ‘Find the grave of Sorceress Queen Leeona and fornicate to completion before it. Once the act has begun, disengaging fails the quest.’”

“Princess Rebeccah is from the dungeon, I think,” Solara said, moaning slightly as Invia worked her thick thighs like bread dough. “She was the daughter of the king.”

“What about Leeona?” I asked.

“Her I’m not familiar with. Princess Rebeccah’s grave has to be in the dungeon, right?”

“Unless there’s another Princess Rebeccah in history,” I added. “If she were real, she could have a real grave near here.”

The system had a thing for dungeon-fucking, it seemed. I didn’t understand it, but I wasn’t complaining. We had until Purity advanced to level 12 to complete the deed. I, however, had more pressing matters.

Crawling out of bed, I sighed. “I had a bit of a night. I need to head down to the guild to give them an update.”

“Everything okay?” Purity asked.

“Maria was at a party that got robbed last night,” I answered. “We’re fine, but the guild will want to know.”

I glanced over my shoulder as I passed through the doorway to leave. Invia, still topless, stared at me while she massaged Solara. The silk sorceress’ shirt was pulled up, revealing a bare, naked butt. My templar made sure I saw her begin to work Solara’s ass.

Leaving right then was one of the hardest things I ever had to do.



At the Thieves’ Guild, Trina was the only one in. I quickly recounted the events of the night to her.

“Did they wear specific colors? Any symbols or association markings?”

I shook my head. “Just masks.”

“That spot is in Raven territory. I have no doubts that they make good money off of an operation like that, so the Ravens wouldn’t be behind this. Lady Sarah’s goons have a reputation for violence, but she isn’t stupid enough to rattle the cages of a bunch of nobles and kick off a turf war with the Ravens in the process. There’s not enough gain for the trouble.”

“I can’t help but assume I could be a target now,” I said.

Trina laughed. “I’d find you and kill you if you ripped me off on an enchanted sword. You’re right to assume you’re in danger. Are you going to ask that we not play this up for your persona?”

“Please play it up, actually,” I replied. “You think something will come of it?”

“Reckless.”

“Daring hero forfeits valuable enchanted weapon to save a room of Flowst elites? The town will eat it up. We’ll do something similar when these shit stains are dead, but we’ll find a way to make that sound like a rumor rather than an established fact. Wouldn’t hurt for you to puzzle through potential alibis you could whip up with your resources. If enough people can report you were somewhere else, the rumor is even better.”

In my mind I said, “See. Trina understands the reasoning. The more I am seen as a protector, the less likely I am to be a suspect for my crimes.” To Trina, I replied, “I’ll start thinking, and I hate to ask, but you’re okay with killing? That was one of your rules.”

“‘No killing’ means if you want something valuable, be smart enough to take it without spilling blood because that’s best for business. But someone points a sword at you? That’s different. Fuck ‘em.”

“Got it,” I said.

Trina thought for a moment. “Are you running the dungeon today?”

“Day off today and tomorrow.”

“Go get some rest then. We’ll keep you updated.”



On my way to the library, I found myself being hypercautious, if not a little jumpy. Sticking a knife in my ribs in the middle of a crowded street was quick and easy. An assassin could be half a block away before I realized I was bleeding out.

It would hurt like hell and slow me down a good bit, but I wouldn’t die. Unlike Invia’s murder attempts, I had a feeling that these guys would be thorough with their very first strike. If I lived through the first one because of my undead status, they would be absolutely certain I couldn’t live through the second.

I assumed none of those types read, so a few hours in the library would be relatively stress-free. I needed to learn more about abyssal summoning and contracts. Given that those activities were a base perk of the class, the longer I went without a demon–even a weak one–the more of my potential I wasted.

In my mind, it was like knowing a great spell and never allowing yourself to use it.

Flowst’s religious preferences worked in my favor on this front. Clerics loved to hunt demons, so the Flowst library was stocked with all sorts of books on demonology. Aurketzu helped me select several, and I sat down to read.

Like other monsters with a wide variety of types and variants, demons were ranked by their strength–lesser, standard, greater, touched, lord, and demigod. According to Auketzu, we could handle a standard-grade demon. The one that killed Itaa was likely touched or a lord.

Dungeon Lords had lord in their names but were more akin to demigods in strength, a nuance Aurketzu complained about at length. She detested that demons like the one I fucked got to call themselves a “lord” in any capacity whatsoever.

For my purposes, not every demon was worth summoning. A contract required a certain level of intelligence for it to be binding, so a four-headed scorpion might be lord in strength level but didn’t have the capacity to negotiate or reason.

For lesser demons, I could choose from a variety of imps and devils. Shadowlings were also common at this level, but they didn’t exist on the abyssal plane, only the hells and the infernal plane, so they weren’t an option for me.

At the standard level, I could summon stronger varieties of imps and devils, with most of that strength coming from their specialization. A toxic imp used Poison spells. A fire imp used Fire magic. You get the idea. My other options included hellhounds, nightmare horses, a specific variety of ghoul, and chorts.

Abyssal ghouls were a form of trapped and tortured spirit that could grow stronger through the consumption of suffering, and chorts were akin to devils, but Aurketzu said they were painfully troublesome. Trickster demons used a variety of Illusion spells and often outright ignored orders.

At Greater, I could contract with several varieties of fiends, magma demons, shadow demons, and oni. These were strong allies, but Aurketzu believed them to be the ceiling of my capabilities and a risk not worth taking.

The elite tier of demons had options like pit fiends, arch oni, and fallen angels. At the lord level, I could summon demon princes, demon generals, and a variety of intelligent abyssal beast types, like lizards, cats, and small dragons.

If I pushed into elite and beyond, I was likely to be overpowered by whatever I summoned.

But my first demon contract was with a Dungeon Lord, which was the tippy top of the demon food chain. The way Aurketzu explained the ramifications of that, I had a higher chance of succeeding with any demon below that level because of that achievement. That was essentially a bonus to negotiations. Demons would be able to tell the level of my highest contract intuitively, garnering me a level of respect. They wouldn’t know the specifics like with who or what the agreement entailed. Just the power of the party on the other end.

“What demons complement the antipaladin class the best?” I asked Aurketzu.

“Any soldier is better than no soldier. Should you be able to choose, a demon whose combat abilities complement your strengths and shore up your weaknesses is best. I believe that to be demons who can use spells and attack from range, like a variant of imp. At the greater demon level, fiends and shadow demon varieties are the wisest path.”

“Should I think about demons that complement the viceroy class too?”

“All manner of demons wield lust and carnal pleasures as weapons. In fact, viceroy, some would argue your class makes you a form of incubus.”

That was a strong argument for avoiding more viceroy-oriented demons. Reward for the Loyal and my intelligence stat made me dangerous enough on that front, so summoning a demon that drew strength the way my viceroy class drew strength would be redundant.

A combat-ready demon would give me the most utility and significantly up my survivability. If I could have dropped a pit fiend in the room when we were getting robbed, not a chance anyone who was killing bartenders and bouncers for profit could stand against a demon that strong.

Fuck that would be so badass.

More than a little excited, I continued to read. I was surprised to find a fairly robust documentation of known contracts with demons.

“The clerics and priests study such records so that they may better understand their enemies, on this plane as well as the others.”

Whatever the motivation, it benefited me. As I had already learned, contracts for demons from the hells or the infernal plane were almost always about power. If the summoner was substantially stronger than the being summoned, they could bind the demon to servitude and call upon them whenever they pleased.

Documented abyssal agreements weren’t as common as it seemed, but a quick scan revealed that many of them involved human sacrifices. Two of the contracts were trades for powerful artifacts, but the actual artifact names were redacted. A few were portions of the summoner’s mana pool, which sounded like the demon had carved off a piece to have for themselves.

Aurketzu said that “carved” was pretty close to what happened in those transactions.

In the cases of significant power disparities, some abyssals signed themselves into servitude. All but one of the examples in my research were with lesser demons, and the one outlier was a standard demon. Normal humans couldn’t get powerful enough to bend a strong abyssal to serve them and were justifiably hesitant to push their luck. That’s what Aurketzu said, at least.

And there were three disputed accounts of abyssal alliances, all tied to grand wars where demons invaded this plane in massive numbers. My dad was a toddler when the last one ended. The scholarship, however, seemed quite dubious about the sources for these accounts. The majority of experts agreed an alliance between human and demon was too preposterous to be viable. One party was always using the other. Period.

As for the rituals I needed to actually summon an abyssal, they were locked up in a restricted collection. Few people with interests in summoning demons had good intentions.

“Lyle could be my best source for rituals,” I told Aurketzu.

“Solara and Purity may be useful to us as well. They both had reason to come into contact with such topics in their previous lives.”

Considering their levels, I doubted they would know a pit fiend summoning ritual.

“We can consult the rogue if other avenues do not lead us to success. You must consider what you will offer in trade. Without that answer, we have no need for the ritual.”

That was a harder problem than I expected. What did I have that would be compelling to a demon?

“Say Father Finlee was still alive. Would his death be of interest to an abyssal?”

“The spirits of the pious are powerful weapons in the hands of a demon. Even lords would perk their ears at the mention of a priest sacrifice.”

“How does Father Finlee become a weapon?”

“Many abyssal spells thrive on hate and despair. A priest trapped in the abyss endlessly hates his captors and endlessly despairs his plight.”

Maybe I could kill another priest or two? Silkmancer made it somewhat trivial, but more importantly, why was I so quick to accept killing as a solution?

Father Finlee? He needed to die. The masked men? They deserve to die. More priests? If one was rotten, then they all were. That was no loss to the world.

Reflecting, I realized that my alarm at being willing to murder was more academic than it was passionate. It was like I had a script, and my cue was to give a shit. That’s what good people were supposed to do.

I knew how I was supposed to feel, and those emotions weren’t there. I had no reason to continue questioning my own judgment based on some dated idea of morality. None at all.



I returned to the apartment in the early evening to find the girls eating dinner and drinking wine. Reaching out, I felt that they all wore silk panties. Solara must have heard about my new trick and got jealous.

“It’s not dark yet,” Purity said to Invia and Solara. “We should show him.”

Invia looked up at the skylight to judge how much daylight was left. “Penny’s right.”

“Want to see another option for our next home?” Purity asked me. “If you’re tired from the day, though, that’s totally fine.”

I was only a couple hundred Will points from a level up. I didn’t really want to go anywhere, but my followers had been working on my behalf. I needed to reward that.

“Lead the way.”

The girls wiped their mouths and grabbed their cloaks. The more our fame ticked upward, the more they sought to make their real identities invisible to the world. That was fine with me. I could do with a few hours of no one gawking at me.

When our route took us toward the gate where the dungeon wagons picked up and dropped off, I must have outwardly frowned.

“We’re not getting a wagon or going to the dungeon,” Solara assured me.

But we did exit that gate. We left the main road a moment later to walk along the town outside of the walls, or the “outers” as they were so creatively known. Most major cities didn’t have enough real estate, so construction would often spill out and expand the city beyond the fortifications. The residents tended to have less money in these areas, but that didn’t mean the neighborhoods were dangerous.

This particular gate saw so much adventurer traffic that the town we passed through now was akin to Lopav in general quality. Rustic. Working man. Enough money to heat the house but not enough to repaint the siding.

We walked for several minutes and stopped in a corner formed by an extension of the city wall. I looked around and didn’t see any sizable structures that fit our needs.

“The old church is for sale,” Invia said. “It’s been unused for fifteen years or so.”

The church hadn’t registered for me, I realized. My assumption that I should ignore it was that strong.

As for the structure, it had all the hallmarks of a place of worship. The main chapel was right through the front doors, and the rest of the church was built around and behind that chapel. Those were rooms for church functions and quarters for priests and monks. The walls were carved black stone, and most of the windows were boarded up, including the large one that hung over the main entrance, but the building was in surprisingly decent shape.

“What’s the catch?” I asked.

“People think it’s cursed,” Invia answered. “Do you remember the Glass Hearts? They were a cult like 10, 15 years ago.”

Invia and I were both pretty young then. All I could recall was that they were a suicide cult, or they became one later in their history. You didn’t build a church like this if you planned to end your life in a few years.

“The current owner got it for cheap, thinking he could convert it into apartments for renters or resell it to the Church of the Goddess somewhere down the line. No one will use it, though.”

“What’s this curse do?”

To that, Invia shrugged. “General bad luck stuff, it sounds like.”

Purity and Solara agreed with that description.

“I kind of like the idea of living in an old church,” I said to Aurketzu.

“You speak the words of an enlightened blasphemer. I too would enjoy growing our power in this place.”

“Want to see inside?” Solara asked, dangling a key.

“I do. Give me the tour.”


Chapter 6

The whole of the church was built in the gothic style: stone arches, vaulted ceilings, and several high windows meant to let in sunlight. Those were boarded over with the intention of preserving the window glass, but they were also boarded up from the inside, and apparently the current owner had no idea which windows were intact and which weren’t.

The worship hall still had its wooden pews, and at one point a carpet ran down the middle. The thickest strands survived in places, enough to reveal what used to be there. A podium sat on a dais at the front, and a ten-foot statue of a robed woman reached for the heavens with one hand at the back of the hall. Seeing that left behind surprised me at first, but then I remembered. The Glass Heart was a suicide cult. There was no one alive to take the statue anywhere.

At the back and above the statue was a large boarded-up window that ran the width of the worship chamber.

There were two rooms on each side of the hall, accessible through side doors. They struck me as small classrooms or maybe offices for church administration. Two doors at the very back of the worship hall lead to two wings of rooms likely meant for monks and clergy to live in.

I didn’t know anything about the beliefs of the Glass Heart, but they must have had some hierarchy. The rectory, intended to be the quarters of a head priest or something similar, occupied a room twice the size of my already spacious bedroom at Maria’s. Purity pointed out that the boarded-up wall was the same window we saw in the worship hall, the one that overlooked the entire chapel from above the female statue.

This room felt like a mini worship chamber, featuring tall ceilings and fancy masonry. The bed here was broken, and the mattress was dry-rotted. Truthfully, the space seemed too big. At a certain point, crossing the room would become an inconvenience, and the size of the rectory neared that scale. But really this room wasn’t about convenience. It was about status.

“This would be your room, if you didn’t guess,” Purity said. “There are 12 rooms on this floor, 6 to either side. We’ve already picked out which ones we wanted. There are 16 rooms downstairs, smaller than these but as good as any inn room. There’s also a kitchen and small dining room.”

“Wow,” and I meant it sincerely.

“It’s everything we were looking for, right?” Solara asked. Her giddiness set her breasts to bouncing.

“A place of worship to gather your will reservoirs would be wise. The stature of the architecture is more befitting your station than a warehouse or a rundown flophouse.”

“Can we afford it?” I asked.

“It’s the very top of our budget. Maybe a little over,” Invia admitted.

“Is there anything to this curse?”

Purity and Solara giggled at the idea, while Invia rolled her eyes.

“There’s no curse,” Invia said. “Just superstitious peasants.”

Inwardly, my anger flared at her for using that word, but I let it pass.

“The curse is not fiction,” Aurketzu said. “However, it is of no danger to our interests.”

“What about the girls?” I asked in my mind.

“The curse is no danger to them either. This magic is one of binding. The curse’s only purpose is to contain the spirit trapped here.”

“That sounds dangerous.”

“A ghost or a banshee or a wraith is what your mind envisions, but a spirit is not these things. A spirit cannot interact with our world. It is as if a book is hidden in the walls, boarded over, and lost. That book is no danger.”

Out loud, I said, “I’m not worried about a curse. Convince the twins and their mage friend to move in, and I’ll agree.”

My terms weren’t a significant challenge. The twins lived in a shithole. Even with the entire interior of the church covered in dirt and dust, it was nicer than where they lived now. Their party mage was likely to be in a similar situation, so I didn’t imagine her being tough to convince either.

“They’ll agree,” Purity said without a hint of doubt.

Invia and Solara nodded.

“I’ll need to work for Maria a bit longer for the money. Can I trust you three to get this place ready without my help?”

Purity nodded dutifully. Solara smiled. Invia didn’t look defiant. More like she didn’t think that question even warranted an answer. Of course she was going to do whatever I asked of her.

“Make it happen, but don’t forget we have the door guardian run coming up. Go ahead and get the lease and such going. Keep yourselves rested, though. I’d rather waste a month of rent money than have one of you get hurt because you’re worn out.”

The girls nodded.



Not surprisingly, Maria wasn’t in the mood to go out that night. She used me for entertainment for an hour or so, and I spent the rest of the shift standing outside her room talking to Aurketzu. As I expected to happen, the passive gains I got from my followers pleasuring themselves pushed my viceroy class to tier 10. I dropped a stat into strength, dexterity, and intelligence and pulled up my unlock options:

Echo of the Abyss

Active Ability

When you use Escalation, increase the duration of a partner’s climax by 3 seconds per Will point spent, and increase pliability to future commands for the next 1 minute. Prerequisite: Escalation

Whip Master

Active Ability

Cooldown: 1 hour

For one hour, whenever the target of this ability inflicts minor discomfort or pain on another, the target experiences 25% of that discomfort and pain as pleasure. Prerequisite: Rope Burn

Abyssal Offering

Active Ability

One-Time Use

Summon a random abyssal demon willing to commit to a servant agreement, permanently tying them to you and your plane. This minion does not count toward minion limits. Declining the demon dismisses them forever, and no replacement servant will be offered upon such a dismissal.

I didn’t have Escalation, so Echo of the Abyss wasn’t an option. Whip Master, however, sounded like the thing of dreams. An ability like that would bring out a whole new side of Invia and Purity. Maybe not new in Invia’s case but more of it, for certain. Thinking of that reminded me that I needed to put more effort into bending Solara. I had left too many Will points unclaimed in her body for too long.

But Abyssal Offering sounded exceptional. I knew very little about what was good or bad in the world of minion summons, though.

The language about minion limits caught my eye. That sounded important.

“Is there a limit to how many contracts I can have at any given time?”

“The limit is your own power. As long as you are stronger than all of the demons you have contracted, your agreements will protect you. In my world, we used levels to estimate how many demons one could have at any time, but it is wise to assume significant variation. You see, if the power of all your demons combined is greater than your own, they can merge agreements and overthrow you.”

“That’s a lot of bullshit.”

“Demonkind follow power. If your followers can destroy you, then you are not a worthy master or partner, as would be the case for abyssals.”

“So I can have several weaker demons or one stronger demon, and in both cases I should pad our estimate of their power to be certain they remain beneath me.”

“Do not contract with a demon who will not reveal their level. Send all such evils back to their plane.”

“Does that mean the move is to get one strong demon?”

“Such is the typical strategy. Remember that abyssal contracts are unique in the way summons are managed. A demon who chooses to be by your side can remain as such until defeated or dismissed. This is impossible with the hells and the infernal plane. They are tethered and doomed to return when your mana expires.”

“What advantage does that enable that makes multiple weaker demons the better path?”

“A demon who is always at your side does not require an incantation to bring forth. Abyssals can become servants, ever-present guardians, or the source of luxury. If the offer of your trade is enticing, many lesser demons will enter such an agreement. Our plane is far safer than the abyssal plane.”

I needed to think more about what I wanted out of a demon contract. A heavy-hitting ally still seemed like the most sensible option. That would be good in the dungeon and useful in cases like the gambling den robbery. Not having my head chopped off continued to be a priority for me, and a pit fiend fighting on my behalf certainly supported that priority.

Aurketzu made an interesting point about demons being useful for more than violence. I was willing to consider that angle, but I needed to know more about my options. And I still needed summoning rituals. If Abyssal Offering didn’t count toward my contract limits, I would need a way to summon more whether or not I took that ability.

“A minion that exists beyond contract limits means yet another demon in your service, a possibility with great potential should luck favor us.”

“But we might not luck out with our draw.”

“Indeed. Indeed. No minion is without their use, but as you say, luck may bring us one with less potential. A word of caution: Though the ability promises a servant, a summoning circle would still be wise. The more control you exert, the greater the commitment of your servant.”

“I’m tempted to wait on this choice,” I said. “I’ll decide on this unlock when we get our hands on a book of rituals. If we have access to strong demons that way, another ability might be better.”

“We are beyond the days of desperate survival. You are wise to think deeply about this.”

So this choice would wait. I wanted a new toy now, but the stakes were getting too high. Every decision needed to be an educated one.



The next catacombs run, naturally, went more smoothly than the first. Our party felt smart, strong, and efficient. Our competency as individuals and as a group was improving. The door guardian was a much different challenge than anything the cells could throw at us, size being the most extreme, but for the fights we had access to, we handled them well. So well that I bumped to level 19.

Me. 19. And I had been training for less than a year.

The first night of that run, as I prepared to meditate for my level-up, Solara ended up sitting next to me against a cell wall while Invia and Purity packed up our food and dishes from dinner.

“What are the chances you would know where to find a book on demon summoning rituals?” I said, speaking softly. Purity was devoted, sure, but I didn’t want to rub her face in my alignment if I could help it.

Solara raised an eyebrow curiously. “They’re not all that hard to get, really. Every magery student in the history of the world wants to look at demon rituals at some point in their careers, even if they never cast them. I know a few people I could ask.”

“I’d appreciate that.”

“May I ask what plane?”

“Abyssal.”

A fire sparked in Solara’s eyes. She knew abyssal summons were special. “Would you summon a demon for me if I asked nicely?”

“A third party can contract with a demon you summon as your , but since they are not the summoners, they typically cannot bind a demon greater than half their present level. Demons not bound to you do not affect your own minion limits. You could indeed give this one a demon, should you be willing to use expensive reagents on her instead of yourself.”

“Why do you want a demon?” I asked.

“Why wouldn’t I?” she replied. “Utility, protection. I could have a familiar without taking the ability. That’s another bump to use on Specialist instead, right?”

She knew how to negotiate. She was making a lot of progress for not having offered her body to me in its entirety yet.

I asked Aurketzu if there was any drawback to doing this for Solara.

“Only the value of the spell components.”

“First, find me a good book, or several. I want rituals up through Greater demons at least. Second, bring in a new follower. Get her to move into the church with us.”

Solara pretended to pout. “I thought you were going to make me work extra hard for it.”

I used Silkmancer to run the pressure of a finger up Solara’s slit. She jumped. “That’s how you’re going to pay for the spell components.”

She purred and climbed into my lap. Her lips were plump and lush, and she had to press her chest into me to get close enough to kiss, her breasts squishing between us like pillows.

Moving to my neck, she kissed up to my ear and whispered, “I’ll give you a night where I can’t say no to anything, where I’m your property and nothing else. Make me earn it, daddy.”

“I would love to torment this one with you. She would never be the same when we were through.”

I needed to figure out this demon summoning business as soon as physically possible. Solara really did know how to be persuasive.

Getting my brain to focus enough for meditation after she climbed off took longer than usual. When I finally achieved mental calm, I dropped a stat into intelligence and then two into dexterity. I felt myself missing a step here and there as enemies grew more powerful, which was troubling because mistakes were more costly as well. More agility would help on that front.

Then I chose to level antipaladin, of course, and looked at my unlocks:

Agent of Chaos

Passive

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.

Wraith

Active Ability

Cooldown: 5 Minutes

The specter of a disgraced warrior guides your weapon, and its ethereal form makes enemies more likely to miss with their attacks. Wraith provides a bonus to attack speed. If target is Lawful Good, Wraith also provides a 5% bonus to damage.

Prerequisite: Ghostly Feint

Devotion Reaper

Passive Ability

For every follower who has proven their devotion to the Silk Noose, increase the durability and damage negation of silk under your influence or in contact with your body. Prerequisite: Reward for the Loyal

Agent of Chaos was an ability Aurketzu remembered from her world. She shared it with me way back in the Lopav library. The appeal I saw before was not as strong now, however. I initially believed my rapid stat increases would make that ability particularly useful for me by enabling me to fight further above my level.

As my levels continued to climb, though, and swiftly at that, my desire to seek out someone of a significantly higher level than me shrank.

“How much of a level disparity do I need for it to be permanent?” I asked in my mind.

“Faith classes reward those who believe in their oath enough to step into the unknown. Expect more such ambiguity from this class in the future.”

“I’m worried the kinds of enemies we need to defeat will be stronger, sure, but they’ll also be better connected.”

“I believe your concern to be wise.”

Seeing the bonuses Wraith offered was disappointing after seeing the benefits my followers got from my class. That same ability would have likely been 15% bonus damage instead of 5% were it one of the girls selecting it. And then Devotion Reaper was as ambiguous as it was underwhelming. Stronger silk? Really?

Wait. Damage negation, not damage resistance.

“What’s the difference?” I asked Aurketzu.

“Damage resistance nullifies a percentage of an attack. Negation nullifies an attack entirely when it activates.”

And I was using my Silkmancer ability quite often now, on top of manipulating the threads Solara could summon. The way the ability read, any of her silk would be strengthened when it was under my control. And it stacked for each follower who completed the same ritual as Purity, just like more oaths would enable me to manipulate more silk with Silkmancer.

I chose Devotion Reaper. Oaths were too valuable for any ability associated with them to be disappointing. At a minimum, stronger silk would be better for Silkmancer, but I hoped the long-term rewards would be far greater.



The next two days of the catacombs run went smoothly. We had a small issue of a party wanting to follow us. They may have been our first groupies, and it was awkward. Had they been a party of women, I would have felt differently, but these were all men, boys really. Other than that strange couple of hours, we got our XP, collected our crystals, and ended up back in Flowst well after sunset.

Maria didn’t leave the house that night, and that time to think stoked my impatience. I was supposed to wait for Valice to naturally float back into Flowst, and I was supposed to slowly work my way into the noble social circle, but I hated waiting.

The duration of a wait wasn’t the entire issue. I hated how helpless I felt when I wasn’t being proactive, like I was counting on the universe to pull through for me and deliver exactly what I needed. The gods never worked that way for me, and the very idea of depending on their grace or generosity was repulsive.

So I drafted a letter in my mind and sent it out with a messenger first thing in the morning.

The letter read:

Lord Oliverry,

I regret to come to you with such a forward request for your assistance and after having known each other for so little time. Given the circumstances, I hope you can forgive this inconvenience.

Father Finlee’s passing was tragic, and I mourn for the loss. However, Father Finlee and I were in the midst of coordinating a delicate donation to his Mission. I expected a partner or assistant to reach out to complete the business in his place, but no such person has come forward.

Might you know who I could speak to about this? Preferably someone of similar faith to Father Finlee and with similar discretion.

I will be in your debt.

-Byron


Chapter 7

The next night was the evening before our first run to the door guardian, and the girls insisted I take off work in order to rest before such an important fight. That wasn’t necessary, but I played along. They had spent every waking hour cleaning and preparing the church for us to move in, so humoring them felt like a good idea.

Late that evening, one of Maria’s men knocked on the apartment and handed me an envelope a messenger left for me. Inside was a small tract from the Barrel Street Mission praising the mercy of the Goddess. On the back was a time and location.

“Does that seem unusually quick to you?” I asked Aurketzu.

“I agree. It is suspicious when a rich man is so eager.”

Noted.



When I arrived at the tavern, I realized I had no idea who I was looking for. I was given no description or secret signal or whatever.

I picked a booth, ordered an ale, and waited.

The older man that appeared across from me looked familiar.

“One of Oliverry’s staff. We saw them at the gala.”

Aurketzu’s memory was very useful.

“We’re willing to set up a meeting but ask for your assistance in return,” the man said. “A week from now, the young Miss Oliverry needs an escort to Gressin. You are to ensure she arrives safely.”

“Daughter?”

“Granddaughter,” the man corrected.

Gressin was smaller than Flowst and about three days away by wagon. Giving up a week of grinding wasn’t appealing, but that was a benign favor to ask, all things considered. Bodyguard was easy, and if this was the same granddaughter who swallowed me in the closet at the party, we already knew each other.

It all worked out.

“Put the request in for me with the Dungeon Brawlers, and I’ll be there.”

With a nod, the man was gone.

“Your reach yet grows. Viceroy, what do you hope to gain by pursuing the thread left by Father Finlee?”

“The Goddess is another way to get to Valice. Her involvement with the church runs deep, so if this Oliverry angle to lure her back to Flowst doesn’t work, we have a backup plan.”

“Your bloodlust deserves to be fed, but do not underestimate this Goddess. Father Finlee’s death was satisfying, but such moments will not always come so easily.”

“What makes you think my bloodlust has something to do with this?”

“The antipaladin class demands as such. Choosing a class is akin to choosing who you are. Putting good men to the sword is in your nature. I only urge caution. As for the other goal, do you intend to use these priests as offerings to your demons?”

“Yes. They can have every Father Finlee I find.”


Chapter 8

In the previous Flowst dungeon iteration, descending from the catacombs to the royal family's hidden shrine was a simple walk down a set of stairs. The access to those stairs was a bit like a storm cellar, except made of stone. The large flat slab would have looked like any other floor in the catacombs, but the dungeon always reset with the passage exposed, as though an adventurer was only steps behind the royal family fleeing to the depths beneath their castle.

The flooded version of the dungeon turned the hidden staircase into a waterfall with enough volume to almost entirely obscure the stairs beneath a soupy gray-brown river. The force of the flow was deceptively strong, and the slime covering the steps was worse than the ice in the Lopav dungeon.

To make the descent passable, adventurers staked chains into the wall to use like a railing.

The chamber below was a relatively open natural cavern with a few offshoots and weird hidden corners, but the only real path was through an open set of towering fifteen-foot stone doors at the far end of the cave.

The dark gray natural stone contrasted against the sickly yellow bricks of the shrine. The dungeon’s age was unknown, but apparently the construction style was similar to surface ruins known to be over 10,000 years old.

Through the doors was a chamber about the size of a wing in Hensewurd’s mansion but entirely open. Statues of marble soldiers lined the walls, and a band of patterned bones wound between them in styles matching the catacombs above. At sixteen feet tall, the door guardian was twice as large as the other statues and had anatomy resembling that of a king with gorilla-like proportions. Its arms looked too big for its body, and it seemed perpetually hunched, jutting its head forward.

The catacomb aesthetic clothed the statue in bone, forming patterns like cuffs up the arms and accent lines along the shoulders, down the chest, and wrapping the legs.

Roots and vines spread across the whole of the space like branches of lightning, coating the walls and encircling the statues, small and large.

12 inches of floodwater covered the floor from the bottom of the stairs all the way into the room with the door guardian. Some points in the cave were high enough to be dry, but in total that left room for 10 or so adventurers to make camp.

The strike team was comprised of the four upper-ranked adventurers I saw on my first full day in Flowst. Three men and a woman, they struck me then as being cut from marble and outfitted in some of the best gear in the city.

Rachel was their leader, a tall, full-bodied blonde who wore gray leather armor. She was a ranger. Weiss was the black mage, and I always mixed him up with Aaron the white mage. They were lean, sure, but they struck me as one of a million generic bearded men in the kingdom. The final party member, however, always stood out. Blaise was a fighter and married to Rachel. He was three times my size and nothing but muscle.

They were polite but not talkative, giving me the strong sense that they were not thrilled to be babysitting a party of level 10s, 3 of whom wore gold lion masks. But they didn't complain or mistreat us. They did what the guild asked.

Two parties already had camps set up when we got there, and both groups had attempted the miniboss. Their healers were still patching them up. According to those adventurers, the fight had already reset. The boss fight triggered only when someone attempted to open one of the doors to either side of the guardian. Otherwise, you could move freely and safely about the room.

I was suspicious of that explanation, and not because I believed anyone was lying to us. Rather, I knew that the throne room miniboss had a single entrance, like the guardian’s chamber in front of us, and the doors always remained open.

For everyone but us. If the doors to the throne room shut and sealed for my party, I guessed that the door guardian would do the same.

“We will wait to begin the next fight,” the tank of the escort party told us. “You can go check out the boss chamber if you want. Get a feel for the space before we make another attempt at the fight.”

I agreed that was a good idea, so our party of four traveled down the cave to those great big stone doors. We stopped before crossing the threshold.

Goddamn, the door guardian was big, more than twice as tall as me, with arms like tree trunks.

From the outside of the room, I activated Sense Weakness on the guardian. The result it gave me didn't make sense. The system showed me that the entire body was a weak point, as if there was nothing but glass wrapped in stone four inches thick.

“Do not expect a magic construct to have the same anatomical weaknesses as man. This style of golem is built the old way. A hollow body is filled with enchanted mana crystal and brought to life with a ritual.”

“So I can hit it anywhere?”

“Anywhere you can overcome the rock of its body.”

Sharpen gave me a 37.5% chance to ignore armor. I believed, and Aurketzu concurred, that the door guardian's stone exterior counted as armor.

But I wasn't the only adventurer with Sharpen. Several high-level adventurers had attempted the door guardian, probably at least three parties a day since I arrived in Flowst, and someone was bound to have the ability. Theirs would only be a 5% chance, but surely someone would have triggered the ability at least once in all that time. If Sharpen was the way to take down the door guardian, other adventurers would have noticed.

Aurketzu believed she knew the design for this plant-rock-type golem from her world, which meant she also knew its peculiarities. Until now, she had guessed based on the descriptions we heard for the door guardian, but now that we laid eyes on it, we knew for certain she was right.

Apparently the enchantment that made it immune to several dozen types of damage was flawed. If the golem was Healed in time with a strike, the logic of the spell driving it would short out. Making it vulnerable in that instant.

The rock armor would still be rock, but that’s where Sharpen came in. I needed to time the Heal to take effect at the exact moment of my strike and hope that Sharpen triggered. In Aurketzu’s lifetime, once word of the tactic got out, that golem design was abandoned completely because they were so easily defeated.

To put that tactic to use, we had to get through six stone warriors, three on each side of the chamber. Like the door guardian, none of the warriors came to life until someone attempted to open one of the double doors to either side of the guardian. Under typical circumstances, that is.

“Ready?” I asked my party as I attached Invia’s sword to my hip. She had a mace for the statues. They nodded back.

Once my second sword was situated, I drew my own and dumped a Healing potion on the blade, coating it. Behind me, I heard a voice say something about how odd it was for me to have my sword out.

We crossed the threshold to enter the miniboss chamber, and as we expected, those giant stone doors slammed shut and sealed with magic, just as the throne room had done two floors up. We also didn’t have to yank on the doors to trigger the encounter, putting us at the back of the room at the start of the fight rather than near the front. We had a lot of distance to close before I could use my Aurketzu trick.

Six stone knights started to rush us even before the doors had fully closed.

I foolishly hoped the early start would be the only increase in difficulty for this fight.

The double doors burst open, and thick tree roots shot out of them, whipping and slapping within feet of our position. And we were on the far wall, 30-some yards away. One step forward and the roots could thrash us.

We immediately cut to the right. Invia dropped an Ice Wall to delay the roots coming in from the left and then triggered Berserk. She rocketed forward with her mace, beginning her job of clearing the way for me by demolishing the stone knights. They weren’t as durable as clobbers, thankfully, but they were faster and hit just as hard. Invia didn’t flinch as she crashed into them, powered by her rage.

Purity assigned her protective silk to me and summoned a Protective Bubble for herself. Solara filled the left side of the room with her magic silk. That might not have been enough to block the roots on that side, but her real goal was to trip up the three knights coming from that direction.

I followed in Invia’s wake, using Ice Touch as I slashed at the roots. Every time ice capped the end of a root, it stopped attacking, but the dungeon rapidly regenerated new ones, so I couldn’t move slowly.

With Invia’s fury and my own exceptional strength, we got to the door guardian before it could take its third step. Solara’s Bolt spell shot over our shoulders to zap a root, helping Invia delay the attacking plant while I dumped a Heal potion on my sword, worried the extra root strikes wiped off too much of my first dose.

The door guardian slammed a fist into the ground as I ran in, forcing me to dodge to the side. He was fast. Sense Danger alerted me before my eyes read the movement, likely saving me from getting squished.

I slashed at the guardian’s nearest leg, and my sword shattered against the stone, a painful vibration arcing up my arm as my own force struck me back.

“The tactic works! Your blade hit stone. Magic damage resistance will not harm a weapon.”

And Sharpen hadn’t activated.

Tossing the ruined weapon, I drew Invia’s sword. A root crashed into my right knee. I hadn’t seen it coming, and the frayed remains of my protective ribbon were busy blocking other root attacks. The force swept my legs right out from beneath me.

My shoulder crunched painfully from the impact, and Sense Danger saved me again. I rolled to the side, and the ground shook from the fist smashing down far too close to me, splashing enough water that I felt the wave push through me.

Back on my feet, I spilled another Healing potion. I felt Purity Healing me, and Solara used her exceptional Bolt to distract the guardian for a valuable moment. I dashed forward, activated Unholy Smite, and swung at the same leg with all my might.

My blade passed through the stone and shattered a material that felt something like glass. The golem toppled toward me, landing face-first on a bent elbow.

“The magic is eliminated!”

Aurketzu had also guessed that the damage nullification would be disabled when I hit the mana crystal within the body. She was right. I swung at the guardian’s arm, and Sharpen activated again. Lacking the 2x boost from Unholy Smite, I didn’t cut it clean off as I had the leg, but it was useless anyway.

I leapt onto the guardian’s back and wrapped its neck with my silk ribbon. My intent was not to choke it but rather to anchor myself in place as I stabbed downward, aiming for its magic heart.

My sword shattered, but I held onto the hilt and the third of a blade that remained.

I stabbed again and broke off a piece of stone. That was two more times that Sharpen hadn’t triggered, and my sword was barely even a hilt at this point.

“Solara!”

A thread of summoned silk shot toward me. Not bothering to control it with my mind, I grabbed it and shoved it into the small gap I had opened.

“Now!”

I jumped free of the guardian as a current of electricity ran down the silk, through the hole in its rock armor, and into the heart of the golem. It went limp, flopping the rest of the way to the ground, its body breaking into large chunks on impact. At the same time, all of the knight statues collapsed.

The roots stopped attacking, but they didn’t retract, which I thought was odd. The whole point of the fight was to get through the doors, but now those doors were plugged completely with thick, woody growth even with the boss eliminated.

The girls began to cheer.

“You will have an audience soon.”

The entrance to the miniboss chamber would unseal and reopen at any moment. Triggering Rope Burn, I grabbed Invia, yanked her pants down, and slapped her ass. She grinned as I bent her over a golem limb, and I grinned myself when I felt how wet she was. With my hips thrust forward, I leaned back and alternated slapping her cheeks, watching her shiver with every surge of pleasure.

I looked over my shoulder to see several adventurers staring into the room dumbfounded. I assumed at least part of that was me fucking Invia, but I could understand if the majority of the shock came from seeing a level 10 party being the first to clear the door guardian.

As much as I wanted to finish, my stamina was too good for this to be quick. The real goal of taking my dick out was complete: Adventurers saw it, and they would talk about it.

“I’ll finish you back home tonight,” I whispered to Invia, withdrawing to pull my pants up.

“I’m not waiting that long. Finish me in the wagon.”

“Deal.”

Adventurers wandered into the room to inspect the battle. The knight statues and the door guardian began to dissolve into black sand. The mana crystal from the door guardian was somewhere between a clementine orange and a peach, by far the biggest one I had ever seen or held.

I watched the adventurers’ confusion grow when they realized what I had about the roots a few moments ago. The door guardian was defeated, and the doors were still impassable.

“How the fuck…” Rachel from the Dungeon Brawlers strike team began. “I don’t… Fuck, I don’t get how this happened. How did you do it?”

“Byron overpowered it,” Purity said sweetly, wrapping her arms around mine.

I liked how she was more outgoing with her lioness mask on.

“We have more celebrating to do,” she added to me but also spoke loudly enough that the adventurers nearby would hear. “Let’s head back.”

Solara prodded her cheek. She must have been hit by a root in the fight. She had taken a few hits, actually, now that I gave her a proper once-over.

“I agree,” my silk sorceress said. “Let’s go home.”

Never before, on any of our runs, had Purity or Solara so directly suggested that we leave. Why that was, I couldn’t immediately say, but it was clear they felt they had good reason.

“Oh come on!” someone shouted near the root doors.

I looked over to see a burly man staring at a broken axe handle. He had attempted to cut a path through, but the roots had different ideas, apparently. At sunrise tomorrow, the door guardian would regenerate, so anyone who wanted to get into the royal shrine needed to do it before then.

But that wasn’t us. We were out of there.

“I’ll turn the crystal into the guild,” I told Rachel. “We’re fine doing this with a typical loot split, so your cut will be waiting for you.”

“Be straight. How did you beat it?”

I shrugged. “Luck.”

Walking out of that room with the Silk Lions, all those eyes on us, was both incredible and a little embarrassing, poking at an old piece of me that I thought would have been dead by now.

“Being noticed is a granting of power. Your star rises, viceroy.”

We paused briefly for Purity to Heal us up a little bit, and she was oddly quiet. What was she waiting to tell us?

Getting back up the waterfall stairs to enter the catacombs was a pain, but as soon as we did, we ducked down a side tunnel. When we were certain we hadn’t been followed and that no monsters were nearby, Solara smiled.

“Look what Purity grabbed,” she said.

The Silk Priestess opened her hand to reveal a large iron key with four prongs instead of the traditional one. “It was in the hand of the guardian. I saw it when the fist broke apart at the end of the fight.”

“Well done, all of you,” I said. “That was a really smooth fight, even with the surprises. And Purity, good thinking grabbing that up quick and hiding it.”

“What do you think the key goes to?” Invia asked.

None of us had any real idea. A door? A chest? Surely it had to be something in the dungeon, right?

We now had a keyhole to find as well as the graves of Princess Rebecca and Sorceress Queen Leeona. Three puzzles with no real clues for us to follow.

We’d figure it out. For now, we had celebrating to do.

Once we got into the wagon, just the four of us, I knelt to finish Invia with my mouth. She tossed me back into my seat and yanked down my pants. Her devious, hungry smile told me everything I needed to know. I was happy to sit back and let her entertain me.

When I looked around Invia, I saw Purity and Solara with their lips locked, each reaching between the legs of the other.

I loved my life.

And I loved our progress. The door guardian was worth 35,000 XP, the most we had ever earned from any fight ever. Aurketzu believed that was a result of the guardian being meant for parties of far higher levels.

I looked at the girl’s stats first and saw level 12 for them approaching more quickly than I anticipated:

Purity: Level 11 (56615/102400)

Invia: Level 11 (61775/102400)

Solara: Level 11 (56615/102400)

I was pretty happy with my progress as well:

Level: 19

Progress to Next Level: (56095/102400)

Class: Viceroy, Tier 9 (3450/51200)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 2

Alignment: Chaotic Evil

Strength 20

Dexterity 13

Constitution 11

Intelligence 21

Wisdom 9

Charisma 3

Loyalty Pledges: 17

Oaths of Devotion: 1

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness+1, 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+10, Enthrall, Oath of the Silk Noose, Tactician, Silkmancere, Devotion Reaper

Shared Abilities: Touch of Ice

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1, Bone Dry Amulet, Ring of Obscurity


Chapter 9

Having had our fill of attention from the door guardian fight, we didn’t vocally alert the guild of our accomplishment, and we didn’t stick around for the mana crystal to be processed. We stuck a tag on the loot pouch, claiming it for the strike team, and handed it off to one of the receptionists. We left before she had time to open it.

Trina and Lyle pushed hard for this, giving us relatively little time to plan and prepare. They had been helpful, but I wasn’t ready to do them another favor. We needed a break, and we knew the news would get around on its own.

“We got back two whole days early, so I don’t have to work tonight or tomorrow night,” I told my party back at the apartment. “How about I swing by the guild in the morning to get our cut of the loot, and we go shopping for the new place?”

All three immediately perked up.

“Purity has been calling it the Temple,” Invia shared.

The Temple. I liked that.

Solara set a bottle of something clear on the table and filled four glasses. “Let’s drink to the dungeon, and then to the Temple, and then another 20 things we think of as we go.”

Down those drinks went, and Solara refilled them immediately. When the girls shot those right away, I knew what kind of night this was going to be, and after the day we had? We fucking deserved it. Weak-ass little Brenin of Borja took down a monster no one else could. Did I have help? Sure. Aurketzu’s insights were invaluable, but every Lord Oliverry and Valice Chastain in the world had far, far more help backing their success.

This was balance, the universe being fair to someone for a change.

At some point in the night, after how many drinks I couldn’t guess, I looked up to see Purity and Solara lounging on one of the big chairs. The priestess sat between the sorceress’ legs and reclined on those voluptuous breasts. Solara, meanwhile, casually sipped from a cup in one hand while she traced endless patterns on Purity with a finger on her other hand. She would glide up Purity’s chest, slide down the side of a breast, swirl on the stomach, and barely graze Purity’s panties before continuing on, climbing back up her body.

Though I found it quite attention-grabbing, Solara did it with the same casual absentmindedness as twirling her own hair. Purity was similarly subdued about it, but she was clearly content.

Invia and I were on the couch. She was on her back, her legs draped across my lap, and I realized I was doing the same thing as Solara. My hands had been slowly and softly exploring the shape of Invia’s bare legs when my actual attention was on our conversation.

“We’re going to be miserable shopping tomorrow morning,” Solara said with a giggle.

Purity peeked over her shoulder. “If you’re nice to me, I’ll make the hangover go away.”

“I don’t see us getting much sleep, and spells won’t help with that. What time is it anyway?”

“Late,” Invia answered. “Or I guess lerrly.”

“Huh?” Solara asked, her head cocked.

“I meant to say ‘early.’ I’m drunk.”

The girls laughed.

Invia tried to change the subject. “What do you want to buy tomorrow, Byron? It’s okay if you want something for yourself that’s not for the Temple. You should get something for you.”

“Oh!” Solara said, almost spilling her drink. “I’ll be right back.”

Purity let her up, and the sorceress reappeared a moment later, handing me a book that said “Cheerful Cantrips” on the cover. “Umm… thanks?”

“Open it,” she said, standing to watch me. “Nope, I need to sit.”

Solara flopped onto the floor, laughing softly at herself.

I opened the book to a random page.


“Your servant has come through.”

“Are these summoning rituals?”

Solara nodded excitedly.

“Thank you for getting me this.”

“We should summon something now,” Invia said.

“That’s noot-not a good idea,” Solara insisted, fighting the slur encroaching on her words.

Invia sat up to better argue. “There’s got to be something small and safe in there, right?”

One of my unselected viceroy unlocks came to mind:

Abyssal Offering

Active Ability

One-Time Use

Summon a random abyssal demon willing to commit to a servant agreement, permanently tying them to you and your plane. This minion does not count toward minion limits. Declining the demon dismisses them forever, and no replacement servant will be offered upon such dismissal.

Today was a good fucking day. I felt unstoppable, like the whole of the universe bent to my will. I was Byron the Silk Lion. If I wanted something, I should just take it.

“I might have a safe option,” I said.

“You should not.”

“It’ll be fine.”

“How are you certain?” Solara asked. That confused me for a long minute, then I realized I said my last reply to Aurketzu aloud. I hadn’t done that in a while.

“It’s an ability option I got. The description guarantees a summon who wants to make a servant agreement.”

The sorceress raised an eyebrow. “Interesting.”

Invia looked to Purity. “Does this bother you? All this talk of summoning demons?”

Purity shook her head. “If they’re under Hansen’s control, they are not free to do harm and can be used to do good. I mean Byron’s control. Sorry.”

Solara didn’t seem to notice Purity calling me by the wrong name.

“Do not do this, viceroy.”

I ignored the voice in my head and tossed the book to Solara. “I don’t need a summoning ritual, but I’d still like a summoning circle to contain whatever we get. Just in case.”

She considered me for a moment and sprang to her feet. We heard her fumbling around in her bedroom, and a few minutes later she returned to us with chalk in her hand.

“Aren’t you drunk?” Invia asked.

“I went to University. I had to draw these over and over. I could probably do it unconscious.”

When she drew her first big swoop, she knocked her drink over by mistake. There wasn’t anything left other than a few dribbles of booze, so she wiped it up with her hand and went back to drawing.

“Viceroy.”

“You always tell me to enjoy the spoils,” I said in my mind. “Shut up and let me enjoy this.”

My mind went silent. Thank the gods.

Solara needed 20 full minutes to draw a summoning circle on the floor of Maria’s posh apartment. I briefly considered how my employer would feel about our doing this, but only briefly. I was nervous, excited, curious, and a good bit inebriated.

My sorceress triple-checked her work and nodded proudly. “It’s done.”

“I’ve read that demons respect power above all,” Purity said. “You should put your power on display.”

“What do you have in mind?” I asked.

Purity stood and stripped off her shirt and then dropped her panties, her dark skin bare. “Clothes off,” she told Invia and Solara. They obeyed.

She directed me to the center of the couch and had me sit. As she started to softly stroke me, Purity issued another order to the girls: “On your knees. Show the demon the kind of man who summons it.”

Solara’s blonde hair spilled down one side of me, and Invia’s dark hair spilled down the other, the light and dark divided by my erection. They kissed up the shaft and around the tip, leaving barely a second where there weren’t two sets of lips on my dick. Purity, meanwhile, ran her hand along my chest and sucked at my neck.

“You’re all amazing,” I said. Purity and Invia would both feel that praise deep within themselves, but Solara seemed to appreciate it even without the system forcing pleasure upon her.

+75 Will Points.

I selected the Abyssal Offering ability and then confirmed that I wanted to summon an abyssal.

The chalk of the summoning circle slowly grew to a bright white. At the peak of that brightness, it suddenly fell into a dark red and then an impossibly deep black. As if reality were a curtain, it parted right in front of me, a tear in the planes. Then it closed again.

Purity looked up to see what had arrived. When Solara tried to do the same, Purity grabbed her hair and put her back to work pleasing me.

+10 Will Points.

The demon in the circle was the same void black as the chalk. She was long, slender, and had an alluring hourglass figure. Her darkness seemed to deepen when she move, those even deeper blacks gave her body shape, from the bubble of her round but tight butt to her erect nipples. Three tails grew out from her tailbone, and they danced around like alert snakes, like each was its own entity.

Two twisted horns rose from her head, long and sharp like those of an impala.

The details of her face were harder to see, but she had defined cheekbones and a pointed jaw.

The demon opened her eyes. They were the deep purple of a midnight sky. When she grinned, her teeth were blindingly white, and a long black tongue, forked like that of a cobra, licked out.

“You have summoned a lilitu. Her kind is akin to the succubi, but they feed on more than pleasure. They also eat pain and fear. They do this via physical touch or by invading dreams.”

It was such a relief that Aurketzu was still willing to help me. As soon as the lilitu began to take shape, I regretted being so harsh with her. Frankly, I needed Aurketzu for this.

“Their nature is chaos, even when they are bound to servitude. Several lilitu have become powerful spellcasters, using their feedings to fuel their rituals. Step lightly, viceroy. She knows you desire her. If the viper can be tamed, however, she can be valuable.”

The demon inspected the summoning circle and then glanced about the room before returning her eyes to me.

“If you let me free, I can assist your slaves,” she said, her long tongue flicking in and out.

“Are you prepared to serve me?”

“Yes.”

“Why do you want to serve me?”

“I have longed for a worthy master, one who is strong enough and wise enough to be my lord. The gods are cruel, but fate has put me before a viceroy. One who has only begun to build power. I hunger to rise with you, my master. I ache for your discipline.”

Invia and Solara stole a look at the demon, and Purity didn’t stop them. I couldn’t blame the girls for being curious.

“In what way do you wish to serve?” I asked.

“I desire only to serve. My lord will decide in what way.”

I knew that demons were known for smooth tongues, but damn if I didn’t like that answer.

“What level are you?”

For the first time, the lilitu frowned. “I wish to flee the abyssal plane. Should I share this information, the spirits in the walls may return to my enemies, telling them where to find their lost daughter. I do not desire to trick you, lord. I do this to guard your interests from the ripples of the life I leave behind.”

Aurketzu was very clear in previous conversations that a demon unwilling to reveal their level was not to be trusted. If she was significantly more powerful, she might find a way to break a servant contract.

“I am hesitant to trust someone who will not tell me their strength.”

“Proof of my loyalty is what you desire, yes?”

I nodded.

“I will say the prayer of the Silk Noose. You will not doubt my worship when the silk wraps my neck.”

“Such rituals are equally dangerous for any who utter them. If her devotion is not pure, the prayer would end this one.”

“How do you know about the prayer?” I asked.

“You are not the first to take this oath.”

“Invia,” I said. “There’s a spool of silk ribbon on Purity’s desk. Get it, and grab a rose from the dining room.”

The naked Invia did as I commanded. When she returned, I gestured for her to give the items to the demon. Though she hesitated for an instant, she obeyed.

The lilitu tied the black ribbon around her neck and plucked a petal from the rose.

“On your knees,” I commanded.

When she obeyed, I triggered Abyssal Reward for the Loyal.

“Straighten your back.”

+1 Will Point.

“Lift your chin.”

+1 Will Point.

“Put your hand on your chest.”

+1 Will Point.

“Run it slowly down your body.”

+1 Will Point.

“Pleasure yourself.”

+50 Will Points.

She felt euphoria with every obedience, and seeing the alert for 50 will points confirmed that she was thinking of me as she rubbed herself. As soon as she was officially my servant, magically bound to obey me, I would no longer receive Will points from her.

“Don’t stop. Now say the prayer.”

Holding the petal out for me to see, she said, “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.”

She put the flower petal in her mouth and swallowed. The ribbon around her neck contracted. All the slack and the little dangle of loose silk around the knot disappeared, the ribbon becoming one unbroken loop as tight to her neck as her own skin. The ribbon turned gold.

“I accept you as my servant,” I said.

“Remember that a liluti is akin to a succubus. You cannot violate this one.”

Are you fucking kidding me?

“What do you mean I can’t?” I asked in my mind.

“Her unknown level could mean her seduction outmatches your ability to resist. You will bend, and your mind will never be yours again.”

“We have a contract.”

“The laws of the universe are beyond my control. I can only warn you of its dangers.”

The demon knelt behind Invia and Solara, her three tails flicking back and forth. “What do you command, master?”

Coming up with an answer was more difficult than I anticipated. The first order I had in mind was apparently off the table, and I hadn’t thought beyond it.

“Observe. Learn what I like.”



Unsurprisingly, the Silk Lions beating the door guardian was the talk of the town the next day, but I was surprised to learn that no one had actually entered the shrine, even with the guardian defeated. I knew the solution wouldn’t be easy when the doors remained blocked, but total failure was not the ending I pictured.

The roots were impenetrable. Despite the efforts of several adventurers using all manner of magic and tools, they hadn’t made progress.

Late that evening, Solara returned to the apartment with dinner and added another surprise to the saga: the doors shut on the first adventurers to cross the threshold into the chamber that morning.

Everyone camped at the door guardian was wise enough to exit the chamber an hour or so before the dungeon reset, not wanting to suddenly find themselves right beneath a boss monster. The door guardian and knight statues returned, and the roots remained, so a group went in to see if they could be the next ones to beat the guardian.

When the doors shut, they sealed. When the doors opened again minutes later, the whole party of six adventurers was dead, and no one was willing to go in after their bodies. Until then, parties could retreat when they saw the door guardian fight was unwinnable. That was no longer the case, and the gore spread across the roots suggested that they were active in the boss fight as well. An already unwinnable fight was now even more difficult.

If you didn’t know how to get through the damage resistance, that was it for you and your party. The doors were sealed, and you had no way of winning. The dungeon would wear you down eventually. It was inevitable.

“I heard a few folks speculating that we sabotaged the guardian somehow,” Solara said as she sat down to eat her chicken and rice. “Should we be worried about that?”

“Sore losers is all that is,” Invia replied as Purity nodded.

“I agree with Ithaca,” I added. “A few jackasses will probably hold onto that idea, but this looks more like a second phase. The first version of the guardian went down, but that wasn’t enough to get into the shrine.”

“I was hoping we’d get to be the first ones in too,” Solara said with a mouthful of food. “What do you suppose the solution to the roots is?”

None of us had any idea. If weapons, axes, and Fire spells didn’t make meaningful progress, I couldn’t think of any other alternative. Aurketzu suggested perhaps some kind of poison or herbicide would be effective, and that was my only real lead. That fight had been tough, though. Other adventurers could figure that part out while we grinded XP in the catacombs.

Through all of this conversation, my demon was in my room, cleaning and organizing. I didn’t know what else to tell her to do, and hearing the call of her abyssal pleasure wore on me. I longed to thrust my dick across planes and fuck something so beautiful and so exotic. What would the lips of a demon feel like around my cock? What noises would she make when she came?

To take my mind off of the demon, I told the party our plan for the dungeon: we were going to search for a keyhole and continue searching for the grave of a princess and a disgraced sorceress queen. We could let other parties die to figure out how to get into the shrine. We needed to get stronger anyway.


Chapter 10

Aurketzu had failed to mention a few things about demon summoning that I would have liked to have known before I brought one into my life. The biggest catch was how my demon would get around. I mistakenly assumed that I had some level of automatic summoning control. If I needed her with me in the dungeon, I could command it, and she would appear.

Doing that, however, required a spell, one that I did not learn automatically via the system. I had to learn it myself, and that was not an easy thing to accomplish with zero education or training in spellcraft. This wasn’t a skill Solara could tutor me on for a few weeks, and I’d be able to do it.

Until I learned the spell or gained the ability, my new minion had to physically accompany me. I could not walk into a dungeon with a succubus-like demon following me. Demon summoning was frowned upon and made normal people uncomfortable. The sorceress in my head felt all of this was obvious, that I should have understood these limitations from the spell descriptions.

I couldn’t take the demon on dungeon runs. I couldn’t use the ability to summon her in creative ways–for example, having her during the Hensewurd robbery could have helped me leave with more documents. And I couldn’t fuck her.

I needed to spend more time with her and learn her capabilities. She might have a spell or a power I could put to use somehow. Hopefully the same was true of her ability to feed on pleasure and pain since that was kind of her thing.

The next morning, I told the demon to wait in my bedroom and went to the guild hall exceptionally early for the sole purpose of avoiding a conversation with Trina and Lyle. The sun wasn’t even up, and they were in their offices, like they expected me. I got sent to the Guild Master’s office right away.

“How’d you do it?” Trina asked from behind her desk. Lyle leaned against the wall.

“We got lucky.”

The Guild Master groaned. There was genuine frustration in the gravel of her voice. “Cut the shit, Byron. This isn’t some dumb reagent. Nobody has attempted it since that first party wiped, and we’ve recalled our strike team. No point in them wasting away in the dungeon if nothing is going to happen. But you, you know something.

“Word is your party has unique classes. Nobody has ever heard of silk classes before, and somehow you have at least three of them in one group.”

That was bound to come out eventually, especially around upper-ranked adventurers. Our shopping list included Obscurify enchantments so the girls could go out as themselves and not get made as being Silk Lions, but lately we spent money before it could hit the bottom of my pocket.

Trina continued, “I agree with keeping the method a guild secret, by the way, but we could have our strike team looting the shrine right now.”

“We control the information. Redirect and delay. Redirect and delay.”

“It was a wild fight,” I said. “Let me think more about what we did, and if I’m sure enough about my explanation that I’d stake other people’s lives on it, I’ll tell you.”

Trina drummed her fingers on her desk, holding my gaze with a glare. Lyle didn’t look angry, but he was definitely unhappy.

“How’s your third test coming along?” Trina asked.

“Work in progress.”

Which was my way of saying, “not at all.” I’d been too busy to vet the handful of ideas I had. Establishing a perpetual source of illegal income wasn’t a small project, and Trina knew that, but my withholding information made her less understanding and less patient.

“It’s your right to be selective about what you share,” Trina admitted, “but exercising that right on this topic won’t earn you any favors from me. Do with that information what you will. Get out.”

That sounded like a threat.

From her perspective, I must have been an insolent rookie, cocky, overconfident, and full of self-importance. I was barely a member, and yet I was controlling access to significantly lucrative information. Frankly, everything about me was suspicious, so I understood why she was frustrated. At some point, my resistance to cutting the guild in would make me more enemy than friend.

I needed to mind that line, and the tension in the meeting I just left was deep enough to make me think I may have crossed it already. If I pulled another big win but didn’t share, that might be the end of my time with the Thieves’ Guild.

And after all that bluster Trina gave me about keeping information secret. I wondered if I could give Trina something else to placate her. What that would be, I had no idea. At that moment, I was short on mastermind-level criminal schemes. Having to come up with an idea that was original as well as viable to the scale they desired was an overwhelmingly large assignment.

But I needed to figure it out. Soon.



I had an idea for how to use the demon. I threw a cloak over her, stuffed her into some boots, and hurried her outside the city walls to the Temple.

“Clean this place up, starting with the rectory,” I said. The girls had made a lot of progress already, but the Temple was a big structure.

“As you wish, master.”

When the demon closed the Temple door behind her, Invia asked, “So what’s the plan with her?”

“You’ll see in time.” I too was curious to discover what that plan would be. “I have a few errands to run. Do you three mind taking care of Temple stuff without me?”

Purity leaned forward and stood on tiptoes to kiss my cheek. “We’ll meet you back here.”

“What errands are these?”

“We need a good moneymaker to keep Trina off our backs long enough for us to figure out how to get into the royal shrine. It would also be great to figure out the use for the key. If it respawns with the boss, everyone will have it when the secret to the fight gets out.”

In search of inspiration, I decided to visit corners of Flowst where I had thus far spent very little time. My first stop: The bridge.

The bridge crossing the Flowst river was like a town unto itself. Wide enough to accommodate structures and docks on either side and still have space to fit six lanes for wagons, the bulk of the city’s imports and exports happened on the bridge. Ships came in from the sea, and then riverboats endlessly sailed up and down the river to bring even more trade to Flowst.

The guard controlled all business on the bridge, and people in Flowst talked about them like they were a criminal organization. No, not like. They were a criminal organization. They were meant to serve and protect, but they were more ruthless and cutthroat than any other gang in the city.

I was told quite directly: Do not fuck with the guards.

Scouting was harmless, though.

Most of the structures on the bridge were owned by various merchant companies, a few with living quarters built in, but many were standalone places of business attached to docks that they oversaw. There were a few taverns, and I assumed there was a brothel hidden in at least one of those, but nothing struck me as interesting otherwise.

The bridge was chaos in the daytime, and the ships came in and out endlessly. The riverboats, which were often far smaller than any ocean-faring vessel, were especially quick, sometimes staying docked for no more than 30 minutes while their goods were unloaded.

“Sir.”

I turned to see two unhappy-looking guardsmen. They wore chainmail and carried halberds, and they made an effort to look bigger than me. I wondered what their strength stats were. If I had an ability that could see other people’s systems, I’d be obsessed with comparing myself to others. Maybe it was good I didn’t.

“Yeah?”

“Do you require assistance?”

“No…” I answered.

“Do the Twin Hawks have business at the docks today?”

I wasn’t in uniform, nor was I in my Silk Lion attire. I was generic and nondescript, or at least, I thought I was. In spite of all that, the guards had clocked me in under an hour.

“I’m not here for business,” I said. “I haven’t seen as much of the city as I would like, so I took a walk.”

“Continue that walk back into the city.”

“Excuse me?”

“Your anger is justified, viceroy, but we are at a disadvantage.”

And she was right, of course. I was alone on enemy turf. Starting a fight would only benefit my ego at the expense of my other interests.

“Return to the city,” the same guard repeated.

“On my way then.”

My words had been truthful. I had no intention of staying on the bridge and was in fact walking back toward the gate, but the two guards trailed me the whole way, making no effort to hide their presence. They wanted me to know I was still being watched.

“Any enemy who can play by rules different from yours is an exceptional threat.”

Yeah, I figured that out. Thanks.

Back inside the city, I continued to wander about the streets, looking for potential targets that overlapped with my primary interests. Magic shops, for example, could give me access to rare and useful enchantments. Potions were expensive, so something in the realm of alchemists and herbalists could be worthwhile also.

Weapons were kind of interesting. Real estate might be lucrative. Booze was meh, as were prostitutes and gambling. I didn’t have the connections to deal in information, extortion and debt schemes were off the table, and I hadn’t the slightest idea where I would start with something like moonrock or looseleaf.

Art? Antiquities? Rare collectables? What the fuck did I know about anything like that?

Aurketzu solved this problem in her time by building an army and simply taking what she wanted. I didn’t see that working for me.

What did I know about running a criminal scheme? I was a peon guard at one time, but the only real success I ever had was running dungeons in my second life. Control of the dungeon was lucrative, but that put me up against the guards again because the entrance was their turf. Sure, the ceiling on profits from the dungeon was relatively static, but that didn’t make it less worthwhile, not when dungeon passes still sold out each day.

“Your patron is a wealthy businesswoman. She is ripe for a parasite.”

“Not untrue, but I don’t want to lose her as an asset.”

How else had I made money? My personal parasite, the one hitchiking on my soul, could translate ancient languages. That had gotten me some gold. Godfried offered to pay me to level his kids. Oh, and I fucked the dust out of Lady Oliverry.

I winced so hard I stopped walking right in the middle of the street. Of all the possibilities, why were those the two things to give me inspiration?



“What is it you seek?” Aurketzu asked as I set down three encyclopedias on enchanted items.

Pulling the library chair in, I opened the first book. “Lady Oliverry let me into her bedroom,” I said. “If something like that happened again, is there a way for us to do or plant something that’s valuable later? Are there enchantments for remote listening, for example?”

“In my time, yes, but their capabilities were limited. The art of scrying consumes a great deal of mana. Enchanted items with such power burn out quickly.”

“What about something to unlock doors from the inside?”

“I am unaware of such a device.”

There had to be something valuable about me being so far inside of a noble’s personal space. The Thieves’ Guild was certain that access to such people was a path to loot, but I doubted I would be left alone at any point in my gigolo duties to snoop or plunder. Even if I had such opportunities, connecting the crimes to me would make for an easy case.

Something goes missing every time an adventurer comes over to fuck your wife? Not a tough mystery to solve.

I flipped through a chapter on cursed items. Maybe I could get paid for planting a curse of some kind? None of the ones I saw in the references were all that impressive, though. I could make all their linens permanently itchy. I could release foul smells. Apparently, I could even put out a powerful signal that attracted vermin, from rats to roaches.

An exterminator scam! I could plant the cursed item, set it to some sort of timer so it began working well after my visit, and then buy out an exterminator’s business that serves the rich and famous. When those wizards and alchemists get called in, our people go inside, and they do the more refined recon and sabotage that I couldn’t. Then wait a suitable amount of time after the extermination to eliminate suspicion.

That was a terrible idea, and the timelines would be absurdly long if I wanted to cover my tracks at every step, which would also be a great deal of time for marks to discover and undo whatever sabotage was key to the score.

I left the library more frustrated than when I went in. I wondered what the girls had accomplished with the Temple, so I went across town to see.


Chapter 11

The sun was beginning to set when I arrived at my new church. I stepped into the chapel and gaped.

All of the dirt and dust was gone. The wood floors looked freshly waxed. Any furniture that was salvageable, like the pews and the podium, remained, but all of the debris and garbage had been removed. Boarded-up windows aside, the chapel felt new, and I suspected the bedframes, mattresses, and a few still-sealed crates were new as well.

Multiple voices echoed down the lower floor of one of the wings. I thought I recognized Solara’s giggle, and the other three were familiar, but I couldn’t place how. This wing had bedrooms as well as the kitchen and small dining area. Purity and Solara stood in the hall, looking into one of the rooms.

“Welcome home,” Purity purred when she saw me. “What do you think?”

“I’m still taking it all in.”

“We were helping Lili, Lala, and Kierka set up their beds.” Kierka was a wizard and longtime party member with the twin rogues.

When I got close enough for Purity to kiss me on the cheek, I saw that two rooms had two beds and two mattresses in each. The twin rogues claimed one already, and the black mage of the party was taking the room next door.

“I didn’t expect this much progress,” I admitted.

“Well, your… ‘summon’ did a lot of the cleaning,” Solara said. “The recruits haven’t seen her, by the way. And we really need to give her a name. She refuses to tell us her old one, so we have to figure out something new for her.”

“Abby.”

Solara blinked, allowing her mind to catch up. “Alright. Abby knows several prestidigitation cantrips, apparently. We were originally just showing off the space, but we had furniture, and shit was clean, so we started to move in… I hope that’s okay.”

“It’s excellent.”

“Hello, Father,” one of the twins–I had no idea which–said as she leaned out her doorway. “This place is amazing. Thank you so much for this, for everything, really.”

“As long as you’re working hard, I’m happy to help.”

I shot Purity a confused look.

“Ithaca called you ‘Father Byron’ when we were telling them how we got this place,” Purity explained in a whisper. “I think it might be sticking. Would you like it to stop?”

“They freely give you the status of a holy man. You are their source of divine law.”

“I like it,” I told Purity. “Is Ithaca upstairs?”

“She stepped out. Didn’t say where.”

That wasn’t necessarily unusual, but for her to duck out with all of this activity going on felt odd.

“Abby is upstairs, by the way.”

Which I knew already. The servant contract bond made me aware of her presence nearby, but I didn’t know I had that knowledge until Purity touched on it.

I excused myself and went up the stairs. This level was spotless and clean as well, likely looking better than it did when it was an actual church.

I saw beds in the larger rooms upstairs. The girls hadn’t brought much from Maria’s yet, and I wondered if they would do that tonight or wait until tomorrow. I opened the door to the rectory. My demon was on the other side, kneeling toward me with her head down. The graceful arch of her back running down to her three tails drew my eye along her void-black body, naked save for the gold ribbon around her neck.

“Welcome, master,” she said. “How may I serve you?”

“You did all of this cleaning today? By yourself?”

“Yes, Master.”

“Good work. Now you and I need to talk.”

“Anything you desire, Master.”

I rubbed my neck. “We can scale back on that. You don’t need to squawk all the time for me to know you respect me. Show it instead.”

The demon nodded.

I took in the rectory. The floor-to-ceiling windows were still boarded over, but the wide room was clean. A bedframe with a mattress sat in the middle against the windows. I had been in a king bed when I was recuperating at Invia’s apartment in Borja, and my new bed looked larger. There was a respectable writing desk on one wall. A clawfoot tub was along the other. And here and there were built-in bookshelves.

The status symbol part of a big room made sense to me, but it still felt so empty, so wasteful.

“Your new name is Abby. Please, pull that chair over near the bed and sit.”

Abby did as she was told. I sat on the edge of the bed and rested my elbows on my knees.

“What other spells do you know?” I asked.

“Would you like me to list them all? I can do so, but they are numerous.”

I asked Aurketzu to prompt me with what to ask of Abby.

“Combat magic?”

Abby nodded, her purple eyes seeming bottomless. “Unholy and void.”

“Restorative?”

“My ability Lover’s Embrace allows me to heal a target. It requires touch.”

“I can see you have cleaning spells. Any other utility options?”

“Several, Master. I can summon water, I can heat water, I can control the temperature of a room I am in, I can repair small damages in objects, I can determine direction, I can sharpen blades, I can-”

“Got it,” I said. “What about wards and other protective magic?”

“If you ask it of me, I can ensure that your domain is not threatened or disturbed.”

“How would you do that?”

“A perimeter ward would allow only those with your permission to enter. Protection wards would spare the structure all but extreme damage. An Obscurify ward would prevent scrying and prevent Detect Evil from having an effect. Silent Domain would prevent sound and communication, physical and magical, from entering or leaving. I am able to travel freely within my wards in a way your kind describes as teleportation. Additionally, any door or container can be magically locked or trapped. I also have a number of illusion spells that could prevent guests from acquiring knowledge that is not theirs to take.”

“If she is the only summon you ever contract, you will still have several advantages, of which many, even nobles, dream.”

I was happy to hear Aurketzu say that because the list sounded impressive to me. Having a safe place for my followers as well as several layers of security, particularly around my personal belongings, was priceless. Even now, I worried that Maria was rummaging through my stuff back at the apartment.

“When we are done with this conversation, I would like for you to apply all of those wards to this church as soon as you’re able. If there are others that you would recommend, now or in the future, tell me.”

“Yes, Master.”

“How much have you learned about me?” I asked next.

“You are an undead viceroy acquiring a stable of concubines while you pursue ambitions of wealth, power, and influence. The women in this church are sources for your growth, and they serve you in exchange for power for themselves. All such information is privileged, as you would prefer the rest of the world to see you only as a lecherous adventurer.”

“Pretty close,” I said. “We can call them followers rather than concubines, though.”

“Of course, Master.”

“It sounds like you know the viceroy class and what it needs to work. Acquiring will points is a main objective, as is leveling up and earning money. In service of those goals, I am trying to angle my way into high society, to establish contacts and allies with access I don’t have, and to not get killed in the process.”

Abby nodded again.

“Do you have any spells or skills that could support any of those pursuits? If so, how?”

For the first time since stepping into the room, Abby grinned. “If you command it, I can enter the dreams of your followers and change them to suit your desires, all without their knowing. A follower who has spread her legs for you in her dreams will desire to feel that pleasure in her waking life. If you wish to punish, I can deliver nightmares that depict the horrors that result from failing you. When you deliver pleasure or pain to them in the waking world, my feeding on these draws out even more from your followers.”

“Viceroy. This demon is a kingmaker. Her abilities can make nations crumble.”

“Why do you wish to hide your level from me?”

“I pledged my devotion to you so that I may start anew on this plane. I have fled, and speaking details of my former name, level, and stats provides ripples that demons can read.”

I frowned. “You can understand why that concerns me.”

“I do, master, and I beg for your mercy to spare me these dangers.”

She didn’t seem like she was lying, but I also knew nothing about how demons expressed emotions. “If I command you to tell me your level, you would have to tell me.”

“Yes, Master.”

“I believe in rewarding loyalty and devotion. For now, I won’t push you on this unless you give me reason to. That means leaving my followers be. No feeding on any of them unless I give you permission to do so. When I do give permission, you are to assume that I want your prey to retain their value to me, so no killing them or ruining their abilities. Also, as a rule, do not disclose anything about your abilities or anything I say to you. To anyone but me, you are to present yourself as a house servant and nothing more.”

“Yes, Master.”

“Good,” I said. “Once you finish with the wards, I’d like to see how your dream abilities work. For the followers on the first floor, let’s rotate multiple dream options. Six nights a week, give them dreams that have them lusting for me, serving me, getting blessed by me, and me making them feel safe and protected. One night a week, give them a dream where they have disappointed me and fallen from my favor, leaving them lost, alone, and afraid.”

“I understand. Will there be anything else?”

“No.”

“I shall begin my work at once.”

Abby turned to black smoke and flowed through the crack beneath my door.

I looked around at my new room.

“Savor it, viceroy, and know that this is only our beginning.”

A knock came at my door. I called for whoever it was to come in.

Purity bounced across the room and wrapped her arms around me. “Solara and I are going back to the apartment to get some sleep. We plan to finish moving tomorrow.”

“Great work today.” I smiled when Purity’s face flushed slightly at the burst of pleasure. “I’m glad you were the first to say the prayer, and I want you to reap the benefits. You are my priestess. You rule this domain, second only to me. Command anyone wearing a silk ribbon as you think I would want you to, and do not hesitate to have them serve you.”

“Yes, Master,” she replied and seemed to catch herself. “May I call you Master?”

“Yes. Go get your sleep.”

I knew the girls needed another day off, but I really wanted to get back in the dungeon and search for where to use the key the door guardian dropped. In a few days, I would leave Flowst as security for Lord Oliverry’s granddaughter, costing me a week of dungeon time.

I had an idea.

I went downstairs. The twins were in their room, and the black mage was in hers. They seemed to be settling in, not that they had much in the way of belongings in need of settling. When the twins saw me in the doorway, they jumped.

“Didn’t mean to sneak up on you,” I said. “We’re leaving for the dungeon an hour before dawn. Be ready and in your gear.” I stepped to the side and addressed the black mage. “That means you too.”

“Are we in trouble, Father?” a twin asked.

“I promised you I would help you become better adventurers, so tomorrow I’m taking you on a run. We’ll get you some XP and polish up some of your tactics. Unless you don’t want my help. That’s fine too.”

“We’ll be ready,” the same twin said. “Thank you for doing this for us.”

“That’s how this works. We help each other, and we all get stronger. See you in the morning.”


Chapter 12

Late that night, I heard the chapel doors open.

“Abby,” I said aloud.

My demon appeared before me. She was only partway through the wards, but she had built the one that enabled her to travel anywhere within the Temple in an instant. If this is what summoning a demon with a spell felt like, then I was even more pissed I wasn’t able to do that yet. Abby appearing before me after a simple command was incredible, and I wanted that option anywhere and anytime in my life, not just in the Temple.

“Yes, Master?”

“Who just came inside?”

“Ithaca the Silk Templar.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“May I ask a question?”

“Yes.”

“Why is her silk not gold?”

“She hasn’t taken the oath. We’ve had a rocky relationship.”

“I see. Will there be anything else?”

“Yes, send her to me.”

Abby bowed and disappeared.

A minute later, Invia knocked on my door.

“You wanted to see me?”

“We missed you around here tonight,” I said. “Would have been fun to share the excitement with you.”

“I had an idea and wanted to surprise you.” I hadn’t noticed Invia carrying a bag.

She set it on the floor and removed three lion masks in the same style as hers, except they were black instead of gold.

“Weak minds gravitate toward rank and structure. That’s what my father always said. They like the recognition and the simplicity of knowing they made progress in at least one part of their lives. So, I went out and bought more masks. Recruits wear black, full members get silver, and elites get gold. If they want the benefits, they have to wear their masks when they’re on runs. Don’t worry, I spent my own money on getting these enchanted.”

“She speaks truth. The weak indeed find great purpose in simple ideas of status.”

“I like it,” I said. “Go downstairs, give the recruits their masks, and tell them you’re coming on our run tomorrow.”

“Yes, Father.”

“That’s all. And make sure you get some rest. You worked hard today.”



Lili, Lala, and Kierka were ready when I told them to be, and I was pleased to see them already wearing their new black masks as they sat in the chapel, waiting for me. Invia and I walked down to the first floor together and led everyone to the wagon.

When you run a dungeon frequently, you see many of the same faces day to day. Adventurers do back-to-back runs. Wagon drivers don’t change. Only so many guards worked the shift at the dungeon gate. Even if no one introduced themselves, everyone knew each other.

Which is how I knew the three black masks following me caught people’s attention. These were people who saw the Silk Lions so often that the audaciousness of our attire didn’t faze them. But they definitely noticed that I had new lions.

“Be proud to have followers, and more will come.”

“Training the apprentices today,” I said to the guards at the dungeon entrance, as if they had asked. They gave me uncomfortable looks and allowed us into the dungeon.

At the bottom of the stairs, I revealed that we were going into the castle to train.

“We’re not very strong,” the black mage said. “We had to run from the one stiffie we tried to fight.”

“That’s why we’re here,” I replied. “We’ll help you get used to how they fight and get you some XP in the process.”

And that’s exactly what we did. For the most part, it was terribly dull. After running the prison and the catacombs, fighting enemies made of wood instead of stone lacked any sort of challenge for Invia and me.

We did get to test our new unlocks, though.

Invia’s Silk Ghost combined with the mobility of Dance of Death made her a blur on the battlefield. Her speed had improved slightly, but the disorienting effect of Silk Ghost made it seem faster, like she was moving too quickly for the eye to track. The stiffies seemed unsure what to do about this kind of enemy.

Abby’s oath of devotion gave me the ability to control an additional piece of silk for a total of two while also boosting the resilience of the silk. The latter didn’t deliver a noticeable improvement. I suspected that would take some time. Two silk ribbons had potential, though, but I needed a lot more practice before they were actually useful.

Carrying apprentices through the castle was good field experience in that regard.

The whole way, Invia and I searched for a keyhole that could fit a four-pronged key. No luck, and frankly, the process was disheartening. The castle seemed so much larger when we were looking for something the size of a gold piece. If the gods wanted to be especially cruel, they would hide that keyhole in the middle of the swamp or under the floodwater somewhere. The key had me curious, sure, but I would not let it derail the rest of my plans.

On the wagon ride back, Lala revealed the three of them had leveled up.

“Is it too forward to ask to do another ritual?” she asked.

“You should be aware that rituals get more intense each time,” Invia said before I could answer. “The rewards are worth it, but you have to be committed.”

The three apprentices nodded. I couldn’t see their faces through their masks, but I got the sense from their body language that they were summoning their resolve.

“What rank is after apprentice?” Kierka asked. “How do we earn it?”

“Father Byron can explain it better,” Invia said. She didn’t know what rank came after apprentice, and she didn’t know how members should earn it.

I didn’t either.

Improvising, I said, “The next rank is adept. Pledge Loyalty to the Silk Lion three times, and then pass a test that won’t be revealed until you’re eligible to take it.”

Inventing a test by then should be feasible, I thought. A reward to go with that rank-up wouldn’t be a terrible idea either, if it was affordable, that is.

“I don’t mean to be a bother,” Lala said. “Would it be okay to ask more questions?”

I nodded.

“Is it possible for us to earn a silk class?”

“They hunger for your power.”

I crossed my arms. “That’s more complicated. The silk is the ultimate decider there. I can will it for you, but the choice isn’t in my hands. If it helps, more Loyalty Pledges seem to increase the chances of getting a silk class, and everyone who has earned one so far were all exceptionally devoted to the silk, not just at level-up.”

“And the gold silk Penny wears? What does that mean?”

“That means her devotion is pure, and she proved it by giving her life to the silk. When the silk gave it back, she was blessed, and her ribbon transformed. If the silk finds you wanting, you die.”

All three apprentices went wide-eyed. Or at least, I imagined they did based on their body language. I couldn’t actually see their eyes in light of the masks.

“It’s extreme, and it’s why she has the highest rank and the greatest blessings. That’s not something that will be a fit for everyone, so it is entirely optional. You saw Ithaca’s gifts today, and she hasn’t taken the test. The silk still rewards her for her work.”

“And rewards me well,” Invia added. “I’ve always believed that blessings are earned. I’m honored that the silk has chosen to touch me.”

“Just keep working hard,” I said. “You showed a lot of progress today.”

Lili shifted nervously. “We would like to make an offering before we level.”

“We’ll have to do it as soon as we get back. I have to work tonight.”



I initiated all three of them at once for the sake of efficiency. I didn’t have the time to spare to give them each a long and thorough welcome to their next levels, but I still wanted to have fun with their bodies.

I enlisted Purity’s help. We both wore lion masks and lined the girls up in the middle of the rectory. Since we already earned Will points for making them strip, I didn’t draw that portion of the ritual out very much, but I have to admit I still treasure the moment a beautiful woman bends over. That has never gotten old for me, nor has hearing the same beautiful woman repeat “I submit to your will” every time I told them to do something.

Once they were naked, I commanded them to bend over the bottom of the bed, putting their perky asses in the air. The twins were so much more petite than Kierka that she looked like she could overpower them.

By luck, the order went twin, mage, twin. Purity and I started with a twin each.

“Kierka, pleasure yourself to me. When you climax, we’ll stop.”

I smacked my twin’s ass. Goddamn, it was bony. I needed to slap more downward rather than wind up for an underhand. Solara’s butt especially spoiled me for hard spankings.

Purity mimicked me.

“I submit to your will,” both twins said.

“Hard enough to leave a handprint, okay?” I told Purity.

She nodded.

And we smacked again. I deliberately withheld Rope Burn so the twins could feel it.

+25 Will Points.

They squeaked and yipped when we came down on their tiny asses again. Kierka worked herself furiously, rubbing herself between her legs with her ass still in the air, presenting itself to me. She needed 15 spanks to get there.

+50 Will Points.

“Good girl,” I said to Kierka. “Lili and Lala, stand to either side of Kierka and each spank her in unison. She gets 15. Make them hard.”

Meanwhile, Purity lay on the bed, her legs spread.

“Please me,” she said to Kierka. She immediately put her tongue to work serving Purity.

The mage was in a lot of pain from the spankings. I saw it in her eyes and her body language. She started to whimper at spank 10, her “I submit to your will” muffled by Purity’s pussy.

I gave the mage Rope Burn+2. I felt bad for her, to be honest. She leaked on my floor the moment it hit her. At 15, I inserted myself into her slit and bent the twins back over the bed. While I fucked Kierka from behind, I used both hands to finger fuck the twins to either side of her. Kierka still did her job of working on Purity.

In that moment, I hated that we wore masks. I wished that I could see Purity’s face right then, looking up at me as our follower served us from both ends of her body.

“All three of you, finish Priestess Penny.”

The twins added their hands to Kierka’s mouth effort. One twin fingered Purity, reaching under the chin of the mage to do so. The other pulled Purity’s foot to her mouth and sucked on her toes.

+50 Will Points.

“Did they earn it?” I asked.

“Yes, master.”

I pulled my fingers out and slapped the twins’ asses.

“On your knees.”

All three offerings knelt before me. I finished on their faces, making sure they each got some of me.

+50 Will Points.

“Lick it off of each other.”

They did as I commanded.

+50 Will Points.

“Congratulations on your new strength. You have earned your place in the silk yet again.”

The next morning, I had 3 stat points to allocate. Sharpen got 2, bringing it to +12. I was obsessed with breaking that ability now. Then I put a point into Rope Burn because I deserved to have fun too.



Stepping away from grinding was more difficult for me than I anticipated. Missing even a few days of progress felt like falling behind by months. Falling behind who? Following behind what standard? Other than my own greed, there wasn’t one of either. I just needed to be more powerful today than I was yesterday, and I couldn’t bear for that momentum to stop.

The girls were good with having a vacation while I was away, and they promised to keep up with their daily chores to get me Will points.

One of Lord Oliverry’s men picked me up by wagon early one morning and drove me out to the Oliverry farm. He warned me that the staff would be ready to depart at sunrise, but it was unlikely that Miss Oliverry would arrive until the late morning hours. She always told them to be ready to leave at dawn, but she herself was never ready to do the same.

Not once.

The sky was still dark when we arrived, and I was escorted into a private library.

Lord and Lady Oliverry sat on cushioned chairs with rounded armrests and high backs, enjoying cups of tea.

“Byron! Wonderful to see you again,” Lord Oliverry began. “This is my lovely wife. I’m not sure that you two got to meet at the gala.”

“We did not,” Lady Oliverry said.

“Pleasure to meet you,” I said.

She forced a polite smile and returned her focus to her tea. She was good at this act, or maybe she had legitimately forgotten we fucked. She was old enough to make that a possibility.

Lord Oliverry gestured for me to sit. “We’ve come to learn of threats to our lives and to the lives of our family,” he said plainly and matter-of-factly. “People of our station must learn to endure such dangers, as there is no shortage of evil men who would seek to rob our fortune instead of build their own.”

That was rich. The slaver saying it was evil to steal.

“I asked this favor of you because I know that you would stop at nothing to keep our granddaughter safe. We need you to be vigilant and ruthless in this endeavor.”

“So you believe the threats are credible?” I asked.

“We do,” Lord Oliverry replied. “To speak bluntly, your reputation for fearlessness and bravado has spread farther than you may realize. Our enemies know that we hired you for security, and they will not be quick to cross blades with an adventurer like yourself.”

Fucking Purity in the miniboss room carried far more clout than I realized, and frankly, it was stupid that it did. There was nothing fearless about letting her ride me, and as far as adventurers went, I was pretty damn fearful. I once sacrificed a shopkeeper to a demon to save my own life, and I reveled in choking an old man to death.

A fierce warrior I was not.

Lord Oliverry continued. “You are not to permit her to enter a room without you first determining its safety. You will never stray further from her than the outside of her inn room door. Otherwise, I expect you to be within arm’s length of her at all times, ready to intervene if she is under threat. Lastly, and this goes without saying, but I feel I must state it regardless: you are not to engage in anything more than polite socialization. Do we understand each other?”

This was the same granddaughter who blew me in a coat closet in the middle of a party. We were well beyond polite socialization.

“I understand,” I said.

“Should you need to act on her behalf, worry not about the law. Do whatever it takes to protect that dear child, and I will protect you in turn.”

I didn’t believe that, but fine on that front as well.

“When you’ve returned, I will coordinate the meeting we discussed.”

“Thank you,” I said, standing and offering a small bow.

I followed the butler outside, and as I was warned, I stood by a carriage parked in a driveway for the next three hours before Miss Oliverry was ready to leave.

She wore a simple but elegant gray dress and a wide-brimmed floppy hat. Gloves of the same gray were pulled up to her elbows, and her strawberry blonde hair was woven into a tight french braid. Seeing her in the daylight, she seemed younger than I recalled. At the party, I was certain she was near my age–mid 20s–but now she seemed maybe nineteen.

My memory of her body was fuzzy, since I spent most of our first meeting watching the top of her head work me while we hid in a dark closet. She had a more ample figure than I remembered, but she had the frame to match. She was more woman, but not fat. More like thick.

Her breasts were definitely smaller now, though. She must have been wearing a padded bra the night we met. Very padded.

I noticed her dress was made of silk.

“My lady,” I said when she arrived at the carriage steps.

Pausing only a brief moment to glare at me, her eyes boiling with hate, she climbed into the carriage, followed by two other women who I took to be her friends. Their eyes passed over me in the same way all of Maria’s rich friends’ eyes passed over me. I was there as a tool to serve a purpose. I was not there as a person.

Activating Sense Weakness, I learned that Grettie’s weakness was a need to be loved. Interesting. Does that kind of weakness motivate closet blowjobs?

A middle-aged man with chainmail and a longsword pulled me aside when the carriage door closed.

“Lord Oliverry wants you here, and he’s a man who gets what he wants,” the escort guard said. “You stay by the lady at all times, and otherwise, do what we tell you. My men are trained for this, and we don’t need you getting in our way if there’s a problem. Are we clear?”

“Yep.”

“Gressin is three days out. This is a simple run, so if you don’t start any trouble, then we won’t have any trouble.”

“Got it.”

“Were the gods kind, they would grant us the opportunity to watch these men die.”

I climbed up onto the buckboard to sit next to the driver. He didn’t react when I introduced myself, so I shut my mouth and went along for the ride. If Billy, Maria’s driver, had been on this trip, 3 days of nothing would at least have some levity to it.

Milton the Mute was going to make a boring trip even more dull.

As the sun neared noon, we set off for Gressin.


Chapter 13

I knew little of Gressin prior to Lord Oliverry asking me this favor, but anyone who was local was familiar. From asking around, I learned Gressin was a quiet town about half the size of Flowst and known for its wealthy citizens. In the summers, Gressin drew nobles north for wine tastings. In the winters, they stayed for the hot springs.

We spent what was left of the first day getting to the base of low, rocky mountains. These were nothing like the giants that towered over Lopav, more like hills by comparison, but there was enough of a grade that the horses tired and needed to rest from time to time.

When we stopped in the early evening, a small staff of servants set up a tent for Miss Oliverry and her two companions. Those same servants cooked a fantastic-smelling meal while their guards passed around a bag of jerky.

I was fine pretending to be thankful for jerky, despite having no real need to eat, but I was well through with the charade of setting up and tearing down my tent every gods damn night. I didn’t sleep. I didn’t need the trouble, so I volunteered to take first watch with the intention of never waking up the next man for his shift.

In the tent, the noblewomen whispered gossip about their peers. Who was sleeping with who, which noblemen were embroiled in scandals, and how ugly other girls were. It was trite, but I listened, hoping to pick up something useful.

I recognized none of the names and heard nothing more interesting than spouses cheating on each other.

“We are being observed. From the trees.”

Two other guards were on watch, each at either end of the camp. I strained to try and see through the dense darkness.

“Where?” I asked Aurketzu.

“I cannot say. I only know that the gaze of a hidden observer rests on us.”

That wasn’t helpful. If anyone was out there wanting to attack, I hoped their first move wouldn’t be an arrow to my head. Anything other than that, I could handle.

But the night passed without incident. The guard who was supposed to relieve me apologized profusely, but I assured him he didn’t need to worry. He looked tired, so I let him sleep. I wasn’t upset, and I wasn’t going to tell on him.

Halfway to our next campsite, partway into the mountains, we encountered a small landslide. The deluge of dirt and rocks was by no means catastrophic, but there was definitely too much in the road for us to clear on our own. That seemed blatantly suspicious to me, but the carriage driver grumbled that it happened all the time on this stretch.

No member of the escort team was happy to have to take an alternate route, but only a few of them seemed anything but annoyed. The only guards who seemed suspicious were the old-timers. After feeling watched last night, seeing the most experienced men on the run intensely studying the roadside for threats was enough to justify my doing the same.

The new route added two days to our journey, but one of those extra nights would be in a small mountain town. The men didn’t sound hopeful about getting proper inn rooms or anything like that, but the prospect of ale and hot food was exciting enough for them.

A few hours into our detour, I noticed how much denser the forest was on this road compared to our original route. Like the landslide, that struck me as suspicious as well.

We made camp again, and I argued my way into taking first watch. Not a chance was I going to pretend to be in a bedroll when I was concerned for my safety. Even awake, that was a terrible position to be in at the start of a fight.

Miss Oliverry and company were perturbed by the additional travel time, but they seemed unconcerned about anything more than their wine. That night, they talked about nothing but wedding dresses. I reached out with my mind and found that two of the three wore silk nightshirts. Resisting the temptation to disrupt their inane conversation took a great deal of willpower on my part.

“Again, we are observed.”

This time, I felt it too. I was so certain of the feeling that I paced. The concern about getting an arrow through my brain was very real, and I was willing to feel a little silly if it meant becoming a moving target.

“Contact!” one of the other men on watch shouted.

A swarm of men in masks came out of the trees carrying axes and spears, dressed in leathers and old platemail. Hate filled their eyes as they closed. By the sound of it, at least two of our men got run through in the first flurry.

Three raiders with spears ran at me. I parried one and used my silk to pull another spear off course. The sudden yank bounced him into his comrade, and I flicked the point of my sword across his throat.

Throwing the fabric into the face of one of the other men, I easily swatted a spear away to clear a path and put a sword through the second man’s ribs. Ripping my blade free and turning into another slash in the same motion, I carved an arm off of the remaining raider, my sword cutting clean through the bone.

These men were clearly low-level and not well trained, if they had any training at all, yet I felt a sense of fulfillment every time one died. That confused the logical part of my mind. There was nothing gratifying about cutting down someone who might be level 5, at most.

Two men appeared next to the tent, one swinging an axe to cut through the fabric while the other pointed his spear at me, holding his ground to watch the back of his ally. The girls inside shrieked.

These raiders were weak as shit too. I chopped the spearman’s weapon in half with one strike and then opened his chest with the next. The man with the axe, who presently reached into the tent to grab one of the women, had his back to me, so I severed his spine, my sword gliding through the leather armor just above his belt.

“Give them back!” a panicked raider yelled on the other side of camp. “Where are they?! Where are our kids?!”

I heard another spit. “The Goddess damns slavers, you fucking monsters! Fuck-” and a blade cut him off.

Walking around the carriage in search of more enemies, I came upon two guards standing over a raider. He had already lost a leg and part of his face.

“Where is she? Give her back. She doesn’t deserve this. Let her go.”

And then his throat was slit.

We counted twenty-two dead raiders, and we had lost four of our own.

“Did you feel that, viceroy?”

“Feel what?”

“The antipaladin in you reveling in the death of good.”

“What are you saying?”

“All of these enemies were of the good alignment, some of which the system considered lawful.”

“The raiders were good-aligned?”

“Indeed.”

Well, fuck. I knew this job didn’t put me on the team with good guys, but I didn’t expect it to make me one of the bad guys. Replaying the few words I managed to hear, they sounded a lot like people desperate to recover loved ones, and if they targeted the Oliverrys, I surmised they were lost to slavers.

These people were like me. They were willing to risk their lives to get their loved ones back, to do anything to bring them home safe. I cut them up, and my antipaladin class loved it. Had the bodies surrounding me been men like Father Finlee, I wouldn’t have given my joy a second thought, but no, these were regular, good people.

“Byron,” the lead guard barked, “start dragging these bodies off the road and into a pile.”

“Can’t,” I said.

“Excuse me, son?”

“Lord Oliverry was very specific. I needed to be within arm's length of Miss Oliverry.”

“You got to be fucking kidding me with that shit.”

I shrugged. “I follow orders.”

“And I’m ordering you to get to work.”

“Can’t do that. If you need to report me to Lord Oliverry when this is over, I understand.”

“We are being observed again, viceroy. The battle has attracted attention.”

A mass of footsteps stomped through the forest on the other side of the carriage, accompanied by low, guttural grunting. The part of the forest closest to me and Miss Oliverry was silent. This attack wasn’t a planned ambush or a second wave of raiders. A third party was swooping in to finish what the raiders couldn’t.

“Bugbears!” I heard a man shout before screaming in horrific pain.

The old guard yelling at me had a better view of the attack. His body recoiled, contracting quickly, ducking instinctually. Whatever he saw, his first reaction was to run. Not good. Not good at all.

“Get the girls!” he yelled.

I tore open the rest of the tent and was happy to see the spoiled brats had enough sense to put their boots on when the bandits attacked.

“We have to leave,” I told them, reaching a hand in.

I yanked Miss Oliverry out first and let the other two climb to their feet on their own. The old guard appeared behind the women and pushed them toward the forest.

“We have to run. Go. Go. Go.”

The forest at night is brutal to traverse in total darkness. Obstacles reach out to claw, snag, poke, and trip you at all levels, forcing you to keep your head down and arms up while high-stepping at the same time to avoid catching a foot on a fallen branch or log.

In pushing Miss Oliverry forward, I found myself mostly carrying her. She was in a nightgown and likely had done very little running in her life. She and her friends weren’t in adventurer condition, and that lack of endurance showed itself nearly immediately in all three of the noblewomen.

The old guard dragged them along regardless, and then we heard a small stampede enter the forest.

“Faster!” the old guard hissed. I couldn’t tell how many bugbears pursued us, but the amount of stomping suggested there were a lot of them. At least fifteen.

When we hit the ruts of an old wagon path, the old guard urged us to follow it, so we picked a direction and kept running.

Another wagon path branched off of this one, and we took it. A moment later, we came upon an old mining camp: two small log cabins, a minecart, and a long-rotted pile of firewood. The entrance to the mine itself was a low tunnel. Fragments of broken wood suggested it was boarded over at some point.

“In! In!” the old guard hissed.

And we listened, hunching over to keep from hitting our heads.

I risked blinking my mage light on and off to get at least a glimpse of the path ahead. The tunnel went straight for a long while and then hit a crossroads. When we reached it, we turned the corner and stopped. The guard shushed us as much as he could. He and I both attempted to listen for pursuers over the whimpers and gasps of our charges.

“A bugbear will hesitate to take this path. They have no love for the underground, and they are too large for these tunnels.”

“So we’re safe then?”

“They will wait at the exit until you leave or you starve.”

That wasn’t great news, but it was better than having to continue running. So we sat.

We heard their growls and scratching echo down the tunnel, but as Aurketzu predicted, they didn’t come into the mine to get us.



Miss Oliverry and one of her friends fell asleep leaning against one another. The third woman had pressed herself to me as soon as we hunkered down, and she too was asleep. The old guard didn’t move, and though I couldn’t see his face, I got the sense that he was still awake.

He probably didn’t trust me to have his fortitude. If he didn’t stay on watch, I would surely fall asleep and doom us all.

I don’t know how many hours passed by the time I was bored enough to look around the corner. Down the tunnel, sunlight leaked in through the entrance, but it was dim. None of that light made it as far as to illuminate anything close to me.

The light blinked occasionally from figures passing by the entrance. The bugbears were still there.

“Sun's up,” I whispered as softly as I could. “They’re waiting for us.”

The guard sighed. He knew as well as I did that we had some tough decisions to make in the near future.

We didn’t have water or food, and the women hadn’t stopped shivering since we entered the tunnel. Dehydration was a few days away, but the humans here would lose a lot of strength even partway through that countdown. If we wanted to make a move, whether that was fighting our way out or making a dumbfuck attempt to go deeper into the mines, hoping to find another exit, we had to make that move soon.

In addition to all of the new dangers that going deeper would pose, the bugbears lived in these mountains. If there was another exit to this same mine system, chances were they knew it. If they knew it, then waiting for us at that exit would be trivial as well. They might be there already.

“Lost in a mine is inconvenient but not a death sentence for an undead. If we are unable to turn this situation to our advantage, we lose nothing by choosing to wait.”

Except that wasn’t true. I could wait, but my plans could not. Getting this cargo to Gressin was key to getting into Lord Oliverry’s good graces. Allowing Miss Oliverry to die would be a significant setback for my goals.

Good thing I read a book about bugbears when I was a kid. The pictures were awesome, but their love for combat stuck out to me even then.


Chapter 14

“What do you know about bugbears?” I asked Aurketzu in my mind.

“A great many things.”

“Is it true they have spared people who win a duel? I’ve heard that but have never lived near bugbears to really know much about them.”

“They are primitive and tribal creatures who do indeed celebrate the strong. The customs of this tribe are unknown to me. We only need but ask.”

“Ask?”

“I know the bugbear tongue. Placating such beasts was necessary to my rise. Should you engage this tribe, understand that they will know their advantage.”

“What does that mean?”

"There must be value in them accepting a challenge. A meeting of champions is accepted when both sides stand to gain.”

“And right now, I’m trapped in a hole, so they will know they have the advantage.”

“Indeed.”

The beginnings of an idea coalesced in my mind. If I could present an outcome where they gained something they didn’t already have, demanding a challenge match might get me somewhere. For this to work, I needed to know more about the people hiding with me. Otherwise, I might lack the full resolve that I knew this situation warranted.

“The raiders were yelling about slaves,” I said. “And it sounded personal.”

“Shh,” Miss Oliverry demanded with a raised finger, like I was a child.

“They know we’re in here. It doesn’t matter if we talk. Why were those men yelling about losing their kids?”

“Byron,” the guard gruffed. “This isn’t relevant.”

“I have a way to get us out of here, but I need to know what we’re dealing with after the bugbears. If you want to escape this, tell me what the fuck is going on.”

One of the friends said, “We take the impoverished and unskilled and give their lives purpose.”

The other friend slapped her.

The first was stunned by the strike. “He runs around with women in masks and fucks them in dungeons. He understands that some people need that structure.”

I nodded as if I agreed, even though that was a ridiculous way to rationalize slavery. “So those men had people taken from them?”

“Yes. You saw their savagery. Those people aren’t fit to raise children.”

“Is it just you they’re after then?” I asked the same friend.

“No, we’re all-”

This time Miss Oliverry did the hitting. All of the girls were aware of the trade, apparently. I looked to the old guard, and he nodded sheepishly. So he was in on it too. Good.

“Do any of you work with Valice?” I asked bluntly.

“What does this have to do with bugbears?” Miss Oliverry asked.

It was my turn to treat her like a child. With a finger in her face, I said, “If you don’t want to fucking die, answer my questions. Your grandfather hired me to protect you at all costs. The only way I can do that is if I know everything we’re dealing with.”

She shrank. “Yes.”

“Deep?”

“Yes.”

“Do any of them know more than you do about the operation?”

Miss Oliverry shook her head.

“Thank you.” I put both hands on her shoulders and activated Safe Word. “You’re going to get out of this alive. I promise. Trust me and wait here.” Turning to the other three people in the mine with me, I added. “Give me a few minutes.”

Before any of them could argue, I shuffled down the mine toward the exit.

“How do I tell the bugbears I want to challenge them?”

“Speak the words as I say them.”

I’m certain my echo of the bugbear language was choppy and crude, but we communicated just fine. Apologies that I don’t remember the actual words, but I do recall the translation.

“Brothers in strength,” I called about ten yards away from the exit of the mines. “Are you capable of proving your worth?”

The long pause that followed was close to being comedic. “You’re worth nothing.”

“If you deny my challenge, I will kill many of you before you kill me. Instead, I offer you this: Test my strength. If I win, I will take my pick of the humans and gift you the rest. If I lose, you spare many lives in your tribe.”

“Why do you speak our tongue?”

“My mistress is a powerful sorceress. I ask again, are you capable of proving your worth?”

“I am capable of proving my worth,” a different bugbear voice called.

“Our challenge has been accepted.”

“So I walk out now?” I asked Aurketzu.

“Yes.”

Okay then.

I took a deep breath and stepped out of the mine. Standing up straight felt like magic for my back after that tunnel.

That was my first time seeing a bugbear up close. Somewhere between ogres and orcs in stature, bugbears were hairy but not so much that you would describe them as furry. Their wide shoulders had a permanent hunch, as if they grew tired of carrying their own thick arms. Their noses were little more than slits, and they had the long, sharp ears common to goblin-type monsters.

The one before me at that moment was the largest specimen amongst this particular tribe. I guessed him to be eight feet tall or so, and with his bulk, maybe five hundred pounds. He carried a greatsword-length piece of jagged metal, as though it had been cut from scrap rather than forged.

“That is their champion.”

“Thanks,” I said in my mind. To the bugbear, I spoke the customary phrase for beginning a duel. “May the weak be culled.”

He replied with the same.

And then he tried to chop me in half vertically.

I slipped to the side and felt the breeze of the jagged weapon sail by. His empty hand flew toward my head in the form of a left hook, and Sense Danger saved me, narrowly. My ribbon shot out and wrapped the bugbear’s wrist. When he came back at me with another powerful slash, I jumped backward and pulled the ribbon as I went.

Loading up on Unholy Smite, I came down on the shoulder of the bugbear’s sword arm, cleaving it from the monster’s body. The frost of Ice Touch turned the flesh of the wound black, and the freeze effect spared it blood loss. I would have to remember that. If he bled properly, I might not have had to put my sword into his neck, hitting his spine with a critical hit.

Aurketzu gave me the words to say over the lifeless bugbear at my feet.

“Strength is the victor. Brothers, I shall bring you your gifts.”

I turned my back and entered the mine, which was not my first inclination, but Aurketzu said showing them I was certain of my victory would cement my position of strength with the bugbears.

Nothing stabbed me, thankfully.

I came down the tunnel toward the guard, Miss Oliverry, and her two friends.

With my mage light on, they immediately saw the blood on my sword. “I beat their champion. We can go, but we need to go now.”

“You fucking what?” the old guard asked. “Were you speaking bugbear back there?”

“Yes. I dueled to get Miss Oliverry safe. I won, so let’s go.”

Miss Oliverry moved first. “Follow him,” she said. “My granddad hired him for a reason.”

The other three began to follow.

“You truly have the stomach to do what needs to be done?”

“Yep.”

As soon as Miss Oliverry was outside the mine with me, I told the bugbears, “This one is mine.”

When the two friends and the old guard stepped outside of the mine, I said, “These are your gifts.”

With a quick flick of my sword, I severed the tendons in the old guard’s right knee.

“Strength is the victor!” the bugbears roared and lunged to snatch the women. They shrieked and shrieked and shrieked.

“You fucking asshole,” the guard hissed, trying to stand but failing. “Fuck you, you evil bastard!”

Grabbing Miss Oliverry’s wrist, I pulled her along behind me. She screamed and resisted, so I threw her over my shoulder and carried her back toward the road, approaching at an angle with the hopes we wouldn’t walk right on top of the bugbears feasting on the guards who died with the carriage.

Miss Oliverry pounded on my back with her fists. “What the hell? Stop! Go back! We can’t leave them!”

“Shut up.”

“Stop! Put me down!”

“If you don’t be quiet, a different tribe of bugbears will come for us. I won’t save you twice, so if you want to see tomorrow, shut the fuck up.”

She went quiet.

+1 Will Point.

“I admire the man you have become, viceroy.”



We walked down the road until sunrise, Miss Oliverry draped over my shoulder the whole way. Seeing the world in the orange and red of a new day felt poetic. The mountains. The trees. The morning mist. The noblewoman still punched me in the back, but hours of that had turned the blows into weak little flops.

They finally ceased.

“Please, put me down,” she whimpered.

“Are you going to run?”

“...No.”

I set her down and gave her a few moments to collect herself before we continued walking. As far as how long that would take, I didn’t know, but I knew if we kept going in this direction we would come to a town eventually.

“Why… Why did you do that to them?” she asked softly.

“The other option was we all die,” I answered. “My job was to keep you safe, and your grandfather specifically said your life came before anyone else’s.”

“Why couldn’t you save all of us?”

“The short of it is that bugbears will accept a challenge match. The deal we came to was that they would let me save one person other than myself if I won. You don’t think I wanted to save everyone?”

She didn’t reply.

“You know we’re not in the clear yet, right?” I asked.

“The bugbears could attack again?”

“Those people who attacked us are most likely local, so there’s a good chance at least some of them are from the next town.”

“Irontown.”

“Huh?”

“It’s called ‘Irontown,’” she said.

How creative.

“Yes, the people from Irontown may not be fans of you either. They’ll like you even less when someone puts together that we survived while all of their people died.”

“You can’t really think someone would attack us in the middle of a town.”

I shook my head. “They’ll probably do what slavers do and grab us in our sleep.”

“What should we do?”

“You’re going to hide outside the town while I go in for supplies. Probably won’t have enough coin for a horse and wagon, but we’ll have a tent and bedrolls at least.”

“I’m not waiting alone,” she said.

“Bend. Bend.”

“Tell me your name,” I commanded. I knew that already, but I felt I needed to start small with this one.

“Grettie,” she answered.

+1 Will Point.

I triggered Abyssal Reward for the Loyal and stopped walking.

“Look at me.”

+1 Will Point.

“Grettie, we should be dead. We had enough good fortune that we managed to live. Let’s not screw that up by helping your assassins find us.”

“It’s not safe for me to be alone,” she squeaked.

“Tell me to protect you.”

“Protect me, please.”

+1 Will Point.

“I promise to keep you safe. It’s going to get dark soon, so I need to hurry. We’ll find a good spot for you to wait, and I’ll be back before sunset.”

“Promise?”

“Sure.”



I left Grettie behind a cluster of boulders at the first bend in the road where Irontown was visible. I warned her that riders would be coming her way shortly after I got to town, so she best stay hidden until she hears my voice.

And what I predicted came to pass. I told the gatekeeper that I had come across a horrible scene on the road. There was so much blood, dead people, and dead bugbears everywhere.

So they sent a group of men out on horseback right away.

An hour later, I returned to where I left Grettie. When I called out, she called back.

“This one’s yours,” I said, tossing her a pack, which was empty except for a knife, matches, a bedroll, deer jerky, a waterskin, and a change of men’s clothes, the smallest I could find.

She stared at the bag on the ground.

“Pick it up.”

+1 Will Point.

“It’s already getting dark. Let’s find a place not visible from the road and set up there.”

Grettie followed me but didn’t speak.

This region was mountainous enough that a more private rock formation wasn’t overly difficult to find. Stumbling through the half-darkness of a forest in the shadows of sunset was more laborious than I would have liked, but we made camp. I started a small fire with a match and some kindling.

God, I fucking hated camping.

“There’s jerky in your bag if you’re hungry,” I said as we settled in. “Change of clothes too. Thought you might want something a little more comfortable than a nightgown.”

She rummaged through the bag and removed the trousers and tunic I bought for her. They were something a farmhand or a craftsman’s apprentice might wear.

Glancing around nervously, she said, “Can you look away for a minute?”

I turned my back to her completely and listened to the sounds of her clothing ruffle and fall, followed by the empty bag sound of whipping pant legs.

“Okay,” she said.

“Feel better?”

“Yeah, it does.”

Taking the gown from her hands, I tossed it in the fire. Her first instinct as to protest, but she caught herself before uttering a word. Who knew what we might encounter the rest of the way to Gressin, and it was best if no one knew she was an Oliverry. She must have figured that out on her own just then.

Damn. I should have thought to get her silk panties. I might have to pack spares the next time I travel for moments exactly like this one.

“Do I need to help you take watch or something?” she asked softly.

“Nope. I’ll take care of it. Get your sleep.”

She did as she was told and was soon in her bedroll with her back turned to me.

“I regret it, you know,” she said after a while. “I was mad at my family and wanted to get back at them. That’s what that time in the closet was with me and you. Nothing more.”

Really stuck it to them with that one, I thought to myself, nearly laughing out loud. Blowing me in a closet really showed them who they were messing with.

When I didn’t reply, she asked, “Can you hear me?”

“Yes.”

“That’s all that it was.”

“Okay.”

Finally, the little brat went to sleep.


Chapter 15

From speaking with a few shopkeepers in Irontown, I learned we could get to Gressin on foot in two days if we kept a good pace. I wasn’t optimistic about Grettie’s ability to keep up, but I also didn’t want to camp an extra day if we could help it. Maybe if I carried her this time she wouldn’t yell into my ear about how much she hated it.

“Where did you learn to speak bugbear?” Grettie asked as we trudged down a rocky mountain road, now on the opposite side of Irontown.

“I read a lot.”

“I didn’t know anyone actually knew their language.”

I shrugged.

“Where are you from?”

“Zaglis,” I answered, maintaining my cover story.

“Is it true you killed a unique miniboss in the Flowst dungeon?”

“Yep.”

“And you had sex right there on the throne after?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“It was a big moment for us,” I said. “So we celebrated.”

“You’re every bit the brute they say you are.”

“They say I’m a brute?”

“A madman adventurer who doesn’t give a damn what anyone else thinks. People say you do anything you want and any woman you want.”

“Any woman?”

“Yeah,” she replied. “In alleys all over the city. You fuck anything you can.”

“This one thinks too much of herself. A viceroy does not tolerate such disrespect.”

I laughed. “That makes me a brute?”

“No… But I heard about that night with the robbers. You stood in front of all these men with blood on their swords and told them to go fuck themselves. And they were scared enough to do just that, right away.”

That was an interesting interpretation of events, and her framing of it reminded me of how young she was. I was a flat character out of a cheesy storybook and not a person.

Grettie continued, saying, “So I pictured you more like a wild barbarian. I didn’t understand how you were so well-dressed at the gala. It took me a minute to adjust that mental image.”

“You just said you agreed that I was a brute.”

“Mmhmm. You cut Mr. Loche's leg and then left him there. You didn’t look the slightest bit remorseful.”

“I imagined someone working with Valice Chastain would have a stronger stomach,” I said.

Grettie’s eyes fell to the ground, and she didn’t speak for another hour or so.

“Should I be afraid of you?” she asked.

“Make her respect your power. Make her thankful to be in your grace.”

“Yes.”

“But you were hired to protect me, right?”

“A knife is still sharp no matter what you’re using it for.”

“Are you going to make me… you know…”

“No,” I said bluntly. “Don’t flatter yourself. I do fine on my own, and I’ve told you, this is me doing my job.”

“He would hate you if I told him,” she muttered.

“Told who what?”

“If I told granddad about what you did to me in the closet.”

“I was very much the recipient.”

“He would have you killed,” Grettie hissed. “I could tell him what you did to get back at you for not saving all of us back there.”

Sighing, I replied, “Look around you. We’re completely alone. I wouldn’t recommend treating your next bodyguard this way because it would be so much easier to just bury you out here. It’s not wise to give someone those kinds of ideas.”

Grettie paled.

As the sun set on another sticky, tiring day, I decided to milk some Will points out of Grettie.

“Grab that stick.”

+1 Will Point.

“Hand me the knife.”

+1 Will Point.

“Pass me the jerky.”

+1 Will Point.

But I soon ran out of little dumb commands that weren’t repeats of actions that already earned me will points.

That night, we heard the distant bellows of bugbear war cries and then the howls of wolves not long after. Grettie didn’t say anything when she got up and relocated her bedroll next to mine. She was shaking, so I let her go back to sleep instead of bothering her.

The next day as we continued our walk to Gressin, she asked, “I owe you, don’t I?”

“Your family is taking care of the tab, so no, you don’t.”

“But I do. You saved my life.”

“This merchant I know says that you should always reward the good behaviors if you want them to continue.”

“You just said I didn’t owe you,” she protested.

“And you don’t,” I replied. “I just thought it was an interesting connection. You’ve made it clear that you think very little of me. I’d just rather never speak to you again if it’s all the same.”

“What if my grandfather ordered you to guard me again?”

“I choose what work I take,” I said.

“You would really tell him no?”

“I would tell him no.”

“He would be livid.”

I sighed. “I’d be fine.”

A little while later, Grettie asked, “How are you still moving? You haven’t slept since before the mines.”

“I have a decent constitution stat.”

“The bugbear that was dead at the mines. Was that the one you had to fight?”

I nodded.

“He was huge.”

“Yes, and so was every other bugbear in his tribe. If I could have fought them all, I would have.”

She went quiet, but I was annoyed.

“How does a sweet little noble girl become a slaver?”

“You wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me.”

Grettie stomped along for another two minutes. “There are a few families who keep the kingdom safe, and the Oliverrys are one of them. That takes money, and the trade has the extra benefit of giving hopeless souls a purpose in their lives.”

“You didn’t answer my question. Why are you personally in the business? I would expect the men of the family to handle those affairs.”

“A few of us… We dream of a future where women like me aren’t trapped in little glass boxes our whole lives. That takes money and power.”

“And you’ve seen how much money the family business pulls in,” I said to complete her thought.

“Yes.”

When I didn’t say anything else, she added, “You have no right to judge. You of all people.”

I looked at her, confused.

“Your masked harem.”

“They choose to work with me, and they’re stronger for it.”

“Bullshit. No adventurer would debase themselves like that. Those women are your property.”

Yes, they were.

“I don’t think of them as my property,” I said. “And I’m not judging you. I know what your family is into. I just wish you were all good enough at it that you didn’t get ambushed on the road.”

“Is it true your party has all unique classes? Is that what you mean by they're stronger for working with you?”

“Alright, princess, that’s enough questions. Let’s walk the rest of the way in quiet.”

“Don’t call me princess.”

I stopped moving. “Do you want me to turn around so you can finish the trip by yourself, princess?”

“You wouldn’t, not after coming all this way.”

“I think you’ve seen that I’ll do whatever I want,” I replied. “If you want me to escort you the rest of the way, tell me that you’re my little princess.”

“What the fuck? No.”

I spun on my heel and started walking the other direction.

“Hey!” Grettie called. “You can’t be serious.”

Silence was my only reply.

“Okay, fine. I’m your little princess.” I could hear the pout in her voice.

+1 Will Point.

I turned around again and walked back toward her. “Say it one more time, princess.”

Her shoulders sank. “I’m your little princess.”

“Good. Let’s move a little faster so we don’t have to camp again tonight.”



The sun was down, and the Gressin gates were closed when we arrived. The guards didn’t believe Grettie was an Oliverry because she certainly wasn’t dressed or washed the way an Oliverry would be. When she threatened to bring her family’s wrath down upon them, they opened the gate and let us in.

They took my sword and knife, however, saying they would return them when my story had been verified.

When the guards attempted to separate us, Grettie protested before I could.

“He is under orders to escort me all the way home. I am not home yet, so he is not leaving my side. Give him his sword back so he can actually protect me.”

The tired men working the gate were not enthused by this exchange, but they seemed to be well-practiced at enduring nobleperson bullshit. They returned my weapons and put the two of us in a carriage. Sitting on a cushioned bench after so long on the road felt pretty nice.

Even in darkness, Gressin was clearly an affluent city. The streets were clean. Buildings were well-maintained with polished stone exteriors and sparkling clean windows. And the few individuals that were still about were either well-to-do people traveling by carriage or smartly dressed servants out on business for their masters.

This same scene in Flowst would have meant mud-covered cobblestone, beggars camping in dirty corners, and a steady stream of laborers trudging either to or from work.

After only a few minutes of travel, we parked in front of a townhouse that was like a castle inserted among decidedly upscale but far, far smaller residences. Two men stood on either side of the door.

When I helped Grettie out of the carriage, the guards lurched forward immediately.

“Miss Oliverry? Are you okay? What happened?”

“I’m fine. Is my mother in?”

“Yes, Miss.”

“Get her please.”

One of the guards bowed his head and went inside. The other looked around to see behind us. “Shall I get your bags, Miss?”

“I don’t have any bags.”

Puzzled, the guard asked, “How about the one on your back? I can take that burden for you.”

Grettie was surprised to find herself still wearing the pack I bought her. She had worn it so long that it had become invisible to her.

We were escorted inside, through a foyer and down a hall that was all polished blue marble. The lamplight reflecting off the stone looked more like light on water. The Oliverry staff deposited us in a room that Grettie called “the breakfast nook,” and then they ran about seeing to every request little Miss Oliverry made.

After an hour of waiting, Lady Oliverry, Grettie’s mother, finally appeared. Prior to that moment, I had assumed Grettie’s father was the source of Oliverry blood, but no, Grettie’s mom looked like a slightly de-aged version of grandmother Oliverry. The bloodline certainly ran from the female side, so Grettie had likely seen her own mother treated like decoration, further stoking her desires to build her own fortune.

Grettie hopped out of her seat to hug her mom.

“Are you okay, sweetie?” Lady Oliverry asked, pushing Grettie away as if to check her for injuries. “What in the world happened to you?”

“Oh, mother, it was terrible. We got attacked by bandits, and then bugbears attacked us right after. It was so scary.”

“And the rest of your entourage?”

Grettie shook her head as tears welled in her eyes. “They’re all dead.”

“Even-”

She nodded “yes” as she swallowed tears and fought the urge to hyperventilate. It was like all the stress of the whole ordeal hit the girl all at once.

“I’m so, so sorry,” Lady Oliverry said, hugging Grettie close again.

She looked at a butler who I hadn’t seen enter the room. With a nod, he departed to tell the other noble families about the fates of their daughters, I presumed.

“And who is the man with you? He’s not one of ours.”

“Pappy hired him in Flowst to protect me,” Grettie sputtered. “The bugbears killed anyone who survived the bandits, but Byron got me out.”

Two things were interesting about Grettie’s answers.

One: Lord Oliverry, the patriarch and slaver partner to the Chastains, went by “pappy.”

Two: Grettie left out the part where I served up her friends to bugbears. That didn’t mean she wasn’t going to reveal those details later, but I figured if she was truly disgusted, she would have separated from me the first moment she could.

“Then we are in your debt, Byron,” Lady Oliverry said. “You are welcome to stay with us as long as you like. I can have you shown to a private room and have a bath drawn. If you are hungry, tell my staff, and they will cook whatever it is you desire.”

“A bed and a bath would be lovely, my lady.”


Chapter 16

Truthfully, Maria’s accommodations were nicer than what the Oliverrys provided me, but the bed was soft and the bathwater was hot. I needed two full baths to scrub out the days of dirt and blood caked on my skin. The water for the third bath was reasonably clear, and I sat back, enjoying the soak.

The door to my room opened, and before I could get out of the tub, Lady Oliverry stood in the doorway to the bathroom. Two men with halberds were by her side.

Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. My sword and my silk were in the other room. That was careless, and now I had to hope I wasn’t going to die naked in a bathtub.

“You and I must speak,” Lady Oliverry said grimly.

“May I have a minute to dress?”

“No.”

“She believes this will make you feel weak and exposed. Her presence at this moment is by design, not accident.”

I leaned back in the tub with my arms resting on the sides. Being naked in front of Lady Oliverry and her two guards didn’t bother me. Being unarmed in a room with two men who were armed bothered me. I did my best to hide my concern.

“My sweet child is clearly traumatized by all that she has endured. Tell me what happened.”

My account of the events was simple and vague. No blow-by-blow details. No poetic license. Raiders attacked us in the night, and the noise that came from killing them attracted bugbears. We were outnumbered, so we ran and hid in the mines. Grettie and I were the only ones to escape.

I omitted the bit where I sold out the others so that we could get away.

Lady Oliverry didn’t so much as nod as I spoke. She just stared down at me from the doorway, unblinking.

“I know my father well,” she said. “I know why he hires adventurers in addition to our existing staff. As a third party, they are better equipped to make difficult decisions in dire circumstances.”

I listened but didn’t speak.

“My daughter’s companions are from smaller but still influential families. I need to know if you had to make any difficult decisions regarding their safety.”

“Regarding their safety as it relates to Miss Oliverry, you mean?”

A flicker passed through Lady Oliverry’s eyes, no more than a brief flash. “So we understand each other then? No one need know the frightful details of how those girls met their end, nor do they need know that your choices contributed to that end.”

She wanted to make sure I didn’t tell one of these other families that the Oliverry’s outright ordered me to throw their kids to the wolves if it meant keeping an Oliverry alive.

“We understand each other,” I answered. “It is by luck alone that myself and Miss Oliverry escaped alive. The exact details are hard to remember. It was all chaos.”

“Good.”

Lady Oliverry stepped forward and leaned in to speak softly and didn’t hide that she looked me up and down.

“Thank you for making the difficult decisions, Byron. I am grateful.”

“Of course, my lady.”

She stepped away and paused in the doorway. “Please rest. We will speak again when you are recovered.”

Then she was gone.

And my fucking water was cold.



I spent the rest of the night discussing my next move with Aurketzu. The Oliverrys were feeling grateful for what I had done, and that would likely mean a gesture of gratitude in the form of a gift of some kind. I could wait to receive that gift, or I could preempt that by asking for something specific. Otherwise, who knew what knickknack or bobble I’d end up with.

But what would I ask for?

Lord Oliverry promised to connect me with someone within the church for doing him the favor of escorting his granddaughter home safely. Grettie had access to Valice, and that was by far the most appealing angle to play, but that wasn’t a request I could make of Lady Oliverry. I wanted more information on the Oliverry family business, and that was obviously not a topic I could broach directly either.

Money was another obvious answer, but Aurketzu believed demanding a financial reward cheapened the value of my actions by making me appear greedy. If money was to be had, waiting for the Oliverys to offer it was the only option. I saw her point, so asking for money was out.

I knew relatively little about Gressin, so a request specific to this city wouldn’t work. I didn’t know what sorts of resources and contacts Lady Oliverry had access to. I was wholly unprepared for an outcome this advantageous, and I was about to waste it.

After talking about it until sunrise, I had one semi-viable angle to pursue.

In my quest to find a long-term money-earner for the guild, entering the magic item market was appealing because it had the potential to increase my access to great gear, but my thinking hadn’t gone any further than that. I didn’t know where to start. I didn’t know what was possible.

And maybe Lady Oliverry was the fix for that.



I was invited to breakfast with Lady Oliverry late the following morning and was surprised to see it would be just the two of us. Grettie was too tired to join.

We sat at opposite ends of a comically long banquet table, so far apart that I initially believed I needed to shout to be heard. But a perfectly silent room, save for the tinging and scritching of silverware moving across plates, made conversation easier than I expected.

“How did you sleep, Byron? Well, I hope.”

“Well indeed. I feel quite rested.”

“I am pleased to hear that,” Lady Oliverry replied. “Truthfully, you show no signs of having been in any sort of recent ordeal.”

“Thank you, my lady.”

“I don’t know how we can ever repay you for what you’ve done for our family.”

That was the cue I needed. “If I may be so bold, I do have a request.”

“Speak your mind.”

“I’m an adventurer by trade,” I began. “A magic item can mean the difference between life and death for myself and my party, but finding what we want can be hard, and getting a reasonable price is even harder. I suspect shopkeepers peg us for adventurers and believe they can charge more. I would ask for your help on this front.”

“What would you ask?”

“I ask only for a contact of someone you trust and, perhaps, a word from you that encourages this contact to sell to me at reasonable prices. Anyone in the magic item market with discretion and an interest in the more exotic, less common enchantments would be ideal.”

Lady Oliverry drank from her glass of wine before answering. “You want me to introduce you to a vendor and for me to be your reference.”

I nodded.

“Is there more?”

“No,” I said. “I took this job as a favor to Lord Oliverry, and I was happy to do it. Demanding payment and rewards on the other end of the job doesn’t sit right with me. If you could do me this kindness, getting magic items for my party at better rates would leave me forever grateful to you.”

I really, really hoped she picked up on the fact that I wanted a big fucking discount out of this relationship.

“I shall send a messenger to a friend of mine as soon as our meal concludes.”

“Thank you, my lady.”

“How long do you plan to rest in Gressin before returning to Flowst?” she asked.

“I was going to see if I could find a caravan leaving tomorrow, actually.”

“You would leave so soon?”

“Yes, my lady,” I said. “I’m afraid I have commitments in Flowst.”

“Should you change your mind, don’t hesitate to let one of the staff know. I would have you stay as long as you like after what you did for my family.”

“I’m grateful. Thank you.”

Lady Oliverry dabbed her lips with a napkin and stood, leaving most of a meal untouched on her plate. “I must be on my way to an appointment,” she said. “Please, enjoy the rest of your stay, Byron.”

And she was gone. I noticed she took the wine with her.



Jerbish ran an appointment-only magic shop. An enchanter by trade, he produced products of his own while also dealing and trading in magic items. The experience reminded me a lot of visiting Lyle’s shop with Maria to get my antiholy aspect, and at the time I associated the privacy and exclusivity as signs that the shop was at least vaguely criminal if not outright so.

I mean, Lyle was running it.

But visiting this shop in Gressin made me think that maybe that was the way rich people preferred to shop. Other than the owner, a tiny little man with a long gray beard, I was the only one present. The inventory here wasn’t as diverse as Lyle’s, but I saw some impressive pieces.

There was a necklace that cast Greater Heal on the wearer automatically when they reached a certain level of injury. I saw a throwing knife that returned itself to the user after every use. And there was a cloak with fabric that looked like a starry night sky hanging on a mannequin in the corner.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Master Byron,” the old man said. “I am Jerbish the Enchanter, and I welcome you to my shop.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“Lady Oliverry was very complimentary of your recent exploits in protecting her family. The Oliverrys are valuable customers, so know that the rate I offer you is not the standard. I ask that you not disclose this when you inevitably praise the wonderful service you experience in my shop.”

“Understood.”

“Wonderful,” Jerbish said before bending over behind the counter and producing a flat box of lined velvet.

Rows of rings were wedged into the material. Many of them were plain metal bands. Some had single jewels. Others were thin, while some were thick and wrapped with symbols.

“A gift from Lady Oliverry: You may have your pick of any of these. As an adventurer, you might be interested in one of the status-boosting rings. Constitution, perhaps?”

When I didn’t answer, Jerbish started pointing at other rings in the box.

“This one strengthens your innate sense of direction. This one eliminates body odors. This one protects your mind, and then-”

“What’s the mind one?”

“The spell is ‘Mind Fortress,’ and it prevents you from being affected by Charm magic.”

“That one,” I said.

“Very well. Would you like a box, or would you prefer to wear it out?”

I slid the ring on my finger. Jerbish gave me a practiced smile and returned the jewelry. I couldn’t help but notice Aurketzu’s silence. She had repeatedly discouraged me from taking the Mind Armor ability, only for me to discover she had been draining me of Will points from the moment we first met. Her swearing an oath to me restored those Will points.

Never again would I rely on Aurketzu’s word alone when it came to my own interests, and I certainly would never trust her. Mind Fortress might not be Mind Armor, but it was something, and I was happy to get it for free.

“What else interests the young master?” Jerbish asked.

After a bit of thought, I explained that I was interested in more Mind-protection enchantments, so if he ever got more of such items in stock, please let me know. He agreed while mostly hiding his curious reaction to the request. As for what else in the shop I wanted to learn more about, I knew already that even with the Oliverry discount, I couldn’t afford anything else that was on display right now.

But I could milk him for information.

“Is there a black market for magic items? I’ve always been curious.”

“Anything that is bought and sold has a black market,” Jerbish answered. “In my area of expertise, that black market is largely for stolen goods. The uniqueness of the most desirable enchanted items also makes them readily identifiable. Stealing and selling such an item is difficult to do in secret. Then there are the misunderstood enchantments that would have typical society thumbing their noses.”

“Like?”

“Just as there are enchantments that bolster the good-aligned, so are there enchantments that do the same for the evil-aligned. Cursed items also have an appeal to collectors and malicious actors, so the curse that makes an item unusable for most is the very reason these individuals wish to purchase it.”

“If evil-aligned enchantments are taboo, does that mean something like antiholy is as well?”

Jerbish again failed to hide the totality of his reaction. That question made him cock his head, even if just slightly.

“Antiholy enchantments are rare, but yes, they are similarly taboo, though not outright illegal. I have no such items in stock, I’m afraid.”

“And you can do enchantments yourself?”

“Some, yes. I have a network of enchanters I work with that enables me to source specific enchantments for my customers, should I encounter an order I cannot personally fill. Lady Oliverry informed me that you currently reside in Flowst, so you should know that I often have customers living elsewhere. You need only to send a message, and I will assist you in any way I am able.”

“I found masks in Flowst that are invisible to the person wearing them. Are you familiar with that enchantment?”

“I am,” Jerbish replied. “It’s a relatively trivial effect. If you supply the masks, I believe I could give you a good rate.”

If it turned out to be cheaper than buying the enchanted masks in Flowst, that would be great. If we were going to do more recruitment, we would need more masks.

“Thank you for all of this, Jerbish,” I said sincerely. “If you get more mind protection items or come into possession of anything for antiholy or unholy, I would be interested.”

“Of course. Know that this request is privileged. I will share your interests with no one else, and I can write you the moment I have a product you may desire.”

I didn’t believe him that my orders would be truly privileged, not when Lady Oliverry could pull his strings, but I believed him that my orders would be mostly secret. That might be the best I could hope for from any magic shop, really.



That night, as midnight neared, a soft knock came at my door in the Oliverry residence. I expected to find Lady Oliverry on the other side, or perhaps a messenger, but I found Grettie Oliverry instead. She wore a long, fluffy robe.

“Can we talk?” she asked meekly. I had expected her skittish behavior to subside when she got to safety, but she still spoke to me as if we were only steps away from a bugbear massacre.

I let her in.

“How did you know Valice was selling to my grandfather?”

I did not know that, in fact. Not until she revealed it just then.

“How did you know?” she asked again. “And why did you kill the others after you asked them?”

“Steady, viceroy.”

I crossed my arms. “The men who attacked us mentioned Valice specifically. I had the chance to spend some time with her, and I guess that made me feel protective.”

Grettie raised an eyebrow. “Protective?”

“Someone betrayed her. That’s why we were attacked.”

“And you believed my friends were involved?”

I nodded. “Even if they didn’t make that attack possible, they sold out Valice instantly. They were never going to survive the mines, but knowing that confirmed my suspicions. Made the moment easier.”

“You didn’t answer my first question,” Grettie said. “How did you know my grandfather worked with Valice? No one knows that. We’ll be at war with the rest of the Chastain family if that gets out.”

“I didn’t know that until you told me.”

Grettie paled.

I raised my hands. “No, you don’t need to be afraid. I already work for your grandfather. My job was to keep you safe. I got to do that and protect Valice at the same time.”

“He’ll be angry with me for slipping up.”

“Hey, hey. No, that’s not going to happen. I never intended to say anything to him about it.”

“Why wouldn’t you tell him?”

“That would be bad for Valice, correct?” I asked.

Grettie nodded.

“That’s why I wouldn’t say anything.”

“Are you in love with Valice?”

I laughed. “She’s more like a sister to me. The fire at Hensewurd’s made me feel that way, I guess. It was an intense time.”

“Does that mean I feel like a sister to you too?”

I reached out and held her hands. “Seeing how strong you were… I feel something more for you.”

Grettie looked up at me with wide eyes. Her weakness was a need to be loved, and I hit the bullseye with this approach, it seemed.

“You’re not like anyone I’ve ever met. I hope you know how special you are.”

Her cheeks turned red, and she looked down at our hands. “You mean that?”

Cheesy seemed to be working for me, so I gently lifted her chin with my finger. “I mean that with everything I am.”

She reached for my hand and guided it to her throat, squeezing my fingers and leaning into my palm to show me what she wanted.

When she spoke, her voice was scratchy from the pressure. “Do you like this?”

“The better question is, do you, and how much? I don’t want to take this too far by mistake.”

Her face reddened from the pressure on her neck. “I trust you completely. As long as you let me wake up, you can decide what you do and how you do it. If you want to make me happy, you could do me a favor.”

“I’m listening.”

“Reward me with pleasure. Let that be what rushes back into my body when you let me breathe.”

I squeezed a little bit harder. She smiled.

“You’re sure about this?”

She nodded, her eyes going a little glassy.

“Do you swear to never tell anyone about tonight?”

Grettie nodded again.

I released. She inhaled deeply through her nostrils.

Right then, I knew exactly how I wanted this night to finish. Every detail.

To get there, we needed to start slowly, so my hand left her neck and joined the other in roaming her body as we kissed gently. Her robe fell open with the lightest of tugs, and I stole a glance. Her bush matched the strawberry blonde on her head.

She tried to push the pace, kissing me more forcefully or pawing at my body with sudden fervor. Each time, I stopped and held her, not allowing her to move. Then I resumed kissing her as slowly as I pleased.

We went down onto the bed, her on her back. I slid myself into her. She was wet and tight, her sex straining against my pressure. And I fucked her slow, going from tip to hilt in one smooth stroke, pressing my hips into hers to ensure she felt every inch of me.

I covered her mouth and nose.

“I’ll let you breathe again when you agree to my terms.”

She threw her head side to side to try and escape my grip but failed. She looked up at me with wide eyes.

“You do not cum until I say you can. If you disobey me, you won’t wake up.”

Her eyes widened even more. She spasmed again, trying to find air, but my hand stayed sealed.

“Do you agree?”

She fought again. Her skin was deep red now.

“Do you agree?”

“Mmhmm!”

I released, and she gasped. Without giving her time to collect herself, I picked her up and put her on top of me with my back on the bed. When I reached for her throat, she grabbed my wrist with both hands and guided it in place.

“Earn your air,” I said.

Grettie started to work me with her hips, and I began to play with light pressure. Not long holds, just enough for a small gasp when I released. At times, she leaned into it, staring down at me as she choked herself with my hand.

I let her entertain me for a bit before taking back control. I squeezed.

“Impress me,” I whispered.

She started to fuck me harder, and harder, and harder, panic growing in her eyes. When she started to moan frantically, like she was begging, I let her breathe.

When she recovered, I closed my hand again, but harder than I had before. With one hand on her throat, I thrust my hips into her from the bottom. At the same time, I used my exceptional strength stat to lift her up and down on me. I could slam upward with my hips and slam her body down onto my dick all at once, and I genuinely worried I might hurt her with the force.

Both of her hands gripped my wrist as she braced, trying to get some semblance of control.

“May… I…” she gasped.

I released and paused. She collapsed onto me.

“Absolutely not.”

“Please. Please.”

I held her hips to stop her from fucking me. She squirmed, desperate.

“I’m going to use you some more,” I explained. “Tell me when you are close. Don’t you dare do it without my permission.”

She nodded. I lifted her up again, squeezed just enough to make her face red but not so much that she passed out, and fucked her so hard all she could do was hold on tight and take it.

When we were both slick with sweat, she looked down at me again, fear on her face. She nodded frantically.

“Not yet.”

I tossed Grettie on her back on the bed and knelt next to her head. Not bothering to wait for her, since she was a little loopy from the pressure, I grabbed a fistful of her hair and pushed myself into her mouth.

“Show me you want to cum,” I said.

She began to suck and throat me with ferocity, like my dick was the most important thing in her world, her only salvation. While she put in the effort, I reached between her legs and started to slowly finger her. She was soaked with desire and squealed when I gave her clit the slightest pressure.

When her eyes were watery and she began to tire, I pulled her off of me. “You can cum when you wake up.”

Grettie looked at me with confusion and yelped when I started to fuck her throat. Feeling myself getting close, I fingered her harder. She flailed to escape me, to escape the intense sensitivity, but I was too strong.

Then the moment I waited for arrived. Still pleasuring her with one hand, I used my other to force her as deep as I could. She coughed and tried to pull away. I didn’t let up. I stayed as far down her throat as I could. She squealed. She slapped my legs. She bucked her hips, but my dick and my fingers weren’t going anywhere.

I felt her body relax, going limp. When she was out, I pulled myself from her mouth. My hand gently rubbed her clit and stroked her. She came to with my hot seed emptying onto her face. She was confused and disoriented for a moment, and then I fucked her hard with my hand.

She screamed so loud and for so long that the house guard pounded on the door and tried to get inside.

Grettie finally went limp again and gasped, “Go away,” to the men at the door.

Lost in her bliss, she used a finger to take the cum from her face and wipe it into her mouth, all while she moaned and writhed like the aftershock was still going.

With her eyes closed and her words slurring slightly, she spoke softly. “I want to do this again someday, when I’ve recovered, I mean. My body… It’s all tingles. I can’t move. Fuck. When we do this again, I want to wake up with you in my ass.”

“Only if you’re a good girl until then.”

She slowly sucked my seed off her finger. “I’ll do anything you tell me to do. I belong to you now.”


Chapter 17

Gressin was a nice enough place, but all of my interests were in Flowst. Furthermore, my party had recovered a key from a miniboss and had yet to find what the key opened. I wanted to be gaining levels and unraveling that mystery again as soon as possible.

The Oliverrys were kind enough to send me back in a carriage so I could travel without being on guard duty for once. I hated it. Walking gave me something to do during the day, and keeping watch gave me something to do at night. As a regular passenger, all I could do was stare at the inside of my carriage.

I left the morning after I fucked Miss Grettie Oliverry to the brink of death and back and endured three of the most boring days of my life getting home. But I survived, and Aurketzu never once mentioned my new ring.



The Temple was much different when I arrived in Flowst one rainy afternoon. All of the boards on the windows had been removed, which included the exterior stained glass as well as the floor-to-ceiling stained glass that divided the rectory from the chapel. Based on the landlord’s disclaimer, I had low expectations for how many windows would be fully intact.

As the carriage rolled up to the Temple to drop me off, I couldn’t find a single damaged window. I wondered if, perhaps, Abby’s mending magic or some other such spell was responsible. The largest windows featured a depiction of a giant heart, drawn in the two-humped cartoon style, and though I didn’t love the aesthetic sense the Church of the Glass Heart championed, the bright colors were compelling against the matte gray of a stormy sky.

Inside the chapel, most of the pews were gone, replaced with tables, chairs, and various sofas and loveseats. The two rows of remaining pews were directly in front of the dais, and the podium they once faced was gone.

“Welcome home, master,” Abby said, materializing out of black smoke moments after I came through the door. Her pure-black body was naked, and I hungered to know what it felt like to fuck a liluti. “Your followers are enjoying the city presently. As you can see, they have stayed busy in your absence.”

I walked onto the dais to get a better view of what was now a common area. A familiar spell circle covered the full area of the raised platform.

“Your sorceress drew this. She says it is part of your ritual for new followers.”

It was indeed. The runes and symbols and patterns were all nonsense, drawn to look the part of some ancient power-granting ritual but having no function otherwise. The girls believed ritualizing initiations into the silk would make offerings more comfortable with surrendering their Will points. If Solara drew the circle here and left pews facing it, then I surmised she pictured the rituals being performed in front of existing members.

I liked that idea a lot.

“I repelled one attack in your absence,” Abby said casually.

“An attack?”

“Men in masks attempted to enter in the night. They could not penetrate the wards.”

“Did you kill them?” I asked.

“I maintained the barrier to protect your domain. I did not counterattack. Would you like me to do so in the future?”

Assuming those were the same men from the robbery, Abby flaying them on my behalf would have been nice, but I needed to remember that I was in the middle of a human city.

“No, maintain the wards like you did. If they force their way through your magic and enter the Temple, then you may kill them.”

“Understood, Master.”

Abby followed me up the stairs to the rectory, and I found my room unchanged.

“No one was permitted to enter your chambers in your absence,” Abby said. “Your offerings wished to decorate, but I refused to grant them access.”

“Also the right decision,” I assured her. “Unless I’ve told you directly otherwise, keeping my room sealed is what I want you to do.”

Abby bowed her head.

With the boards from the stained glass removed, my room was a dance of colors. The light from the chapel leaked through the stained glass viewing window, and I knew the windows high on the walls, just beneath my vaulted ceilings, would do the same in daylight. While the big floor-to-ceiling windows made the space far more appealing, and I liked being able to look down on the chapel, I disliked the idea of anyone in the chapel potentially seeing into my room.

“Do you know privacy wards as well?”

“I do. What do you desire?”

“Can you make it so no one can look in?”

“I can.”

“And can you apply the soundblocking wards you used for the perimeter to this room specifically?”

“Indeed.”

A thought occurred to me. “Can the sound be disabled and reabled at my discretion? There may be times when I want the others to hear what’s happening in this room.”

Abby smiled deviously. “Yes, Master. I can make it so.”

“Thank you. And how did the dreamwork go?”

“It has gone well. I believe your plan to increase their desire and reverence for you will bear fruit.”

“Good. Whenever the girls return, tell them to be ready for a dungeon run in the morning, and they are not to disturb me until then. You may leave now.”

Abby collapsed into black smoke.

I knew the girls would want to see me right away, Purity especially, but on a whim, I decided restricting their access to me one more night would make them even hungrier to please me in the morning.



Purity wanted to spend private time with me, and Solara reminded me the next morning that she owed me an hour of total domination, but I wanted to make up for the ground I lost with the Gressin trip, so we packed for multiple days in the dungeon. We were going to search every inch of that place for that fucking keyhole.

Six days of dungeon crawling later, I was on the verge of giving up on the keyhole search. We didn’t find anything in the castle, we didn’t find anything in the prison, and we were about halfway through searching the catacombs.

The ease with which someone could overlook a keyhole drove me mad. I knew that even though our search of the castle felt thorough, we could have walked by it and never known. That made it hard for me to definitively rule out any one level or area because I simply couldn’t be certain. If I allowed myself to be certain, I might never recheck the right location.

If I felt like continuing the search, that is. If the catacombs came up empty, I wasn’t sure I’d find the motivation to continue the effort.

“Folks at the Mission are starting to get scared,” Purity said as we set up camp for a night in the cells. “The longer the lower floors go unculled, the greater the chance of a dungeon surge, or that’s what they believe at least.”

“Is that how it works?” Invia asked.

“Nobody really knows,” Solara answered. “But I get being worried. Five whole parties have wiped on the miniboss now. That’s insane. One of the big guilds will send a top-tier party if one isn’t on their way already.”

“Your offerings are right to worry. A Dungeon Lord given time will always gather more power.”

High-level adventurers, the ones who pushed beyond levels 40 and 50 were extremely rare and thus highly sought after. They ran the toughest dungeons to get the biggest payouts, and their patrons and sponsors liked it that way. A party like that could clear the Flowst dungeon, sure, but whoever they worked for would lose money on the effort.

Yes, it was sad a few local adventurers couldn’t finish a miniboss, but the reward had to be worth the investment.

At this point, the reward was helping a guild save face, losing money on the job to recover some level of status, especially as competitors struggled as well.

“I don’t think the guardian controls the door,” I said. “That’s why killing it won’t clear the way.”

Invia wrinkled her nose. “Please explain.”

“The roots or the infestation or whatever it is that took over all the monsters in the dungeon control the guardian, so therefore, it controls the door. The guardian isn’t blocking us; the plant monster is. We’re all missing something that I don’t think beating the guardian again will reveal.”

So we would keep searching, but we were creeping up on level 12. Purity had easily satisfied the Divine Quest to heal non-adventurers. That was basically two days at the Mission. Tiring, but straightforward. As for the other quests, I kept rereading the descriptions, hoping to find a clue:

Divine Quest: Find and cleanse the desecrated grave of Princess Rebeccah.

Viceroy Quest: Find the grave of Sorceress Queen Leeona and fornicate to completion before it. Once the act has begun, disengaging fails the quest.

We checked cemetery records. We searched two different libraries. Purity tracked down local historians at Flowst’s University. We found nothing on either name beyond the lore that a Princess Rebeccah was once part of the family in the dungeon story. Other than that, nothing else was known about her.

Purity could survive the penalty for failing a Divine Quest, but it would be a wasted opportunity to strengthen my party. I started to debate benching her until we found the solution but really didn’t want to halt her overall progress either.

Presently, my party’s levels looked like this:

Purity: Level 11 (73315/102400)

Invia: Level 11 (75475/102400)

Solara: Level 11 (71705/102400)

And mine:

Level: 19

Progress to Next Level: (68795/102400)

Class: Viceroy, Tier 9 (22550/51200)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 2

We had a few thousand XP left to figure it out.

The next morning, we were back in the tucked-away corner where we fought the disgraced sorcerer, a skeleton puppeted by roots with magic so powerful it could blow a hole in the walls of the catacombs.

Taking it down the first time had been hairy, so we had avoided this part of the dungeon since. I would never admit this out loud, but I also wanted to spare Purity from having to imagine that staff inside of her again. If she had any negative feelings about that moment–and nothing she had done or said suggested she did–moving forward was better than dredging them back up.

But we were running out of places to search. We needed another look at that room.

Between our level up and our improved tactics–which included me using two silk ribbons instead of just the one–the fight was much easier the second time around.

When the sorcerer was dead, we spread out. The room where it spawned was a fairly unremarkable chamber that matched the aesthetic of everything else on this level. Hundreds of bones were sunk into cement to form elaborate patterns on the walls and ceilings. The floor was an old, rough-cut cobblestone, and there were six sarcophagi, two in each wall.

And a pile of broken bones, perhaps those not fit for becoming art, filled the right center of the room.

Purity was behind those bones when I heard her boot scrape back and forth. “Look at this,” she said a moment later.

A singular cobblestone had a four-grooved hole, easily missed in the shadows of mage lights.

“No other parties are around,” Invia said, reading my mind. If this was a valuable find, no one else needed to know about it.


“Thread Seer agrees with Ithaca,” Purity added.

I pulled the key from my pocket and slid it into the hole. It fit. And it turned.

When the mechanism clicked, a three-foot by three-foot square in the floor rose slightly, the keyhole at its center. When I felt around it, my fingers found grooves, so I lifted. This was false cobblestone, apparently. A trapdoor as light as wood flipped up, revealing a ladder.

Invia went down first without so much as a word, and a moment later, she declared it was safe. The rest of us followed, and I mostly closed the door behind us. I wasn’t keen on someone finding this little secret, but I also wasn’t keen on someone slamming the entry shut, potentially locking us inside either.

The ladder deposited us in a small, natural cave with one manmade wall that was cut from smooth, sickly yellow stone. An iron ring hung in the middle of it.

So I pulled.

A secret door swung toward me, and more of the yellow stone was on the other side.

“This is the royal shrine…” Solara said, speaking softly and stepping lightly.

“Monsters are very near,” Purity whispered. Her Thread Seer ability told her so.

So we moved slowly.

What people called a “shrine” looked more like a crypt to me. Our secret door emptied into a small alcove. To our left was a larger corridor, and to our right, at the back of the alcove, were two mausoleum drawers stacked one on top of the other. The walls seeped water, and in some places, the flow was a steady rivulet running down the brickwork and out to the main passage. The entire floor seemed designed to flow in the same direction.

Each drawer had a name, which we assumed were members of the royal family. If we were lucky, Princess Rebeccah’s grave was down here somewhere. Perhaps the sorceress queen’s grave would be too.

We emerged from the alcove and looked up and down the long passage. These walls wept water as well.

In either direction, we saw dozens more offshoots just like the one we stood within, presumably all dedicated to members of the royal family. Statues sat between each of those, creating two long parallel lines of stone figures ranging from knights to children to beautiful women. Those could have been purely decorative, or they may have been meant to represent the people buried here.

I was more concerned about them coming to life because they were all wrapped in roots.

And I was right to be concerned. The eight statues closest to us, four to each side of our alcove, began to move. Invia didn’t hesitate to swing her mace at the nearest, and it bounced off of a magical barrier.

“They are immune to weapons. Spells. Attack with spells and enchantments.”

“Spells and enchanted weapons!” I called to my party.

Solara blasted two knights and one crying maiden with Bolt, their stone heads bursting into chalky dust. Ice Touch counted as a weapon enchantment, so my mace blows penetrated the shield as well, but Purity and Invia were sidelined. They had no means of damaging these enemies, so Invia used Ice Wall to control the battlefield, and Purity stuck to her support role, making sure we were all buffed with Bless and fully healed.

These monsters were roughly as strong as the adds we faced with the rock guardian. Their resistance to physical damage would have been a much larger problem without Ice Touch. One party member, Solara in our case, being responsible for all of the offense wasn’t feasible or sustainable, though. With the rarity of enchanted weapons, most parties would find themselves in exactly that situation.

The party wizard could attack, and the others could only delay.

The next sets of statues, going in either direction, remained inert. We all found that suspicious, so I ended up smashing a mace into the head of any sculpture I saw as we walked upstream of the water flow. I was not going to get attacked from behind by a toddler cherub carved from marble.

Only three alcoves away in this direction, we came to a triangular chamber, entering at its peak. Roots ranging from thin strings to ones as wide as fish barrels broke through the walls, floors, and ceilings, and they all flowed into the two doorways directly ahead.

“The guardian is on the other side,” Invia said. “These are the roots plugging the doors. No way is anyone cutting through all this. Even if these roots weren’t enchanted, it would take forever.”

The rest of us agreed. Between their resilience and their volume, this entry to the shrine was useless and would likely remain useless.

If we traveled down the main passage in the other direction, it looked like we would eventually come to a sort of crossroads, but that was a few dozen alcoves down with upwards of 30 statues accompanying them.

As big as this discovery was, this was our third day in the dungeon. My party was fatigued, and we were low on food and water. Clearing the first floor of the royal shrine was tempting, and we were all excited by the progress, but we weren’t in the right condition to be facing unknown threats. This floor was supposed to be more difficult than the catacombs, which I believed we could handle, but I preferred us to learn the spawn patterns when we were fresh.

“Here’s what we’re going to do,” I said to the girls. “We’re going to head back to town. We’ve been at this a few days. We need rest and the right gear for this.”

They nodded.

“Right now, we are the only ones with access. We’re going to come back fresh and take our time. There’s a decent chance we aren’t strong enough for everything down here, so I haven’t decided how far I want to push that. I need to think about it. For now, let’s head back.”


Chapter 18

Though we won the door guardian battle, I was very aware of how much danger we had been in. A little bit of bad luck could have put any one of us down in that fight, and that would have cascaded into a party wipe. Excluding me, my party was underleveled, which meant they were definitely underleveled for the rest of the dungeon that followed.

Aurketzu always encouraged me to prioritize my own life and interests above all else, so she agreed when I expressed concern about my party being the tip of the spear for exploring the shrine. Sending other adventurers in ahead of us was the least risky way to gather intel on what we would encounter. Let them be the spear so we knew what to prepare for.

That had the potential to cost us a rare item or a unique find, but I needed to appease the Thieves’ Guild anyway.

“Trina doesn’t want to see you,” Lyle said to me in his office. “I’m not very happy either, to be frank. The guild only works if we pool resources. You did good getting further into the graces of the Oliverry, so that’s helping you, but this is still a collective operation. If it’s every man for himself, then you end up-”

“We got into the shrine.”

“I’m sorry?”

“We got into the shrine,” I repeated. “I came here to let the guild know. I figured you’d want our strike team to be in there before anyone else.”

Lyle considered me for a long pause. “Why did you change your mind about what you revealed to us?”

“I thought of this as my operation. You wanted me to spin up new, unique opportunities for the guild, and I’ve been working on that. My goal was always to bring a win back, but the job was only half done.”

“The point was that we could have helped you finish it.”

“Not in this case,” I said. “You saw my Lopav dungeon numbers, right?”

Lyle nodded.

“So you remember that we ran the fourth floor on several occasions despite being underleveled, but the more interesting challenge there was that the fourth floor sealed the exit back to the third. The only way out of the fourth floor is to complete ‘the trials,’ which typically means slaying a wyvern. We never killed a wyvern, but we still got to the fourth floor and back multiple times.”

“What would you like me to take away from that?”

“That I know what I’m doing,” I replied. “I’m really fucking good at this, and by now I’ve proven that my process works.”

“I don’t disagree.”

“I might not be bringing you another betting scam like other members, but I am doing what you asked me to do: deliver something new and novel. I can’t do that if a bunch of people are in the way. I’m fine being a team player, which is why I’m here telling you this, but if you want these kinds of results to continue, I need space to do what I’m good at.”

Lyle stroked his beard. “And this process is repeatable enough that you believe it counts for your third test? We’ve never passed someone for dungeon diving. That’s not exactly our main focus.”

“Your main focus is profit, correct?”

“Yes.”

“Remember the Bone Dry amulets?”

Lyle nodded.

“That was a tidy little sum. If you look back at the records, you’ll see that I arrived in Flowst the day before the dungeon changed. When I leave Flowst for another dungeon, it will be because I know it’s going to change and when.”

“How?” he asked.

“I know what I have,” I replied. “I can’t tell you the how, but I can give the guild a heads-up about the next dungeon. I don’t have a way of knowing how it will change, but while every other guild is scrambling to get their shit together, we can have our people prepped and ready.”

“Everything you say sounds like bullshit,” Lyle said plainly. “But you’ve backed it up so far. Every time. You’re also right that this is a creative new angle for the guild that might have profit potential. Okay, Byron. I’ll play along to see where this goes. I’ll talk to Trina and get her on board.”

“If this is me passing my third test, what comes next?” I asked.

Lyle laughed. “Gods, you don’t waste a moment.”

“I’m hungry to earn.”

“We offer jobs like any other guild,” Lyle answered. “The difference is the majority of those jobs come from other members. Sometimes there’s a posting for a specific kind of trap disarmer or some other specialization, but most of them are about information. If you needed a certain kind of information about a certain noble’s food habits, you can post a job for it. The guild assesses the value and sets a bounty that the guild pays, not you. Some members still add their own coin to the bounty, but that’s not mandatory.

“The person taking the job never meets or interacts with the person who posted the job. Neither party will ever know who was on the other side of the transaction, so there’s less risk for everyone because the guild is in the middle. Our interest in all this running smoothly is our cut of the take. We cover the bounties for a job because we’re investing in them.

“For you, that means keeping anonymity but getting access to more information, and it’s also a form of quality control. If a member is consistently delivering bad information, we pull them from the job pool until that problem is remedied. That gives you more certainty about the reliability of the people you’re working with, which would be very hard to achieve without the guild being involved.”

“All of that sounds good to me,” I said sincerely. “Let me know when you’d like me to show the strike team how to get into the shrine. I’ll make sure I’m available.”

“Give us two days. And you’re not wrong. This could be a big payday. Good work. Since you’re here…” Lyle stood to rummage through his desk. “The men who robbed you and Maria are Lady Sarah’s, and we’re reasonably certain they acted in secret rather than on her orders.”

He handed me a thin leather pouch of documents. The dossier listed several of Lady Sarah’s enforcers, most between the levels of 8 and 11. The leader was believed to be a level 16 Fighter.

“If guys of this rank are acting independently, Lady Sarah must have some dissent in her organization. Career men like this don’t go rogue without a considerable push.”

That made sense to me.

“As soon as I have a location, I’ll let you know.”

“That’s fine. I could use the extra time to decide how I’m going to cover my tracks.”


Chapter 19

I had never been in Maria’s office before. Not in the entire time I had been in Flowst. And now I sat across from her like I was getting another Trina grilling. Guessing that she was unhappy with my long absences wasn’t hard.

“You’ve not been home much recently,” Maria said. “Makes a girl think she isn’t a priority.”

“You are a priority. Guild business has kept me really busy, and we need to talk about that. I’ve taken in more adventurers, and we’re moving into a team house.”

“An old church, I hear.”

So she’s been following me. “I still plan to do my job.”

Maria frowned. “Part of your job was availability.”

“I was upfront from the start that I had goals.”

“This is quicker than I expected.”

“You underestimated me, then,” I said.

Her eyes narrowed to sharp points. “You’ve gotten too comfortable, but I’ll forgive it for saving my life. Would you like me to forgive you for leaving me so soon?”

“She desires a favor.”

Obviously.

Maria continued, saying, “We’ve identified a few of the men from the robbery. They’re Lady Sarah’s. I only have names of a couple grunts, but we’re certain the leader is holed up with them. It’s only a matter of time before I get his name too.”

Maria had been as busy as the Thieves’ Guild it seemed.

“Is there bad blood between you and Lady Sarah?” I asked.

“Not until now,” Maria said. “The first strike cannot go unanswered. I want you to send a message.”

And I wanted to deliver one. Those bastards thought they could put a sword in my face and I’d roll over? No. I wasn’t running home to hide in a basement apartment on this one. They might not have targeted me the first time, but they still threatened me, and then they had the gull to attempt to attack the Temple. Eventually, they would get impatient and begin targeting my girls to draw me out.

“I can do it tonight, but I need your help.”

Maria seemed surprised that I agreed so quickly. She leaned forward and put her elbows on her desk. “What kind of help?”

“I need three carriages and a big bag of gold pieces.”



Invia, Purity, and Solara rode in a carriage with me while our three mentees followed us in a carriage of their own. I could hear them yelling out their carriage windows, declaring their love for the Silk Lion loudly and drunkenly.

My party was all dressed in gold attire matching our adventuring uniforms but lacking the armor. Solara’s top was cut low to show off her enormous gifts, and Purity’s dress had a long slit up one leg and an entirely bare back. Invia, meanwhile, dressed in the same robes I did but with a ribbon cinching it at the waist. She showed no skin whatsoever.

They each wore their masks, as did the initiates partying in the carriage behind us, but theirs were silver, signifying that they were full members. On their own, they decided black outfits were best, and I couldn’t argue. They looked pretty cute in their skin-tight dresses.

“When we get out of the carriage, try to be as obnoxious as they are,” I said.

My girls laughed.

I continued, “Once we’re inside, keep the party going and keep it loud. Spend as much money as you want.”

“I can’t believe you’re making me just sit and watch,” Invia said, faux-pouting.

“You’ll enjoy it, and I’ll make it up to you.”

I gently grazed her silk panties with Silkmancer, ever so lightly and right across her clit.

“I’ll be a good girl,” she purred.

“I know.”

The carriage slowed and lurched to a stop in front of Nightshade, a brothel Billy Buckboard had recommended to me previously. Lilac, one of the companions inside, had been a useful tool for me, like giving me information or fucking a dirty butler and dishwasher at Hensewurd’s party.

Carrying my lion mask as I stepped out of the carriage, I stopped to help the rest of my party down the stairs. At the same time, my offerings stumbled out of the second carriage, wearing silver masks and carrying bottles of liquor. They whooped at the top of their lungs.

“We’re Silk Lions now, bitches!” one of the twins yelled.

My girls wooed back, and as expected, we turned every head on the street for blocks in both directions. I entered Nightshade first, and my party girls followed.

“Byron, welcome,” the madame said, opening her arms wide as my party entered. “As requested, the establishment is yours for the evening, as are we.”

She gestured to a line of prostitutes, all wearing short silk robes, silk panties, and silk bras, as I requested. Lilac was among them. She typically didn’t get the evening shift because she was a little older than the delights standing next to her, but I wanted to reward loyalty. I made sure that she was here and would get the same big payday as her coworkers.

Without a word, I put on my lion mask. Purity stepped forward, addressing the madame first before carrying her raised voice down the line of women.

“You are in the presence of the Silk Lion,” she declared. “Tonight, you are to do as the Silk Lion commands. Do not speak to him. If you do need to speak, you are to refer to him only as ‘Father.’”

Purity turned back to the madame. “My master would like to see the accommodations you’ve prepared.”

The madame bowed her head and beckoned me to follow. Purity, Solara, and Invia joined me while the initiates began buying drinks for themselves as well as our entertainers. They were loud, and they were full of energy.

I was shown to a suite, a room with a bed, a couch, and too many pillows to count. The couch was turned to face the bed, as I requested. I gave Purity a slight nod.

“My master is pleased,” Purity said. “Have our other requests been addressed as well?”

The madame nodded. “No other customers will step through the door this evening. We are all yours.”

“And our privacy?”

“No one else is in this building save for myself and the women you saw.”

“Good, thank you. My master would like me to select his first course now.”

The madame bowed her head and turned to lead me back to the party happening in the front. Invia and I swapped masks the moment she was around the corner and out of sight. Invia untied her ribbon so her robe matched mine, and she took her place of honor on the couch.

Yes, Invia as my body double was a stretch. That was why she wouldn’t leave the couch.

With all of the staff up front, I went out the back and ducked into a waiting carriage. Abby sat on a bench inside, her bare legs crossed. She wore a cloak but didn't close the front, and her horns made a hood irrelevant.

She handed me clothes and delighted in recrossing her legs on the other side, watching as her smallest movements mesmerized me.

I changed, exchanging my audacious gold silk robe for leather armor, dark pants, and a dark tunic. A cloak of my own completed the ensemble, and unlike Abby, I could put my hood up.

An hour later, we stopped in front of a rundown tavern riding the border between Lady Sarah's turf and the Ravens. While I was unlikely to find every thug from the robbery waiting inside, the ringleader came here every night. Fancying himself a kingpin of sorts, he often had two women on his arm and traveled with an entourage.

Maria’s intel suggested that 10 to 15 cronies would be inside with my primary target.

Abby followed me through the door.

The tavern was a shithole. The ceilings were low, the floor was sticky, and the walls were in disrepair. Where they were made of stone, the mortar crumbled and big chunks wiggled loose. Where they were made of wood, they were stained and splintered, dented from bar fights, and rotting at the edges. The smell of stale beer, days-old sweat, and piss flooded my nostrils.

There was a simple bar and a dozen or so tables, an establishment that was surprisingly spacious and busy for what it was. Every head turned to look at me and my black demon when we stepped through the door.

This many years later, I can’t recall what name the leader went by, and it really doesn’t matter. From beneath the shadow of my hood, I announced to the tavern that anyone not loyal to him should leave. If they weren’t on their way to the door in five seconds, I would assume they were part of his gang.

The bartender, two barmaids, and a handful of prostitutes shuffled out of the room immediately. They were savvy enough to understand what was about to happen here.

Not everyone who stayed behind was likely to be part of the stickup crew, but they made their choice.

Chairs groaned as they slid across the floor, their previous occupants reaching for their knives and their swords.

“Master,” Abby said to me, but loud enough for the room to hear, “May I?”

“You may.”

Abby had not revealed her level to me, but I was certain her dexterity was far higher than mine. Though she didn’t have wings, she appeared to fly from victim to victim, blood spraying as her claws slashed across chests and ripped out throats. Her three tails snapped and fluttered as she darted back and forth. I admired her efficiency for only a moment before I joined in the killing.

And it was trivial. The simple movement of my two silk ribbons was enough to make my prey hesitate when they attempted to surround me. Had they truly pressed their numbers advantage, I might have been in trouble, but their slow reactions let me take one and two of them at a time. From my first strike, I knew I far outleveled the men in this room.

My sword found flesh with every swing, and the one or two who managed to throw up a block found that my strength stat exceeded theirs by a huge margin, slamming their own swords back into their faces.

I found my target behind the bar, attempting to crawl to the backdoor.

I ran my blade across his calf to slow him down.

“Master,” Abby called.

When I looked up, she held two mostly alive men while three bloodied bodies attempted to pull themselves across the floor, desperate to escape.

“I’m hungry.”

“Eat,” I said.

The men in her arms gasped and strained like they were choking. Their faces turned a deep red and then faded to pale blue as every blood vessel in their eyes popped. Their skin tightened, as if shriveling, and a ghastly white replaced the blue. Abby moved on to the wounded trying to drag themselves to the door.

The ringleader, my ultimate target, did his best to continue his escape with one working leg. I stomped on that ankle.

“You fucked up,” I said.

He spat at me.

Whatever. I stuck my sword in his chest and activated Ice Touch. The frost spread as quickly as the life leaving his body, and it was done. I dropped a chip from the gambling den on his body and looked up.

The tavern was carnage. Abby’s feral violence sprayed blood and hunks of flesh across the walls and windows. A severed arm sat on a table here, and a headless body slumped against the wall over there. The only victims who weren’t mutilated were the three she fed on. They didn’t look mummified, per se, but it was as though all of the fat and muscle in their bodies had been sucked out.

Maria wanted to send a message, and I wanted to send one too.

Abby’s long black tongue circled her lips, licking off the blood that had sprayed across her face. She looked at me nervously, as if awaiting my approval.

“Good girl,” I said.

Abby grinned. Bits of meat stuck between her teeth.

Then we were back in the carriage, having spent two minutes at most inside the tavern. On our way back to the brothel, Abby used Prestidigitation to clean me up instantly. With Invia’s mask on, I came in through the backdoor. Nightshade was all moans, giggles, and laughter.

The silver-ranked lions were somewhere in the front or perhaps in one of the other rooms, while my girls were all in the master suite. Pretending to be me, Invia sat on the couch with her arms across the back, watching five women entangle themselves, licking, groping, and fingering whatever skin they found.

Purity and Solara sat side by side on the bed. They watched as well, reaching between each other’s legs to add more stimulation to the show.

Seeing me in the doorway, Invia stood without uttering a word and stepped out of the room. We swapped masks, and I took her place on the couch. Ten or fifteen minutes later, I took the mask off and put it back on periodically for the rest of the night. Invia, meanwhile, pulled two of the women out of the pile and took them to another room.

Part of me wanted to watch, but she also deserved a reward. Besides, most of me thought only about the massacre I had just left behind. If only this version of me existed back in Borja, I might have commanded enough respect that no one messed with me or my father. How different my life would have been if people like Invia looked at me with fear instead of disdain and saw me as a threat instead of a victim.

“You spoke much about lacking the desire for war. Now, you bask in the death of your enemies. Are you beginning to see the fruits of conquest? Can you taste your power?”

Yes, I could.

I wanted more.


Chapter 20

The next morning, I dressed for the dungeon but left the Temple separately to send Jerbish the Enchanter a letter. On my way to the pickup point for the dungeon wagon, six guards in chainmail and plate surrounded me with the points of their halberds.

“Byron of Zaglis,” one of the guards said. “Drop your sword and come with us.”

“What’s this about?” I asked.

“If you do not comply, resisting the orders of a guard will be added to your charges.”

“I’m not resisting. Just confused. See? I’m dropping my sword.”

As soon as my sheathed weapon hit the dirt, the guards were on me. Iron manacles closed around my wrists, and I was tossed into the back of a wagon. Two guards sat with me, and we started to move.

“Can someone tell me what’s happening?” I asked again.

Both guards shook their heads. I used Sense Weakness on each of them. One’s weakness was his children, and the other was cats. I found it harder to hate them after that. These were just grunts following orders like most everyone else in the city.

We stopped in front of a guardhouse, and I was escorted inside. They sat me on the only chair in a small stone room, ran a chain through my restraints, and then secured each end to opposite walls. At most, I could turn 20 to 30 degrees to either side before I ran out of slack in my bindings.

A youngish man in polished armor and clean clothes appeared before me after two hours of waiting alone in the box.

“Can you tell me what’s happening, or will the mystery continue?” I asked.

“You’re under arrest.”

My first inclination was to mouth off with no shit, thank you for clearing that up for me, but I held my tongue. “Under arrest for…?”

“There was a pretty gruesome murder last night. A whole tavern was chopped to pieces.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“The perpetrator was accompanied by a demon,” the guard continued.

“Yikes. Sounds scary, but that doesn’t explain why I’m chained up right now.”

“You are the only suspect. A witness places you at the tavern for the murders.”

I blinked several times. “Hang on. I’m a suspect?”

“Yes.”

“When did this happen?”

“Last night, sometime between 1 a.m. and 2 a.m.”

I laughed.

“What do you find funny about this?” the guard asked.

“I was at Nightshade until about 4 a.m. Around the time this murder happened, I was in the middle of a game of Deep Dive.”

“Deep Dive?”

“Yeah. Each girl takes turns throating as much of me as they can and then holding it for as long as they can. It was a competitive evening.”

“You should take this seriously.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know what else to tell you. I was at Nightshade last night.”

“Can that story be corroborated?”

“Absolutely. Any of the girls at Nightshade can confirm. There are the two carriage drivers who took us to Nightshade. Oh, and two of your guards yelled at us when we got in our carriages to go home. They said we were being too loud and disturbing the peace.”

The guard narrowed his eyes.

“He is defeated. He will admit as such in time.”

“I’ll be right back,” the guard said, slamming the door as he left.

Three hours later, a different man entered the room with a key for the manacles. “Apologies for the inconvenience. You are free to go.”

“Don’t suppose you’ll compensate me for taking away a full day of dungeon crawling? Passes aren’t cheap, you know.”

“You are free to go,” the guard repeated.



I exited the guard station and made my way to Maria’s. As soon as her doorman saw me, he told me to go inside to her office. She was expecting me.

When I stepped through her door, Maria produced two glasses and a bottle of bourbon.

“Your drivers might get some questions about where I was last night,” I warned.

“The guard was already here. Took statements from everyone.”

That made sense, I supposed.

Maria poured a drink and offered it to me. I accepted.

“I’ve heard a few folks describe the scene. They’ve all said it was the most gruesome killing they’ve ever seen. Were it not for some obvious sword wounds and witnesses who saw a demon enter the tavern with a man, the most likely suspect would have been a monster of some kind.”

Sipping my drink, I didn’t reply or respond.

“Was there really a demon with you?”

“I was at Nightshade the whole night.”

Maria rolled her eyes. “Really?”

“Really what?”

She sighed. “Well, the message was received. Every one of us who was robbed that night received a messenger from Lady Sarah today. She is claiming the men acted on their own and that she wanted to make things right.”

“That was fast.”

“As much blood as you spilled, well, that motivates people to move quickly.”

“I’ve spilt a lot of blood, but none last night. Actually, a few of the girls will need some time to recover.”

Maria forced an uncomfortable laugh. “I also received a very complimentary note from Lord Oliverry, thanking me for introducing the two of you. Apparently you saved his granddaughter’s life a few days ago?”

I nodded.

“And that too was a bloody affair.”

“We were attacked, and I defended myself.”

“You were right the other day. I underestimated a lot of things about you. Think of something you want and bring the request to me. You earned a pat on the head for your good work.”

When I stepped back into the street, I let out a long breath. Between the Gressin trip and the Nightshade cover story, my focus had been split in too many directions.

I needed to reset my mind and my objectives. First, I reviewed my own progress:

Level: 19

Progress to Next Level: (66795/102400)

Class: Viceroy, Tier 9 (24750/51200)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 2

Alignment: Chaotic Evil

Strength 20

Dexterity 13

Constitution 11

Intelligence 21

Wisdom 9

Charisma 3

Loyalty Pledges: 20

Oaths of Devotion: 2

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness+1, Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word, Rope Burn+4, 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+12, Enthrall, Oath of the Silk Noose, Tactician, Silkmancer+1, Devotion Reaper+1

Shared Abilities: Touch of Ice

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1, Bone Dry Amulet, Ring of Obscurity, Ring of Mind Fortress

The daily offerings from all my women in the Temple kept my Will points from stagnating entirely, and fucking Grettie to death and back had been good for some progress as well, but tier 10 was still so far away. Thanks to the door guardian and several runs of looking for keyholes, my general XP was surprisingly close to my next level up. 40,000 or so more XP didn’t feel like that big of a gap, but 35,000 XP from one crack at the door guardian skewed my perception a bit.

Maybe it was time to fight him again. The XP levels for the rest of my party made grinding the door guardian even more appealing:

Purity: Level 11 (76315/102400)

Invia: Level 11 (78475/102400)

Solara: Level 11 (74705/102400)

As for other ongoing concerns, Purity still had a Divine Quest and a Viceroy Quest to complete, but I was hopeful we would find both of the graves in the shrine levels of the Flowst dungeon. And I had at least one favor to cash in with Lord Oliverry. At a minimum, he was supposed to introduce me to one of Father Finlee’s contacts. I guess the world operated on his time even when it was his debt that needed repaid.

What an asshole.

That was a lot to do, and every one of those ambitions would either require or be easier with more money coming in. Who was I kidding? Money made everything easier.

I decided my immediate priority would be will points. I wanted more XP, but Purity was creeping up on failing her Divine Quests. She’d survive the punishment, but I worried her interest in taking future quests would wane if it was too painful, so I needed that to stay a mostly positive experience for her.

My solution: I left a request for the Dungeon Brawlers strike team with the guild receptionist. As they explored the newest version of the royal shrine, I asked if they could check the names on headstones. If they found Princess Rebeccah or Queen Leeona, please let me know the next time they’re at the guild.

Next, I went back to the Temple. The silver masks were out on a run, but Invia, Purity, and Solara were enjoying their spacious new home. I found them relaxing in the chapel common area, and I smelled sausage.

“Abby is making lunch,” Solara said. “Want me to ask her to make you something?”

A demon that could cook was not something I expected. “I’m fine, but thank you. I’m glad you’re all here. I’ve been wrapped up in other affairs a lot recently, but I’m back in Flowst for the indefinite future.”

“We weren’t bothered,” Purity assured me. “We understand.”

“Still. We’re going to get back to grinding seriously, and that plan starts with recruitment. We need to add at least 8 more initiates if we want to justify the mortgage we’re paying on this place. I’m thinking we aim for level 1s and level 2s, and we carry them to level 5 if they join the silk.”

With more Loyalty Pledges, I could juice several aspects of my build. Farming low-level recruits was the most efficient way for me to do that. Less experience between levels, the more pledges they could make. If they were hooked early, then they would be long-term sources of gains as well.

Eight new recruits would bring our membership to 15, which meant 750 passive Will points from their daily “devotion” exercises, and then I’d get a few hundred every time they wanted to level up.

“We can probably recruit some low-level Dungeon Brawlers right out of the guild hall,” Purity said.

Solara added, “We should also visit a magic academy or two. Young wizards are hungry for levels.”

“I like both of those ideas. We have more masks coming in within the next few days as well, so don’t worry about that side of things. Dungeon grinding comes after that.”

“We’ll get started today,” Purity said proudly.



That night, Maria wanted to stay in rather than go out. She didn’t say it, but I had the suspicion she was concerned about retribution for what folks were calling “The Black Massacre,” on account of the reports of a black demon being seen near the crime scene. The casino chip I dropped wasn’t subtle, and the rumors that I was involved created an even more direct line back to her. Maybe she was right to be paranoid, but I wasn’t concerned.

So we stayed in her bed, enjoying the night as it trickled away.

Lately, Maria had enjoyed talking with me while she sat between my legs, her back on my chest. She leaned back, letting my arms wrap around her, and I worked her in circles, soft and slow.

“I have something you might be interested in, but it won’t be cheap,” I whispered.

“Dazzle me with your offer.” She grabbed my free hand and put it on her breast. She squeezed. I took the hint and gripped her firmly.

“I heard that Lord Titus does all the shipping for Ezra Oliverry. He runs a fleet of ships that are always going upriver to deliver to Flowst and then back out to sea to deliver to a number of port towns.”

“You have my attention.”

“What if I got you information that disrupted that relationship?” I asked.

“I would be skeptical of its authenticity. I’ve had people tailing him for years and haven’t gotten a single useful thing out of it.”

“I’m better than those people,” I said. Not really. I got lucky about grabbing the right folder before Hensewurd’s house burnt down.

Maria pulled my finger away from her clit and took it in her mouth. She sucked it nice and slow and then directed the wet finger to go back to pleasuring her.

“Give me a morsel,” Maria whispered.

“Titus is fucking Ezra’s daughter behind his back. He wrote some very graphic letters about what he did to her and what he intended to do to her the next time.”

Maria moaned.

“And it also seems that Titus has accumulated a bit of a gambling debt. The Ravens have already used it for leverage at least twice.” I slipped a finger into her. “Does proof of all that sound worthwhile?”

She wrapped her arms around mine and pulled it tight to her body as I worked. “What if that doesn’t impress me?”

I stopped. “I can take my business elsewhere.” I did not resume.

Maria squirmed. “No, no. I want it.”

“Even if it’s expensive?”

“Yes.”

My hands started rubbing her again. “With that out of the way, here’s what I’m going to do for the next two hours: I am going to hold you right here, and I’m going to bring you right to the edge and then stop. And I’ll do it again and again.”

“For two whole hours?” Maria asked.

“Yes.”

She playfully tried to escape my arms. No amount of struggling would overcome my strength stat, and I think she liked that.

Maria lasted an hour and fifteen minutes. I could have pressed further, but she was squealing as she begged me to let her finish. I felt sorry for her.


Chapter 21

I had never actually been inside a Church of the Goddess. My father was never religious, so neither was I. Borja overall wasn’t very devout, so our local church was on the smaller side. Like all Churches of the Goddess, it was made from gleaming white stone that sparkled in the sunlight and had elaborate stained glass windows comprised of two colors: white and blue.

The Flowst Church of the Goddess was more on the scale of Maria’s warehouse, if not larger. It too was white stone, looking more like a palace than a place of worship.

Simply standing in front of it filled me with dread, like I could feel the building itself hating everything that I was, longing to unravel my body piece by piece as I screamed in pain.

Fortunately, I didn’t have to go inside. My meeting was across the street at an upscale members-only club. Interesting for a Bishop of the Goddess to need such high-class accommodations. For a religion supposedly built on rejecting the temptations of material wealth, its members sure did love the trappings of status and the comforts that could only come from money.

As soon as I stepped through the dark wood double doors, a large man put a hand on my chest. “Member’s only.”

“I know,” I said.

“You need to leave.”

“I have a meeting with Bishop Drult.”

The man looked at me curiously. “Byron of Zaglis?”

“That’s me.”

“Follow me.”

He led me down a wood-paneled hallway, past several parlors of old white men smoking cigars and sipping from crystal glasses. He opened a door to a private room lined with old books and motioned for me to go inside.

Bishop Drult was younger than I expected. His hair was still gray, and he kept it cut short to match his beard, but his body was strong and lean, more akin to a career adventurer. Though he sat, I could tell he was taller than I was. I suspected he had earned a few levels in his time, perhaps more than a few.

“He drips with the stench of Lawful Good.”

“The more we learn about his network, the longer our list of targets will be.”

“Tread carefully, viceroy.”

The door shut behind me, and Bishop Drult pointed me to the chair across from him.

“Lovely to meet you, Byron,” he said with a deep, heavy voice.

“Bishop.”

“I understand you had business with the late Father Finlee that you wanted to complete.”

“Did Lord Oliverry tell you anything else?” I asked.

“He said that we were of like minds, but otherwise, no. Whatever conversation we have is ours alone.”

Leaning back, I said, “To start, you should know that the limbo forced me to take my immediate business elsewhere. We won’t be able to pick up exactly where Father Finlee and I left off.”

“Which is reasonable.”

“Maybe we should start at the beginning? I’m interested in buying and selling. What are my options?”

“Anything you desire, really. There are lost souls in every stratum of society who need the structure people like you and I provide. What are your needs?”

“Laborers and entertainers.”

The Bishop nodded. “Both of those are in high demand. When are you looking to buy?”

“As I said, the immediate business I had with Father Finlee was resolved through another channel, so I’m not in the market as of now. However, I do enjoy the auction format. Do you ever do business that way? I particularly like to shop for entertainers in that setting.”

“A greater selection ensures you get what you want.”

“You understand,” I said.

“Auctions are typically highly exclusive and very private affairs, given the need for discretion. Inviting a new guest can be a delicate matter.”

“Naturally.”

“I will give this some thought and speak to the hosts. If I am able to extend an invitation, I will reach out to you. I’m afraid that you and I can never meet like this again. I hope that does not cause offense.”

I laughed. “Not at all. If I have an opportunity or a need to speak with you, how should I go about that?”

The Bishop fished a small notebook from his pocket, scribbled a name, and handed it to me. It read “Sister Margaret” and had a street address.

“Thank you for taking the time,” I said, beginning to stand.

“Rumors peg you as quite the bloodletter. You and Miss Oliverry are the sole survivors of a brutal bugbear attack? This business with the Black Massacre also implicates you.”

“Rumors are like lies,” I replied. “They spread more quickly than the truth.”

“This is so. Is there truth to the reputation?”

“He desires your strength.”

“What’s the real question you’d like me to answer?” I asked.

Bishop Drult smirked. “Should I have a security need, may I call upon you for assistance?”

I thought. “Yes. However, I’m not an enforcer, and I’m not an assassin. If violence comes to me, I’ll take care of it, but I’m the wrong person to hire if you want violence delivered upon someone else.”

“A reasonable stipulation. It was lovely meeting you, Byron of Zaglis.”



Back in the rectory of the Temple, I called for Abby.

“Yes, Master?” she said, materializing from black smoke.

“Are Lili and Lala in?”

“They are.”

“Tell them I want to see them right away.”

“I can do this, master, but your followers are not aware of me.”

“Really? All this time and they have never seen you?”

Abby shook her void-black head. “I assumed a preference for secrecy, so I have kept myself from their sight.”

“This is your home as much as anyone else’s. If we decide someone is worthy enough to live here, then you do not need to hide from them. Please get the twins, and do not bother to introduce yourself. Give them my order and depart.”

Grinning, Abby bowed.

A few seconds later, I heard two shrill screams. Two minutes after that, knocking came at my door.

“They have arrived,” Abby said, standing behind me.

“Let them in.”

The rogues seemed startled to see Abby again so soon, but they swallowed as much of their fear as they could and entered the rectory.

“The silk has a job for you,” I said. “Can I trust you with this responsibility?”

They both nodded.

“Bishop Drulst and Sister Margaret are both part of the Church of the Goddess. I want you to tail them as best you can. Track their movements, what they do, and who they speak to.”

“Why these two?” one of the twins asked.

And that sparked anger in me for some reason. I reached out with my mind and tightened the silk around her neck. Her eyes widened. I released.

“The silk will reveal to you what you are ready to see. Do this task, and the silk will reward you.”

“Yes, Father.”

I reached out again and felt the silk beneath their pants. Now that I could control two pieces of silk at once, I could caress both of the twins at the same time. They shuddered and blushed.

“Thank you. That was all I needed.”

When the twins were gone, I turned to Abby.

“Please give them the most intense sex dreams you can that don't hurt or impair them in any way. Do that for the next three nights.”

Abby grinned. “Yes, Master. With pleasure.”



I needed to grow at least 7 more dicks. When I told my girls to find me more recruits, they succeeded, and now our membership was an even 20, not counting myself, Abby, or anyone in my party. Ultimately, we would need three weeks to get them all indoctrinated. Yes, I wanted them now, but I also disliked how a giant surge of fresh faces all at once would make my followers feel.

Being part of a herd wasn’t very appealing for a new recruit. They needed direct attention from me so they could feel special, feel seen. Groups of 7 or 8 were too big, to be honest, but I made those work.

Purity proposed we hold initiation ceremonies on Friday nights and transition directly into a celebration, which would likely involve some degree of group sex and a lot of drinking.

That first big initiation night, I can still picture a row of seven pantyless asses in the air on the church dais. Every initiate waited on all fours, ready to submit. Watching from the crowd were all my lionesses, gold, silver, and black. As was required for these ceremonies, no one wore anything but undergarments. They were welcome to drink and add more entertainment for themselves while they watched.

But that row of cheeks. All that bare flesh of different shapes and sizes, pale skin to ebony, short and tall–All of these women offered themselves to me. They wanted to be mine. They wanted a taste of the power and buffs the other girls whispered about.

I vaguely remember inviting the silver members to join in connecting with the initiates since I only had one dick and two hands. That lineup of offerings is the only coherent memory I have from that night, and I’ve treasured it ever since.

Moonrock was something else.



The strike team found Princess Rebeccah’s grave as well as Queen Leeona’s. The former was tucked in an alcove on the same floor we found, several crossroads down from where we entered. Queen Leeona’s grave, however, was on the next level down, which was the very bottom of the dungeon.

As the final floor, the encounters were the most difficult. The previous version of the Flowst dungeon recommended parties under level 15 avoid it entirely while suggesting that parties at level 18 or higher were ideal for clearing the floor and beating the boss.

If my party entered the royal shrine alone, we would have approximately 60 infested statues to defeat on the first level. More monsters were on the second floor, but the statues were replaced by young treants, hard-hitting tree monsters with bodies as hard as the tree roots near the door guardian.

The old dungeon ended in a battle with a royal family champion cursed to wear his armor until the king released his soul.

The king had used ancient magic to give the knight more power to fight back the herbobos, and it twisted him into something demonic. Technically, the cursed champion was a form of wraith, but its connection to its armor made it easier to defeat relative to other ghost types. Where other ghost monsters required special weapons and magic to slay, destroying the cursed knight’s armor would win the fight.

The strike team didn’t attempt to enter the boss room, fearing that the doors might close on them like they now did with the door guardian. What was once a large sacrificial chamber, supposedly tied to the cult practices of the royal family who had inhabited the castle for centuries, was now wrapped in roots and vines.

The altar at the center had collapsed through the floor, and all of the water that flowed through the dungeon from the castle down into the final boss room emptied into that same hole, like a giant drain.

The boss room appeared to have two dozen treants, and the armor of the cursed knight was infested by the same magic plant that puppeted skeleton mages and herbobos on the floors above. The knight stood in front of the hole, his greatsword resting on his shoulder.

If the Dungeon Lord difficulty scaling we had seen thus far stayed consistent, that final boss would be a few levels higher and far more complicated than the original.

Which was fine. We didn’t need to fight it, and thanks to the strike team, we could more safely grind the royal shrine, further cementing that telling Lyle about this discovery when I did was the right choice.


Chapter 22

Purity’s first Divine Quest for the dungeon was to cleanse the grave of Princess Rebeccah. In addition to her Purify spell, she brought along holy water, purity stones, and sage. Following the strike team down the ladder and into the shrine, their strategy for defeating the living statues looked more chaotic than it really was.

Their approach boiled down to bumrushing the statues with maces. Don’t give them time to start moving. Don’t let them group up. Just turn the corner and start smashing. Multiple sections of that first royal shrine floor could be cleared without actual battle if we were fast enough. And with the whole strike team present, 12 of us in total, being fast enough wasn’t hard.

The sickly yellow brick we had seen during our brief visit continued for most of the floor, but toward the final third we stepped into an even older section of the shrine. The walls were natural black stone fit together instead of brick, and the floor was large slabs of stone instead of neatly laid pavers or cobblestone.

Here, the graves of royalty continued, but the aesthetic became more sinister, more cult-like, bringing in notes of the catacombs above. No elaborately ornate patterns were made from bone pieces, but full skeletons were set into concrete like they were relief sculptures. Too many of those skeletons were quite clearly children.

Princess Rebeccah’s grave was two alcoves before that transition. It was the only mausoleum drawer in the alcove. While the headstone on the wall was intact, the floor was dug up, leaving a hole that matched the dimensions of a cemetery plot.

The strike team moved on to clearing the rest of the floor while we stopped at Princess Rebeccah’s grave.

“I’m not sure if this Purifying ritual is what the system wants, but we’ll see,” Purity said, digging the holy water and sage out of her pack.

For my part, I stepped well back. I did not want to get caught in one of Purity’s holy spells.

From a distance, I watched her sprinkle holy water over the dug-up grave, then she lit a bundle of sage, dropped it into the hole, and cast Purify.

“That completed my Divine Quest,” Purity said a moment later. “One more grave to go.”

We caught up with the strike team at the end of that floor. They stopped at the top of the stairs to the final floor to rest, eat, and drink. We joined them.

“Any of you ever see a treant before?” Blaise, the largest fighter in the party by a factor of 3, asked.

Every member of our party shook their heads.

“Neither had we. These are saplings, so they aren’t as large as the stories, but don’t underestimate them. They’re plenty strong, and their magic can manipulate the roots running all over this place. You might be fighting a treant in front of you, but he’s going to attack you from every angle.

“We’ve taken to fighting them at a distance instead of engaging them directly. First, we peg them with an oil bomb arrow, and then we send Fire magic in after. Takes them down pretty quickly.”

“What’s an oil bomb arrow?”

Rachel reached into her quiver and pulled out a crossbow bolt. Instead of an arrowhead at the end, there was a glass bottle with a clear liquid inside.

The arrow was a lot heavier than I expected. The back must have been weighted to balance against the liquid.

“That’s why we’re lugging around that motherfucking heavy crossbow,” Rachel continued. “You can’t get the draw strength on a regular bow to get those arrows anywhere.”

“Seems like they would be tricky to aim.”

“They’re awful,” Rachel said, laughing. “They are the biggest pain in the ass, and they’re really damn expensive, but for the treants, the headache and expense are worth it.”

When we resumed the run, most everyone present from our party and the rest of the strike team did little more than watch the slow process of the archer cranking the crossbow, firing the arrow, and then a wizard following it with a flame spell of some kind. Other than pitching in to help reset the crossbow, there wasn’t much to do.

The young treants looked like walking trees, their green leaves and closed flower buds scraping the ceiling as they moved. Their bodies were more humanoid than I expected, as if I could see the form of a body in each of the monsters, whereas I had understood an adult treant was more like a typical tree.

“These are not treants.”

“What are they?” I replied to Aurketzu in my mind.

“These are the daughters of a dryad. For there to be daughters, there must be a mother. Should we encounter her, your only choice should be to flee. We are not ready for an opponent of that power.”

“If they are dryads, why are they calling them treants?”

“Treants and dryads are rare monsters, so rare that most go their whole lives never seeing one with their own eyes. In my time, I was unaware of any who witnessed the birth of dryad child or encountered a dryad child.”

Looking at their forms in the distance, I probably would have called them treants also. If Aurketzu was right that the mother dryad had to be nearby if we were seeing children, I was willing to bet the dryad was part of the new final boss encounter, perhaps down the hole in the middle of the chamber.

“What level requirement are we talking when you say a dryad is dangerous?”

“In a dungeon such as this, where she has made the whole of the structure her domain, a level 30 party may find it difficult to prevail. The dungeon itself is one of her weapons.”

Though progress was slow, we inched through that final floor of crude black stone, splashing through a foot of flowing floodwater at all times. Unlike the previous floor, this level was a more simplistic corridor with a single crossroads at its center. Straight ahead was the boss room where the cursed, infested knight waited. Then the rooms at either end of the bisecting passage contained sarcophagi. Those hallways, I noticed, borrowed the catacomb aesthetic more directly.

The black stone became tunnels of bones, essentially, but only if we turned right or left. The straight path to the knight had no such adornments.

Queen Leeona’s sarcophagus was down one of these hallways, one of nine in the room. While I was generally open-minded about taking Purity anywhere I wanted to have her, this place was exceptionally creepy.

“And that’s the boss room,” Rachel said, standing well back from the threshold of the chamber. “We haven’t been brave enough to try it yet.”

“You shouldn’t,” I said.

Blaise raised an eyebrow. “You sound pretty certain.”

“I wouldn’t go in there unless everyone in my party was over level 30.”

Other members of the strike team laughed.

“The Flowst dungeon doesn’t get that difficult,” Rachel added.

“In the last version, sure. But this is a different dungeon.”

“How do you know that’s how difficult the fight will be?” Blaise asked.

I shrugged. “The same intuition that got us into the shrine before anyone else. You all outrank me, so I’m not telling you what to do. I thought you deserved the courtesy of a warning, though.”

Much of the levity that was there a moment ago rushed away. Talking shit on a new guild member was far different from facing the prospect of a total wipe. My assessment sounded outlandish, but it also came from the only person to beat the door guardian. The smarter members of the strike team were willing to accept that I knew something they didn’t.

I wondered if they would go along with a boss attempt despite those feelings.

Whatever. I tried to help them.

“We’re going to head up a floor and make camp for the night,” Rachel said as the rest of the strike team began the walk back.

“We’ll join you in a bit. We’re going to look around.”

“Suit yourselves.”

Once their footsteps had receded completely, Invia and Solara sat at the intersection while Purity and I went to the grave of Sorceress Queen Leeona. The Viceroy Quest, the last of the Divine Quests Purity needed to complete before her next level, read like it was straightforward: fornicate to completion on Queen’s grave, and don’t stop once you start.

That little requirement tacked on at the end stuck out to me. If the system was calling this out, that likely meant something would try to stop us, but I couldn’t imagine what that was.

So I laid a cloak on Queen Leeona’s sarcophagus and stripped Purity naked before doing the same myself. I laid her beautifully tanned body down and climbed on top of her. She looked up at me, a touch anxious, but she also had a greediness to her. When she grabbed me and rubbed the tip of my dick on her clit so I could feel how wet she was, I knew what it was she desired so intensely.

Three thrusts into the deed, black tendrils climbed up the sides of the sarcophagus. This was the trick. Before I could puzzle out what they intended to do, they had started.

These tendrils were semi-transparent as though they were ethereal, but they had physical mass. Two wrapped Purity’s breasts and squeezed. Two more attached the ends of themselves to her nipples and seemed to suction. I could see the skin on her tits tense and relax with each cycle.

Out of instinct, Purity reached to free herself. The tendrils didn’t like that. They latched onto her wrists and pinned her arms wide.

One tendril controlled the back of her head, and the other, a touch thicker than I was, pressed into her mouth and thrust in and out of her throat. Lastly, a tendril snaked under Purity, and I felt it enter Purity’s ass and pump.

Whatever this was, it was fucking Purity senseless. I knew I should be worried for her, but her complete helplessness in that moment, being overwhelmed in every way possible by a faceless evil, its tentacles violating every inch of her at once, and the way she moaned and thrashed… I loved the show. I loved the expressions she made. I loved seeing and feeling her enjoy it. I loved that my dick was a part of it.

I came, and that pushed Purity over the edge too, triggering a whole new wave of pointless flailing as pleasure ripped through her body. Then it was done. The tendrils retracted, disappearing as quickly as they had come, leaving Purity a sloppy wet mess beneath me.

Her eyes lulled, moving a few seconds behind the movement of her head as she collected herself.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“She should beg for more. I want this power we just witnessed. The possibilities…”

Purity giggled.

Which was not the reaction I expected.

She looked up at me, the still-wet streams of tears running down either side of her face, and said, “Every time you’re in me, I wish that I could have you everywhere all at once. It felt even better than I thought it would.”

What the fuck, system? I couldn’t compete with whatever that was, so thanks for setting the bar so high. Again, I lamented having only one dick.

+1000 Will Points.

Okay, that wasn’t too shabby.

“My quests are finished.”

I moved to withdraw from her, but she pulled me back deep.

Her brown eyes held mine, and she said, “The things I’ve gotten to feel with you… I didn’t know being alive could ever feel so good, and I didn’t know a dick could have so much power. The more I give myself to you, the more I get. Master, you can have everything and anything.”

“You will want for nothing.”

“I know.”


Chapter 23

I opened the door to Solara’s room in the Temple.

“Do you have plans for your day off?” I asked.

“I had some ideas. Do you need something?”

“I could use your help for a shopping trip.”

Solara perked up. “What are we shopping for?”

“Poison. Magic or otherwise.”

“Okay, I’m curious. Meet you in the chapel in five?”

“Sure.”



As we made our way down the streets of Flowst, Solara asked, “What are we trying to poison? Alchemists and herbalists get suspicious about those kinds of requests.”

“Dryads.”

“Why the sudden interest in dryads?”

“Those aren’t treants in the dungeon,” I said.

“Really? How certain are you?”

“Completely.”

“Interesting, so really we’re looking for an herbicide. That’s a slightly less suspicious ask than poison.”

“Know anyone we can talk to?”

Solara nodded. “Yeah. There’s an herbalist a few blocks from here. I went to school with her daughter.”

“Sounds perfect.”

Solara guided me to a small storefront. I could spread my arms and touch both walls at the same time, and the herbalist used every inch of space she had. Hundreds and hundreds of bottles, jars, and vials were densely packed into wooden shelves that lined the walls of the already narrow floorspace.

Cloves of garlic hung in the windows over pots of sage, but otherwise, the shop felt more like an alchemist’s than an herbalist’s. At least to me, someone who had only seen a handful of alchemy shops and never an herbalist. I pictured more plants and vines, a space densely packed with rare herbs and the scent of wet potting soil.

This shop smelled like sawdust.

“Mrs. Ferthom?” Solara called as we shimmied down the aisles. I was terrified of bumping a shelf and destroying thousands of gold in components and products.

“I’m in the back!” a woman’s voice yelled back.

About the time we reached the counter, a portly woman with frizzled red hair stepped out of the backroom, wiping her hands on her apron.

"Solara, dear! It’s so good to see you!” She came around the counter to hug my sorceress. “Is he yours?” she asked, indicating me.

“More like I’m his,” Solara replied, smiling.

Good girl.

“I’m Byron. It’s good to meet you.”

She shook my hand. It was sticky and gritty at the same time.

“Likewise, likewise. So, what brings the two of you to my shop?” Mrs. Ferthom asked.

“Hypothetically,” Solara began, “What kind of herbicide would kill a dryad?”

The herbalist screwed up her face. “That’s a very specific hypothetical. What’s this about?”

“The new dungeon has a lot of plant-type monsters,” I answered. “All of those are manageable with regular weapons, but we started talking about some of the most powerful plant monsters out there, and we got to dryads. We’ve been back and forth about whether or not their magic would even allow them to be poisoned.”

“I can’t speak to the exact biology of a dryad, but metsulfuron-methyl can kill just about any plant. Universities used to teach using drops of it to kill off specific competitive plants in a garden or on a farm, but that’s pretty old school. There are far more reliable and less dangerous ways to manage weeds.”

“How much do you think?”

“Depends on the size of the dryad, but it could take several gallons if you can get it on the roots if you’re trying to be quick. If you’re not in a hurry, less than that can make it sick enough to die over the next few years.”

“Inquire about amplification and accelerant recipes.”

“What if you mixed the mestulf-metsorf-”

“Metsulfuron-methyl.”

“Right, what if you mixed it with an amplification or accelerant recipe?”

Mrs. Ferthom shot Solara a curious look and then returned her gaze to me. “I didn’t take you for someone with an interest in the arcane sciences. You struck me as a more weapons-focused adventurer.”

“That’s what I am,” I admitted. “Basic fighter class.”

She clearly didn’t buy that, but she didn’t challenge it. “You might be able to get away with a gallon if you use both of those augmentations, but keep in mind this is a hypothetical dryad. Most plant monsters can’t resist metsulfuron-methyl the way they can more traditional herbicides. With a dryad, I’d say it’s a toss-up.”

“Do you have any in stock?” Solara asked.

“Needing real materials is odd for a hypothetical.”

“Please?” Solara batted her eyelashes.

“I probably have a bottle or two in the back, but if you want more, and if you want it with amplification and accelerant augmentations, going to have to talk to an alchemist.”

“Will they be weird about the request?” I asked.

“I can make a recommendation.”

“That’d be great.”

Mrs. Ferthom gave Solara one more chance. “Not going to tell me what this is for?”

“It’s just an experiment. If it works out, I’ll tell you everything.”

“Alright, give me one minute.”



“Do you plan to take guild jobs?” Solara asked as we strolled down the street. By guild she meant Thieves’ Guild. “I don’t care either way but was curious.”

“I’ve never looked at the board, to be honest. I don’t know what kind of jobs and payouts are available.”

“A lot of it is scouting and casing locations, inside info, those sorts of things. And… Well, I don’t want to hit a sore spot.”

“What do you mean?”

“There are escort jobs for deliveries and such. That surprised me, but it makes sense for the guild to do something like that, as experts in security and all.”

“I don’t see the sore spot,” I said.

“The Oliverry job. You didn’t really talk about it, but word got around. I could understand if you weren’t keen on those kinds of jobs after what you went through.”

I put an arm around Solara. “That’s sweet of you to worry. I’m fine, though. I can tell you about it if you want.”

She leaned into me. “If you didn’t mind.”

“First off, I think Lord Oliverry was wise to the risk and didn’t tell me. He was too deliberate about instructions. I don’t know. It’s just felt off to me ever since. So raiders attack, but it’s a bunch of normal townfolk who have it in for the Oliverrys. Not trained, poorly armed. They never really had a chance to win.

“We were beginning to get camp back in order when the bugbears attacked. My guess is they heard the fighting and came to investigate. There were too many, so myself, the Oliverry girl, her two friends, and one guard get away. The bugbears chased us into a mine and then waited at the entrance for us to come back out.

“The best I could do was to save myself and Miss Oliverry. I challenged the bugbears, but the deal was I pick one person to keep, and they get everyone else if I win.”

“As in…”

I nodded. “Bugbears won’t accept a challenge unless there is truly something to gain, so that’s how it went. We got out, and the others went to the bugbears.”

“So I was right to be worried about a sore spot.”

“That’s the thing,” I said. “I don’t feel bad about it. That’s what had to be done. I did it, and life went on. If there are worthwhile escort jobs, I’m open to them, but the money needs to be really good.”

“I don’t think you need to feel badly about it. When I was young… well, my family was poor. We stole a lot of food, and my dad would always tell me not to feel guilty about fighting out of a corner. It’s society’s fault for putting you there, and all you’re trying to do is survive.”

“That sounds hard.”

“It was,” Solara admitted. “But then my dad got into the guild, and my parents were able to put enough away for my schooling. A bad flu went through this city a few years back. It got my folks. They didn’t get to see me finish University, and with them gone, the guild was the only thing I knew.”

“I wouldn’t have guessed your family was in the business.”

“If you got to meet my dad, you would believe it even less. I think he’d be proud of me, though. mom too.”

That was an interesting idea. Would my dad be proud of me? He wouldn’t be happy that I killed Father Finlee, but what about those people with Grettie? If he knew the “raiders” I cut down were desperate families trying to find their lost loved ones, he’d be horrified. Then when he learned I didn’t feel any remorse for it, he’d be heartbroken. When he heard about the tavern massacre, he’d go right back to being horrified.

Gods, I forgot about Itaa entirely. She was dead because of me too.

“Byron, you okay?” Solara asked.

“I don’t think my dad would be proud of me,” I admitted. “But I also think he would agree with your dad about fighting out of a corner. If I didn’t take this path, I’d be dead and gone.”

“I would hope he could see how strong you’ve become and how much you endured.”

“Like a sword in my back.”

Solara tilted her head. “Huh?”

“I endured a sword in my back. When I was level 1, I got tricked into a corner of the dungeon, and then a sword went through me, courtesy of a town guard. I felt it scrape my spine when it pulled out. That distinct detail has always stuck with me, like nails on a chalkboard but inside my body.”

“How… Nobody survives an injury like that.”

“The right person came along, and I got a second chance.”

Calling Aurketzu a “person” was being generous.

“Did you catch the person who stabbed you?” Solara asked.

I held back my laughter but only just barely. “Not exactly. There’s still a chance they resurface and try again.”

“Then we’ll kill the bastard together. This whole world is nothing but hyenas fighting for scraps of meat, endlessly. If you don’t get in there to rip off your own piece, you starve. Honestly, Byron, fuck anyone who isn’t us. They don’t care what happens to us as long as they get their piece, so why should we care about them?”

“I wholeheartedly agree. Fuck them.”

“These are the words of a conqueror.”

Maybe they were.



Trina sent a messenger to the Temple. She wanted me to visit the guild hall as soon as I could. Truthfully, I had been avoiding her and Lyle since the tavern massacre. The Thieves’ Guild was apparently okay with punching back when one of their own was affected, but even I could admit that my response was extreme.

Then again, I had an airtight alibi, so in a way, it was like I never actually did it.

…In a way.

“Sit,” the Guild Master said as soon as I stepped into her office. “You are the single most aggravating member I’ve ever worked with. Never has anyone with so little time in the guild sucked up more of my attention and drained more years from my life.”

She tossed a folded letter at me.

“Valice Chastain wants to hire you as her 24-hour security when she arrives in Flowst in a few days. I want to be mad at you, but you’re getting in deeper like we asked, and with two different families, no less. Penetrating the Chastains as well as the Oliverrys? It’s impressive.”

I wondered if she intentionally chose the word “penetrating” because it was accurate in multiple contexts.

“But don’t fucking think I’m okay with the tavern move,” she continued, pointing an angry finger at me. “That’s too far, and it’s in the realm of psycho shit.”

“What tavern move are we talking about?”

“The Black Massacre.”

“That wasn’t me.”

“Don’t fuck with me, Byron.”

I raised my hands. “I didn’t know where they were. Lyle hadn’t worked out a location yet, which I’m sure you can verify. On top of that, I was drunk off my ass and waist-deep in whores. That was uhh… that was a memorable night. Kind of. Like I said, drinking. And drugs. Quite a bit of drugs, actually. The guards gave me this same grilling, chained me up and everything, but they let me go when it was clear I had nothing to do with it. I couldn’t have.”

Trina’s nostrils flared, but I saw her position slipping, and she did too.

“I agreed to the job already,” Trina continued. “When she gets into town officially, we’ll let you know, and then you’re glued to her for however long she’s in town. Don’t worry about dungeon nonsense. This is a big opportunity.”

Maria was going to be pissed, and I hoped the girls wouldn’t be too frustrated. Or actually, they could carry the initiates through a few level-ups on the first floor. That worked out better for me when I thought about it. I would get their Loyalty Pledges while advancing my interests. It was like someone doing the work of leveling for me.

“One more thing,” Trina said. “How do you have any idea how dangerous the dungeon boss is? We are in the unique position to be the only ones with boss access, and I’ve got a fresh guild member filling my strike team’s heads with doubt.”

“They were nice enough to me and my party, so I thought I might return the favor and help them to not die.”

“But how could you possibly know?”

“I wish I could explain it myself, but I can’t. I just know. That’s the best and only answer I can give you. In the future, would you like me to warn our people if I see something dangerous, or would you like me to watch them die instead?”

“Get out" was all Trina offered as an answer.


Chapter 24

Invia stepped into my rectory. “Abby said you wanted to see me.”

“Yes. We need to talk.”

“That sounds serious.”

“Valice is coming to town, and she is hiring me for full-time security while she’s here, so we’ll do a shrine run tomorrow and the day after, but then I’m not sure how long it will be.”

“Thank you for the warning,” Invia said. “I don’t mind going out as a Silk Lion, though. It’s nice to have that option.”

“That’s not what I wanted to talk about. Do you remember how taking Valice’s wealth was part of our plan?”

Sadistic joy flowed into my silk templar’s eyes. “Yes.”

“I’m in the early stages of making a plan. Here’s my biggest unanswered question: What do we do with her when we’re done?”

“Bury her. Burn her. Whatever.”

“We can’t leave her demise a mystery to her family,” I replied. “They’re going to keep looking until they have answers, so we need to give them a believable conclusion. Closure for them is protection for us.”

“I’ll think on it,” Invia said.

“Thank you.”

“Was there anything else you needed?” She licked her lips as she looked me up and down.

“Sometimes it feels like you still want to kill me.”

“What? Bren-Byron, no. That’s not true.”

I reached out with my mind and grabbed the silk around her neck, pulling her toward me. “Apologize for lying to me.”

“I’m not lying.”

My mental grip on the silk twisted. Invia gasped for air. “Last chance to tell me the truth.”

Glaring at me, Invia hissed, “You’re right. It’s true.”

I released the silk.

“That’s not always how I feel, though,” she whimpered.

“You hate that my meddling ruined your life,” I said. “I cost you your future as Invia the noble. You like the power I’ve given you, but you also think there has to be a workaround where you can get rid of me and keep all of the benefits.”

Invia nodded meekly.

“You and your rich friends took away the only family I had. You personally attempted to kill me several times over. In spite of that, I’ve given you a rare class and leveling opportunities that your spoiled bitch friends in the Capital would beg for. I don’t want to buy the sword that ends up killing me, if you get my meaning.”

She didn’t say anything.

I asked, “Is there ever going to be a time when I don’t have to wonder if you’re about to stab me in the back?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then that’s your assignment, and it needs to be done before Valice leaves Flowst. Find a way to make yourself not want to murder me, and then figure out a way to make me believe that you’re being sincere.”

“What if I can’t figure that out?”

“Then you don’t get your playtime with Valice.”

And maybe I string you up with her.

“Yes. That is the way.”

Invia looked down and glanced about the room as if an answer might come up through the floorboards to save her. “If I say the silk prayer… I’ll die.”

“I know.”

“You ruined my life,” Invia muttered weakly.

“We’ve been over this,” I said. “You ruined your own life. My choice was to live out my days in Borja in peace, and then my dad disappeared and you murdered me.”

Invia didn’t reply.

“This one has only deserved the stick, to be beaten into submission.”

“This is the same loop we’ve done since all of this started. Our lives can’t go back to what they were. We’ll never get them back. Ever. Those versions of us are dead, and this is what we have left. I’ve offered you second chances on top of second chances. I’ve given you power and strength. You even got a rare class because of me. Any normal person would have cut you loose a long time ago.”

“I want this…”

I laughed. “That’s the problem. You appease me when you want something, but as soon as I don’t have a carrot to offer, your mind wanders back to getting rid of me. Aurketzu was right. I should have been using the stick this whole time.”

“Are-kets? What is that?”

How did I let that happen? My mind felt fragmented. Keeping everything straight was like untangling a mass of ropes while an anchor dragged me down to my death.

“You have until Valice leaves. You’re dismissed.”

Invia hesitated. I saw the flare of resistance in her eyes, so I gripped the silk around her throat with Silkmancer and dragged her to the door while she coughed. When I couldn’t slam the door from where I sat, I gruffed. I should add silk to every surface, I realized. It would be godawful tacky, but I didn’t care.

“Bind her to Valice and punish them together. You have no need for disloyalty, viceroy.”

“You’re right.”



We rejoined the strike team for the royal shrine. I had enough time for two days of grinding before Valice arrived, and Solara and I needed to test the dryad poison.

Which we needed to do without the strike team seeing, so we waited until they took their break between floors to excuse ourselves. No one found it odd that we wanted to test our skills against the first dryad spawn. Well, they still believed they were treants, but that didn’t matter.

“What would you like us to do?” Purity asked.

Invia sulked at the back of the party. She was still sour from our conversation.

“This should be straightforward,” I answered. “Solara will use Silk Weaver to smash the bottle against the dryad. Then we’ll see what happens. If it doesn’t work, we need to be ready to kill it the old-fashioned way.”

But hopefully, we wouldn’t need to.

Solara held the bottle of herbicide in her palm, wrapped it in silk, and sent it down the hall with a magic braid of material. The glass smashed against the monster’s bark. The dryad turned. Her branches leaned forward, and leaves shot back at us. Her spell turned them into sharp glass, and they struck Invia’s Wall of Ice like spearheads.

The roots on the walls and ceilings bent toward our party to whip and stab. Purity’s Dancing Silk and Protection spell parried attacks as Invia and I chopped them down. In the tight corridor of the shrine, these roots were not nearly as dangerous as the giants that accompanied the door guardian, but there were a lot of them, and the varying angles–virtually every possible direction–made them difficult to track.

I was about to call for Solara to end the experiment with Bolt, but the roots in the hallway gradually slackened, their stiff strikes going limp little by little.

The dryad had stopped her forward march. Her golden brown bark grayed and shriveled, becoming dusty and brittle. The process was slow, however. Currently, the herbicide had only affected a dinner-plate radius from where the glass broke, but the effect was indeed spreading.

Though she had slowed and some of her strength diminished, she continued to throw razor leaves our direction and used healing magic on herself to slow the spread of the poison.

But she was losing that battle. She might have been able to continue fighting for another ten to twenty minutes, but Solara wrapped her in Silk and fried the dryad. She said that the increase in heat would also help the poison more quickly. I’m not sure that made any actual difference, however.

Proving the herbicide worked against a dryad changed the math for my future in a radical way. I was level 19, respectably high but nowhere near the full potential I could reach with the myriad of benefits viceroy provided. My progress had thus far been exceptional, and I was pleased with it on all levels.

Any time I felt myself feeling frustrated, I remembered how much of my life I spent at 0 XP and then 9 whole XP as a level 1 fighter.

That wasn’t even a year ago.

Now… I feel the excitement anew all this time later in the simple retelling of this story. The certainty that so much was within my reach–the proximity of power that could become mine was intoxicating.

If the math was not clear to you already, I was within arm's reach of any of the following outcomes:

1. The herbicide that worked on the young dryad had no effect on the boss in any meaningful way.

2. The herbicide made defeating the dungeon boss trivial, at which point I earned boss-grade XP. If the encounter was as difficult as I anticipated, that could mean tens of thousands of XP from one easy, safe fight. After that, I got a chest full of boss loot. The guild would take their cut, but that was fine. My party would still profit greatly, and besides, we could run the same plan again and again whenever the boss reset.

3. The mother dryad that Aurketzu was so certain existed could be considered a new part of the cursed knight boss fight, but there was a more intriguing possibility: the mother dryad was the Flowst Dungeon Lord. When I shared that theory with Aurketzu, she said it was possible. Dryads had enough power to be Dungeon Lords, in theory, and the thematic nature of the dungeon matched. If this herbicide gambit could kill a Dungeon Lord, forget all of the amazing XP that would come out of that. My pact with the Lopav Dungeon Lord would be fulfilled. I would no longer be in his debt or in danger of him withdrawing the abilities he granted to me and Invia.

Simply beating the dungeon boss would be a monumental boost in my progress, but the idea of slaying a Dungeon Lord? It was hard not to imagine what that would do for my future. As outlandish as it seemed, my plan to cheat that fight could work. It could really work.



We did one more run of the shrine level with the strike team after the herbicide test and went back to the surface. Valice could arrive as early as tomorrow, and if I was going to be out of the dungeon for several days, I wanted to use that time as wisely as possible.

First of all, the girls would continue doing runs, but they would be carrying the initiates. A few were level 1s, most were 2s and 3s, but in all cases, helping them earn levels should give me more Loyalty Pledges, perhaps as many as 18. To put that into perspective, a normal XP level-up came with 3 stat points, so cheesing a bunch of level-ups in low-level nothings would be the equivalent of me earning 6 levels the traditional way.

“I do not understand why the system favors you so,” Aurketzu complained when I originally explained my plan to farm Loyalty Pledges alongside Will points.

She was superintelligent, so she didn’t need much of an explanation. As soon as I said I wanted to farm Loyalty Pledges, she understood my intention to fill the Temple with offerings.

And she was salty about it. Her viceroy class never offered her these abilities, and she rightly believed that if it had, she would not have been defeated. I mean, 18 stat points could take me to 38 strength if I wanted. Level 30 fighters often neared that level of strength, and they were almost demigods.

I’d have it before level 20, and I’d only get more as the silk continued to recruit. I was also aware that this particular advantage came about from my making a deal with the Lopav Dungeon Lord, something Aurketzu tried to stop.

“My vessel will be a frail shadow next to your power.”

When she was finally able to leave my body and claim one of her own, she wouldn’t have my stats, and she may even have to start at level 1.

So I paid attention when she made that comparison. If envy of my gifts had taken root in her, she could decide that claiming my body as her vessel was more worthwhile. If that wasn’t possible, keeping me under her thumb for the rest of my life would be the next best thing.

For her. Aurketzu had demonstrated time and again that her interests were all that mattered. Any aid she gave me was in service of her own goals, not out of any desire to see my situation improve. Like every other man in her life, I was another tool to be used and manipulated for her benefit.

I needed to research this vessel process to learn how to defend myself, but how could I do that without revealing my suspicions to Aurketzu? She was in my mind, after all. She saw anything I saw. She heard all of my conversations. The moment I reached for a book on soul transfers, she would only become more careful and more aggressive in her efforts to scheme against me.

So much power was within my reach. I needed to become accustomed to the Invias and Aurketzus of the world looking to take what was mine. Surely that problem would only get worse.


Chapter 25

“You’ve put on a good bit of muscle since I saw you last,” Valice said, squeezing my arms. “I like it.”

I met Valice Chastain in the foyer of her uncle Hensewurd’s mansion. The reconstruction was still underway, but the areas with only smoke damage had already been restored. When I arrived ahead of Valice, Hensewurd gently reminded me of our mutual goals to extract information about Valice’s slavery ring. The Oliverrys and Chastains shared a desire to put an end to Valice’s efforts. Hensewurd didn’t know that Lord Oliverry was also buying from Valice, but what reason Oliverry had to play both sides, I couldn’t decide. Maybe he simply wanted more product, or maybe he had some grander plan.

I didn’t care.

Hensewurd would be angry when my plan unfurled, but if it went as I hoped, he wouldn’t direct any of that anger at me personally.

So I smiled and played the dutiful suck-up. I was wearing that same smile when Valice stepped out of her carriage and groped my biceps.

“I heard that you saved Grettie from bugbears and bandits,” Valice added. “It sounded very heroic. You must have given them such a beating.”

Her tongue flicked ever so slightly when she said beating. I was high on moonrock for our last night together, so while I didn’t remember any of the festivities–unfortunately–I did see her bruised ass in the morning. My handprints were all over her, so the night had gotten rough.

And she must have liked it if she made a point to allude to it within seconds of seeing me again. I was no longer naive enough to believe that people like Valice did anything unintentionally.

Her beating would come, and I couldn’t wait.

“Lovely to have you as my escort, Byron. I assume your guild gave you all the terms?”

I nodded. “By your side at every hour of every day for the duration of your stay, Miss Chastain.”

“Good boy. I would like to go see some friends now.”

I escorted Valice out to the lane where her carriage waited. I held her hand as she stepped inside and then followed her. As soon as my butt touched the bench opposite Valice, two imposing men climbed into the carriage behind us and shut the door.

Valice’s smile fell away. A snarl replaced it.

“Why were you throwing my name around with Grettie?” she snapped. “Why are you asking questions about my interests?”

Ah, yes. In the bugbear mines, I used the impending threat of death to squeeze a little more intel out of the noblewomen, but really I was justifying the fact that I was about to give them to bugbears. That was sloppy because not all of the witnesses to the question died. The heat of the moment clouded my judgment.

“This is embarrassing,” I said.

“I don’t understand.”

After a sigh, I said, “It sounds like Grettie told you that I fell for you. I know I don’t have a chance with someone of your status, but you were incredible that night, and I find myself wanting to protect you.”

“Protect me?”

“Someone’s leaking your business to your brother and your uncle. I heard them talking about it at a party one night, and they quite clearly wanted to hurt your interests. Those two were hanging on them when I heard that. Then, surprise, surprise, raiders came after us screaming about Chastains and Oliverrys.”

Valice narrowed her eyes.

“They were selling you out, and I saw a chance to limit the damage they could do.”

“You expect me to believe that?”

“Didn’t Grettie herself tell you that they blabbed everything to me? Someone they didn’t know and had never met. They spilled it all with one question.”

“You weave an interesting story. If it should fail?”

In my mind, I replied, “Silk to block their vision. Ice Touch chunky bro next to me, preferably his neck or his face. Then I was going to see if I could use Unholy Smite with a punch on goatee guy across the way.”

A thought occurred to me. I reached out with my mind in search of silk. Valice wasn’t wearing silk, but chunky wore silk boxers. That route was almost too cruel.

Crossing her arms, Valice said, “So you were helping me.”

“I understand if you don’t believe me about your family,” I said. “I intended to bring all this to you the next time we spoke. Then I would handle it however you wanted me to. Things went sideways in the mountains, and I saw a chance to throw out the trash.”

“Someone who is about to die will say anything to save their necks. You overheard them at a party? Come on. Where are you really getting your information?”

“I’m telling the truth,” I insisted. “They laughed about one of their sources. Umm… Envaria? Inv-”

“Invia?”

I nodded. “Yeah. That’s it. Does that name mean anything to you?”

That stunned Valice. How would an obnoxious adventurer from Zaglis know about a noblewoman in Borja who used to work for her?

“What did they say?” she asked.

“Only that she had more to give them. They spoke as if she were nearby, but I couldn’t listen for long.”

Valice considered me in silence for an uncomfortable stretch. “You’re in love with me?”

“You are above me, my lady. I know I’ll never have the status that a woman like yourself deserves, but I am content to worship and to serve.”

My own words nauseated me.

“Why leave Grettie alive?” she asked.

“She was horrified that they answered so easily,” I said. “It was obvious to me that she was loyal to you, and given what we’re discussing now, I’d say I called that correctly.”

“And you, you aren’t offended by my business?”

I shook my head. “I own several myself, but if I may, there is more about that trip I think my lady should know.”

“Go on.”

“Oliverry’s guards were pretty open about him running people. I don’t know if that’s helpful, and his name didn’t come up with Hensewurd and Killian. I thought you should know.”

Valice rubbed the bridge of her nose.

I waited.

“How far would you go for me?” she asked.

Relief flooded my system. Greed had saved my life once again. If Valice was asking a question like that, that meant she was weighing my value as an attack dog. A desperately loyal underling was a useful tool. They tended to have looser morals than the average minion. And let’s face it, I was not a generic street thug. I was a known asset.

“You need only say the command,” I replied.

Valice nodded and opened the carriage door. Before anyone could offer, she was out, leaving me inside with chunky and goatee.

“Kill them,” she said with a sense of whimsy and slammed the door shut.

Okay.

I threw ribbons into the eyes of my targets. Then I used Silkmancer to strangle chunky’s testicles with his own underwear. While he made strange squeaky noises, I confirmed that Unholy Smite did indeed work with a punch. I’m reasonably certain the bonus damage from Finesse came in on top of the 3x bonus I got with Unholy Smite because my hand blew through his face, caving it in like a rotten pumpkin.

Chunky was still in agony, but he had a knife out now. My silk snatched his wrist, pinning his knife hand to the wall. I grabbed his throat and held Ice Touch until his windpipe hardened in my hand.

I wiped my face on my sleeve and let myself out of the carriage. Valice stood on the other side of the lane with two more men guarding her. Where the hell did all of this muscle come from? I had seen none of these men when I first followed Valice out here.

“How may I serve you next, my lady?” I asked, throwing in a cheesy as fuck bow to sell my submission.

“What makes you useful?”

“I’m good at fighting and finding people, but you may put me to work however you see fit.”

“How good at finding people?”

“I’ve made a comfortable living from my services,” I replied. “I’ve never failed to locate a target.”

“That’s quite a boast.”

“But easily proven,” I added. “I’ve already proven I can fight and fuck.”

“Fine. Bring me Invia, and I will reward you handsomely.”

“Serving you is reward enough, my lady. I’ve already starting looking into the raiders I encountered on the road to Gressin. The ones who came after Grettie yelling about Samson Oliverry. I believe Invia played a role in that.”

Valice looked me up and down. “Okay, fine. I’ll give you this chance to serve me. You’re my security first and foremost, however.”

“Of course.”

“Come. Treat me to lunch in the city.” She pushed by me and strolled toward a wagon not full of brutalized corpses. A servant opened the door and held it as Valice climbed inside.

I followed.

As I sat, Valice grinned at me mischievously. “Tell me the bugbear story.”

“About the attack?”

“The duel. The part where you spoke bugbear to save Grettie.”

“You sound like you’ve already heard it.”

Valice slowly hiked her skirt up as she spread her legs. She wore purple cotton panties and traced the outlines of her lower lips with a light finger.

“She takes pleasure in suffering. A woman of refined taste.”

“They cornered us in a mine,” I began. “Me, a guard, Grettie, and her two friends. The bugbears were going to wait us out, and we believed they would be watching any other exits if the mine had any.”

Valice pressed two fingers to her panties and began to circle.

“Bugbears respect strength above all else, and they love a good duel, but they don’t believe in dueling someone who already lost. I offered them a deal. They could try and take me on as a group, at which point I’d take a few down with me. Or, give me the duel, let me pick a trophy, and they can have the rest.”

Her eyes flared. The cotton darkened as she rubbed harder.

“They selected a champion. He was three times my size, but he was predictable. I severed his arm and put him down.”

Valice pulled her hand back and slipped it under panties. Her eyes still hadn’t left mine.

“I took Grettie as my trophy. I severed the tendons in the guard’s knee, and the bugbears grabbed the women.”

“Did they scream?”

I nodded. “The guard cursed me while the girls begged.”

“What did they sound like?” She slipped two fingers into herself.

“I envy her fingers.”

“They shrieked and cried,” I answered. “I could hear them screaming for the next two hours. Even though we put more and more distance between us, their shouts echoed through the valley.”

Valice closed her eyes. “Did you fuck Grettie?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“I choked her unconcious with my cock.”

Valice shuddered. “Would you kill her if I asked you to?”

“Slow or fast?”

“Ohhh fuck. Slow. I’d like it… kill her… slow.” She made no attempt to stifle her moan.

Her carriage drivers and other guards had to have heard. Perhaps this was a typical passtime for Valice, and they knew better than to interrupt.

When Valice finished, she held her fingers out to me. “Your reward,” she said.

In a way, I respected her bottomless depravity. As I drew her fingers in my mouth, I imagined a thousand different ways to make her suffer for what her schemes did to my family.

Patience. I needed to be patient.

I wondered what noises she would make when it finally happened.


Chapter 26

Valice had more moonrock than food at lunch, and then we went shopping. I had to oo and aw at her every outfit change and shower her with compliments about her beauty. She liked to hear me beg for her body, so I did that for her too.

I didn’t enjoy having to give this extended performance. That said, I wasn’t as disgusted by every long second as you might expect. I spent nearly every moment of my life pretending to be something I wasn’t. Even in my own mind, I kept an act in play. Aurketzu was always right next door to my true thoughts, so my guard was up even then. Anything I gave her, she would use against me.

Sometimes I worried if I had already given her too much. So I was always an actor in a story. I could play along if it meant getting me to the next act in the play.

That night, Valice had dinner with people she called friends. I had the honor of standing against the wall. My presence was more set decoration than actual security. She delighted in pointing at me and whispering to one of the others at the table. They would look shocked, and then Valice would giggle.

“Valice is going to be your vessel,” I said to Aurketzu in my mind. “I’m decided.”

“I dislike the idea of inheriting an identity you are actively seeking to destroy.”

“She’s a good fit, and putting you in her body is my way of destroying her.”

“But you poison her interests.”

“There’s no way the damage is irreparable. The status and connections you would have? We’ll never have access to a vessel like this again. Very few people are above Valice in this country. Relatively.”

“Or we build a perfect vessel, and I build my own power.”

“If we get the chance to use Valice, we’re using Valice.”

“Mind your tongue, viceroy.”

“You need to be flexible. You, of all people, should know that we can’t control every exact detail of this. Shopping around for the perfect body wasn’t part of our deal. I get you out of the underworld and into a body of your own. That’s it.”

“Do not think to lecture me on strategy.”

Her voice, her ever-present belittling and maneuvering infecting my every thought, watching my every moment. I would stuff Aurketzu into a fucking rabid raccoon if I had the opportunity. Anything to get her out of my head.



For how unhinged Valice was, she still believed I was human. She graciously gave me the morning off so that I could sleep and return to her in the afternoon, rested and ready to protect or entertain or whatever whim happened to be in her mind at the time.

Since I was uncertain when Valice would be in my orbit again, I used that time to secure every possible advantage against her I could. If I didn’t get good intel out of her on this visit, it could be another year or more before we spoke, which could mean that much longer before I found my father.

Aurketzu was quick to point out that my sense of urgency was a source of unnecessary risk. If I rushed to milk Valice for information, she could become suspicious, and this whole charade would come apart. I pretended to hear her perspective, but I already knew that Aurketzu’s sole interest was in her survival. Searching for my father didn’t benefit her, so she found as many reasons as possible to discourage me from pursuing him.

Now that I denied her the choice of a vessel, she had yet another motivation for deliberately sabotaging my efforts.

When I arrived at the door of Valice’s suite to begin my next shift, the guard outside sent me in right away.

Valice was in a robe surrounded by servants. One did her makeup. One did her hair. Another did her nails. And a fourth massaged her shoulders.

“Stand there,” she ordered, pointing to a corner where I could watch her get ready. “Do you have anything for me?”

“Yes, but it may be best if we wait until we are alone.”

She laughed. “These mongrels don’t speak common. I’ve had dogs who were more intelligent.”

“I’m still digging into the raiders who attacked Grettie, but I have another lead you might be interested in.”

“I’m listening.”

“I’ve picked up on a rumor that Invia is tracking down slaves from Borja. It’s not clear why, though.”

Valice nodded and thought.

“Is that meaningful for you?”

“I’m not sure,” Valice answered.

“She hesitates to reveal information to you.”

Which was more or less what I expected to happen at this point, so that was fine. If I pursued too aggressively, I worried Valice would grow suspicious. Planting the seed was enough for now.

“My people are continuing to dig,” I added. “I’ll keep you updated, of course.”

“Good. Set out some moonrock, then I want you to stand there and lust after me.”

“Yes, my lady.”

A few hours later–yes, hours–I escorted Valice to a fancy restaurant in the hills. She was surrounded by Flowstian elites, a few of whom I recognized from Hensewurd and Oliverry’s parties, but most were unknown to me. They gossiped about other nobles. They decried the filthy poor that infested the city. They discussed a few plays, which was mostly Valice bragging about seeing shows that had not yet left the Capital to be put on in lesser cities like Flowst.

After the meal concluded, which included multiple drinks and several lines of moonrock, the group relocated to a party at one of the mansions in the hills. This particular estate belonged to a merchant whose name I no longer recall. Initially, I was focused on absorbing as much intel about this person, their home, and their business as possible since I was lucky enough to have been invited inside, but an unexpected guest changed the calculus substantially.

A tall woman with chestnut hair cut into a bob lounged in the corner of the salon, surrounded by people hanging on her every word. Her eyes were a deeper brown than her hair, and she had a slight gap in her front teeth. She wore a shimmering dress of purple sequins wrapped around a young body. I guessed her to be 15 or so, far too young for a party like this, but learned through the course of the night that she was 17.

“Princess Ashley is here?!” Valice hissed to one of her girlfriends. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

While they argued about who should have known what, Aurketzu and I took a moment to catch up.

“Did she say Princess?” I asked in my mind.

“I heard that as well. Tread carefully, viceroy. The cub may be innocent and vulnerable, but no doubt she is watched by many who are wary of predators.”

That was a good point. For my purposes, completely avoiding interacting with Princess Ashley would be the smartest choice for me tonight. Walking the Valice Chastain tightrope already required all of my focus, and I was not at all prepared to navigate interactions with royalty. I knew too little about the royal family, and even less about Princess Ashley, for me to feel comfortable inserting myself.

Valice, however, did not hesitate. She pushed through the crowd surrounding Ashley and curtsied.

“Princess, you look marvelous,” Valice gushed. “I didn’t know you were visiting Flowst. This is such a wonderful surprise.”

“Oh, it was a spur-of-the-moment trip,” Princess Ashley replied. “And you know how father is. He doesn’t like me to advertise my travels.”

“Of course. Are you enjoying the city?”

“It’s… interesting. I’m not sure I would-”

One of Princess Ashley’s attendants leaned in to whisper into her ear. The Princess’ face lit up, and her gaze turned to me.

“Is that Byron of Zaglis?” she asked.

Valice glanced between me and the Princess. “Yes. He is part of my security detail.”

“Is it true he killed the door guardian?”

The gathering around the Princess nodded before Valice could respond.

“Lady Valice,” the Princess began, “might I borrow your man for a few moments? I’d love to speak with him about the dungeon.”

“He would be happy to regal us with stories, I’m sure.”

Princess Ashley shook her head. “I’d rather hear the story in private. I desire a conversation more than a performance.”

For the first time on this trip, Valice looked off-balance. “We would be happy to-”

“Just him is fine.” The Princess stood and exited the room.

A tall, stocky man with a greatsword on his hip approached me, and for the first time in a long while, I had the sense that this person was much stronger than me. “Her majesty the Princess requests your presence. Come with me.”

I glanced at Valice, and she nodded begrudgingly that I should do as he said.

I followed the giant of a man into another room, this one more of a study but no less opulent and luxurious than the salon I just left behind. A woman appeared to hand the Princess a glass of something bubbly and then returned to her place against the wall. The bodyguard, however, stood next to the Princess, close enough to intervene if I were reckless enough to attempt an attack on royalty in the middle of a dinner party.

“I heard about you,” Princess Ashley began, crossing her legs as she leaned into a highback chair, sipping from her glass. “So you’re Byron of Zaglis, the slayer of the door guardian.”

“I am.”

“Is it true you fuck your women over the corpses of your kills?”

“Princess!” the bodyguard protested.

She shushed him.

“I wouldn’t describe it like that, but yes, that is true,” I answered.

“You’re less of a beast than I pictured,” she said, looking me up and down slowly. “I expected someone more feral, more barbaric.”

“Stories have a way of taking on a life of their own.”

“I suppose that’s true. But you do fuck in the dungeon? Why?”

The bodyguard glared at me. I’m not sure what he expected me to do in this situation. If royalty asks you a question, you have to answer.

“My party believes that the closer we are, the better we fight. We share everything, and emotions run hot after a difficult battle.”

“So you do it, right there in the dungeon?”

“We see no reason to deny each other pleasure.”

The Princess took another drink, staring deep into my eyes. Attraction was part of it, but there was a mischievousness, a curiosity mixed in that I couldn’t quite define.

“Do you plan to fight the door guardian again?” she asked.

“Eventually.”

“Why not immediately? The path deeper is still blocked, correct?”

I nodded. “Slaying the door guardian doesn’t seem to be the key to clearing the roots.”

“How do you feel about other adventurers dying to the same boss?”

“I don’t delight in pointless deaths. Dungeons are cruel, and death is commonplace.”

“But do you feel bad?” she pressed.

“No.”

“I see.” She finished her glass and held it up. Her servant replaced it with a fresh glass immediately. “And I know you’ve killed people before. What does that feel like?”

The bodyguard tensed but didn’t protest. He clearly disliked this direction of discussion as well.

“I would say that depends on who has been killed. I don’t feel anything if I’m doing my job, for example.”

“Like fighting bandits on the road to Gressin.”

“Yes, like that.”

“Do you ever enjoy it?”

“Yes.”

“Tell me about a time where you enjoyed it.”

“Remember. Step carefully. She is young and unpredictable. People like you suffer for the poor judgment of people like her every day.”

“I mean no disrespect, Princess, but I do not wish to sully your innocence with stories of death, nor do I wish to answer dishonestly for the sake of protecting myself.”

Princess Ashley leaned forward. “I swear to not reveal anything you share with me. Omit details if you must, but I would hear the story.”

“When I was younger, I met a man in Zaglis who bought and sold children.”

“To what end?”

“For any purpose a slave might serve,” I answered. “Work, entertainment, simple suffering.”

“And you killed him?”

“Do not be a fool. Stop this.”

“I saw him about the city one evening and heard him bragging about the quality of his stock. I followed him for a time, going from tavern to tavern, and struck when I saw the opportunity. I pulled him into an alley and choked him with my hands. I watched his eyes start angry, as if appalled I would dare touch him. Then they became confused. Finally, they begged. He had no air for words, but he begged for his life as his face turned red and then blue. I felt his windpipe collapse beneath my hands, and I watched the life go out of his eyes.”

“And you left him there, in the alley?”

“Yes.”

“Which did you find more thrilling, killing him or killing the door guardian?”

“Him.”

“Why?” she asked.

“The door guardian can come back. He can’t.”

“Oo, good answer. Tell me, Byron of Zaglis, do you visit the Capital often?”

“I have never been.”

Another servant entered the room and whispered in the Princess’ ear. She nodded and dismissed them.

“My friends and I love adventurer stories,” the Princess said to me. “We would pay handsomely for a night of your tales. Should you visit the Capital, please inform me. I would welcome you as my guest.”

“Of course, my Princess.”

“I’m afraid I have business I must see to. Thank you for your time, Byron of Zaglis.”

I bowed and exited the room.

Valice was incensed by my absence, knowing full well that I had no say in the matter. She gruffed at me for the rest of the night, bossing me around more than usual, and shooting me looks of disgust as if I betrayed her by speaking with Princess Ashley.

As soon as we were in the carriage, riding back to her hotel suite, she commanded me to go down on her. Occasionally, she pulled my mouth away from her snatch to slap my face before driving me back down. Her weak blows didn’t even sting, but pain was secondary to her real intention. She desired to demean me, to remind me that I was beneath her.

I took it. I hated every second of it, but I knew I couldn’t lash out at her. The instant I allowed my anger to guide my actions, all of my plans would unravel. Valice would never tolerate insubordination, and she would make it her mission to destroy me just to make an example of me.

So I licked her as much as she wanted me to. Back in her suite, she slapped and punched me some more. She commanded me to crawl across the floor to her and then beg to taste her again. With each strike, I felt my self-control weaken, moving me a little bit closer to losing control and showing her who between us was more powerful.

Finally, after encouraging her to do more moonrock, she fell asleep.



I lie in her bed, pretending to doze as well. I imagined thousands of ways I could kill her here in this room. I could break her neck. I could punch her face into paste. I could drown her in her own perfume.

Eventually, Valice stirred.

“Byron,” she whispered.

“Yes?”

“The Goddess spoke to me in my dreams last night.”

“Oh?”

She nodded, still stunned by the experience. “She said you are the key to my ascension, that you are the sword that will clear the way by cutting down my enemies.”

“Yes, my lady. I am.”

“Invia could be my undoing. The Goddess has shown me that future. The Borja slaves… the men are sent to Samson’s tin mine along the Slow River. The women and children are sent to the Capital. If Invia is pursuing Borja stock, she would look in one of those two places.”

“I will find her. She will suffer for threatening your kingdom.”

“Inform me when it’s done.”

On my way back to the rectory that morning, I wondered how Valice would react when she learned that the Goddess who visited her dreams was Abby, my liluti. That was one of a hundred faces of suffering I hoped to see Valice wear one day.



Over the course of the Valice job and ensuing saga, my followers stayed busy in the dungeon, and the Loyalty Pledges rolled in. I wish I had the opportunity to bend them more for each of those levels, but Valice kept me occupied. In total, I earned 23 Loyalty Pledges over that time period.

I dumped 15 of those into Sharpen, finally completing that particular project, and I tried not to get overconfident, but that was hard when I had an ability that read like this:

Sharpen+27

Passive Ability

Gain a 100% chance to ignore an enemy’s armor when making an attack.

100% chance to ignore armor. That didn’t seem like something the system should let me do. The result made me even more sure of that because the physics didn’t make sense. Purity, the sweetheart, let me test it on her.

Whether she wore leather, chainmail, or platemail, my sword passed right through it as though it didn’t exist. One second, I was rapping my knuckles against a solid pauldron, and the next the tip of my sword sliced the skin of her shoulder. No, this wasn’t a gruesome affair. None of the tests were anything more than a nick. I wasn’t about to run a sword through my most loyal follower.

Those small wounds she Healed easily, by the way. I’d get the opportunity to properly field-test my juiced-up Sharpen ability eventually.

That left 8 Loyalty Pledges to allocate. I tried to put them into Silkmancer and Devotion Reaper to bolster the strength of my silk abilities, but it looked like those could only improve by adding more followers like Purity and Abby, so devoted that they said the silk prayer and ate the flower petal.


My other top contender:

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.

With Sharpen getting me through armor, I couldn’t decide if buffing the damage I did to weak points was the smartest or the dumbest idea. On the one hand, I would be hitting weak points more often if armor weren't a factor, so there seemed to be value in increasing the damage I did when I got there, but on the other hand, ignoring 100% of armor was its own damage boost, so was it actually wasteful to buff Finesse?

I couldn’t decide, so I postponed the idea. Some more dungeon time with Sharpen would help me decide.

In the meantime, I couldn’t go wrong with stat points, so I put 4 into dexterity and 4 into intelligence, bringing my stats to:

Strength 20

Dexterity 17

Constitution 11

Intelligence 25

Wisdom 9

Charisma 3

Aurketzu still insisted I didn’t need to put points into charisma, but seeing that 3 bothered me deeply simply because it was a small number.

23 Loyalty Pledges, though? The Temple was paying off in a big way already. I wanted more.


Chapter 27

When Valice departed, my party resumed grinding the Flowst dungeon in earnest, accompanying the strike team several days in a row. As we earned XP, we also prepared to fight the Dungeon Boss and the Dungeon Lord.

If the strike team found it odd that my party regularly carried three waterskins apiece into the dungeon, they never mentioned it. Nor did they seem to notice that we only ever came back out with one waterskin. With no spawn occurring in Queen Leeona’s corner of the dungeon, we stacked them behind the sarcophagus and out of sight, meaning that every fresh run to the royal shrine added roughly 2.5 gallons to our stash.

My original intention was to build that up to about 30 gallons in total, but when we were on the sixth delivery cycle, a level 35 party from the guild “Silver Swords” arrived in Flowst to run the door guardian. They were taking their time prepping for their first dive, but I felt time slipping away from us. A party that level could beat the door guardian, find the key, and discover our curious pile of waterskins.

If anyone in their party was remotely intelligent, they would take one back to the surface to find out what was inside.

So I decided we would make our attempt on run 8. We paid the extra fee to make the herbicide stronger and faster-acting, and at 2.5 gallons a run, we had roughly 20 gallons of extra-strength herbicide. According to Mrs. Ferthom the herbalist, 10 gallons of the standard strength would be plenty to kill something as large as an old-growth oak tree if it was poured directly into the root system.

At the end of the first day of our eighth run, I excused myself and my party from the camp at the top of the stairs. Blaise asked us why we were taking all of our gear, and I replied with some bullshit about always treating a dungeon like a dungeon, just in case.

And that was enough to put the subject to bed. The only thing the strike team cared about at that point was sleeping.

Meanwhile, we were about to pick a fight with a Dungeon Lord, and the strike team didn’t know. Looping them in on the plan would have been better for their safety, but that would also mean several witnesses, which was unacceptable for any level of success. I wanted the first look at the boss loot, and if the plan went really well, no one outside of my party could witness my conversation with a Dungeon Lord.

But that was getting ahead of myself.

Because of the running water, we had to stake a net a few feet in front of the boss chamber doorway so the waterskins wouldn’t float downriver prematurely. Hauling them all out of hiding was a touch tedious, but I was too excited to be bothered.

Then finally, I stood next to a pile of waterskins and looked into the boss chamber. The cursed knight, vines woven through his armor, stood guard in front of the hole in the middle of the room, a circular waterfall ever-pouring behind him.

“Good luck, viceroy. May you continue to bend fate to your will.”

“Ready?” I asked my silk lions.

They nodded back.

“Here goes.”

Invia and I drew our swords and started stabbing into the pile of waterskins while Solara and Purity watched from upriver.

In seconds, every waterskin was punctured, and we cut the net holding them in place. Whatever herbicide hadn’t already spilled out would now be certain to reach its destination en masse.

The poison itself was colorless, so I didn’t have a dramatic river of black or green to watch flow by the cursed knight and down to the level below. All we could do was wait. This method relied on roots drinking up the tainted water, so the effect wouldn’t be as fast as it was when we applied it directly to the young dryad in our test.

“Look at the knight,” Purity whispered after a while.

The roots in and around the knight slowly turned a sickly grey, the wood drying to a dusty, chalky texture.

It was working.

I had to hope the mother dryad was experiencing the same effects as the knight, her own root system pumping poison through the whole of her body. That meant my next gamble, one of several to come if this plan went really well, was almost here.

“The moment approaches. Does your bravery match your boasts?”

“Let me focus.”

When half the roots on the knight were gray, and I saw similar signs creeping through the roots around the room, I told Purity, “Cast Bless on me and give me the Dancing Silk.”

She did so without hesitation but asked, “Why?”

“It’s very important you all do what I tell you to do, no matter how you feel about it or how much you disagree. This is nonnegotiable, and fucking it up will get us killed. Are we clear?”

Every head nodded, even Invia’s.

“Good girls,” I said. “The three of you stay right here. Do not move. Do not follow me.”

I spun on my heel and walked into the boss room. I heard gasps and frantic shouting as the boss room door closed and sealed behind me.

The cursed knight lifted his greatsword with two hands, pointing the blade at me. Every root and vine in the room writhed like snakes, yanking themselves free of stone walls to strike me down.

When the knight stepped forward, the dead roots in its leg broke. The force of the fall snapped the other leg off at the ankle, and then its arms splintered at the wrists. The greatsword fell into the water with a splash.

The boss chamber quaked. Loose stone and dirt rained down from the ceiling, and pieces of the wall crumbled away. The water covering the floor of the room looked like a lake in a rainstorm from the plunks and splashes of falling debris.

“Dungeon Lord…” A voice said, bellowing and wheezing at the same time. “Coward… You are a coward… Not worthy…”

The room shook harder when every root was sickly gray.

“Coward… My children… Slain by a coward…”

+100,721 XP.

“Is it done?” I asked aloud. It had to be if I got the XP, but I couldn’t believe that this worked.

“It is done.”

I laughed and laughed. All that XP. I killed my first dungeon boss and my first Dungeon Lord.

The wall at the opposite end of the dungeon collapsed, revealing a stone container adorned in a style matching the sarcophagi in the royal shrine. Oh god, and there was my first boss chest. Loot. Loot. Loot.

But I had something to do first.

“Dungeon Lord, master of ice, I have fulfilled our bargain.”

The ice demon, the Dungeon Lord of the Lopav dungeon, appeared before me. The temperature in the room plunged. The water around the demon’s hooves crackled and froze, the ice spreading outward faster than the herbicide poison that killed the dungeon roots. He loomed over me with his ice-armored body and broad blue wings.

I did my best to restrain my shivering because shaking involuntarily didn’t seem very fitting of a Dungeon Lord, but I couldn’t help it. It was so cold.

“Pact magic cannot lie,” the demon growled, “but for the first time, you made me doubt that which has always been certain.”

“I promised you a dungeon.”

“You did indeed. How unlikely for a human to be a Dungeon Lord. How unlikely for a human to deliver on such a boastful promise. How unlikely that we would ever speak again.”

I bowed.

“In completing our pact, my gifts to you are now yours to keep. The exceptional work? I hope that you think of me as an ally as you continue to gain power. Such a thing has never occurred between Dungeon Lords before, but you have proven its value to me.

“A new gift, free of stipulation: Ice Touch is now Greater Ice Touch.”

“I have two more requests,” I said. “Small favors, really.”

“Your boldness continues. I will entertain your requests.”

“Thank you. My first request: Before you leave, could you grab the mana jewel for me from down below? It would be kind of tough for me to reach it, and that would really help.”

I swear I saw the demon smirk as he nodded.

“My second request: Fair to assume that this will become an ice dungeon?”

The demon nodded.

“Would it be a problem to delay that by four days exactly?”

“I can offer you three.”

“Accepted. Thank you.”

“Dungeon Lord, do you intend to conquer more dungeons?” the demon asked.

“Yes, but none of yours,” I answered.

“That is what I wish to discuss. May I propose a new agreement?”

I tried not to smile. “I’m listening.”

“If you agree to us as everlong allies, I would offer you an additional gift.”

“What do you have in mind?”



The boss chest was packed with gold and jewels. An aspect tome, a knife, and an arm cuff sat on top. The aspect tome was for Constitution. I stuffed it under my armor as the stone doors to the boss chamber opened with a rumble, shattering the ice left by the Dungeon Lord. I walked to the exit, holding the mana crystal for the boss as well as the mana crystal for the Dungeon Lord in my arms. One was the size of a knight’s helmet and the other the size of an apple.

My party, the strike team, the party of level 35 adventurers, and the three other parties I didn’t know waited for me. Behind them, every root in the dungeon was gray and withered. I surmised they came through the doors when the roots fell to dust.

“What the hell happened in there?” Rachel asked.

“The boss is dead.”

“I don’t… You said…”

“I’m pretty worn out,” I said. “Do you guys mind taking care of the boss loot?”

“Sure. Yeah.”

“Thank you.”

Invia, Purity, and Solara followed me as I pushed past the visiting adventurers to begin the hike up. With the roots gone, we didn’t need to use the sneaky backdoor. We just walked up and out.

We had work to do.



The wagon ride back to Flowst was less revelatory than you might expect, especially given how my party celebrated big victories in the past. After killing a dungeon boss and Dungeon Lord, however, we were all in a state of disbelief. So much had built up to this moment, and now that it was here, I wasn’t entirely sure how to feel about it.

“I gained a level,” Invia said after several minutes of silence.

That got us all to laugh. We all leveled up from that fight. Too bad it would be a while before I could meditate long enough to see what I unlocked.



“In three days, the Flowst dungeon will become an ice dungeon.”

Trina and Lyle stared at me, dumbfounded.

“I’m sorry?” Trina said, shaking her head.

“He told me about this before,” Lyle added. “It was on my list of things for us to discuss, but uhh… I wasn’t expecting anything to come of this so soon.”

Trina asked, “You believe him?”

“At some point, we have to decide if we’re in or we’re out. None of it makes sense to me either, but I’m not willing to bet against him. What I believe is or isn’t possible is not what I’m betting on. It’s him.”

The Guild Master leaned back and ran her hands through her hair. “If I agreed to this, we would have three days to buy up any and all items beneficial for running an ice dungeon. Bonfire enchantments for warmth, everything and anything having to do with Fire in any form, winter jackets, winter pants, winter bedrolls, winter boots, anything enchanted with Protection from Ice and with Protection from Cold, and… Am I missing anything?”

“We should sell the Bone Dry amulets we stockpiled for ourselves while the demand for them is still reasonably high,” Lyle said.

Trina wrote that down too. “This is an expensive bet. We could burn more than half our chapter’s savings on this if we went all in.”

Lyle nodded, so apparently that wasn’t an exaggeration.

“Did you lie about how dangerous the boss was because you wanted it for yourself?”

“No.” Which was the truth, but now that she asked, I could see how that was suspicious.

Tapping her pen nervously, Trina held my gaze. “Alright. Let’s make the bet.”

Lyle left immediately.

As I stood to follow, Trina said, “I’m surprised you didn’t fuck anyone after the boss fight.”

“I did. I fucked the whole dungeon.”


Chapter 28

I wanted to go back to the Temple to celebrate right away, but I had a lot to do.

Just because I gave the Thieves’ Guild a tip about the dungeon changing didn’t mean I wasn’t about to use the information for my own benefit as well.

As soon as I left the Dungeon Brawlers guild hall, I went around town buying up a stash of Bonfire enchantments while they were cheap and sent another letter to Jerbish, rush ordering a batch. Prices for the Bone Dry enchantments held steady for a decent amount of time, long enough that I wasn’t worried whether the Bonfire items would sell even if it took a few days for my order to come in.

Bonfire enchantments weren’t immunity to Cold. They made it much easier to function comfortably in a cold environment, but winter gear was still necessary. Jackets, gloves, boots, bedrolls–all the gear Trina planned to buy up I needed for myself and my growing stable of silk lions. I wasn’t interested in flipping these items for profit, but I did need to buy a decent amount to provide everyone living in the Temple with winter gear.

That included the silver masks and the black masks too. If I wanted their Loyalty Pledges, they needed to level, and they couldn’t level if they were hypothermic or frostbitten. I was undecided on whether or not this would be a perpetual benefit for members, but for the immediate future, this kind of gear was going to be very hard to come by.

I wanted to pick up some Fire enchantments to speed up grinding, but I blew all the capital we had. I knew the cut of dungeon loot from the boss room would be decent, but with how many ways it was getting split, it wasn’t going to be life-changing money.

Eventually, I’d get a percentage of the action from the Thieves’ Guild buying and flipping everything we discussed, so I needed to be patient. The money would resolve itself eventually, but that didn’t change the fact that I had no more to spend.

I told myself to not get greedy, and Aurketzu echoed the sentiment. This was a big win for me, but I still needed to play a smart long-term game.

When I finally returned to the Temple, still covered in the dirt from the boss fight that morning, I walked into the most incredible party. Every silk lion, my party and all of the initiates, wore their masks, silk bras, silk panties, and nothing else. There were already three empty bottles of vodka on the floor to give you an idea of the energy in the room.

As soon as the girls saw me, they cheered. Abby materialized behind me.

“Would you like me to use Prestidigitation on you, or would you prefer a bath, Master?” she asked.

“Use the spell. I don’t want to leave this room for a long time.”

“I suspected that would be your choice,” Abby said with a coy tone. “And master, congratulations on defeating a Dungeon Lord.”

“Thank you, Abby.”

She cast her spell. Before she poofed away with my stuff, I fished out a noose tied from a golden silk rope. The end of the rope was cut and frayed.

Purity bounced up to me and handed me an ale. Though she was wearing a gold mask, I’d recognize that little body anywhere.

“We’re proud of you,” she said. I could hear the smile in her voice.

I kissed her hand, walked up the dais, and held out my arms. The lions cheered and quieted when they saw I intended to speak.

“The Silk Noose made history today,” I said. “I know it sounds trite to say, but the victory was truly a collective victory. We are all stronger because we have each other, and I am no exception. Stay true to the silk, and everyone in this room will kill a dungeon boss some day.”

The girls whooped.

“Three days from now, we will all be even stronger,” I continued. “The silk will bestow new blessings on us and our Temple, and everyone who was brave enough to be one of the first through our doors will be rewarded for that bravery. I can’t reveal the blessings yet, but I do have a sign to share.”

I held the silk noose up.

“Abby, please hang this on the statue for me.”

The demon appeared, took the noose, and then materialized several feet off the ground, behind the statue of the woman reaching desperately for the heavens. The Church of the Glass Heart had left this behind. Since it came with the property, I might as well put it to use.

Abby dropped the noose around the neck of the statue, and a coat of ice spread out from the silk rope. Expanding like a Petrification spell, an inch of ice as clear as crystal encased the woman.

The effect brought a hush to the room, and I was quite pleased with it myself. The new Dungeon Lord of the Flowst dungeon made that for me, but he did so to my specifications.

“Three days,” I repeated. “None of you are to be in the dungeon on that third day, and that’s not a suggestion. Don’t test me on this, and it will make sense soon enough. For tonight, however, let’s celebrate.”

I spent the night doing lines of moonrock off the naked bodies of my followers. I’m certain I used them in dozens of increasingly depraved ways, but I lost myself in drugs and drink. After so much risk, after putting my life on the line to slay a Dungeon Lord at my pitifully low levels, I had no self-control left. I wanted to be lost in all the physical sensations my women could provide.



Having 3 beautiful women naked and asleep in my bed is a memory that I still enjoy, and it wasn’t even the first time. Everything that night represented, though, made each touch and climax feel like a deep connection, like it was more than our bodies that were intertwined.

As my followers dreamed of me–Abby would see to that–I meditated to level up. First off, I put a point into strength, dexterity, and intelligence. Then I put my new level into antipaladin to bring it to tier 3.

My unlock options:

Unholy Congregation

Active Ability

Cooldown: 10 Minutes

Any allies with evil alignment within 60 ft of you gain a +5% to damage and +5% to damage resistance for 30 seconds. Every 5 levels of Antipaladin increases this bonus by an additional 5%.

Darkness

Active Ability

Cooldown: 10 Minutes

Surround yourself with a black fog in a 30 ft radius, obscuring the vision of your enemies. Allies are unaffected by Darkness.

Unholy Weapon

Active Ability

Cooldown: 10 Minutes

Imbue your weapon with the Unholy effect. Damage to people or creatures with a good alignment increases by 10%.

Unholy Congregation didn’t seem useful at first, but Invia was definitely evil-aligned. I wasn’t sure if Solara was, but I could see her getting there. Purity, though, seemed unlikely to ever happen. Two of three party members getting buffed wasn’t nothing, but it also wasn’t incredibly attractive.

Unholy Weapon wouldn’t give me much utility at this moment in my life. I wasn’t drowning in good-aligned enemies, and my previous options weren’t thrilling either.

Reluctantly, I took Darkness. I didn’t have many active abilities at my disposal, so a new one wouldn’t hurt.

I pulled up my character sheet to admire it:

Level: 20

Progress to Next Level: (89995/204800)

Class: Viceroy, Tier 9 (36005/51200)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 3

Alignment: Chaotic Evil

Strength 21

Dexterity 18

Constitution 11

Intelligence 26

Wisdom 9

Charisma 3

Loyalty Pledges: 43

Oaths of Devotion: 2

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness+1, Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word, Rope Burn+4, Ghostly Feint, Unholy Smite, Darkness

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse, Improved Footing, Improved Accuracy, Enemy Study+1, Sense Danger, Unrelenting, Sugar Daddy, Pact of the Ice Fiend, Afterglow, Sharpen+27, Enthrall, Oath of the Silk Noose, Tactician, Silkmancer+1, Devotion Reaper+1

Shared Abilities: Touch of Ice

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1, Bone Dry Amulet, Ring of Obscurity, Ring of Mind Fortress

I was officially level 20. Holy shit.



With everyone else in the Temple still asleep except for Abby, I decided to visit the guild hall first thing in the morning to get our cut of the boss loot. By now, the strike team would have returned with the score. With the exception of whatever the magic items were worth, I should be able to walk out with more spending money. My coin pouch was frightfully light after my shopping spree the night before.

Eventually, I’d get a cut of the magic items too. The way that loot split worked was relatively simple. When the guild sold the item, the profits were divided, but prior to the item going on the open market, any person who was part of the split could “buy” the weapon for half its market value provided they intended to use it themselves. Our membership agreements specifically forbade selling a guild-discounted item because it lowered the value of the split for everyone else.

The guild also reserved the right to withhold the discount if the item was particularly exceptional. From what I understood, that didn’t happen often.

I was deep in my own mind, thinking ahead to what else I should accomplish before the dungeon changed over, when Blaise stopped me with an angry finger to the chest. I was two steps into the guild hall, so this didn’t strike me as an impulse choice on his part. He was waiting for me.

“Is the guild a joke to you?” he said.

“I don’t understand.”

“You laid it on thick about how dangerous the boss battle was, making sure we knew you were ‘just looking out for us.’ And then you fucking solo it? I knew you were a weirdo, but I was starting to think you weren’t a dick.”

I held up my hands. “I didn’t lie to you.”

“Sticking to that story isn’t going to make it more believable, and I’m not buying for a second that you turned everything in from the loot.”

“I don’t care what you believe,” I said and pushed deeper into the guild hall.

The girl working the desk that morning wore an apologetic face and seemed afraid.

Blaise crossed his gargantuan arms as I turned back to face him. “I submitted a loot dispute. Nobody gets their cut until the guild rules on your actions.”

That was why the girl struck me as fearful. She knew this was a shitty situation, and now it was her job to tell an adventurer that his big payday was delayed indefinitely.

“Is it true what he says about filing a dispute?” I asked.

She nodded.

So much for some extra coin in my pocket today. Oh well, Lyle or Trina would put this to bed. If they wanted to wait to see that I was right about the dungeon prediction, that was fine too. What Blaise or his wife Rachel did or didn’t believe was irrelevant to me.

When I stepped toward the door to leave, Blaise blocked me.

“I don’t like getting played. You made us all look like fools.”

“Move.”

Blaise held their ground for a moment but stepped aside.

“I’m going to make sure you’re off the strike team if they don’t kick you out for good.”

“How quickly the strong undermine themselves. If they believe they were made to look weak, they invariably worsen that perception with petty flailing.”

I kept walking rather than respond. I had no insight into exactly what kind of enemies would appear when the Flowst dungeon froze over, so I wanted to spend the day in the library exploring any bestiary with a listing for ice, cold, or demon-type monsters. My intelligence stat gave me a pretty good memory, so studying became even more valuable for me.

Convincing this dickweed of anything had no value at all.



When I stepped inside the Temple, Abby appeared immediately.

“Your party is impatient about leveling,” she warned. “They have said so many times.”

I rubbed my face. “I guess pick one and tell them to meet me in the rectory.”

“They are where you left them. Good luck.” Abby poofed away.

Sure enough, when I opened the door to the rectory, all three of my women were still in bed, though it looked like they had coffee and tea delivered. I assumed Abby filled those requests.

I slid in between Purity and Solara, wrapping my arms around them. Invia seemed disappointed I wasn’t next to her.

“Penny,” I said. “Go first.”

“You sound stressed,” Solara observed. She reached over and started to slowly and gently stroke me.

“That helps.”

She grinned.

“I got another 1% toward Heal spells and damage resistance from my Divine Quest rewards, and now the viceroy gift is 3/10. Which we still don’t know what that is, right?”

“No clue,” I confirmed.

“My new quests are… ‘Solve a longstanding community problem in Flowst.’ And then, ‘Fast for 7 days and gain a new insight into your values.’ Last one is ‘Spank a subordinate black and blue because you believe they deserve it.’”

“Your previous quests were way more specific and straightforward. Those are…”

“Problematically open-ended,” Solara interjected.

I rubbed Purity’s back. “We’ll figure it out like we always do. What are your new unlocks?”

“The Bonus Pledge requirement is kind of long, so I’ll read it last, if that’s okay,” Purity said and then read the following:

Silk Sutures

Passive Ability

Any restorative magic applied to a person wearing silk is improved by 10%.

Prerequisite: Healer

Sugar Daddy Bonus increased bonus from 5% to 10%.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Target passively regenerates health for the next 5 seconds.

(Bonus Pledge: Bonus is improved by an additional 2.5%...

The Good in Evil

Passive Ability

Any time you use a Holy or Unholy ability or spell, choose whether the effect is Holy or Unholy.

Prerequisite: Viceroy’s Unholy Smite

Sugar Daddy Bonus changed this from an Active Ability to a Passive Ability.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Strength of all Holy or Unholy abilities or spells improved by an additional 5%.

(Bonus Pledge: Strength of all Holy or Unholy abilities or spells improved by an additional 5%...

Silk Inspiration

Passive Ability

The more silk in your presence, the stronger your Protection and Restoration magic becomes.

Sugar Daddy bonus changed this from an Active Ability to a Passive Ability.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Anyone wearing silk in the presence of the Silk Priestess, including the Silk Priestess, receives a 5% bonus to damage resistance.

(Bonus Pledge: Anyone wearing silk in the presence of the Silk Priestess, including the Silk Priestess, receives a 5% bonus to damage…

Purity hesitated to continue. “I promise I’m not joking when I read this.”

“It can’t be that unusual.”

“If your viceroy wills it, any article of clothing on your person that is not a bra or panties can be turned invisible. Armor is considered clothing. Effect is persistent until viceroy wills it to end. Anyone wearing invisible clothing is subject to perpetual Prestidigitation, keeping all items clean. All other benefits provided by an invisible item still apply. Example: A jacket will still provide warmth, and a piece of armor will still provide protection.”

Solara giggled, but Invia was quiet. She and Purity had gone through Loyalty Pledges at the same pace, so that meant she had the same Bonus Pledge requirement.

“The way I interpret that,” I began carefully, “is that I can make you look almost naked whenever I want to.”

Purity nodded. “I like it.”

“Yeah?” I asked.

“Yeah. So what should I take?”

I had forgotten we were picking abilities. I was so caught up in that Bonus Pledge.

One ability would clearly increase my survivability over the others: Silk Sutures. Purity restoring more of my health with every Heal could potentially get me out of a bad situation.

“Silk Sutures,” I answered.

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

“Good girl. Ithaca, how about you go next?”

“I have the same Bonus Pledge requirement as Purity,” she said softly.

“Why do you sound upset about it?” Solara asked.

“It’s embarrassing,” Invia replied.

“Girl, your body is banging, and you’ll be in your mask anyway. Let them drool.”

A bit of tension left Invia. “The mask is a good point.”

Solara ran a finger up Invia’s leg. “I think we’ll all enjoy the view.”

Invia blushed. “Alright, alright. Which one of these should I pick?”

Her options:

Swift Silk

Passive

Each successful strike on an enemy adds a 2% bonus to your speed. Bonus caps at 15%. Bonus does not carry over from enemy to enemy. Bonus speed reduces by 5% when an attack misses or is blocked successfully by an enemy.

Prerequisite: Unrelentiing

Sugar Daddy Bonus increased bonus from cap from 10% to 15%.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Bonus to speed increases by an additional 1%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Swift Silk bonus does not decay when Templar attacks another enemy as long as hits are consecutive…

Punishment Princess

Passive Ability

Taking damage and delivering damage restores your stamina.

Prerequisite: Viceroy’s Rope Burn

Sugar Daddy Bonus added delivering damage to the triggers for Punishment Princess.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain 1% bonus to your damage for every 1% of your health lost. Each 1% bonus lasts for 10 seconds.)

(Bonus Pledge: Increase the healing provided by Life Steal by 1%...

Sharp Silk

Passive Ability

Any damage you deliver with silk is increased by 7.5%.

Sugar Daddy Bonus increased the bonus from 5% to 7.5%.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Silk Sword has a 5% chance to ignore armor.)

(Bonus Upgrade with Loyalty: Silk Sword has a 5% chance to inflict the Bleed effect…

“Investing in your silk swords makes the most sense to me,” I said while Purity and Solara nodded. “So Sharp Silk.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

“Solara?” I asked.

“I’m jealous that I don’t get the underwear bonus pledge,” she pouted. “I can’t skip to it somehow, can I?”

I shook my head.

“Something to look forward to I guess,” Solara said. “I think I know what I want to pick.”

Her options:

School of Abyssal Magic

Passive Ability

Gain an intuitive knowledge of fundamental abyssal spells as well as an intuitive knowledge of the abyssal tongue. This ability can be selected multiple times to unlock intuitive knowledge of additional abyssal spells. For this unlock, learn Summon Lesser Demon, Unholy Ray, Call of the Abyss, Summon Abyssal Wraith, Abyssal Armor, Zone of Antiholy, and Zone of Protection from Good.

Prerequisite: Viceroy’s Unholy Smite

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the intuitive knowledge of the abyssal tongue to this unlock.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: In addition to the original spell list, learn Summon Demon, Grip of the Abyss, Detect Good, and Disguise Evil.)

(Bonus Pledge: All spells from the School of Abyssal Magic have their strength improved by 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.)

Stalwart Silk

Passive Ability

Any enemy touching or manipulating silk feels 5 pounds of weight for every 1 ounce of silk. Sugar Daddy Bonus improved this ability from 2.5 pounds to 5 pounds.

Prerequisite: Stalwart Sorceress

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Any enemy who comes into contact with silk summoned by Silk Weaver has a 5% chance to be inflicted with Slow.)

(Bonus Pledge: Improve the weight effect of this ability 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.)

Silk Inspiration

Passive Ability

The more silk in your presence, the stronger your offensive magic becomes.

Sugar Daddy bonus changed this from an Active Ability to a Passive Ability.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Anyone wearing silk in the presence of the Silk Sorceress, including the Silk Sorceress, receives a 5% bonus to damage resistance.)

(Bonus Pledge: Anyone wearing silk in the presence of the Silk Sorceress, including the Silk Sorceress, receives a 5% bonus to damage. 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.)

I knew what she wanted to take. “Go ahead and take School of Abyssal Magic.” Silk Inspiration was also an excellent candidate, but if Solara could use summoning magic, that was like adding party members to the battlefield, which had all sorts of potential benefits, from tanking dangerous enemies for us to delivering damage themselves.

It would also make her happy, and believe it or not, that was a real consideration for me. If she was excited about this, supporting her choice was like giving her another reward.

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

“I might need to take a level of wizard to finish out the Bolt Specialization, but it’s going to be hard not to level a unique class,” Solara mused.

“You have time to think about it,” I said.

I dropped my 3 new stat points into dexterity, constitution, and wisdom.

“How about you all finish what Solara started so I can get back to work?”

All three smiled and reached for me.



That night, I was an hour into deciding how to handle distributing and storing winter gear when Abby informed me that a visitor knocked on our front door. Blaise from the Dungeon Brawlers strike team wanted to speak with me.

“What’s his facial expression like?” I asked.

“Fearful,” Abby replied.

Good.

I cracked open the chapel doors. “You wanted to see me?” I asked.

“Can we talk for a minute? In-Is that smoke?” Blaise peered around me, confused yet concerned.

I looked over my shoulder. There was no smoke.

Then I remembered. One of Abby’s wards prevented someone on the outside from looking in. The smoke Blaise saw was a spell obscuring his view.

“Just a little bit of magic practice. What’s this about?”

Blaise's eyes dropped. “That party of 35s tried the boss today. I got all of this secondhand, but apparently the cursed knight isn’t wrapped in roots anymore, so the assumption was that the old boss pattern was back. They went into the boss room. The doors shut and sealed on them.”

When he didn’t continue, I asked, “What happened?”

His breath a little shaky, he answered. “Whole party wiped. Six 35ers cut to pieces. There were people in that party who had cleared that boss room before even.”

The Dungeon Lord was likely involved in the battle personally somehow since I asked him to wait on fully establishing his dominion. Hearing that 35s went down to him, and apparently without a lot of trouble, made me more proud of myself for negotiating not one but two deals with the ice demon.

“I came to apologize,” Blaise said finally. “I withdrew my dispute, and I deserve to eat crow for getting this wrong. I’m sorry for calling you a liar.”

“Demand compensation for the disrespect.”

I replied, “We’re fine. Thank you for coming to say that.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like what?”

“It sounded like you forgave me.”

“I did.”

“That’s very gracious of you,” Blaise said. “Thank you. That’s all I needed. I’ll let you get back to your night.”

“Fool. You will come to regret each and every one of these moments.”

I ignored Aurketzu. “Whole party, huh?”

“Huh? Yeah. Every damn one of them. There’s gotta be a small fortune in armor and magic items in that room from their gear alone. I assume you’re going after it at some point?”

I shook my head. “I’m pretty busy the next few days.”

“I don’t think anyone is stepping in that room for a while. You can probably take your time.”

“Yeah, maybe.”

Blaise dipped his head. “Enjoy the rest of your evening. Thank you again for hearing me out.”

“You are yet soft, viceroy.”

I continued to ignore her.

When I shut the door, Purity was sitting on one of the couches behind me. “More people will realize you’re special when word gets around that you soloed what 35s couldn’t do as a party.”

“Does that worry you?”

“Not at all,” she said, seeming a bit shocked that I’d suggest that was a possibility. “Your life will get harder in some ways, but it should also get easier in others. The guild will have no more cause to question your judgment, and more nobles will want you in their orbit.”

That sounded right to me. Being more in the spotlight and having even more controversial notoriety would open doors for me. Purity was also right that new problems came with those rewards. Once the dungeon froze over, I could ask the Thieves’ Guild for just about anything, I believed.

I couldn’t wait.



At the end of the third day, at exactly one minute past midnight, snow began to fall in Flowst. In general, snow wasn’t unusual for this part of the kingdom. It never got as intense as snow in Lopav did, but a few inches every year were more or less expected.

What wasn’t expected was for that snow to come in the late summer. The connection wasn’t hard to make, either. The snow came the moment the dungeon changed, and the new dungeon theme was going to be something Ice-related given that an ice demon now owned it.

“His power has become so great that his influence spills beyond the gates of his dungeon. The dungeon has changed, and so has Flowst.”

“The way you worded that makes it sound like this winter is permanent.”

“An ice demon has no need for spring or summer. The poorly educated will label it a curse rather than recognize the influence of power, but that does not change the true cause.”

“So this winter isn’t going to end?”

“Not while an ice demon is the Dungeon Lord of two dungeons.”

Deals with demons were famous for hidden tricks and misleading language. The idea that the world outside the dungeon could be affected to this degree by a Dungeon Lord was entirely new to me. Ignorance didn’t make the consequences any less my fault, however. All the farms preparing for fall harvests, the riverboats that sped up and downriver, the few dozen adventurers camped outside the dungen–A sudden, unending winter could do untold levels of damage to the Flowst economy.

This snow could be very, very bad. I needed that economy as much as anyone else, and as I watched the snow build up on rooftops around the Temple, I worried I had made a huge mistake.

At sunrise, I pulled on my winter gear and set out to see how bad the damage was. While I was out, I intended to buy winter clothing for my neighbors and to have fresh firewood delivered. They would never know this winter was my fault, but looking after them was good for my interests. Bad neighbors could cause all kinds of trouble if they were motivated.



The sudden winter affected everything within ten miles of the dungeon entrance in all directions. For the city, that meant a corner of the lowers was covered in snow, but anything outside of that radius experienced the weather as normal. The Temple was included in that corner, being on the edge of the city closest to the dungeon and all.

Outside of the city, that radius swallowed up several farms but not nearly as many as if the entire Flowst region wintered over. A sizable bend in the river was affected, which would complicate boat traffic, but as it was with the farms, the disaster was relatively small compared to what it could have been. And anyone who camped outside the dungeon was probably pretty pissed when they woke up.

None of those changes were good for Flowst, but the city could still grow food and manage trade. I didn’t destroy the lives of every person in the city. Just the ones unlucky enough to be located near the dungeon entrance.

I thought I would hate snow after my experience in Lopav, but I realized I found the cold comforting. I liked the quiet that came with it, and I liked that all the dirty browns of the city were blanketed in white.

When I returned to the Temple after a few hours of walking around, I learned that Abby’s wards could control temperature. The cold from outside couldn’t pass beyond the threshold, and a fire pit had appeared in the middle of the chapel common area, providing extra heat for anyone who preferred it, but again, the wards kept that heat from making any other part of the Temple too hot.

“I can undo these changes if you are displeased, Master.”

“They can stay,” I said. “Please tell my party to put on their winter dungeon gear. They don’t need to pack for an actual run, but they do need to be prepared to fight. We’re only popping in and out of the dungeon.”

Abby bowed and did as I commanded. I too put on my winter crawling gear. Bundling up made me feel oddly nostalgic.

My party assembled in front of the frozen statue, and I handed each of them a Bonfire amulet. They could keep their Bone Dry amulets, as we might need them another time, but for now, they were unnecessary.

The small commotion attracted an audience. The twin rogues and three of the initiates heard us in adventuring gear and ventured to the common area to see what was happening. To their credit, they attempted to be discreet and nonchalant, but it was obvious they were watching.

And that was fine.

“My strong and beautiful companions,” I said. “I offer you a gift.”

I saw all three of their faces light up when they saw the notification and frantically opened their system menus to read the description for their new ability:

Freeze-Brand of the Silk Noose

As a reward for your devotion to the silk, you are granted a 5% bonus to damage, a 5% bonus to damage resistance, and an Ice ability relative to your class. Additionally, you are granted access to the Temple Dungeon. Bonuses only apply when a Silk Lion mask is equipped. If you are ever considered expelled from the silk, lose all benefits of Freeze-Brand and for the next 12 months, spells with Ice or Cold effects are 25% more effective against you.

Flowst’s new Dungeon Lord helped me to design this benefit as a thank you for fulfilling our pact.

Solara read the ability description out loud and asked, “What does it mean by Temple Dungeon?”

I smiled. “Put your masks on and then do what I do. Don’t take too long.”

Turning to the statue, I pressed my hand against the ice.

For an instant, I felt as though I had fallen through a frozen lake, a wave of jarring cold rolling up my body.

Then I was standing in a frozen swamp beneath the branches of a dead dryad. What was muggy and muddy swampland yesterday had descended into winter. The dryad corpse, submerged and frozen in swamp water, was from the previous Dungeon Lord. She was now an important landmark for my followers on the first floor.

Purity, Solara, and Invia appeared next to me a moment later.

“Holy shit,” Invia said reflexively. “Are we…”

“This is the Flowst dungeon,” I stated simply.

Purity seemed enraptured by the beauty of the icy scene while Solara wrinkled her face, struggling to parse her sudden new reality.

“How did you know this would happen?” Solara asked as she kicked the ice off an exposed tree root.

“That’s hard to explain.”

“I’d still like you to try.”

“You are all my inner circle, and no one else will ever know what I am about to tell you now because I will never speak of it again, and neither will you.”

All three heads nodded.

“Many dungeons have what’s called a Dungeon Lord,” I explained. “They are like the general of their dungeon, not actually fighting but influencing the world the dungeon depicts. As far as I am aware, nobody knows these Dungeon Lords exist because they rarely venture into their dungeons, and they don’t pick fights with adventurers. They can’t respawn the way a dungeon boss can.

“The previous Dungeon Lord was a mother dryad. We killed her when we dumped the herbicide into the water.”

“Ha!” Solara exclaimed.

“Why did that turn the dungeon to ice, though?” Invia asked.

“Because I made a promise to the Dungeon Lord in Lopav, and that was to give him the first dungeon I conquered. To say thank you for making good on that, he gave us a private entrance. You see that broken rope hanging from the branch there? That’s silk. I want you all to try touching the trunk of the dryad.”

Purity didn’t hesitate. She put her palm against the icy bark and blinked away. Invia and Solara followed, and then so did I.

The initiates had surrounded the dais in our absence. They dared to climb to the top of the stairs but didn’t go any further. They didn’t approach the statue. They didn’t even cross the initiation circle. They jumped when I appeared even after seeing the rest of my party do the same just moments before.

Stepping to the center of the dais, I said, “I see you all have a lot of questions, but we can make this easier.”

I debated making them work for it, but I ultimately decided that their collective awe was more valuable. Our recruitment would explode if every girl in this room gushed about the silk the way Invia, Purity, and Solara did.

“You’re all seeing a description for the Freeze-Brand unlock. It’s real. If you’ve accepted already, congratulations on joining us. If you want to understand it better first, here’s what you need to know.

“We have our own private dungeon entrance and exit. Only individuals with the Freeze-Brand can make the magic work. Touch the statue in here to teleport to the dungeon. Touch the tree with the rope to come back. Taking this unlock is going to be required for all members because it’s going to be a big part in increasing all our levels.

“Someone will eventually put together that we’re in the dungeon all the time and never appear on the entrance logs, but we do not need to accelerate that process. Even when people figure it out, you are not to share how it works or where our entrance is. This isn’t illegal, but it’s going to piss a lot of people off.

“From now on, be more wary of other adventurers in the dungeon. We have enemies, and we will undoubtedly attract more as we get stronger. Be ready to protect yourselves at all times.

“We are all still members of the Dungeon Brawlers. We will still turn dungeon loot into them just the same as we have been, dungeon fees or no. And lastly, Abby has deposited winter gear in each of your rooms, which includes a Bonfire amulet. We will start diving three days from now, so if you need something adjusted or resized, you have time to get that done. We’re going to let other adventurers learn all the hard lessons before we start doing runs.

“Any questions?”

“What are we allowed to tell potential recruits?” Solara asked. I caught her smirk.

I appreciated her setting me up. “The silk celebrates power and pleasure. We take care of our own, and we go to great lengths to make each other stronger. If you think the person you’re speaking with is a good candidate, you can share the blessings the silk has provided you, like your unlock buffs, your new Ice ability, room, board, and training support. Leave out the secret dungeon entrance.”

“May I say something to the group?” Invia asked me softly.

I nodded.

“Keep your standards high, and know that whoever you invite to join us will be a reflection of you. The smarter you recruit, the stronger we will all get.”

“Thank you, Ithaca,” I said sincerely.

“I encourage everyone to celebrate yet another milestone for the silk. I know all of you will take Freeze-Brand and that most of you already have. Go tear up the town and buy yourselves some winter clothes. The snow in this part of the city is never going away.”

As for me, I had work to do.


Chapter 29

Maria finally wanted to go out again, and I think the freak snow pocket was part of the motivation. Naturally, the whole city was talking about yet another dungeon change, speculating on what the snow meant and when it would go away. She desired to be a part of those conversations, but she also had me as a trophy to show off.

Since she wanted me to stay focused on keeping her safe, lest someone strike back for the tavern massacre, she hired a bodyman, someone whose entire job was to shoo people away who tried to talk to me, saying that I wasn’t talking about my boss fight.

It was bizarre, but the maneuver seemed to work the way she wanted. I was approached constantly, and every rich socialite that got turned away from me was ripe for Maria to manipulate.

Being a show pony upset me at first, but once I realized I wasn’t responsible for actually talking to all of these people, I was grateful for her plan. People would talk because they saw me, and then they would talk because I was being secretive about the boss fight. They’d feel compelled to speculate.

On the carriage ride home, sometime around 3 a.m., Maria said, “I know you’re going to be moving on from security work eventually. You have too much success to waste time playing babysitter. I just ask that you recommend someone competent to me if you can.”

“You’ve been good to me, and I’m grateful, but I’m going to give you a counteroffer: I’d like you to consider accepting a silk lion or two as your security on me, but they have to be in silk lion uniform when they work, and you can’t fuck them. But you can fuck me. We might not share a wall, but I will gladly screw your brains out whenever you need it.”

“Interesting play offering me security at no cost,” Maria said, her suspicion mostly a put-on but not entirely. “What’s your motivation there?”

“I want to know you’re safe. I want to show you that I’m grateful for our relationship. And I want the marketing.”

Maria laughed. “I have one additional condition, and then I’ll accept.”

“I’m listening.”

“Tell me what happened in the dungeon, or are you worried I’ll tell?”

Shrugging, I said, “Fortunately, the truth will make you sound crazy if you try to share it. I claimed ownership of the Flowst dungeon, and then I gave it to an ice demon because I owed him.”

She studied me. “You’re serious. You told me once your Ice ability was from a demon, which makes me think it was the same demon you traded with.”

“Mmhmm.”

“Gods, you’re right. No one would believe me.”



“What’s this?” I asked Trina in her office.

“A writ of credit. Your cut of this job is too big to pay in coin.”

I smiled. “So business was good?”

Trina nodded. “We made a year of profit in a day. Even the guard had to pay extortion rates to get the gear they wanted.”

“Is that so?”

“This is where you gloat.”

“I don’t intend to,” I said. “I’m glad to have proven my worth.”

“You didn’t mention the outside of the dungeon changing, though.”

“That was a surprise for me too,” I admitted. “It’s not an exact science.”

“Have you been keeping tabs on the news coming out of the dungeon?”

I had indeed. The dungeon changed in ways I didn’t know were possible.

The swamp froze over, which I already knew from visiting it firsthand. Giant mosquitos, alligators, and slimes no longer appeared in the swamp, but there were rumors that made me think muck elementals did. A few adventurers reported being attacked from beneath the ice. A dark slime broke through, grabbed them, and tried to pull them back into the water. That dark slime sounded an awful lot like muck to me, and I wasn’t the only one with that opinion.

New to the swamp were lesser and standard ice elementals and snow elementals, as well as frost goblins and skeleton knights.

The skeleton knights were animated by the same ice magic I had seen in the Lopav dungeon. They were more durable than regular skeletons and hit harder too. They roamed the swamps in bands, but the majority of them manned a new wall of ice that appeared around the castle, built a great distance farther out than the moat itself, far enough that traveling from the new ice gate to the castle’s original entrance was still a long, long walk. Word was the knights armed with bows were surprisingly accurate, making the process of crossing the wall akin to an actual siege.

If the skeletons on the wall weren’t active, the sole sound to be heard outside of the walls was the unending wailing of the castle’s former king. He was frozen in a pillar of ice on the road with only his face exposed to air. The former king whimpered and babbled endless confessions and apologies.

Though it was confusing to parse, it only took a day or two for other adventurers to put it all together. The king was so desperate to fend off the herbobos that he sacrificed his queen and daughters far beneath the castle in the royal shrine. The war magic he was provided from whatever force rewarded that sacrifice damaged much of the kingdom. The dam was one of the casualties, flooding the castle and forest.

The water that ran to the bottom of the dungeon fed a hibernating dryad, and somehow the spirit of the sacrificed queen fused with it. Naturally, she wanted revenge. That’s when the dryad took over everything its roots could reach.

No one could yet explain the shift to an ice dungeon.

If the frozen king wasn’t strange enough, the castle beyond the ice wall was in an even stranger state. The entire structure, from the castle on the surface to the bottom of the royal shrine, had been raised. Now, the ground level of the castle was the lower floor of the royal shrine, turning the dungeon into a climb instead of a dive.

I didn’t understand how the dungeon could extend that far upward and not breach the surface.

“Dungeons are a unique reality. They are both part of and separate from this world.”

The assumption was that above the shrine were the catacombs and then the cells. That put the castle at the top of the butte of frozen stone.

I say "assumption" because no one ventured beyond the royal shrine. The cursed knight, former boss of the Flowst dungeon, stood in his usual chamber, except that his chamber was now the first room of the new castle instead of the last.

Though it was in a previous version of the dungeon, the last party to fight the cursed knight was the 35ers. The party that wiped. No one had forgotten that fact, and no other adventuring party in Flowst was brave enough to be the first to try their luck.

“Can our strike team beat the knight?” Trina asked. “Can you?”

“I haven’t put eyes on it yet, but you should know my method isn’t an ability. I can’t always know, so it’s possible I'll get there and have no more of an idea than any other adventurer.”

“Part of me is relieved to hear you aren’t all-knowing,” Trina joked. “I appreciate you managing my expectations. Not many people are wise enough to admit to their limitations, and that fact has fucked up a lot of really good plans.”

“Then I should remind you that I can predict a dungeon change, but I won’t know how the next one will change. We can still make a profit, but we won’t have the warning we had this time around.”

“Did you visit for a reason other than to get your cut?”

“I wanted to let you know I’ll be signing up a bunch more brawlers under the Silk Lions,” I said. “None of them will need guild gear or dungeon passes, but they’ll still turn their loot in with the guild.”

“If the guild isn’t providing them anything, why are you making them members? You could keep all the profit for yourself.”

“I need the guild’s protection, and I have no problem paying my share. I also need a favor.”

Trina raised an eyebrow. “Go on.”

“I need to hire a dozen competent mercenaries who can keep their mouths shut. Then I need a cover story for the two weeks we’re gone.”

“How competent?”

“I need to raid a slave mine owned by the Oliverrys."

“Survivors?”

“Only the slaves. Everyone else dies.”

“I know some people,” Trina said.



“While I’m gone, I want you three to run the first floor with the recruits,” I said to my party. “Avoid the wall for now, and try to find a few decent routes that start and end at the dryad.”

“How would you like us to handle recruits in the meantime?” Solara asked.

“I want you three to figure out a process for finding the best candidates. I want a body in every bed, but I’d rather the bed stay empty than waste it on someone unworthy of the silk.”

Solara grinned at Invia. “We can do that.”

“I’ll give them the Freeze-Brand when I return. If anyone asks after my whereabouts, say that I have business upriver and don’t know when I’ll be home.”

Solara and Invia nodded. Purity seemed like she had something on her mind.

“I’ll be back as soon as I can. Thank you for looking after the Temple for me. Solara, Ithaca, you two can go. Penny, stay.”

When it was only Purity and me in the room, and I assumed Abby was watching and listening in as well, like always, I asked, “What’s wrong?”

“I would like to go with you,” she said.

“You don’t know where I’m going, though.”

“I know it’s important to you, and I want to devote my energy to whatever means the most to you.”

“You won’t come out of this anything less than evil-aligned.”

“I don’t believe your actions are ever evil. I’ve seen what the system considers good. Am I right to believe they deserve it?”

I nodded.

“Then I have no hesitations.”

“The little cleric of the Goddess will spill so much blood with no voice of protest? I admit I underestimated this one.”

I didn’t.

“We leave tonight,” I said. “Don’t pack anything that links back to us.”

“Yes, Master.”


Chapter 30

Trina was one of the 15 mercenaries, which I did not expect. She arranged the boat we took from the bridge and out to sea. We would spend a little less than a week on this boat, hugging the shore until we came to the mouth of a river and sailed up for a day. Then we’d be at the tin mines.

I didn’t want to wait that long. After all this time, I was so close to finding my father, to finally learning what became of him. The chances he was alive were small. I knew that. He was old, and the life of a slave was hard. If I didn’t find him alive, I hoped his passing was quick to ease his suffering.

I got here as quickly as I could. A few foolish risks could have lessened that time, but throwing my life… my unlife away would have been an insult to his memory. He would rather I stay alive than both of us die. This was my best, and I believed that wholeheartedly.

“You okay?” Purity asked, joining me on the deck of the ship.

I had come up here to watch the coast slide by but got lost in my own thoughts instead. “Just impatient.”

“When this is done, what comes after?”

“I don’t understand.”

“For you. For us. This has been your goal since I’ve known you. I don’t recall you ever talking about what you would do next.”

I had a sorceress attached to my soul that I wanted to get rid of, but that wasn’t my first thought. My immediate inclination was to say, “kill the rest of them.” Every Oliverry. Every Chastain. Every member of the clergy in the church of the Goddess. Some would be innocent, but a total cleanse was the only way to be sure all of the rot had been excised.

I held those exact words in, however.

“Conquer another dungeon,” I said instead, and that was true. I had been able to balance murder and dungeon diving thus far, maybe that could continue.

When I heard myself say those words, I felt a lightness in my chest, as if the very idea drew me toward that future. I didn’t know it until then, but I wanted to conquer another Dungeon Lord and keep that dungeon for myself. It felt like my purpose.

“If you conquered one before level 20, you can conquer a second,” Purity replied. “What does being a Dungeon Lord get you exactly?”

Embarrassingly, I didn’t actually know. I accepted Aurketzu’s explanation that Dungeon Lords were powerful and that they ran dungeons, but what did running a dungeon actually entail? What made dungeons valuable to someone like the ice demon? What benefit did they offer?

“It all comes back to power, and I didn’t know I really wanted to be Dungeon Lord until you asked me just now. Let me think about why that appeals to me for a bit before we dive deep.”

“Sure,” Purity said. She stood on her tiptoes and kissed me on the cheek. “I’m going to go read, Master.”

As Purity stepped away, I caught two of the mercenary sailors staring at me strangely. I hired them to kill people, and Purity calling me "master" was weird to them? I was fucked up, and that should have been apparent the moment they heard the job offer.

I ignored them. I had a more pressing issue.

“What does a Dungeon Lord actually do?” I ask Aurketzu in my mind.

“Were you true to your priestess? You desire to become a Dungeon Lord?”

“I’m interested. I don’t know enough about it to tell you if it’s what I definitely want or not.”

“You waited some time to broach the topic, so much so that I accepted your disinterest.”

“Sorry to make you wait, but I’m asking now. What does a Dungeon Lord do?”

“The river in Flowst is valuable because so much trade happens up and down. One could think of a dungeon as a shipping channel, and Dungeon Lords own that channel. Anything traveling up from the hells passes through a dungeon.”

“I’ve never heard of demons coming out of dungeons.”

“Do you recall your demon from Lopav? She did not need to use the cave to exit the dungeon, nor did she have need to walk the dungeon itself by foot. Many demons do not go beyond the dungeons because they fear the celestials who hunt them in this realm. Their presence is known the moment they cross, so they do business in the dungeons.”

“The surface is that dangerous for them?”

“It was no accident that Godfried the Cleric came to your rescue with such swiftness. Divinity guided him to the scent of demon. Their war against one another is unending, and our plane is often the battleground.”

“That all makes sense. I’m not seeing what makes that shipping lane valuable.”

“Are you unfamiliar with this word?”

“No. Why?”

“The function of the word is explained in the word itself, viceroy.”

“For fucks-Can you please elaborate?”

“Picture a capital letter “I” drawn from three lines. One horizontal line is the celestial plane, and the other is the hells. Our plane is the vertical line that connects them. Very few planes bridge the gap, so any being from a world connected to the hells, such as the infernal plane or the abyss, must first pass into the hells if they wish to access our plane.”

“Why do they want to do that?”

“In this world, any item originating from a plane that is not our own is incredibly valuable to us, yes? Items from our plane are similarly valuable on other planes, so demons and monsters travel to our world to harvest valuable resources. A corruption demon has nothing to corrupt in the hells. She must leave her plane to find innocence to devour.”

“So what, you charge a toll?”

“True Dungeon Lords aspire to become Demon Lords, conquerors of this plane. In your world, it is clear that Dungeon Lords have found it wise to cease their ambition and push no further, but a true Dungeon Lord would extract power from every traveler. If an abyssal wishes to pass through your dungeon, they offer a gift that better prepares you to invade, or the traveler may promise the Dungeon Lord a portion of their harvest when they return. The latter can offer interesting rewards, but know that travelers will do anything they can to cheat you.”

“I understand how a toll works,” I said, trying to disguise my frustration. “What you’re describing is a bridge or a tunnel. Why does the dungeon spawn monsters and offer loot and tell stories? How does any of that benefit the Dungeon Lord?”

“The origin of dungeon cores as well as their original purpose is lost to time. Some have said they were designed to test travelers leaving this plane, ensuring that only the strong would move between worlds and that the weak would never try. We are certain, however, it is the dungeon core that powers the bridge between worlds.

“We learned to manipulate the cores to turn their power for creation into a weapon of war. The rules a core operates under are confusing and rigid, such as the gradual increase of difficulty from floor to floor or the stories it can tell. If a Dungeon Lord gathers sufficient power, he may attempt to bring the dungeon core into this plane, enabling him to grow armies of minions when and where he chooses.

“Some have said humans culling dungeons is how the dungeon core gets stronger. The dungeon learns from its invaders and improves its monsters little by little with the information it gathers, so it may be that dungeon cores desire to be cleared because it makes them more powerful. Such a process is slow, and it may be that Dungeon Lords have learned a way to stop this process.”

I rubbed my head. Was that seasickness, or was my mind spinning?

“So whether I want the position of toll-taker or I want to become the next Demon Lord, the value of a dungeon comes down to getting control of its core?”

“Indeed.”

“If I bring the dungeon core into this plane, do I have to use it to become a Demon Lord?”

“I do not understand.”

“Does the system force that objective onto me, or does some other such curse or whatever force me to act?”

“No.”

“In theory, I could conquer a dungeon, snatch its dungeon core, and not use it to conquer this plane?”

“You would squander such power? Such potential?”

“I’m only trying to learn. Is it entirely my choice what I do with a dungeon core if I take it out of a dungeon?”

“It is.”

“What happens if a dungeon core is destroyed? I imagine that’s something that happens in wars with Demon Lords.”

“The dungeon regrows even itself. Another demon will claim it long before you are able to return to recover it.”

If dungeon core creation magic was strong enough to grow entire armies, what else could it do? The answer could very well be ‘nothing,’ but that seemed unlikely. That much power had to be good for something else.

And if it wasn’t, I could just trade or sell the core and move on with my life. Maybe I could give it to the ice demon if he promised not to kill me or my women when he decided to give Demon Lord a go. As long as I was not the one getting killed and inconvenienced by the invasion, have at it. Give it your best, little buddy.

Yeah. That was my next big goal: Become a Dungeon Lord. If I hated it, I would have leveled and made a lot of money anyway. That’s not time wasted.

And I could do my rich-chuckle-fuck killing in between dungeon runs. It was perfect.



By the time I got to my and Purity’s cabin below deck, I had the structure of a plan in my mind. After I got closure for my father, I would buckle down on stocking the Temple with offerings. I suspected there would be a ceiling on how many members Flowst could support. The dungeon was only so big, and time in it was already competitive.

But we had a backdoor in.

In the long term, the Temple would be where recruits were sent to train. If I could have a steady stream of level 1 adventurers stacking up levels, I could drown in free stat points as well as will points.

Then, when they were leveled up, I could relocate them to another city and establish another Temple so we could farm another dungeon. Then I could fill those free beds in Flowst with fresh level 1 adventurers.

To get that to be the nonstop, elegantly smooth production line I dreamed of would take time and work, but spinning up a basic form of it wasn’t complicated. All I needed to do was go to a new city and send recruits from there to Flowst. Easy.

God, I’d be unstoppable. Our first recruitment effort netted me 23 stat points. When I had a few dozen initiates? Fuuuuck.

I could be the first person to push my level to the 100s. I could max out bonuses for every ability in my arsenal. I could be the first to see if the system had a cap on stats, and if it didn’t, then I’d just watch them go up for the rest of my life, which would be quite long if I had 500 (and counting) constitution.

At that point, with that much power, I might as well be a Demon Lord, right?


Chapter 31

Shortly after I returned to our cabin, Purity lay in bed in a loose, thin nightgown, reading a book. She asked another question that put me in a minor spiral: After we rescued my father, where would he live?

She asked with such certainty that we’d find my dad alive that I realized an unconscious part of me assumed he was gone. I didn’t think about where he would stay because that would never be a problem to solve.

I wanted him to be alive. I really did.

So if I was fortunate enough to rescue him, what next? I couldn’t move him into the Temple. Because in addition to surrounding him with young women and an abyssal demon, I would have to explain what I was up to these days.

Gee dad, you know how we talked about the importance of a life of service and helping the greater good over our own interests? Well, now I fuck as many women as I can because of a weird class I got when I helped a sorceress escape the underworld, which worked out really well actually. I wasn’t thrilled about dying and was happy to turn around and come back to life. And we already talked about the women, but it bears repeating that there are a lot of them in my life, and they worship me. It’s nothing weird, though. I promise.

I was not the person he wanted me to be, but I was alive. If he was too, I hoped he could accept the person I had to become to find him in the first place.

“I don’t know where he’ll live,” I said to Purity. “I guess I wasn’t feeling hopeful about how this ends.”

“There are a lot of places for rent in our neighborhood, and we can afford them now. We’ll get him into one of those, no problem. He’ll be close. He’ll have his own space. It will be nice for both of you.”

“I don’t understand why you care for me so much.”

“Because you care for me, and because the more I serve you, the better I become. Why would I not want to help the person who does that for me?”

“I have no doubts that you’re devoted to me,” I replied. “You have proven yourself again and again. I believe you, and I am grateful but…”

“The Goddess.”

“Yeah.”

“My whole family talked to the Goddess, heard her voice speak to them,” Purity began. “I thought that I did too, but when I listened to what she said to other people, I realized my connection to her was different from everyone else’s. My father, mother, my sister, and brother, the Goddess always encouraged them and validated them. She assured them they were on the right path and that they were making her proud.

“When she spoke to me, all I heard was how I wasn’t good enough or doing enough. She questioned every decision I made and left me feeling incomplete and unworthy. I hated myself for that. I started paying more attention, though, and it seemed like everyone worshipping the Goddess around me heard what they wanted to hear. Their choices were always justified because she supported them.

“I brought this up to my parents, and their anger… How dare I doubt their faith? How dare I doubt the Goddess? How dare I challenge her will? That was six months or so before we came to Lopav.”

“You always told me you were questioning your faith at that time, but I didn’t realize the family problems ran so deep.”

Purity nodded. “It’s okay, and what I told you then is still the truth: Where the Goddess made me feel small, weak, and inadequate, you built me up. You put control of my life in my hands and supported every step. All of the wonderful feelings I was told the Goddess provided never came from her, but they came from you. I don’t have doubts about where I put my faith anymore.”

She leaned into me and wrapped my arm with hers, resting her head on my shoulder.

“Thank you for giving me a better life,” she said.

“You deserve it.”

We sat in bed as the sun set. Purity read a book about rare priestess class variants, and I thumbed through a guide to known dungeons. Even before my realization that Dungeon Lord was going to be my next big goal, I knew that I needed to leverage my influence over dungeons again eventually.

I promised as much to the Thieves’ Guild, so traveling to delve another dungeon was always part of the plan. With a new objective fixed in my mind, I looked at dungeons in a new light. The question wasn’t just what dungeon do I visit next? The question now was what dungeon did I desire to own?

Part of me wanted to return to Borja, as if acquiring that dungeon would be a sort of grand homecoming where I reclaimed the life stolen from me. That was a low-level dungeon, though, and going back to that city was ultimately foolish after devoting so much energy to building a new identity.

The Zaglis water dungeon was low-level, and that was the city my cover story claimed I was from. After weeks of runs in swamps and snow, water wasn’t appealing, and attempting to fool the people of Zaglis about my being from Zaglis seemed unwise. I could too easily get a detail wrong and expose myself.

My other low-level options were a sewer-themed dungeon and a goblin-themed dungeon. No thanks on poop tunnels, and I didn’t want a bunch of goblin minions either.

More mid–range difficulty dungeons included an earth-themed dungeon filled with varieties of earth elementals, from dirt to diamond, and a cult of mole-people at the bottom. Then there were two undead dungeons, an orc dungeon, an ancient city populated by snake-people, and a slime dungeon. There were other options in other kingdoms, but those were too far to be practical considerations at that point in my life.

Any dungeon in that mid-range had a minimum of 10 floors, with the slime dungeon having 15 and the ancient city having 20. Level 15 was the minimum recommended for their first floors, and ending level difficulties ranged from 20 to 30.

I could also set my sights on an elite difficulty dungeon, but my party wouldn’t be ready for that for a while yet. Those dungeons didn’t let anyone under level 20 inside, so parties like the 35ers that wiped in Flowst ran them exclusively.

There was a fire dungeon akin to the hells, an air dungeon that was all soaring heights and bottomless pits, an illusion dungeon that gradually broke your mind with twisted visions and hallucinations, an undead dungeon, a dragonkin dungeon, and then the labyrinth.

Any dungeon at the elite classification had at least 20 floors. The undead dungeon was 40, and the labyrinth was supposedly 100, though no one had ever proven that they actually reached the bottom. An attempt to complete the labyrinth was a multi-year endeavor of being underground, but the loot was apparently worth it.

If you could survive.

“Can I make a request?” Purity asked, breaking a long silence.

“Name it.”

“Ithaca and I both got that new pledge…”

The pledge Purity referred to enabled me to showcase their bodies to the world, making everything they wore except their underwear totally invisible. All of the armor protected the same, but it couldn’t be seen. When we tested it, we saw that their bodies bounced and shook as though underwear were all that they wore.

Normally, breasts under armor were squished and secure. Even though the armor was technically there when it was invisible, their boobs looked and moved like they were entirely unrestricted. The same was true for the rest of their bodies. With one thought, I could turn my priestess into a bikini warrior.

We hadn’t used that pledge on an actual run yet, however.

“Are you uncomfortable with the pledge?” I asked.

Purity shook her head. “That’s not it. I’m proud of it, and I think it should be a privilege to be a display of your power. Ithaca hasn’t earned that.”

Interesting. I never expected the conversation to go in this direction. Purity had said the oath, but Invia had not, and she was worried Invia’s lack of faith would diminish the commitment she made to me and to the silk. That was hot. Really hot.

“What would she have to do in order to earn it?” I asked.

“Say the prayer to prove her devotion.”

Damn. Purity wasn’t fucking around. I liked the idea of forcing Invia to bare herself to the world and have no choice in the matter, but I also liked Purity’s effort to establish a hierarchy of status within the silk. The others already deferred to her because of the gold silk around her neck, and fighting in nothing but silk lingerie would further set her apart.

The conversation it would generate outside of the Temple would help to cement her status as my most devoted follower. I had never heard of an effect that made armor invisible like this, so people would definitely talk about the masked priestess fighting in nothing but a bra and panties.

“Alright,” I said. “I’ll activate it for you only. Anyone else who wants the prestige will have to earn it just like you did.”

Purity smiled. “Will you help me pick out my battle underwear when we get back to Flowst?”

“Gladly.”



Traveling by boat was far more efficient than traveling on foot or by horseback, but it was also far more dull. I wasn’t a sailor, so my level of activity each day was limited to walking above or below deck and then sitting around. Purity diligently serviced me every few hours, and she happily let me watch as she fingered her daily devotion to completion.

But I was too preoccupied by the battle ahead to properly enjoy it.

After four days, we finally turned to travel upriver. The mine wasn’t far away now.

In light of that, Trina asked me to see her in her quarters to make final confirmations and preparations for our attack.

“We’ll have four men posted outside of the mines to mop up anyone who might run, then we’ll split the rest of us into three groups,” she began. “With me, you, and Penny in the count, that’s two groups of five and one group of four. All of this matches your plan, correct?”

“Yes.”

“I’ve gotten some questions about your directive to keep slaves from fleeing. How much force are they permitted to use if a slave still tries to run?”

“None,” I answered. “If it’s an old man, ask him if he was the Tad they were sent to rescue. I don’t think he would run at that point, but if he does–or anyone else, really–let them go.”

“Understood. And loot? Are you still okay with first-pick for you and then an even split?”

“Yeah, that’s fine.”

Though loot was a consideration, it was a low priority. Getting in and out without losing any of our men was the main objective, and getting away clean was more important than anything a tin mine could offer. If loot was available and convenient, we’d take it. Otherwise, we didn’t intend to spend any time seeking it out and packing it up.

“Can I say something?” I asked.

Trina nodded.

“For how much you discouraged killing, you seem like you’re looking forward to this.”

“Guild rules aren’t about what I want to do,” she replied. “They’re about what’s best for the guild. You might not believe it, but I have as much hate in my soul as you do and even fewer opportunities to release it.”

For the first time since meeting her, I saw violence in Trina’s eyes. I always knew she was a serious person with power, but I never felt her desire for murder before.

“I hope you have fun then,” I said.


Chapter 32

I pictured a mine as being like the tunnel where Grettie and I hid from bugbears, but the Oliverry tin mine was a massive pit. Layer after layer, the slaves stripped away earth to widen and deepen the dig. Aurketzu pointed out to me that this style of mine was more ideal for managing slaves. There were no tunnels to hide in or dark corners to disguise an escape.

The worksite had one way in and one way out.

For our attack, getting to the pit meant dropping anchor a half-mile down river and traveling through forest at the base of low mountains. In a rocky clearing with a dusty access road, a few wooden shacks and longhouses sat at the edge of a pit. A line of wagons waiting to be filled with tin sat next to them. Four men in ratty leather armor patrolled the perimeter, but they seemed more concerned about keeping slaves from leaving than defending the mine from an outside threat.

We couldn’t see how many guards were in the pit, and we couldn’t confirm how many slaves there were. One of the mercenaries guessed there were about 30 slaves based on the size of the longhouses, so that probably meant 10 to 15 guards or so in total to manage them.

This was an easier battle than I expected. Trina’s recommendation for how many men to hire was spot on. Once we overran the camp at the top, the guards at the bottom would have no other choice but to try their luck trying to get out and pass us.

My fingers tingled. My chest felt light.

I wasn’t anxious. I was hungry. I couldn’t wait to spill blood.



Night watch for the mine consisted of 6 guards instead of the 4 we saw during the day, which didn’t change anything for us.

Trina’s party and the party of four led the ambush, attacking the camp from two directions. Between the element of surprise and the swiftness of arrows, only one guard managed to survive, and he screamed like a scared child when he raised the alarm.

A few slaves bolted the moment they saw their chance, and I couldn’t blame them. I wouldn’t have believed we were there to rescue them either. We could have easily been rival slavers trying to rip off the competition.

Even before he was taken, my father was too old to run like those slaves did. After weeks of hard labor, I couldn’t imagine him doing anything more than an urgent shuffle, if that, so I didn’t need to worry that one of those escapees was my dad disappearing from my life again.

At the top of the pit, a rocky dirt ramp was the sole path down. Most of the guards below grabbed torches, making them easy to identify among the slaves. They were also the only ones not cowering behind even the smallest bits of cover.

“What level were the guards up here?” I asked Trina.

“8s and 9s, if I had to guess.”

New plan: I didn’t want to share any more kills if I could help it.

To the three mercenaries with me and Purity, I said, “You will follow me down. Make sure nobody gets to her, and only kill guards that get around me. Trina, your party comes behind them. No one intervene unless I ask or Penny commands it.”

Everyone, including Trina, nodded.

I descended the ramp. Two guards with a sword and torch each waited at the bottom of this first decline, a few feet into a level layer. They had likely seen our numbers and decided it was pointless to rush us when we had the high ground.

I stalked toward them and felt Purity’s Improved Bless wash over me, further enhancing my senses and my strength.

As soon as I reached flat ground, they rushed in with guttural battlecries.

One of my silk bracers unraveled and shot forward, wrapping the ankle of one guard while my second silk attack went high to obscure the vision of the other, if only briefly. With a yank, the first guard fell to his back. The second guard darted in with a thrust.

I parried it and brought a slash down on his shoulder.

This was my first time using my maxed out Sharpen ability on a person, and the experience was strange. Though I severed his arm easily, my sword never damaged any of his protective gear. His arm dangled limply in his sleeve, held on only by the leather of his armor, and blood poured out his sleeve and out around his waist.

A second slash put him down, and I beheaded the other guard as they attempted to stand.

And on I went. The next pair we encountered saw our numbers and ran deeper into the pit, and I suspected they told the other guards along the way to follow because the rest of our descent went unchallenged. Other than a few slaves who ran by us, people so horrifically skinny that I couldn’t discern their age or gender, the walk was uneventful.

And that pissed me off.

Fucking cowards. So willing to torture and to kill when their safety was assured. Now that they had to fight for themselves, they wilted.

The bottom of the pit was a mostly flat stretch of rocky soil with several piles of debris, a few wheelbarrows, a small guard shack, and a dozen or so crates and barrels that I assumed contained mining supplies and water for the workers.

Ten slaves were working through the night, and they did their best to make themselves invisible.

Six guards in the same shitty armor stood at the ready.

I stepped away from my party and stopped when I was in the open.

With my weapon readied, I waited.

One of the pieces of shit rushed at me with a blind charge. I know I should have saved it for a time when I actually need it, but my veins burned hot with hate.

As soon as he was within range, I activated Unholy Smite and brought my sword down on him. The guard raised his blade to block, but the blow was too strong, knocking his own weapon back into his face, followed by a slice that cut him in two, from shoulder to hip. Like the other guards, his armor was wholly undamaged, forcing the surge of blood through gaps and seams in the armor.

The final five came at me all at once. Ghostly Feint tricked one into parrying an attack that didn’t exist. The tip of my sword punctured his heart and withdrew, transitioning into a wide horizontal slash that again blasted through two futile attempts to block. With my strength, with my level, these men were bugs. Simple vermin.

One of the two survivors attempted to run, but my silk shot forward and wrapped his throat. The pull backward to stop him from fleeing smashed the back of his skull off the ground, killing him.

“You are above mankind, viceroy. You are something more. Take whatever you desire. Do whatever your instincts crave.”

I pointed at the last guard with my sword.

“You can walk out of here alive and free if you do as I say.”

Without prompting, the man dropped his sword and raised his hands.

“I’m looking for a slave named Tad, from Borja.”

“They don’t tell us any of their names!”

“So there’s no point in letting you live?” I asked.

“There’s, there’s.” The man swallowed as his body shook. “There are records in the boss’s office, up at the top. I can show you where.”

“Tad of Borja?” a weak, elderly voice asked.

I saw gray hair and scared eyes peering over a crate, and for a moment, I thought I had done it. But then the man stood. No, this wasn’t my father.

“Yes, Tad of Borja,” I repeated. “Is he here?”

The slave slowly shook his head. “He was. He was a good man. Kind heart. He gave up the ghost two months ago, I’m afraid.”

“You’re sure it was Tad of Borja?”

The man nodded weakly. “Was a city guard, talked about how much he worried for his son. I considered him my friend.”

My sword arm felt weak. “Tad of Borja. You’re absolutely certain?”

But I didn’t really need to ask. I knew this man was telling me the truth. There was too much pain in his eyes for it to be a lie.

“I’m sorry. He’s gone.”

“There!” the last living guard said. “You got what you wanted.”

“No, I didn’t.” I thrust through his heart and started the walk up and out of the pit.



Purity helped with the slaves while some of the other mercenaries searched the encampment. I saw Trina with an armful of papers and books at one point, but I mostly stared into the darkness of night, acting as if I was keeping watch.

I expected this outcome. I knew it to be the most likely, and I thought I had accepted it long before this raid was ever a possibility.

I had lied to myself. I was too late. If I had worked more quickly, been more bold, I might have gotten here in time. My dad could have lived out the rest of his life in peace.

But I failed. His body was one of dozens in a mass grave, and after this long, there was no hope of finding something recognizable. So I stared into the void until Trina appeared next to me.

“We’re ready to move out if you are,” she said.

“Yeah.”

She whistled over her shoulder before saying, “I’m sorry for your loss, Byron.”

I nodded.

“I know better than to hover during moments like these, but say the word if I can do anything. Don’t worry about helping us with getting everyone to the boat. We have it handled.”

Three hours later, the sun began to rise as we raised anchor. With the 17 slaves we rescued, there wasn’t much open space left on the boat, so I sequestered myself to my cabin. Purity arrived later, exhausted from taking care of the people we rescued. She hugged me and kissed me on the cheek but said nothing else as she readied herself for bed.

She understood that there was nothing to say.



“The wind is with us,” Trina said two days later. “We’re going to drop these folks off at another port town on the other side of Flowst, and then we’ll head home.”

A bunch of freed slaves appearing in Flowst would draw too much attention, we believed, so the plan was always to deposit them some place much farther from the mines.

“Was that Sharpen back there?” she asked. “That’s the only skill I know that gets through armor like that, but the trigger chance is fairly low. You passed through their armor every time, and you moved like you knew it was guaranteed.”

“I got lucky.”

“Right. Well, if you expect to get that lucky again, remember that you leave a very distinct kind of carnage in your wake. I’ve never seen anyone else do that, so it won’t be hard for someone to connect the dots between a strange murder and your unique ability.”

That was a fair point and one I hadn’t considered.

“We burned all of the bodies this time, and I’m only saying this because I’m trying to look out for you.”

“I appreciate it,” I said. “Thank you for doing that.”

“Do you intend to continue this fight when we get back to Flowst? I don’t think I can stop you if your next thought is to walk into the Oliverry manor and keep killing, but a heads up would help me a little bit.”

“Nope. I’m going back to work.”

“Right away?”

“Yes.”

“Understood.”



The cover story the guild arranged for me and Purity was that we were out of town on an escort job. Like Mirko had done for me before, they forged a paper trail of our having stopped in and rented rooms in every town along the path, and a few key contacts were given our descriptions if an eyewitness was needed to confirm our presence.

To preserve that cover story, we didn’t ride the ship back into port with everyone else. We were rowed to shore a few miles from Flowst, and Purity and I walked the rest of the way.

“What do you need from me?” Purity asked.

“‘I’ll be okay.”

“I know you will. What do you need from me that will move us closer to your goals?”

“More followers. As long as we have those, we will keep getting stronger.”

I opened my system menu. I had 11 new Loyalty Pledges to allocate. Purity's unwavering loyalty inspired me. Maybe I should put those points into Sugar Daddy to give my followers better buffs, or perhaps Enthrall to further increase the chances of my followers getting rare unlocks.

But that would make every follower after Purity stronger than she was. She would benefit too, but someone who received my blessing from level 1 onward would be significantly stronger.

“If the strength of your followers concerned you before, surely this would worsen the fear of betrayal all the further.”

It would indeed. “I’m surprised you didn’t try to stop me from going to the mines,” I said in my mind.

“What reason did I have to protest?”

“It wasn’t in service of our goals.”

“Viceroy, but it was. Power is the ultimate key to satisfaction. You can have and do whatever you want. Our agreement was founded on this desire in particular.”

Today, Aurketzu had decided to be more reasonable, it seemed, which at this point in our relationship was just plain suspicious.

I checked my current XP progress:

Progress to Next Level: (89995/204800)

Class: Abyssal Viceroy, Tier 9 (44255/51200)

Passive Will points were a wonderful thing. I loved knowing a Temple full of women used the thought of me for daily pleasure, moving me all the closer to tier 10 of abyssal viceroy.

“Solara will say the prayer soon,” Purity said. “I’m not supposed to tell you, so act surprised.”

“I assumed she liked you more than me.”

“That’s… That’s not how it works.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“It’s all devotion for you. Solara and me expressing affection for each other is the same in our minds as doing it to you directly. You’re the center of everything.”

That was a nice thought. “If that’s what she wants to do. I support it, but I’m fine waiting for it to happen when she’s ready.”

Purity nodded but held a proud smile.


Chapter 33

The Temple was quiet when Purity and I entered, and Abby later confirmed my suspicion that everyone was out training. Anyone else was either in their rooms or doing something in the city.

“I’ll be in the rectory,” I told Purity. “Come get me when we’re ready to get the next members initiated.”

“Yes, Master.” She kissed me on the cheek and went to her room.

In the rectory, Abby materialized in front of me and bowed. “Welcome home, Master.”

“Any problems in my absence?”

“No, Master. Your offerings diligently served you in training and in harvesting. No enemies moved against us. The templar observed suspicion on the faces of adventurers in the dungeon. She believes outsiders have deduced that the silk does not pay dungeon entry fees.”

I rubbed my head. “That was inevitable. I was hoping we’d get a little more time than this, though.”

“Shall I take any action, Master?”

“The guard will probably pay us a visit. I don’t suppose there aren’t more wards we could install?”

“There are more wards, but I do not know them.”

In my mind, I asked, “Can a demon learn new wards?”

“Indeed.”

“I’m going to track down a book of advanced wards for you to learn,” I said. “Would that be a problem?”

“No problem at all, Master. I would welcome it.”

I dropped my bags on the rectory floor. After all this effort, getting lazy about defense could mean throwing it all away. This needed to be addressed now.

“Please use your magic to clean me up and then get me my silks.”



When I stepped through the guild hall door, the receptionist pointed at the stairs the moment she looked up. The other adventurers in the guild hall eyed me as I passed by, and I realized how little socializing I had done with the rest of the Dungeon Brawlers. I was one of the most active and profitable members of the guild, and I didn’t know anyone.

That wasn’t good. Part of the point of being in the Dungeon Brawlers was to give me a network of relationships. I needed these people to like me for them to ever be useful. More to do, more to do.

I climbed the stairs, and Lyle saw me through his open office door. He waved me inside.

“Shut the door.”

I did.

“Good god, Byron,” Lyle said. “You’re not even in the city, and you’re stirring shit.”

That wasn’t a great start to a conversation so soon after I was granted a favor. “What’s wrong?”

“The guard has come knocking, and you know that’s never good. I thought they were full of shit because how can anyone sneak into a dungeon that’s guarded 24/7? Then I checked our logs, and your people have been turning in mana crystals regularly, and there’s no record of them having dungeon passes.”

“I understood that dungeons were land that could not be owned.”

Lyle sighed. “The law doesn’t mean shit to the guard, and I don’t hear you denying it.”

“It’s a gift from the silk. I don’t have the ability to share it because I don’t control it.”

“Did the silk give you a solution for the guard?”

“That’s not how it works,” I said.

“Of course it’s not.”

“Do you have a solution?” I asked.

“We’re at the stage where I’m not sure there is one.”

“You could cover our dungeon passes.”

Lyle held up a finger. “No, no. Don’t be rash.”

That told me everything I needed to know. If Lyle still preferred the profit, that meant it was worth the trouble so far.

“While you come up with a plan, do you happen to have a book on wards for sale?” I asked.

“If you’re asking me, I suppose you’re not after the basics.”

I shook my head.

“Come by the shop tonight,” he said reluctantly. “I have a few options that might suit your needs.”

“Thank you, and I know this issue with the guard is a serious problem. I’m going to see if I have enough pull to call in a favor to resolve it.”



Later that day, Abby informed me that a well-dressed man with a carriage was outside the Temple. Lord Oliverry received my message earlier that day and was already collecting me. He didn’t personally come for me, of course, but it was the gesture that counted.

If he didn’t value our relationship, he would not have moved so quickly. If he suspected me of destroying his mine, a fact he might not even be aware of yet, he wouldn’t send a carriage. Oliverry would kill me when my defenses were down and in a manner where no one would suspect his involvement.

The carriage ride wasn’t swift. The Oliverry farm was an hour or so from the city. When I arrived, I was whisked directly into the same parlor where Oliverry told me to stop at nothing to protect his granddaughter.

“Do not believe I am at your beck and call,” Oliverry said as I sat. “This is a one-time courtesy to you.”

I could kill him right here. He wouldn’t have time to react.

“Thank you for the courtesy,” I replied.

“What was this urgent need?”

“I need the guard to get off my back.”

Oliverry stiffened, but he covered up the reaction in an instant. “What is the problem?”

“My religion gives me dungeon access, so I don’t need to pay dungeon fees.”

“Truly?” Oliverry chuckled. “Your own private entrance?”

“It’s more complicated than that.”

“And you are unwilling to compensate them?”

“I’m waiting for them to compensate me,” I said.

Oliverry raised an eyebrow.

“With another dungeon change, pass prices have gone up again. They also raised prices when I beat the miniboss, again with the door guardian, and then again when I beat the boss. I’ve made them plenty of money, and I never got a cut.”

“I don’t want to be in the middle of this,” Oliverry replied.

“If the guards were reasonable, there would be no middle. They would see that leaving me and my people be is the win-win we all want. If they kill me, I won’t be around to save Grettie’s life again.”

“Careful.”

“I’m saying that people know I work for you. You would also agree that I’m an asset. The guards are threatening that.”

Oliverry tapped a finger on an armrest and considered me with a scowl. “Are you offering me another favor?”

“Does that interest you?”

“I have a problem,” Oliverry said. “Would you clean it up if I asked?”

“What kind of problem?”

“An unknown group attacked an interest of mine. I need them found and removed.”

“I’m not a detective,” I said. “I can fight for you, but I don’t know the first thing about solving mysteries.”

“That’s fine. They were formidable according to the few runaways we recovered. I’d like the certainty of knowing they weren’t a threat.”

That answered if Oliverry suspected me or not. “You find them, then send me?”

“Yes.”

“If you give me some decent intelligence on what I’m up against, yes, I’d do that for you. You can pick if they die fast or slow.” I thought that last part sounded cool, like the kind of bullshit Oliverry would want to hear.

Oliverry nervously tapped his armrest again. “Are you doing anything other than entering the dungeon without paying? Anything that would upset the guard in the future?”

“We enter the dungeon and run it like any other adventuring party.”

“You’re certain you won’t embarrass me?”

I had to swallow. “I’m certain.”

“I will indulge you. When I call for you, do not delay.”

“Got it.”

“You may leave.”

I returned to my carriage. The entire way back to Flowst, I thought about how good it would feel to watch Lord Samson Oliverry bleed out all over his fine carpets.



That night, I initiated 5 new members into the silk, and I had to again agree with Solara that doing it out in the open with all of the girls watching was the right way to do welcome ceremonies. Having an audience was thrilling, even if they were all wearing silk lion masks. Now that we had more members, not all of the girls decided to lounge in their underthings. A few wore nice but revealing dresses for the occasion, while others wore silk robes or nightgowns.

Hmm. I could establish a uniform for those ceremonies, or a dress code, I thought. Like only underwear or maybe only panties. No, I think I liked having something to take off and reveal. Even if I had seen them before, I always enjoyed the reveal. Always.

Now this will sound pompous, but I was a bit bored with the generic initiation process. I was tired. I had a lot on my mind. And I was trying very hard not to think about failing my father.

Even though I was going through the motions, 5 initiates earned me 4360 Will points because 3 of the 5 went the extra mile for the greater blessing. At first it was only 2, but one changed their mind when she saw how much fun the first girl had. Rope Burn was an amazingly useful skill. I didn’t need to be gentle.

I checked my progress toward tier 10 of Abyssal Viceroy:

Class: Abyssal Viceroy, Tier 9 (48615/51200)

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. 2585 points short?

I really just wanted to be alone, but I really wanted that level up.

I gave each of the new girls Freeze-Brand and watched their eyes light up at their new Ice abilities.

“If anyone wants to be challenged, come to the rectory,” I said. I was going to get the Will points I needed tonight one way or another.



Tier 10 Abyssal Viceroy and level 21 overall–Seeing that update on my stat screen after I meditated was oddly relieving. Tier 10 Abyssal Viceroy took far longer than I expected, but the outrageous XP I earned from the door guardian and then the boss and Dungeon Lord warped my perception of progress.

With… I couldn’t count how many bodies were in my bed. With a lot of bodies in my bed, I looked at my tier 10 unlocks:

Fountain of Contentment

Passive Ability

A follower who brings you to climax automatically feels a sense of deep joy and satisfaction.

Prerequisite: Cum Drunk

Abyssal Gaze

Passive Ability

Anyone who looks upon you feels a sense of enraptured awe at your presence, as though you could fill the emptiness in their lives.

A Lesson

Active Ability

If someone who pledged loyalty to you disobeys a command, you may activate A Lesson. The target of this ability loses access to one ability per day. They must supply you with a minimum number of will points, set by you, to undo the effects of this ability. Prerequisite: Punishment

Fountain of Contentment and A Lesson were off the table because I didn’t have the prerequisites. Even if they were selectable, I didn’t find them all that appealing. Abyssal Gaze might have potential, but it was also vague.

I leaned more toward two of my previous options:

Whip Master

Active Ability

Cooldown: 1 hour

For one hour, whenever the target of this ability inflicts minor discomfort or pain, the target experiences 25% of that discomfort and pain as their pleasure. Prerequisite: Rope Burn

Intoxicate

Passive Ability

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

Intoxicate had more utility even if Whip Master sounded like more fun, but what exactly was “my blessing?”

I asked Aurketzu.

“The privilege to feel pleasure from the viceroy.”

If it was pleasure, then I could have been upping the addiction of every initiate I welcomed to the silk the previous night. Their loyalty would be even more assured.

I selected Intoxicate.

I had 16 status points to allocate–the 13 I gathered from my girls leveling my recruits and the 3 I got for going to level 21.

Still undecided on how to invest those points, I put 1 into Finesse to see what happened:

Finesse+1

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 2.1x the damage.

A .1 increase? That was actually pretty huge. I put 4 more points into Finesse to bring it up to 2.5x the damage when I hit a weak point.

I tested putting a point into Unholy Smite:

Unholy Smite+1

Active Ability

Once per day for every 5 levels, deliver 2.1x damage on your next successful attack. If the target is Lawful Good, deal 3.1x damage.

Oh yeah, that was juicy too. I needed to remember I was level 21. Four activations a day was actually a lot, but I was being far too stingy with putting Unholy Smite to use, sometimes saving them for moments that never came, meaning I reached the end of runs never having used the ability at all.

I put another 4 points into Unholy Smite, taking me to 2.5x damage or 3.5x damage against Lawful Good.

And for my last 6 stat points, I put 1 into constitution and 4 into charisma. The single-digit total felt more and more like a weakness next to my other stats. I reviewed my character sheet:

Level: 21

Progress to Next Level: (89995/204800)

Class: Abyssal Viceroy, Tier 10 (235/102400)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 3

Alignment: Chaotic Evil

Strength 21

Dexterity 19

Constitution 12

Intelligence 27

Wisdom 10

Charisma 8

Loyalty Pledges: 57

Oaths of Devotion: 2

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness+1, Abyssal Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word, Rope Burn+4, Ghostly Feint, Unholy Smite+5, Darkness

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse+5, Improved Footing, Improved Accuracy, Enemy Study+1, Sense Danger, Unrelenting, Sugar Daddy, Pact of the Ice Fiend, Afterglow, Sharpen+27, Enthrall, Oath of the Silk Noose, Tactician, Silkmancer+1, Devotion Reaper+1

Shared Abilities: Touch of Ice

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1, Bonfire Amulet, Ring of Obscurity, Ring of Mind Fortress

“You continue to waste resources? Charisma is unnecessary. Why do you ignore me on this?”

“I want to avoid having an extreme weakness. That’s all.”

“Abby,” I said aloud. A few of the bodies in my bed stirred.

My demon appeared. “Yes, Master?”

“There’s a book of wards in my bag. Review it today and recommend any changes or additions.”

Abby nodded.

“Is my gear ready?”

“Yes, Master,” Abby answered.

The form closest to me stirred. “Dungeon run today?” Purity asked.

“I’d like that.”

Purity sat up and clapped her hands once. “Everyone out.”

Sleepy girls stirred. I couldn’t recall most of their names. Oh, the twins were in the mix last night. I don’t know that I noticed that before.

“Let Ithaca and Solara know we are hunting, Abby.”

“They are already dressing,” Abby said. “I will let them know you wish to depart soon.”


Chapter 34

With the Bonfire amulet, the frozen Flowst dungeon was far more comfortable than the Lopav dungeon ever was, and teleporting in from the Temple was monumentally better than riding a wagon just to wait in line at the entrance.

I appeared beneath the frozen dryad corpse. Purity, Solara, and Invia appeared moments later.

I willed Purity’s cloak and armor to become invisible. In an instant, the masked lioness in front of me stood in the dungeon wearing boots, a black lace thong, and a black lace bra. Her warm brown body made the gold silk around her neck stand out, and the backdrop of the white snow made the curves of her ample ass and full breasts all the more apparent.

Purity made the gesture of blowing me a kiss when she saw that the pledge had taken effect.

“I know my armor is still there, but I’m surprised I don’t feel the cold,” Purity said. “What do you think?”

“Black was a good choice.”

“I thought you might like it.”

“You thought right,” I said. “But back to business. You three have been doing runs in here while I was away. Take the lead and catch me up.”

Invia seemed to hesitate. These masks were a good gimmick, but not being able to read the faces of my party was often frustrating. By the way she looked at Purity and down at herself, seeing her cloak and armor rather than her own underwear was a shock for her.

“Are you okay, Ithaca?” I asked.

“I expected you to use the pledge on me too.”

“I decided to make it an honor. Anyone who says the prayer and stays loyal to me long enough is rewarded. I want those followers to stand out and get the attention they deserve.”

Invia nodded.

And our run began.

The dungeon entrance was centered on the swamp. Our dryad tree was about halfway into the dungeon and tucked near the western edge of the giant chamber. We were closer to decent farming spots than if we came down the main stairs, enabling us to skip the less productive monsters that other adventurers had to fight through.

The muck elementals were more annoying now, and they weren’t worth fighting. Imp fur didn’t grow in the cold, so we lost that revenue stream, but that wasn’t a catastrophic loss. We could coast on the profit of the dungeon changeover for a while.

Ice elementals and snow elementals were trivial fights. The former were vague humanoid forms of living ice about five feet tall, and the latter were more amorphous blobs of snow. These were more difficult encounters than the flooded dungeon, but they were still first-floor enemies.

While pushing through the wilderness to reach the new wall, we stopped by the frozen king and listened to him babble for a while.

“A lovely statement of power,” Aurketzu said as I studied the blue face and lifeless eyes. “The new owner of the castle has the tastes of a brilliant ruler.”

“Seems excessive to me,” I said in my mind.

“There are those who must see an example of their fate to understand the impact of their choices. Some would say your unclothed beauty is excessive, yet you find use for display.”

“Fair.”

We traveled to the ice wall next, but the new castle had my attention. Its height felt like looking up at a mountain, the original fortifications perched high on a square of broken rock as though they rested on a podium. I knew the dungeon was technically a different sort of reality, but my mind still struggled to accept the impossibility of it all. If dungeons followed the standard rules on our plane, the top of the new tower should punch up through the surface and rise hundreds of feet into the clear, overworld air.

Killing monsters helped to keep my mind off of that troubling exception to reality. In addition to the elementals, we encountered a few roaming ice skeleton knights along the way, but they too were trivial.

When we neared the edge of the forest cover, right before the terrain turned into an open clear-cut field with the ice wall on the other side, we encountered 12 adventurers. I couldn’t immediately tell if they were two parties of 6 or three parties of 4. It didn’t really matter, though.

They stared at Purity slackjawed, and I smiled to myself at how the attention made her stand up straighter and prouder.

“We were about to take a run at the wall,” a man carrying an axe and wearing furs and leather said. “Want to pitch in and join us?”

“We don’t need them,” Invia said to me immediately. “Besides, our route doesn’t go this direction.”

“Looks like you’re on your own. Thank you for the invitation, though.”

The girls led me through the forest, running parallel to the wall.

“Competing for the gate is a shitshow,” Solara said. “We found a better way.”

“You have my curiosity."

A few hundred yards from the adventurers we encountered, we faced the wall. Ice skeleton archers stood on top, their bows at the ready.

“May we, Father?” Invia asked.

“Proceed.”

“Can I borrow your silk, Penny?” Invia asked.

Purity sent her Dancing Silk to protect my templar and followed it with Improved Bless. As Invia ran forward, Solara sniped a few of the archers with Bolt. Invia’s Dance of Death allowed her to nimbly sidestep and dodge the incoming arrows as she ran at the wall.

At the base of the ice, Invia jumped, found a foothold, and then jumped again. In two graceful movements, she was on the parapet. She ran along the top of the wall, her shield blocking arrows, her sword cutting down monsters. Once she cleared a section, she dropped Ice Wall to block reinforcements from charging in.

Solara came forward and threw her magic silk over the wall, draping a section with four thick ropes of enchanted fabric.

She pushed Bolt through the silk, and the ice wall exploded. When the snow settled, a mounded path cut a channel through the wall.

“Let’s go,” Solara said.

I led Solara and Purity through the crack. Invia hopped off the wall, landing on the other side. She led us into another forest, this one denser than the one we just left. The tree cover was so thick that the tower was only visible in fleeting glimpses between branches. For how much distance we had covered already, I expected to be closer to the castle base, but we had a lot more forest ahead yet.

Had this level grown in the new iteration?

“Skeleton XP isn’t worth the trouble,” Solara said. “The elementals on this side are bigger and give more XP. Then there are ice witches. Some people think they are resurrected daughters from previous royal sacrifices.”

“But they aren’t undead,” Invia added. “It’s not clear what they are, actually.”

“They use some basic ice spells, but their real threat is the ability to summon ice knights,” Solara said. “Basically they’re animated suits of armor, but the armor is made from ice. The witches can summon them endlessly.”

“Better grinding here?” I asked.

Solara stood proudly. “This is where we’ve been taking the new members. There’s a spot where there are two ice witches, and if you stay far enough back, all they do is summon and resummon. We haven’t encountered any other parties back here yet, either. The ice knights give XP, but they don’t drop mana crystals.”

A secret this good would get out eventually. It was only a matter of time, but this was a damn good find.

“Excellent work, ladies.”

“Thank you, father,” Ithaca said. “Do you want to run them?”

“Is it worth the XP for us?”

Ithaca shook her head.

“Then lead on,” I said.

I followed Invia and Solara through the forest. We came upon a few elementals and dispatched them easily enough, eventually reaching the rock face of the towering castle. We walked around the outside perimeter of what used to be the dungeon’s lowest floor, looking for the new main entrance.

The opening was the size of a city gate, and the former boss room was just beyond. The cursed knight stood facing this new entrance, but otherwise, it was as still as every other time I’d seen it, waiting motionless for an opponent to enter and issue a challenge.

I activated Sense Weakness on the knight. Where he had no weakness before, I now knew he had a frozen heart beneath his breastplate.

“What does that mean?” I asked Aurketzu.

“In the previous dungeon, the cursed knight was a spectral suit of armor who had been overrun by plants. The ice heart is a powerful spell for controlling wraiths, likely the way the owner of this castle claimed the knight for themselves.”

“Is it stronger than what I fought before?”

“That is unlikely. The form may be similar, but a different power drives it.”

I turned to my party. “Want to give him a try?”

All three nodded without hesitation. Meanwhile, I had to hide my shocked expression. I had forgotten about Purity’s new pledge ability and was quite stunned at seeing her smooth body in nothing but a mask and black underwear. Making this outfit a sort of status symbol might be a mistake after all. If Invia's and Solara’s asses were out right now too, I’d never be able to focus on fighting monsters.

“We’re going to have to improvise this, so stay sharp,” I said when I recovered. “Let’s go.”

We ventured into the cursed knight’s room. All of the roots from before were still here, but they were frozen and still. I didn’t trust that they were permanently inert, so I took an inventory of where the largest roots were. If they came alive, I needed to account for their locations immediately.

The most significant change to the boss room was the middle of the floor. What used to be a massive hole that led to the Dungeon Lord dryad had been covered in ice, like a pond frozen over.

As soon as the four of us crossed the threshold of the doorway, a wall of ice materialized to cover the entrance, and the cursed knight raised its great sword. A dozen suits of frozen armor appeared.

“Ice knights,” Solara said.

“Ithaca, protect the backrow. Solara, entangle the sword with silk. Feel free to Bolt, but not if I’m close. Purity, buffs please.”

Improved Bless washed over us. Invia raised her sword and shield and swatted away the ice knights closing in on us. Silk flew over my head as I moved to attack the cursed knight, easily knocking aside the few ice knights in my way.

The knight raised his sword to strike, but his weapon was entangled in Solara’s silk. I used Silkmancer to take control of that silk to pull the sword backward at the height of the windup, the blade high overhead. The brief moment the knight needed to recover its balance was all I needed to thrust my sword through its chest piece and shatter the ice heart inside. Everything in the room collapsed to ice and snow.

A 100% chance to ignore armor was definitely broken.

“That was boring,” Solara sighed.

“Don’t get cocky,” I said. “Nobody has gone farther than this yet, right?”

Invia nodded.

“If anyone sees something off, call it,” I ordered, leading the party into the royal shrine.

The sickly yellow brick in this section was barely visible through the ice at our feet. The walls were frosted over with a brilliant white and had torches of blue fire mounted in clear crystal sconces. Had I not seen the previous form of the dungeon, I wouldn’t have guessed there were mausoleum drawers beneath the frost.

The sarcophigi, however, were still very much exposed. A few yards after the boss room, a corridor bisected the main passage, and we could see that the lids had been disturbed, even from a distance. We walked toward the spot where Purity was ghost fucked by the Sorceress Queen Leeona, and sure enough, even her sarcophagus was open.

More importantly, they were empty.

If the ice demon made this an undead dungeon, that would fuck me over so hard, and seeing missing corpses felt like I was already bent over. If I was fortunate, these were more bodies animated and puppeted by ice magic rather than undeath. I had gotten absurdly lucky on that front thus far in my dungeon-delving career and preferred for that streak to continue.

But we didn’t encounter any undead. We didn’t encounter any enemies at all on that floor of the shrine. In the unfrozen iteration, knight statues and young dryads filled this section. Finding it empty was unsettling, and every second where the only sound was our boots crunching snow was another second where I felt more suspicious about what lie ahead.

We climbed the stairs to the next level of the royal shrine and finally found our monsters.

Women with blue skin in outfits ranging from ballgowns to evening dresses and from chainmail to wizard robes waited for us at the top.

I counted six off the bat, but the chaos that immediately fell upon us made that a glancing guess.

Two of the blue women held crystal longswords and stood their ground, waiting for us to advance. The four (I think) women behind them summoned ice knights and hurled blue fire from the safety of their backline. I shamefully admit that we underestimated the ice knights, having grown overconfident from the ease of our run thus far.

The blue women had summoned the monsters behind us, which we didn’t know until Purity’s Dancing Silk saved her from being stabbed in the back. Invia dropped an Ice Wall to block the stairs as I retreated to defend Purity and Solara.

“They’re like the ice witches!” Invia called.

“Stronger versions,” Solara added.

“This is a form of bastardized resurrection magic, viceroy. Only a powerful magic user with deep interests in the occult could create such beauties.”

Mopping up the ice knights that appeared at our rear was easy enough, and we readied ourselves for Invia’s Ice Wall to time out. As soon as it did, Invia summoned two silk swords and lunged at one of the blue warriors. The combination of her speed, her Silk Ghost ability, and the unusual attack angles of her floating weapons quickly overwhelmed the first and then the second warrior.

When the four casters further down the hall surrounded Invia and me with ice knights, rather than attack our backline, I felt much better about pressing forward. I didn’t want to leave my sorceress and priestess undefended, but now the blue women were on their heels. They had to be more worried about us getting to their backline than about attacking ours.

I ran my sword through the stomach of a young woman in a long sequined evening dress with a slit high up the thigh. Her hair was in a bun with two bangs dangling loose. Invia beheaded one wearing a gown with a fluffy hoop skirt.

The hallway erupted in blue fire.

It was all I could see. It was all I could feel. The fire engulfed me completely, and I could only hear the muffled yells of my party over the crackling flames and the sizzling of my skin melting in my ears. I felt Healing magic pump through me, so I pressed forward. When I came out the other side, Invia was covered in burns, but her Berserk ability must have stifled the pain.

She hacked and slashed at a blue woman in a wizard’s robe but found her every blow blocked by a sudden shield of ice that materialized to intercept each attack.

I targeted the blue woman nearest to me, this one wearing a flowing toga with her long hair in a thick braid. The same defensive magic kept my sword from reaching her. When I saw blue flame flicker in her palms, I knew another round of brutal pain was coming my way.

So I used Unholy Smite, crashing through the defensive magic, slicing the woman from collarbone to navel. I leapt to attack the one fending off the last moments of Invia’s Berserk and activated Unholy Smite again, expecting to encounter the same defensive magic.

But it seemed the blue woman could only defend against one melee attacker at a time. My slice went wholly unaddressed, and her blue body slopped to the floor in two pieces.

“Heal Ithaca!” I yelled as the blue fire that filled the hallway sputtered out.

I chugged two Heal potions. My situation wasn’t dire by any means, but the pain was substantial. Invia, being a much lower level, fared far worse, but Purity’s magic worked swiftly. When her wounds were stitched back together, Invia leaned against the icy wall, trying to collect herself.

“Looks like every queen or daughter who was sacrificed down here came back to life,” Solara said. “I bet you there’s one of those for every mausoleum drawer we saw in the last version.”

“Explain this resurrection magic to me,” I said in my mind.

“Undeath is false life. Your undead body, for example, mimics that of a living person, but there is no spark of life within you. If you take a mortal wound, you will not age or die because your body is not what keeps you alive. These women are truly resurrected, living in reconstructed vessels. If their vessels cease to function, then so do they.”

“Why didn’t you bring me back that way?”

“From the void, I had no ability to revive your body or to build you a new vessel.”

None of this was making sense to me. The distinction between undead and living in this case felt arbitrary, but all that mattered was that Holy and Exorcism magic wouldn’t work on the blue women.

“How are you feeling?” Purity asked Invia, her hand on the templar’s shoulder.

“Better.”

When Invia lifted her head, she seemed to linger on the sight of Purity’s barely covered breasts, but again, those fucking masks made it difficult to see exactly what Invia was looking at. I hoped her jealousy for Purity’s position of status and power was growing.

With the top of the stairs cleared, I looked down the passage. In the old dungeon, this was one long hallway with alcoves branching off to either side at consistent intervals. Now a set of iron double doors mounted in a wall of ice blocked the path.

“Everyone good to continue?”

All three of my party members nodded.

Invia led the way–which I justified by pointing out the natural tankiness provided by her 10 levels of barbarian–but really I would rather she die first if something awful was ahead.

A pair of white tigers with glowing blue eyes growled on the other side of the doors. Two more blue women stood behind them. They were more petite than the previous enemies, wearing simple flat fabric skirts like belly dancers might wear, with the accompanying halter tops to match. At first glance, they appeared to be twins.

Solara immediately filled the passage with silk, attempting to slow at least one of the tigers.

The second tiger tackled Invia, the weight and power of its huge body overcoming her exceptional battle footing. She had a few different abilities that gave her bonuses when she held her ground, and the white tiger had blasted right through them.

A protective shield appeared around Invia, pushing the tiger back. While Solara fried one of the tigers with Bolt, I used my third Holy Smite to eliminate the second tiger, separating its hindquarters from its front with one brutal strike.

Spears of ice hurtled at us, summoned and thrown by the twins. Ice Wall blocked them, and as soon as the wall came down, Invia and I were on the women. This time we knew to double up on a target to overcome their impressive defensive magic. They were both dead an instant later.

Down the hall, four blue women charged us. They all wore loose white robes with their hoods up, and they gave me a bad feeling.

“Pull back,” I commanded.

So we retreated all the way to the old boss room. We found another adventuring party carefully inspecting the room, as if expecting the cursed knight to respawn right there and attack.

I was about to greet them when I heard the sounds of dozens of feet running through snow. A wave of ice knights came down the stairs behind us, the hallway packed shoulder to shoulder with them, like cattle running through a chute.

“Form up on the doorway!” I yelled.

My party, and the other four adventurers in the room, encircled our chosen choke point and beat down ice knight after ice knight. Their numbers seemed endless, and the pressure of their nonstop charge quickly wore on the second group. Right when I thought our impromptu allies would wilt, the charge ended. The last ice knight went down. When we looked back down the passage toward the stairs, all we saw was a wall of ice.

I couldn’t immediately tell if the hallway itself had been filled or if only a simple barrier was up, but the ice was perfectly clear. As improbable as it seemed, it really did look as if the entire passage was now solid ice.

“Let’s call it there for the day,” I said. “Thank you for the tour, ladies.”

Solara and Invia bowed.

One of the adventurers in the other party, a female ranger by the looks of it, asked Purity, “How are you not freezing?”

“My faith in the silk keeps me warm,” she answered without hesitation.

The two men in her party stared at Purity’s body and didn’t stop until the ranger slapped them on the shoulders.

“Thanks for the team up,” I said to them, acting like there was nothing unusual about a masked priestess in lingerie in the middle of a frozen hellscape. “If you’re sticking around, stay safe.”

And we headed back. By this point, the front gate had been cleared, so we took the easy walk out from behind the ice walls before returning to the dryad corpse that would take us home.


Chapter 35

I woke in the Temple rectory to a delightful surprise: Solara and Invia leveled up. That felt unreasonably fast, but I kept forgetting about the boss and Dungeon Lord XP. That cheated us forward substantially.

Invia went first. She had the following options:

Darkness

Active Ability

Cooldown: 10 Minutes

Surround yourself with a black fog in a 30 ft radius, obscuring the vision of your enemies. Allies are unaffected by Darkness.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increase the radius of Darkness by an additional 5 ft.

(Bonus Pledge: Increase the radius of Darkness by an additional 5 ft. When in the presence of the viceroy experiencing pleasure, feel 25% of that pleasure. If you are the one giving the pleasure, feel 50% more pleasure yourself.)

Unholy Rage

Active Ability

Gain an additional use of Berserk and the option to replace any Berserk with Unholy Rage. If Unholy Rage is activated, all damage dealt with Berserk is Unholy damage. Sugar Daddy Bonus added the additional use of Berserk.

Viceroy Prerequisite: Unholy Smite

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: If anyone in your party uses an Unholy attack during Unholy Rage, increase the damage of those attacks by 2.5%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Gain a 5% Sharpen bonus when Holy Rage is activated. When in the presence of the viceroy experiencing pleasure, feel 25% of that pleasure. If you are the one giving the pleasure, feel 50% more pleasure yourself.)

Silkskin

Passive Ability

If silk is touching your skin, again an additional 5% to damage resistance. Sugar Daddy Bonus increased this from 2.5%.

Prerequisite: Stoneskin

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increase damage resistance by an additional 2.5%.

(Bonus Pledge: Anyone in your party wearing silk gains an additional 2.5% to damage resistance. When in the presence of the viceroy experiencing pleasure, feel 25% of that pleasure. If you are the one giving the pleasure, feel 50% more pleasure yourself.)

First of all, that Bonus Pledge was amazing. Previous Bonus Pledges were far more of a tradeoff, where they could potentially enjoy it, but they were also ceding a significant amount of power to me in the process. This Bonus Pledge was all upside, especially with Intoxicate strengthening the addictive qualities of that pleasure.

“Darkness and Unholy Rage look appealing,” Invia said. “We talked about pulling back from Berserk, but another activation on top of those bonuses? That seems like it has more benefits than the other two.”

“I have Darkness, so it might be redundant for both of us to invest in it,” I replied. “We’re generally fighting pretty close together anyway.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

“Unholy Rage?” I asked.

Invia smiled.

“Penny,” I said. “Help me test Ithaca’s new Bonus Pledge.”

Purity grinned.

Invia looked around. “Wait.”

My priestess reached under the blankets and lightly stroked my sword. Invia tensed for an instant. Purity massaged me gently, and Invia tensed again.

“Seems like 25% is fairly significant after all,” I teased. Yep, that one was going to be fun.

Solara dove across my lap. “My turn! I want to finish up my Specialist project, so that means taking another level in Wizard rather than Silk Sorceress.”

“You could still pick Specialist with a level in Silk Sorceress, right?”

“Yeah, but then I’d lose a Bonus Pledge upgrade on something awesome. I’d rather lose a Bonus Pledge in my base class.” Bonus pledges were only available when an unlock was first offered. Since she had taken Specialist before in her wizard class, she wouldn’t receive a bonus for it.

“Fair point.”

Solara wiggled with excitement. “For fun, let’s look at what else I got.”

She read her options:

Spell Sniper

Passive Ability

Range and accuracy of spells increased by 3x.

Sugar Daddy Bonus increased the buff from 2x.

Prerequisite: Technical Casting

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increase range and accuracy by an additional 0.5.)

(Bonus Pledge: Deal 5% bonus damage for a successful attack from outside of your Spell Sniper range. Additionally, when your viceroy praises you, experience 1% of a climax. No other bonuses to climax frequency or intensity apply to this pledge.)

Star Student

Passive Ability

Gain a +3 to intelligence.

Sugar Daddy bonus increased this from +2.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain an additional +1 to wisdom.)

(Bonus Pledge: Gain an additional +1 to charisma. Additionally, when your viceroy praises you, experience 1% of a climax. No other bonuses to climax frequency or intensity apply to this pledge.)

Charge Spell

Active Ability

For an additional mana cost, increase the power of your spell by 2% for every 1 second it is held. Spells can be held for up to 5 seconds.

Sugar Daddy bonus increased this from 1% for every 1 second.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increase the cap for how long a spell can be charged by 1 second.)

(Bonus Upgrade: Gain an additional 5% bonus damage if you release the spell at the exact moment you hit your charge cap. Additionally, when your viceroy praises you, experience 1% of a climax. No other bonuses to climax frequency or intensity apply to this pledge.)

Those all sounded amazing. The extra unlocks for Star Student would mean earning 8 stat points in total for that level, 3 from the level-up and 5 from Star Student. I would have been tempted by that.

“I’m sad I won’t get the Bonus Pledge ‘penalty,’” Solara said, pouting.

I patted her on the head. “A third rank in Specialist is close to breaking your Bolt spell. You’ll have other Bonus Pledge opportunities.”

“Yeah, I’ll be responsible.” Solara’s eyes went big. “No way, no way, no way.”

“What?”

“The system just upgraded Specialist. After I picked it.”

She read the new ability:

Favorite Child

Rare Passive Ability

Increase the strength of Bolt by 7.5% and unlock the ability to cast Bolt as an area of effect spell.

Sugar Daddy Bonus increased the strength from 5%.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Choose Fire, Water, or Air magic and permanently lose access to that element. Gain an additional 10% damage to Bolt.

(Bonus Pledge: Gain immunity to any spell with electric or shock damage. Additionally, when your viceroy praises you, experience 1% of a climax. No other bonuses to climax frequency or intensity apply to this pledge.)

If she was brave enough to take the Optional Upgrade, which I believed she should, her total bonus damage to Bolt would be 30%. And it had an area of effect option now? Solara was a damn killer.

Purity said, “Dropping Fire makes the most sense, right? Bolt ignites most anything vulnerable to Fire, so you don’t really lose anything, and you said you wanted a Bonus Pledge perk.”

My priestess knew what she was doing, and she was good at it.

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

“There’s one more thing,” Solara said, situating her head in my lap to look up at me as she spoke. “Penny?”

Purity held up a flower petal. Solara took it and held it between our faces.

“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.”

She put the petal in her mouth and swallowed.

Silkmancer and Devotion Reaper both went up by +1. That meant that I could control three pieces of silk now instead of two, and the durability and damage negation of any silk I touched improved as well.

The black silk around Solara’s neck turned gold and cinched flush to her skin.

I bent forward and kissed her on the lips. “I’m proud of you,” I said.

Solara smiled a bit sheepishly. “Thank you for everything you’ve done for me.” She looked around at Purity and Invia. “All of you. Thank you.”

What a wonderful morning, and I had Loyalty Pledges to spend yet too. I dropped those 2 stat points into charisma, bringing it to 10. Getting that stat of single digits resolved an anxiety in me that I still can’t explain.

And then my morning went to shit.

Prerequisites met.

Viceroy Quest: Path to Sovereignty

Get 50 followers to act in unison from a single command to upgrade your viceroy class to the sovereign class.

This had to be why Aurketzu discouraged me from taking charisma from the very start of our partnership. She knew this quest would trigger, and she didn’t want me to have it. Just like she didn’t want me to take Mind Armor because it blocked her from manipulating me. I should have realized it from the class name itself.

Viceroy was a term for a ruler who exercised power on behalf of a sovereign. They served beneath a monarch.

I never questioned that. Aurketzu told me she was a viceroy, and I believed her. She told me she had an empire, which was something a sovereign would have, not a viceroy, and I still didn’t suspect anything.

“Aurketzu,” I asked in my mind.

“Yes, viceroy?”

“When were you going to tell me about the sovereign class?”

“Your anger is misplaced.”

“How’s that?”

“I sought to protect you.”

“Spare me. Honestly, I would have been fine staying a viceroy. I told you I had no interest in ruling anything. You were the one who pushed that agenda.”

“Our agreement still stands.”

“Yes, it does. Then we’re done. I want nothing to do with you and your plans.”

“You need my guidance.”

“And you’ll still give it to me.”

“Why would I continue to help you if you have already declared us enemies?”

“I didn’t say enemies. I don’t want to be your ally. I don’t want to be your enemy. I don’t want anything to do with you.”

“You did not answer the question.”

“If I die, what happens to you?”

“You are already sufficiently powerful. You need no more of my help.”

“The challenges are only getting bigger. There will be plenty of opportunities for me to get dead if I don’t have the right information.”

Another realization hit me.

“You could have resurrected me as a person but chose not to.”

“Your whining is endless.”

“You brought me back as an undead so I couldn’t get you exorcised. It would kill me too.”

“The little viceroy is growing up and learning the ways of the world.”

“Master?” Purity said, touching my shoulder. “Are you okay?”

“Y-Yeah. Sorry. Just had a lot on my mind.”

“Anything we can do for you?”

“Actually…” I began as I pulled up my party’s XP progress:

Purity: Level 11 (88415/102400)

Invia: Level 12 (205/204800)

Solara: Level 12 (205/204800)

“We need to get your Divine Quests done. I’m worried about taking you on more crawls because one surprise encounter could tip you over by accident.”

Purity frowned. “I’ll start fasting today and hope I get a ‘new insight’ into my values, but I’m at a loss for what community problem to fix, and the viceroy objective… spank a subordinate until they’re black and blue and believe that they deserve it? I don’t know if I can do that.”

“All you need to do is spend some time in the common room,” Solara said. “You guys were away for a while, but this is a Temple full of girls. Someone will say something that pisses you off eventually.”

“If I force it, then the system won’t count it,” Purity argued. “Then I’ll have hurt someone for no reason.”

Solara caught my eye with a reassuring glance. I took that to mean she would pitch in on making that possible. She deserved the gold around her neck for how much she supported the team.

“The community problem one is easy,” Invia suggested. “Go into any neighborhood and ask them what they have wanted fixed for a long time but never was. They’ll have a dozen answers for you.”

I nodded. “That’s definitely true.”

Invia added, “You could probably find something in our own neighborhood if you wanted.”

“We’ll go looking today,” Solara said.

“That works out,” I added. “I have some things to do in town.”

Abby appeared. “Master, a messenger is at the door.”

“Ithaca, go get it for me.”

I thought I saw Invia hesitate for the briefest of moments, but she did as she was told without protest.

“What do you have going on in town, if I’m allowed to ask?” Solara grinned. I had even fewer reasons to doubt her now that the gold silk was around her neck.

“I had some winter items on the market for sale that should be bought up now, so I need to collect that profit, stop at the Guild, and then I should probably pay Maria a visit. It’s been a while.”

Invia reentered the rectory. “Miss Maria would like you to work tonight.”

“Speak of the devil,” I said.


Chapter 36

I wasn’t arm candy or an orgasm donor that night for Maria. She needed legitimate security, so I was one of 5 men accompanying her. Two sat on the buckboard of the carriage. Two sat on the back. I sat inside.

“I have a meeting with Lady Sarah,” Maria said, checking her makeup in a small mirror as we bounced down the streets of Flowst. “She says it's for a shared opportunity, but that sounds like horseshit to me. If she isn’t an idiot, this is an apology for what her men did to me. Frankly, I’m not interested.”

“Then why are you going?”

“Criminals want to think they’re better than nobles, but they’re the same type of person in different clothes. Nobles want to be shown the proper respect for their station. Every crime boss and lieutenant is the exact same. Nobles have to make nice and posture to keep the peace and avoid conflicts, and lo and behold, it’s the same for criminals.”

“Declining the invitation could be seen as an offense,” I said.

“Mmhmm.” Maria kissed her lips in the mirror to even out her lipstick. “It’s a shame you don’t have any dirt on Lady Sarah.”

Which wasn’t true. I did. That was one of the few pieces of intel from the blackmail folder I found in Hensewurd’s office that I kept for myself. Not even the Thieves’ Guild got copies. Given my viceroy abilities, having leverage over a powerful woman could be useful to me at some point.

“What business would you and Lady Sarah have in common?” I asked to change the subject.

Maria shrugged. “Could be anything from wanting to undermine a shared enemy to her asking me to smuggle moonrock with my caravans. Before you ask, no, I won’t.”

“Too risky?”

“Not enough money for the risk, not with an operation as large as Twin Hawks. Throwing that away for some quick black market money would be foolish.”

The carriage lurched to a stop.

“Stay close to me, please,” Maria said, and she actually sounded a little afraid. If she had ever felt that way around me before, she had done an excellent job of hiding it.

We were on Lady Sarah’s side of the lowers, of course, and this must have been one of the nicer neighbors in this part of the city. The townhomes and businesses were packed tight and all had crisp, fresh coats of paint or scrubbed brickwork. Even from the outside, the restaurant looked more expensive than any place I had ever eaten at before.

The front doors were deep-stained redwood that glistened even under starlight. The outside dining patio was surrounded by a lush garden of flowers with a view of one of the Flowst waterways.

And the restaurant wasn’t open late, apparently. When I knocked on the door for Maria, I heard deadbolts slide loose before we were let in. All of the chairs were up on tables, and other than the stocky doorman and other miscellaneous security Lady Sarah had positioned about the restaurant, no employees were present save for the bartender.

Lady Sarah was younger than I expected. She was maybe early to mid-thirties, with red hair and freckles. She had the wide shoulders of a female warrior, and I imagined she had the wide hips to match, but she was seated, so I couldn’t tell. Her chest was a little bigger than Invia’s but not as big as Purity’s, and definitely nowhere near Solara’s.

She sat at a table toward the back with a few men in fancy clothes sitting near to her. Two more guards were on their feet on either side of the table.

Lady Sarah stood when she saw Maria. “Lady Maria, thank you for accepting my invitation.”

“I’m always appreciative of hospitality,” she replied as she sat. When I went to push her chair, one of Lady Sarah’s guards stepped toward me as if to intervene.

“Don’t mind him,” Lady Sarah said, scolding her guards. “Don’t you know that’s the Silk Lion? He soloed the boss that killed a full party of level 35 adventurers.”

The man, though significantly taller and bulkier than me, seemed taken aback by that, like someone who didn’t expect the dog on the stoop to bare its teeth when they got close.

When Maria was situated, I stood across the aisle from the table, facing the meeting. Two of the other bodyguards Maria hired were supposedly watching my back.

“Would you like something to drink?” Lady Sarah asked.

“I wouldn’t say no to a gin and tonic,” Maria replied.

Ah. That’s why the bartender was still here.

“I’m glad that we finally get to talk,” Lady Sarah continued, speaking confidently and matter-of-factly. “But I’m also not one to beat around the bush. I recently learned that some of my men were involved in the robbery that ruined one of your nights on the town. I was not aware of their activity. I did not sanction it. And if they weren’t already dead, they’d be tied up in the basement for you to exact whatever justice you saw fit.”

Lady Sarah set a black velvet bag heavy with coins on the table between her and Maria at the same time the bartender delivered the gin and tonic.

“I offer you restitution for the ordeal you endured, and I hope you can accept my apologies.”

Though Lady Sarah’s words expressed regret, she never came remotely close to begging for forgiveness or showing fear. This was not a meeting that caused her any anxiety, it seemed.

“Even not having the chance to meet you face-to-face until now, I’ve long admired your work,” Maria said. “I know that you are bold and decisive, and I also know you aren’t stupid. Not for a moment did I believe you had any involvement in that debacle.”

“I’m relieved to hear those words. I must still insist on restitution, however.”

Maria barely looked at the bag. “What else is on your mind?”

Lady Sarah tilted her head. “What do you mean?”

“Like you, I am not one to beat around the bush. We’ve established that there is no bad blood here, nor was there ever bad blood at any other point in time. I’m in no hurry to get back into my carriage if there is value in my staying.”

After a considerable pause, Lady Sarah said, “The guard. They are a problem for me, and I understand that they are a problem for you as well.”

“They are. My business would be far more profitable if I had a fair crack at the bridge.”

“As would mine. I’ll say this plainly so there is no confusion: I do not wish to go to war with the guard directly, but I do believe they can be undermined. With our complementary resources, we could chip away at their power from multiple angles.”

Maria sipped her drink. “Can you give me an example?”

“The majority of nobles in the hills buy their moonrock from the guard. They can’t get enough of the stuff. Moonrock, as you know, can be quite dangerous when distributors begin to dilute the moonrock with filler. A spree of illnesses and deaths all brought on by the moonrock supplied by the guards would erode many of their key supporters.”

“Not bad.”

“A woman of your influence would certainly be heard were she to be robbed repeatedly by members of the guard. Our city’s own guardsmen plundering its citizens? What a scandal, and with the moonrock incidents on the rise at the same time, faking such robberies will be easier as public fears of the guard increase.”

Maria nodded and took another drink.

“Ma’am,” I said, stepping forward to speak softly into Maria’s ear. “I’m sorry to insert myself, but I believe I have some intelligence that may be useful for this conversation.”

“I would not fault you for stepping away to discuss this privately,” Lady Sarah assured Maria.

Waving her hand, Maria replied, “You’ve been very reasonable about showing your cards. Byron, what do you have?”

“I recently asked Lord Oliverry to get the guard off my back about some dungeon drama,” I explained. “To earn that favor, I had to agree to right a wrong on his behalf. Apparently one of his off-the-books mining operations got raided. When he finds out who was responsible, he’ll send me in to make an example of them.”

Lady Sarah started to laugh. “If the guard is implicated, then another powerful noble family could turn on them. That would mean you’re on the hook for delivering an attack on the guard on Oliverry’s behalf. I wouldn’t say that’s the greatest demonstration of self-preservation.”

“I would be grateful if the plan attempted to solve for that, but I’m okay with the risk.”

I glanced at Maria. Her eyes were infernos of lust when she looked up at me, so I took that to mean I was doing pretty well for her right now.

“As Byron says,” Maria began, “it is a risk, but if we are able to implicate and remove them in the same strike, my man may not have to spill blood. I have a few friends in the royal army who might be able to facilitate something like that.”

“I am very glad we got to speak,” Lady Sarah said, grinning.



“Interesting addition,” Maria said as we rode back to her home.

“I hope I didn’t overstep.”

“Your gamble paid off. If your contribution was shit, I would have been upset, but when you give me a gift? I will not bemoan a gift. You’ve earned quite a bit of trust from Lord Oliverry.”

“I don’t think I would describe it as trust,” I said. “He has always made it very clear I am beneath him.”

“Isn’t that such a lovely feeling?”

“I don’t follow.”

Maria grinned. “When someone treats you that way, it’s so much easier to fuck them over.”

I held back my laughter. When I first started working for Maria, she had no problem reminding me that I was beneath her. Everyone fancied themselves the just hero in their own story, I supposed.

The rest of the way home, we spoke very little. We both had a great deal on our minds.

One topic at the top of mine: I very much needed to avoid having to play enforcer for Lord Oliverry if the guard was the target. This plan put me directly on that path, and I hoped I hadn’t become overconfident in my ability to improvise. There was no taking that back, and if the guard didn’t totally crumble from this little scheme, my life would be very hard and possibly very short. The danger was such that I would probably leave Flowst entirely and hope they didn’t have friends in other cities.

My hand was forced because not doing anything was similarly problematic. If I let Lord Oliverry decide who was guilty, a piece of bad intel or even just a bad day could mean him sending me out to kill people who were genuinely innocent. At that point, I would be hard-pressed to talk him out of it, and it wasn’t like I could say, “I know they’re innocent because I’m the one that killed all of your people.”

So I was hoping to thread the needle on this and slip through at just the right moment where I weakened a major enemy of the Thieves’ Guild, established patsies to take the blame for my attack on Oliverry’s mine, and built ties with Lady Sarah. All without getting myself chewed up in the machinations of my own making.

Aurketzu had stayed quiet through all of this. She hadn’t spoken at all since our argument earlier in the day, and I was fine with that. The less she bothered me, the more I could accomplish without worrying about her manipulation, but she was still inside my damn head. I couldn’t walk up to a wizard and ask for advice about how to eject Aurketzu, and I couldn’t check out books on parasitic souls because Aurketzu saw everything I saw. She heard every conversation I had.

I didn’t know how much damage she could do from inside my brain. Even if all she did was yell endlessly, my life would be miserable.

So I had to figure out how to Exorcise a soul without using any Holy magic whatsoever while also hiding that intention from her entirely. If such a thing was possible, it would not be well-known, so I would have to somehow justify my reason for exploring that material.

Aurketzu was too smart, and she had already demonstrated an unwillingness to leave anything about our dynamic to chance. She drained me of will points while discouraging me from taking unlocks like Mind Armor because that was best for her. She hid that viceroy was attached to the sovereign class. And she made sure to keep my charisma low in the hopes I would never learn about that class.

In the process of working all this out in my mind, I recognized another move Auketzu made to keep me under her thumb, something I had overlooked until that moment. Making me undead didn’t simply complicate Exorcism, it saddled me with massive physical and social weaknesses. No undead was trustworthy in the eyes of society, and though I took steps to guard against Holy magic, a few decent clerics all blasting me at once would be the end of me.

If Aurketzu had her own vessel, she would know exactly where I was vulnerable, and she would know exactly how much protection from Holy magic I managed to accumulate.

How could I pull this off? Anything that could be used against Aurketzu, no matter how good the cover story, would put her on alert.

The worst part of all of this was that Aurketzu was immensely helpful and valuable. Her knowledge was responsible for the majority of the big wins in my brief career. From her perfect memory helping me copy ledgers to her explanations of monsters and their weaknesses, I got a lot out of having her on my side.

If she had simply kept to our original deal, we both would have gotten exactly what we wanted. I got the power I needed to stop being a little bitch, and she would get her fresh vessel.

Instead, we had to waste time fighting each other.

And I wasn’t going to lose.


Chapter 37

We didn’t run the dungeon the next day because Purity had Divine Quests to finish, but Invia and Solara took some of the recruits on a grinding run. Before I stepped out on my own business, the twin rogues asked to speak with me, so we met in the rectory.

“The Bishop keeps a tight circle,” Lala said. “His assistant Sister Margaret is the go-between for nearly everything, and all of the church officials he encounters do the same. They’ve insulated themselves well enough that we’ll need a lot more time to unravel it. We have never seen Sister Margaret leave the church grounds, for example.”

“Nearly everything?”

“We think he has a favorite whore, but he goes to great lengths to hide it, so much so that we haven’t been able to confirm it yet.”

“What makes you believe you’re right?” I asked.

“The Bishop and the woman arrive at the same place at similar times somewhat regularly. He goes to an exclusive banya for a venik. Why do rich old men like to hit themselves with eucalyptus branches? So weird. Anyway, she shows up at the Grayson Hotel at about the same time.”

“I thought you said same place?”

Lala smiled. “The banya connects to the hotel. Two of the suites have private access to the banya.”

“Interesting.”

“We think it’s more than timing. Her name is Veeli, and she’s as expensive as they come. All high-end clients with a lot to lose from a scandal. Every time we’ve seen her, the Bishop is the only person around who could afford her. There’s a chance a noble we don’t recognize is hiring her, so that’s why we aren’t ready to totally confirm anything yet.”

“I appreciate you being thorough. Good work.”

“Thank you, Father. Shall we continue?”

“Go on.”

“We have one other piece of news for you: Another party wiped in the Flowst dungeon yesterday. Level 15s. They beat the cursed knight and pushed through the witches with another two parties. They were in a hallway in the royal shrine when apparently the whole passage froze. They got caught in it.”

We were nearly caught in the same trap ourselves. Confirmation that it would have been deadly made me thankful we pulled back when we did.

“Thank you for telling me. If you hear more about the mechanics of the hallway, let me know.”

The twins dipped their heads and exited the rectory. I added learning more about this Veeli to my errands for the day. But first, shopping.



I needed to incentivize followers to say the prayer like Purity and Solara did. The more silk I could manipulate, the more weapons at my disposal and the more creative options I had for controlling a battlefield. Being able to manipulate three pieces of silk independently was complex and would take practice, but the success I already saw with only one and then two pieces of silk made the potential obvious to me.

With Devotion Reaper increasing the strength and damage negation of silk, I could potentially reach a point where wearing a silk shirt was as good as wearing chainmail in terms of the protection it provided. I wasn’t sure how many oaths that particular benefit would take to bring to life, but it was very clearly a possibility.

But what could I do that made Purity and Solara happier about their choice to say the prayer while also making the prayer more appealing for the rest of my followers? One group needed to know and feel how special they were, while the other needed to look at that lifestyle and long to make it their own.

Gifts? Perks? Privileges? All of those ideas sounded good in theory, but as I moved from shop window to shop window down the streets of Flowst, I couldn’t decide on a way to make those concepts more specific. So far, my ideas included the following:

-Custom-made armcuffs enchanted with some sort of buff while prominently displaying a rank based on when they said the prayer. Purity’s would have the numeral I, while Solara’s had the numeral III, for example. The smaller your number, the higher your seniority. That was an expensive tradition to initiate, even with discounted services from Jerbish, and that perk was only visually apparent when the ladies were running a dungeon in lingerie.

-Luxury additions and accommodations to their living spaces in the Temple, like new furniture or some other such amenities. My concern there was the wide variety of personal tastes, making it difficult to standardize those rewards between followers, and I didn’t want a complicated set of rules about what ranks did or did not get, dividing the Temple into haves and have-nots. The same desire that motivated progress could easily become poisonous envy.

-I could simply give the golden followers more gifts, tailoring them to their specific tastes and goals, but that returned me to the standardization problem. The more complicated I made these rewards, the more thinking and effort they required on my part. If I was already struggling to decide what to get Purity and what to get Solara to keep them happy and loyal, that struggle would be a nightmare when I had 10 or 20 golden followers.

-Profit-sharing was already a part of how my personal party operated, and money was a simplistic motivator. I didn’t have to worry about deciding on specific gifts if my followers had the resources to go out and get exactly what they wanted, but scale was a problem here as well. Sharing profit inside of my party was easy enough, but how would that work when the majority of the golden followers weren’t actually in my party? I didn’t want to lose money on this effort.

I’m ashamed to say it, but walking by the Church of the Goddess gave me inspiration.

Notable figures in the history of the Church were immortalized in statues along the outside of the expansive grounds. There were probably statues on the grounds as well, but I was never going in there to look.

The point was that the statues were status symbols. If someone was immortalized that way, you knew they were important. You knew they had significance. And each statue attempted to capture the likeness of the person it depicted, their unique faces, builds, postures, attire, and so on. Commissioning a statue probably wasn’t cheap, but it would give me a return for decades.

If I made my statues as prominent as the church did, I would both reward the most devoted and raise all of our profiles at the same time.

My girls wore masks, though. They would need far more unique looks for their statues to be eye-catching and memorable.

What did I know about fashion?

No, not fashion. Trina and Lyle described the silk lion outfits as costumes. I didn’t need a fashion designer. I needed a costume designer.



The Great Stage Theater was the most popular venue in the hills, the rich side of Flowst. They put on elaborate shows and productions every Friday and Saturday night, from dramatic tragedies to absurdist comedies. I knocked on the front door, and no one answered. This wasn’t a show day, so there was no one at the box office or in the lobby.

The doors, however, were unlocked. This was definitely a fancier part of town if they were this lax about security.

“Hello?” I called.

A door slammed somewhere else in the building, and I heard heavy footsteps.

A bald man with a big belly poked his head out the side door. “Can I help you?”

“Do you have a costume designer you like to work with?”

“He’s in the basement. Down that hall, first door on the right, down the stairs.”

And he was gone.

I followed his directions to a surprisingly airy basement workshop. The ceilings were high, and the walls were coated with cracked fresco paintings of what I assumed were scenes from popular dramas.

There were racks of dresses and suits as well as a half dozen dress forms with projects in various states of completion, from draped and pinned fabric to nearly finished pieces. I saw costumes for every variety of animal, including fantasy creatures like dragons and unicorns, and then a few dozen costumes that were intricate and colorful, but I couldn’t begin to guess what they represented.

A tall stringy man with glasses and a topknot lifted his head from a workbench where he worked a pedal sewing machine.

“Not often someone with a sword comes down here,” he said. "What's the occasion?”

“I think I need to hire a costume designer.”

“But you’re not certain?” the man asked, perplexed.

“Before I waste a bunch of your time, do you take commissions? If you do, I’d like to talk to you about a project and hire you if it’s a fit.”

“Are you an adventurer?”

I nodded.

“Well, I’m invested in the plot now,” he said, gesturing to a chair near the workbench. “What kind of costumes does an adventurer need to commission?”

“I need visually interesting outfits for my party members, something that would attract a lot of attention around town and look good translated to sculpture.”

“I’m listening.”

“We’re known as the Silk Lions. My three party members wear lioness masks and a lot of silk. Recently, one of them has taken to doing dungeon runs in nothing but lingerie.”

The man smiled. “I don’t follow the adventuring scene much, but even I’ve heard of you. Hot things in their underwear, you all hump each other in the dungeon, and you survive stuff you shouldn’t. Am I thinking of the right group?”

“You are. One is a silk priestess, and one is a silk sorceress. I need costumes to match those classes, but they also need to keep the nearly naked theme going. And they will always wear their masks, but don’t worry about incorporating lions into the theme. Silk is good enough.”

“You want an elaborate, eye-catching costume, but it’s not allowed to cover much more than their underwear does?”

“That sounds right,” I said.

“Speaking frankly, you want costumes that further enhance their sex appeal, preferrably to the degree that the biggest prudes would be offended but would only moderately shock the reasonable among us.”

“That’s correct.”

The man reached for a sketchpad. “Theater garb has to be built to last, so my creations are durable, but they aren’t dungeon-durable.”

“Not an issue,” I assured him. “These wouldn’t go into the dungeon. Fancy parties and such only.”

“Good. Good. And you said silk was the main theme?”

“We’re part of the Order of the Silk Noose, and our highest ranking members wear gold silk around their necks. So silk, rope, and maybe some gold?”

He scribbled and scribbled as I spoke. He paused abruptly. “I’m not cheap.”

“I know.”

“How do you know about my rates?”

“I don’t. I know what part of town I’m in and what kind of place this is.”

“Fair,” the man admitted. “For what you’re after, the better I understand your group, the easier it will be for me to represent that as clothing. I would like to meet these two women at a minimum. I’ll need their measurements, and getting to know them a little bit at the same time will help.”

“This goes back to the confidentiality concern,” I said. “I can let you into the Temple, but you’ll be the only non-member who has ever been allowed inside. And I should warn you, there are quite a few women staying there, and they get… comfortable in the privacy of the Temple.”

“I am capable of discretion, and you’re worried I would hit on your members?”

“That’s a small concern, yes.”

The designer laughed. “I think women are beautiful, but I’m attracted to men, thanks. And no, don’t flatter yourself. You’re not my type.”

“My main concern is that our secrets stay secrets and that everyone feels comfortable.”

“Not a problem. Now, my season picks up again in a little under two weeks. If you want these done in the near future, starting as soon as possible would be ideal.”

“Come by tonight?” I proposed.

“I am available,” he replied.

“Great. And it just occurred to me, we might want to do three total costumes, but the third client she is… she’s a bit unique.”

“How so?”

“Nevermind. You’ll understand when you meet her. And I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”

“Marlow.”

“Good to meet you, Marlow.”


Chapter 38

I met Marlow on the steps of the Temple. He had a messenger bag over his shoulder and a sketchbook under his arm. He stared up at the brilliantly lit stained glass windows of our Temple.

“Come on in,” I said.

I held the door open for Marlow. His face was out of view, but the way his whole body stuttered suggested he was a bit taken aback by our common area. Four of the newer girls sat on a carpet playing cards, each in various states of undress. Another two sat on either end of a couch, their bare legs intertwined. And Abby had just entered the room carrying a pot of tea.

My sleek, ever-nude black demon from the abyssal plane.

I wasn’t allowed to fuck her. I had to remind myself of that each time I saw that otherworldly figure.

Wait. That was Aurketzu’s rule. Was that an instance where she genuinely protected me, or did she do that to keep me away from some sort of advantage?

I’d have to figure that out.

While Marlow stared at Abby, his body stiff with shock, I told Abby, “Please fetch Solara.”

“Yes, Naster.”

When Abby poofed away, I led Marlow toward the dais. The moment he realized the statue was encased in ice, his shock began again all over. His face was exceptionally confused when the girls called me “Father” as we passed by.

Solara entered the chapel in a short, silk robe.

“Marlow, meet my silk sorceress, Solara.”

Marlow shook hands with Solara, seeming to recover his senses and professional poise. “Lovely to meet you.”

“Solara, I’ve asked Marlow to design you an outfit befitting of your status in the silk.”

“What do you need from me?” she asked in return.

“I’ll leave you two to talk. Solara, be open about what you want and what you like. This should be something you love to wear.”

“Yes, Master,” she said, smiling.

As I stepped toward the door for my next meeting, Solara dropped her robe, and Marlow got to work measuring her as they started to chat. I wanted this process to occur out in the open like this for the sake of Solara’s position of authority but also to model to the newer members what their futures could hold if they were devoted.

I noticed Invia wasn’t around. I wondered if this performance had the opposite effect on her, perhaps.

“Abby,” I said, right before I stepped outside.

“Yes, Master?” she asked, appearing in front of me.

“I would like to honor you with a gift, and the first part of that gift is to dress you in a way that makes you feel beautiful and powerful if clothing is something that interests you.”

“Would that please you?”

“The question is if it pleases you,” I said. “If you decide it does, talk to Marlow and have him measure you when he is done with Penny. If it doesn’t, I’ll find something else to reward you with. Truly.”

“You know exactly what I desire for a reward.”

I grinned. “I know, but that’s not what I’m offering. Make your decision.”



“How far along are their efforts?” Trina asked when I finished explaining my meeting with Maria and Lady Sarah.

“They’re just beginning,” I said, sitting in my usual seat across from Trina’s desk. Lyle sat next to me. “I don’t know how quickly things will move, though.”

“The cover for our field trip is nice,” Lyle said, “but that doesn’t mean we should go all in on disrupting the guard. Sitting this out could be best for us.”

“Or we could finally run the bridge,” Trina retorted.

“We don’t have the noble connections the guard does. They’re kicking up money through several different chains to keep what they own. They won’t walk away from this without a fight.”

Trina slid her tongue across her teeth as she thought. She grinned suddenly. “We’re thinking about this the wrong way.”

“How so?” Lyle asked.

“We don’t need to own the entire bridge. We only need the freedom to use it. We don’t need the guard removed. We only need them to leave us alone.”

I had a sense of where this was going, and I didn’t like it. “If you’re suggesting what I think you are, that’s very bad for me.”

“What am I suggesting?” Trina asked.

“If the Thieves’ Guild helps the guard survive whatever Maria and Lady Sarah launch, then the guard would owe the guild, but Maria would be torched. She is an asset to me, and you told me when I started that we weren’t in the business of burning down solid sources of intel.”

“I understand the objection,” Trina replied. “Feeding them to the wolves in this case has more benefits for the guild than letting this opportunity slip by for the sake of your asset.”

Lyle raised a finger. “We can’t be certain of the rewards, though. Burning what we have with the Twin Hawks is a gamble. I’m not saying it’s a bad one, but we should acknowledge the reality of the risks we’re discussing.”

Trina wobbled her head. “Fair points. And Byron, I am well aware of the role you would play in all of this. I am not so naive as to believe that you would follow orders to sabotage your own advantages. If we move as part of any of this, you would gain more than what you have with Maria right now.”

“That’s a big promise,” I said.

“None of this is promised. Results are never guaranteed, but that would be the intent.”

I relaxed. “I’m open to that. If it helps, I’m looking at moving on to Grubiit or Orthlox eventually. I don’t know how soon, but it’s on the horizon.”

“After everything you’ve built in Flowst?” Trina asked.

“The Temple will still run, so I’d have interests here, but there’s not much more I can get out of this dungeon.”

Lyle cocked his head. “No one has even gotten to the third floor of the new castle. I’m not sure I would agree that its profit potential is low.”

“It’s not as simple as what’s more profitable for me. The adventuring component matters, and Grubiit and Orthlox have more of what I’m looking for.”

Really, I was looking for a dungeon with a Dungeon Lord I hadn’t allied with, but I couldn’t explain to Trina and Lyle that I killed the Flowst Dungeon Lord and then gave it away to an ice demon. Grubiit had the slime dungeon, and Orthlox had the snake-person dungeon.

Wait. The fucking Dungeon Lord was my ally…

In all my analysis of potential moves and potential outcomes in Flowst, the one party’s interests I never considered were the ice demon’s. Of all the factions and entities I had dealt with thus far, he offered me the greatest benefits and the most power.

Trina’s voice brought me back to the present. “Would burning Maria be more appetizing to you if it meant an advance advantage in either of those cities?”

“Similar in value?”

“Similar in value.”

“Yeah. I would be very interested in exploring that.”



I joined Solara and Invia on a training run with the new recruits. Purity was on day 3 of her fast and had yet to have an insight into her character or values, but she did find a longstanding community problem to fix. In our own corner of town, there was an old structure that had half collapsed into a waterway that ran out of the city and eventually into the main river. Those shores were packed with homes, but this building was a barn of some kind in its prime.

Now, it was a haven for rats. Purity spearheaded hiring the laborers and coordinating with the city to get it cleaned up once and for all. Once that was done, she still needed to find a victim for her viceroy objective of spanking someone until they were black and blue.

So while she worked on all of that, I was going to use one of our new followers to request an audience with the ice demon.

On the way to the preferred grinding spot with the ice witches on the other side of the wall, I decided to offer Aurketzu an olive branch.

“Can we talk?” I asked in my mind.

“I do not have the power to stop you from speaking.”

“Regardless of how we got to this point, us not working together hurts us both significantly. Would you agree?”

“Indeed.”

“I’m willing to wipe the slate clean. All I want is to be my own person and to not be your enemy when you get a vessel. Your goals are different from mine, and they don’t conflict with each other. Do we agree on that as well?”

“We do.”

“You tried to trick me. That was fucked up, but I’ve thought about it a lot. I understand you needing to protect yourself. I can leave that in the past if we go back to helping each other. We’ll get you a vessel. You could gut the entire city of Flowst if you wanted to but if you left me and my people out of it, I wouldn’t care.”

“The words are appealing, but few would believe such forgiveness is possible after so much distrust and conflict.”

“I’m being practical. Like you taught me to be. We are more powerful as allies, and neither of us loses anything.”

“How can I know if these words are sincere?”

“You have the advantage of seeing every minute of my life. I don’t get that kind of perspective into your mind. I’m willing to give you that trust as a show of good faith.”

“I too desire for us to not be enemies. I must think on your words.”

“Take your time,” I said. “Let me know when you’re ready to plot.”

By that point, we were in the forest with the ice witches. I asked one of the new recruits if they would do me a small service. A curvy brunette volunteered.

She was pretty, but her performance was… unimpressive. This was the drawback of bringing in young, inexperienced women. Their technique was lacking, and they fumbled their way around my sword. Maybe we needed to add classes on this kind of thing, for my sake.

When I finished, I shooed her away, sending her back to training.

And I completed the summoning spell, the same one I used to summon my first demon in the Lopav dungeon.

The twisted, winged body of an ice blue imp appeared before me. “Ah, a Dungeon Lord,” the creature hissed. “Do you bring a declaration of war?”

“I’m not an enemy of your master. I would like to discuss business with him.”

The imp laughed. “The hubris of humans. I do not do your bidding, and my master does not trouble himself with worms.”

“You misunderstand your place. Tell your master I wish to speak with him.”

“Or I could kill you and cook your flesh.”

I put my hand on my hilt. “Deliver the message, or I will kill you and summon another of your kind.”

The imp stared at me and disappeared.

He returned a moment later, his eyes down and his shoulders hunched. “My master will speak with you.”

“Take me.”

In a flash, the world around me went dark. I stood on a platform of ice, floating in an ocean of pure darkness. The ice demon stood on another, his frozen form towering over me. For some reason, he didn’t seem as large to me then as he did when we first met.

“I believed our trade to be complete,” the demon said.

“You are correct. I come to propose new business.”

“You are tireless, human. If you were born in the hells, you would have done well. What do you bring me?”

I smiled. “I’ve come to ask what you desire. I do not know the nature of your ambitions, but I would gladly help you realize them.”

“What if my ambitions bring harm to humans?”

“If myself and my people aren’t among them, I’m unconcerned.”

“Go on.”

“Do you have aspirations of being a Demon Lord?” I asked.

The ice demon laughed. “I care more for the luxuries of life than for status. If my interests were to extend beyond the dungeon, they would do so in secret. I would rather humans unknowingly serve me than knowingly oppose me.”

“What does that look like?”

“I live as a human of noble status, the city serving me and my desires the same way they would serve a human’s. My business from that point onward would be my own.”

“A demon such as this can take on human form, but to live freely on the surface would take significant magic.”

I asked, “Do you assume someone’s identity or do you make your own?”

“Any noble’s form will do. If I had their soul, such deception becomes trivial. This is what I would ask of you: Deliver to me a soul of suitable status and corrupt the presence of the Goddess in Flowst. This is what I desire.”

“Acquiring a soul requires powerful magic and trickery. If one were truly cunning, the soul would be paid willingly. To corrupt the presence of the Goddess, one needs to establish control from within but leave the puppet in place. No one need know they are simply performing in public while serving their master in private. None of these feats are without difficulty.”

“But are they doable?” I asked Aurketzu.

“I believe we are capable.”

“I am willing to deliver these for you, but before I make my request, may I ask you about your world? I don’t want to make a request that is unreasonable and disrespectful.”

The demon smirked. “Ask your questions.”

“The teleportation magic you granted us for dungeon access, are their limits?”

“What do you wish to accomplish?”

“Travel between cities. I want to expand to another dungeon and want easy access to my followers here.”

“Such a thing is possible,” the demon answered. “And it would work in the same manners as yours does. Followers can travel, but nothing larger. Such a spell would require sacrifices of the good-aligned, and were we to reach an agreement, such a responsibility would be yours.”

“What kind of sacrifices?”

“Weilders of Holy magic or those with good alignments. Priests, clerics, and the extremely pious. 40 levels of sacrifices will be the minimum for most meaningful distances.”

That wasn’t awful. I wanted to kill the Bishop and his friends anyway.

“With what you know about me, should I target the dungeon in Grubiit or the one in Orthlox?” I asked.

“Neither Dungeon Lord is an incompetent foe. I would not expect either to be as careless as the dryad.”

I nodded. “I know I got lucky there.”

“The Ice abilities I gifted you and your followers would serve you well against the slimes in Grubiit. The serpentmen of Orthlox wield Unholy and commune with demons to bolster their power. They have no inherent weaknesses to any of your strengths. Know that the challenge of the dungeon is not equivalent to the challenge of the Dungeon Lord who owns it.

“I suspect the Grubiit Dungeon Lord will pose a greater challenge to you while the dungeon is easier. The serpentmen in Orthlox will be the opposite. You may find the Dungeon Lord easier to defeat, but their dungeon will challenge you more.”

“His terms are reasonable.”

I took a deep breath. “I will deliver you the soul of a Flowst noble and corrupt the presence of the Goddess in Flowst as well. In exchange, you will connect my Temples with teleportation magic, which assumes me providing the materials in each case.”

“You ask for more than one teleportation link?”

“Any time I open a new Temple.”

“You are an interesting human indeed,” the demon said. “I agree to your proposal, and I welcome you to do the impossible yet again.”


Chapter 39

I was in the rectory working on a manifesto of sorts. If we were going to expand the silk into different cities, I would have to delegate day-to-day responsibilities even more, so I was making an attempt to codify our values and traditions. My intelligence stat helped significantly, but I still had never written much of anything, let alone a manual for my… cult? Social club? Roommates?

At the same time, Aurketzu and I discussed the mechanics of acquiring a noble’s soul. The base requirement was that the soul had to be given willingly, so no stealing it or ripping it away from its owner. Because of that requirement, the paths available to me were few:

I could offer something desirable and be given the soul as payment.

I could make a threat or use some sort of blackmail and be given the soul as payment.

The soul could be collateral for an agreement and forfeited when the agreement wasn’t upheld.

That last one was the primary method souls were acquired. Demons and fae tricked their victims into impossible deals and collected souls when the victim inevitably came up short. I couldn’t think of anything I would ever be able to offer a noble that would warrant a soul as collateral. Similarly, I wouldn’t have something that was desirable enough for a soul to be payment outright.

So threats and blackmail it was.

I had only begun brainstorming when Abby appeared.

“You may wish to observe the chapel, Master.”

Looking out my floor-to-ceiling windows and down on the chapel, I saw the curvy brunette from the dungeon, the one who sloppily sucked out the seed I needed to summon a demon messenger. She was folded over the back of a couch with her skirt flipped up. A furious Purity held her down with one hand and smacked her ass with the other.

And she slapped her again and again.

“The underling upset Purity,” Abby said.

“How?”

“She complained about being used by you in the dungeon and not getting enough attention or reward. Purity scolded her, and the underling called her a bitch.”

Being cranky from fasting probably didn’t help Purity’s mood any, but I loved what I was seeing. I was jealous of not being a part of it, though.

With Silkmancer, I grabbed a silk scarf draped on a chair in the chapel. I wrapped it around the underling’s throat and pulled her head back, arching her spine to put her ass even higher in the air. Meanwhile, I stroked Purity’s panties. She needed to be rewarded for this, and doing it from all the way up here in the rectory was more fun than I expected it to be.

“When the girl's ass is black and blue, and I mean make sure it’s really beat up, tell Purity that it’s my turn. Oh, and please take some silk rope with you.”

Abby nodded and disappeared in a puff of smoke.

30 seconds or so later, Abby appeared behind Purity and whispered in her ear. Purity let go and stepped back. From the rectory, I took the silk rope out of Abby’s hands with Silkmancer and ripped it in half. I looped each one around one of the underling’s ankles.

With those grips on her, I spun the underling upside down. Her thighs were against the back of the couch while her head dangled off the front, her head inches from the floor. Silkmancer pulled her legs apart, spreading her wide. Purity patted the girl's slit with a devious grin. She glanced up at me, bowed her head, and walked away from the girl.

“Abby, please inform the underling she needs to make herself cum.”

I watched my demon bend over and speak to the girl. With her legs spread wide and silk still around her neck, I tightened it around her throat. She began to finger and rub herself with desperation, her wet snatch visible even from up in the rectory.

When she looked like she might be losing consciousness, I released her neck and moved that silk into the air between her legs.

Whip.

Whip.

Whip.

She squealed every time the fabric came down on her hand and pussy, inspiring her to fuck herself harder. When her deep growl turned into squeeky squeels, I whipped her with as much force as I could and activated Rope Burn+3. She screamed for a minute straight as the whipping continued. When she relaxed, I released the silk. The underling slid down the couch and onto the floor, gasping and drooling.

A knock came at the rectory door. Purity stepped inside when I called.

She was already naked. “I’ve realized I’ve been ashamed to enjoy what I’ve earned. I worked hard for my place, and I deserve respect. She needed to know that.”

“Are we kicking her out?”

Purity shook her head. “She’ll learn, but I came up here to tell you my Divine Quests are complete except for the fast, and I’d like a reward.”

“Make your request.”

“Please fill me with your cum, Master.”

I obliged.



Purity needed three more days of fasting to officially complete her Divine Quests, so she was still benched from dungeon runs. I let Solara and Invia continue working with recruits. They expected a few more easy level-ups out of the current group, and then they expected another batch of initiates would be ready within the week.

This was exactly what I wanted: My followers doing the work of making me stronger. As long as the Loyalty Pledges kept coming in, I could continue to gain power without actually having to do dungeon runs. And those bonus stat points were in addition to the will points that would also make me stronger.

“Which noble do we know would be our best target for a soul?” I asked Aurketzu as I walked out of my snow-covered neighborhood and into the city.

“He who has the most greed or the most to lose. Hensewurd Chastain may be a target for greed, and Samson Oliverry may be a target for blackmail. He values his family and his reputation.”

“I agree. I don’t know what to offer to Hensewurd, and I have a feeling I wouldn’t be the first person to threaten the Oliverry family.”

“Such is the reason the demon does not secure a soul for himself. A soul of value is not easily acquired.”

“Hensewurd wants to be the patriarch of the Chastain family, but I don’t know that I’d be able to deliver that. If I could, it wouldn’t happen quickly. I have access to Oliverry’s family, but I think as soon as I started making threats, he’d drown me with his bottomless war chest.”

“Deliver the key to the family so that he may go through the door on his own.”

I liked the idea of Aurketzu’s suggestion. I didn’t need to be the one making the threat or applying the blackmail. I simply needed to be the one who benefited. She was right that a third party or outside variable could shorten the timeline significantly, so that was an avenue worth considering.

The other potential path on my mind was to cultivate an entirely new noble relationship to claim their soul. In the long run, that might ultimately be the more efficient way to go about getting a noble soul for a demon. I could select an ideal target from the very beginning of the effort instead of having to makedo with the nobles I already knew.

As for corrupting the Church of the Goddess, Aurketzu believed I could bend a high-ranking priestess with the right approach. That wouldn’t be fast either, but it would be doable. The trick there would be stepping carefully while extracting Will points, resisting the temptation to rush along the way.

My biggest challenge on that front would be finding a priestess I could access with any sort of regularity while also not surrounding myself with users of Holy magic.

“Would any of Abby’s abilities help us here?”

“Her kind consumes souls, leaving nothing to gift to the ice demon.”

“If I take enough will points from someone, would they willingly give me their soul?”

“This can be done after a great many Will points.”

How many debaucherous things would I need to do to Grettie Oliverry to get her to give me her soul? I didn’t mind doing the work, but she was not incredibly accessible. Traveling to her would mean stepping away from my responsibilities in Flowst, and I couldn’t immediately think of an excuse to bring her to me instead.

“Do not assume that a man’s love for his family will be stronger than his pride. Few of his station would sacrifice their soul for the sake of a daughter.”

I felt pretty confident about this deal when I made it, and I knew then that it would be difficult, but it seemed I had let myself become overconfident. An obvious solution wasn’t going to appear before me, so I needed to go hunting.

I arrived at Lady Sarah’s restaurant, let myself in, and was stopped by two large men before I got to the bar.

“We’re closed.”

“Please tell Lady Sarah that Byron requests to speak with her,” I said.

“Don’t know no Lady Sarah.”

“Tell her I’m here, or I’ll go tell her myself.”

A chubby finger poked me in the chest. “You should watch your mouth, little man.”

“He would cut you in half,” Lady Sarah said from behind her security. “Let him in.”

I followed Lady Sarah back to her booth, appreciating her wide ass and hips as they gently bobbed side to side with each step.

“I take it Maria doesn’t know you’re here,” she said when we had both sat.

“She does not, and I would prefer to keep it that way.”

“Then go on. Explain yourself.”

I handed Lady Sarah three pages folded together.

As she examined them, I said, “I’m not here to demand anything. I’m here to warn you.”

“This looks an awful lot like a threat to me.”

“It’s a gesture,” I said. “I need your help, and I am willing to pay with information.”

Lady Sarah set the papers down. “You have my attention. How did you find out about this?”

“A certain noble kept a folder of blackmail. I got a look at it, and it turned out to be about you. I have more to share too. Knowing what’s been compromised would help you protect yourself, right?”

“What kind of help do you need?”

“I need an introduction to an open-minded high priestess. I don’t need her to do me any favors, but I would like to talk to her regularly for a few months.”

Lady Sarah narrowed her eyes.

“I know this is strange and sounds silly, but I need a sharp mind to talk through some philosophical challenges I’m having.”

“The value of the trade doesn’t seem balanced,” Lady Sarah said. “The deals that are too good to be true are the most dangerous.”

“What’s valuable for you isn’t necessarily what’s valuable for me,” I replied. “What I’m asking is something that’s impossible for me to accomplish on my own. The Church of the Goddess isn’t a welcoming place for someone like me.”

“How many meetings?” Lady Sarah asked.

“Weekly for three months.”

“Maybe I was wrong about this being unbalanced. That’s a big ask, and I take it you won’t go to her?”

I shook my head. “I need it to be discreet. Total secrecy preferred.”

“What else do you have for me?” Lady Sarah asked.

“Does that mean we have a deal?”

“We do.”

I fished out the other documents and set them on the table between us. “Thank you for you help with this. I hope we can help each other more in the future.”

“Agreed,” Lady Sarah replied.

Too bad I had already betrayed her. I might have gotten more out of her if I had more time, but progress toward completing my trade with the ice demon wasn’t a bad consolation prize.


Chapter 40

Purity finally finished her fast and leveled up. The first thing she wanted in the morning was breakfast, so Abby made her a stack of pancakes. Now Purity sat in my bed, tearing into her food as she read from her system menus.

First of all, she got a new ability from her Divine Quests:

Hand of the Viceroy

Passive Ability

If your viceroy wills it, gain access to any of his viceroy abilities. Viceroy can opt to exclude specific abilities if they desire. Note: Abilities acquired in this manner do not affect the viceroy.

Which was in addition to a 1% bonus to her heal spells and a 1% bonus to damage resistance, and she was 4/10 of her way to the yet unknown “viceroy reward.”

Purity wiped some icing off her lips. “What abilities will I have access to, Master?” she asked, batting her eye lashes.

I gave her access to Rope Burn+3 and Intoxicate. “How about we start with these two?”

“These do sound fun. Thank you for the gifts. Let me read you my ability options, but I think I know what to pick.”

Her options included:

Silk Speech

Passive Ability

Communicate telepathically with any sapient creature in contact with silk, sending and receiving messages.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the ability to receive telepathic messages.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Any piece of silk within 60 feet of you can function as a listening device.)

(Bonus Pledge: Any piece of silk within 60 feet of you can project your speech. When in the presence of the viceroy experiencing pleasure, feel 25% of that pleasure. If you are the one giving the pleasure, feel 50% more pleasure yourself.)

Defense Against Magic

Passive Ability

Gain an intuitive knowledge of magic resistance and magic reflection spells. This ability can be selected multiple times to unlock intuitive knowledge of additional protective spells. For this unlock, you learn Lesser and Standard versions of Magic Reflection, Magic Resistance, Resist Fire, Resist Ice, Resist Shock, Resist Poison, Resist Influence, and Resist Holy.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added Resist Influence and Resist Holy spells.

Prerequisite: Protective Embrace

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: In addition to the original spell list, learn Weakness to Fire, Weakness to Ice, Weakness to Shock, and Weakness to Poison.)

(Bonus Pledge: All spells learned from the Defense Against Magic ability have their strength improved by 5%. When in the presence of the viceroy experiencing pleasure, feel 25% of that pleasure. If you are the one giving the pleasure, feel 50% more pleasure yourself.)

Defense Against Weapons

Passive Ability

Gain an intuitive knowledge of physical damage resistance and reflection spells. This ability can be selected multiple times to unlock intuitive knowledge of additional protective spells. For this unlock, you learn Blessed Armor, Resistance to Piercing, Resistance to Bludgeoning, Resistance to Slashing, Resistance to Arrows, Damage Reflection, and Repel.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added Damage Reflection and Repel spells.

Prerequisite: Viceroy’s Ghostly Feint

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: In addition to the original spell list, learn Blur, Distance Distortion, Camouflage, and Beacon.)

(Bonus Pledge: All spells from the Defense Against Weapons ability have their strength improved by 5%. When in the presence of the viceroy experiencing pleasure, feel 25% of that pleasure. If you are the one giving the pleasure, feel 50% more pleasure yourself.)

Either school of Defense spells would benefit me in the dungeon, but Silk Speech could benefit me outside of the dungeon as well, in a myriad of ways. I wanted the ability for myself, truthfully, but Purity having those powers would still be helpful.

The opportunities telepathy presented were obvious. Any number of situations would be easier if Purity and I could communicate without others knowing. In a battle, she would always hear me, and in any situation outside of the dungeon, she could help me navigate social challenges or feed me key information from some place out of sight.

Eavesdropping with silk would be a bit more situational, but that had a number of applications. I could potentially listen in on the Bishop meeting with his prostitute Veeli if there was silk in the room. Then Purity’s ability to speak through the silk would be a hell of a parlor trick for making followers feel more connected to the silk.

“I want to pick Silk Speech,” Purity said.

“I agree.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

I dropped that into constitution to bring it up to 13.

“My Divine Quests are getting weirder,” Purity said. “I have to repair the home of a family in need and then ‘defeat the fire witch in the Flowst dungeon.’ The viceroy objective is to ‘break her curse by bringing her to climax’ instead of killing her.”

“She must be higher up in the castle. I wonder how far.”

“I’m so glad I can get back to regular dungeon runs,” Purity said, relief in her voice.

“Me too.”



The ice hallway that wiped a party had been solved during my time away from serious runs. It turned out that there were crystals in the wall the witches could activate to trigger the trap. As long as you smashed the crystals up, the trap couldn’t harm you. Between that discovery and the revelation that the new version of the cursed knight was much more manageable than the boss version, parties now regularly pushed up into the catacombs and the prison.

The catacombs were now patrolled by ghoul-like demons. Though they looked humanoid to a degree, their behavior was nothing short of feral. Other adventurers compared them to the knight stiffies in terms of power and speed. They couldn’t swing through the dungeon, but they could run on all fours to travel just as quickly.

When they inevitably caught up to you, a hit from one felt like getting bludgeoned by the door guardian’s vines. People called them “doom ghouls” for some reason, and they accounted for most of the enemies on that floor.

There were a few magic-casting doom ghouls in dark corners as well, and they happily summoned ice elementals and snow elementals to fight alongside them. Those were definitely more powerful than the disgraced sorcerer we fought in the catacombs before the freeze-over.

The prison level above that was strange. Most of the floor was inaccessible. Whole passages were iced over so thoroughly that anyone who hadn’t seen the floor prior to this wouldn’t know they were there. For a rough estimate, 25% of the floor was still traversable, which made the journey through the prison relatively brief.

Stronger versions of ice witches wandered those halls. They earned the nickname “ice bitches,” which I very much hated.

In addition to the prison floor being radically shortened, the exit up no longer emptied into the throne room. It now exited outside of the original castle walls, facing the main gate. In the other direction was a straight drop to the base of the tower, some 500 feet or so down.

And that was all the progress that had been made. A demon warrior guarding the front gate had kept adventurers from getting any farther. As soon as someone popped their head up from the prison below, he launched vicious attacks, whipping thin blades of ice across the ground and summoning powerful winds.

A particularly tanky party got out of the stairs, but they retreated when they felt the strength of the wind magic. Supposedly, one of the party members would have gone over the edge had a quick-thinking ally not grabbed them.

The catacombs were a decent challenge for us, but the change to the prison level created a problem we didn’t anticipate: we didn’t have good places to make camp. In the old version, we could use a cell to safely sleep until the dungeon respawned and then re-run the catacombs right then. We found no new options that were as safe, so we’d lose a lot of time commuting to decent grinding spots and back.

I needed to think of a better plan. This was only our first run, though. We’d come up with something.

3 new Loyalty Pledges came in as we walked toward the dryad exit. That made me think to check my progress:

Progress to Next Level: (112870/204800)

Class: Abyssal Viceroy, Tier 10 (8235/102400)

And my party’s:

Purity: Level 12 (12175/204800)

Invia: Level 12 (18805/204800)

Solara: Level 12 (18340/204800)

We had a ways to go, but like Purity said, it felt good to be back to regular dungeon runs.

And it felt good to bring Finesse up to +8 with Loyalty Pledges, which meant a strike to a weak point now did 2.8x damage.



When we returned the next day, Solara had an idea to try, but we had to fight all the way up to the prison level to test it.

“Ice is temporary,” she had explained to me, Purity, and Invia in bed the previous night. “It’s not a brick wall. It can melt. Maybe there’s more prison than we think if we get through one of the new barriers. So, uhh… it’s great that I gave up Fire at times like this.”

Invia and Purity laughed.

“We’ve still had good luck blasting stuff with Bolt,” I proposed. “If it works on the ice wall, it could work in this case.”

So we found the most private corner of the iced-over prison floor we could, which isn’t to suggest it was very private at all. It was simply the least awful choice. If this succeeded and we got through, there was a decent chance another party would see the aftermath. We intended to try to hide our success if we could, but I wasn’t hopeful.

The Solara method worked well. At first we only chipped away at the block, but once we made a little headway, we pushed far enough inside that the rapid expansion of ice from the heat of electricity cracked the ice from wall to wall. A few minutes later, we had a gap large enough to walk through.

All told, we estimated we passed through 20 feet of ice to get to the other side, and Solara’s theory was correct. The rest of the prison floor was on the other side.

At the risk of burning out Solara’s mana early, we covered this corner of the prison with frozen silk in an attempt to disguise our discovery. Who knew if it would actually work out that way, but this knowledge could be extremely valuable.

There were more ice bitches in this section of prison, and they summoned frosted versions of doom ghouls to fight at their sides. I was grateful to see that the clobbers made from cell walls and cell doors weren’t in this version of the dungeon because the volume of magic the ice bitches threw and the strength of doom frosts were already a lot to handle.

I was determined to make “doom frosts” their moniker before adventurers picked another dumb-as-fuck nickname.

When we had seen roughly another 40% of the floor or so, we encountered something strange: the temperature rose enough that a section of dungeon had melted, revealing the old prison beneath. The shift gave us all an uncomfortable feeling. Purity and Solara’s mana was pretty low at that point, and Invia had used 2 of her Berserks already. If a unique area came with a unique challenge, we weren’t in peak condition to handle it.

So we turned around. Getting this access gave us a place to camp and a place to grind. If we could get back here without anyone else figuring it out, we could grind in peace and privacy like the old days.

On the way home, Purity recalled in detail everything she enjoyed about our previous post-run rituals, and she spent our entire walk back to the dryad regaling me with vivid descriptions and lustful tones.

All telepathically. She loved every second of it, and by the way Invia and Solara glanced at each other sometimes, I wondered if they were also hearing Purity’s graphic retelling too.



Early the following morning, I visited a cafe in the Ravens’ side of the lowers. This was my first time trying this place, and I never had much reason to be on this side of the city before now. Both of those facts would help me to blend in more, I hoped.

And High Priestess Yuni hoped for the same. She dressed in bland peasant clothes with a headwrap and kept as much of her back to the cafe as possible. I caught a wisp of red hair, but I couldn’t get a sense for her body. What treasure was hiding beneath those baggy clothes?

“I’m intrigued by this, Master Byron. Our friend made a significant donation to make our meeting possible, but know that I’ll walk away if there’s something untoward about your intentions. That sounds accusatory, but this is… odd.”

“Reasonable terms,” I said. “And you’re right that this is unusual, but it’s hard for someone like me to have thoughtful discussions about religion and philosophy because of my persona. I’m not saying I don’t deserve it. That’s just why I was looking for this.”

“You requested a high priestess specifically.”

“My party is all women. I want to understand them better and also be better for them.”

“Do you always know exactly what to say?” she asked.

“When the questions are easy, yeah.”

The priestess laughed. “What religious or philosophical topics would you like to discuss?”

“Tell me what drew you to the Church of the Goddess.”

Accepting her tea from a cafe worker, Priestess Yuni said, “I wanted to devote myself to something meaningful to do good in the world.”

+1 Will point.

I triggered Abyssal Reward for the Loyal, reminding myself that this was a first meeting. Getting access to a High Priestess might never happen for me again, so slow and steady was the best way to play this. No unnecessary risks. I would get a better sense of her strength before trying Sense Weakness.

So as much as I wanted to bend her hard from the start, I needed to restrain myself.

“Is that working out?” I asked.

“I think it’s my turn to ask a question, actually. What class are you? Word is everyone in your party has a unique.”

“It’s called ‘Silk Knight,’” I lied. “It’s a fancy variation of a fighter class.”

“And that extended to your party members?”

“It’s my turn for a question,” I said, smiling. “Are you getting what you wanted out of being in the church?”

Priestess Yuni sipped her tea. “I wish the answer were as simple as the question makes it seem. Childhood aspirations are so pure as to be naive, but real life is messy. I believe I am in the right place and that I’m doing good in a world that’s suffering, but it’s not what I pictured.”

“Pass me the sugar, please,” I said.

+1 Will point.

“You said you had a persona, as if the adventurer I hear about isn’t the one sitting across from me. How much of that persona is who you actually wanted to be?”

“None of it,” I admitted immediately. “Other than the part where I’m running dungeons, none of this is my dream life, and it’s nothing like I expected my life to be.”

“You need to make an exception for a follow-up question: Are you saying what you do in the dungeon is just an act?”

“Say ‘please,’ and I’ll let you have the freebie question.”

“Please,” she said, smiling.

+1 Will point.

“I’d describe it more like an exaggeration,” I answered. “I wouldn’t be so exhibitionist about it under normal circumstances, but my party needs the press, and even if it’s not what I would have done by nature, it’s still very fun. Your turn: Do you believe a person like me can be good?”

The Priestess smirked. “That’s a bit dramatic. Public fornication might be in poor taste, but it’s not what I would ever describe as evil. The reasonable in the church would agree with that.”

“I’ve killed a lot of people at this point in my life,” I explained. “I used to think that one day I’d have to defend myself in a scuffle when I was on duty, but the escort jobs I’ve done even just this year… Some of those people weren’t an active threat to me.”

“The Goddess would say that the righteous need warriors if they're to prevail.”

“I asked what you believe, not what the Goddess believes.”

After thinking, the Priestess said, “I don’t think it would be right for someone like me to pass judgment on the difficult choices you’ve made. It sounds like you were in some high-danger situations, and I’ve never experienced that. I can’t say what is fair to expect of a person when they fight off bandits.

“I can say that I imagine that those moments to be very hard and that no answer to those problems was perfectly good. Unless you killed someone outright, wholly unprovoked, no, I have a hard time seeing you as a bad person.”

Father Finlee was wholly unprovoked, but I didn’t correct her.

“What do you gain from the persona you’ve crafted?” she asked me next.

“The attention is good for my guild. By doing what’s good for the guild, my party and I get access to better opportunities.”

“Have the rewards really been that good?”

“That’s another bonus question you tried to sneak in,” I scolded. “But I’m not good at being mean, so, yeah. They have been that good. I wouldn’t take any of those choices back.”

“Interesting,” she said, picking up her tea and leaning back in her chair, crossing one leg high over the other.

“Do you agree with how the system assesses alignment?” I asked.

The Priestess shook her head right away. “Absolutely not, but that’s a controversial opinion to have in my world. The simplicity of the system calling someone good or evil is a sort of comfort. I’d love for morality to be that straightforward, but I don’t think that’s what it is.”

“What do you think it is?”

“It’s a reflection of what the person believes is good or evil. Plenty of people perform evil acts that they believe to be just and good, and that’s what their system reflects. Then they use that reflection to justify further evil because how could the awful things they do be wrong if the system calls them good?”

“Interesting,” I said. “It seems odd that there would be many people with an evil alignment if the system ultimately justified their actions.”

Wobbling her head, the Priestess said, “You seem very aware that some of your decisions are counter to social norms, even if you’re perfectly comfortable with them. In that same vein, it’s not strange that some evil people recognize that society would view them as evil. And very sneaky, Master Byron. You got in a bunch of questions there without my realizing.”

I shrugged. “The conversation was interesting, is all. Go ahead. Ask me a question.”

“Do you consider yourself to be a good person?”

+1 Will point.

“No, I don’t.”

“That was a quick answer,” Priestess Yuni said. “You’re that certain?”

“My idea of a good person is based on my father. I know he wouldn’t agree with the choices I’ve made.”

“He has passed, I take it?”

I nodded. “Killed by slavers.”

High Priestess Yuni stiffened. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

“I am too, but thanks.”

“I enjoyed this conversation more than I thought I would,” she said. “I’m looking forward to next week.”


Chapter 41

We found a trick to accessing the blocked-off prison area without being seen, and that was to wait until late in the day when other parties had cleared out the spawn and lost interest in peeking at the undefeated demon warrior in front of the castle. At a certain point, no one bothered to go up the stairs into the prison level because there was no reason to.

That meant no witnesses for our entry process, and by the time the other party came up this far in the dungeon, the reset had happened, resealing the passage.

Even today, I’m surprised other parties didn’t figure that out before we did, but apparently the spirit of adventuring wasn’t common among adventurers. By and large, the parties who ran dungeons treated it like any other job. They showed up, did their routine, and went home. Very few adventurers asked critical questions about dungeons, but I should also be a bit more fair.

In their defense, most dungeons hadn’t changed in known history, so they were all considered thoroughly searched. In other words, adventurers had no practice exploring new dungeons.

Apparently, a few people had attempted to dig through the ice like my party did, but none of them pushed far enough, so even the more curious adventurers didn’t have the right mindset for delving the unknown.

The density of ice bitches in the locked-off section of prison meant we needed about six hours in total to clear it, but that was with us avoiding the melted sections. That certainly seemed like the place a fire witch would be, but I was very aware that my own strength wasn’t the same as my other party members.

They were nearly 10 levels behind, so I needed to be careful with how hard I pushed them. A rough hit to me could be a deathblow for Purity or Solara.

So we weren’t going to rush into a fight with the fire witch.

That said, Purity needed to defeat the fire witch before she leveled up, so I was hoping to thread the needle, so to speak: get myself up a level, maybe Invia and Solara too if I could swing it, then knock out the fire witch quest right before Purity leveled up.

At a minimum, another level for me and a few Loyalty Pledges would improve our odds substantially.

We averaged about 10,000 XP a day in our prison runs and would do 4 days at a time. That was a little too much dungeon time for me, but Trina and Lyle thought it best to keep me off the streets while they maneuvered to ingratiate themselves with the guards by selling out Maria and Lady Sarah.

The ideal outcome was that no one ever connected the dots on my betrayal. The guard wasn’t likely to hold back on their retribution, but those two women were just as dangerous. They could still get a knife into my ribs even as they fell from grace.

As we made camp one night, Solara sat down by our fire and took a deep breath. “I need to ask an uncomfortable question,” she said to the party.

Invia, Purity, and I looked at her.

“What actually happened between you and Ithaca?” Solara asked me. “And I’m pretty certain that Penny and Ithaca are both fake names too.”

A glance at Purity was all I needed to know that she hadn’t revealed any of this to Solara. My silk sorceress was smart enough to figure this out herself. Invia, however, seemed quite surprised by the direct inquiry.

“Uhh…” Invia struggled.

“You can tell her,” I said. “I don’t mind.”

I was also curious to hear how she answered.

Invia swallowed. “I was greedy, and I took to slaving with a few other noblewomen. I wanted to make enough money to take my family’s power for myself. I was in the city guard at that point, hoping to work my way up in the city’s government, and a retired guard started snooping around. I arranged for him to get taken.”

Purity’s eyes were as wide as Solara’s. Purity knew about some of the bad blood between Invia and me, but she never got the exact details. Those eyes only widened as Invia continued.

“That man’s son was a guard, and when the son didn’t take the hint to get lost, I lured him into a dungeon and stabbed him in the back. I left him for dead.”

Hearing Invia be so direct and plainspoken about her actions surprised me. I didn’t expect her to lie necessarily, but I had expected her to paint herself in a better light. So far, she seemed to own her actions outright.

“When he survived, I had his apartment filled with poison gas while he slept,” Invia continued. “He survived that too, and I was getting ready for a third strike when he saved my sister’s life during a dungeon run. Around that time, the other people involved in the operation started to turn on me. The same man I tried to kill offered to get me out of the city safely. I had to agree to follow his orders from then on, though. So I did. He’s owned me since, and I’ve thought about killing him many more times.”

Solara seemed so confused by the story that it pained her. “But you still did Loyalty Pledges to him? Why would you do that?”

“Power,” Invia answered simply. “My life was already over, so I gambled on getting some extra strength in the hopes I survived it all somehow.”

“And that’s why you didn’t leave your room the entire time Valice Chastain was in town. You knew each other as nobles.”

Invia nodded.

“This is nuts,” Solara said. “You seem so committed to the party. I thought maybe you two didn’t always get along, but I didn’t know you were thinking about murdering him.”

“It’s complicated.”

“And that’s why you haven’t said the prayer despite all the time and energy you’ve put into the party?”

“Yes,” Invia replied. “I’ll die if I do.”

Solara looked Invia in the eye. “Do you still want to kill him?”

“Sometimes.”

“The moments where your followers enforce your dominion on your behalf are satisfying, are they not?”

I had to agree with Aurketzu about that. Watching Solara put this kind of pressure on Invia was entertaining and satisfying.

“Would you kill me and Penny to get to Byron?” Solara asked Invia.

“No, of course not.”

“But you still think about killing Byron sometimes?”

“...yes.”

“I won’t be as dramatic as to equate killing Byron with killing us,” Solara began, “but it’s close. Our lives are intertwined into all of this too. Anything that’s bad for Byron is bad for the party, and that’s all on top of us liking his company quite a bit. You’d be taking someone important away from people you claim to care about, not just someone who is valuable.”

“I know.”

“How much of this did you know?” Solara asked Purity.

“I knew it was bad. I didn’t know specifics.”

Invia dropped her face in her hands. “You must hate me. I’m so sorry.”

My sorceress leaned back and looked up at the frozen prison ceiling. “Do you want your old life back?”

“I miss my family, and I miss using my real name. I don’t want the rest of it. I wouldn’t go back to being who I was even if I could.”

No one spoke.

“Where do we go from here?” Invia asked finally.

“What do you mean?” I asked in return.

“Now that this is out, do you just kill me or do you banish me and forget you ever knew me?”

“I don’t want to kill you, and I’m not asking you to leave,” I said. “I gave up on you actually liking my company, but you’ve done good as a party member.”

“I’ve enjoyed time with you… I thought you would have seen that…”

I held up my hands. “The turn this took is getting out of hand. This is my party. I want you here. Your other party members have never said they wanted you to leave either. And that’s not what this is, right?”

I looked at Solara and Purity. They both shook their heads.

And the conversation stopped there, but even when we got back to the Temple, the dynamic was still tense. I hoped the girls could figure it out amongst themselves because I didn’t really care if Invia wanted to kill me. I cared about whether she tried to kill me. As long as she wasn’t actively facilitating my demise and did what she was told on runs, I was fine with her fantasizing about stabbing me as often as she wanted.

As we settled into bed, I heard Purity speak to me with her telepathy. “Are you okay?” she asked.

“Yeah, that didn’t bother me at all. Are you?”

“Yes.”

“Was there something else on your mind?”

“I was about to take care of myself, but I thought you might like a challenge. Silk only, and if you get me to make a noise, I’ll swallow you whole as many times as it takes.”

I accepted the challenge, obviously, and I think Purity threw the game on purpose.

I didn’t mind. This wasn’t a bad way to pass the time in the dungeon.



On day 10, of grinding the prisons, I finally got the notification I wanted: Level 22.

I had 3 stat points to distribute for my level-up and then another 3 from Loyalty Pledges coming in from my followers. Before I spent those, I opted to see what my antipaladin unlocks were in case I wanted to put stat points toward upgrading something new.

After meditating in our cold corner of the dungeon, I learned that my options were:

Master of Chaos

Passive

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

Silk Walk

Passive Ability

Any silk being actively controlled or touched by the antipaladin can bear their full bodyweight as if it were a solid surface regardless of the silk’s orientation. For example, a user of Silkwalk can appear to travel “upside down” if the silk they tread on is oriented as such.

Prerequisite: Improved Footing

Prayers of the Antipaladin

Passive Ability

Gain an intuitive knowledge of fundamental antipaladin spells. This ability can be selected multiple times to unlock intuitive knowledge of additional antipaladin spells. For this unlock, learn Unholy Hands, Dark Blessing, Poison Blade, Strength, Agility, and Fear Fire.

Master of Chaos was out of the running because I didn’t have the prerequisite ability, but Silk Walk and Prayers of the Antipaladin both sounded promising and had clear utility.

I was also interested in taking this ability from a previous level up:

Wraith

Active Ability

Cooldown: 5 Minutes

The specter of a disgraced warrior guides your weapon, and its ethereal form makes enemies more likely to miss with their attacks. Wraith provides a bonus to attack speed. If target is Lawful Good, Wraith also provides a 5% bonus to damage.

Prerequisite: Ghostly Feint

Wraith interested me because it seemed like a good candidate for enhancing with stat points. I couldn’t help feeling like I hadn’t invested strongly enough in my offense, even with my bonus to Sharpen and my bonus to Finesse. I wondered what would change about the ability as I upgraded it, but even in its vanilla form, a boost in attack speed and being harder to hit would help me land with Finesse more consistently.

“What do those spells do?” I asked Aurketzu in my mind.

“Unholy Hands is an antipaladin’s Heal spell. It will not work on lawful good targets but has a bonus when used against those with evil alignments. Dark Blessing is similar to your priestess’ Bless spell. Poison Blade, Strength, and Agility do what their names imply. Fear Fire is a fireball enhanced with the Fear spell. Enemies struck by the fire have a chance to be afflicted with Fear, and those in the splash radius of the fire have a chance to be affected as well, though the chance is significantly smaller.”

Those spells weren’t useless, but they duplicated a lot of the buffs Purity already provided me. Poison Blade was intriguing, but my build didn’t seem right for it. I had designed my attacks to deliver a lot of damage all at once rather than over time. If that worked out how I wanted it to, my enemies wouldn’t live long enough for Poison to have any meaningful impact. Fear Fire sounded cool, but one spell out of six was too few to be appealing.

So the choice was between Silk Walk and Wraith. Both would end up in my arsenal in the long run, so the question was really more about what had the most utility right now.

I picked Wraith, and then I dropped a bonus stat point into it to see what happened.

The cooldown was reduced to 4 minutes instead of 5.

I had 5 left to spend and had intended to devote 3 of those to stat points, but if that cooldown reduction continued…

Yep. I eliminated the cooldown for Wraith entirely by investing more stat points. I could use it at will now, and I really hoped that would pay off. I activated it right there, and time seemed to slow ever so slightly for me. My whole figure appeared to vibrate side to side, like my very presence fluttered in and out of existence at an impossible speed. I wondered how it looked to someone on the outside, but I could ask the girls about that in the morning.

For now, I put my last point into strength and checked my character sheet:

Level: 22

Progress to Next Level: (70/409600)

Class: Abyssal Viceroy, Tier 10 (21250/102400)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 4

Alignment: Chaotic Evil

Strength 22

Dexterity 19

Constitution 13

Intelligence 27

Wisdom 10

Charisma 10

Loyalty Pledges: 66

Oaths of Devotion: 3

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness+1, Abyssal Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word, Rope Burn+4, Ghostly Feint, Unholy Smite+5, Darkness, Wraith+5

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse+8, Improved Footing, Improved Accuracy, Enemy Study+1, Sense Danger, Unrelenting, Sugar Daddy, Pact of the Ice Fiend, Afterglow, Sharpen+27, Enthrall, Oath of the Silk Noose, Tactician, Silkmancer+2, Devotion Reaper+2, Intoxicate

Shared Abilities: Touch of Ice

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1, Bonfire Amulet, Ring of Obscurity, Ring of Mind Fortress

My will points trended up every day, but I could probably be putting my rectory time to better use on that front, especially with Intoxicate making pleasure from me addictive.

After our run the next day, I called it early. I needed to prepare my party if we were going into the fire witch fight with three of us underleveled. To protect my investment, I wanted some extra assurances in place.

Purity needed time off to help with a house repair anyway. We hoped her paying for it and carrying around some of the materials on site would satisfy the quest. She didn’t know anything about fixing houses to be more helpful than that.

And I had another meeting with High Priestess Yuni, which I found myself strangely looking forward to.


Chapter 42

“Have a seat,” I said as High Priestess Yuni, in her nondescript peasant garb, entered the cafe. This fabric was looser than her outfit before. She had a girl-next-door figure where her features were balanced and natural while somehow begging to be corrupted.

She sat.

+1 Will point.

I activated Abyssal Reward for the Loyal.

“I came prepared with questions,” she teased.

“So did I.”

“Well, this is your time, so I suppose you should start.”

“Do you agree with everything the Church of the Goddess does? If not, how much would tolerate before deciding it wasn’t the mission you wanted?”

Priestess Yuni chuckled. “Starting slow, I see.”

I shrugged.

“No, I don’t agree with everything the Church of the Goddess does, but those are mostly administrative quibbles. As long as the morals and values of the faith continue to guide us, then I will continue to support the Church.”

“Are you ever concerned about corruption in the church?” I asked.

“It would be naive to think every person in the Church was perfectly trustworthy, but I don’t have major concerns, no. And before you bring up any examples, I’m sure they’re either inconsequential or dirt of which I am already aware.”

“A lesser man might take those words as a challenge.”

The Priestess grinned playfully. She had definitely come to this second meeting far more willing to verbally spar, and it was hard for it to not feel flirtatious. I reminded myself I needed to step lightly with this one, though.

“Is that how it is then?” I pressed. “Alright, name your stakes. What do you want if you’re right and I can’t tell you something that surprises you?”

She tapped her lips with a finger as she thought. “You tell me the real truth about this Order of the Silk you’re running. I want to know the actual beliefs and practices, not the fluff you advertise.”

“If I win, you tell me a secret. Something you’ve never admitted to anyone else.”

“I don’t know if those are equal in value.”

“You asked for dozens of secrets. I only asked for one. Shake on it.” I extended my hand.

The High Priestess thought for a moment and shook it.

+1 Will point.

“The bet makes this sound like a less serious conversation, but I want you to know I don’t think this is funny, and I don’t enjoy telling you this. The Church of the Goddess is full of slavers.”

Priestess Yuni frowned. “You’re right, this isn’t funny. Slinging mud like that is pretty desperate.”

“I wish I was joking.”

“I think we’re done here.” She moved to stand.

I grabbed her wrist, not forcefully, but more like a last plea to stay. “Father Finlee was one of them.”

“Father Finlee? You expect me to believe that?”

“He told me that he too believes ‘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.’ Does that sound like how he talks?”

Priestess Yuni froze.

“He said that at a party with Samson Oliverry and Hensewurd Chastain in the room.”

She sat slowly. “Is this why you wanted one-on-one time with me specifically?”

“I was serious when I said I wanted good conversation. I thought this might come up, but I wasn’t angling for it. I promise.”

“Do you have proof?”

“I wish it was that simple,” I said. “But you can tell I’m being honest.”

“I can’t tell what you’re being,” the High Priestess retorted.

“Like I said, I don’t find any joy in this. I would rather it not be true.”

“I put you up to it. I have myself to blame for that one. And no, it doesn’t sound like you’re lying.”

“Have some tea,” I suggested to hopefully lower the tension. “Let’s start this over.”

Hesitantly, Priestess Yuni nodded.

“You wanted to know about the silk. What do you know already?”

Accepting a steaming cup, she leaned back and crossed her legs. “I know you only recruit women and that you make them wear masks in the dungeon. Then they all live with you and have to debase themselves to become members. Somehow that gets them unique classes, but the truth of that is debated. How much did I get wrong?”

“The masks became official to protect them. They can have normal lives outside of the dungeon because their identities aren’t known. They are required, though.”

“You’re not going to dispute any other part of that?” she asked.

“I’m a conduit for the silk when they’re initiated, and their rewards come from the silk, not from me. I don’t get to choose who gets blessed and who doesn’t.”

“But they do get unique classes?”

I thought about holding back, but I really needed this effort with the High Priestess to pay off. Big rewards justified big risks.

“If they’re active in the silk, they get bonuses when they level up, but all of the bonuses are tied to the silk. If they abandon the order, they lose their benefits and suffer other penalties.”

“That sounds cruel,” she said.

“You wouldn’t lose a lot if you left the Church?” I asked.

“That’s different.”

“I don’t think it is. When you grow with something, it’s hard to extract it from your life later.”

High Priestess Yuni absentmindedly stirred her tea with a spoon. “You don’t feel dirty using them like that?”

“We all help each other. Strong silk fabric requires strong threads all working together. Anyone in the silk is there because they want to be, and they stay because they want to stay.”

“You can say that, but it still sounds predatory,” she said.

“Predatory implies exploitation, an imbalance of power, right?”

She nodded.

“Have you leveled?”

“Yes. To 5.”

“So you know a bit about what usual progression looks like. So one of our members is a barbarian for her base class, and she took the Stoneskin ability. That’s normally a 10% increase in damage resistance.”

“I’m familiar.”

“The silk blessed her with an additional 25% increase in damage resistance.”

I left out the part where Invia’s sensitivity to my touch went up by 25%. That wouldn’t help my case much.

Priestess Yuni frowned. “That sounds too good to be true.”

“And that’s why our membership is small. If people weren’t so skeptical about the silk, we’d be overrun.”

“What’s in it for you?” she asked.

“Helping my people makes me stronger.”

“Is that literal?”

“Yes. We’re really just a dungeon team with some spiritual beliefs.”

“Spiritual beliefs that the system supports,” Priestess Yuni clarified.

“Why do you make sure to point that out?”

“That means the support of a god giving you power. Any faith-based abilities or bonuses work that way.”

I saw where this was going. “And if the Goddess isn’t giving those perks, it has to be something evil.”

High Priestess Yuni nodded.

Did Aurketzu count as an evil source? She wasn’t a god, and if being able to give someone a class was the definition of divinity, how close to being divine did that make me? I gave my girls silk classes in a way.

I was also an evil source, technically…

Antipaladin kind of made that official if Abyssal Viceroy didn’t.

But I still disagreed with Yuni. The way she framed it, I was worshipping the evil opposite of the Goddess, and that was very much not the case. Aurketzu might have given me my start, but I earned everything through the system. No divine favors for me.

“I don’t worship anything or anyone,” I added. “I’m not beholden to a code other than my own.”

“I find that hard to believe. So the rituals I hear about are just for show?”

“They’re traditions. Team-building tools, essentially. None of the ritual-ness is actually mandatory for my ability to work.”

“What is mandatory?” she asked.

I waved a finger. “I don’t mind being open with you, but I can’t hand out trade secrets.”

“Ah, so you aren’t willing to prove you’re not worshipping an evil god?”

“That’s an interesting idea.”

The Priestess tilted her head. “I’m sorry? What idea?”

“I could prove it to you so you could see for yourself there are no evil gods involved.”

“I take your accusations against the church seriously, you know,” she said.

“As you should. I wish a lot of what we talked about wasn’t true, but it was.”

“When are you going to demand your secret?” she asked. “I don’t think you’re lying, and I keep my word.”

“I wasn’t going to demand it. Rubbing it in felt mean. It’s not that important.”

“You won. Fair’s fair. Here’s a secret for you: I have a tattoo. Only the artist and I know about it.”

+5 Will points.

“Thank you for the sportsmanship,” I said.

Next, I needed to see it.



Here’s something that shouldn’t have surprised me: Fire Resistance enchantments were cheap in a town with an ice dungeon. Compared to the buffs my party got from Sugar Daddy bonuses, the 5% damage resistance against Fire-based attacks seemed paltry, but every advantage counted in my mind.

I also picked up 8 Fire Resistance potions. Those provided a 30% additional damage resistance to Fire-based attacks, but they only lasted 30 seconds. Greater Fire Resistance potions were far better, but they were also absurdly expensive.

Ideally, we’d fight smart enough that Fire Resistance was never a factor. I knew we were still likely underleveled for whatever was lurking in the melted corner of the prison level, so if anything felt the slightest bit dicey, we would pull back.

We got to our camping spot and grinded a little. We decided we would wait until after the reset to try what Solara dubbed “the hot zone.” That way, we’d be as fresh as possible for whatever awaited us.

Solara pointed out something else interesting: As long as we were camping in the cutoff section of prison, no one knew we were in here, but that was bigger than just being out of sight. We didn’t use dungeon passes, so there was no record of our being here. That was good for our secret because there was no paper trail to betray us. If we weren’t seen in the dungeon for 4 days but had clearly signed in without ever signing out, people would start to ask questions that eventually revealed our discovery.

We had no such risk.

From running the rest of the floor, we knew that there were several access points to what was the largest torture chamber on the floor. That same chamber was also the epicenter of the hot zone.

We knew the basic layout from the old version of the dungeon, so we picked what seemed like the most strategically advantageous place to breach the hot zone and travel to the main chamber. No option was perfect, but the one we chose had a few layers of doors and reliable chokepoints, and it was the least likely to have monsters sneak up on us from behind. They would need to travel through multiple turns in the frozen section to do that, and we believed the likelihood of that was rare.

We quickly learned that the reason for the thaw wasn’t a simple difference in temperature. Everything was melted, not just the ice. Cell doors and walls bent and wilted from the extreme heat that once passed through here. The brick walls cracked and crumbled from where the sudden expansion broke them into pieces, and everything had a scorched layer of soot.

Any time we stopped to listen, we heard the drip drip of water.

The initial few rooms were empty. We knew better than to be complacent, but we were all a bit perplexed by how quiet it was. We skirted around the perimeter corridors of the torture chamber, and we saw more of the same: Evidence that a tremendous amount of heat had passed through here. The only difference in these sections was that we occasionally found skeletons. Exactly what they belonged to was hard to say, but they roughly matched the proportions of the ice witches.

The dungeon torture chamber had two entries on opposite sides of the room, and the first time we passed one of those doors, we stayed low and tried to move stealthily. The room radiated heat, like it billowed through the iron plating. The other set of doors was just as hot.

I signaled our party to stop before we were deep into that heat.

“The dungeon foiled our plan to feel out the difficulty of this section,” I said. “All of the enemies are probably in that room, and we’d be stupid to not assume that’s a mini boss.”

“Thread Seer says there are 13 presences inside,” Purity said. “So that sounds right.”

“We should assume the doors will lock on us like always,” I added.

Purity interjected. “I think we should try it.”

“Going into that blind is a huge risk,” Invia argued. “We don’t know if we’re ready for it.”

“The system hasn’t given me an unreasonable quest yet, and I don’t think it would. The battle will be challenging but winnable. There’s no reason to assign the quest otherwise.”

Solara shook her head. “That’s a lot to bet on an assumption.”

I checked my party’s progress:

Purity: Level 12 (114175/204800)

Invia: Level 12 (126805/204800)

Solara: Level 12 (126342/204800)

And then my own:

Progress to Next Level: (9873/409600)

Class: Abyssal Viceroy, Tier 10 (21250/102400)

Other than more Loyalty Pledges, a bump in strength wasn’t in our future.

“What do you think we should do?” I asked Purity.

“Clear it.”

“Alright,” I said. “Game faces on, everyone. Time to meet the fire witch.”


Chapter 43

A torture chamber is a strange creation. The idea that someone invented all these terrible ways to torment helpless victims was hard for me to square. It all seemed so needless.

This room had high vaulted ceilings with iron hooks and dangling cages. There were racks and tables and whipping posts positioned next to tables of tools. When the prison was intact in the previous version, we avoided this chamber entirely. It was an unnerving place.

From what we could deduce from the wreckage, the fire witch was a prisoner and broke free. She torched her ice bitch captors with the help of a bunch of fire mephits she summoned. Like every other part of this dungeon section, most of the room was melted slag or burnt to cinders from that battle.

The witch herself had bone-white skin. Wisps of red flames clung to her ankles and her wrists. Her hair flowed like a candle in a breeze, reds and oranges dancing endlessly. And she was naked. A little flicker of flame burned just above her bare slit.

Flame mephits were slightly larger than imps, and their faces had the sharp angles common to demons. They had humanoid bodies with whiplike tails trailing them wherever they chose to fly or hover. 12 of them surrounded the fire witch, ready to do her bidding.

Sense Weakness said the fire witch’s most vulnerable point was the roiling lava trapped where her heart would be.

As planned, we drank our Fire Resistance potions just before we breached. Then Invia dropped Ice Wall immediately. Solara used a Blizzard spell granted to her by Freeze-Brand, and Purity used her spell Blessed Ice, which was a variation of the traditional Bless spell that included resistance to Ice and Fire damage.

With Blizzard already filling the room with Ice magic, I activated Darkness, further obscuring my enemy’s ability to see. On top of that, I had Wraith to hasten my attacks and make me a more difficult target.

A column of flame burst through Invia’s Ice Wall, but our party had already scattered, using the obscuring effect of our abilities to our advantage. Solara never bothered using any other Ice magic. She sent her silk forth and blasted mephits with her overpowered Bolt spell.

At the same time, I sped through the room with my Greater Ice Touched blade, and a Berserked Invia blasted through any mephits remotely close to Purity and Solara.

It was a good thing she was Berserked, because the fire witch could see through Darkness, which we learned when she singled Invia out despite an active Darkness spell and blasted her with the same flames that shattered her Ice Wall a moment ago.

The force threw Invia through a torture rack and into the wall. Purity was immediately on Healing her, but our tank wasn’t protecting our back row anymore. I grabbed the silk Solara left around the room and threw it between the fire witch and my girls.

The witch shrieked and breathed a torrent of flame, spraying Purity, Solara, and the dazed Invia in a flash.

I thought that was the end of them.

As soon as the fire witch ended her spell, the smoke began to clear. Purity had Invia and Solara held close, protecting them inside the magic barrier of her Protection spell. The magic glass was cracked and scorched, but the spell had held.

I sliced through the last three fire mephits as Darkness timed out and hurled myself at the fire witch. Her head cocked back, and a fury of sparks filled her mouth.

My timing wasn’t great, but I activated Unholy Smite and swung at the witch’s chest. The next few seconds are hazy for me because as my sword came down, her Dragon’s Breath spewed forth, torching me at point-blank range. My vision went white, and when I finally recovered awareness, I was kneeling on the ground with a melted sword in my hand.

Purity pumped Healing magic into me as Invia and Solara doused me with Healing potions.

“That was too close,” Invia said, looking genuinely concerned for my health.

Solara nodded. “Your face… It had melted off. I don’t know how you’re alive right now.”

“The undead are not so easy to kill.”

“Your quick thinking saved me, it sounds like,” I said. “Thank you, all of you.”

“She hit fucking hard,” Solara said, still coming down from the adrenaline. “Gods, Ithaca, just being near what nailed you felt terrible.”

“The real thing didn’t feel great.”

“Does anyone else need Healed?” Purity asked, inspecting each of us for signs of wounds.

Everyone was whole. We weren’t 100% Healed, but we were down to mostly cosmetic scrapes and burns. Purity would address the rest when we were back at camp. Emptying her mana just to top us off could get us in trouble if something unexpected happened.

“I don’t know about the rest of your quest,” Solara said to Purity. “You have to make the fire witch cum? I don’t see how we manage that without getting burnt to cinders.”

“I have some ideas,” I said.



The next day, we fought the fire witch again. Our goal for that attempt was to learn more about her tactics. Invia took another nasty hit, but overall, we fared far better the second time through.

Our strategy came down to one simple tactic: Do not, under any circumstances, let the fire witch get a spell off. So as soon as we entered the room, Solara focused on the witch and only the witch, cracking her with Bolt the moment we came through the door and then hosing her down with silk right after. The witch managed to get part of a Fire Pillar spell off–which was what nailed Invia before–but once the silk was on, she struggled to cast.

As I danced through the fire mephits, I yanked on the silk attached to the fire witch. Sometimes I was trying to tighten it, but mostly I was trying to keep her focus muddled enough that she wouldn’t sneak in another spell.

And then Unholy Smite put her down while Invia and Solara cleaned up the fire mephits not in my direct path.

We got roughly 20,000 XP for clearing the floor overall, and that swift progress backed us into a corner.

My party’s XP looked like this:

Purity: Level 12 (154175/204800)

Invia: Level 12 (166805/204800)

Solara: Level 12 (166342/204800)

At best, we had three attempts to subdue the fire witch long enough for Purity to work her magic. More realistically, we probably had two, so we couldn’t put that off any longer. If the first attempt was a failure but we learned from it, a second run should be a success.

Hopefully.

The plan where we subdued the fire witch instead of killing her put Solara in more danger. We needed as much silk as possible to take the witch out of play, which meant she couldn’t devote attack spells to the 12 mephits in the room.

We ended up having to fight very conservatively to ensure our safety. I played a minor tanking role to keep the mephits at bay with Invia while Solara focused on the witch. Though it wasn’t the smoothest success we ever had, we did pull it off. Banged up and burnt, but the fire witch was alive, bound by silk, and furious.

I put an extra cloth gag in her mouth in case she somehow chewed through the silk, and I added the silk from my gauntlets to the restraints on her wrists.

The fire witch’s body was quite striking now that I could properly enjoy it. Her build reminded me of a shorter Invia. Fit and toned with marvelous but not massive breasts.

Her temper reminded me of Invia too, actually. The fire witch raged like a feral animal, and her eyes were pools of ravenous murder.

Purity had an idea for making quick work of this quest, and it was delightfully diabolical.

The first step was to see if Greater Ice Touch affected the fire witch. Pressing my finger to her chest felt like touching a hot pan on a stove, but that pain went away as soon as I inflicted the ice demons' ice ability on her. She stiffened and yelled through her gag.

Purity nodded for me to keep going. With only my bare fingers, I pinched one of the witch’s nipples and slowly increased the pressure while ignoring my own burning skin. Her reaction was similar this time, but I also heard the undertone of a moan.

So I did it again, but activated the 6x pleasure-to-pain bonus of Rope Burn+4, and she arched far harder this time. There was no question that a moan was part of her anger.

None of these reactions were surprising. We assumed Rope Burn+4 would work just fine on the fire witch, but Purity wanted to establish a crude baseline for how much the witch felt from different levels of stimulation.

That way we would know if this next idea worked.

“Pinch her again,” Purity said. “Make her scream.”

The witch’s eyes bulged as she watched me return to her nipple. I smashed the stiff little piece of flesh between my fingers, crushed it, and twisted. Then I gave it a flash of Greater Ice Touch.

The scream the witch made was one of pleasure-driven panic. Any of my girls had a similar reaction if I held my mouth to their slits and kept licking when their orgasms ended. But this was magnified to an extreme degree.

Hand of the Viceroy allowed Purity to activate Rope Burn+4 as well, and two people using the ability together stacked the intensity. If Purity ordered me to inflict pain, that was the same as her inflicting the pain itself, activating Rope Burn for her. Then the ability could trigger again because I was inflicting pain as well.

12x the effect instead of 6x.

“That much would break me or anyone…” Invia said, stunned by what she witnessed. I made a note of that, and the devious glance Purity gave me suggested she had the same idea.

But we had work to do.

Purity licked her fingers and pressed them to the fire witch’s clit. In addition to Purity constantly Healing the burns on her fingertips, I put my hand on hers and cooled it with Greater Ice Touch.

The witch writhed and fought her bindings. Solara added more magic silk when my mind-controlled silk ribbons began to fray in the heat. Invia held the witch’s legs apart.

Where the witch’s reactions were angry and violent before, a few seconds into Purity’s pleasure had her wilting, turning those shouts into whimpers. Her attempts to escape became half-hearted, all of her focus shifted from rage to desperate survival.

“Pinch both of her nipples,” Purity said, “but make sure she has a chance to recognize what’s coming.”

“What about your fingers?”

“I can Heal.”

So I did as she asked. I slowly brought my hands down her breasts. Instead of going hard, I looked her in the eye as I ever-so-softly tickled the tips of each nipple. Then I camped down.

Purity slid two fingers into the witch at the same time and started pumping while her thumb rubbed the witch’s clit in tight, pressing circles. I was feeling selfish. I released one of her nipples to grab one of her breasts, squeezing it hard like I was juicing an orange.

Suddenly, the witch’s back arched to the point that only her head and heels still touched the ground. Her yell was long and uninterrupted. It went on for so much time that I started to wonder if fire witches needed air.

Then her eyes burst into blue flames, and the same pale fire poured out of her mouth and nose.

“Get back!” Purity said, spreading her arms to move the whole party away from the fire witch.

Every inch of the red woman’s flesh morphed into blue fire before exploding outward. Between Purity’s Protection spell and Invia’s Wall of Ice, we were fine, but the heat was so intense that it bled through both of those barriers.

If this was the cure to the curse the system mentioned, erupting in fire seemed like a strange outcome. Oh well.

+1000 Will points.

When our spells dropped, a small crater bloomed from the floor and the ceiling. The few scraps of wooden tables and torture implements that survived the first set of battles were now on fire, and the witch’s body was nowhere to be found. An unusual mana crystal lay at our feet. Where the majority of mana crystals were a range of white or yellow, this crystal was as red as the fiery bush that burned above the witch’s snatch.

“Anyone heard of a mana crystal like this?” I asked, holding it up to inspect it.

My party shook their heads.

“Did that complete your quest?” Solara asked.

Purty nodded. “But you should check your XP…”

Oh, wow. Making the fire witch orgasm to death was worth an additional 10,000 XP, and I was already pretty thrilled with the 1,000 Will points it earned me.

I never would have expected bringing a monster to climax in a dungeon would become a regular part of our grinding routine, but for that kind of XP? I didn’t mind getting weird for that, but there was also a chance it was a one-time reward.

I wanted to go home right then to get this strange crystal appraised, but my girls were really close to leveling:

Level 12 Cleric (174175/204800)

Level 12 Barbarian (196805/204800)

Level 12 Wizard (196342/204800)

And they really wanted to level, so we grinded the next day until Invia and Solara bumped to level 12. We could have kept going to get Purity there too, but she was tired. We were all pretty worn out, actually. I had more work to do when we got back to town anyway.


Chapter 44

“I’ve never seen a mana crystal like this either,” Lyle admitted, holding it up to the light. “It even feels warm to hold.”

“Think it’s worth any money?” I asked.

“Fuck you. You know it is.”

I laughed.

“There are a few stories about oddly colored mana crystals floating around out there, but I’m not aware of any of them ever being confirmed. I know this is worth a lot, but I’m going to need a few days to work up an estimate.”

“That’s fine.”

“Did you beat the warrior demon to get this?” Lyle asked.

“Nope.”

“You found another dungeon secret?”

“Yep.”

“Don’t suppose you’d tell me about it yet?”

I laughed. “Well, if I explain it, you’ll think I’m lying.”

“Try me.”

“We had to make a fire witch mini boss cum instead of killing her.”

…

Lyle didn’t move.

…

“You okay?” I asked.

“You had to what?!”

“I told you it sounded like a lie, but it’s the truth. She’s pretty gnarly too. I almost bit it in our first fight with her.”

Lyle rubbed his face. “Does this drop every time?”

“Don’t know that yet.”

“Then I’m going to wait to suggest to our members that they try to fuck a dungeon monster. I know this is a nice piece of treasure, but part of me hopes it’s a one-time drop so I don’t have to have this conversation ever again. You know…”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Trying to sell this in another town might actually be the smartest move. I can still give you some ballpark figures, but talking to an expert not in Flowst will make people less sure about where you found it.”

“I was thinking of taking a trip to Grubiit sometime soon.”

“That’s a big city. Shouldn’t have any problem finding a few buyers there. When were you planning on going?”

“Undecided. It depends on when the dungeon there changes.”

Which was a lie. It depended on when I had the time to make the trip. The dungeon would change whenever I showed up, but my deal with the Thieves’ Guild was that I would tell them when I knew an event like that was incoming so they could get in position to profit from it. I needed to keep up appearances that I had some secret process that made my knowledge possible to keep my Dungeon Lord status a secret.

Lyle handed the mana crystal back to me. “You should expect things to go poorly for Maria in a week or so. If you have any unfinished business there, take care of it while you can. This is also a good time to borrow a bunch of money from her, if you haven’t already thought of that.”

I hadn’t. A loan I never had to payback? I should have seen that opportunity.

“Thank you for the heads up,” I said.

“It’s hard to predict exactly how these things shake out, so don’t take my estimate as anything solid or guaranteed.”

“Totally fair. I’ll keep my guard up.”



Invia always fucked me her hardest when she had a level up on the horizon. She worked her hips and mouth with the desperation of someone making a last-ditch effort to survive. Solara, meanwhile, treated her body like an offering to me. She was committed to my pleasure, but it was more sensual. Where Invia throated me as deep as she could to prove her loyalty, Solara made sure that I saw her worshipping me, enjoying and celebrating every inch of my sword, loving every moment of the act.

And Purity egged them both on. More and more, the sweet innocent cleric I met in Lopav seemed like an imagined memory. This Purity was neither timid nor ashamed, and she saw that anything good for me was good for her.

Absolutely anything.

That night, I added more to my rambling manuscript about the philosophy of silk. I really disliked this project, but I increasingly saw it as my key to coming out on top of all the trouble I had involved myself in. Without it, the life I built would eventually be stolen from me, I believed.

The next morning, Invia was the first of my party in my bed to wake. Such a greedy girl.

She read me her unlock options:

Dance of Life

Passive Ability

When countering or dodging, gain a slight boost in speed and an enhanced knowledge of acrobatic combat.

Sugar Daddy bonus added the slight boost in speed.

Prerequisite: Dance of Death

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Bonuses provided by Dance of Death improve by 5%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Fall damage reduction increased by an additional 5%. When the viceroy inflicts pain upon you, increase the intensity of that pain by 25%.)

Devotion Rapier

Passive Ability

For every follower who has proven their devotion to the Silk Noose, increase the durability and damage bonus of your Silk Swords.

Sugar Daddy bonus added damage bonus.

Viceroy Prerequisite: Devotion Reaper

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Durability and damage bonus increased by an additional 5%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Gain an additional Silk Sword. When the viceroy inflicts pain upon you, increase the intensity of that pain by 25%.)

Prayers of the Silk Templar

Passive Ability

Gain an intuitive knowledge of fundamental antipaladin spells. This ability can be selected multiple times to unlock intuitive knowledge of additional antipaladin spells. For this unlock, learn Unholy Hands, Dark Blessing, Poison Blade, Dark Fire, Fear, and Dark Wall.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the Dark Wall spell.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: In addition to the original spell list, learn Taunt, Silk Shield, Detect Good, and Disguise Evil.)

(Bonus Pledge: All spells from Prayers of the Templar have their strength improved by 5%. When the viceroy inflicts pain upon you, increase the intensity of that pain by 25%.)

The Silk Templar class continued to deliver for both me and Invia. All of those options were appealing even before the various bonuses.

Devotion Rapier, an ability that built on my Devotion Reaper ability, was especially eye-catching. The system incentivized me to acquire more followers willing to take the oath by increasing how much silk I could control and how resilient that silk was. Now, the system extended that incentive to Invia. More oath-bound followers made her more powerful as well, which I’m sure further highlighted that she hadn’t earned her gold silk.

But she was reminded of that on every dungeon run. Purity’s scantily clad body was always behind her, her wonderfully dark skin bare to the world, a privilege she celebrated proudly.

I heard Purity’s voice in my mind. I didn’t even know she was awake. Maybe that was intentional on her part.

With her telepathy, my priestess said, “Devotion abilities will mean that she is holding all of us back, not just you, by refusing to take the oath.”

“I agree. If we pressure her too much, the oath won’t be sincere, and it will kill her. I want her devotion, but we need her alive more than that.”

Beneath the blankets, I saw Purity’s hand slide up Invia’s thigh. Pretending to still be asleep, Purity snuggled closer to me so she could reach around to Invia’s ass as if it were an unconscious motion of comfort.

“You have trained this one well.”

I certainly had.

“They all sound useful,” Invia said, biting her lip as she stared at her system menus. “Dance of Death has helped me a lot, so building on that with Dance of Life would be beneficial. Buffing my Silk Swords or adding spells would be good too…”

“Devotion Rapier has limited use with the number of oaths that have been taken,” I said. “I think Prayers of the Silk Templar offers the most benefits. The Taunt spell alone makes that option worthwhile, I’d say.”

“I don’t know…”

“You can take some time to think about it.” I felt a hand stroke my cock. Good. Solara was up.

“Can I tell you my options while she thinks on hers?” Solara asked.

Of course.

Solara’s new unlocks were:

Silk Knight

Active Ability

Summon a Knight formed from silk to fight on your behalf.

Sugar Daddy bonus upgraded the summon from soldier.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Your summon deals 5% more damage when it attacks.

(Bonus Pledge: Upgrade from Silk Knight to Abyssal Silk Knight. Additionally, when your viceroy praises you, experience 1% of a climax. No other bonuses to climax frequency or intensity apply to this pledge.)

Devotion Drain

Passive Ability

For every follower who has proven their devotion to the Silk Noose, drain mana from enemies touching your silk at a rate of 2% your total mana per second. Sugar Daddy increased drain rate from 1%.

Viceroy Prerequisite: Devotion Reaper

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increase the drain rate by an additional 1%.

(Bonus Pledge: Increase the drain rate by an additional 1%. Additionally, when your viceroy praises you, experience 1% of a climax. No other bonuses to climax frequency or intensity apply to this pledge.)

Silk Casting

Passive Ability

The speed, strength, damage, and volume of Silk Weaver ability is improved by 10%. Sugar Daddy bonus increased from 5%.

Prerequisite: Quick Casting

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increase bonus by an additional 5%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Increase bonus by an additional 5%. Additionally, when your viceroy praises you, experience 1% of a climax. No other bonuses to climax frequency or intensity apply to this pledge.)

Holy shit. Those were all awesome options as well. Silk variants of classes were badass.

I would have been lukewarm about Silk Knight, but Aurketzu confirmed that an abyssal variation of any spell was a significant enhancement. Assessing exactly how strong an Abyssal Silk Knight would be was difficult, but she was confident it was a worthwhile summon, potentially equal to Invia’s utility in the field with her melee combat class.

Devotion Drain was appealing, but all of our builds specifically avoided the long, drawn-out battles where an ability to sap mana from targets would be most useful. Were we getting too focused on big, quick amounts of damage, or should we lean into it even more? I often debated that in my mind.

Choosing Devotion Drain would be a deliberate effort to find balance in her build, where Silk Casting would benefit Solara’s Bolt specialization directly while still providing a broader range of utility.

“They all sound so good,” Solara said. “I think I’m torn between Silk Knight and Silk Casting, though.”

“I like the idea of Silk Casting, but Silk Knight gives us another way to protect our backline. With our small party, that might be the most useful. I’d definitely feel better with an extra body keeping you and Purity safe.”

“I wish I knew how strong a Silk Knight was.”

“Chances are it’s pretty good, especially with the abyssal aspect attached. That might also make it the rarest of all the options, actually. That’s a combination of a silk class ability with my abyssal aspect. That can’t be very common.”

“I also get a 5% bonus to all abyssal magic from taking all the upgrades for School of Abyssal magic from before. Hmm.” Solara tapped her lips with a finger. “Do you promise to praise me a bunch?”

“If you earn it.”

Solara giggled. “Silk Knight it is.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

I decided I hadn’t buffed viceroy abilities enough recently, so I dropped that new stat point into Intoxicate:

Intoxicate+1

Passive Ability

Your blessing is so satisfying that it becomes addictive, like a drug. Strength of addictive properties increased by 5%.

That sounded like a great way to bolster loyalty from my followers, which could lead to more oaths. Addiction was a form of devotion, if you thought about it in a low enough light.

“Good girl,” I said to Solara.

A slight flush reddened her face, and she smiled.

“Does the addictive quality of Intoxicate trigger when they feel part of a climax from my praise?” I asked Aurketzu.

“That possibility is likely.”

Ha. So I didn’t even need to fuck them to get the most out of Intoxicate. Any devotee that deep into the oath would get addicted to my praise, even more so than they already were. That was incredible.

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

“What’d you choose?” I asked Invia.

“Prayers of the Silk Templar.”

“Show me your ass,” I commanded. I could wait for a dungeon run to test Abyssal Silk Knight, but I wasn’t going to wait to test a 25% bonus to pleasurable pain.

Invia didn’t hesitate or argue. She pulled herself from beneath the covers and pointed her head toward the bottom of the bed. Her naked ass raised into the air like an offering to me. I never tired of seeing her bare lips and asshole. Even if Invia never took the oath, she was still quite a trophy to have in my collection.

I slapped her ass, leaving a red handprint. She yelped louder than usual and pulled away harder too. For experiment number two, I activated Rope Burn+4 and smacked her again. In theory, Rope Burn added more pleasure based on the volume of pain, so increasing Invia’s pain by 25% also increased the return on Rope Burn+4.

She yelped again this time, but then a moaned whimper followed. Her lips, still offered proudly to me like a sacrifice, glistened with desire.

“Smack her again,” Purity said in my mind.

I loved that girl. I knew what she wanted: my priestess was adding her Rope Burn bonus to mine.

I slapped again.

Invia fell forward, her face in the sheets. Her body twitched as she tried to muffle her groans of ecstasy, and juice dribbled down the inside of her thighs. She panted for air as the twitching subsided.

“Did you just cum?” I asked.

Invia looked back at me with fear in her eyes. She knew that being dishonest would get her punished, and she knew that being honest would be just as difficult.

“Mmhmm,” she answered weakly.

“Slap her again,” Purity said in my mind without hesitation.

This time I smacked Invia’s ass the way Purity disciplined that disrespectful initiate: Hard enough that Invia would have a bruise to remind her who she belonged to.

Invia came again. This time, she didn’t bother trying to contain or disguise her pleasure. She yelled as she clutched the sheets, her entire body tensed by the feelings surging through her body.

“You’re going to cum one more time,” I said to Invia.

She didn’t protest. She nodded and braced herself.

This was too much fun. I dropped the bonus point from Invia’s pledge into Intoxicate as well, bringing the bonus addictiveness up to 6%. I was hoping for 10% or 7.5%, but an additional percent was still worthwhile.

This time, I rubbed her clit a bit first. She was so wet that finding that point of pleasure was harder than usual, her slick desire coating her with the aftermath of climaxes.

“Smack her harder,” Purity said, this time out loud.

Three smacks later, Invia could barely speak. It was glorious.



Lady Oliverry’s butler found me running errands later that day. As much as I didn’t want to fuck that dustpan again, the money was good, and honestly, it felt good to abuse Lord Oliverry’s wife, as if making her wrinkles bounce hurt him somehow. For all I knew, he was perfectly aware of this arrangement.

Shit, he could be in the closet watching for all I knew.

To help the time pass more quickly, I tried to see how far I could go before Lady Oliverry was offended. When I got her to say things like I owned her and I was her property, I shifted to insulting her as much as I could. The more I told her she was a worthless sex toy, the louder she screamed.

I can still picture her looking back over her liver-spotted shoulder as I demolished her from behind and her saying, “You own me. I am yours. Use your property, daddy. Use it!”


Chapter 45

I sat in Maria’s office. From across her desk, the matriarch of the Twin Hawks Trading Company glared at me.

“I would prefer you stay in town to protect me while our plans unfold,” she said.

By plans, she meant our efforts to frame the guard for raiding the Oliverry slave mine. If I hadn’t already double-crossed her, I would have agreed that staying by her side was the smartest place. She was definitely in danger, and it was my job to protect her. Shortly, the Thieves’ Guild would alert the guard of the ploy. They would then strike back at Maria and Lady Sarah. I would not be present for any of that. Definitely not.

“I didn’t want the timing to work out this way,” I lied, “but the plan is safe. The fight will be between the Oliverry family and the guard. No one is coming after you.”

“I prefer to be certain of my safety. Absolutely certain.”

“I can give you more silk security, if you want. Again, this is not how I wanted it to line up, but I have an opportunity in Grubiit that I can’t miss. That’s actually why I came to see you.”

There’s more?” Maria asked.

“I made 4x my investment from the most recent dungeon change,” I said. “There’s one coming in Grubiit, and I don’t have enough liquid capital to truly profit from it. If you put up the money, I’ll make your money back and give you 25% of the net.”

“How do you know a dungeon change is coming?”

“I think it’s better that I keep that a secret. It’s in all of our best interests if that method remains a mystery.”

“You’re asking for a lot of gold.”

“I know.”

“What if it goes south?” Maria asked.

“I’ll sell off assets until I pay you back. I have a few rare items from crawling that I’d be able to sell for a good price, given a little bit of time to court buyers.”

“50%.”

I laughed. “You’re crazy. No way.”

The actual number didn’t matter because I was never giving her any money or ever paying her back, but this needed to feel authentic to Maria to avoid raising her suspicions.

“Do you have a counteroffer?"

“30%,” I said.

“45%,” Maria countered.

I sighed and leaned back. “I want this to work. I can give you 40% of the net if you agree to not charge interest on what I owe for 1 year if the investment doesn’t pan out.”

“Agreed. I’m looking forward to my cut.”

And I left Maria’s office with as much money as I had made from my entire dungeon-crawling career to date. I should probably give Lyle a cut of it as a thank you for the tip, I realized. If he had more ideas for making me rich, I wanted him to be motivated to share them.

For now, I had a meeting with High Priestess Yuni.



When Yuni sat down at our usual table, her eyes were puffy like she had been crying, and her face had the pallor of not having slept well in some time.

“I’m here because I promised I would be,” she said. “If you could go easy on me today, though, I would appreciate it. I’m not feeling up to our verbal sparring matches.”

“Anything I can do to help?”

“No, I’ll be fine. Thank you.”

A waitress appeared and set two cups of tea on the table.

“Oh, I didn’t-” the priestess began.

“I ordered your usual. If you want something else, by all means.”

She smiled warmly and accepted her cup.

“I want to respect your request,” I said, “so how about you propose the topic so we can keep this light?”

“Tell me how you beat the dungeon boss. From the previous version, I mean. When it was flooded.”

“Tell me why you want to know.” I activated Abyssal Reward for the Loyal.

“Curiosity mostly, but I also like the idea of hearing about something no one else knows. So I guess my interest is more selfish than anything else.”

+1 Will point.

I thought for a moment. Then I set both of my hands on the table, palm up.

“Give me your hands,” I commanded.

+1 Will point.

I triggered Safe Word, giving her a sensation of feeling protected and shielded from harm when she put her hands on mine. Her skin was softer than silk.

“Can I trust you not to tell anyone?”

She nodded.

“Tell me you promise.”

“I promise.”

+1 Will point.

I squeezed her hands gently and then pulled them back, letting the tips of my fingers graze her as they withdrew.

“The level 35 party wiping on the same boss makes you extra curious, right?”

“Yes,” she answered.

“Well, the boss was just as difficult when I fought it, but I didn’t come at it the way they did. But first, I should ask: Are you familiar with Dungeon Lords?”

“I don’t think I know what that is.”

“No one does. Well, that’s not true. No humans know, but it seems like intelligent monsters do. Most people think of Dungeon Bosses as being the ‘rulers’ of dungeons because they’re the strongest monsters in them. Except that’s wrong. After a Dungeon Boss is a Dungeon Lord, but they usually remain passive when a Dungeon Boss is defeated. You might compare it to being backstage. The audience only sees the main players and not the director working in the background.

“I beat the Flowst dungeon by targeting the Dungeon Lord instead of the boss.”

“Okay…” Priestess Yuni said, processing. “And this is in spite of the Dungeon Lord being even stronger?”

I nodded. “My party found the way to access the Royal Shrine levels of the dungeon, which meant my guild was the first to see the monsters on the other side. The adventurers who outranked me believed that one of those monsters was a young variation of treant, but I pegged them for juvenile dryads. If more people had access to those floors, someone probably would have figured that out before I did.

“Young dryads meant that a mature dryad was nearby, and apparently they can become quite powerful, so I figured that the water running through the dungeon ultimately flowed to her. I gambled on being right and dosed her with herbicide.”

The Priestess shook her head in disbelief. “You what?”

“I ordered gallons and gallons of herbicide, shuttled it into the dungeon over the span of several days, and then dumped it all at once. That killed the Dungeon Lord, and since the boss was powered by her roots, it died too.”

“There’s a lot about that story that’s outlandish,” she said.

“Do you think I’m lying?”

She studied my eyes. “No, I don’t think you’re lying. I know you’re… unconventional with many of your practices and beliefs, but does it not feel dishonorable to win a fight that way?”

“You’ve heard about the dungeon boss, but did you also gossip about the other two mini bosses we fought in the dungeon?”

The Priestess nodded.

“So you also know that the dungeon locked us in. Both times. And you know that we fought more difficult versions of those mini bosses than any other adventurers ever reported, right?”

“Yes.”

“That’s because dungeons target me specifically. Is it honorable to let any other adventurer flee a mini-boss but never my party? Is it honorable that the fights are more dangerous to my party than they are for anyone else? What most people don’t know is that the party that wiped to the dungeon boss fought the easier version. The fight would have been even harder for me.”

“It is weird to think about a dungeon having honor,” the priestess admitted.

“And the dryad’s roots were all over the dungeon. She had been attacking my party from hiding every minute we were on a crawl, and I only did the same to her exactly once. I’d make that choice 100 times over because it was the best thing for my party. They got a bunch of XP, and I kept them out of serious danger. That matters more to me than being honorable, whatever that actually looks like.”

“Is that also why the dungeon changed?”

I nodded. “Dungeon bosses respawn. Dungeon Lords don’t. A new Dungeon Lord must have taken the dryad’s place.”

“Do you plan to fight him too?”

“Absolutely not,” I said, laughing. “I seized an opportunity with the dryad, and I doubt I’ll ever have an option like that again. If I try to fight a dungeon boss directly with my party as it is now, we’re dead. For sure. And a Dungeon Lord would be even more deadly.”

Also, the Dungeon Lord of the Flowst dungeon was an ally of mine. I had no desire to disrupt any of his plans.

“Why do dungeons target you specifically?” she asked next.

I shook my head. “That’s beyond the scope of your original question.”

And the answer was complicated. A former Dungeon Lord, Aurketzu, lived inside my body, so by proxy, I was a Dungeon Lord. And technically, I became a true Dungeon Lord the moment the dryad died. I had handed the dungeon off moments later, sure, but I was the lord of the Flowst dungeon for those moments.

“It’s my turn anyway,” I said. “Tell me about your goals, what you want out of life.”

She seemed to shrink away from that.

“I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“No, it’s okay. That’s a harmless question in probably any other context. You’re not to blame for that being different now.”

“We can talk about something else. I don’t mind.”

The Priestess took a deep breath. “My goal was to serve the Goddess and do as much good in the world as possible, through her, for her, and with her. When we talked last time, you told me some things that I now know are true, so I don’t know what I want anymore.”

I assumed she referred to the revelation that Father Finlee traded in child slaves and that he was not the only one in the Church of the Goddess to do so. Her verifying that accusation within a week suggested to me that Father Finlee’s hobbies were something of an open secret. Somehow, figures of influence had a way of living out their lives even when they were suspected of doing terrible things.

That was an interesting side effect of power. The people aware of or suspicious of wrongdoing turned their heads and pretended all was normal.

For my purposes, I needed High Priestess Yuni to remain an active member of the Church of the Goddess.

“His actions don’t devalue yours,” I assured her. “The good you’ve done still matters.”

“I have to ask how the Goddess would allow such a man to thrive in her church. I don’t like the answers I’m finding.”

“Someone told me once that clerics and priests rarely lose their abilities for behaving counter to the tenets of their patron deities. The gods attached to our world simply can’t monitor every worshipper the way we’d like to think they would, so people like Father Finlee can get surprisingly far as long as they don’t give their god a reason to come looking.”

“You don’t think I should question the Goddess after something like this, though?” she asked.

“I don’t know what you should or shouldn’t do,” I admitted. “I’m just saying that the good you have done, and the good you will do, in the Church of the Goddess isn’t any less meaningful.”

“I expected you to encourage me to leave the church. You didn’t seem very positive about it before.”

I sipped my tea. “My beliefs haven’t changed, but those are mine, not yours. If I really want what’s best for you, I need to see the world the way you do. Or try to, at least.”

“The more we talk, the more your reputation confuses me,” she said, staring down into her empty cup. “How is the man who runs around with women in their underwear and mounts them in public giving me the most thoughtful answers?”

“What do you mean?”

“I talked to other people in the church about this, people I trust and admire, and they felt… Dismissive. It was as though my reaction to Father Finlee’s discretions was a shortcoming on my part. His part in it didn’t seem to matter.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said.

I didn’t necessarily enjoy her pain, but I had hoped for an outcome similar to this. Of course she was going to ask questions about what I told her, and I knew from my time in the guard that organizations are loath to police their own. If my father brought one of his concerns to the guard, he was treated that way. I assumed the Church of the Goddess would do the same, and I was right.

The Goddess did not abide snitches.

“Elegantly executed, viceroy.”

I agreed.

High Priestess Yuni smiled at the waitress when she refilled her cup. “Do you think I should leave the Church of the Goddess?”

“I think you should try to change it from the inside before you give up on all the work you’ve done.”

…And also because I had a deal with an ice demon to satisfy.

Priestess Yuni wrapped her hands around her cup and stared at the steam wafting off the surface. She sat that way for some time.

“Your blessings really come from your personal code and not an evil god?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“I believe you, so don’t take this as me calling you a liar. Can you prove it to me? Now that I’m questioning the Goddess… I know the world doesn’t work the way I thought it did. If you are being blessed without worshipping anything, I want to know what that means.”

My pants tightened a bit right then.

“I can prove it, but I don’t think we should.”

“Huh? Why?”

“I don’t think you’ll like the process.”

The Priestess straightened her back. “Try me.”

“We have to connect physically before you earn a level and right before the long rest that makes the level official.”

“By connect you mean…”

“Exactly what you’re thinking,” I said. “I understand why you wouldn’t want to do that.”

“Because I’m a prude?”

“No, well, that’s not exactly right. I didn’t want to insult a High Priestess because, yes, I assumed you would have certain beliefs about sex.”

Priestess Yuni stared at me and chewed her cheek. “But only twice with enough dungeon time in between to level?”

“Yes, but you should also know that the bonuses go away if you turn your back on the silk, on our group. I’m not saying you have to quit being a priestess or move in with me. These bonuses work a lot more like how you think cleric blessings should work. You don’t have to accept the bonuses to get your proof. I simply wish you to know what you’re agreeing to.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“That’s wise,” I said.

I was pretty busy at that time anyway. It would be better if she offered herself to me when I got back from Grubiit. Once we got Purity up to the next level, I could make the trip. The Thieves’ Guild should have had enough time to make their preparations by now.


Chapter 46

We did one more run of the prison level where we didn’t send the fire witch into an oblivion of pleasure. Getting her pinned down was quite a chore, and while I knew a red mana crystal was going to be valuable, the bankroll I had from Maria’s loan made my wealth feel infinite.

It wasn’t, but that still didn’t keep me from being lazy and skipping the effort it would have taken to get another red mana crystal.

Besides, Purity was anxious to level up after hearing the unlocks Invia and Solara got when they bumped to level 12. When we camped, she rode me while Invia and Solara watched. Then she fell asleep in my bedroll, her body full of my cum.

I didn’t get to sleep, but the next morning, Purity believed that I was. She wrapped her mouth around me and sucked it in and out to wake me up and get me hard at all at once.

“Tell me about your unlock options and then finish what you started,” I said.

Purity kept her head in my lap, so I felt her warm breath on my shaft as she read her system menu:

Touch of Devotion

Passive Ability

For every follower who has proven their devotion to the Silk Noose, gain 5% to damage resistance and a 1% improvement to all support magic. Sugar Daddy increased the damage resistance bonus from 2.5%.

Prerequisite: Viceroy’s Devotion Reaper

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain an additional 1% improvement to all support magic.)

(Bonus Pledge: Gain an additional 2.5% bonus to damage resistance and an additional 1% bonus to all support magic. When the viceroy inflicts pain upon you, increase the intensity of that pain by 25%.)

For the Good of the Group

Passive Ability

When in the vicinity of allies, every ally touching silk gains a regenerating health buff of 1%.

Sugar Daddy bonus increased this from 0.5%.

Prerequisite: Greater Good

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Upgrade buff by an additional 0.5%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Upgrade buff an additional 0.5%. When the viceroy inflicts pain upon you, increase the intensity of that pain by 25%.)

Greater Turn Undead

Active Ability

Gain the ability to turn stronger undead as well as the option to expand Turn Undead to an area of effect. If you do not know Turn Undead, automatically gain a proficiency for Turn Undead.

Sugar Daddy bonus added the area of effect bonus.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Any spells that effect undead are improved by 5%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Any spells that affect undead are improved by an additional 5%. When the viceroy inflicts pain upon you, increase the intensity of that pain by 25%.)

Purity put me back in her mouth but paused a moment later. “I’m not taking Greater Turn Undead,” she said and went back to worshipping me.

I wondered why she decided that and why she felt the need to tell me. Was that her way of hinting she knew I was undead, or was I reading too far into this?

Regardless, I was glad to hear that Greater Turn Undead was off the table.

“I really like the way Touch of Devotion sounds,” she added a moment later, the tip of my dick resting on her lips as she talked. “But with how few oaths have been taken, I don’t think I’ll get as much out of it as I should.”

I noticed she spoke louder than she needed to. Was she making sure Invia heard that she was holding the party back in yet another way?

“For the Good of the Group is still a really good ability. Any previous options that might be better instead?”

Purity slowly swallowed all of me.

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

My priestess really understood how to treat me. Both of those things at once? Exhilarating.

When she gagged, she held on a little bit longer, as if challenging herself, and then withdrew. “Divine Quests gave me another 1% improvement to heal, 1% for damage resistance, and now I’m 6/10 of the way to a viceroy gift. And my new quests are too… ‘Give 10 homeless citizens shelter. Defeat 1,000 skeleton archers.’ For the bonus objective, I have to ‘climax in the open gate of an ice wall with the help of 3 lesser-ranked followers.’”

“We can rent a house or two in our corner of town and pay for the year. Hopefully that’s long enough to count as shelter. I’m assuming it won’t be hard to find 10 homeless people?”

“Mmm mmm,” Purity said without removing her lips. She spoke with her telepathy instead. “I can think of 15 from the Barrel Street Mission who I’ve wanted to help. You would be willing to put that kind of money into this?”

Then she throated me again. Good god I would give her all of my money if she asked me while making me feel like this.

“We should have been having our entire conversation this way,” I answered in my mind.

“I know. I didn’t think of it until now. Can I make up for it?”

“You’re pretty close to forgiveness already.”

“The other Divine Quests are easier than the last set,” Purity continued telepathically. “I can close those out while you’re traveling. Can I ask for one more reward after I drink you?”

“Of course.”

“Spank me until I cum. I want to feel this new bonus.”

I slid my fingers into her hair and cupped the back of her head. “I’ll think about it,” I said in my mind as I pushed her deeper.

While she worked, I tried to decide where to put my bonus stat point. Oh, 2 more pledges came in just then. The girls in the Temple must be waking up, and some of them were leveling. So now I had 3 points to distribute.

One ability had been on my mind recently:

Improved Accuracy

Passive Ability

Pick a weapon type (one time). Your ability to hit your intended target with that weapon type is permanently enhanced.

I overlooked it as an option because it didn’t have a concrete number to improve. Putting a stat point into that and getting the option to pick a new weapon type to buff wasn’t appealing. I picked my sword the first time around, and I planned on sticking with it.

But more accuracy would make Sharpen and Finesse both more valuable. The more often I could hit the weak point, the more Finesse would benefit me.

I put one point into Improve Accuracy and checked the results:

Improved Accuracy+1

Passive Ability

Pick a weapon type (one time). Your ability to hit your intended target with that weapon type is permanently enhanced.

That was perplexing. A few of my abilities couldn’t be upgraded, like Sugar Daddy, but they outright rejected the point assignment. This one accepted the upgrade, but the description didn’t change.

I asked Aurketzu what she thought of that.

“The system chooses to withhold information at times, for reasons unknown. You likely still benefitted, even if you can’t tell how.”

A boost in accuracy was valuable enough to be worth the risk. If I wanted to be certain, I had to try it out, but I wasn’t sure I would be able to feel +1. I put the other 2 pledges into Improved Accuracy as well. If I could say definitively whether +3 made a difference, that would make future investments easier.

If I didn’t feel the difference, I would move on to other skills. If I could get Ghostly Feint down to zero cooldown like I had with Wraith, I could make every one of my hits even harder to predict. Wraith made me harder to see, and Ghostly Feint projected an illusion to disguise my attacks.

If I did feel a difference with Improved Accuracy, I would pump that ability until I was the most precise adventurer who ever lived. Then I could move on to my next project, which might be Ghostly Feint, but that depended on a lot of factors, such as what I earned in the meantime.

Purity was really working me now. Made it hard to focus. So I closed my system and used Silkmancer to rub her silk panties. I loved feeling her throat vibrate when she moaned on my dick.

I threw the bedroll off of her and smacked her ass so hard my own hand stung.

Yep. She liked that. I did too.



We did one more run and headed back. I had more recruits to initiate–enough that all 36 beds in the Temple would be claimed–and I needed to prepare for my trip to Grubiit.

Abby would watch over the Temple as she always did, and Purity would be in charge in my place. While I was gone, grinding recruits through the dungeon would continue. When I got back, we’d know if we should be farming red mana crystals. If we were lucky, no one would have found out about the prison by then.

In the world outside of my little cult, the guard was likely to move against Maria and Lady Sarah soon. I couldn’t time that exactly, but I hoped all of that drama played out with me in another city entirely. Selling Maria out after all she had done was a little shitty, and I was disappointed that I’d never get to fuck Lady Sarah, but the returns were already in my favor.

I’d never have to pay back this outrageous loan, and the Thieves’ Guild would be even more supportive of my ambitions.

As it was now, they set me up with a contact in Grubiit who would show me around and help me get acclimated. At the same time, the Dungeon Brawlers chapter in Grubiit would be gaming the market for the dungeon change I predicted. I’d get a cut of that profit too.

With all of that help in place, I could relocate to Grubiit with the intentions of claiming that dungeon for myself. That would take a few years, but with two Silk Temples churning out Loyalty Pledges, it would be a very productive few years.

To keep me company, I decided to bring something of an entourage to Grubiit. The twin rogues Lala and Lili were joining me, as was their mage party member Kierka. I picked another initiate at what I said was random, but really I was fascinated by how skinny this particular girl was. Initiating her was fun, but I had more experiments I wanted to run. Her name was Hera.

Perhaps in the future I would travel with my women in their masked uniforms, but we were incognito for this trip, so much so that we had 2 carriages–1 for me and 1 for my entourage. The fewer people who saw me on this trip, the better. Once we were in Grubiit, no one would know us, and we could move about freely.

Yes, 2 carriages was excessive, but I had Maria’s money. I was rich.


Chapter 47

Even after the initiation, I was frustrated with my leveling progress:

Progress to Next Level: (159873/409600)

Class: Abyssal Viceroy, Tier 10 (11309/102400)

Tier 11 of Abyssal Viceroy had been out of my reach for some time, and I was very curious to push a class beyond tier 10. For other classes, progression changed dramatically after that milestone. Average adventurers got mostly stat boosts and the occasional new ability, but there was a chance to get rare unlocks or upgraded offers to unlocks that weren’t taken yet, like a better version of something you opted against before.

I didn’t want to be presumptuous, but I definitely was. With the way the rest of my leveling had gone, I expected my options to be better than they would have been otherwise. That would be harder to see in a class like Abyssal Viceroy where I had no records to compare my options to, but I was excited none the less.

And it was so far off. A Temple full of women masturbating to me would earn 1,800 will points a day, but getting 20,000 XP a day in the dungeon made that progress feel even slower.

So I invited Kierka to join me in my carriage on the first leg of the trip. In addition to some will points, she served two other purposes: She had been to Grubiit and knew about the dungeon there, though she had never been inside. On top of that, pulling one girl of the 4 for private time with me would hopefully make the other 3 jealous.

Jealousy was a good motivator.

Kierka wore traditional travel wear–boots, durable pants, and a simple peasant shirt. She left a few extra buttons undone for my benefit, and I was grateful.

It improved my view as she told me everything she knew about Grubiit. Some of it I already knew from my own research, but she filled in a few blanks and covered enough I hadn’t known that she was still helpful.

Grubiit was in a more tropical climate. Bayou surrounded the city instead of farmlands, but it was on a sizable river. While much of the town earned its living in the swamps, the river made it an inland trade hub of sorts. Palm trees, mangroves, and weeping willows were common around the area and added sprouts of green to the yellow sandstone that comprised most of the buildings in the city. Overall, it was about 20% larger than Flowst, but supposedly far cleaner and with less crime.

According to Kierka, adventurers in Grubiit could earn a living on swamp jobs if they wanted. Though they weren’t worth any XP, culling monsters that targeted fishermen and hunters paid pretty well.

But the dungeon was very profitable, which was part of the reason Grubiit had grown so large.

The story went that the dungeon was once a wizard compound. Working in secret, they conducted all manner of experiments on plants, people, and monsters. The wizards were believed to have abandoned the dungeon for an unknown reason. All of the strange substances and magic concoctions they left behind mutated.

The dungeon was filled with slimes totaling 23 different species. Certain slimes leaked valuable puddles of themselves when they moved. Collecting those leftovers could be significantly lucrative if you targeted the right slime species. The floors were all labyrinths punctuated with small city-like spaces, labs, and private lairs that each had other varieties of monsters.

On the lowest floors, something activated the creations the most ambitious wizards had abandoned here, like chimera wolves and tigers, stone golems, iron golems, and magic-using giant balls of metal that patrolled the hallways to eliminate intruders. At the very bottom, the dungeon boss was a colossal flesh golem.

At 15 floors in total, a trip down and back usually took 3 weeks or more, and there were two camps in between, one on floor 5 and one on floor 10.

Those camps were akin to tiny settlements. The prices were outrageous for an inn room or for a stein of ale, but I could understand the appeal. Rumors said each camp had a brothel, but Kierka didn’t know how true that was. Apparently the city had a reputation for trying to limit dungeon access to people who stayed inside too long, which would make life hard for a working girl.

If you lived in the dungeon for 3 months, that was 3 months where you didn’t pay a fee to get in, so a brothel owner would have to rotate his inventory frequently if he didn’t want any of them banned for life. Grubiit had tried to establish tolls where the camps were now, but the guilds rioted, so that didn’t come to pass.

Instead, the city leaned on its ability to regulate entries as much as it could. Rumors said that some guilds paid the city for the freedom to run guild houses in the dungeon without fear of having their members’ access revoked, but that wasn’t confirmed.

Kierka didn’t know anything about local players and politics, but that was fine. If this trip went as quietly as I hoped, none of the people on that level would be relevant. Not yet, at least.

When she ran out of information to share, she asked how else she might serve me.

I challenged her to do something that surprised me, and she rose to the occasion. She had me fuck her in the ass, and while I was hilt-deep inside of her, she fingered herself. I could feel her fingers working her pussy as I thrust in and out. The sensation made me feel even more sensitive, so yeah. She received a passing grade and taught me something in the process.

+500 Will points.



For the second and third days, I invited one of the twins to my carriage. I liked the novelty of fucking them both at the same time, but I also suspected they always got treated as one entity rather than two, so I thought one-on-one time would mean more to them.

I didn’t ask, but they behaved like they were appreciative.

The weather got noticeably wetter as we neared Grubiit, and by the time we arrived, I felt like I understood what people meant when they described rainforest humidity. The air added an ever-present slick to everything it touched, including people.

Grubitt’s design was more vertical than I expected, looking like several stepped pyramids bunched together, and the swamp looked far deeper than I imagined.

That’s strange to say, I know, but I mean deep in the sense that when you looked into it from the outside, the wilderness seemed endless and untamed. I imagined standing at the entrance to a haunted forest from a story and felt something like seeing the swamp did.

When we pulled into the city proper, our two carriages split off from the larger caravan, and the driver stopped to ask me where we wanted dropped off. Instead of putting myself through the trouble, I handed Lili a pouch of gold and generously tipped the drivers. I asked one carriage to stay and dismissed the other.

Lili would drive around with the other girls until she found an excellent suite that fit all five of us. I told her that we didn’t need more than 2 beds to make the search easier for her. Once they did that and had our luggage stashed in our rooms, they could use the rest of the money to get themselves a nice lunch.

While they figured out lodging, I walked the city. Seeing a place on foot was a better way to learn it than from behind the windows of a posh carriage. I asked for directions to Grubiit’s chapter of the Dungeon Brawlers and set out to let the Thieves’ Guild know that the dungeon was changing tomorrow.

The guild hall here was two floors and twice the size of the one in Flowst, but it wasn’t clear from the outside if that was because this chapter was more active or if real estate was more forgiving in Grubiit. I liked the sandstone look with copper shingles, though. And the stone streets meant no mud in a place that sometimes saw daily rainfall.

When I entered, I saw that the center third of the structure was a communal space filled with tables as well as counters for the guild staff. A set of stairs led up to a balcony, providing access points to either wing in addition to the double doors on the first floor.

One wing was guild offices, and the other was guild lodging and storage.

A man with the dour demeanor of an aloof butler greeted me as I approached his counter.

“I’m Byron from the Flowst chapter,” I said. “Guild Master Trina told me to check in here when I got to town.”

“One moment, sir.”

He disappeared into the office wing.

“Did you say you’re from Flowst?” an exceptionally muscular man with a bushy beard asked. He sat at one of the tables in the hall, enjoying a drink and a meal.

“Yep.”

“Heard your dungeon froze over. What’s that been like?”

“Cold,” I said with forced laughter. “Some people are struggling to adapt, but it’s nothing crazy.”

“Were you there for the dungeon change before that?”

“I was.”

The man whistled. “So you saw the flood too? Damn. I wanted to get out there to take a look and figured I’d have plenty of time.”

“Yeah, it was a quick switch.”

“One of the guys from your chapter soloed the dungeon boss, I heard. Then the next day, 35ers wiped to it. Is all that true?”

I nodded.

“Wow. Do you know the guy?”

“I do.”

“Is he an asshole or a good bloke?”

My laughter was sincere this time. “Pretty big asshole.”

“Ah, that figures. I’m Liam, by the way.” The man offered his hand.

I shook it. “Byron. Nice to meet you.”

“What brings you out to our balmy paradise?”

“Thinking about staying here for a while, so I came in to check it out.”

The dour man from before reappeared in the doorway to the offices. I excused myself and followed him. He directed me to enter the door at the end of the hall.

The man behind the desk had long silver hair pulled back into a ponytail and the weathered face of someone who was in their 50s at least. Given his athletic look, he might have been an exceptionally fit man in his 60s.

“I’m Horpus,” the man said, shaking my hand. “I’m the Guild Master here. I hope none of the brawlers gave you any gruff.”

“Not yet.”

“Wise mindset. So, I don’t need to waste too much of your time. Trina and Lyle said you would check in the day before a dungeon change. This all sounds farfetched, but we get along pretty well with the Flowst chapter.

“Trina and Lyle are sharp, and they’ve never steered me wrong, so even if I don’t understand it, they got my backing. Anything I can do for you today? Tomorrow will be busy, I imagine.”

“I have a few other things to do while I’m in town,” I said, “but I can’t think of anything I’d need.”

“Your success is known here,” Horpus continued. “I’ve been told you have a colorful persona, and I’ve also been told the kind of profits you’ve brought in. If you’re thinking of leaving Flowst for a time, we’d love to have you here.”

This was a new feeling. I had never been welcomed anywhere like this.

“That’s good to know because I was planning on relocating.”

Horpus smiled. “I did my homework. I’ve got a mid-ranked guild member who knows the city well. She’s been working on a separate real estate project, so I had her pull a few options that might fit your needs.”

“My needs?”

“I assumed you’d open a chapter of your group here, so we sought out accommodations that can suit 30 people at least.”

This guy had done his homework. I wasn’t sure how to feel about that, and my face must have betrayed my concern.

“Don’t worry,” Horpus said. “I just want it to be abundantly clear that this chapter recognizes your value. I like money. You like money. We’re the perfect place for you to set up shop for a while.”

“You’re okay with me having my own team of that size?” I asked.

“Young man, I’ve seen the numbers. You can have all the freedom you want with performance like that. To me, you’re a smart investment.”

“The momentum of a viceroy builds.”

“I won’t turn down that kind of help,” I said.

“Didn’t think you would. What inn are you staying in? I can have your guide visit you in the morning if you like.”

“I don’t know where I’m staying yet, actually. Could I meet her here?”

“Absolutely. I was going to be sly and have this delivered to your room to welcome you, but since you couldn’t give me the intel I needed, here.” Horpus offered me a bottle of wine. “That’s an excellent red. To celebrate your visit.”

“Thank you.”

“Anything else you need before I let you get back to your day?” Horpus asked.

“Yeah. Do you know any high-end magic shops?”


Chapter 48

“Where did you say you got this?” an elderly woman in a fine blue velvet suit asked as she inspected the red mana crystal through a series of colored lenses. She ran an appointment-only magic shop. I had to use Horpus’ name to get in.

“I’m going to keep that to myself for now,” I answered. “I’m not sure if it’s possible to get more, so… I’m sure you understand.”

“I do. And you’re confident it was a fire-type monster?”

I replayed the memory of the fire witch cumming so hard she collapsed into flames. “I am very confident.”

“The trouble with one-of-a-kind items is you don’t have any context to work from. The novelty would attract a collector, but any serious alchemist or enchanter would be interested in being the first to work with something like this.”

That was more or less what the previous three magic shop appraisers had told me.

“Have you shown this to anyone else?” she asked.

I nodded. “I can give you the estimates they gave me if that would help.”

“Ha!” she barked. “Anyone who says they can price this is looking to cut your pursestrings while you’re not looking. Only way to know what this is worth is to put it out on the market and see what happens. Auction would be fastest, but I’d suggest having patience and soliciting offers, to the tune of 2 or 3 months. You’d reach more potential buyers that way, so there’s a better chance of the bidding war you want.”

“This one understands your long-term potential. The others did not.”

“What are you proposing?” I asked.

The woman smiled. “Your guild holds the crystal in escrow. I’ll give you an advance on a portion of the sale, and the highest bid in your stack of estimates becomes our minimum. If we sell it for less, I won’t take a cut. If we sell it for me, I get 25%.”

“That’s a big cut.”

“You won’t be upset when you see how much more money you make.”

“This approach would be my preference.”

I extended my hand. “Let’s draw up the paperwork.”

“Before I agree, I have one additional condition. If you acquire another one of these before ours sells, keep it to yourself. We will make more money that way.”

“You got it.”

That night, I celebrated my future profit by tying Kierka down to the bed in our inn room. I was tired from running all over a strange city, so I pulled up a chair and poured a glass of wine. Kierka watched from her back while I poured a glass for Lala and a glass for Lili.

“I have a challenge for you,” I said to the twins.

I caught Kierka’s gaze and smiled. Her eyes went wide. She knew if I was already entertained, I had something in mind for how her night would go.

“If you make her cum 10 times, I’ll give all of you 400 gold pieces to spend tomorrow. And Kierka, don’t you dare think about faking. If you need to stop, tell Lala and Lili so. Whether or not they actually listen is up to them.”



The Grubiit chapter of the Dungeon Brawlers was busy the next morning. The dungeon had changed as I predicted, so the guild hall was abuzz with activity. Many of them were brawlers, I assumed, but at least a few of those rushed expressions had to be on the faces of Thieves’ Guild members.

The same man from the day before spotted me and excused himself briefly from a long line at the counter.

“Second door on the left,” he said, gesturing toward the office wing.

Closing the door to the offices behind me cut off the deafening din of the guild hall. Now that it was gone, I realized just how loud the noise had been.

I knocked on the door and let myself in.

A curly-haired blonde waited for me inside. Her tan skin wrapped around a strong farm-girl body. The muscle of her ass gave it a round, perky shape, and her breasts attempted to burst from her shirt even now.

“Brenin?” she asked, stepping back in surprise.

“Podni?”

She sprang forward to hug me. “I’m so glad you got out okay.”

“It’s good to see you,” I replied, hugging her back.

I reached out with my mind and felt silk accents on the straps of her bra.

She stepped back. “I take it you go by Byron now?”

“I do.”

“You’ve covered a lot of ground. I imagine you have some stories.”

I shrugged. “Maybe a few.”

“Well, if you want to tell me about it, we can do that after your tour. Don’t feel obligated. I know how it goes.”

“Before we get started, have you heard anything about the dungeon change today?”

Podni chuckled. “It’s been chaos. A few parties wiped on the first floor. Nobody has heard from the settlements inside, so there are already rumors that they’re gone too, but that’s premature, if you ask me.”

“Wiped on the first floor?”

“Yeah. I’ve heard some people say it was wraiths, but from what I’ve picked up around here, we believe it's poison. Not clear if it’s caused by monsters or something else.”

“Do you trust those sources?” I asked.

“I do.”

“Let’s stop at a magic shop or two first.”



I was immune to poisons as an undead, so I didn’t need any additional protection for when I would run the Grubiitt dungeon. My party and future members of the silk would.

I bought 9 amulets of Immunity to Poison, which was far more expensive than Resist Poison, and I had a letter rushed to Jerbish, my enchanter contact in Gressin. I ordered 10 more amulets at his rush rate with instructions to have them shipped to the Grubiit chapter of the Dungeon Brawlers. This was all a gamble on my part because I didn’t actually know what kind of poison was affecting adventurers, and there was also a chance it wasn’t poison at all but presented like it was.

With my errands completed, Podni started the real estate tour at a large domed structure at the center of the city.

“This is the dungeon entrance,” Podni said. “The city is basically built around it, so anything in its immediate radius is pricey. It was also suggested to me that you value privacy and may not even need to use the entrance. That last part has to be bullshit, right?”

“We have our own entrance in Flowst,” I said. “Not bullshit.”

Podni grinned but didn’t continue with that topic. “And we need something big for your followers, I’m told. Before you ask, I didn’t find any abandoned churches near the size you need.”

I was disappointed by that. I liked the idea of the Temple schtick continuing.

“Did I miss anything important?” she asked.

“A good master bedroom.”

“That was assumed,” she replied, still smiling. “Come. Let me show you my ideas.”

When Horpus said he had someone investigate real estate for me, I expected a loose collection of options that might work. Podni, however, had dug deep. None of the options she found were bad fits overall.

The first option she gave me was an old guild hall. The chapter went defunct, so their headquarters hit the market.

The guild hall’s biggest appeal was that it was a 10 minute walk to the dungeon, the closest of all our options. It was similar in layout to the Flowst Dungeon Brawlers guild hall but a little smaller. Functionally, it was pretty good, but it didn’t have the multiple bedrooms that the Temple had. All of the initiates would have to sleep in a bunkhouse-style format, and that wasn’t the luxury I wanted for my followers.

Being in the silk had to be easier and more comfortable than not being in the silk. Crappy sleeping conditions would be a detriment.

Next, she showed me a riverfront estate made from polished sandstone with a boathouse and private dock to match. This was 35 minutes away from the dungeon entrance, a distance that was physically shorter than our old Flowst commute, but since it went right into the heart of the city, it was much slower.

Depending on how creative we got with room assignments, we could fit 40 members between the mansion and the boathouse. The accommodations were a touch worn, but they were in far better condition than the church was when we saw it for the first time, and Abby could probably fix this place up too. My bedroom had a view of the river, and boats were always traveling back and forth.

This house certainly checked the box for luxury living. Any level 1 adventurer would kill to live in a place like this, and I quite liked the scenery myself. A dock could be useful if we had reason to travel by boat. Presently, I had no such reason and wasn’t sure I ever would.

The open landscape between the boathouse and the mansion was aesthetically pleasing, but it wasn’t very private. If Abby was going to assist with this location, she would need to be able to travel the property unseen by outsiders.

Our third option was a massive mansion at the edge of the Grubiit swamplands, about 40 minutes from the dungeon gate. Though it was far from the entrance, it wasn’t far from other worthwhile parts of the city that had nice restaurants and decent shops. Made of wood instead of sandstone, I estimated I could fit 50 members or so because though it had a similar number of rooms to the previous option, these were bigger. Alternatively, I could also keep the numbers lower to make the rooms more desirable, and I saw value in that too.

Unlike the riverfront property, this structure was all one building. It had a private dock as well if swamp access was something I needed. I couldn’t immediately think of a use for that kind of dock either.

The common spaces in the bayou houses were the largest of all the options I’d seen, and this house had a group bath in the basement. Even Aurketzu drooled at what that would mean for our lifestyle.

Lastly, Podni showed me a warehouse 20 minutes from the dungeon gate, and that was my blank canvas option. The space was half the size of Maria’s operation in Flowst, so still quite sizable, and it was entirely empty. If I picked this property, I’d build it into whatever I wanted it to be and would end up with two to three times the square footage of the other 3 options.

“Which do you prefer?” I asked Aurketzu in my mind.

“It does not matter.”

“It definitely does.”

“You have enough power that the comfort of your minions is irrelevant.”

“Comfort and luxury is part of greed. Playing into greed has consistently paid off for us.”

I was so tired of having this argument.

As the sun set on the day, Podni and I ate at a decent tavern overlooking the river. We enjoyed a meal and moved to the deck outside with drinks when we finished eating.

“I always wondered what happened to you,” I admitted to Podni as we watched the boats pass by.

“Honestly, I wondered the same about you. I’m glad things turned out well.”

“You don’t have to tell me, but what happened after I left Borja?”

“I got out the night you left,” Podni answered between sips of wine. “The guild had me in Zaglis for a bit, but then I got recommended for the role up here, and you can see that I took it. I never had any more issues with our friends. As soon as I was outside of Borja, it all went quiet for me.”

“That’s good to hear,” I said.

“Was it quiet for you?” she asked.

I couldn’t restrain my laughter. “Definitely not, but a lot of that noise was my doing. I made it a point to track down where my dad got shipped to, and I had to turn some heads at times to do that.”

“You say that like you found him.”

I shrugged. “Kind of did. I was 2 months too late.”

Podni’s face fell. She put a hand on mine and said, “I’m sorry Bren-Byron. I’m so, so sorry. That sounds awful.”

“It’s okay. I’m alive, and I know I owe that to you. If you ever need the favor repaid, tell me. I’d be happy to help.”

“I’ll gladly take the credit, but you know that was mutual. Neither of us got out clean without each other.”

I raised my glass to that. Podni gave it a gentle tink.

After a generous gulp and a signal to a waiter, Podni said, “So I saw you got to level 13. That’s impressive. I’m only at 8. Most of my work keeps me out of the dungeon, so I’m pretty jealous of that right now.”

For some reason, I felt that I shouldn’t lie. No, I felt that I didn’t need to lie to Podnil. We spent very little time together in Borja, and none of that was social, so I couldn’t claim to really know who she was as a person. We both escaped a bunch of angry slavers, though, and that felt like a bond to me. Aurketzu warned me that might be because I wanted to have her body.

She wasn’t wrong.

I was conflicted, so I kept the conversation going to buy myself time to think.

“Are you preferring work outside of the dungeon?” I asked.

“I’m enjoying it well enough, but it’s a proper job, you know? I liked the idea of the dungeon lifestyle of a few hard days followed by a few amazing days and back to the hard days. The extremes of it appealed to me.”

“Why aren’t you dungeon diving more then?”

“Honestly, I’ve been scared to. The guild let me know how many attempts on your life there were in Borja, and that made it hard to crawl. Every shadow was hiding the assassin that would knife me. I pushed for a bit to try and get over it, but I didn’t.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“It’s fine. Maybe someday I’ll get the nerve back. When I do, you can carry me a few levels.” Podni pushed my shoulder to emphasize the joke.

“Words said in jest often bear pieces of the truth.”

“I would carry you a few levels,” I said to Podni. “Anytime you want. Just me and you.”

“I appreciate the offer, but any place where a level 13 could babysit a level 8 alone would be insanely dull for you.”

“You read up on me. You must know that I run a pretty successful team.”

“No offense, but a lot of what I read doesn’t make sense for the Byron I met in Borja. I’m not saying you couldn’t do it. The timeline is just so narrow.”

“So when you saw me, you thought what?”

“That it was part of your cover story but not true,” Podni answered. “Again, I’m not trying to offend you.”

“I’m not. You’re right that the timeline is unreasonable, and any inteligent person would be skeptical.”

She leaned toward me. The sky was nearly completely dark now, casting her face and her blonde curls into shadow. Her knee bumped mine.

I had had dozens of conquests by that point in time, but talking with Podni gave me a feeling similar to what I had with High Priestess Yuni. I liked this part. The chase. The unknown. The rush of pleasure when you finally succeeded in winning them over.

“What’s the truth, then?” Podni asked.

“What kind of liquor do you like?”

She wrinkled her face in confusion but still replied, “I like a nice vodka.”

I raised my hand for the waiter. “Four shots of vodka, please. Pick something nice. Top shelf.”

“That’s a lot of shots.”

“I’d like to propose a game,” I said. “I will tell you 3 absolute truths about my progress, facts that I can prove, and I bet you will totally and utterly believe I’m lying. If you don’t think what I said is the truth, you drink. Then I’ll prove it, and we move on to the next to do it again. This is just for fun, so I’ll drink with you.”

“You said you would tell me 3 truths, but we only have 2 shots.”

I grinned. “If you want the third truth, you have to offer a bet. If I think it’s worth it, I’ll tell you the third truth, and I promise it will be the most unbeliavable of them all.”

“I see you enjoy the thrill of making an offering dance.”

“Get me a chaser and you’re on,” Podni said.

Rather than wait for the waiter to pass by, I went straight to the bar. I did not want this opportunity to slip through my hands. I had used Abyssal Reward for the Loyal on her throughout the day, and that was on top of what struck me as her genuine interest, but I still wanted to play this right.

I put a cup of orange juice in front of Podni and returned to my seat.

With one shot of vodka in my hand, I said, “The first truth: I am not level 13. I am level 22.”

I drank my shot right away. When my head came back down, Podni stared at me, one eye twitching. After a long pause, she took her shot and drank from her chaser.

“I’m still willing to play along,” she said, “but you said you’d prove it.”

Standing, I motioned for her to do the same. The deck was relatively unpopulated, so I had her grab one of my fists with both her hands. I curled her toward me and then overhead pressed her all the way up, gently returning her to her feet.

“You could have just dumped all of your points into strength,” Podni complained.

I narrowed my eyes. “Alright, I’ll give another freebie then to prove my level, and then we move on, okay?”

Podni nodded.

“I noticed you wore leather armor under your clothes today.”

The rogue seemed ashamed for the first time. “I’ve felt like I needed to, ever since Borja.”

“I don’t blame you, but in getting to level 22, I unlocked an ability that lets me ignore armor entirely.”

“Like Sharpen?”

“Yes, but 100% effective. If you don’t mind a small poke, I can prove it. Would that suffice for level proof for now?”

Podni nodded. I drew my knife, and Podni pointed to a spot near her collarbone.

“Ow! What the fuck?” Podni recoiled away from me.

I had done as promised and only barely pricked her, and I even added Rope Burn+4 to make it a little less awful.

She fished a hand under her shirt and then under her armor. When she pulled it back out, there was a small smear of red on her fingertips.

“We can go get a Healing potion if you want,” I said.

“I’m fine.” She gripped the second shot glass.

I did the same and raised mine. “I unlocked the abyssal aspect.”

This time I waited for Podni to drink first. Her eye twitch had gotten worse. The more her face tensed with disbelief, the harder the spasms around her eyes and at the corners of her mouth.

She drank, and so did I.

I spoke several sentences in abyssal. All of it was about how much I wanted to see her naked.

“You could have made that up or learned it.”

“Yes, Podni, you’re right. A few months in hiding was all the time I needed to master a poorly documented language from another plane.”

“I don’t understand,” she said, rubbing her face with both hands. “How the hells did you get your hands on an aspect? Let alone abyssal?”

I shook my head. “Those answers aren’t part of the game. Do you want to stop or do you want to put something up for truth number 3?”

Podni thought, her fingers absentmindedly rolling and unrolling a corner of her cloth napkin. “Your first official week in Grubiit, I’ll be your personal assistant. I’ll run around town wherever you need me to go, and I’ll help you get settled. That’s my offer.”

Knowing the personal assistant offer was purely professional–this wasn’t a coded effort that she wanted to submit to me–I didn’t press the issue.

When 2 more shots of vodka appeared, I leaned close to Podni and whispered, “I unlocked a rare class.”

“How the… There’s no way.”

“Give me your hands,” I said, offering mine.

+1 Will point.

Holding both her hands, I commanded each of my silk gauntlets to unravel and snatch her wrists.

Instinctively, Podni tried to pull away. I released my grip on her hands but held the silk. She couldn’t move. I smiled and released the silk, rolling it back into its place on my wrists.

“It’s a silk class, and all of my party got one. Silk templar, silk priestess, silk sorceress. Each one is a bit different, but my class lets me manipulate silk anywhere near me. For example, I know that you have silk in your bra.”

Gently, I pulled her bra toward me. Not hard and not for long. Just enough for her to feel the control.

Podni took her third shot.


Chapter 49

I debated pressing Podni even more, but I had already played a bunch of big cards. If I continued doing that, I might appear desperate. To keep her wanting more, I politely said that I needed to get going and could drop her home on the way.

She accepted.

A brief and quiet walk passed, and Podni wrapped herself around my arm when we stopped in front of her building. “Do you want to come inside for some tea?”

I did. Oh god, I wanted that. But I stuck to my strategy.

“I wish I could. I have an appointment I have to keep, I’m afraid. Thank you for all your help today. It was far more than I ever expected.”

“These games are unnecessary. The time you waste can never be recovered.”

As I stepped away, she shouted, “We should meet tomorrow to talk about which ones you like. Meet me at the guild hall in the morning?”

Inside, my grin spanned the width of the city. She really wanted to see me again. “Sure. That sounds good.”

In my head, I said, “Thank you for the perspective. I’ve heard your opinion and made my decision.”

The silence in my mind felt heavy, but I did my best to brush off Aurketzu’s typical bullshit and went on with my life. When I got back to my suite, my girls were out, which was fine. I wanted a little bit of quiet to myself anyway.

That quiet did not last long. Four very drunk women came into the suite, and they said they’d do anything for more of my seed.



Once my followers passed out, Aurketzu and I talked at length about our options. Yes, she came around to my way of thinking before too long. Before, I would have seen that as progress in our friendship, but now it felt like nothing but manipulation. She didn’t get what she wanted one way, so she switched her approach and placated me instead.

We ended up agreeing on a final pick for the Grubiit property with very little trouble, which made me suspicious when I should have been celebrating. I couldn’t keep living like this. I needed to get her out of my mind.

The guild hall was even busier the next day. I didn’t bother going to the desk. I pushed through the crowd and went right to where Podni and I met the day before.

She was dressed similarly today with only a slight change in style to her pants and shirt. I could still see the outlines of armor beneath. What a shame. She had amazing breasts from what I remembered, and they were hidden from the world because she still feared for her life.

“Master Horpus told me to say, ‘Good work,’ and that you’d understand what he meant.”

I smiled, and it was sincere. My life would have been much harder if this dungeon prediction didn’t pan out. If I made a habit of using this hustle, there was bound to be a dungeon that either didn’t change or changed in such a way that there was no easy way to capitalize. It was better for me if that inevitability came a few dungeons later when my credibility could absorb it.

“Thank you for that,” I said, taking my seat. “I’ve decided which spot I want.”

“I’m going to guess the riverfront estate,” Podni interjected. “Seems like it best matched your ‘persona’ as you call it.”

“That was a top choice, but no. There’s too much outdoor exposure. The old guild hall was too spartan, and the warehouse had a ton of potential, but I’m not a builder. I don’t want to fight with a project that large, at least not now. The bayou house is big and private and has better communal space than the others.”

It was also on the edge of the city. If anyone ever needed to visit discreetly, they had less of a chance of being seen. Those fewer eyes overall would also make it easier to keep interest away. Partying on a riverfront estate where every boat on the river could see would indirectly draw attention to us. That problem would get worse the more beautiful women joined our ranks.

The other advantage to the swamp option that I didn’t want to reveal was the swamp itself. I scoffed at the idea of a dock originally, but I had narrowly avoided being crushed by several powerful enemies in my brief time as an undead. If I ever needed to run, I could grab a boat and disappear into the swamp. In fact, I planned on setting up a safe house at some point in the future to give me a specific place to lay low if needed.

“I would have thought that was too far from the dungeon,” Podni said.

The commute was a pain, but I had gotten an idea in my head I couldn’t shake: The ice demon said he could make as many teleporters as I wanted as long as I supplied the materials, the most expensive of which were the 40 levels of good-aligned kills I needed to deliver. That was a lot of church leaders to murder, but I could theoretically do that indefinitely.

Could he also give me a shortcut into the Grubiit dungeon? I assumed that would be more difficult if not impossible because it wasn’t his dungeon, but he didn’t mention any such restrictions in our negotiations.

If it was possible, I would link the two Temples by teleporter, and then I would gather another 40 levels to buy a dungeon shortcut.

That was a sizable ‘if,’ but I felt optimistic about it, so much so that I was willing to endure the crappy commute if I was wrong. The other perks of the space were that good.

“I like that space the best,” I replied. “The quiet is appealing.”

“Relative quiet,” Podni corrected. “Swamps aren’t all that calm if you can believe it.”

“Nature is fine. Let’s move forward with the purchase.”

Podni frowned. “I thought you’d be on the fence enough that I could buy at least another hour to think.”

“Think about what?”

“I want to take you up on the leveling, and I was wondering if you had room in your group for someone like me.”

“Really?” I asked.

“We work well together. We did so in Borja, and I’d say this counts as doing so here. I understood what you wanted and needed from just a few documents. Imagine how helpful I could be with the full picture.”

“I wouldn’t want Horpus to think I poached you.”

Podni shook her head. “I may have already cleared it with him, just in case. I didn’t want to put you through this only for him to disapprove.”

“There’s a lot you don’t know about my dungeon team and how it operates. We’re not a traditional crawl team, and commitment requirements are intense.”

Interestingly, the Sugar Daddy bonus and other rare buffs my followers got were unknown to her as well. She was already this interested, and all she really knew was that I wasn’t full of shit.

“I’ve heard they sleep with you and always wear masks in the dungeon,” Podni stated matter-of-factly.

“Those things are true.”

“I would have fucked you in Borja if you tried. I would have fucked you the moment I saw you in my office yesterday. And I would have fucked you if you came up for tea last night.”

“It’s not a one-time thing,” I warned.

“Are you bad at it?”

“Bad at sex?”

I let out a chuckle without realizing. Even if I were bad at it, all of my bizarre viceroy abilities compensated for it.

“No, I’m not bad at it. I guess I’m just worried it’s something you’ll regret later.”

“Yesterday was the first day I felt safe in Grubiit. I mean truly safe. Before that, I was always shying away from blind corners and looking over my shoulder at night. I expected them to come for me at any moment. With you? I realized I hadn’t thought about being murdered until I was alone in my apartment. It never crossed my mind the whole time we were together.”

“I see.”

Podni stood at her desk, putting her hands on it as she leaned forward. With my mind, I felt that all of her underwear was silk. Now that couldn’t have been a coincidence.

“Will I be stronger and more successful with you or without you?” Podni asked. “I know the answer.”

First Horpus threw himself at me and now Podni. Well, those two situations weren’t exactly the same, but you understand my sentiment. I was wholly unprepared for managing this kind of dynamic and had no idea how I should react.

“If you can be certain of her hunger, let the hunger grow before sating it.”

Aurketzu told me the exact opposite the day before.

“Yeah, you’d be better off with me,” I said.

I steepled my fingers and pretended to be deep in thought.

“There’s something in the silk we call ‘the prayer.’ It’s entirely optional, and only 3 of our people have gone through with it. If you say the prayer and are not completely devoted to me, the system says you die. All three people who have taken it are very close to me. Only one member of my party hasn’t.”

Podni swallowed.

“You don’t need to be that hardcore to be a good member, and that’s not a fake-out where you are guilted into it later. If you’re loyal and work hard, I don’t care if you say the prayer or not. Again, I want to be transparent with you.”

“Is there more?”

“Yes,” I answered. “I didn’t tell you that I have an ability that increases the bonuses you get for every level up, and I also have an ability that grants you a class-based Ice power. However, the system penalizes you if you accept those bonuses and then leave the silk later. That commitment is still pretty big even without the prayer.”

“How… Nevermind. I understand the risks.”

Podni’s certainty reminded me of Purity, and that felt significant to me. Purity was my most productive party member and had my complete trust. I already trusted Podni more than many of our current members, and she was motivated. Even if she only ended up half as devoted as Purity, Podni would still be a valuable foot soldier, but what if she turned out to be totally devoted?

What a score that would be.

“I’m going to make this harder for you,” I warned. “Standard membership is guaranteed regardless of what you think of this, so remember it’s optional: My party needs a rogue. If the girls think you’re a fit, you could tryout for that spot.”

“I know this sounds greedy, but does that make a rare class more likely?” she asked.

“That’s not something I can truly promise, but I can promise to do anything I think would help. For starters, we can take the exact same steps as the other three did to get their rare classes.”

“I agree.”

I shook my head. “No. I want you to wait to make it official. Come with me to Flowst. You owe me the personal assistant experience anyway, and we can count travel for that time. If you don’t get back to Grubiit in 7 days, I’ll compensate you a fair daily rate. As part of that time, we’ll level you in the Flowst dungeon. We’ve got a good system going there.”

“When are we leaving?”

Damn, she was eager. The Podni I met in Borja was ready to knife me in the dungeon for being sketchy and held that same knife to my throat not long after that. Between her willingness to commit so quickly and the armor she wore around town, she clearly hadn’t handled the trauma as well as she let on. I knew for certain a badass was still in there, and someone with her smarts and her loyalty would be a great addition to the silk in general–and to my party specifically, if she pushed that far.

“Instead of me answering that,” I began, “Let me tell you everything I want you to accomplish before we leave. Then you tell me how much time it would all take, and this isn’t a test of speed or anything. I care more about things being done right, and that takes however long it takes.”

Podni nodded.

“Finalize the purchase of the bayou house, arrange for a full-time house sitter, and hire a landscaper to obscure as much of the dock as possible–no casual passerby should have a clear look at it, ideally. And are you in a lease?”

“Me personally? Week to week.”

“Good. Pick one of the nicer rooms in the house and hire movers to get all your stuff relocated. This is all at my expense. Don’t you dare use any of your own money.”

“What? Really? Just like that?”

“If you decide to not join us, I could still use a partner in Grubiit. Living with the silk will be weird for a non-member, but if you don’t mind weird, that room is yours for as long as you want it. No strings.”

“Anything else?” Podni asked. I guess that meant she was fine moving in.

“Other than for you to pack for cold-weather dungeon crawling, I want you to tell me if you wore silk on purpose.”

Podni bit her lip and nodded, her face red from embarrassment.

+1 Will Point.

I moved a light touch across the silk of her left breast. She gasped and jumped and then set her lips like she was bracing for a challenge.

“How much time do you need to get all of that done?” I asked.

“I can be ready the day after tomorrow.”

Since I could control three pieces of silk at once, I began to caress her other breast. Podni leaned back and closed her eyes. Instead of treading lightly, I made her silk panties feel like I had run my hand down her front so that all of my hand would grope all of her.

She swallowed a chirp when that pressure passed over her clit.

I smiled. “Do you want me to finish you?”

She nodded desperately but seemed fearful.

“Give me a kiss.”

She sat forward and did as I commanded.

+15 Will Points.

I triggered Safe Word while our lips touched. “Here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to walk out that door, shut it behind me, and find a seat in the guild hall. Meanwhile, you’re going to sit right here and try not to make too much noise. I’ll stop when you cum, then you can get back to work.”

She nodded again.

“Good girl.”

Three minutes later, while I sipped on an ale, I got this notification:

+100 Will points.

I smiled. My party might have found its rogue.


Chapter 50

I spent my two remaining days in Grubiit getting to know the city. Aurketzu and I checked two libraries for records of past rulers to see if she was mentioned. She was not. Also, not surprisingly, we didn’t find any worthwhile resources on the antipaladin class or the abyssal aspect.

There were more shops and collections to explore when I returned here again, but even if none of them had those specific offerings, I was already pleasantly surprised by what I saw in Grubiit. Overall, it seemed like my access to worthwhile reading and exceptional magic items would be far better here than it was in Flowst.

By the second day, I was bored of fucking the followers I brought along, and bless them, they tried their best, and I didn’t feel like visiting another goddamn magic shop. To kill time, I wandered aimlessly and eventually found myself in one of Grubiit’s many parks.

“Mind your surroundings,” Aurketzu whispered to me suddenly.

A quick scan explained why. Several members of the Church of the Goddess were about. Later I would learn that one of their smaller Grubiit churches was nearby.

Instead of fear for what they could do to me as an evil undead, I felt an altogether different emotion: the alertness of a hunter. There was a lot of prey in this park. I needed levels for my teleporter.

“Do not let greed rob you of your sense.”

“I’ve thought a lot about this. I promise I won’t be careless.”

“This is not Father Finlee’s carriage. Many eyes are about.”

“Trust me.”

Anyone I passed from the church gave me a warm smile and went back about their business. I wondered how welcoming they would have been were I not dressed like a stuckup noble. Their instant acceptance of someone with visible wealth irked me, but I think by that point I was looking for more reasons to feel good about murdering someone within the next hour.

I found a forested lane with two benches near either end. The tree coverage was dense enough here that both sets of benches were not readily visible to the rest of the park.

The location wasn’t too isolated, however. If it was, I might never see a target, but if it was too busy, I’d never have an opportunity to strike without witnesses.

So I sat on one of the benches and pretended to read while Aurketzu reminded me how foolish this was.

Nearly 20 minutes went by before two men dressed in clergy robes came down the lane. One was bald with a shaved face, and the other was balding with a mustache. Both had paunches and gray hair. They nodded at me as they passed and then claimed the other bench.

I scanned for witnesses and put my plan into action.

Two of my silk ribbons came out of the forest behind the bench. I had stashed them there for just this moment.

They rose up behind the unsuspecting clergy. I whispered the words I was told to use: “I dedicate these sacrifices to the Frozen Fiend.”

Then my ribbons sprang into action. Rather than strangle them as I did Father Finlee, I wanted a cause of death that looked less murderous. So instead of wrapping the ribbons around their necks, I sent them into their mouths and down their throats.

Both men stared at each other in panic. They tried to scream but found they had no air. One clawed at his own neck, and the other tried to run down the lane for help.

Which was pretty smart, but he picked the wrong direction to run. The man with the mustaches was running toward me, waving his arms and pointing at his throat.

He tripped, being old and all, and struggled for a few more seconds before finally collapsing. His bald friend had fallen forward face-first off of the bench, leaving his body bent in an awkward inchworm position. Knowing they had only passed out from lack of oxygen, I kept the ribbons in place for another full minute before drawing them out.

That minute felt like ages when I could be discovered at any moment, but no one came.

3/40 good-aligned levels collected for the Frozen Fiend.

12/40 good-aligned levels collected for the Frozen Fiend.

One of those dudes was only level 3? What a loser. At least the level 9 tried to make something of himself.

I pulled the ribbons from the bodies and realized my plan had a critical oversight: what was I supposed to do with my silk ribbons now that they were soaked from old man insides?

I rolled them into one tight ball with Silkmancer and pushed them into a small pond. I pressed them into the dirt at the bottom to help keep them from floating back to the surface.

If they did, it wouldn’t really matter. No one was likely to connect them to this scene.

And I left.

“Do not let the pleasure you feel at this moment control you.”

Aurketzu was right that this did feel incredible. How much of that was my class, and how much of that was the person I had become?

“Are you warning me from experience?”

“Yes. The taking of life is a simple but definitive expression of power. Enjoy it, viceroy, but do not bend to it.”

“I’ll do my best.”



Horpus asked Podni to deliver a gift when she met me for our ride out of Grubiit: two more bottles of wine. I asked the four followers in my entourage to use one carriage while Podni and I used the other. There was one follower in there I owed one-on-one time to, but after that first day of riding with Podni, I didn’t want to rotate women.

Invia was fit, but Podni was gymnast-fit. Her thighs and ass were thick and strong. Her arms, back, and abs were toned. And damn, did she have endurance.

I had never been with someone like her before. She was insatiable and unstoppable. Even when I was behind her, she did the fucking, slamming her ass back into my dick as hard as she could over and over. Her blonde hair got even sexier when the edges darkened, wet from her sweat.

At the end of the first day, I gave her Freeze-Brand, granting her access to our teleporter as well as a class-specific Ice ability.

The smile she made when she got the notification was not just elation. Her eyes had a sharpness to them, like this wasn’t just joy she felt but rather the unique joy that could only come from sating one’s greed.

“This is incredible,” she said, accepting it immediately. “And you can just assign that ability?”

“Yes.”

For a rogue, the Ice unlock from Freeze-Brand was the ability to coat the ground with ice. That ice had no effect on the user because the ability also granted a permanent Winter Walk bonus, which negated the effects of ice and allowed you to travel over the snow without leaving tracks.

“I don’t think you understand how big of a deal this is for someone like me,” she said, reading and rereading her new abilities.

“I’m glad you like it.”

“No, you don’t understand. Some other people in the guild would build their whole career on an ability like this, and you just granted it to me like it was nothing.”

“I promise you it was earned.”

I killed a fucking Dungeon Lord and gave away my own personal dungeon with my own personal dungeon core before I even saw it. I’d say that was not granted to me like it was nothing.

“How’d you get it?”

“I’ll tell you that story another time.”

“You never have to tell me if you don’t want to,” Podni said. “I’m just as grateful without knowing. Does this mean I am officially a member?”

“Once you do the pledge ceremony, yes.”

“Which is getting banged while everyone watches.”

“Correct.”

Podni sat up straight and gave a faux prim and proper delivery, saying, “Then I’d be grateful if you let me practice some more.”

“You convinced me.”



I checked my Will points progress when the carriage reached Flowst:

Class: Abyssal Viceroy, Tier 10 (41001/102400)

Though I had earned close to 23,000 Will points on that trip, my progress still felt like a standstill. After all that, I was still 60,000 and some points away from tier 11? Unbelievable. That was even with my daily points from my masturbation farm of a follower base.

In brighter news, I had accumulated 7 more Loyalty Pledges in my absence. I was too tired to do anything intelligent with them, so I set them aside for later.

I led Podni into the Temple. Abby’s sudden appearance made the rogue jump and drop her bag.

“Welcome home, Master,” Abby purred. “Where would you like me to escort your guest?”

“I heard about you,” Podni said to the abyssal demon. “He didn’t tell me you were so hot.”

“I like her, Master.”

“That’s good,” I said slowly, trying to buy myself some time.

I hadn’t considered living arrangements when I concocted this plan until that very moment. All of our rooms were full.

“Take her to my room for now. Tell Ithaca, Penny, and Solara that they need to loan one of their rooms. They decide who, and they’re all staying with me for the indefinite future anyway.”

Abby bowed. “Come this way, guest of my master.”

As soon as Abby and Podni ventured toward the stairs, they were interrupted for a long moment by Podni’s awed reaction to our frozen statue. The followers in the common room wrapped me in hugs and giggled about how happy they were that I was home. At least five different hands groped my package during the group embrace.

Maybe this was the solution to my Will point problem. After I initiated Podni, we should just all fuck. Every single member. Orgies were Aurketzu’s preferred method for gaining Will points, so it was time I tried it. We had group sex but never an all-out fuck-fest with every one of my women.

I could also just sit down right there and get started now, but no. I had business to take care of.

Going from girl to girl with Silkmancer, always pleasuring three at a time, I rubbed the silk panties around me and said, “I’ll be back tonight. I missed all of you too, so we’re having a party.”

They begged me not to go, but I managed to extricate myself. Before we officially moved into what I was already calling the Swamp Temple, I realized I should have a secret backdoor installed so I would not have to feed the pigeons every time I walked in or out of my home. They meant well with the attention, but sometimes I needed to be left alone.

When I got to my room, I found Purity, Podni, and Abby sitting on my bed, talking.

“I’m sorry, Master,” Abby said, jumping to her feet. “I should have been working.”

“Calm down. You live here too, so you should get to relax just like anyone else. You’ve done excellent work so far. As long as that keeps up, take as much time as you see fit.”

Abby bowed. “Thank you, Master.”

“Please. Sit back down.”

The demon bowed again and bashfully sat on the bed.

“Her kind will use the slack in her leash to strangle you.”

I didn’t argue with Aurketzu because she was right. Abby was still a demon, and demons were inherently dangerous, but she had a contract and said the silk prayer to prove her devotion. Yeah, yeah, demons are conniving and two-faced. In my mind, the best way to keep Abby loyal was to be clear about expectations but not be a dick if it wasn’t necessary.

She looked like she was having genuine fun sharing girl talk with Purity and Podni, and to Podni’s credit, she did a surprisingly convincing job of pretending she wasn’t overwhelmed completely by all of this.

“Do you like her?” Purity asked in my mind.

“She saved my life a while ago and helped me a lot in Grubiit just now. I promised I would help her gain a few levels. If all three of you like her, she’s interested in joining as our rogue.”

“If all three of us like her? It’s your decision.”

“I decided she was worthy enough to be considered by my party, but you guys come first. If it’s not a unanimous yes vote, she can be a normal member. If you really hate her, we’ll send her back to Grubiit.”

“She seems promising so far,” I heard in my mind, which was jarring because I was watching Purity carry on a three-person conversation at the same time she exchanged mental messages with me.

While I unpacked my things, Purity continued to speak with me telepathically. She updated me on all the news I missed.

The biggest item was that the guards came down hard on several criminal organizations in the city. The strikes were vicious enough that a few citizens mistakenly believed the guards were an invading force.

Miss Maria of Twin Hawks Trading Company was arrested for smuggling, illegal gambling, assault, and damage to property.

The stories about Lady Sarah, however, were conflicting. Some accounts said she was on the run, while others said she had already been captured. Purity suggested I be extra vigilant when I was out in the off chance that Lady Sarah identified me as the backstabber. She would absolutely try to have me killed. Really, anyone involved in that mess would have reason to have me killed. I screwed over all of them.

In dungeon happenings, a mixed party of 30s and 40s had come to town and beaten the warrior demon that guarded the front gate of the castle, way at the top of the giant pillar of stone. They would not reveal what they fought on the other side, but word was they came back out of the castle not long after going in.

They were chewed up good and left the dungeon as soon as they were Healed enough to make the trip. That was three days ago, and Purity hadn’t heard of anyone else beating the demon warrior, nor had that party returned to do it again. Purity also had not heard about anyone discovering the hidden prison, but that was only partially good news. If another party did make that discovery, they’d do what we did and never talk about it.

Out loud, I heard Podni say, “Is that…” as she looked out the big rectory window into the common area.

Then she got up and ran downstairs. I looked out and saw Invia talking to a few of the newer members.

Podni tackled her, screaming about how Invia was an evil bitch.

Oh yeah, I forgot they knew each other. Invia had scheduled Podni’s kidnapping once upon a time, and it looked like Podni remembered that for some reason.


Chapter 51

Abby had broken up the fight by the time I got there. I took note of how easily she held Invia at bay, and Podni may as well not have even bothered trying.

“What the fuck is going on?” Invia said.

Podni yelled at her as she pointed her finger like it was a dagger. “You bitch. I’ll fucking kill you. Evil piece of shit!”

“Hey,” I yelled. The commotion in the room stopped. “Abby, please escort the two of them to the rectory. If either of them talks, take note. I’ll give the punishment myself.”

“You two,” I said to Invia and Podni, “keep your mouths shut until I tell you to speak. Don’t fuck with me on this.”

They did as they were told. While I rubbed my eyes, Solara approached me from behind and whispered, “I missed the first half of that, and it seems important.”

“Podni is a candidate for the rogue spot in our party,” I said. “I brought her here for the three of you to evaluate, and I forgot she and Invia knew each other.”

“Bad blood?”

“You could say that.”

God damn, I had better things to do. I took a deep breath and entered the rectory.

Both women stood in the center of the room, facing away from each other. They fumed.

“Okay, so this is my fault,” I said. “So much has happened that I forgot you two had history, and that wasn’t fair to either of you. That was a really big mistake.

“Podni, Invia’s a part of my party and goes by Ithaca now. I know it sounds unbelievable, but we’re allies. What she did in Borja was inexcusable, and she’s been trying to make up for it ever since. This place is possible in part because of work she did. I trust her.

“Ithaca, Podni is actually the reason both of us got out of town. She set up the connection for me to get help, and the connection didn’t complain when I asked to bring someone with me. In Grubiit, she helped us a great deal. I brought her here for a genuine tryout, and it has to be unanimous. I’d rather keep the party small than ruin the dynamic by making someone I care about uncomfortable.

“Before I let either of you speak, I need both of you to listen: I want this squashed. Ithaca, you will evaluate Podni as if this never happened. It’s a fresh start when you two leave this room, like it never happened. Podni, you’re going to give Ithaca the chance to prove she isn’t who she used to be. None of us are, really. Do you understand me?”

Both heads nodded.

“Ithaca, can you evaluate Podni without this baggage affecting your judgment?”

“Yes, Master.” Oh, that was interesting. Invia didn’t speak like that to me before I left.

“Podni, can you give Ithaca the benefit of a fresh start, knowing that I trust her?”

“Yes,” Podni said. “Master,” she added a beat later.

“Good. Now I’m going to get some fucking work done. You two have until you leave this room to take care of anything you need to. Once you step out the door, I never want this to be a problem again. Abby, please make sure nobody kills each other.”

Abby bowed, and I finally got out of the Temple.



It was later than I would have liked when I got to the guild hall, but Lyle was still there. Trina had business in another town and had left that morning.

“How did Grubiit work out?” Lyle asked as we both sat in his office.

“It was nice enough. Dungeon changed. Horpus seemed happy.”

“I was hoping you’d hate it, and you’d decide to stay in Flowst.”

Shrugging, I said, “Sorry. A new dungeon challenge is calling me.”

“No, I understand. Thanks for making me look good in front of another chapter. Did you sell the mana crystal?”

“I did not. It’s in escrow at the guild there while a rare-items dealer shops for bids. If she doesn’t break the best offer I got personally in my own knocking, it doesn’t sell and she doesn’t make any money.”

“Wise,” Lyle replied. “I imagine you’re really here for the status report, so I won’t make you wait. It’s been a bit of a warzone the last few days, and I’m not sure the dust has settled yet. Our part seems to have gone well. Nobody has asked any questions, and we’re halfway to reaching terms on our own dockspace with the guard.”

“Very nice.”

“Keep your wits about you when you’re going around town, just to be safe. We’re in the clear based on everything we’ve seen, but the Ravens are also trying to score some of Lady Sarah’s old turf while a few of her underlings are trying their hands at being bosses, so it’s going to be messy out there no matter what.”

“Will do. I did come for the status report, but I also wanted to give you this.”

I dropped a heavy pouch of gold in Lyle’s hands.

“I took your advice and got a loan from Maria. Call that a finder’s fee or whatever because I wouldn’t have made that move on my own.”

“I appreciate the professionalism,” Lyle said, tossing the pouch over his shoulder and onto his desk.

“Anything else I should know?” I asked.

“Demon warrior went down.”

“I heard. Did you get any info on what was inside the castle?”

Lyle laughed nervously. “No idea what it is, but the wounds suggested something with claws, and I have it from a good source that they were nasty. Two of the party nearly died. If they hadn’t lucked into a nearby party on their way down, they probably would have.”

If a party at that level struggled that much, my party definitely would. That solidified my game plan of not bothering with the warrior demon at the gate whatsoever. The risk wasn’t worth it if we didn’t have a chance at farming whatever came after. I did want to explore the exterior of the castle wall, the original, not the new one made from ice, but I wasn’t in a hurry. If I was lucky and was there when someone else cleared the demon, then I’d take a look.

Until then, grinding was fine.

“I appreciate all the updates,” I said.

“One last question: Any sense of how good the dungeon change went?” Lyle asked. The Flowst chapter got a piece of that profit for vouching for me, so it made sense for Lyle to be curious.

“I wasn’t given any numbers, but Horpus sent someone to tell me ‘good work.’”

Lyle flashed a toothy grin. “If Horpus said that, we all made a lot of money. He has high standards.”

“Yeah?”

“He’s nice enough socially, but professionally, the man is a shark. He knows what he’s doing and what he wants. Good ally to have. Very bad for an enemy.”

“Understood,” I said.



That night, I had six cases of booze delivered to the Temple. I promised the girls a party, and I intended to give it to them.

If you ever get the opportunity to fill a church with women in their underwear, I highly recommend it. Standing on the dais and looking out over the 19 women and one demon who gladly obeyed my every command was like nothing I ever imagined. Most of them already had drinks in their hands, and I liked that. Initiations should be a celebration, after all.

They watched me from behind their silk lion masks as I bent Podni over. I made sure Podni was facing the audience, of course.

When I tied the black silk around the kneeling Podni’s neck, she did something I didn’t expect. She held out a hand. Purity dropped a flower petal in it.

On her knees, Podni looked me in the eye and spoke the prayer: “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.”

She put the flower in her mouth, chewed, and swallowed. Her eyes never left mine as the ribbon on her neck turned gold and sinched flush with her skin.

She looked up at me with big alluring eyes and said, “Thank you, Master.”

+1000 Will points.

“Your sister has ascended!” Solara yelled. “Now we celebrate her bravery.”

All the girls cheered and clapped. I noticed Purity looking especially proud about the moment. If she had the petal on hand, she must have known what Podni intended. The fact that Podni passed the test was a bit of a miracle in my mind. I fully expected the oath to kill her right in front of me because how could she be completely devoted to me after so little time together?

Maybe she was that desperate for a handhold, that desperate to feel safe. As soon as she saw what life I could give her, she was all in.

Invia congratulated Podni as well, and it looked sincere from where I sat. I wondered what was going through Invia’s mind, though. Podni hadn’t even tried out for the party yet, and she had already gone further than Invia did. I hoped my plan to let Invia sort this out on her own wasn’t about to fall apart because Podni pushed her too hard too soon.

Only thing I could do was wait and see.

My mind was soon occupied entirely by the party that followed. Now, I know you want a detailed description of every move that happened that night, but with that many bodies?

…And also the booze and the moonrock.

With all of that, keeping track of events soon felt pointless. Instead, the memory became entirely about how good it felt. The night turned into a blur of thrilling sensations and repeated satisfaction.

Sitting on a couch while three girls wrestled to suck me was a lot to handle. Then add one kissing me, and add one behind that one licking her ass. You don’t know if her moans are from what you did or what the other person did, but it didn’t matter because everything felt good.

Sometimes I sat there and enjoyed the show instead of receiving anything. My women were using each other in every manner you could imagine. Two might be sitting on the chair across from me, sensually making out as their hands roamed each other’s naked bodies. But then on the other side of the room, one girl was folded over a pew screaming as she was spanked by a second girl and fingered by another.

The party didn’t slow until 5 or 6 the next morning. I sat in one of our high-backed chairs looking out over the wreckage, trying to commit this wonderful scene to memory. Three girls were still whispering and giggling in a corner. Some of the girls went to bed. Some went to each other’s beds. And most of them were passed out somewhere there in the chapel. Bodies everywhere.

I liked that the larger group split into little sets like that. No set was exclusive, but it was clear that some girls felt closer to others.

I wasn’t naive enough to believe it would ever be possible to make everyone equally enamored with everyone else in the silk. There were too many people for that. As long as these little groups didn’t turn into something territorial, I felt it was good for my women to build those stronger bonds wherever made them happiest.

Then I felt Invia’s warm breath on my neck. “I have a request,” she said, standing behind me.

“Ask.”

“I want to show you how good you make me feel. Don’t use any abilities on me. Let me work you until we both finish. May I get you hard, Master?”

Invia circled the chair and knelt between my legs.

She ran her tongue up my shaft. “You’ve had a lot of pussy tonight,” she whispered. “Mine is going to be the one you remember.”

She used her mouth to pleasure me, but as she promised, that was a simple warm-up. Invia soon swung a leg over to sit in my lap, straddling me as she lowered herself onto my throbbing sword.

I slid into her wet slit with no resistance. Her lithe body was still tight around me, but she was so fucking wet. What had gotten into her?

Her hips moved slowly back and forth with me deep within. The tip of my dick rubbed against her g-spot, and I felt her tightness stretch as she rocked. She had her arms around my neck but didn’t kiss me. She held eye contact, only breaking it when a burst of pleasure was too strong, but then she was back, staring into my soul.

She started gently moving up and down, and she leaned close to whisper in my ear.

“I kneel so he may step higher,” she said softly so only I could hear.

Was she?

“I obey so he may prosper.”

She was! She was saying the prayer.

“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.” She finished with a groan of pleasure. “I’m going to cum on your dick so hard you never doubt my loyalty again. When I start to scream, please master, shove the petal in my mouth. Deep. Deep. Deep in my throat.”

She pressed a flower petal into my hand.

Holy fuck that was hot.

Invia did her best to keep herself quiet to preserve the calm morning ambience, and she did a fairly good job at it. I spotted only a few sleepy faces looking up to see what we were doing. Most went back to sleep.

And that was fine. This was Invia’s moment. No, this was our moment.

I felt the tension in her building. Her nails dug into my skin when she wanted to fight a moan, but she never stopped working me.

“Please, Master,” she panted. “Please, Master. Please, Master, fill me. I want to feel all of you empty into me.”

Up until that moment, I was proud of my ability to manage my stamina. Even after a night of debauchery, I was worried I wouldn’t last long enough for this experience to be its best.

As soon as I burst, I felt her body melt as her lips wrapped me tightly, pulsing.

In my ear, she whispered, “Please, Master. I’m cumming. Please, Master. Please.”

I did as she asked. I shoved the flower petal down her throat. Invia grabbed one of my hands and put it over her mouth. The second hand, she brought to her throat and encouraged me to squeeze.

She started to cum harder. I felt her ecstasy running down my balls and thighs.

Her face turned red and then darkened as I choked her. She looked down at me, her eyes strained from the pressure of unmoving breath, and she looked defiant, like she wouldn’t give me the satisfaction of seeing her falter.

So I choked harder. She grinned.

Her body finally released all of its tension, and her eyes looked a little glassy. I released her neck and held her close as she slumped forward into me. She kept her head against mine, and all I could hear was the sound of her heavy breathing. Occasionally, her body twitched, an aftershock from what she had just been through.

+1000 Will points.

“Master,” she whispered. “Did I do good?”

I twisted a bit to see. The ribbon was gold. “Good girl. I’m proud of you.”

“Thank you, master.”

Two new oaths in one night made me feel pretty good. Somewhere in there, one of the other girls leveled up, so I had a new stat point–making 8 total–to allocate. I could now control five pieces of silk simultaneously with Silkmancer. I was disappointed to see no one still wearing their panties for me to test it on, but I could wait.

I checked my viceroy progress:

Class: Abyssal Viceroy, Tier 10 (52033/102400)

Over the course of the night, with Podni and Invia’s oaths included, I earned a little over 10,000 Will points from that spectacle. Which was good, and yet it wasn’t.

I was exhausted. I might not need sleep as an undead, but all of my muscles were weak from the marathon effort. I needed to repeat this same extreme five more times to get to tier 11? That seemed like an unfair amount of work. How dare the system demand I fuck so many women?



Abby did me the courtesy of using Prestidigitation to clean my body. I didn’t want to know what I smelled like, and I suspected High Priestess Yuni wouldn’t either.

Only 30 minutes ago, I was exploding inside of Invia, and now I was heading to a coffee date with one of the highest-ranking priestesses in Flowst. What a life I led.

“It feels like it’s been ages,” she said as she sat across from me. “Did everything go well on your trip?”

“Very well, actually. How were things here? I’ve heard a bit rocky.”

“The city has been in turmoil. I haven’t heard from Lady Sarah, and it’s not like her to miss a service. Have you heard from her at all?”

I shook my head. “I only just got back to town yesterday. Is she missing?”

“Yes. I think the guard arrested her, but they aren’t revealing anything. It’s all so cloak and dagger.”

“If I get any news, I’ll make sure to send word to you.”

“Thank you,” she said.

“How about you personally?” I asked. “You were having a tough time last we talked.”

“I was. I am. I have a lot of questions about the church and my faith right now. I thought the world worked one way, and now I’m seeing I may have deluded myself at every major moment in my life.”

“That sounds really hard.”

“Yes, it is,” she said. “But I want to take you up on your offer.”

“Oh yeah?” As my lips began to curl into a smile, I sensed movement over my shoulder.

I leaned to the left as a knife came down. What would have hit my neck now hit me high in the chest. I felt the blade separate my skin as it slid down my body, but the wound wasn’t as deep as it should have been. Had the damage negation in my silk shirt made that much of a difference?

“Two more ahead.”

I grabbed the arm that had come from behind and held it, attempting to control the knife so it didn’t slice me again. I could feel chainmail beneath his thin shirtsleeve.

I wondered…

Yep. My 100% chance to ignore armor applied to forks stabbed into biceps covered in chainmail.

For a second, I thought that High Priestess Yuni was the target, but the other two men running in with swords drawn seemed locked in on me. It was clear who they wanted to kill.

I used Darkness. An opaque black fog surrounded me, filling the whole cafe with impenetrable dark. Unless these men were higher-level assassins, they were blind while I wasn’t.

The two men charging hesitated, so I drew my sword and ran it through the first piece of shit who tried to backstab me. He didn’t see the sword that ignored his armor and opened his stomach.

I yanked my sword out and triggered Unholy Smite as I faced the other two attackers. I cut one man’s head and entire right shoulder off his body, and my blade whizzed through his partner’s ribs and spine, stopping when it hit his pelvis. Because of the oddity that was Sharpen, their armor remained intact, holding them together. The blood, however, was a deluge.

I grabbed Yuni and used Darkness as cover to escape.

She looked back before we turned the corner, and I heard her gasp. I suspected she caught a glimpse of the carnage I left behind.

“Why do those men want to kill you?” she asked as we ran down another alley. I didn’t know if we were being pursued, but I didn’t want to chance it.

“Could be a number of things. We need to get you somewhere safe.”

“There’s a guard station at the end of this block.”

Guard station. I didn’t see a single guard in the vicinity of the cafe. A guard patrol not being present for the exact moment of the attack wasn’t impossible, but I hadn’t seen any guards as we fled. It was like this entire corner of town was abruptly abandoned. That gave me a bad feeling.

“No guard stations,” I said.

We made two more sharp turns, and then I pulled the two of us into a tavern. We slid into a booth with a window seat and watched to see if anyone chased us. High Priestess Yuni breathed heavily enough I thought it might actually be a panic attack.

I put a hand on her arm and activated Safe Word. “It’ll be okay. Are you injured at all?”

I uncorked a Greater Healing potion. My wounds weren’t dire, but they hurt like a son of a bitch.

She patted herself and inspected her body. “No, I’m whole.”

“Good. Is the church safe for you? That’s our closest choice. The next option is to get you across town to my guild hall.”

“Yes, we can take refuge in the church. No harm will come to us there.”

I shook my head. “I need to get back to my people. If I’m being targeted, they’re in danger.”

“Those men were two level 15s and one 14, and they didn’t stand a chance,” the Priestess said, staring down at the table. I suspected shock was starting to set in.

“What makes you think that?” I asked.

“I have the Appraise ability.” She looked up at me. “Not everyone wears Obscurify enchantments at all times.”

I shrugged.

“Byron… They were dead so fast…”

“I’m sorry you had to see that. It doesn’t look like anyone is following us. Let’s get you home.”

High Priestess Yuni didn’t say much as I escorted her back to the church campus.

What terrible timing. I felt like I had her today. I could have hooked her with the silk completely if we weren’t interrupted.

I thought about running to the guild hall to ask for Lyle’s help, but no, the Temple was the safest place for me, and I meant it when I said I was worried that my followers might become targets. The wards should keep everyone safe, but I still preferred to be there in person.



I called everyone back to the Temple. I sent adventurers into the dungeon to tell our grinding teams training was over. Anyone who knew where another member was went to retrieve them, and everyone else stayed inside. Once all my people were safe, I could start taking action.

But against who?

Maria and Lady Sarah were both capable of hiring attack thugs, and they would both want me dead if they figured out I betrayed them. But Maria knew I was strong, I realized. If she sent someone to kill me, she would have sent enough firepower to be sure I died. In my mind, that took Maria out of the running.

So Lady Sarah could have sent them. Alternatively, the guard could have sent them if they figured out my role in all of this, and the same was true of the Oliverry family, for that matter.

What happened next would help me narrow things down even further. Lady Sarah wouldn’t try to raid the Temple. That was too public. The guard, or Samson Oliverry, on the other hand, felt far enough above the law that they might try.

If no raid came, and I wasn’t targeted again as soon as I left the Temple, that suggested Lady Sarah. She had resources, but the guard and Oliverry had eyes everywhere. If I popped my head up, they would send swords running before she did.

My party wanted to go out and fight. Make ourselves easy to find so we could put an end to this.

I admired the aggression, especially from Purity, but no. It would be far too expensive to replace 3 oath-sworn party members. I couldn’t have a lucky assassin slitting one of their throats and all that money running into the gutter.

I said we would wait, so we waited. Every time another member or two got back, I felt a little more relieved. Soon, all of them would be under my roof.

“Master,” Abby said to me telepathically after night had fallen. “There are 10 men outside. They have two of our members. They are trying to break the door down.”

“Will they succeed?”

“No.”

“Shall I rebuke them for you?”

“Not yet.”

“The man with our girls is yelling now. He says he is going to burn down the whole neighborhood if you don’t come out, and I see that his men are beginning that process. These fires will spread quickly, master. We are not in danger, but you have spoken of the benefits of being liked by neighbors.”

“We’ll be fine, but they’re fucked?”

“Yes, Master. He is threatening to kill one of the girls now.”

I stood. “Abby, can you get outside without anyone seeing?”

“Yes.”

“Do that, and circle around to the main road into the neighborhood. If any of these fucks try to hurt people running, kill them. If that doesn’t happen, kill when I start killing, and don’t let any of them get away.”

“Understood, Master. Do I need to be conservative?”

“No. Make an example.”

Abby smiled and poofed into black smoke. I jogged down the rectory stairs. Purity, Solara, Invia, and Podni were in the common room with everyone else.

“Penny, buff me. No one is to leave the Temple unless I say to. Everyone else, follow Penny’s orders.”

I felt Purity’s Blessings wash over me.

My anger raged like a storm at sea. I wanted to kill everyone who even thought about attacking my people.

Before I stepped outside, I put one of my 8 stat points into Ghostly Feint to see what would happen. The cooldown dropped from 2 minutes to 1.5 minutes. I dumped 3 more stat points into it, and it changed from an Active Ability to a Passive Ability:

Ghostly Feint+4

Passive Ability

Whenever you attack, 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 didn’t have any other smart ideas for the remaining 4 points. All I knew was that I wanted to rip the world in half, so I dropped all those into strength to bring that up to 26.

“I dedicate these sacrifices to the Frozen Fiend,” I whispered. The ice demon suggested I say that before every murder in case a good-aligned target got mixed in there.

I forgot to do that when I was attacked in the cafe. Dammit.

I stepped outside and closed the door behind me. Standing on the stairs of my church, I saw 8 men in my immediate vicinity. The missing two likely went to burn down the neighborhood. They wore masks and carried torches, and half of them were in platemail. These definitely weren’t Lady Sarah goons. Whoever wanted to kill me was well-funded, and their men had the discipline of soldiers.

I didn’t remember either of the girls’ names who knelt on the ground in front of one of the masked men. One had black hair, and the other had a soft shade of chestnut. If I saw them naked, maybe I’d recall who they were.

“I’m here,” I said. “What do you want?”

“Drop your weapons and come with us.”

“Or?”

“You watch me gut these two pretty things and then watch the rest of your fiefdom burn. They don’t have fancy magic like yours to keep them safe.”

“Let them go, and I’ll come with you.”

The man snickered and shook his head. “When you’re in chains, they go free. Drop your weapons now."

“No. They go free first.”

In a flash, a knife went across the throat of the black-haired follower. Her life spilled out of her in less than a second.

“Fill the streets with their blood, viceroy.”

“Abby, kill them all,” I said in my mind.

I activated Wraith, turning my form into a jittery shadow, like something not of this world.

Next, I triggered Darkness. I hoped the fucker with the knife would have a harder time gutting another one of my followers if he couldn’t see her.

The surprise of it all was enough to stun him for a precious second. My sword broke through his sternum and punched out his back.

The next two enemies were smart enough to wait outside of the cloud of black. I lunged for another thrust to the heart. The masked man brought his sword up to his side as if readying to block an outside slash. That was Ghostly Feint messing with his mind, and then he was dead.

The second man attacked, and he seemed startled by my parry. Ghostly Feint showed him something else. Then I beheaded him.

I heard screaming on the other side of my neighborhood. Half of the homes and structures were ablaze, and townspeople ran in every direction.

“In the church!” I yelled. “Shelter in the church!”

In my mind, I told Purity, “Scared civilians are coming to the door. Let them in.”

I cut down two more masked men with ease. Ghostly Feint with Wraith made my movements entirely unpredictable, and Sharpen meant even the smallest of my hits drew blood.

Three men started to run.

I put a sword in the back of one.

19/40 good-aligned levels collected for the Frozen Fiend.

And then another.

27/40 good-aligned levels collected for the Frozen Fiend.

Two clerics or maybe monks mixed up in this mess? Shame.

The third man succeeded in putting some distance between us. Then a black figure shot out from an alley a few feet down the street. The demon bit the man’s neck and then tore his shoulder open, splitting the body with a yank of her teeth.

Then she was gone again, and I heard more screaming.

I directed a few more families to the church as I searched for more men to kill. I was disappointed to find only corpses. Abby had been through these areas already, and she shredded them thoroughly.

“Any problems at the Temple?” I asked Purity in my mind.

“We’re safe here.”

Next I asked Abby, “Are there more hiding?”

“I do not believe so, Master.”

“Do one more thorough search for enemies and civilians who need help. After that, we’ll drag these bodies to the main road.”

“As you wish.”

The location of our little neighborhood was outside of the city walls but right off the road to the dungeon. I chose that junction for the corpses. I kept Wraith active and tossed piece after bloody piece into that pile.

I didn’t recognize any faces, but after seeing most of their gear, I was reasonably certain these were guardsmen. If I was right, the next question was, were they freelancing, or was this an order from the guard themselves?

“There are no more enemies, Master.”

“Good. I changed my mind about you moving bodies. You and anyone who has water magic start trying to put these fires out. I’m counting on you to watch their backs.”

When I returned to the road, one body over my shoulder and two dragging behind me, I found uniformed city guards staring at the pile of gore. They drew their swords as soon as they spotted me. I wondered how Wraith looked to them–A strange figure dragging bodies through the darkness.

“What is the meaning of this?!” one of the guards yelled, waving a shaky sword in my direction.

I laid an arm across the ground. “Do not cross this line. If you do, I’ll assume you’re with these shitbags.”

“What-What-”

“I am Byron of Zaglis and a proud member of the Dungeon Brawlers. These men attacked innocent people. Go get someone in charge and bring them back here. If you show up here with some low-ranking schlub, I’m going to be pissed.”

“You are a born conqueror.”

I tossed the other body I had onto the pile and went to collect more.



In total, 14 bodies ended up clumped together. If they weren’t in so many pieces, I might have finished before sun up, but that was not to be. The day had properly begun when I put the last chunks of bodies 13 and 14 onto the pile.

Behind me, our neighbors started to assess the damage to their homes. At a glance, I guessed that two thirds of the structures were intact, and a few in that last third might be salvageable.

I had turned Wraith off by this point, and the tired faces of parents and grandparents looked at me with both sadness and thanks. A few stopped to express their gratitude, but mostly I got pats on the back as they gingerly stepped through the wreckage of their lives.

To Purity via her telepathy, I said, “Do what you can to help our neighbors. Tell them we will pay for the damages to their homes and supply anything else they need.”

“Yes, Master.”

Late morning, I heard yelling from the main road.

Still wearing my bloodsoaked clothing, with gore smeared all over me, I walked to the road.

I counted 15 uniformed guards, 6 soldiers from the proper military, and 4 Oliverry bodyguards. Lord Oliverry stood behind them and next to a grizzled man with a pocked face. Where Oliverry wore fine clothing, this man wore the armor of a guard, but his was far nicer than anything I had thrown on the pile.

I recognized two of the four bodyguards with Oliverry from his parties and my visits.

I stopped several yards short of the road. My line was still there, and no one had crossed it. I liked the feeling of power it gave me.

“Byron,” Lord Oliverry began, “This is Lord Usman. He leads the guard. Now, what in the name of the Goddess happened here?”

“Men attacked in the night. They killed one of my adventurers and set a bunch of fires.”

“Do you know who orchestrated this?” he asked.

I looked at Lord Usman. “I recognize the armor, but I don’t know who they work for.”

“We received reports of demons ripping men to pieces,” Lord Usman said.

I laughed. “No demons. Only me. All of my people were inside the whole time, minus the one who had her throat slit while her best friend watched. Our neighbors sheltering with us can attest to that.”

Lord Usman looked at the pile. “This barbarism is your work?”

“Yep.”

“And you piled them up to send a message?”

“Also didn’t want all the women and children seeing this kind of violence on their porches,” I replied.

With one more long look at the pile, Lord Usman put a hand on his hilt. “Byron of Zaglis, put down your weapons and come with me.”

I didn’t move.

“Put down your weapons. Now.”

I looked at Lord Oliverry. “You told me you squashed this. Instead, they burn down my neighborhood?”

“You think someone did this over dungeon passes?” Lord Oliverry asked with a slight gasp.

“That’s the only beef with the guard I’ve ever had.”

Lord Usman narrowed his eyes. “This was not about dungeon passes.”

“Then what the fuck was it about?”

Lord Oliverry stepped between us. “Gentlemen, let us speak in private so that cooler heads may prevail. My carriage, please.”

Usman hesitated, as did I.

“I trust Lord Oliverry,” I said. “If he says we should do this, then I agree.”

After a shifty glance, Lord Usman nodded. I followed Oliverry to his carriage and enjoyed the way guards and soldiers alike shirked away from me as I passed. I was even more entertained by Oliverry’s realization that he had invited me and several small pieces of the Flowst guard to sit in his carriage. On his upholstery.

Lord Usman sat directly across from me, and Oliverry sat next to him. That seemed like a hint about whose side he was really on.

“Now gentlemen, let’s define the grievances and find a resolution,” Oliverry said.

“He sent people to kill me over dungeon fees,” I said.

“You bloody know this has nothing to do with dungeon fees,” Usman spat.

“Please, enlighten me.”

Usman looked at Lord Olivery. “This man attempted to frame the guard for the attack at the mine. We uncovered his schemes.”

“You believe he was responsible?” Lord Oliverry asked, raising an eyebrow. “I recall establishing that Lady Sarah was to blame.”

Lord Usman shook his head. “We learned more information after that. He conspired with them to have us framed, and that offense will not be allowed to stand.”

“Do you have proof?” Oliverry asked. Interesting that he was running this ad hoc trial instead of Usman.

“A confession from one of the coconspirators.”

For the briefest moment, I saw Oliverry’s face flash frustration. I knew I was in the clear in that exact moment.

“A coconspirator blamed someone else? That is not surprising.”

“He is the common link, and I have a source that witnessed him meeting with Lady Sarah on two occasions.”

I shrugged. “Maria sent me on errands all over the place. If he says I was there twice, that’s probably true, but I didn’t pause to orchestrate schemes between deliveries or playing boy toy.”

Lord Oliverry gave me a curious glance.

“Maria wanted me around because I swing my dick as well as my sword. I can’t imagine many gigolos sitting at their bosses’ table to contribute to the grand plan, as this man suggests.”

The guardsman held a long glare. He hated me, and he hated me more now that he saw I was wiggling out of this. Not only did he not get what he wanted, but he made himself look stupid in the process.

I knew that wasn’t really a win for me, though. If I let the talk end like this, then Usman would leave with a grudge. Someday, the grudge would resurface to fuck up a bunch of my plans. Getting out of this specific problem wasn’t enough. I needed out of the conflict entirely.

“Lord Usman,” I said carefully, “the first thing I was told when I got to Flowst was ‘don’t fuck with the guard.’ I took that to heart. That’s also why I went to Lord Oliverry when I received word you were pissed about my people getting into the dungeon without passes. I wanted to resolve the problem immediately because I had no desire to be in conflict with you and your people.

“I got back to town yesterday,” I continued, “and I heard you had raided some gangs. That’s as much as I know about whatever this is. By the way, I was out of town because I’m preparing to move. My guild can confirm that I’ve put a transfer to another chapter in motion. I’m leaving, not starting turf wars.”

Usman stewed.

“I think we can chalk this up to a misunderstanding,” Lord Oliverry proposed. “I know both of you, and I value your talent, your intelligence, and your discretion. I don’t believe Byron did this. Lord Usman, do you still insist he is guilty, or can we leave this behind?”

“Very well,” he gruffed.

I leaned forward. “Listen, I know that solves this situation, but I don’t want this confusion to be the reason you and I are enemies. I’m not interested in messing with what you have in this town.”

“If you compensate me for the loss of my men, I will forget this happened.”

Aurketzu laughed in my head. I was laughing too and almost let it slip right there in the carriage. No, my guy, I am not paying you to apologize to me.

“Or,” I began, “I could support the story that this was a bandit raid and that I’m very grateful the guard stepped in to help protect us. I’ll forget that these murderers were guards, and I’ll forget that you killed one of my adventurers. If Lord Oliverry weren't here, I would be the one demanding restitution.”

“Are those your terms?” Usman asked.

“It would be great if the guard paid for my neighbors to be made whole again. A lot of them lost their homes in this bandit raid.”

“You should respect your elders. I could cut you down like a weed.”

“If that was true, you wouldn’t have sent all those men to die by my sword.”

Lord Oliverry raised his hands. “We have terms on the table. You proposed yours, Byron countered, and his terms sound incredibly reasonable given his loss in this. Do you accept these terms?”

“With no more bad blood,” I added.

Lord Usman nodded and let himself out of the carriage. His armor clanked as he stomped away angrily.

“Thank you,” I said to Lord Oliverry. “Please send me the bill for cleaning your carriage. I know I’m filthy, and it’s the least I can do.”

“As long as you are keeping tabs on how many favors you owe me,” he replied with a cheerful voice but menacing eyes.

“I understand, and I am grateful.”

With his nod of approval, I exited the carriage. Lord Usman was gone, and his men had begun the process of cleaning up. I noticed, however, no one had passed the line I marked.

I picked up the severed arm and tossed it on the pile. “You’re free to cross the line now.”

And I went home. If I had the Swamp Temple up and running, I could teleport there right now and enjoy a hot soak in a luxury bath. Prestidigitation had the same outcome, but I enjoyed warm water far more now than I ever did. Aurketzu said that was normal for an undead.



We took the day off from grinding, and I told the rest of the girls they could take a few days to recover if they needed to. The problem, however, was resolved. The bandits were dead, and the death of whatsherface was tragic, but we needed to be strong and not give up on our goals.

And so on and so forth.

I had bigger things on my mind. Lord Usman wasn’t going to let this go no matter what he said in the carriage. My best hope was to make myself an unattractive target for a while and pray this blew over. Ideally, something more pressing would pull his attention elsewhere.

That was interesting. I had 13 good-aligned levels to go before I got my new teleporter, and I needed the town guard worried about something that wasn’t me.

A mysterious death could do the trick there.

“This is bloodlust. Calm. Choices should be made carefully.”

That wasn’t bad advice. The kills in Grubiit were brazen and unplanned. Continuing to behave that way would get me into trouble. I knew that to be the inevitable conclusion.

The Bishop hadn’t followed through on his promise to contact me when he had new merchandise for me. The meeting he gave me was likely to delay me in the short term. Then he decided I didn’t warrant any more concern.

Thanks to the twins, I knew he regularly used a back passage in a bathhouse to meet with a prostitute in the inn next door. Launching a surprise attack when he thought he was about to get laid might be effective, but he was perhaps too high profile. Furthermore, I didn’t know what level he was. Relatively few members of the clergy devoted time to leveling, but this was a Bishop.

I didn’t want to take that chance and get blown out of my boots by a Turn Undead spell from some level 40 maniac.

13 good-aligned levels was all I needed. No reason to make this more dangerous than it had to be.

While I figured that out, I had unfinished business with High Priestess Yuni. I sent one of our newer followers to the Church of the Goddess with a message for her. If she were available, I would have a carriage waiting for her at lunch. Nondescript. No indication that I hired it, nor would I even be there for the pickup.

She could hop in that and meet for a private lunch at a decently nice but wholly unremarkable tavern on the other side of town.

If our conversation was going as well as I thought it was, that should interest her. I didn’t know Priestess Yuni well enough, however, to predict how the violence she witnessed would affect her opinion of me. That might have been my undoing.

Regardless, I had put a lot of effort into her already. I could wait alone at a tavern for a few hours to salvage that.



High Priestess Yuni went to greater lengths this time to obscure her identity. Her hair was hidden beneath a headwrap, and she wore a cloak with the insignia of the Jeweler’s Guild sewn into the back. That was clever, I thought.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“I came here to ask you the same. I’ve been worried.”

“I’m a bit shaken up, but I think I’ll be fine with some time. I heard bandits attacked you that night?”

I nodded.

“I’ve heard a bunch of people say that demons were spotted eating them.”

“Yeah, that story has come my way too,” I chuckled. “No demons. Just me.”

“And 14 bandits.”

“Yes.”

Priestess Yuni’s eyes shifted back and forth, as if she were torn between two paths. Then she looked up.

“You’re something different,” she said, and her tone was even enough that I couldn’t tell how she felt about her statement. “You have told me the most outlandish things, and yet they’ve been true. No normal person can take on that many men alone. I’m not naive.”

She seemed to have more words but hesitated. I waited.

“I’ve devoted my life to the Church of the Goddess, and she hasn’t trusted me with her secrets, and a lot of the fantastical things I was led to believe or told directly were lies. You, on the other hand, shared your secrets freely and stood by them.”

“This one dances in your hand.”

“Is that what you wanted to tell me before?” I asked.

“Part of it,” she answered. “I need to see how much the Goddess has withheld from me. I need to see for myself if you’re this blessed without the Goddess.”

“How close to level 9 are you?”

“16,000 and change out of 51,000.”

That was 3 days in the prisons, and Podni needed to level as well. The ice bitches were no joke, though. Yes, the XP was much better, but level 8s might not survive a stumble under those conditions.

The mini boss, the latest version of the Cursed Knight, had decent XP. That route was longer, but I could one-shot that fight and then grind the ice witches like the rest of the silk did.

“We might need 5 or 6 days of grinding for that. Are you committing to that?”

She nodded.

“And we have to-”

“I know. I dressed appropriately to show you I’m serious.”

A headscarf? What did that have to do with the silk? Oh, that’s not what she meant.

I reached out with my mind. High Priestess Yuni wore silk panties.

“How does the mantra for the ritual go?” she asked.

“You say, ‘I submit to your will.’”

She leaned forward and whispered, “I submit to your will.”

+1 Will point.

I obliged her with a gentle caress with Silkmancer. That was enough to make her shiver.

+5 Will points.

“I have one request,” she said after taking a moment to collect herself. “I don’t want my first time with you to be in front of everyone. That can be my second time. First one is private.”

“In the silk, you’ll learn that you can get anything you want if you make the effort to earn it.”

“What do I have to do to earn that?”

“You already did,” I said. “I mentioned that for future reference. Don’t be shy about what you want, okay?”

She nodded. “I want you now. Take me back to your place?”

That gave me an idea.

“For the ritual, yes. In the spirit of your request, though, the quietest thing to do would be somewhere more neutral. How about we get a room for the evening? We can order in and talk philosophy after.”

“I’d like that.”

5 minutes later, we were at the Bishop’s hotel of choice. I requested the same suite and was pleased to learn it was available. The nightly rate was close to one month's mortgage for the Temple, but this was Maria’s money. I spent it gladly.

The suite had a spacious living room packed with pillows and cushions with a pair of glass double doors at the far end. Beyond those was a sprawling bed. Nearly every fabric in the room was silk.

As I shut the door, I noticed Priestess Yuni shaking.

“Is something wrong?”

She stepped toward me and looked down at my hands. “I’m nervous.”

“You don’t need to be.”

“You’re my first.”

Well, shit. Honestly, I should have expected that given who I was speaking to, but I think after Esita, Invia’s priestess sister, thanked me for saving her life, my expectations of churchgoing girls were unfairly high.

A total virgin.

“You will ruin her for any mortal man.”

Aurketzu’s perspective was refreshing for once, and she was right. This was an opportunity. Whether she became a loyal follower or not, I could make every sexual encounter after this one a total disappointment, where all she could think of was how much she missed my dick.

“Hey,” I said softly, lifting her chin and guiding her lips toward mine. “I’ll take care of you.”

And I triggered Safe Word.

We kissed gently at first. I picked her up and carried her to the couch. Holding her in my lap, her red hair fell around her face as her lips learned the shape of mine. She still quivered with nervousness, but she didn’t pull back. Little moans escaped her throat, and her pace quickened, driven by a growing hunger for pleasure.

+15 Will points.

“Trust me,” I whispered.

From there, she followed my lead unquestioningly.

Soon, her clothes came off, piece by piece. Her pink skin had a spattering of freckles, and her bush matched. She must have had this night in mind for some time, I realized when I saw that she had trimmed herself into a tidy heart shape.

+20 Will points.

She shuddered the moment my fingertip found her clit.

+20 Will points.

“Have you ever climaxed before?”

She shook her head.

“That’s okay. I’ll be gentle. Kiss me and enjoy it.”

Soon, her sex began to drip as I worked her with a single finger, my pressure little more than that of a feather. She buried her head in my chest when she came. Her fingernails dug into my biceps, and she fought to swallow the screams bubbling within her as she convulsed.

+100 Will points.

When she relaxed, I carried her to the bed.

I laid her on her back and kissed her neck. “Feel how much I want you,” I said softly.

She fumbled between my legs and hesitantly ran her fingers up and down my shaft. She slid low to feel my balls and pulled back to give my sword an awkward, inexperienced tug.

+15 Will points.

Holding myself in a push-up, I looked down into her eyes as I guided my tip between her lips. Pressing gently, I saw her wince.

Rope Burn.

+75 Will points.

She relaxed. I wasn’t sure if that pain would count for Rope Burn, but now that it did, the rest of this was easy. I pushed forward slowly until all of me was inside, gripped tightly by her unspoiled fruit. After a pause, I began to thrust, moving no quicker than I did when I first penetrated her.

Suddenly, she looked afraid. “I think I’m going to cum again.”

“Already?”

She nodded frantically.

“That’s not a bad thing.”

“Please finish in me. I want to feel every drop. Please. Please. Please.”

It took me a few thrusts to adjust my mental focus, but I gave her exactly what she wanted. I thought the hotel staff would bust down the door from all the screaming.

+100 Will points.

+250 Will points.

“I have never felt anything like that,” she gasped. “Does it always feel this good?”

“With me, yes.”

“You’re the most amazing man. Thank you for being patient with me.”

“You’re safe. I want you to have everything you’ve ever wanted.”

When I saw blissful sleep weighing on her eyes, I kissed her on the cheek and told her to rest.

While she napped, I took another look around the room. I found the door that connected the suite to the bathhouse. Turning the knob, I opened the door to an expansive bath chamber. The water steamed, and fresh white towels sat on the shelf.

Ah, this setup made more sense now. The door on the opposite end of the bath chamber led to the rest of the bathhouse, but it was locked. If the suite was occupied, then no one from the bathhouse could enter. If the suite were empty, then this chamber would be open.

A plan for killing the Bishop began to coalesce.



In addition to the will points and loyalty pledges I would get out of Priestess Yuni over the many sessions of debauchery ahead, my plan was to use her to fulfill the part of my demon deal where I “corrupt the presence of the Goddess in Flowst.”

No, I didn’t think that deflowering one priestess was enough to meet that part of the bargain. My long-term intention was to have her retain her role as High Priestess but be loyal to me. If she was a permanent plant, we could sabotage the Church of the Goddess from the inside.

Turning her completely against the Church would be tough, I realized, but they had already cracked that door for me. The mission to root out the slavers could be my way to open that door all the way.

As I looked upon the naked body of a priestess I had just defiled, in the same bed where the Bishop fucked prostitutes, I had a stroke of inspiration. The Bishop couldn’t be the only clergy who liked whoring. As soon as I got back to the Temple, I would assign the twins to tail folks from the church until they found someone with a regular habit. A cleric dying in a brothel wasn’t remarkable at all. That was simply a man’s vices finally getting the better of him.

I could get away with killing a whole mess of lecherous priests, I suspected.



Yuni told the other officials at the church that she was traveling for the next 2 weeks to see family. Nobody questioned the story, as it was a normal thing for any member of the church to do. Really, she would be in the dungeon or in the Temple with me.

For that, I suggested she keep her career as a High Priestess private from the rest of the silk. That was partially to keep the girls from blabbing about a priestess joining, but mostly it was the beginning of acclimating her to a double life. Keeping up appearances with the church while debasing herself with me in her free time would be challenging enough. Any chance to make that easier on Yuni increased the likelihood of my success.

An even better outcome would be that she loved the thrill of getting away with it.

I didn’t give Yuni a chance to make the ritual as awkward as her first time ever. All she had to do was take what I gave her, and she did her part. She didn’t offer her ass, however. Not every girl did, and that was fine. They always did eventually.

She was terrible in the dungeon. Ice and snow elementals gave her so much trouble that I wondered who else she had gotten to carry her to level 8. She had no idea what she was doing and had absolutely no environmental awareness.

Invia, Purity, and Solara took Podni beyond the ice wall without us. No sense in them wasting their time with me and Yuni.

Yuni needed 2 days in the frozen swamps to get a handle on being in the dungeon. Her combat skills were still shit, but I could worry a little bit less about her bumbling into her own death, so we started running the cursed knight first thing in the morning and then grinded ice witches for the rest of the day. When we had three days in a row of someone beating us to the spawn, I started to insist we be there for the reset.

While everyone else waited at the dungeon entrance to get in, we would already be right around the corner from the cursed knight.

My party hated it. My sense of what was early was long skewed by never having to sleep, and I underestimated how difficult 4 a.m. starts would be for humans. They got by, but they were cranky and not at their best. That was good to know. Make sure my girls always get the sleep they need.

Podni and Yuni both leveled up on day 9. Conveniently for me, that meant they both had to do the level-up ritual with me that night or miss out on potential bonuses.

The Priestess was still pretty inexperienced, so I watched while Podni taught Yuni how to please a woman before moving on to teach her how to please me. Starting with how her hand worked my shaft, followed by a lesson on how to kiss, lick, and throat me.

Then Yuni sat on my cock while Podni held her hips from behind, teaching her the movements and the patterns that would feel good for her and for me.

“Now,” Podni whispered into Yuni’s ear while the Priestess rode me. “You’re going to ask him to use you however he wants. It might hurt, but every moment will be worth it. All you have to do is hang on.”

She nodded. To me, Yuni said, “Please… Do whatever you want with me.”

I rolled her over on her back and slammed myself deep. I leaned back, pulling her hips to mine each time my dick went forward. Podni swung her leg over Yuni’s face, and the Priestess didn’t hesitate to lick furiously. Podni’s eyelids fluttered as she lowered herself into Yuni’s mouth.

Then I fucked the Goddess out of her.



“Master,” Yuni whispered.

She tiptoed across the rectory and toward my desk with a blanket wrapped around her shoulders, leaving Podni asleep in bed. I knew Yuni was naked beneath. I wanted to see that again, of course, but she was kind of cute all bundled up with bedhead after a busy night.

“And you write as well?” she whispered, leaning over my shoulder.

“I’m attempting to, but I’m not sure how far I’m actually getting.”

I was working on my silk manifesto. Purity had begun reading and commenting on my work, so I wanted to get more pages into her hands as soon as I could.

Purity’s understanding my ideas was going to be the key to the biggest gamble of my life some day soon. I had to get this right.

But Yuni called me Master? I never expected to hear that from a High Priestess. And her smile was the biggest it had ever been. Seeing it made me think that every other smile she ever wore in front of me was partially, if not entirely, forced. A real one was radiant.

I slid my chair out, and she dropped herself in my lap.

Yuni leaned into my chest, trusting me to hold her upright so she never had to untuck her arms. “You’re real. This is real.”

“So I proved myself?”

She nodded, biting her lip. “When you first told me about these bonuses, I couldn’t understand how they worked or why the system rewarded something like the silk. I think I feel it, though. The connection I have with you already, to all of the sisters… It’s small, but if this is the beginning, someone like Penny must experience something incredible every day of her life.”

“You feel all of that?”

“Maybe I’m more sensitive to it after not feeling anything at all. I like it, though.”

I hugged her close. “I’m sorry you didn’t have that before. Are you happy with your leveling options?”

Yuni read her abilities to me:

Blessed Servant

Passive Ability

Improve your damage resistance by 20% and expand your mana pool by 20%.

Sugar Daddy Bonus increased bonuses by 10% each.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increases bonuses by an additional 5% each.

(Bonus Pledge: Add a 20% bonus to healing magic to Blessed Servant while increasing sensitivity to viceroy touch by 25%. Note: Optional bonuses are only offered once.)

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 improves durability of the bubble even further.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: The distance of the radius increases by 1 foot.)

(Bonus Pledge: The distance of the radius increases by 1 foot while increasing sensitivity to viceroy touch by 25%. Note: Optional bonuses are only offered once.)

Holy Armor

Active Ability

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 anyone evil-aligned 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% while increasing sensitivity to viceroy touch by 25%. Note: Optional bonuses are only offered once.)

“I suggest not making your choice right away,” I cautioned.

“Why?”

“What are your goals?”

Yuni’s head drooped. “That’s a good point. I don’t know what my goals are, and I need to figure that out.”

“Can I share something I’ve been thinking about?”

She nodded.

“Leaving the Church of the Goddess doesn’t have to be a given. You’ve made it clear to me it’s not all bad, so maybe what’s missing is someone like you to change it?”

“I don’t know if the Goddess would approve of that,” she said.

“Does that matter? Really it’s about doing good. What the Goddess teaches about helping people is still important with her out of the picture, right?”

“What are you suggesting?”

“Stay in the Church of the Goddess, and use it to do as much good as possible. With the silk, you don’t have to worry about your livelihood. You’ll always have a place and always have allies. More importantly, you’d have our resources supporting your projects.”

Yuni leaned into me, nodding as I spoke. “The logic is there…”

“Press this one. Press. Press.”

“If you think about it, you’d be the most committed to the teachings of the Goddess in the church. Who else in the church only helps the most people without looking out for themselves?”

“I… I can’t think of anyone who truly does that,” Yuni whispered.

“You could be that person, and I’d love to support you. Also, I think you’re putting too much pressure on this decision. It doesn’t have to be all or nothing. You could try working within the church for a few more months and see how it feels.”

“I wouldn’t be able to live here if I did that, so I’d always be away from everyone… and alone.”

I kissed the top of her head. “You’re right. That sounds awful. We’ll take care of that for you.”

“What do you mean?”

“Appearances are all that matter. When you’re at the Temple, no one can see inside, and we are about to begin a new tradition. The girls love to bar crawl, so we’ll do that but in our masks so you can go out on the town more often.”

We were about to begin that tradition because I made it up right then. The public exposure to our numbers wouldn’t hurt much either.

“You would go through all that trouble for me?” Yuni asked. “I don’t understand why.”

“Two reasons. I see greatness in you, and I want to do the most good possible as well. Working with you would reach so many more people than I could alone.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

“Thank you, master.” She kissed me on the cheek.

“What’d you pick?” I asked.

“Blessed Servant.”

“Good choice,” I said. “You should take the blanket back to bed. Podni is cold and wants to level up.”

“How did you know I was awake?” Podni giggled.

“Are your unlocks as good as Yuni’s?”

“I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. I didn’t want to interrupt at a bad time, but I never found a good time.”

Yuni flopped back into bed and opened the blanket to welcome Podni inside. “I showed you mine,” she joked. “Now show me yours.”

“I know I’m in the right place,” Podni said. “It’s nice to see a little bit of faith payoff like this.”

“That good?”

Podni read her options:

Dodge

Active Ability

Cooldown: 3 seconds

Travel up to five feet to the left, right, or backward at a rate of 1.5x of your base dexterity. Sugar Daddy Bonus added the ability to travel left or right with dodge.

Prerequisites: Acrobatics

(Optional Pledge with Loyalty: Rate of travel becomes 2x your base dexterity.)

(Bonus Pledge: Reduce the cooldown to 1.5 seconds while increasing sensitivity to viceroy touch by 25%. Note: Optional bonuses are only offered once.)

Improved Low Light Vision

Passive Ability

Improve your ability to see in low-light conditions.

Sugar Daddy bonus increased the distance of your low-light vision.

(Optional Pledge with Loyalty: Gain a resistance to the Blinded condition.)

(Bonus Pledge: Upgrade Improved Low Light Vision to Improved Dark Vision, while increasing sensitivity to viceroy touch by 25%. Note: Optional bonuses are only offered once.)

Fast Reload

Passive Ability

Increase the rate at which you reload arrows and the rate at which you throw ranged weapons by 1.5x your dexterity.

Sugar Daddy bonus combined Rapid Archery and Rapid Throw to create Fast Reload.

Prerequisite: Finesse in a ranged weapon.

(Optional Pledge with Loyalty: Rate bonus increased to 2x your dexterity.)

(Bonus Pledge: Rate bonus improved by an additional .5 your dexterity, while increasing sensitivity to viceroy touch by 25%. Note: Optional bonuses are only offered once.)

Those sounded better than usual. Did the system reward her for saying the prayer so quickly? Maybe I should plant that idea in the minds of recruits to get more of them to take the oath, but I wouldn’t really know if that bump was there until another rogue went through the silk. If she got the same ability options with less impressive bonuses, we’d know for certain that the prayer mattered.

To get my help, Podni also shared the abilities she had unlocked so far:

-Stealth

-Finesse

-Backstab

-Disable Device

-Trap Placing

-Acrobatics

-Improved Footing

-Double Strike

Stealth was a base unlock for anyone born with the rogue class, and it was interesting that Podni didn’t invest more in that route. High-level rogues could use invisibility and shadow magic, but she took her build away from stealth, investing instead in traps and melee combat.

Her Finesse skill was with her rapier, so she couldn’t take Fast Reload even if she wanted to. Apparently archer builds were common for rogues, and abilities like that were why.

For Podni, though, that left Dodge and Improved Low Light Vision as viable options, and even I was torn. A movement ability like Dodge was invaluable, but permanent Dark Vision was intriguing.

“The costs of Nightsight enchantments may be high but not insurmountable.”

Shit. That was a good point. Why waste an ability on something an enchanted ring would fix?

“I think Dodge is the best option,” I said. “Our party should upgrade from Mage Lights anyway, so we’ll get you a Nightsight enchantment in the process.”

“Really? I was looking at Dark Vision because it’s so rare, but those Dodge bonuses are outrageous. If I had Nightsight, I would definitely take Dodge.”

“We’ll all have Nightsight.”

“Yes, master.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

Podni grinned and kicked her feet with excitement. Yuni laughed.

“It’s unbelievable, right?” Yuni asked her.

The rogue nodded. “Nothing short of incredible. And I know this isn’t my place, but I heard some of what you were talking about…”

I had a good feeling about this. “What’s on your mind?” I asked.

Podni looked to Yuni. “May I?”

“Yes, please,” she said.

“I think staying in the Church of the Goddess is a good idea. Your heart is in the right place to do something amazing.”

“An interesting development. This one’s devotion may rival your little cleric girl.”

Was Podni being sincere, or did she recognize that this was something I wanted and play an angle for me? Either was fine, but the latter meant she knew her role and was happy to play it now and in the future. That was a far more promising reality.

“You think so?” Yuni asked.

Podni wrapped her arms around Yuni’s waist. “If I can help you, let me know. Even if it’s just offering encouragement.”

That was too good to be an accident. Podni knew what she was doing.

“Congratulations, you two,” I said. “I have work to get to.”

I kissed them both goodbye and made sure to add a whispered “thank you” to Podni. She knew what I meant.



“I will deliver you the soul of a Flowst noble and corrupt the presence of the Goddess in Flowst as well. In exchange, you will provide me teleportation magic, which assumes I provide the materials in each case.”

I repeated those words quietly to myself as I watched a brothel from the second floor of a building across the street. The twins found this lookout spot when they were doing the scouting duties I assigned, and they thought far enough ahead to bring it to my attention so I could use it if I needed.

I sat, and I watched. For hours.

And repeated the words.

They were my deal with the ice demon. I almost had the holy levels, which fell under my obligation to provide the materials. My progress with Yuni was exceptional, so corrupting the presence of the Goddess was on target. Acquiring the soul of a noble, however, had gone nowhere.

When we first struck the bargain, my original thought was to use the Bishop to satisfy both the soul and the corruption requirements, but that wasn’t an option with that relationship so undeveloped.

My other noble contacts were Samson Oliverry and Hensewurd Chastain, and those relationships weren’t particularly developed either. I had a feeling Oliverry would be calling in the favor I owed him for defanging Lord Usman of the guards, so I wasn’t in a great position to coerce him either.

In fact, now that I thought about it, bringing something to him was probably the wiser option instead of letting him take the lead. Proactively addressing my debt gave me some control over my fate. That was better than him appearing one day with a demand.

I rubbed my neck and wished I hadn’t been so brash with the ice demon. Committing to acquiring a noble soul was overconfident on my part. My success streak got to my head.

The deal was in place, though, so I needed to make it work.

And two clerics with long gray beards just went into the brothel. How did so many people take the Church of the Goddess seriously with behavior so brazen? Sure they dressed in plain clothes and kept their heads down, but if I could recognize them from a verbal description, surely anyone else could do the same.

If they didn’t need the whole hour, I might be back in the rectory before dark. I needed to keep writing, and staying close to the Temple felt wise given the recent threats we faced.

I could pass the time mauling over the same puzzle: What did someone like Samson or Hensewurd not have? What did they desire enough that they would put their souls on the line?

They had wealth. They had power. They had women. They had property. They had respect.

Maybe I could give them a dungeon too? If an ice demon was intrigued by that, a Flowst noble might see the appeal. No way was that going to be possible for some time, and by the time it was possible, I would rather just keep the dungeon for myself.

The ice demon had two dungeons.

“What are the mechanics for dungeon core ownership transfers?” I asked Aurketzu.

“As you saw, the will to relinquish ownership is enough.”

“Could a human use a dungeon core?”

“Any being can use a dungeon core.”

“If a Dungeon Lord wanted to, could they give their dungeon core to a human?”

“Indeed. An undefended dungeon will attract vultures, however.”

Oh. Ohhh… I was onto something with using the dungeon core.

But the clerics were on their way out already. 12 minutes? Some people did worse, I supposed.

According to the twins, the clerics sometimes stopped at a particular pub after their brothel visit. This time in the afternoon, it was typically empty, and the woman who worked the bar alone was cute.

If I lucked out, there would be no other patrons present, and this could be quick, so much so that it felt like cheating. I wondered what the great antipaladins of history would think about me killing old men from hiding. None of my kills felt like a victory for a grand cause or a triumph over a worthy opponent.

Or maybe all antipaladins were shameless? In a way, that was something of a requirement.

At any rate, I was in the pub the day before. There were two small rolled-up bundles of silk tucked under a corner table. At the centers of those bundles was some moonrock. Another piece of silk wrapped the handle for the restaurant's back door.

I started my attack by shaking the backdoor violently. When the bartender went to see what the noise was about, she would find the door stuck. My silk control wasn’t equivalent to touch, however. I couldn’t really tell if someone was pulling back against it or not, but I knew she would struggle with it long enough for this to work.

I moved to a window to put the clerics in view. The silk bundles inside drifted over each man’s shoulder and dove at their mouths.

I underestimated how hard two clerics could resist being choked to death, but now that I had 5 oath pledges, I could manipulate up to 6 pieces of silk at a time, giving me the extra tools I needed to pull their heads back and open their mouths.

While the ribbons blocked their airways, they unrolled, leaving moonrock behind when the old bastards went limp. Two priests with a moonrock problem wasn’t as exciting as potential murder.

One minute and 39 seconds later, the bartender was outside, looking up and down the back alley to see who or what had been messing with her door. At the front of the bar, my ribbons snaked under the door and into a bag that I discarded several blocks away.

And that put 2 more murders to my name. The feeling my class gave me for killing holy individuals was something like finishing a good workout, a sense of accomplishment of sorts.

Those men ended up being small fish. One level 5 and one level 4, bringing me up to:

36/40 good-aligned levels collected for the Frozen Fiend.

Looked like I had more old man hunting to do. I would have to come back to that, though.

I needed to sell a dungeon core.


Chapter 52

“Come calling for another favor?” Lord Oliverry said as I entered his parlor. He made no attempt to hide his annoyance.

“I’m actually here to repay my debt.”

Lord Oliverry crossed his legs and steepled his hands. “Is that so?”

“I was recently offered a dungeon core, but I couldn’t afford it. If you want, I can make the connection for you.”

“You were offered a dungeon core?”

I nodded.

“That doesn’t make any sense. Is this your idea of a joke?”

“I think by now you have seen that my life is unusual. I have interesting friends, and yes, there is a dungeon core up for sale. You would have the creation power of a dungeon under your control. Armies, slaves, whatever. The core can churn them out.”

Lord Oliverry narrowed his eyes. “I’ve never heard of a dungeon core being for sale.”

“Correct. That’s why I thought you might be interested.”

“You’re suggesting I could own and use my own dungeon core? Such a thing is possible?”

“Yes,” I answered.

“How?”

“I’ve been to the top of the castle and met an ice spirit. I don’t know exactly what you would call them, but they own the dungeon, making them greater than the dungeon boss. He offered to trade for the core, but I didn’t have anything he wanted. However, Since I was the first to get to the top, I have the privilege of nominating someone to take my place. I know I owe you, so I came to you first.”

“The dungeon offered you this?” Oliverry asked. “Like some kind of reward?”

“That’s how I understand it.”

“How do you know it’s for real?”

“Sir, he added a secret cabin to the dungeon for our next meeting and put 2 beautiful ice witches at the door. Saw it with my own eyes.”

Lord Oliverry leaned forward. He was interested, or maybe curious. I could work with either.

He asked, “What does this spirit want?”

“I don’t know. He looked me up and down and said I wasn’t accomplished enough to have anything to offer. He wants someone with status, and since I don’t have that, we stopped there.”

“How dangerous would it be to meet this spirit?” Oliverry asked.

“Curiousity and greed have already consumed him.”

“He didn’t hurt me, but he does own the dungeon. He’s very clearly incredibly powerful.”

The nobleman stroked his chin. “I doubt killing me would have any benefit to him.”

“You could go in with a bunch of security. If you want to do it more discreetly, bring one bodyguard you trust.”

“You wouldn’t escort me?”

“Oh, I would if you wanted,” I said. “I assumed you’d rather I not be present for something so private. I’d be happy to escort you if that’s what you prefer.”

“A dungeon core…”

I leaned back and waited.

“The common wisdom is that anything too good to be true likely is. Furthermore, luring me into a dungeon is suspicious.”

My first instinct was to explain why he should trust me and how I’d keep him safe to reassure him, but I restrained myself. Saying anything would make me appear desperate, and desperation wasn’t trustworthy.

So I continued to sit quietly.

“Tomorrow night, you will take me to meet this spirit,” Oliverry said.



Lord Oliverry arrived at the dungeon in a nondescript carriage. At this hour of the night, he had the cover of darkness to keep from being identified, but the real protection was how dead the dungeon was. The morning rush was long gone, and the guards on the nightshift were barely conscious. They logged Lord Oliverry’s dungeon pass and didn’t once look up at him.

The two of us traveled in the direction of the dead dryad and continued on to the outermost edge of the dungeon.

The Frozen Fiend’s cabin was carved from ice, its back against a brick dungeon wall. Two ice witches stood on either side of the door like guards, as blue and as naked as the other witches in the dungeon. They bowed and extended their arms as Lord Oliverry approached, gesturing that he was welcome to enter.

The inside of the cabin was empty, save for the snowy humanoid shape waiting for us. This was more of a puppet for the ice demon than it was a disguise, but the effect was the same.

“Lord Samson Oliverry,” the ice demon said. “I am honored to host such a guest in my dungeon.”

“How do you know my name?”

The snowy figure tilted their head. “I may not be able to walk your streets, but I keep myself informed. Anyone who knows Flowst knows the Oliverry family name.”

“And your name?”

“You can call me the Frozen Fiend. Does your presence reflect your interest in the dungeon core?”

“It does, but I have questions.”

“Ask.”

“What happens to this dungeon when you hand over the core?”

The demon answered, “I am a lord of many dungeons. The core I offer you does not originate in this dungeon.”

“How do I know this isn’t a trick?”

“Because I am willing to stake my soul on the trade.”

“How much power does a dungeon core give me?”

The demon spread his arms to indicate everything around him. “The creation magic of a dungeon core made all of this. Your core would be equally as powerful.”

“Go ahead,” Oliverry said. “I’m ready to hear the trick.”

“Trick?”

“The part of the deal meant to trap me.”

“I offer a treasure in exchange for a treasure.”

With an impatient frown, Oliverry gestured for the demon to continue.

“Your wife, Lady Hera Oliverry.”

Oliverry’s impatience became confusion. “My wife. Why do you want my wife?”

“My reasons are not part of the trade. Your love incarnate is my price.”

“My wife for the dungeon core?”

The demon nodded through his puppet. “It is unwise to attempt deception in a soul contract, you should know.”

“I realize that, thank you.”

“I meant only to inform.”

“I accept your terms,” Oliverry said. “How do we finalize this?”

“I, the Frozen Fiend, swear on my soul to provide a dungeon core in exchange for Lady Hera Oliverry. With this guarantee I agree to bind myself to this contract.” After a pause, the demon continued, “When you say the same words, the trade will execute. You will have the dungeon core, and I will have Lady Hera Oliverry.”

“It’s instant?”

“The soul is primordial magic. It’s pure. It’s powerful. Is that a problem, Lord Oliverry? Or have you tricked me, and you have no wife to give?”

Lord Oliverry crossed his arms. “No tricks. Is my safety promised as well? You won’t just kill me to take it back?”

“Dishonoring the soul is unwise. When I have Lady Hera Oliverry, I will not linger, and we will not meet again.”

“I, Lord Samson Oliverry, swear on my soul to provide Lady Hera Oliverry in exchange for a dungeon core. With this guarantee I agree to bind myself to this contract.”

I had the biggest fucking smile. The stories are littered with all manner of great men making deals with demons only to lose their souls and to see all that they love burned to nothing. I always found the swiftness of their agreement to be unreasonable.

Yet it happened before my very eyes.

“Where is my dungeon core?” Lord Oliverry hissed.

“Where is Lady Hera Oliverry?”

“If you lied about the dungeon core, she would not appear, correct?” Oliverry asked, smirking. “And that means, by the power of the contract, I am entitled to your soul, fiend.”

“Or is it I who am entitled to yours? You may have the honor of enforcing the contract.”

Lord Oliverry’s face fell and turned ashen. The demon’s confidence suggested that something very horrible had just happened.

“She’s my wife. She should be here.”

“What was once yours is not always yours,” the demon said.

Finally, Lord Oliverry spun to look at me. The red of anger had replaced the white, and he seemed to snarl, “What is this?”

“Lady Hera Oliverry made it clear that I owned her,” I replied. “She swore it.”

And that was true. A cum-drunk Lady Oliverry lost her mind in the depths of her pleasure. She swore that she was my property so that she could climax. My pumping into her so hard made her declaration sound bouncy.

“I challenge my soul agreement with Lord Samson Oliverry,” the demon said slowly, as if savoring every word. “Kneel for me, please, Sammy.”

Lord Oliverry fell to a knee, his head down, and his eyes wide with shock. “No. You tricked me. You lied!”

“You had no Lady Hera Oliverry to give, yet you offered her in trade,” the demon gloated. “You cannot trade what you do not have.”

“Byron, I swear on my life I will destroy you!” Oliverry raged. “I will tear your pathetic little kingdom to pieces. You will know a kind of suffering you could never imagine.”

The demon flicked his hand, and Lord Oliverry went silent. Though his body held itself upright in its kneeling position, he was catatonic, his face slack and his eyes empty.

“This is a torture. I am wracked with lust, with the desire to be rent in two by your cock, and I can enjoy no such thing.”

“Young Master,” the demon said with a headbow. “You have impressed me again. Very few humans understand our nature. You understand that demons are like your merchants. As long as you give me what I want, a fair trade is simply good business.”

“I am 4 levels away from 40, and I believe I have demonstrated that the Church of the Goddess in Flowst is corrupted.”

“Is that so, human? Do explain.”

“On my command, High Priestess Yuni masturbated to climax beneath the statue of the Goddess in the grand chapel and left her wet panties behind. I swear this to be true.”

The demon laughed and laughed. Until that point, even the demon’s happiness had seemed like an act to me, a performance. This was the first time I heard a demon genuinely express joy. It was deep and menacing, tinted with the glee of another’s suffering.

“I have no need for my vessel’s levels,” the demon said. “He will provide the last 4. I do this in the spirit of ongoing business. I will have much need of you in the future.”

“How so?”

“My life is moving to the surface. It’s a world I know in fragments. A friend to guide me will be an important resource.”

I thought. “If you offer the levels freely, I will accept the generosity. I believe in helping friends and do not need to make a pact to prove as much.”

“I offer the levels freely. Such a thing is much too trivial. My friend, we trade with dungeons and the souls of high society. This is real business.”

I nodded. That was good to hear.

“You have succeeded where I dared not tread. My inner demon was never strong enough to negotiate with their kind.”

The frozen puppet collapsed, startling me. Then I saw Lord Oliverry moving his limbs like someone testing the weight of a sword they held for the first time. The Frozen Fiend had moved into his new vessel and was exploring its limits.

“I would complain about this one’s age were it not for his exceptional wealth and status,” Samson said. “Come. My men will grow concerned if I tarry much longer.”

“Your men?”

“Young Master, I have acquired this one’s life. To truly enjoy this toy, I must maintain the appearance of Lord Oliverry. Before we depart, I give you this.”

I didn’t know where he drew it from, but Samson had a golden silk rope in his hands, tied into a noose. The rope had been cut just a few inches above the knot.

“The magic is the same. Tie this rope in one place, and hang the noose in the other, as you did with the first. Now, please escort this frail bag of gold pieces to the exit.”

On our way out of the dungeon, Samson quizzed me on basic mannerisms and inflections. He had access to all of Lord Oliverry’s knowledge and memories because technically he was still in there, but personality was not so easily duplicated. Over time, he would ease his social circle into a different Samson, one that was more fun to puppet.

As Samson got into his carriage, he said to me, “I will be relocating to the city. I shall send word when I have arrived.”

And then the door shut and Samson was off.

“Congratulations, viceroy.”



Samson wasted no time in starting his new life. Late the next night, snow began to sprinkle on Flowst. Though we were into fall, we were still far from winter. When the people of Flowst saw the flakes, they danced and giggled at the strange, rare sight of snow come this early.

I knew that this was more than an anomaly in weather patterns. The ice demon had moved into the city. Soon, all of Flowst would be like my neighborhood–blanketed in snow year-round. If Samson preserved the farmland as I suggested, the city shouldn’t suffer too much under the presence of the Frozen Fiend.

His desire was simply to enjoy the decadence of human wealth and the entertainment of working hundreds of puppets like a true human nobleman. Samson was interested in business and pleasure, not war. Pursuing Demon Lord was not one of his ambitions, but even though that could have been a lie, I didn’t care. The spoils of my victory would be no less sweet.

The night of that snow, I returned to the Temple excited about my departure in two days. I had a new sculpture arriving in the morning that I couldn’t wait to add to the chapel, and then I needed to inform the Thieves’ Guild that I would be away again.

No way was I waiting to turn this teleporter on.

It was all I could think about as I entered the rectory, ready to pass the night quickly with as much writing as I could manage. Purity’s notes on my manuscript came back promising. It was a relief that she understood what I was trying to do and was so willing to help.

Abby appeared before me. “Welcome, master. Mistress Penny and Mistress Solara would like to show you something now that you’ve arrived home.”

“Oh?”

“Shall I fetch them?”

“Please.”

Abby bowed and disappeared. A moment later, she was back. “Mistress Penny requests that you sit in the bed and enjoy.”

I was intrigued and happy to play along.

Then Purity entered the rectory wearing her gold lioness mask. But this outfit was something new.

In addition to the mask, Purity wore a long white habit that cascaded down her back and draped over her bare ass. When she moved, the shifting fabric revealed the curve of her cheeks, and the narrow fabric of her thong drew the eye down between them. A thin silk rope ran down her chest to encircle two pearly white silk panels strained by her bust, the soft caress of the fabric keeping her nipples stiff and perky.

That same kind of rope circled her arms like decorative snakes, and long flowing white ribbons of silk dangled from her elbows, forearms, and wrists. The rope motif repeated on her waist. Strands of short rope hung from her rope belt, dangling down her thighs like loose garterstraps. Her sandals sent silk spiraling up her calves to just below the knee.

+500 Will points.

This was one of the outfits I commissioned. This was the silk priestess that would become a statue to display outside my temples. The drawback of loving it so much was that I couldn’t tear it off of her. The artists still needed their sketches.

But I got Will points from this? I supposed it was a significant display of subservience to proudly wear something so lewd.

“You look like you’re from the heavens,” I said. “I want you so badly right now.”

“My master gets everything he wants,” Purity said from behind her mask. “But the show is not over.”

Purity stepped to the side of my bed, and Solara entered in her costume next.

A sharp hood cast shadows over her lioness mask and attached to a cloak. The black silk fabric covered her shoulders and flowed behind her as she moved. A silk noose wrapped her neck, a decorative element that also held the cloak in place. An intricate halter top formed from silk ropes and elaborate knots wrapped her breasts, the tension of the rope beneath them emphasizing their shape, their size, their weight. The black silk panels hugged them like hammocks.

From between Solara’s breasts, two silk ropes ran parallel down her stomach and then crisscrossed over and below her hips. Each of her wrists was wrapped in silk bracers, with long silk ropes attached up their backs, hanging all the way to the ground like otherworldly curtains. Thigh-high boots clung to her legs like skin to complete the ensemble.

+500 Will points.

Purity joined Solara in posing, both ensuring I saw every curve from every possible angle.

Then Abby appeared. Marlow had taken her measurements as well. She wore a simple white crown with a veil draped down her face. She wore bracers similar to Solara’s, gleaming white accented with white silk ropes, and she wore a simple front panel of silk that fell to the ground. She wore nothing else, but she was exotic as it was. A simple outfit was the only balance that made sense for the power and presence she commanded.

My liluti.

I smiled.

“I’ll ask the artists to come by tomorrow. They’ll sketch you three and then make the statues.”

Abby tilted her head. “I don’t understand, Master.”

“I’m proud of my women, and that includes you. Statues won’t do any of you proper justice, but I want the world to know you are a part of this place, that you are women of status.”

Abby bowed. “Thank you, Master. You honor me.”

“Penny, Solara, change into a set of underwear you like. Then pick one of the offerings and bring her with you.”

Giggling, my priestess and sorceress rushed out of the room.

I needed more of this. This was amazing. This was like nothing else I had ever lived. But this wasn’t enough. It would never be enough. More power. More money. More gratification.

More. More. More. And it was mine to take.



Before I set off for Grubiit, my first new statue arrived. No, Purity, Solara, and Abby’s sculptures wouldn’t be ready for some time yet. This statue would serve a different purpose.

She wasn’t as tall as the saintess the Church of the Glass Heart left behind, the one now encased in magic ice, but she was still an eye-catching addition to the chapel.

She was a fierce female warrior, muscular and toned, her body lithe yet powerful. A loose strip of fabric wound around her body to accent her form while she held a spear upright and close to her skin, as if expressing her love to the weapon. This was a piece I found rather than commissioned, but I felt like it fit our beautiful women motif. I had it placed to the left of the dais.

The silk rope the Frozen Fiend gave me was already tied to her spear, so now I needed to complete the connection in Grubiit, and then my two temples would be linked. No long travel between towns for any of our members. Being in the silk would be like living in Flowst and Grubiit simultaneously, a massive perk for my followers, one more thing that we could offer that no other group in the kingdom could.

And all you had to do to get those perks was devote your body wholly and completely to me.

I didn’t take a big entourage with me to Grubiit this time. Invia and Podni joined me in a single carriage while Purity and Solara ran things at the Temple in Flowst.

Aurketzu was skeptical of those pairings given Invia and Podni’s history, but I wanted to make sure whatever conflict existed between them was truly squashed for good. If it wasn’t, this would be good practice hiding it well enough that I didn’t have to deal with it ever again.

That was one of the more relaxing carriage rides I had ever been on. I leaned back and commanded Invia and Podni to do things to each other. Kiss, spank, finger, lick, choke, twist, pinch.

They came several times a day. Like I said, if they weren’t really going to get along, then they needed to get really good at faking it. However, they ended up going about that, satisfying my whims that trip was good practice for both of them.



I didn’t go directly to the Grubiit Temple when we finally got to town. I needed a new statue for the new location, so Invia and Podni began making basic preparations while I went shopping.

I was anxious to get my ultra-expensive enchanted item installed somewhere safe, so I didn’t let myself be too picky. I selected a tasteful sculpture of a beautiful woman in flowing robes and carrying a sword.

Then I paid extra to have it delivered now. Not tomorrow. Not today. This very moment.

I actually rode to the New Temple with the statue delivery wagon and watched 4 men struggle to get it into the house. My strength stat was higher than theirs, so I intervened. I needed the help of one other man to get the statue into our common room.

Since this Temple was a proper residence and not a converted church, it didn’t have a worship chapel for a common room, but it did have a massive living area that was about the same size. The statue went against one of the walls, and I hustled the delivery guys out the door.

Podni and Invia arrived a few moments later with bags of groceries. When they saw I was about to activate the teleporter, they stashed the bags and stood in the empty living room with me, watching as I hung the silk noose around the swordmaiden’s neck.

As soon as the noose came to a rest, moss and vines blossomed out of the statue, wrapping the figure in ropey browns and greens.

I took a deep breath and laid my palm against the statue.

And I was in Flowst. All the girls in the chapel cheered and clapped.

“This teleporter will be off limits for a few more days,” I told the group present. “Once the other Temple is properly secured, you’ll be welcome to use it whenever you like. Abby?”

My demon appeared before me. “Yes, Master?”

“Please go to the Swamp Temple and secure it with wards. I want it to be as protected as we are here. There’s also a small back area with a dock. I don’t know what our options are for outdoor wards, so let me know what you recommend.”

“I have a few new options from my studies that might be appropriate.”

“Great. Go ahead and get started.”

“Purity?” I asked in my mind to see if my priestess had her silk telepathy open.

“Yes, Master?” she answered immediately.

“Are you in the Temple? The teleporter is connected, and I’d feel better if you and Solara were making decorating decisions for the Swamp Temple rather than Invia. I don’t know anything about Podni’s tastes to trust her either.”

“I’ll be right down, Master. And congratulations. I know you worked hard to make this possible.”

“We’re only going to get stronger, both as individuals and as the silk. We conquered Flowst, so now we conquer Grubiit.”

“Anything you desire should be yours, Master.”

“She speaks truth.”

I agreed.


Chapter 53

The Grubiit dungeon was 15 floors of wizardry experiments gone awry, the strange consequences of chemistry and summoning were abandoned by whoever built the massive underground compound. Most of the upper floors were now dominated by slimes, but concoctions and odd ingredients weren’t the only projects to mutate.

The lower floors were patrolled by golems, artificial creatures assembled and brought to life by magic, and a flesh golem ultimately served as the final boss.

That was before I came to town, that is.

My status as a Dungeon Lord, or rather, Aurketzu’s status that I inherited when I inherited her, sparked change in the dungeon. The story moved forward, and the whole of the dungeon became more dangerous.

When I was in Grubiit to scout for new temple locations, adventurers struggled with the updates on the first few floors. The monsters were still mostly low-level slimes, but now the halls were filled with poisonous gas. If an adventurer didn’t have an enchantment to block it, there was no getting any deeper.

That was all that was known by the time I left, and no meaningful news about the Grubiit dungeon reached me in Flowst.

In the time I was away, adventurers had cleared all the way to the end of floor 11, but that took a while, and what they found was tragic.

The Grubiit dungeon was so deep and so massive that there were mini settlements cobbled together to serve as rest points. One was on floor 5, and the other was on floor 10.

The dungeon updated with all of those people–blacksmiths, chefs, alchemists–still inside. By the time adventurers got to the settlement on floor 5, casualties had piled up. All of the nearby monsters suddenly becoming stronger had surprised the adventurers resting there, and they took heavy losses beating them back.

They took more losses when some of those trapped adventurers attempted to escape to the surface. Several of them got chewed up by a more difficult floor 4, and then there were several who only made it partway through the poison gas of floor 3.

The settlement on floor 10 also suffered from the sudden jump in difficulty, but there were enough high-level parties there at the time that they preserved most of the town. Supplies, however, weren’t infinite. With no shipments coming down from the surface, adventurers were getting creative about what they ate, which typically meant rats.

Those adventurers weren’t trapped long enough to fully starve to death, but they got a taste of what that painful end would have been like. Interestingly, these adventurers tried to get to the surface just as those in the floor 5 settlement did, but they encountered an impassible door on floor 9 and turned back.

Like the flooded version of the Flowst dungeon, delvers had to beat a miniboss to open the doors, and that boss was on the side opposite from the adventurers attempting to travel upward, like the dungeon was meant to be a one-way street. You could go down, but not back up.

Those doors locked again when the dungeon reset, so there was a lot of talk about whether or not the floor 10 settlement was still viable. Very few people were okay with the idea of being locked in the dungeon if someone else didn’t come along to clear the mini and open the doors.

And, of course, the monsters changed too.

“The most common enemies are standard slime varieties up until the fourth floor,” Invia reported to our party. We were all in the rectory together, Podni included. “On the fourth floor, the slimes get smarter, and some of them assume a humanoid form. Some people think they follow a similar pattern as skeletons. Slime, then smart slime, then man slime, then man slime knight, man slime wizard, and so on.

“At floor 7, things get weirder. The slimes ‘possess’ other creatures and objects, becoming weird sorts of hybrids. Like fire slime hellhounds or water slime ground dragons.”

“We won’t be pushing that deep for a bit,” I said. “Seems like we’ll have a lot to learn before mutant slimes cross our paths.”

The girls nodded that they agreed.

“Our Ice abilities will be particularly helpful against slimes, so we should have an edge once we get our bearings. Any questions before we meet the dungeon guide tomorrow?”

“What’s our initial goal?” Podni asked.

“Scouting grinding routes that are safe and efficient for new followers,” I answered. “We won’t be able to run all of our people through the Flowst dungeon if we have two chapters worth of crawlers. Once that’s done, we’re going back to the Flowst prison to farm XP and harvest red mana crystals. Any other questions?”

Everyone but Purity shook their heads. “Did you have something, Penny?” I asked.

“Nothing about the crawl. Just a few things about the Temples.”

When no one else presented a question, I gestured for Purity to share.

“We have several girls asking if they can move to the Grubiit Temple because they like it better. I propose we establish criteria for followers to earn a move to another chapter. Until someone achieves that, they can’t relocate and have to stay in their home Temple. Alternatively, since travel between Temples is simple, we could make lodging rank-based. All of the new initiates would stay in the Ice Temple dorms, for example, while the upper members took bigger rooms or moved to Grubiit.

“Next, we should give established members their own rooms rather than forcing them to share. That would also have to be earned. Each Temple would have a few upper-ranked rooms up for grabs so every member has something to aspire to.”

“Do it,” I said.

“Yes, Master. Other than room arrangements and dungeon assignments, I propose travel between Temples be unrestricted so all of our members can socialize with all of the others. If that creates a problem, we’ll adjust our approach.”

“I agree there as well. No need to babysit or to keep anyone locked up.”

Purity nodded. “Some of the girls have requested masks unique to their Temple, but I told them no. Establishing that division between members seems counterproductive.”

I nodded that I agreed.

Before Purity left, I said, “I have one thing: Samson is having a party the end of next week, and every member of the silk is going. It will be cold, so as much as I want to mandate lingerie for all, wear something that’s warm, semi-formal, and still shows off the beauty of the silk.”

“Are we…” Podni began.

“Absolutely not,” I said. “We don’t share the silk outside our members. Gawkers can lust with their eyes. If anyone tries with their hands, I’ll chop them off.”



Unlike the Lopav and Flowst dungeons, the Grubiit dungeon didn’t start in a natural environment and transition into brick corridors and stone chambers.

Following the dungeon guide into the Grubiit dungeon felt like being back home in Borja. My home dungeon was also a giant underground settlement of sorts, but it was filled with undead instead of slimes, and each floor in Grubiit was close to six times the size of a Borja dungeon floor.

Our guide was a level 21 brawler who Horpus recommended. He was a ranger and had leveled enough to unlock a few nature spells as well as martial abilities that were basically spells under a different name. He could do things like summon the spirits of animals to fight for him or shoot arrows of pure mana from his bow faster than the average eye could track.

I had to admit I underestimated the ranger class. I ignorantly believed it was a weak combination of fighter and druid, but seeing Kein in action showed me how wrong I was. He was dangerous from any position in the formation, and I liked the idea of what that versatility would mean for a party. He could double up on whatever role was most advantageous at the time, playing front or back depending on the scenario.

We didn’t necessarily need Kein to protect us, though I very much preferred traveling with someone who knew what to expect, but I knew within minutes that we needed him to navigate. We would have gotten turned around in a matter of minutes by the network of crisscrossing corridors and tunnels.

At first, the effort seemed trivial. The corridors were all perpendicular to one another and followed a strict, consistent grid format, just like the Borja dungeon. That predictable structure broke down after three turns. Adventurers graffitied the walls in various places to offer directions and navigational reference points, but the effort wasn’t unified or standardized. The hodge-podge of scripts and arrows made things more confusing.

And Kein recommended we ignore those markers entirely. A few parties had already been led astray by false directions. Some wandered aimlessly for more than a day. Others were robbed.

The dungeon only got more confusing. Hallways started to curve instead of run straight. Diagonal passages split off at odd angles. The floor gently rose and fell, and though it was still considered “level 1,” some of those corridors ran beneath or over one another, but you might not notice because the shifts in elevation weren’t extreme.

According to Kein, the walls here had always been heavy with mold and moss, and the enchanted bricks glowing a dim yellow had lit the way in the previous dungeon version as well. The addition of light sources was a nice convenience for a dungeon crawl, but they weren’t reliable. A whole hallway might be so thick with moss that all of the glow bricks were obscured.

We needed Nightsight enchantments. That had been obvious for some time, but I kept allowing myself to get distracted.

The prevalence of plant life was also believed to be the source of the poisonous gas that now filled the first three floors. Research into it had only just begun, but so far the source pointed to an especially nasty form of mold. This was a new species, however, so no one could immediately say if the poison was purely physical or if it was driven or influenced by magic.

Everyone in my party had Immunity to Poison amulets, so we weren’t in danger, but the magic that blocked the poison qualities of the mold didn’t filter the air. Every breath had the gritiness of dust.

In terms of function, level 1 was a lattice work of storage rooms, labs, and apartments. The belief was that practicality dictated that the first floor be a shipping and receiving hub. The settlement was vast, and though it was self-sufficient in some regards, like with water and food, curious wizards needed all manner of tools, reagents, and materials to conduct their experiments.

I had a hard time imagining this place ever being that active. Thousands of wizards would have had to have lived here. The math was a bit crude, but it was estimated that the living population would have been three to four times that of Grubiit’s present-day totals.

Kein led us to a reasonably clean side room and suggested we rest for a bit. The mold wasn’t as bad here, but the reprieve was minimal.

“How’s your breathing?” I asked Purity in my mind, taking advantage of her silk telepathy.

“Awful.”

“Same. I don’t know that I like the idea of grinding in here.”

“Agreed.”

To Aurketzu, I mentally asked, “See anything worth collecting?”

“Slimes will always have value as components, but the clear and green varieties we have seen thus far are worth little. The same is true of the centipedes.”

I figured her answer would be something like that, but I still hoped she had a surprise insight like the imp fur we harvest in the Flowst dungeon. That was a nice stream of income while it lasted.

We fought lesser and mid-tier varieties of clear slimes and green slimes with regularity. A lesser slime was akin to an angry puddle, and a mid-tier was around the size of a dog. There were all sizes in between, of course, because slimes gradually gained mass over the course of their lives, but those were the major reference points for size distinctions.

Neither type of slime had any additional attacks or qualities beyond being resilient against normal weapons. And the XP was terrible.

XP was a little better with the centipedes, but they weren’t plentiful and were annoying to fight. They moved incredibly fast and often dove into cracks or slid under thick moss, only to pop out somewhere else and bite your ankle.

“Anything worth farming on this floor?” I asked Kein.

The ranger screwed up his face and shook his head. “I wouldn’t say so. There’s a wing of this level overrun by a new variety of mutant green recluse spiders. Most of them are babies, length of your forearm or thereabouts. Depending on who you ask, there are 5 to 7 adults in that wing, and their venom is getting a decent price right now.”

“But?”

“The rewards just ain’t worth the trouble. The interest in the venom is only academic at this stage. Haven’t heard of any actual uses for the stuff. That decent price won’t last long if that’s the case. And those fuckers are mean. They come from every direction, and even the little ones never stop trying to web you up.”

I nodded. Kein’s conclusion seemed reasonable to me.

“There’s also rustlers, which are something like plant yetis if you know that legend, but they’re rare and are more likely to run than fight. I haven’t heard any predictable method for finding them, so them being good XP still doesn’t match the trouble.”

“So far, none of this looks like good training for low-level adventurers,” I said.

Kein nodded that he agreed. “The mold pushes a lot of the difficulty for the first three floors. Breathing this shit wears you out even if it isn’t killing you. Second floor looks a lot like this but has toxic slimes and cursed slimes. One is moving poison, and the other can use magic. Fireball and a low-level demon summon.”

“Slimes summoning demons?” Solara asked.

“Yep. Third floor adds yellow slimes. If you didn’t have Ice enchantments out the ass, I’d say run if you see yellow. They’re durable as all hell and hit pretty hard. Then there’s what folks are calling ‘security slimes.’ Those can be any variety of slime, but they attack from cover.

“For example, a hallway down there was lined with murder holes. You try going through, slimes are shooting through the holes at you. In the darker corners of that level are imps and bats. Folks thought they were abandoned familiars.”

I listened as closely as I could. “Nothing farmable there?”

“Yellow slime fetches a good price.”

“Might make some money on the yellow slimes since y’all have Ice magic,” Kein answered. “If it’s XP you’re after, level 4 is where the mold ends and the slurps start.”

Slurps was a term we had heard already. Those were the humanoid slime creatures that appeared after the dungeon change, and they were more sophisticated than adventurers realized initially.

Slurps retained the qualities of their slime color, so a yellow slurp was stronger and more durable than other slurps, for example. On level 4, the vast majority of slurps were simple melee fighters. They might throw clumps of themselves on occasion, but they mostly preferred to clobber and drown their victims.

But then reports of slurps with unusual abilities began to accumulate. Currently, it was believed that slurps had classes similar to humans. While most behaved like fighters or barbarians, several parties had been Backstabbed by rogue variants, others were blasted by wizard variants, and then there were slurp clerics and priests who buffed and healed their allies.

As far as Kein knew, no predictable pattern for what class of slurps appeared where had been determined, so when a dripping figure sloshed down a corridor looking for a fight, you didn’t know what class it was until it started to attack.

But the XP they gave was good.

“I think it’s too early to commit to numbers,” Kein continued, “but the scuttlebutt says that level 4 is good for grinding from 18 to 20 or so. The floor 5 camp is right down the stairs, so lots of people are staying there to grind floor 4.”

That sounded like what we would be doing too.

“What’s level 5 like?” I asked.

Kein laughed. “A bloody apocalypse. My group is all around level 25, and we had to pull back. The slurps down there are smart enough to group together. They fight like soldiers or adventuring parties, depending on the makeup. People say they’re stronger too, but that wasn’t the sense I got. I think them being organized messes with people’s heads, you know? So I don’t think they are stronger, but they are way more dangerous.”

“Sure.”

“Gray and blue slimes start popping up too. Mid-tier in size, and sometimes they fight with the slurps.”

“Gray slimes are known for their exceptional speed, while blue slimes are immune to magic. In my time, both were valuable materials to harvest.”

Invia wiped her mouth on her sleeve after a glug from her waterskin. “There’s a mini on level 5, right?”

“You bet. Strange one too. The mini is what folks are calling a slurp captain. It’s about twice the size of other slurps, but it’s a different kind of slime every respawn. Never seen a dungeon do that before. Depending on the color slime you draw, the captain could be a real dick. Folks got skittish if he was blue, gray, or yellow. Blue seems like the worst of them.

“That fight is really about volume. The guilds running it regularly are going in with fifteen people or more. Need that many hands to manage the spawn.”

Wow.

Kein wasn’t much for lore, but floors 2, 3, and 4 were all similar to the first. The labyrinth of passages primarily led to apartments, labs, and storage rooms. The wizards who built the dungeon had a hierarchy, however, so the deeper the level, the higher the wizard rank. The higher the wizard rank, the more space and resources a wizard had.

Floor 5 didn’t continue that pattern. That floor was entirely for servants and workers. Food was grown and processed. Animals were raised and slaughtered. And any work requiring a tradesman, like tailoring or blacksmithing, happened on this floor as well.

In that regard, the slurp captain miniboss could be seen as defending all of those from invaders.

But, like I said, Kein didn’t care much for the dungeon story. I was reasonably certain one of Purity’s Divine Quests would send us searching this place for something to fuck.

We needed to learn more, but it was already apparent that the Grubiit dungeon wasn’t friendly to noobs. Even our more senior members, like the twin rogues, hadn’t fought the cursed knight miniboss in the Flowst dungeon, which also meant they hadn’t run the prison level and gotten their XP there.

We all had grinding to do.


Chapter 54

We fit 4 days of prison grinding in before Samson, the disguise for the Frozen Fiend who owned the Flowst and Lopav dungeons, held his first party. I was quite pleased with how productive those runs managed to be.

We captured and “freed” the fire witch only once out of those four days. Killing the fire witch was far safer for the party than restraining her long enough for us to get her off, but I also expected a payday from the red mana crystal. If that worked out how I wanted it to, I would have one more to sell right away.

Maria’s sizable donation to the silk depleted rapidly under the demands of our Grubiit expansion, and adding Podni to the party wasn’t cheap either. I wanted her to be a permanent member, and she would be most useful if I invested in her accordingly.

Podni hit level 10 the morning of Samson’s party. Though I had my own room in the Swamp Temple, I preferred the rectory of the Ice Temple. The stained glass windows and easy view of the chapel area–and the girls present in it–gave me something to occupy my mind if I needed to mull something over.

I was also comfortable there. The spare bedroom would be convenient if I had offerings in Grubiit, but other than that, the rectory was enough for me.

There were so many bodies in my bed, and every one of them wore golden silk around their necks and nothing else. Somehow, I ended up on the outside of the bed with Purity next to me. Invia, Solara, and Podni were tangled up next to her.

“Master,” Podni whispered. “I need your help to level up.”

I smiled. Podni was about to be happier than she realized. “Let’s hear the options.”

She read them aloud:

Noiseless Step

Active Ability

Cooldown: 2.5 minutes

Move without making noise for 30 seconds.

Sugar Daddy bonus reduced the cooldown from 5 minutes.

Prerequisite: Stealth

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Add an additional 30 seconds to the total duration of Noiseless Step.)

(Bonus Pledge: Gain an additional 5% bonus to Stealth when Noiseless Step is active. However, if you go longer than 72 hours without praise from your Viceroy, you suffer a -20% penalty to damage resistance. Note: Optional bonuses are only offered once.)

Disarm

Active Ability

Cooldown: 5 minutes

Attempt to remove the weapon from your opponent’s hands with your next attack and provide a 10% bonus to dexterity for the next 5 seconds. Disarm chances based on level and dexterity.

Sugar Daddy bonus increased bonus to dexterity by 5%.

Prerequisite: Steal

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain an additional 5% bonus to dexterity when you activate Disarm.)

(Bonus Pledge: On a successful Disarm, affected target suffers a 5% penalty to dexterity for 5 seconds. However, if you go longer than 72 hours without praise from your Viceroy, you suffer a -20% penalty to damage resistance. Note: Optional bonuses are only offered once.)

Trap Engineer

Passive Ability

Gain the intuitive ability to craft custom traps, locks, alarms, and other mechanical devices. Complexity of devices increases with intelligence.

Sugar Daddy bonus extended this bonus to include other mechanical devices.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increase the strength of any trap you build by 10%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Gain a 5% bonus to any skill or ability involving Traps. However, if you go longer than 72 hours without praise from your Viceroy, you suffer a -20% penalty to damage resistance. Note: Optional bonuses are only offered once.)

“You’ve invested a good bit in the trap route so far,” I said.

“Noiseless Step would make more sense if I pushed the Stealth path, and a lot of enemies we fight don’t have weapons to Disarm,” Podni added.

“Agreed on all fronts.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

That brought me up to 3 unallocated stat points from my party’s Loyalty Pledges. I earned an additional 8 Loyalty Pledges from my followers leveling up, so I had 11 to allocate.

But I had something else to tend to before I could put thought into that.

Purity, Invia, and Solara reached for Podni and began to roam her body. She gasped at first but soon relaxed, sinking into the sensation of being the center of attention.

“Why can’t all mornings be like this?” she asked softly, her eyes closing as she relaxed.

I reached under my side of the bed and produced a bag of mana crystals. I set them on Podni’s bare stomach.

“What’s-”

Her eyes shot open when she realized what the mana crystals were for.

“Byron will tell you when the moment is right to multiclass,” Invia said as she lowered herself. She put her head between the rogue’s legs and began to softly kiss the crease of Podni’s hip.

Invia and Solara kissed up her body to tease her nipples with their lips and tongues.

I knelt next to her head, and she pulled me into her mouth as soon as she could wrap a hand around my dick.

“You can focus on your multiclass when you cum,” I said.

She sucked me so hard I worried she might injure herself. I stayed deep in her throat for long stretches. Even when I attempted to withdraw, she grabbed my hips and pulled, fighting her gags and stealing small breaths of air whenever she could.

Fuck, I was so glad this rogue was back in my life. She didn’t even pull back when I burst, filling her throat with seed. She stayed deep and moaned with ecstasy.

The mana crystals in the bag collapsed into black sand when Podni’s moans subsided to soft gasps. Before she opened her eyes, she reached between her legs and pulled Invia’s mouth to hers. I loved to see Podni enjoying the taste of herself, but more than that, I was happy to see her getting along with Invia. Sometimes they fucked each other a little harder than necessary, but that seemed like a healthy way to express aggression to me.

“Oh my gods,” she said, hand over her mouth, tears already welling in her eyes. “I can’t believe this happened for me.”

“Welcome to the silk,” Purity said, nestling her head into the crook of Podni’s neck.

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

Reading from her system, Podni said, “The Silk Sabotaur expresses her devotion to the Silk Noose from the shadows, striking with silent swiftness and disappearing just as quickly.”

Her base ability for her new class was:

Silkstep

Active Ability

Cooldown: 2 Minutes

Travel up to 60 ft between pieces of silk instantaneously. Ability requires knowledge of or line of sight with exit silk. Use Silkstep a number of times equivalent to your level divided by 5 before triggering a cooldown.

Sugar Daddy bonus added the ability to travel to known silk without line of sight.

Podni’s form sank into the sheets as if dematerializing before my eyes. Across the room, she rose out of a silk camisole lying on the floor. Then she reversed the movement to appear back in bed with the other girls.

“No enemy would suspect such an attack.”

Yeah, Silkstep was incredible. A few minutes later, we confirmed that the silk Solara created with Silk Weaver was included in Silkstep. Between Silk Weaver and Silkmancer, we could strategically place silk anywhere on the battlefield for Podni to travel through. One second, Podni could be in our back row, and the next, she could be in Backstab range of the enemy’s back row.

“I’ve never been so happy,” Podni said, her tears still flowing. “Me? A rare class? And all this with it? I can’t believe it.”

Solara smiled reassuringly. “I know we’re all just getting to know you, but you fit so well already. We’re going to have a lot of fun. I just know it.”

Invia grazed my thigh with the tip of her finger. “Are there any rules for us tonight at the Oliverry party?”

“You’re all pretty good about keeping it classy when we party.”

Purity and Solara laughed.

I looked between my women. “Am I missing something?”

Giggling, Invia answered, “We like to get a little wild sometimes.”

“I’ll trust you all to read the room, but please, do have fun. This celebration is as much for us as it is for Samson, whether he knows it or not.”



The Frozen Fiend, wearing Lord Samson Oliverry’s body, bought the largest estate for sale in the hills, the rich side of Flowst. If he was willing to wait, he could have arranged for something even bigger, but Samson was impatient.

He wanted his new life to begin as soon as possible, so a townhome three times the size of Maria’s–downright palatial–would have to do. He had a private loop for carriage dropoffs, and the first two stories of the interior was a living room as large as a ballroom. The three floors on top of that were a library, additional sitting parlors, and a dozen guestrooms. The very top floor was one big master with a covered deck overlooking Flowst.

I hoped Samson would think to spring for warming runes if he ever intended on using that deck for parties. He might not mind the permanent winter of Flowst, but human guests would struggle with an outdoor party.

That said, I didn’t mind the permanent winter that enshrouded the city. The steady snowfall gave Flowst a whimsical air, especially at night when torches and lamps reflected little pockets of falling snow in the darkness. The layer of white on every surface made the city feel cleaner than it really was.

We needed eight carriages in total for all of the silk to attend the party–some 40 members total now–and my girls all wore their masks as instructed. Otherwise, they wore black ensembles of their own choosing. Some chose long, body-hugging dresses, while others wore toga-like pieces with long slits up the side to showcase their legs.

Purity talked to Marlow without my prompting and arranged for every one of the members to have silver silk rope incorporated into their outfits. Some wore silk nooses around their necks. Others wrapped the rope around their waists. A few were made into bracelets and arm cuffs.

I liked that individual members explored their own personal styles. With the range of bodytypes and personalities in the silk, they all needed something different to fully celebrate their beauty.

I was also beyond entertained by the knowledge that High Priestess Yuni was one of the women behind a black lioness mask. Her being a High Priestess made the most mundane of conquests with her more interesting. It was never not fun to cum inside a holy woman.

I recognized many of the guests from the previous galas and gatherings I had attended with the Chastains and Oliverrys, but I wasn’t a bodyman this time. I was a guest of honor.

Were I a demon who recently possessed a nobleman, I would have made the transition to my vessel’s new personality more gradual so as to not arouse suspicion. Samson took the opposite approach, what one might call “ripping off the bandage.”

All of the waitstaff at the party, men and women, were scantily clad in strips of artistically torn fabric. At various points around the room, bathtubs were raised, as if on mini stages. Each had a naked woman inside pouring water over themselves again and again as an odd form of entertainment. Moonrock was offered openly to guests, and alcohol flowed more freely than ever.

Where drinking was always an important element of a party, Samson actively encouraged more drinking with shot girls roaming the room, flirting with guests, and forcing more booze into people’s hands.

I made sure Trina and Lyle were on the guest list and had extra invitations for other members of the Thieves’ Guild. I didn’t immediately see them when the silk made its grand entrance, but I assumed they were around.

For the Flowst elite in attendance, the reaction to the festivities were polarized. Many openly embraced their vices, any and all of them, but just as many looked around with wide eyes.

A tall muscular woman in the same ultra-revealing torn aesthetic as the other staff approached me. “Master Byron. My Lord invites you to join him upstairs. Please follow me.”

I nodded. To my party, I said, “Enjoy the celebration. Don’t feel like you need to hold back without me.”

My escort opened the double doors to the master bedroom and beckoned me inside. The room was an assortment of couches, chairs, and pillows. Naked bodies were everywhere, male and female, all in various states of intertwinement.

More surprisingly, they were joined by demons. I didn’t know enough about demons to name the individual varieties, but a few resembled the demon I betrayed in Lopav, many resembled the ice witches in the Flowst dungeon, and there were various imps and devils fluttering all about or dragging long tongues up the bodies of guests. Samson believed strongly in his anti-scrying wards it seemed. This sort of activity usually attracted the attention of celestials near immediately.

“The hubris of demons knows no bounds.”

“Master Byron!” Samson exclaimed when he spotted me. He sat in the middle of an overstuffed couch and had an obnoxious gold goblet in one hand and the breast of a blue she-demon in the other.

I accepted a similar goblet from a servant and sat on a couch across from him. “Cheers.”

Samson raised his glass in response. “So kind of you to attend my party.”

“Wouldn’t miss it. You seem to be enjoying your new life.”

“I am indeed. Human politics are so droll, but this one’s resources are substantial. Money solves all problems as you humans say, and it buys no shortage of pleasures.”

“I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself,” I said.

“Your collection continues to grow I see.”

I smiled. “Things have been going well. I’m happy with the progress.”

“Have you brought me a new opportunity?”

“Was I supposed to?”

Samson shrugged. “You’ve made it a tradition to be interesting.”

In my mind to Aurketzu, I said, “I have an idea that gets you into a young noblewoman’s body as a vessel, but you would have to be allied to the Frozen Fiend.”

“I do not consort with demons.”

“Valice Chastain would be the body. Have I convinced you she is a wise choice yet?”

She waited a long pause to answer.

“I would agree to not interfere with his business in Flowst.”

To Samson as much as myself, I grinned. “I can be interesting. I’d understand if you preferred not to do business right now.”

“I never understood the human distinction between work and pleasure,” Samson mused. “In the spirit of celebration, I’ll give you one of my demons if your business surprises and entertains me.”

“I would like your help in acquiring Valice Chastain as a vessel. I have another ally who, like yourself, wishes to live on this plane.”

Samson narrowed his eyes. “Another demon?”

“No,” I answered honestly. “The soul is human.”

The old nobleman guffawed. “That’s the last time I challenge you to be interesting. Resurrection magic has many peculiarities in addition to its difficulty. Unless the individual is only recently deceased, drawing their soul from the underworld would be a challenge for even gods.”

“The soul is already on this plane.”

“Intriguing. To whom does this soul belong?”

“She is a sorceress,” I answered. “Her power is beyond my comprehension, but she would agree to not disturb Flowst with her interests. I cannot answer on her behalf, but I believe she will understand that your assistance here puts her in your debt.”

“I would agree to no such thing, viceroy.”

“Assurances that the relationship between the Oliverrys and the Chastains would be profitable with your sorceress in the family. That outcome would be motivation enough for me,” Samson said. “Maintaining that link serves us both, I would think.”

“I think she would agree.”

“You do not speak for me.”

In my mind, I shouted, “Please, just shut up. Valice Chastain is an amazing vessel for your needs, dare I say perfect. If you pass on this, I doubt we will find another vessel that good ever again.”

“Fine.”

Samson leaned back while his she-demon held eye contact with me and groped him over his pants. “What do you ask of me?”

“Your help in maneuvering Valice into a soul contract. I intend to do most of the work, but you continuing to play the role of Samson her business partner would make my life much easier.”

“I see the wisdom in this exchange,” Samson sad with a sagely nod. “Now it is I who asks a favor of you.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Moonrock is an admirable attempt, but like most human intentions, it falls short of greatness. If I had a better product, it would sell, yes?”

“I’d guess as much,” I said.

“My recipe, which is being served to guests downstairs, provides the same boost of energy and heightening of senses as moonrock, but it lowers inhibitions even farther. All pleasure, physical and emotional, is amplified. I am told it has a slight hallucinegenic quality as well, but only humans can experience that benefit it seems.”

“Sounds like fun.”

“I request your assistance in establishing this line of business,” Samson said.

I thought. “I can’t personally be involved in moving a product like that, but I could make some introductions. Safe to say you’d prefer to wholesale to someone who does all the busy work of distribution?”

“You are wise, Master Byron. I do indeed desire that simplicity.”

“Press. Press.”

“I have a few ideas for who to talk to,” I said. “If you don’t mind me playing matchmaker, I can get started right away, and I wouldn’t complain if my Temples were always stocked, free of charge.”

“I am not opposed to such a reward if the introduction is fruitful.”

“Sounds fair. Can you send me out of here with a sample of… What are you calling it?”

“Dreamdust.”


Chapter 55

The next day, Samson sent a delivery: the demon I won from his little challenge. She looked a lot like the demon I fucked and betrayed in the Lopav dungeon–blue skin, thick curved horns, bottomless black eyes–but was taller and less endowed.

She wore a cloak over a baggy robe into the Ice Temple. That’s what we started calling our church in Flowst. With permanent winter and a second temple opening in Grubiit, a more specific nickname seemed appropriate.

To the girls, at least. Nicknames weren’t high on my list of priorities.

When the door behind her shut, I summoned Abby.

“Yes, Master?” my abyssal demon purred.

“I have an addition to your staff. Please put her to work as you see fit.”

“Does she have a name?”

No, she didn’t, so I made one up. “Frost.”

“Very good, Master,” Abby said to me before turning to Frost. “See to the changing of linens. Start stripping the beds, and I will be along to orient you.”

“As you wish.”

As the ice demon passed, Abby hooked her clothes. “You don’t need to hide yourself here.”

The ice demon nodded and left all of her clothes behind.

“Can you use her for something?” I asked.

“Yes, Master. She is strong.”

“Good.”

“Does my Master have a moment to spare?” Abby asked.

“What’s on your mind?”

“I placed a new enchantment but can discard it if you do not approve,” Abby said. “I noticed the offerings beginning to separate between common rooms–the one here and the one in Grubiit. Mistress Penny has made it clear that the silk is strongest when members feel like part of the whole, and I believe the enchantment is in that spirit. The statues linking the Ice Temple to the Swamp Temple will glow based on which common room is most active. If a member sees the statue glowing, they know more of their sisters are on the other side socializing.”

“Excellent idea. Good work.”

“Your praise humbles me, Master. I would suggest adjusting our wards and implementing other safe guards to ensure Frost does not hurt your investments.”

I nodded. “Thank you. Please proceed with whatever you recommend.”



“Got your next score picked out already?” Horpus said with a welcoming smile.

We sat in his office inside the guild hall for the Grubiit chapter of the Dungeon Brawlers. Like always, Horpus had his silver hair in a ponytail and wore a simple but sharp tunic and pants with perfectly polished boots.

“Potentially,” I answered, “but it’s in an arena that the guild usually avoids: drugs.”

Horpus dropped his smile. “The drug trade is too messy. The money isn’t worth all the mud you have to roll around in. But you knew all this.”

“I do know all that, and I won’t be offended if you aren’t interested. However, if I didn’t bring this to you and it ends up being lucrative, I’d worry you felt left out.”

“Fair. Fair. Give me the pitch.”

I set a vial of light pink powder on his desk. “This is dreamdust. It’s everything moonrock is but better, and there is only one manufacturer. He doesn’t want the headache of managing distribution, so he’s looking to wholesale to a single partner.”

Horpus sighed. “Say it’s as good as you claim. The folks in that kind of business aren’t the most reliable or trustworthy. I’d be reluctant to work with someone like that.”

I grinned. This was exactly where I hoped the conversation would go.

“The producer is Samson Oliverry.”

After a few coughs, Horpus asked, “Lord Samson fucking Oliverry is in the drug trade?”

“Looking to be.”

“Alright,” Horpus said. “I’ll give you that this has the makings of a policy exception with a name like that involved. You and Oliverry are that close?”

“We’ve done some business.”

“You trust him?”

“I don’t trust anyone.”

Horpus laughed. “Your deals with him have gone well, though?”

“Very well.”

“What are you looking to get out of this?” Horpus asked.

“I’d be happy with a referral fee and that be the end of my involvement.”

“Don’t want a percentage?”

I shook my head. “I don’t want to be in the drug business either. A few extra gold coins and the chance to help two business partners is reward enough.”

Horpus thought. “How long until the window closes on me?”

“You were my first stop, and he knows this won’t be a fast process. I can sit on my hands for a bit to give you time to think on it.”

“I’ll get you an answer by the end of the week.”



I tried to imagine how Brenin, the go-nowhere Borja guard would react to this to do list:

-Watch Purity masturbate to completion under the outer gate of the Flowst ice dungeon castle

-Begin proper research into blocking Holy and Exorcism spells

-Start hunting levels of holy to save up for my next teleporter

-Acquire some of those levels by killing the Flowst Bishop

-Lay the groundwork for acquiring Valice Chastain as a vessel for Aurketzu

-Conduct the ritual to transfer Aurketzu to her body

-Finish my manuscript for the philosophy of silk before said vessel business completes

-Recruit another 30 women into the silk

-Acquire the Grubiit dungeon for myself

-Become a Demon Lord

No, not “a Demon Lord.” I would become the Demon Lord, and yes, I knew there would be a few more steps than my list implied to make that a reality, but I didn’t want to lose sight of my ultimate goal. In all likelihood, I might need more than one dungeon to climb that high, but I yet time to think all of that through.

It always came back to leveling, and Will points were becoming a problem.

Between my recreational activities and the daily devotions of my followers, I earned around 2,300 will points a day. For comparison, if I was grinding the Flowst prisons, I could clear 20,000 to 30,000 XP in a day.

I checked my progress on our way to the hidden prison to grind ice bitches and fire witches:

Progress to Next Level: (159873/409600)

Class: Abyssal Viceroy, Tier 10 (64833/102400)

If I let Will points accrue at that rate, I wouldn’t bump to tier 11 of abyssal viceroy for another 16 days, at best. Meanwhile, my next XP level would need only 8 days in the dungeon.

Listen to me complaining about abyssal viceroy progress. Boohoo, I would automatically level up in less than a month. Any normal person would praise their good fortune, but I was a greedy piece of shit. No matter what my progress was, it would never be fast enough.

I always needed more. More. More. So into the Flowst dungeon we went.

Oh no.

The corridor we usually passed through, one of the ones that was a few dozen feet thick with ice until Solara blasted our way in, was gone when we arrived.

I knew what that meant immediately, but I clung to hope that maybe I was wrong.

I wasn’t. Three other parties were running the ice bitches, and two had set up camp, intending to spend a few days there. For a moment, I debated killing all of them. And I choose that word “debated” intentionally. The decision of whether or not to keep them alive was alarmingly contentious in my mind. The finality of murder was direct, simple, convenient, and efficient. A dead person didn’t pop up to start new problems later, after all.

“What do you want to do?” Invia asked.

“We know it won’t be as good as running solo, but we might still get some progress out of it,” I said.

4,000 XP was all we earned, and there was a shit ton of downtime waiting for the reset to come. We didn’t bother setting up camp. Four other fucking parties were already bedding down, so the XP was likely to be even worse the next day.

I was pissed, but someone discovering the secret of the prison level was inevitable. We could be reasonably certain that no one would stumble upon the process for acquiring red mana crystals from the fire witch. Then again, there were some freaks in the world. Maybe assuming no one would try to fuck the fire witch was too generous.

We were going to need to start running Grubiit eventually. This gave me a good reason to walk away from the insane gains we got from the prison so I could conquer Grubiit’s dungeon.

And I needed to delegate better.



“A library date?” Solara asked as we moved through the stacks of the Grubiit library.

It was larger, better stocked, and yet less trafficked than the biggest library in Flowst. Interesting how that worked.

Purity followed behind us, easily distracted by the titles on display at the end of each shelf. The third floor had no people whatsoever. No librarians or patrons, just me, Solara, and Purity.

We sat at a table by the window. We could see the swamps rise up thick and dark beyond the edges of the city, beneath a blue sky. Seeing sunlight, any at all, was still unusual for me after so much time beneath the gray skies of Flowst.

Solara dropped her smile. “This is serious, isn’t it?”

I nodded.

“You are foolish, viceroy. These two cannot be trusted. You doom us both.”

Take a guess at how Aurketzu felt about my plan. Getting her out of my mind couldn’t come soon enough. Her knowledge was invaluable, but her voice constantly whispering and hissing would drive me to insanity beforelong. There was also the reality that she probably wanted to kill me before I became a sovereign.

Once 50 followers took a command from me, viceroy would automatically upgrade. I knew nothing about the sovereign class other than that Aurketzu went to great lengths to hide it from me. So it must be good.

“I got a lead on spells that aren’t supposed to exist, and they are especially important to me. Learning them could save my life.”

Solara tilted her head. Purity listened intently.

“I don’t know how else to say this. I am vulnerable to Holy magic, Exorcism, and Turn Undead.”

I set the translated pages from Godfried’s tome on the table. I didn’t mention their origins, of course.

“These are pages the guild helped me find,” I explained. “They describe and allude to spells that are exceptionally close to being what I need.”

Solara used a single pointer finger to drag the pages toward herself. “This is your handwriting,” she said.

“Yes. I had to make a copy.”

Purity leaned over to study the pages as Solara read them. Her eyes darted between me and the research.

“How long have you been undead?” Purity asked with no sign of shying away from the question or my potential answer.

“Fool. Fool. Fool.”

“The time Invia attempted to kill me,” I answered. “She technically succeeded.”

“How-” Solara began, but Purity put a hand on the sorceress’ wrist to quiet her. She shook her head.

That was an exceptionally good sign. I had no easy way to verify if Purity understood my ramblings in my manifesto, but that move confirmed she did. The relief I felt in that moment was like feeling the blade of a knife back away from my throat. She understood and was not upset about it.

“Your injury that day in Lopav… My Holy magic did that to your arm,” Purity said softly.

“Yes.”

Purity reached across the table for my hand. “I understand why you hid it. I wasn’t ready to process it then.”

“You don’t hate me?” I asked.

She squeezed. “Of course not. Thank you for giving me the time to grow into this moment. My devotion is even stronger now, Master.”

Solara hadn’t moved since Purity silenced her. “What did you mean by growing into this moment?” she asked the priestess.

“Everything Byron has given us was promised by our gods. The Goddess talks of protecting her flock, of empowering her warriors, of rooting out evil, of rewarding acts of great faith. I gave all of myself to the Goddess, and I saw none of those promises come to pass. Byron protected me before I pledged to him. He made me stronger. He made it possible for me to do more good. And he never failed to reward my faith.”

“That sounds like a lot for a young cleric girl to process,” Solara observed.

“Byron knew that. He even protected me from my own insecurities.” Purity leaned forward and brought my hand to her mouth to kiss it. “I am yours. Forever.”

“I have a question,” Solara said. “Will you take us with you?”

“I don’t follow what you mean.”

“The undead live forever. Will we see that future with you?”

I had no idea how to go about turning someone into an undead let alone making them an undead like me. The few storybooks I read where characters became undead, they were all the skeletal-zombie types, like ghouls or liches.

But the answer was easy: “Yes. You can have that future if you want it.”

“You are making promises you cannot fulfill. I will not do this for you.”

In my mind, I retorted, “I can do this with or without you.”

“And you fear that I intend to attack you with Holy. I have assured you on this front already.”

“I believe you. If I was really concerned, doing this right in front of you wouldn’t help me much. You’d know I was prepared.”

“You are not threatened by me?”

“Should I be?”

“No. We are allies.”

Ha! Sure we were.

Solara reached for my hand. “Then these spells are for all of us,” she said. “We’ll solve this puzzle, Master.”

Purity nodded proudly. “We won’t let you down.”

Fuck you, Aurketzu. You’ll never see these spells. I’ll put you in a corner just like you did to me.


Chapter 56

“I’m giving everyone a project,” I explained to Invia and Podni.

They lay to either side of me in my Grubiit bed. They got along for the most part, but they were more tolerant of each other after a few orgasms. Purity and Solara were at the library.

“It’s the best way for us to get stronger,” I continued. “Purity and Solara are working on their projects together, so the two of you are going to do the same. Any issues with that?”

Both of my treasures shook their heads.

“Good girls. You have two objectives. The first is to retool how we do recruitment. We can fit another 20 to 30 followers in the Swamp Temple, but the silk has enough of a reputation that we can be more selective about who we accept. Develop a process for determining who is worthy of being an applicant, and then a process for deciding which applicants we move forward with.”

“We can do that,” Invia said. “May we be creative?”

“Absolutely.”

I could feel Invia smiling by the way she snuggled her bare body against mine. “Level 1s are preferred,” I added. “The rest is up to you.”

“Yes, Master.”

“Your second objective is more complicated,” I said. “You need to tell me what Valice Chastain would trade her soul for. You are not interacting with her in any regard. This is an on-paper answer, and it has to be convincing.”

“If she even has a soul,” Podni sneered.

Invia giggled.

“Be creative here too. If you can’t convince me she would make the trade, then that’s not the answer. Scrap it, and come up with something else.”

“Is this literal?” Invia asked.

“Yes. This is the closing act for her.”

Podni’s hand ran down my chest. “What is our ultimate goal in all of this?”

“To have anything and everything we’ve ever wanted.”

“Anything?”

“Anything.”

“I want my brothers and fathers to bow to me,” Invia said.

I knew that. Invia’s goal had been the same since even before she murdered me.

“I want to travel and to never worry if I have enough money to do or buy what I want,” Podni answered.

When Podni and I first met, we didn’t have much time to learn about one another, but her response matched what I felt I had sensed in her.

“The men rule your family, I take it?” Podni asked, speaking across my chest to Invia.

Invia nodded.

“They’ve been hard on you?”

She nodded again.

“They’re afraid of you,” Podni said. “Anyone who meets you can tell you’re a threat. They know they couldn’t compete with you if the rules were fair.”

In a rare moment of vulnerability, Invia seemed to hide from Podni’s compliment, burying her head against my ribs.

Podni continued, “For how tough it’s made you, it’s obvious they were cruel. Are you sure you want to stop at making them bow?”

“I want them to beg.”

“Let’s make them beg then.”

We had made a surprising amount of progress in burying the hatchet between these two. If this was all an elaborate act on their parts, I didn’t care. As long as their bullshit wasn’t my problem, I didn’t care how they handled it, but this was the better outcome, for certain.

Invia reached over me to pull Podni’s leg toward her, rubbing it affectionately. “I’m sorry for what I did to you.”

“I know. I’d like to leave that life behind.”

“Me too.”

What a sweet moment. I pulled Podni’s lips to mine to make it a little bit sweeter, and they both knew to please me.

The moment was definitely better with that extra icing on the cake.



The red mana crystal brought in three times the highest bid I got on my own, so I stuck with the same woman to sell the second and third. Then I proceeded to blow a huge chunk of that profit buying Nightsight bracelets for every member of my party. No more Mage Lights for us.

As silly as it sounds, that upgrade felt symbolic to me. My Mage Light was my first ever magic item, and that seemed like such a luxury at that point in my journey. I also couldn’t help but think about Itaa every time I recharged the Mage Light.

I was deep in my thoughts, remembering the screams I heard from Itaa, from her cumming to her dying, when I was stopped in the street of Grubiit.

“Hansen?!”

Fuck. I knew that voice.

I turned to see a tall monk with dark hair and tan skin. Next to him was his twin sister, her brown eyes glittering like diamonds.

Purity’s twin siblings, Charity and Justice, stared back at me. I wasn’t sure why Justice had a positive opinion of me, but that further highlighted how much Charity despised me. Even then, I could see the disdain in her eyes.

Justice called again as he approached, “Hansen! How are you?”

The twins were a problem I could handle, but the rest of their party followed behind: a priestess, a fighter, and a mage were bigger problems.

I knew the priestess. I met Esita in Borja before I escaped to Lopav and was blessed with her affection for saving her life, finishing me multiple times in Invia’s guest bed. Unfortunately, she met me when my name was Brenin. She recognized me as well but was very confused as to how I knew Justice and why he called me Hansen.

Glancing around, I expected a third person to appear to call me Byron to totally destroy my day, but no such person materialized. Purity and Invia’s family showing up in the same party together? Maybe I should talk less shit about gods because that felt like someone had it out for me.

“Your insistence on consorting with clerics and priests has finally come to ruin you.”

“That’s not helpful,” I said in my mind.

“I warned you of this inevitability.”

I couldn’t wait to get her out of my head.

Justice came in for a hug. His sister did not. Esita still looked perplexed, and the other two members seemed similarly confused.

“It’s good to see you,” I said to Justice. “Esita, you look well.”

She reluctantly stepped forward to hug me too. The last time I saw her, she worshipped my cock for saving her life. This business with conflicting names had already undermined that.

“Have you kept in touch with Purity by chance?” Justice asked.

“Not so much.”

“She disappeared on us. We’ve all been worried.”

Esita’s consternation deepened. “I was going to ask the same about Invia. She disappeared on us. Father thinks she’s dead.”

“Two missing sisters?” Charity asked.

Fuck. She latched on to that immediately. “I’m actually running late,” I said. “Glad to see all of you are well. I hope we can catch up sometime.”

Justice and Esita both attempted to stop me, but I turned a corner, and then another, and then I ran.

“Elegant, viceroy. You are a master of subtlety.”

“Please, shut the fuck up,” I said.

“How dare you.”

“I don’t need your shit right now.”

Aurketzu laughed.

We had a multi-day dungeon run starting in the morning. If I had any luck left, I wouldn’t run into their party in the dungeon, but the more I thought about it, the more that seemed likely. Why else would a group of adventurers be in Grubiit if not to run the new version of the dungeon everyone was talking about?

Getting stuck in the fifth floor camp with all of them would be disasterous. There would be no place to hide. Masks could only do so much. And how would Invia and Purity react to seeing their siblings like that? I had no way of knowing for sure, but I could be certain that many of the possibilities were bad for my interests.

When I shut the door to the Swamp Temple, I summoned Abby.

“Where are Purity and Invia?” I asked.

“Errands in Flowst, Master.”

“They aren’t allowed to leave the Swamp Temple. If they come to Grubiit, please inform them so immediately.”

“Yes, Master. Will there be anything else?”

“Tell me if anyone starts poking around.”

Abby bowed and disappeared.

Figures that a whole delegation of the Goddess appeared only days after I revealed to Purity I was undead. How was I going to solve this? Invia’s sister in the same party as Purity’s twin siblings? I weaseled and squirmed out of so many tight corners to get here, but I couldn’t think of a lie that didn’t lead to even more problematic questions.

Undoubtedly, they were already comparing notes about the stories they each had of me. Surely Charity and Justice would describe Vara, the woman I traveled with, and Esita would realize it matched Invia. Then they would get to the part where I was operating under a third name, running what some people would describe as a sex cult.

The only path to completely solving this was killing them all.

My mind jumped right to murder again. Everything was so much easier to navigate when problems were dead. No, that wasn’t the way to do this. Invia and Purity would be devestated to learn about something like that.

Oh, that was an interesting thought.

This was as much their problem as it was mine. Invia and Purity both chose this life. I didn’t force them to run away and live under fake names. They were going to help fix this so that none of our lives got upended by their families. The way I saw it, if we converted even one person in that party to our side, we could lie our way through the rest of the problem.

To pass the time before they came home, I put a few more pages into the manuscript. Depending on Purity’s feedback, I might be done with that project soon.

“Master,” I heard Abby say in my mind after a few hours. “A priestess of the goddess is knocking on the Swamp Temple door.”

Shit. Shit. Shit.

“She is yelling your previous names and demanding to speak with you. Say the word, Master.”

“No, listen closely: do not hurt her. I’ll go see her.”

A quick statue trip later, I opened the door to the Swamp Temple. Esita stood outside, her rage boiling her a bright red. Abby’s wards were up, so even though she tried to see inside, she couldn’t. To her, it was a room full of smoke.

“What did you do with my sister?” Esita hissed. “Where is she?”

I looked down on the street. The Swamp Temple was on the outskirts of Grubiit in a relatively quiet area, but it was still the city. We had neighbors on nearly every side of us, and Esita’s shouting was already attracting attention.

“Hey. I’ll talk to you. It’s a long story, so could you come inside where we can speak privately?”

“None of this makes any sense Brenin, or Hansen, or Byron, or whatever your name is now. I’m not even sure it’s safe for me to come inside.”

“Really?” I said. “Everything we went through–I won’t hurt you. Come in. I’ll do my best to explain.”

Esita huffed for a moment and then relented. Now that she was a guest inside of the Temple, she could see the common area completely unobscured. Most of the girls were on dungeon runs, and only a few members had moved to Grubiit, so the scene wasn’t excessively debaucherous. There were, however, three girls playing cards in their underwear and two spooning on a couch, reading a book together.

Abby had the sense to not appear. She and I shared the same concerns about Holy magic.

That raised an issue I hadn’t considered. If Purity and Solara figured out a spell to block Holy magic, would I share it with Abby? I needed to think about that. I still had no idea what level she was, but I knew it was higher than mine. The way she tore up those guards who attacked the Ice Temple made that apparent to me several times over. She was both an asset well worth protecting and a potential threat that I shouldn’t underestimate.

At any rate, we stepped into one of the bedrooms that had yet to be claimed. It had three beds, three dressers, five mirrors, and a sitting chair. The Grubiit bedrooms were on average quite a bit bigger than the rooms in the Flowst chapter, so we did three per room instead of two for the black masks and silver masks.

I offered her the chair. In the 10 seconds I had to think about how to handle this, I settled on trying to make Esita understand the truth so she could help us lie to the others.

“Before we talk about anything else, she is safe and healthy,” I said, putting a hand on Esita’s shoulder and activating Safe Word. “As soon as she comes home, I’ll make sure she knows you’re here.”

“She’s in Grubiit?”

“No, not exactly. That’s also hard to explain, but she shouldn’t be gone for more than a few hours. Umm… Unless she decides to have a night on the town, which is a real possibility. You know Invia.”

Esita cracked a smile. That helped me relax. If she was that close to a positive emotion, then perhaps this wouldn't be as difficult as I thought it might.

I sat on the nearest bare mattress. “I’m going to let her tell you the story herself, but the redacted version is that our lives were in danger, so we ran and changed our names to lay low.”

“That wasn’t a normal break-in at her apartment in Borja then, was it?”

“It wasn’t,” I answered. And also, I was the one who did the break-in, but that didn’t seem relevant at the moment.

“How does ‘laying low’ turn into running a cult? I’ve heard a lot about this Byron character and his women, so please don’t try and deny what this is.”

“We’re a dungeon-diving team with chapters in two major cities,” I said. “Our team shares a… lifestyle.”

“Some of the rumors say you’re using mind control.”

I laughed. “I don’t control anyone. Did what you saw just now in the common area look like evil brainwashing? Oh, the horror, I’m making them play cards and read books.”

Esita ignored me. “And you thought this ‘lifestyle’ was a good way to keep from being found.”

“All of our members wear masks. I’m not a noble. Nobody from my old life is going to recognize my face. And remember that you didn’t think to look for her here either. This happened purely by chance.”

She studied my face. “I don’t think you’re lying. I don’t think you’re telling me the whole truth either.”

“That’s because I’m not. Like I said, I think it’s best that Invia explains this in her own words.”

“If you’re sleeping together, I won’t be mad. We were casual. I knew that.”

“Mistress Purity and Invia are on their way,” Abby said in my mind.

To Esita, I said, “She’s back. She’ll be here in a minute.”

“How do you…”

A knock came at the door.

“Come in.”

Invia stepped tentatively inside with Purity following behind. They still had shopping bags in their hands and winter coats on.

Esita jumped up and hugged her sister. “We’ve been so worried!”

“I know,” Invia replied softly.

When Esita pulled away, she looked Invia up and down. “You look so strong, and why is there snow on your boots?”

When I caught Invia’s eye, I said, “She knows we were in danger and ran. I thought you would want to explain the rest yourself since she’s your family.”

Invia nodded. “Thank you. Esita, please sit.”

In my mind, Purity said, “Abby said you wanted to see both of us?”

“Charity and Justice are in her party,” I answered.

Purity paled.

“I didn’t tell them anything. Esita tracked me here, but I don’t know how much your family knows.”

She nodded. “Should I leave?”

“No, stay. If Esita understands and sees that you’re safe, she might help us manage the rest.”

“Byron,” Invia said, tapping my knee. “Did you hear me?”

“Sorry. Was in my thoughts. What’d you say?”

“How much about the silk can I tell Esita?”

“A priestess is your fated enemy. This one could be our undoing.”

Aurketzu was right. Esita could take everything she learned right back to the Church of the Goddess, and that could topple my fragile little empire in a dozen different ways, several of which involved me getting fried by Holy magic.

“I’m Penny,” my priestess said, stepping forward to offer her hand to Esita. “I heard you know my siblings, and I just wanted to say that the only reason Ithaca hesitates is because she wants to protect the rest of us.”

Esita frowned. “Ithaca? Penny? You’re really sticking with that even now?”

“It’s the best way to keep us from using the wrong name in public,” Invia explained. “If we’re always using the new names, we never accidentally expose each other in the wrong moment.”

“This threat to your life is real, then?”

Invia nodded shamefully. “I made some serious mistakes and made worse enemies. Those mistakes got Byron’s dad killed and then nearly killed the both of us. Penny is with us because she’s a saint and wanted to help. That puts her in danger too.”

That was the first time Invia took responsibility for what happened to my father. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that yet.

“We miss you, and your friends miss you,” Esita said. “Mom’s sick over it. Dad is dad. And Valice stops in every week to check on us.”

Holding one of Esita’s hands with both of hers, Invia replied, “You can’t trust Valice. I don’t want you to get wrapped up in this, so it’s better if you don’t know more.”

“I’ll be the judge of what’s best for me.”

“If I can prove that I’m okay, would that help you accept this?” Invia asked.

“Folks are saying the girls in here are brainwashed.”

Invia laughed and stepped back as she stood up. She used Silk Sword to summon a floating blade. It danced around her.

“I can control it with my mind,” she explained. “I have an ability called Ice Wall as well, but that’s not great for the floors. Otherwise I’d show you that now. And I’m the safest I’ve ever been. Do you remember reading barbarian abilities with me? Like the Stoneskin unlock?”

Esita nodded. “10% damage resistance.”

“Mine is 35%.”

“I don’t understand.”

“To be honest, I don’t entirely get it either,” Invia admitted as she jerked her head at me. “He’s the reason I have these abilities and bonuses. That’s why I say I know I’m not in danger. I’m sorry for how hard this has been on you. I really am, but I promise you I stayed away to keep you safe. I wanted to tell you. I really, really did.”

“I can keep a secret,” Esita said.

Purity stepped forward. “It’s more that we don’t want to put you in that position. Your commitment to the Goddess could compel you.”

Tension seemed to dribble out of Esita’s body. We might get through this unscathed.

“I don’t know what to do with this,” she whimpered.

“It sounds like you know Penny’s family,” Invia continued, “so my greatest fear is that my mistakes hurt someone I care about again. She had her own reasons for striking out on her own, and I don’t want to be the reason she loses the peace she has here.”

“Are you feeling okay?” Esita asked. “This isn’t how my sister talks.”

“A lot has changed for me. But you understand why I’d worry about Penny in all of this, right?”

Purity stepped forward. “I’m sorry to cut in, but I don’t want to come between sisters. Esita, I’m going to talk to Justice myself. Can you wait on discussing this with him and Charity so I can be the one to tell them?”

Telepathically, Purity said to me, “I’ll make sure this doesn’t become a problem for us. Justice will understand. He’s a lot more like me than Charity is.”

“I respect that,” Esita replied.

Invia turned to me. “Can Esita spend the night? I promise to take responsibility for anything that comes of it, and I’ll be ready for our run in the morning.”

“Let’s postpone the run a few days,” I suggested. “Penny needs some family time too.”

“Does that mean she can stay?” Invia asked, batting her eyelashes.

I thought. “Esita, you saved my life, and you made sure I got back on my feet after. This exposes a lot of our secrets, but I’m going to trust you.”

“You can stay with me in my room,” Invia said. “And I’ll give you the tour after.”

“Is your room this big?” Esita asked.

“I don’t live in this Temple. My room is in Flowst.”

“I… I… What?”

Invia stiffened abruptly. “Aw, shit. She can’t use the statues.”

“Abby can override it. Should probably explain Abby and Frost to her ahead of time. A priestess will make them both nervous.”

Invia sat next to Esita and put an arm around her. “Okay. I have a lot of weird stuff to explain. Abby’s a sweetheart, and Frost is pretty quiet. The thing is they aren’t exactly human…”

Purity opened the door to give the sisters privacy. Esita looked through the doorway in shock.

“Are those girls making out?” she asked, straining her neck to see the common area.

“Like I said,” Invia continued, “I have a lot to explain.”

“You’re a fool.”

We’ll see who is the fool. In time.


Chapter 57

Having a guest in the Temple felt like laying bare all my secrets. If Esita wanted to hurt us, I had no pledges or oaths to fall back on. She was completely unattached to the silk, and that made her dangerous to have inside.

At the same time, welcoming her seemed like the smartest move available. Esita was more reasonable than Charity or Justice, and I knew firsthand that Esita was already more flexible in her morals and self-expression than the average follower of the Goddess. She didn’t hesitate to reward me physically for saving her in the Borja dungeon, and call me old-fashioned, but that meant something to me.

I asked Abby to keep tabs on her and Invia while they were inside our wards and to alert me if anything seemed problematic. Thus far, Esita’s visit had been relatively unremarkable. Invia showed her around both Temples, which meant using our teleportation statue to travel from Grubiit to Flowst in an instant. Then they went out on the town in Flowst that night because Esita had never visited that city before.

And I suspected the novelty of teleporting instantly to a new place entirely made the visit to the city of forever-winter even more magical.

At around 1 a.m., the sisters returned to the Ice Temple, and Abby’s idea to subtly alert followers to which common area was busiest at the time worked as she hoped. Instead of my followers being divided between two temples, they saw that the Flowst chapel was active, and soon the Ice Temple was full.

The party wasn’t as uninhibited as some of our other gatherings, but that was fine. Esita socialized with the other girls. They shared drinks, swapped stories, played games, and even danced a little bit.

Dancing. The Temples could use more dancing. How could I make music a more regular part of our events to encourage that sort of performance? I needed to think on that.

Early that morning, perhaps around 4 a.m., Abby informed me that Esita was on her way to the rectory. Invia and most of the rest of the Temple were fast asleep. Without leaving my desk, I used the silk on my doors to open them to show she was welcome.

“May I come in?”

“Yes,” I said without turning around.

“Are you working right now?”

“Yes, but it’s fine.” I put my pen down and faced her. Esita wore a long, fluffy bathrobe. She had it tied tightly, so I couldn’t immediately tell what she wore beneath. If she wore anything, none of it was silk.

“Can we talk?” she asked.

I motioned for her to sit on the bed. I adjusted my desk chair to give her my full attention.

“I feel like I’m in a different world,” she began. “Demons and teleporters and secret system abilities… That sounds like it would be an evil cult, but everyone here is so happy. They do what they want, when they want. They live comfortable, relaxed lives. They get stronger when they work hard. They adore each other, and they adore you…”

She seemed to be working through several thoughts, so I didn’t press her. I simply nodded along.

“Penny said something that I can’t get out of my head,” Esita continued. “She said that all of the peace and prosperity the Goddess promises actually happens here. I heard all about your community donations and projects. I know you saved a whole neighborhood from raiders and then stopped anyone else from entering until you were certain everyone was safe.

“Invi-I mean, Ithaca told me you funded her multiclass because you knew it was important to her, and that was after she… you know.”

Interesting. Invia had admitted to murdering me.

Esita continued, “I know from talking to Charity and Justice that you got Penny a crazy amount of levels in Lopav, you saved their whole family from wiping in the dungeon, and you fought a demon in the middle of town despite it being way beyond your level because you wanted to save a simple shopkeeper.”

I wouldn’t have framed those events in that way, but I wasn’t going to correct her.

“You’re so much stronger than when we met… I can see it. You’re not who I remember from Borja.”

Leaning forward to rest my elbows on my knees, I said, “I want my people to be safe, so I have to ask you what you’re going to do next.”

“Has the Goddess been lying to us this whole time?” she asked as if she hadn’t heard my question. “How is there so much good happening inside these walls when everything I’ve studied says it should be evil? No one is suffering here. No one is hurting anyone else.”

“I don’t have the answers you’re looking for. You’re not the first person to go through these emotions when they see what our lives are like. By now, you believe that Ithaca’s life is actually in danger, and you’ve traveled with Charity and Justice long enough to know their family is intense about their beliefs. Esita, tell me. What happens next?”

“I’m going to tell them I was wrong,” she answered.

+1 Will Point.

“I won’t reveal anything about my sister or the silk to anyone, not my family, not my party. I don’t want to make things harder for Penny either. She’s such a sweet person, so I’ll tell them their sister isn’t involved in this. I saw it all for myself, and she’s moved on to something else.”

Knowing Purity’s family, I knew a permanent resolution wouldn’t be so simple. They were too pious and too stubborn to not come poking around someday, but I was content to save that problem for another day. Between Esita’s efforts and Purity’s belief that Justice could be similarly convinced to mind his own business, it seemed like I could get out of this. The longer we could delay the Church of the Goddess probing us directly, the stronger we would be when the moment came.

If I had my way, I’d be immune to all manner of Holy spells by that point.

“Thank you for understanding,” I said.

“There is one more thing…”

“Yes?”

“Brenin or Byron or whatever you want me to call you, I’ve wanted you from that moment in the dungeon. I want you even more now.”

“The way I see it, I owe you. Can I pay you back for all that you did for me?”

Esita nodded nervously. “Show me what you are. I want to experience the feeling all the girls talk about here.”

“I don’t mind taking it slow.”

“No. Don’t take it slow. Give everything to me, even if it seems like I can’t take it.”

“You’re sure?”

Esita nodded.

Silk ribbons came out from beneath my bed and wrapped around her wrists and ankles, pulling her back onto the bed and spreading her wide. She shook.

“Don’t stop for any reason,” Esita said softly. “I want to experience everything that Invia has experienced.”

Very well.

By the time we were finished, my seed dripped from her every hole, and her eyes struggled to focus, the intensity of the pleasure having scrambled her brain.



“Do not delude yourself into believing you have succeeded.”

“I have it under control.”

“Delusion.”

“We’ve almost got you a vessel,” I said. “I’ve gotten us this far.”

“I got us this far, viceroy.”

Ignoring Aurketzu grew more difficult by the day, getting more miserable than I thought possible. Once she was out of my head and into her vessel, I could be done with her forever, but that was if I stayed calm and patient. If I let her break me now, she could move against me before I had the chance to move against her.

With our foray into the Grubiit dungeon delayed by 2 days, I asked Podni to show me around Grubiit. Whatever Horpus decided about the dreamdust, I would need to bring him more business opportunities eventually. At the same time, I needed to learn my new home and move carefully if I wanted Grubiit to be a long-term sanctuary for me.

My brazen backstabbing in Flowst quickly bit back at me. My relationship with the guards would likely never truly recover because Lord Usman no doubt still believed I was responsible for setting him up. Lady Sarah or Maria gave him that intel, and I had no insight into where either of them ended up. If they were alive, I was surely a key character in their revenge fantasies.

Repeating the same mistakes in Grubiit would further complicate my life and create more enemies who plotted against me. I wasn’t opposed to burning bridges per se, but I was opposed to unnecessary risk. The fewer enemies I had, the easier my journey would be.

Nobody but me–and Aurketzu, if she could in fact read my mind–knew that becoming a Demon Lord was one of my goals. My party knew that I wanted to own the Grubiit dungeon and rise to a position of influence in the city, but that’s where their knowledge ended.

They didn’t need to know more than that at this moment.

“Grubiit doesn’t have gangs and territories the way Flowst does,” Podni said, leading me down a sandstone street on a sunny day. “There isn’t a lot in the way of violent crime, and folks aren’t paying protection fees. Rather, they don’t realize they are.”

“What does that mean?”

“The Hollomans and the Plimptons are the two oldest families in the city. They own more of the city than everyone else, and they squash things like street gangs as soon as they get a whiff of them. They’ve figured out that it’s easier to tax people who feel safe than it is to collect protection money from people who are scared.”

“Interesting,” I said.

“You could say it’s a more ethical kind of criminal,” Podni joked. “The elite still do whatever they want, but normal folk don’t ever hear about that. The outward facade stays nice and clean.” She gestured to the gleaming city around us.

“Does that influence extend to the dungeon?”

“Both families have their hands in a few guild chapters, but there isn’t a lot of jockeying for dungeon control. That might not be true when the dust of the dungeon change finally settles, but that’s how it’s been up until this point.”

We paused to sit on a bench overlooking the river. “What are the families like?”

“They’re both all about the Goddess–no surprise there, right?–and both are old money. Three brothers run the Hollomon family, none of them younger than 50. The patriarch for the Plimpton family recently passed, so the son has taken over. He’s mid-twenties.”

So around my age. That was also interesting.

“And the guild does well in spite of the low crime?” I asked.

“Does better in a lot of ways,” Podni answered. “Purse snatching and protection rackets aren’t good for big scores, so that activity staying low is good for us. The Grubiit chapter makes a lot of money from its network of fences, so other chapters look to us to move high-value items. Nobles like controversial and forbidden collectables, and they like to feel safe when they buy them. Grubiit gives that to them.

“So the black market pulls a lot of profit, and you’ve already seen that real estate is a focus of ours as well.”

“Is the real estate work all speculation, or is there more to it?”

Podni wobbled her head. I liked the way her blonde curls bounced when she did that. “It’s more like manufactured speculation. We keep prices inflated but get inventory for cheap. Makes for big margins. That’s what they had me doing before you came back into my life.”

An idea began to coalesce in my mind right then. I already knew that the dungeon was the cornerstone to my plan, but the real developments didn’t come until after I had control of a dungeon core. I had a whole dungeon to conquer before any of those plans could begin, and that was a great deal of wasted opportunity.

Lyle and Trina joked that every new member of the Thieves’ Guild wanted to start a brothel. That was funny because young men were horny, and a city like Flowst was already overrun with brothels.

A city like Grubiit was not.

“Is prostitution not prevalent, or is it better hidden in Grubiit?” I asked Podni.

“Better hidden but definitely less of it than other cities. The lower-tier escorts are independent since the families don’t want pimps dirtying their streets, and the nobles have their services, of course.”

“Gambling?”

“Similar story.”

“I see. I see.”

Podni put a hand on my leg. “You’ve got something you’re excited about. What is it?”

“I’m still working on it. Not ready to share it.”

“Aww. Can I have a hint?” Her hand glided up the inside of my thigh.

“My strength has always come from dungeons,” I said. “That’s where my biggest advantages are, and I was being small-minded with how I planned to leverage that. I think there’s a lot more we can do with the dungeon here.”

“How can I help?”

“We need to get to the settlement on the tenth floor, and we need to gather enough materials for two more teleporters.”

Podni didn’t know that "materials" meant "levels" from murdered users of Holy magic, but I had a feeling she wouldn’t have cared. “I’m with you,” she said.

“Let’s go to the bookstore. I’d like to have something to read for our next dive.”


Chapter 58

Thanks to the Dungeon Brawlers, I had a map of the most direct route to the settlement on the fifth floor. That included intel on what enemies we were likely to encounter and where, which was a bit of a guess because of how far creatures in the Grubiit dungeon roamed, but it added enough predictability to the journey to make me feel better about our approach.

Instead of probing the first four floors to work our way down to the fifth, we were going to enter the dungeon a little after noon when a rush of other adventurers had already gone through. From there, we would try to get to the fifth floor settlement before the reset hit, which we were told was difficult but doable if we were willing to jog the whole way.

The endless twists and turns of the Grubiit dungeon were more challenging than we anticipated, though. We got a little turned around on floor 2 but recovered only to get properly lost on the third floor. Each floor was like a buried city, like Lopav after a crazy snowstorm, where every building was connected by narrow trenches in the snow, and there were no landmarks to orient yourself.

Despite what it felt like, the Grubiit dungeon wasn’t a proper labyrinth. Those were designed to be intentionally confusing, but that wasn’t the case here. It was simply large and disorganized, where a true labyrinth made deliberate efforts to trap and mislead you.

I wasn’t sure I could handle a real labyrinth if this dungeon could mess with me so much without actually trying.

We lost a great deal of time on the third floor, so I made the call to stop and make camp. If we were going to get caught in a reset, it was better to be somewhere defensible, especially in a dungeon we didn’t know. We picked one of the old wizard domiciles, braced the door, and settled into rest.

“If the fourth floor is the best place for us to grind, I’m not loving what the commute looks like,” Invia remarked. “This is really a three-day trip. If we do it in less than two, we’re still going to need an extra day to rest.”

“I’m working on a solution for that,” I said. “That’s part of the reason for this run, so I can see how viable it is.”

“Daddy has a plan?” Solara teased. “Are we getting another shortcut?”

I nodded. “That’s the hope, but we have a friendship with the Flowst Dungeon Lord. We don’t have that in Grubiit, and I don’t know how the Dungeon Lord here will react.”

“They could make our lives difficult, huh?”

“Very. So far, we’ve only seen a heavier spawn than normal, but we need to be prepared for that to change on us at any moment.”

My party nodded.

“I’ve got watch. You all get your rest.”

While they slept, I read a book on the history of Demon Lords and attempted Demon Lords. For the supposed deviousness inherent to demon-kind, I didn’t see much creativity in how they went about conquering this plane. From what I had read so far, military might was the only strategy. A few Demon Lords had a mind for troop movements and the like, but mostly Demon Lords tried to win by overwhelming force.

To me, they weren’t conquerors. They were raiders with power.

A conqueror wanted to claim resources for themselves, and as Aurketzu advised me early in our partnership, a conqueror had to be mindful of how much destruction they wrought. If he destroyed all the spoils on his way to victory, what did he really gain?

People were just as much resources as food or weapons. Totalitarian invaders didn’t gain subjects. They gained unruly prisoners who never stopped looking for ways to get back at the usurper.

Demon Lords simply destroyed everything and everyone in sight.

Sense Danger suddenly filled my body with an uncomfortable awareness of my mortality. “Everybody up!”

Two yellow slurps appeared in the room, and this was the first time anyone in our party had seen this kind of monster for themselves.

A slurp was a slime with humanoid qualities. Its body looked like a person dipped in mucus. It was translucent in some places and drippy in others. Though a slurp was viscous enough to stand upright, wear armor, and weild weapons, their forms never stopped roiling, like slime could never truly be still.

The two slurps in the room with us wore leather armor and wielded daggers. Kein had said that slurps could have classes, so I guessed that these two were rogues. Without Sense Danger, I might not have known they were coming until they Backstabbed a few of us.

I used Sense Weakness on one yellow slurp and learned they were vulnerable to electric damage and ice damage. That worked out well for our party.

I sent a silk ribbon into the body of the nearest slurp and activated Greater Ice Touch. The quick jolt of frost didn’t bring it down, but it did give me an opening to move in with my Ice Touched sword. Yellow slimes were the ultra-durable variety, so even with the ability the Frozen Fiend had given me, I needed several cleaves to cut it down. Solara’s overjuiced Bolt spell exploded the second slurp after 2 hits with Silk Weaver.

The jump from mid-tier yelllow slime to yellow slurp was bigger than I expected. If the rogue class yellow slurps were that durable, a room full of fighter class yellow slurps could be a legitimate threat if we weren’t smart about crowd control.

“There are at least 8 more outside,” Purity said, using her Thread Seer ability to detect threats beyond the room.

An oily black liquid oozed under the apartment door we had braced shut and then split into two cursed slimes. They summoned six demons resembling giant ticks.

In my mind, I heard Purity say, “Back up!”

I did, and an unfathomable heat passed by me. A white sheen coated the three nearest demons and melted the skin from their bones.

“Clear,” she said a moment later.

Lunging in, I got my sword into one of the slimes while Podni and Invia cut down the remaining three ticks. The only cursed slime left alive summoned two more demons, but Solara’s Bolt spell made quick work of all three of them.

Instead of opening the door to fight head-on with the monsters on the other side, we killed slimes as they squeezed their way through cracks and gaps in the doorframe. Thankfully, the rest were mid-tier toxic slimes. They were highly poisonous and a sickly green, unlike the vibrant color of the more commonly seen “green slimes.”

Our amulets of Immunity to Poison protected us from the worst toxic slimes could do, and they died quickly just trying to get inside.

“Slurps aren’t supposed to appear until floor 4,” Podni grumbled.

Invia laughed. “Welcome to what life is like in the silk.”

“If we’re fortunate, we’ll run into a party or two working their way up from the fifth floor,” I said. “That’ll make our trip a little bit easier. Do you guys want to sleep a bit more or head out now?”

“I’m awake,” Solara said. The other three girls nodded.

We needed another five hours on the third floor to find the stairs down to the fourth, meaning that we were officially un-lost. The fights in those few hours weren’t easy, but the benefit of tight quarters and endless hallways was that encounters were fairly straightforward because they came from one of two directions: the front or the back. Between me, Invia, and Solara’s Abyssal Silk Knight summon, we could hold our line as long as we were patient and coordinated.

The silk knight was 7 feet tall and oozed an aura of inky abyssal darkness that wafted its body like steam. Outfitted in a full suit of platemail with a long jagged sword and a kite shield, every surface of the knight had the sheen of silk, and every edge on its body fluttered like fabric. I hoped I would never encounter a silk knight for an enemy because watching it stalk down a dark dungeon hallway was frightful enough even when I knew the summon was loyal to my party.

I was right about fighter yellow slurps, though. I needed Unholy Smite and four more solid hits to get a kill on one, so those encounters seemed to go on forever.

The route to the next set of stairs was relatively clear, like we hoped, but we ran into the slurp collection from hell: two fighter yellow slurps backed by two wizard cursed slurps.

Cursed slimes summoned demons from their bodies. Cursed slurps had the same ability. Wizard cursed slurps spit out demons constantly and still launched spells as if the demon spawning wasn’t a factor. That meant an unending stream of demon ticks skittering down the dungeon corridor on every surface.

That fight turned against us so quickly that Solara used Blizzard, an area of effect Ice spell, and then the area of effect variant of Bolt back to back. That was a significant mana drain for her, but it was our best option for managing the volume of enemies.

After talking the fight through afterward, we decided that when we encountered the formation again, I was going to send silk behind the wizards so Podni could Silkstep into Backstabbing one of the wizards while Solara focused Bolt on the other. I didn’t love putting Podni into a position like that–cutoff from the rest of the party if something went wrong–but that was also how any sort of Backstab play would have to go.

Thankfully, the rest of the slurps we encountered were either yellow or toxic. We came across a few mid-tier cursed slimes but found those easier to manage than the slurp variety. Soon, we hacked our way to the next set of stairs and descended to the fifth floor.

At the very bottom of those steps, the corridor continued deeper into the fifth floor, and a reinforced iron door set into crudely mortared brick was directly to our right, seemingly cut into the wall. This was one of two entrances for the fifth-floor settlement. The other was on the far side of town, leading into a deeper section of dungeon.

I knocked on the door.

“What guild and how many in your party?” a voice on the other side squawked.

“We’re brawlers, and there are five of us.”

A few deadbolts slammed, and the door opened. A scruffy man with a spear let us inside without a word and locked the gate behind us.

In my mind, I pictured an underground town to be in one giant room with buildings and such erected inside. From running four other floors of the Grubiit dungeon, I should have expected it to utilize the existing layout of the dungeon. This entire structure was once a thriving wizard city of sorts, so the town framework was naturally baked into the dungeon even if it didn’t match the surface world expression of the idea.

Adventurers had walled off several “blocks” of corridors and chambers from the rest of the dungeon and claimed every apartment, storage room, and community space within. In addition to the numerous smaller rooms were three cavernous chambers where farmers once grew food for the wizards. How that worked was a mystery, so adventurers designated one chamber for tents, one for a market, and a third as one giant guild hall packed with tables and benches.

Not every apartment and storage room was claimed in the settlement, but I learned there was something of an honor system where certain guilds were designated specific apartments. A few people lived down here more or less full time, going to great lengths to avoid getting their dungeon access revoked so they could offer repair services, healing services, and basic supplies at absurdly expensive rates.

There was also a tavern that made their own booze in the dungeon, but we heard from several sources not to eat the food there. The belief was that imps and bats provided the meat. It was the only spot to get a drink, though, so it was still well-frequented.

The Dungeon Brawlers were one of the guilds who had apartments, so we found that space first. One other party was already there, using one end of the room, and they were all asleep when we entered. A few squinted at us before rolling over but paid us no more attention than that.

Which felt sloppy to me. This dungeon was full of dark corners where a body might not be found for days. Turning your back on total strangers in the dark was unwise.

Whatever. Not my party, not my problem. Now that we knew where the apartment was, we took a lap around the settlement to familiarize ourselves with what it had to offer and sat in the communal chamber to relax for a bit. Podni had packed a bottle of whiskey for the occasion, so we passed the time with drink.

There were more people in this settlement than I expected. Supposedly, 100 or so people were in the fifth floor settlement at any given time, and only about 30 of them were non-adventurers. That seemed like a mind-bogglingly high number, but the dungeon was big enough that we rarely felt anything but totally alone when we hunted.

I counted three other parties in the common hall. Two seemed to mingle, and a larger party kept to themselves in the corner. We grabbed a table, and Podni started to pour.

Invia and Purity being in their underwear, courtesy of the system pledge that made their armor invisible, attracted a good bit of attention. I expected that, and I also expected it to cause trouble at some point.

And it did. Nearly immediately.

A party of 8 adventurers leered at the bodies of my women. Their skin was marred with grime, and they smelled like garbage heaps. They had been in the dungeon for at least five or six days, at least.

“How much?” a bald one with a missing front tooth asked with a snicker.

“Not for sale.”

“Brother, if you bring ass like that down here, it’s only polite to share.”

“Guys,” I said. “We just want to enjoy a drink. We don’t want any trouble.”

A wide man in the realm of 6’2” and 250 pounds of muscle stood and sneered, scratching his patchy, crusty beard. “If you flaunt it, people are going to try and take it. No way around it.”

He started to come around the table, his grin growing wider with each step. “You’re new around here, so you should know we’re from the Wolfpack Guild. Nobody under level 20 gets in, and we take only the meanest motherfuckers. If you’re going to spend time in the dungeon, you should give our people your respect.”

What the fuck was the point of this posturing?

“Thanks for the warning,” I said. “Now leave us be, please.”

“I don’t like your pretty boy attitude. That shitty little smirk really pisses me off.”

A man with a grey crewcut and head-to-toe chainmail stepped away from the other two parties in the hall and inserted himself between us and the Wolfpack.

“Did you hear about the guy that soloed the Flowst boss? Same boss that wiped a whole party of 35s?” he asked.

The greaseball from the Wolfpack nodded.

“That’s him,” crewcut said, jerking his thumb over his shoulder at me. “I got a cousin that runs with the Delvers in Flowst. He told me all about it. That kid might look like a peacock, but he’s legit.”

“No fucking way he soloed a dungeon boss.”

“I’m trying to do you a favor here. The tavern massacre? The slaughter of those raiders? This is not the fight to pick.”

I sipped my drink. Lyle and Trina were right about marketing myself, and their method worked well enough that I reaped the benefits here in Grubiit too.

And greaseball hesitated, his eyes darting between me and crewcut. “That guy is really the Fiend of Flowst?”

Fiend of Flowst? I didn’t know I had a nickname. I kind of liked it. It was a little too close to Frozen Fiend, but nobody but me knew Samson Oliverry by that name.

“Yes. Play nice for all our sakes.” Crewcut turned to me. “Little bit of drink and a lot of stress, it gets to the best of us. This place is usually pretty calm.”

“No problem,” I said.

Greaseball didn’t say anything else. He retreated to his seat and stared into his cup. Crewcut returned to his party without a word to me.

“Podni,” I said softly. “Do you have another bottle?”

“Yes… I was saving it for tomorrow.”

“Can I have it, please? I’ll make it up to you.”

“Of course, Master,” she said. A moment later, she handed me a full, unopened bottle of whiskey.

“Let’s head back to our camp,” I told my table.

As we made our exit, I stopped at the Wolfpack table and set the whisky down.

“Seems we all had a long day,” I said. “Here’s to the rest of your run being profitable.”

And I left. None of the other Wolfpack members said anything, and greaseball couldn’t even look at me.

“You find pleasure in their fear, do you not, viceroy?”

“I don’t. The strength they’re afraid of doesn’t exist. It will be a bad day for me when that facade fails.”

“The appearance of power is the strongest form of power there is.”

When we got back to the settlement apartment, Solara said, “I have to say I felt safer camping in the dungeon.”

The rest of the party nodded, myself included. “When we start working on our route tomorrow, we’ll keep a lookout for decent camping spots. I expected this place to feel a lot more like a reprieve.”

“Assholes are everywhere,” Purity observed. “We might have had some bad luck with our first experience. The norm could be the calm we want.”

“That’s true. Everyone, get some rest. I’ve got watch.”

As I settled in, I reviewed my character sheet to get a sense of how much ground I had left to cover:

Level: 22

Progress to Next Level: (163873/409600)

Class: Abyssal Viceroy, Tier 10 (69833/102400)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 4

Alignment: Chaotic Evil

Strength 26

Dexterity 19

Constitution 13

Intelligence 27

Wisdom 10

Charisma 10

Loyalty Pledges: 86

Oaths of Devotion: 5

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness+1, Abyssal Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word, Rope Burn+4, Ghostly Feint+4, Unholy Smite+5, Darkness, Wraith+5

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse+8, Improved Footing, Improved Accuracy+3, Enemy Study+1, Sense Danger, Unrelenting, Sugar Daddy, Pact of the Ice Fiend, Afterglow, Sharpen+27, Enthrall, Oath of the Silk Noose, Tactician, Silkmancer+5, Devotion Reaper+5, Intoxicate+2

Shared Abilities: Touch of Ice

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1, Bonfire Amulet, Immunity to Poison Amulet, Ring of Obscurity, Ring of Mind Fortress

I still had 12 stat points unallocated from Loyalty Pledges, and those few hours with Esita provided a decent bonus bump for my will points. That XP gap, though. Ouch. Early on, my progress made it hard to imagine why adventurers would so rarely break into level 20 and beyond, but now that I saw that XP requirement climbing, I realized how painful my level-up after this one would be.

Podni climbed onto my chest. She grinned.

“I leveled up today. Bless me before I go to sleep?”

So I did. The other brawlers left partway through. Yeah, we were rude, but my party was the only people who mattered as far as I was concerned. I should play nice, I knew. At the same time, I couldn’t imagine denying Podni her reward.

We definitely needed our own private space down here. Whether or not that should be inside the settlement or out, I wasn’t sure yet.
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Podni pulled me from my meditation with a few tugs of my sword.

“Let’s hear your options,” I whispered. Everyone else was still asleep.

Podni grinned gleefully and read her unlocks for Tier 2 Silk Sabotour:

Silk Sense

Passive Ability

Gain an intuitive sense of any potential dangers on the other side of a Silkstep.

Sugar Daddy bonus improved this from an active ability to a passive ability.

(Optional Pledge with Loyalty: Increase the range and specificity of your intuitive sense.)

(Bonus Pledge: Gain a similar awareness from any party member wearing silk, enabling you to track more of the battle while increasing sensitivity to viceroy touch by 25%. Note: Optional bonuses are only offered once.)

Delayed Death

Active Ability

When you deliver a successful Backstab, you can choose to stall the outcome of your damage for 4 seconds. If that damage would kill the target, then those 4 seconds are spent under the Stun debuff.

Sugar Daddy Bonus increased duration of delay from 3 seconds.

Prerequisite: Backstab

(Optional Pledge with Loyalty: If your Backstab would kill the target, gain a bonus use of Silkstep before your next cooldown.)

(Bonus Pledge: If your Backstab would kill the target, target explodes on death while increasing sensitivity to viceroy touch by 25%. Note: Optional bonuses are only offered once.)

Unholy Bomb

Active Ability

Cooldown: 12 hours

Add Unholy damage to any trap you craft. In addition to the Unholy effect, overall damage is increased by 25%. A trap upgraded with Unholy Bomb cannot be triggered by any creature with an evil alignment.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the 25% boost to damage.

Prerequisite: Viceroy’s Unholy Smite

(Optional Pledge with Loyalty: Trap does an additional 10% damage to anyone with a Lawful Good alignment.)

(Bonus Pledge: Trap does an additional 10% damage to any user of Holy while increasing sensitivity to viceroy touch by 25%. Note: Optional bonuses are only offered once.)

“Is that supposed to be a drawback for the Bonus Pledge?” Podni said. “I get that boost and get to have more fun? I wish I would have left Borja with you so I already had that.”

“I’m glad you see it that way.”

“All of these options sound really good. Unholy Bomb might be less useful than the other two, though.”

“I’m not sure I agree,” I countered. “You won’t get to use it incredibly often, but that would be very useful against some of our mutual friends.”

Podni knew I meant slavers, several of whom were in the Church of the Goddess. Farming Holy levels for teleporters would be more efficient with bombs like that, but it would definitely attract more attention. There was a difference between a few similar murders and an outright terrorist attack on a Church. That was quite the escalation from force-feeding priests ribbons of silk.

“If it would help you, I’ll take it,” Podni said.

“Delayed Death would make Backstab a little sneakier, it sounds like. Ending that with a bloody explosion would definitely startle or distract the enemies still alive. Silk Sense sounds like the most practical option the more I read them. What do you think?”

“If I want to use Silkstep on silk I can’t see, Silk Sense could save my neck.”

I hadn’t thought about that nuance to her Silkstep. The ability to essentially teleport to a piece of silk in the next room was a risky choice because you had no idea what to expect when you appeared. Any information about what was on the other end would make the ability easier to use. The overall sensory boost from the rest of us in the party was another big bonus to Podni’s survivability.

“I think Silk Sense is my pick,” I said.

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

That brought me up to 13 unused Loyalty Pledges.

“Does the 25% boost count if you touch me with Silkmancer?” she asked, deviously.

She was wearing her silk panties like she was supposed to. I gave her slit the lightest of caresses.

Podni giggled. “Yeah, it counts.”

I was jealous that Podni got to level up, so I spent a few stored stat points as rewards for myself.

First, I dropped 3 points into Intoxicate:

Intoxicate+5

Passive Ability

Your blessing is so satisfying that it becomes addictive, like a drug. Strength of addictive properties increased by an additional 5%.

Then I put +1 into Safe Word. Aurketzu discouraged me from buffing it, but the more of a leadership figure I became, especially one with unusual powers, I felt like I could get away with a more powerful calming effect.

The upgrade seemed like it would follow a progression similar to Intoxicate, bumping potency by 1% with each additional point:

Safe Word+1

Active Ability

Similar to Reward for the Loyal, activating Safe Word gives the target a feeling of intense safety and calm. Increase the strength and duration of the feeling by 1%. 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.

I tossed another point into Safe Word to bring it to +2. If I liked the results from that small bump, I would consider investing even more.

The other girls congratulated Podni when they woke. I was pleased my rogue was catching up to the rest of us in levels so quickly. She pulled her weight on runs and rounded out our party’s skill set, but I worried about exposing her to too much danger. A couple levels could make the difference between life and death if you took a bad hit.

Grinding went relatively smoothly the next day. We could handle the fourth floor, but the difficulty was such that we weren’t mowing down mob after mob. Our first full run got me 8,000 XP or so, and we pushed that to a little over 10,000 XP with some route optimization. That was a far cry from what the prisons earned us when they were a secret, but I needed to remind myself to be realistic.

I was already pretty damn greedy. Pushing that line further could cost me everything.

We didn’t have any more issues in the settlement after that first day, but I was still underwhelmed by what it offered. The market was mostly tradesmen providing repairs and whatnot. A few adventurers sold wares they carried down, like snacks, booze, or drugs, but nothing was remarkable beyond how much it was marked up compared to surface prices.

All told, we spent 6 days grinding in the dungeon, netting me around 55,000 XP in total. Podni’s next level up was at 204,800, so that was quite the bump for her. She would reach level 12 before the other girls saw level 14.

But it was progress, and Horpus would appreciate that we were finally turning in some loot. Since most of our runs as a team were still in the Flowst dungeon, Lyle and Trina were seeing the bulk of my passive profits even though they weren’t my home chapter anymore.

I needed to check in with him anyway on the dreamdust offer.



“I’ve got an interested party,” Horpus said when we settled into his office. “One of the Holloman sons will take the business. For the sake of transparency, I want you to know the guild isn’t getting points on this. We’re doing the finder fee approach like you. Make the connect, make a little money, and get out.”

“Makes sense to me.”

“How soon can Oliverry get out to Grubiit for a meet?”

“That’s not going to work…”

Samson was limited to the city of Flowst and used his dungeon core’s power, in part, to mask his presence on the material plane. Horpus couldn’t know any of that.

“Samson is up there in age, and he has too many responsibilities to be away from the city. If this Holloman guy wants to party while he’s in Flowst, I’d be happy to treat him to a night.”

Horpus nodded. “I can sell that, I think. That Oliverry name makes shit so much easier for anyone who has it.”

“Thank you for being flexible,” I said.

“You’re quite the earner, Byron.” The Guild Master leaned back with his hands behind his head. “Some guys might feel rushed by a question like this, but I have a feeling you’re not one of them. Got any other projects cooking I could help you with?”

I laughed. “I have some ideas. They’re uhh… untraditional.”

“How untraditional?”

“What stance does the Thieves’ Guild have on interplanar trade?”

Horpus rolled his eyes and spun around, rifling through a cabinet for a bottle and two glasses. He poured one for each of us.

After a drink from his glass, Horpus asked, “Go on. I’m ready.”

“That was a serious question. Would the guild want that kind of business?”

“As weird as the question is, it’s the same math in my mind. The reward has to justify the risks, which I suspect would be plentiful in both regards if we’re working across planes. What’s the play?”

I shrugged. “That’s why it’s a work in progress. I don’t know what the opportunity is yet, but I intend to find out. The connection I’m aiming at would link us to the hells and the other lower planes by proxy. Apparently, a lot of different creatures end up traveling through the hells, so our reach wouldn’t be limited to the hells specifically. Infernal plane, abyssal plane–we could deal there too.”

“Business with demons isn’t known for going well, and you have a workaround for that.”

“I might. This is a long-term project in my mind. Before I get to that goal, I want to establish an outpost on the fifth floor of the dungeon, and then I want to turn the tenth floor into something like a city of sin.”

Horpus refilled his drink. “A city of sin, huh?”

“That’s where the trade would happen between humans and demons. The demons come up from the hells, and the customers come down from the surface. I’d like to build something that would never be allowed on the surface. The kind of experience that the world’s most successful adventurers and the sponsors rich enough to hire them would travel to the bottom of a dungeon to experience.

“Hospitality could turn a decent profit on its own, we’d be the middlemen for big business deals, and we could convert most of that profit to mana crystals. We either accept them as payment, or we exchange them for gold right there in the dungeon. I imagine mana crystals would make profits easier to hide from the tax man.”

Tapping his fingers on his glass while he thought, Horpus asked, “Don’t tell me what it is, but is it fair to assume you have a unique advantage up your sleeve for this grand plan?”

I nodded.

“Does that unique advantage address the risks of the guard banning one of our people from the dungeon?”

I nodded again.

“You mentioned an outpost on the fifth floor. What does that look like?”

“Adventurer bath house. Kind of a miniature version of what I want to do on the tenth floor, minus demon trade. I think I can have that up and running within a few months.”

After a long pause, Horpus asked, “What could I do to accelerate your fifth floor plan?”

“There’s a point where we’ll need to bring craftsmen down to the settlement. Then we’ll need enchantments for hot water and girls to staff the bathhouse.” I also needed 40 good-aligned levels to pay for the teleporter, but I wasn’t about to ask Horpus for help with murder.

“And security to protect it all,” Horpus added.

I grinned. “I’ve got that covered.”

If my plan worked how I hoped, Abby would ward our dungeon bathhouse to make it as secure as our Temples on the surface. In the event that someone got through those, she and Frost would intervene. The girls would have a lot of mopping to do after that, but none of our people would be in danger.

“Tap me when you need me,” Horpus said, raising his glass. “I’ll finalize the details with the Holloman kid so we can hand the dreamdust deal off. I’ll keep you informed.”

“Thank you. I’m happy to have your help.”
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After three days on the surface, we packed for another five days in the dungeon and headed back into the world of slurps and slimes. We repeated the process of pushing directly to the settlement on the fifth floor and then grinding the fourth floor from there. We got lost once on our way down, but we didn’t stay lost for as long as we did in our first trip, so we still managed to get to the fifth floor within a day.

It wasn’t a relaxing day as we had to run the whole way, but we succeeded.

I still didn’t trust the settlement with my party’s safety, however. Despite looking for an alternative, we hadn’t found a campsite that felt safer than the Dungeon Brawlers’ apartment. We cound find plenty of isolated corners and tucked-away rooms, but I often pictured the Wolfpack goons cornering us in a dead end. Our camp needed to be defensible as well as escapable.

Though the poison pumped into my Borja apartment however many months ago didn’t kill me, I remembered clearly what it felt like to realize my only exit was blocked by people who wanted to kill me. Since then, putting myself in a situation where I didn’t have multiple avenues of escape made me jittery.

Murders in dungeons were relatively rare, and the Grubiit dungeon wasn’t known for mysterious deaths or dangerous crimes, but the norm hadn’t applied to me in a while. I found little comfort in what the average adventurer experienced.

Nobody jumped out of dark corners to stab us while we trained, but one of our rare visits to the settlement common hall, however, walked us into Esita’s party.

It was Esita, Purity’s sibling Charity and Justice, and then their three other party members. All of my girls were in their masks, and Purity used her ability to telepathically assure me she was fine. And I believed her. She didn’t reveal the slightest hint that she was anything but proud to be a silk lioness and proud to show off the body she pledged to me.

Invia wasn’t quite as unflappable, but I doubted anyone outside of our party noticed her discomfort.

Esita waved as we sat but didn’t get up to come over. I hoped that trend would continue for the rest of her party, and they all kept their distance.

The trend did not continue. Charity stood and marched toward us, a hard expression of determination on her face. She glanced uncomfortably at my girls as she stood over me.

“Hansen,” she said, glaring down her nose. “Do you know where my sister is?”

“Yes.”

“What did you do to her?”

I raised my hands. “I didn’t do anything. I’m only respecting her privacy.”

“Is she in your little cult?”

In my mind, Purity said, “I can put a stop to this. You don’t have to put yourself through more abuse.”

“No,” I replied, “I don’t mind. They are your family, so step in whenever you want, if you want. But don’t make that choice on my account. I’ll be fine.”

“Well?” Charity pressed, leaning into my face.

“I made a promise,” I said aloud. “Me not answering is me honoring her wishes. I won’t go back on that.”

“You fooled her, and you fooled my dad, but I always knew you were a scumbag.”

Esita came up behind Charity and put a hand on her shoulder. Charity shrugged it off with a quiet snarl.

When I didn’t answer Purity’s sister, her breathing grew heavy, and her skin began to glow a soft gold.

“Holy body fortification. Her fists will be weapons imbued with Holy.”

Now Justice was behind Charity. He and Esita tried to pull her away from our table, but she would not drop eye contact with me. The hatred in her gaze deepened as her golden glow grew brighter.

“The Goddess blesses me,” Charity muttered to herself. “The Goddess strengthens me. In a world of shadows, I am the light.”

“We’re leaving,” I announced, attempting to stand and rush my party away. Charity poked me in the chest to keep me in my seat.

God was she weak. If she actually started a fight, she didn’t stand a chance. I didn’t like the idea of gambling against Holy magic, but it surprised me how little of me worried about violently dismembering Purity’s sister right in front of her. Surely she’d understand where I was coming from, right?

Again, the man with the gray crew cut and chainmail stepped in.

“Cool off, everyone,” he said. Over his shoulder to me, he added, “Maybe you should head back to your chapter’s quarters.”

I nodded. Charity protested as we left, but she didn’t attempt to escalate or pursue us.

Ten minutes later, I settled in to read more about Demon Lords throughout history when a knock came at the apartment door.

“I should have introduced myself to you the last time, but I’m Ray. I’m with the House of Swords.”

I shook his hand. “I’m Byron, but you knew that.”

Ray nodded. “You’re a hard person to miss. All of you are. Anyway, I don’t know how I end up being the adult in the room all the time. It’s an old guy thing I suppose. That’s all to say I’m not in charge of shit, but if you’re causing trouble in the dungeon, that can lead to you getting blacklisted.”

“Even though we didn’t do anything?”

“Like I said, I don’t make any decisions down here. If you’ve got the degenerates in the Wolfpack hounding you and church kids trying to pick fights, you’ll be seen as the root problem. The shitheads deciding this stuff never set foot in the dungeon, of course, but wanted to give you that heads up since you’re new in town.”

“Appreciate it,” I said sincerely. “I don’t think we’ll be spending much time in common areas from here on.”

“Sorry to say that’s a wise choice.”

“Completely off topic, what would you pay for a bath down here?” I asked.

Ray blinked a few times before he adjusted to the subject change. “I’d probably blow anything I stood to make from the run. Some things are worth the coin, you know?”

“I do. Thank you for the heads up.”

When Ray excused himself, Purity said, “I’m sorry, everyone.”

“None of us are upset,” Solara replied. “We’re sorry for how hard this is for you.”

“The worst part is she talks like she’s worried about me, but it’s really about how I’m offending the Goddess. She gets that from my mother.”

“We’ll find a place to camp tomorrow. I’m not sure we’re getting a whole lot out of being here.”

The rest of the group nodded.

After they had gone to sleep, I resumed reading.

Most of the stories were simple variations on the theme of Demon Lords rising, causing great destruction, and then falling again just as quickly, but one tale caught my eye.

This particular Demon Lord claimed to not be a demon at all. He proclaimed he was a type of angel who had come down from the heavens to remake this plane. His army still consisted of demons and other miscellaneous monsters rather than angels and cherubs and whatever else came from those higher planes, so historians took his unusual story as a juvenile insult to the celestials rather than something true.

“Does this story sound like bullshit to you?” I asked Aurketzu.

“Celestials and the like are only different from demons in that they pretend to be something else.”

“So this Demon Lord might have actually come from an upper plane instead of a lower plane?”

“A tower is the same as a dungeon. At the end, one can find a bridge between planes.”

“I’m sorry, I know what a tower is, but I don’t understand how a tower is the same as a dungeon.”

“Floor after floor of monsters to best with a boss at the top. Surely even your mind can understand that a tower is no more than a dungeon with a different structure.”

“Like the new tower in the Flowst dungeon?”

“Viceroy, are you being deliberately obtuse for your own amusement?”

“That’s the only tower I’ve heard of with monsters in it. I guess there could be some castle ruins out there where monsters moved in, but they wouldn’t have a boss at the top. At least, I didn’t think they would.”

“Perhaps this is a shift in language from my time to yours. I use tower to refer to the grand structures that behave like dungeons, but instead of delving deeper, the goal is to climb higher. Each floor in a tower can rival the size of a dungeon floor. The shortest tower in my time was 50 floors with all others being 100. Where demons want to get into our plane via dungeons, celestials want to keep lesser beings, like we humans, from entering the heavens through towers.”

“I’ve never heard of anything like that.”

“Surely there is at least one such tower in the kingdom, one whose height defies logic and attracts all manner of aspiring heroes?”

“I understand what you’re describing, and I believe I would have heard at least one story about a mysterious tower full of monsters.”

“That shouldn’t be… The symmetry of Holy and Unholy requires it. If dungeons exist, towers must also exist.”

“I don’t have the best history education, so I’ll ask the girls in the morning, but I’m confident that for all the talk I heard about dungeons growing up, someone would have mentioned a 100-floor tower.”

“How very strange. Are they hidden? Were they destroyed? Or is this plane an anomaly among infinite universes?”

“Is it significant if there aren’t towers in this world?”

“I am unsure.”

Outside the door, I heard shouting and stomping footsteps.

When I poked my head out, a man I didn’t know yelled, “Dungeon rush! They’ve broken through the deep gate!”

The deep gate was the other settlement entrance, the one that connected to a deeper section of the fifth floor than the gate my party used. If the problem was at the deep gate, then our party could leave rather than get sucked into defending this shit hole. Regardless of what I chose, rousing the others was the first step.

“Everyone up! We have incoming!”

We had spent enough nights in dungeons that quickly arming for combat was second-nature for the girls. When we stepped into the hallway to decide our next move, Purity gasped.

“My brother and sister could be in danger,” she said.

Abandoning Purity’s family to die would likely be bad for morale.

“Alright, on me,” I called. “Podni, watch our flank. Invia, if Podni calls a rear attack, float back to help her right away. Solara, be ready to bring out your summon.”

The girls nodded.

Following the noise of battle wasn’t hard, but we weren’t prepared for what we saw when we arrived.

The fighting was split between two intersecting hallways. Both groups attempted to defend two fronts of enemies–one that attacked head-on and another that came from a side corridor.

The group we joined struggled to hold off a dense unit of yellow slurps armed with shields and spears. Behind them, cursed slimes pumped out demon summons, and cursed slurps threw offensive magic. Four adventurers stood shield to shield to hold the line while spells and arrows from other humans flew over their shoulders.

The yellow slurps were beating down the frontline, though. These slurps seemed to be especially durable compared to the ones we had fought previously.

Once we were close enough to join the battle, I realized that one of the back-row slurps used healing magic and buff spells. No wonder the yellow slurps weren’t going down.

“Solara!” I called. “There’s at least one healer in the back. Set up a Backstab and give Podni cover.”

As I finished my call, Solara finished her summon. An Abyssal Silk Knight pushed through the tired adventurers and beat back the yellow slurps by itself. The inky monster launched wide slashes, leaving behind spreading necrosis whenever its blade found the body of a slurp.

The slurps backpedaled slightly, but our group couldn’t pursue. Moving forward would expose us to even more attacks from one of the side tunnels.

“Silkstep in 2… 1…” Podni announced.

That was my cue to activate Wraith and throw myself into the fray. Grabbing slimes and slurps with silk wasn’t very effective, but I wanted to draw as much attention to the front of the battle as possible to give Podni cover.

“Healer is down,” I heard Podni call from behind me.

She was back safe.

“There’s something big coming down the hall. I couldn’t tell what.”

“How big?”

“Filled the hallway. End to end.”

What monster in this dungeon fit that description?

The yellow slurps fell. A dumbass cleric from one of the other parties dumped Holy magic down the corridor to deal with the demons from the cursed slimes. I caught a little bit of it on my shoulder, and I could hear my skin sizzling, but clearing the demons gave the rest of the front line a chance to move in and killed the cursed slimes and cursed slurps.

And then we saw what Podni had spotted. A solid wall of toxic slime traveled down the corridor in our direction, and like she described, it filled the entirety of the space. There was no getting around or sneaking by whatever this was.

And another came from the corridor to our left.

They traveled at a jogger’s pace and consumed everything in their path.

“Behind us!” Purity yelled.

Our exit was now blocked by a third wall of slime. We retreated down the only open passage, heading toward the second group of adventurers defending the settlement. We nearly smashed into one another in the middle.

They had the same idea we did, so now all of us, 17 adventurers total, were trapped. The walls of slime closed in.


Chapter 61

The walls of toxic slime advanced on us from both ends of the corridor.

“Weapons are useless!” an adventurer I couldn’t see yelled. “It dissolves on contact.”

“Spells haven’t hurt it either!” another called out.

“Podni, coat the passage with ice,” I yelled. “Anyone who has water magic, dump it on the ice!” Elbowing Invia, I added, “Drop Ice Wall to hold the water back.”

I spun.

“Anyone who can buff spell damage, use it on her, now!” I pointed at Solara.

As the support spells rolled in, Solara sent silk into the ice and water. The moment the wall of slime began to dissolve the ice and water into bubbling steam, she cast Bolt. Then she cast it again. And again.

A wall of slime doesn’t offer much in the way of body language, so I wasn’t sure if the attack was effective or not at first. Then the wall began to crust over with brown in some places and shrivel in others.

The advance halted, but we had no time to celebrate. Solara was wobbly from exhaustion, but we repeated the tactic on the other side. This time, other mages added Bolt spells to assist. Podni caught Solara as she fainted, and Purity immediately moved to tend to her.

That wall stopped moving as well.

“Is it over?” one of the fighters near me asked.

Then both walls of slime collapsed into black sand, and I gulped reflexively when I saw how much slime there really was. What I thought was a wall was actually forty feet of nothing but toxic slime. We didn’t see signs of any others, leaving me to believe the slimes could combine somehow to create that mega organism.

With a second to take in my surroundings, I saw that Esita’s party, Charity and Justice included, were part of our group. The twins seemed similarly unhappy when they had the same realization.

Anywhere the toxic slime had traveled was melted and corroded. We followed the trail all the way to the deep gate and found a mass of brittle bones in front of a shriveled metal door.

“These are people…” Charity said, looking down at what remained of the skeletal forms.

The toxic slime had consumed everything else. Weapons, armor, jewelry–it was all gone. Nothing identifiable was left.

“The slime must have run them over,” another adventurer said. “Gods, that was almost us.”

“What were those things?” Justice asked. “Has anyone seen them before?”

Everyone shook their heads.

“Do you know that monster?” I asked Aurketzu in my mind.

“I did not stoop so low as to manipulate slime.”

“We should split up and search the rest of the settlement,” I proposed. “Could be more of them.”

“I’d rather we stay together,” a wizard said. Everyone seemed to agree with him.

That was disappointing. I hoped that would let us get away from Esita’s party.

So we cleared the rest of the settlement as a group. We encountered a few stray demon summons and the occasional yellow slurp, but the main force had been defeated. All of the gate logs for the deep gate got eaten by the slime, so we didn’t have a good way to assess how many casualties we suffered, but the believed count was 11. Most of those died trying to defend the gate, but three went down early in the chaos from cursed slimes.

“Thanks for being team players,” I said to the other adventurers. “That could have gone a lot differently with a different group. I’m glad we ended up with all you by our sides.”

I accepted a few head nods and handshakes. They all probably introduced themselves too, but they weren’t anyone of consequence if I don’t remember their names now.

Charity and Justice didn’t thank me, but they did express appreciation to the girls, including their own sister in disguise. Their gratitude seemed sincere.

That was fine. I didn’t need their approval.

I did need intel, however, so we didn’t immediately go back to our quarters to rest. Instead, we hung around the common hall under the guise of ensuring all was safe. Purity passed the time offering Heals where they were needed. Injuries weren’t severe if you didn’t count the dissolved dead, but more than a few adventurers were banged up.

The details were mirky, but it seemed things got strange on floor 6. More varieties of slimes appeared, and they all had slurp variants. Ice slimes, fire slimes, stone slimes, vampire slimes, suicide slimes–the extreme variety of abilities made each encounter a unique challenge, and then slurps added classes on top of their innate abilities.

Floor 7 had a population similar to floor 6, but far more of the slurps had magic classes, which upped the difficulty a fair bit. They had a sense for tactics, so the magic slurps rarely followed predictable patterns and behaviors the way melee-oriented slurps did.

On floor 8, magical constructs like golems and puppets joined the ranks alongside “super slurps.” Super slurps were highly intelligent and exceptionally swift slurps who changed forms constantly depending on the situation. One of the adventurers with us on floor 5 said that super slurps were comparable in strength to the floor 5 miniboss, but I couldn’t immediately judge how much of that was exaggeration.

Every floor below 8 sounded hellish. More varieties of slimes appeared, slimes and slurps could be a combination of two slime types fused together, and then there were “hitchhiker slimes.” They connected themselves to constructs or horrific chimera monsters as if the monsters were mounts.

And on and on the chaos went. But hallways filled with corpse-dissolving slime were not among any of the sightings or rumors. As far as we could tell, we were the first adventurers to encounter this monster.

I assumed that was my fault for disturbing the Dungeon Lord.

Back in our quarters, I told the girls to rest. We would still grind a bit that day, but we probably wouldn’t have the time or energy to do a full run.

Solara was asleep instantly, and Purity followedsuit not long after.

Invia and Podni stayed up with me.

Speaking softly, I said, “I don’t like the idea of Solara being our only option for killing the walls. That took a lot out of her. If she was hurt or low on mana, we would have been screwed.”

Invia nodded. “Some of these corridors are weirdly long too. We could turn tail on one only to find out that another is coming from the other direction. They seemed smart enough to set that kind of thing up.”

“They might be good candidates for traps,” Podni added. “If we zeroed in on a weakness, we could use a trap to deliver that. Maybe a potion or enchantment of some kind? Not cheap, but yeah, I’ll spend money to not get killed.”

“Was Bolt the weakness or did Solara’s overpowered build overwhelm it?” Invia asked.

“Looked like her overpowered build to me,” I answered.

Invia sighed. “If there’s a stronger variety on deeper floors… imagine that wall summoning demons or casting spells. We might not be able to take even one of them in that case.”

“Shit. We should have grabbed samples from the battlefield.”

Podni raised a vial of green group. “I grabbed some.”

“Good girl, Podni. Maybe we can learn something from it when we get back to town. We have one other question to answer: Do we stick with our plan to find our own campsite or do we keep using the settlement so we have more bodies around if this happpens again?”

“I think you answered it already,” Invia said. “One of our lookouts wouldn’t have given us anywhere near that much warning.”

That was a good point. The wall would be pretty damn close to us by the time I’d spot it.

“Yeah. We’ll keep staying here for the time being.”



That surprise attack on the settlement ruined our day of grinding, so of the 6 days we spent in the dungeon, we only had 3 good days, getting me around 50,000 XP in total where I was hoping to land closer to 60,000 XP.

I pulled up my and my party’s progress:

Progress to Next Level: (284873/409600)

Class: Abyssal Viceroy, Tier 10 (94833/102400)

Purity: Level 13 (169620/409600)

Invia: Level 13 (292100/409600)

Solara: Level 13 (300891/409600)

Podni: Level 11 (126000/204800)

Seeing tier 11 of abyssal viceroy within reach was exciting. That would be my first time leveling a class over tier 10, which was something of a progress milestone. Abilities offered after tier 10 weren’t always true uniques. The average adventurer would see a few interesting upgrades, but their options were largely additional stat points and the occasional upgrade. Lucky adventurers saw unlocks specific to their combat styles, but no one had found a way to make those offerings predictable.

I was in a strange position where that class was upgraded with an aspect, and I had two other classes–fighter and antipaladin–that could potentially influence my choices as well.

Then, somewhere on the horizon, was my upgrade to the sovereign class. I tried to not even think about it in case Aurketzu could listen somehow. I had no idea how shifting an existing class would affect my unlocks, past or future. Too bad I couldn’t ask the voice in my head about it, but I suspected the rewards would be worthwhile. An idea of what to expect would have been nice, though.

Back in the Swamp Temple after the run, I debriefed with my party. Everyone still had their side projects, and they were important, but the slime walls were an immediate threat.

Podni and Solara were tasked with exploring mechanical and magical solutions. Top contenders were a bomb that neutralized the acid or an ice enchantment of some kind. Like the herbicide, both would have to be significantly enhanced to make a dent in that much toxic ooze.

Invia and Purity were welcome to contribute ideas, but they were tasked with focusing on their existing projects, the biggest of which were to get Valice to willingly trade her soul and to finish reviewing my manuscript pages. It was very important that Purity read those closely, and so far, she seemed to understand the importance of that work.

One of my biggest objectives had stalled completely: I had collected no new levels of Holy since I unlocked the Grubiit teleporter. I needed another 40 to bring my plan for the fifth floor to life, but no matter how I looked at it, a murder spree was unwise, and going on one in Flowst or Grubiit was outright stupid.

A murder spree was a necessity, even if it wasn’t smart. The levels wouldn’t come any other way.

So I needed to be dumb in the smartest way possible. The best plan I could come up with was to travel in secret to another town with a dungeon. My presence would trigger a dungeon change, and that would capture everyone’s attention, from guardsmen to noblemen. While their eyes were on the dungeon, I would bravely assassinate a few old priests and leave.

I would still alert the Thieves’ Guild of the upcoming dungeon change, but I could do that without my personal presence being known.

Orthlox was a four-day ride away. I had never been, but it was my second choice behind Grubiit for what dungeon to conquer, so I had done a fair amount of research on the town already.

But none of that research was related to priest-hunting, so I sent the twin rogues Lala and Lili to the city ahead of me to scout potential targets. With their intel, I could hopefully get in and out quickly.

In the meantime, I alerted Horpus that a dungeon change was imminent and that he should coordinate with the Orthlox chapter as soon as he could. He left that day with an entourage to ensure the profit potential was fully realized.

If he alerted the Orthlox chapter of the opportunity and they turned it down, Horpus was fully within his rights to move forward with it on their turf. The business was all above board, so he wasn’t doing anything more than basic commerce as far as the rest of the world was concerned. I got the sense that Horpus preferred that outcome. He’d make more money that way.

Four days after the twins left Grubiit for Orthlox, I would follow them under a false name. I debated trying to squeeze in another Grubiit run before that but decided against it. That wasn’t worth the risk until we had a solution for the slime walls. The girls would work on their projects and do Flowst runs while I was away.

I had the whole carriage ride to Orthlox to decide how far I was willing to go with farming good-aligned levels. Truthfully, I was surprised how easily my mind drifted toward extreme measures.

No, that’s a lie. I knew that I should be surprised by that, but I wasn’t. With each passing day, I had a better understanding of what I was, and I wasn’t ashamed of it.


Chapter 62

On the first day of the ride to Orthlox, I tipped over into tier 11 of abyssal viceroy. For as impatient as I had been, I needed to remember my followers did a superb job of keeping to their daily devotions. No matter what, I earned will points daily, and that was an incredible advantage to have.

But you know how it is. Greed is a powerful hunger.

My unlocks for tier 11 were compelling:

Abyssal Nectar

Passive Ability

When someone consumes your seed, they feel a deep connection to the abyssal plane. For the next 24 hours, they receive a 10% bonus to damage and damage resistance and a heightened awareness similar to that of the Sense Danger ability.

On Behalf of the Viceroy

Passive Ability

The ability to collect will points extends to party members and follows the same rules and requirements of the Bend ability. All will points earned by party members go to the viceroy.

Abyssal Permission

Active Ability

Total daily activations are the viceroy’s level divided by 5, activate Abyssal Permission to halt a climax–and all climaxes that follow from the same target–for up to twenty-four hours. Climaxes stack. Additionally, add an optional abyssal effect to any climax halted by Abyssal Permission.

Nectar and Permission were viceroy unlocks I was offered previously, and the old versions were still options in the system. Abyssal Nectar doubled the bonus from 5%, turned a 4-hour duration to 24, and added a Sense Danger bonus.

The old version of Permission could only be used once a day, and it didn’t apply an abyssal effect. Not that I had any idea what an abyssal climax was, but my curiosity was strong. Abyssal Permission was by far the most fun of the 3 options, even if the abyssal effect turned out to be something lame.

I wanted it so badly.

But On Behalf of the Viceroy was the most practical choice. If my party could earn Will points on my behalf, that upped my ability to passively accumulate Will points. That would have the better long-term payoff, making it the best option. I convinced myself I could take Abyssal Permission when I went to tier 12, provided none of my new choices weren’t objectively better.

I selected on Behalf of the Viceroy. With the 3 stat points I got for leveling up on top of unallocated points I had from Loyalty Pledges, I had 16 total stat points to use.

I put 2 points into strength, 2 into constitution, and 2 into intelligence. I know, I know. I hadn’t invested in constitution much, and seeing that wall of slime reminded me how fragile I really was. I could deal absurd amounts of damage, but if I took a clean from something strong, I might not survive it. Constitution would help a great deal on that front.

I tried to put a stat point into On Behalf of the Viceroy, but the system rejected it. That was unfortunate. Would have been helpful to make that ability stronger.

A followup option wasn’t obvious to me. I had 10 stat points sitting unused, and they had sat for longer than I should have let them. The carriage ride gave me nothing but time to think on what to do.

Buffing Enemy Study would increase my damage the more often I fought the same enemy. That was helpful for farming, but the Grubiit dungeon had so many types and variants that I might not get that great of a return.

Finesse increased my damage to weak points, and neither slimes nor slurps had weak points.

Improved Accuracy couldn’t hurt, but that didn’t help all that much against monsters lacking weak points. I couldn’t remember the last time I outright missed a swing either.

The Darkness ability was handy, but slimes and slurps didn’t rely on light for vision.

Screw it. I put 5 more points into constitution and banked 5 for later. I reviewed my character sheet:

Level: 23

Progress to Next Level: (284873/409600)

Class: Abyssal Viceroy, Tier 11 (255/204800)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 4

Alignment: Chaotic Evil

Strength 28

Dexterity 19

Constitution 20

Intelligence 29

Wisdom 10

Charisma 10

Loyalty Pledges: 92

Oaths of Devotion: 5

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness+1, Abyssal Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word+2, Rope Burn+4, Ghostly Feint+4, Unholy Smite+5, Darkness, Wraith+5

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse+8, Improved Footing, Improved Accuracy+3, Enemy Study+1, Sense Danger, Unrelenting, Sugar Daddy, Pact of the Ice Fiend, Afterglow, Sharpen+27, Enthrall, Oath of the Silk Noose, Tactician, Silkmancer+5, Devotion Reaper+5, Intoxicate+3, On Behalf of the Viceroy

Shared Abilities: Touch of Ice

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1, Bonfire Amulet, Immunity to Poison Amulet, Ring of Obscurity, Ring of Mind Fortress

I made the smart choices. I knew that. But an abyssal climax? I needed to know what the hell that was. Only another 200,000 Will points to go until I found out.



Traveling by carriage was so dull. I read a good bit more about Demon Lords, learning nothing interesting about them or these “towers” Aurketzu told me about. No one in my party had ever heard of them and neither had Horpus when I mentioned it to him. If Purity and Solara suddenly had a bunch of free time, they were going to investigate the topic, but I suspected that wouldn’t be the case.

Researching towers was interesting to me, but it was also the lowest priority. We had too much else to do to search for something that likely didn’t exist in this world. If they didn’t, that begged a new question that Aurketzu couldn’t answer for me: What paths did celestials use to travel between planes instead?

Orthlox had a population similar to Flowst, but the city was far more spread out. In terms of looks, it had the quaint wood and plaster style I grew up with in Borja. My mind had wandered off for a while when I saw the city out the carriage window. For a moment, I thought I had somehow boarded a carriage to Borja by mistake. But no, this wasn’t home.

When I disembarked, I went straight to the inn where the twins were staying. They knew I was due to arrive that day and waited on a bench outside for me. Lili went to alert the Orthlox chapter of the Dungeon Brawlers that a dungeon change was imminent. Horpus would also be there, so he would get the news as well.

Other than the twins, no one else knew I was here, so while Lili ran her errand, Lala took me upstairs to their room and let me work out 4 days of cabin fever on her tiny little body.

An hour and a half later, Lili returned. She frowned when she realized what she had missed but didn’t complain. We had 4 days in a carriage back to Grubiit to make up for that after all.

I had an objective to complete, so I asked to hear their scouting report.

For only having three days to conduct research, they identified three potential targets:

Across from the Church of the Goddess was an open-air food market that was popular with the clergy. They often ate and socialized there. Though it was pretty exposed, there were a few dark corners and blindspots that could work.

There was a monastery outside the city walls in a neighborhood similar to the one around the Ice Temple. Some of its residents regularly visited the church in town or traveled for church business, but they guessed that half of the residents rarely left the building. That was a wild guess, though. They didn’t have much time to observe.

Lastly, there was some kind of summit happening a few days from now in another city. If I could be patient, a group of clergy would depart from Orthlox for that summit. They would have security, but even bandits would hesitate to rob a Church of the Goddess caravan. That meant a chance their vigilance would be lax.

“I again advise against this.”

I ignored her.

I made my choice and gave Lala and Lili their next assignments.



With my face masked, I further disguised my figure with a tattered white robe. Activating Wraith+5 with flowing fabric produced a more ethereal image. I was mistaken for a demon in Flowst, so hopefully something similar would happen here. No witnesses were ideal, but in the event I was seen, the story would sound implausible. A murderous ghost? Really?

The monastery had a large front door as well as a backdoor that led to a walled garden where the monks, priests, and clerics grew vegetables and flowers.

At about 1:30 a.m., I used the backdoor to enter. It was unlocked.

The interior reminded me a lot of the Ice Temple. Everything was built from stone, the decorations were austere, and every room seemed oppressively small, even the kitchen.

I started with the quarters on the first floor. None of these doors were locked either.

After I whispered “I dedicate these sacrifices to the Frozen Fiend,” I went from room to room, slitting the throats of sleeping monks or whatever they were.

8/40 lawful good levels collected for the Frozen Fiend.

The first floor took 8 kills to clear, and they were all level 1s. Most of them were quite old, and to think, my life was heading that direction once upon a time. If I stayed with the Borja guard, I would be old and gray and still level 1.

There were 2 sets of stairs on either side of the monastery. I picked one and went up to continue farming.

12/40 good-aligned levels collected for the Frozen Fiend.

Oh good. That fat fucker was level 4.

I went across the hall.

15/40 good-aligned levels collected for the Frozen Fiend.

And then to the room next door.

22/40 good-aligned levels collected for the Frozen Fiend.

Across the hall again.

26/40 good-aligned levels collected for the Frozen Fiend.

When I stepped back out, someone was in the hallway waiting for me. He was taller, and his body was dense with muscle. His beard was gray but well-kempt. He was barefoot and pointed at me with a sword.

“Be gone, hellspawn!”

I dove back into the room I just exited, narrowly dodging a Holy attack. I couldn’t tell you what Holy spell, but I felt the inferno pass me by.

“Coward!”

I sent two silk ribbons out the door and down the hall. I didn’t have line of sight, so I whipped them blindly. As soon as I heard the man curse, I triggered Darkness and darted across the hall.

Heavy feet stomped into the cloud of black and turned my direction. He either had an ability that nullified Darkness or I was carelessly loud trying to be tricky.

“Goddess, give me the-”

I popped out with a thrust. He saw an outside slash because of Ghostly Feint and raised his sword to parry the illusion instead of the real thing. My blade piercing his gut felt like poking a fork through raw tomato skin.

He grabbed my wrist and attempted to counter with a slash of his own, using the blade in his stomach as a way to keep me still. His strike was sloppy and slow. I leaned back to easily dodge, and then I felt the inferno again.

My whole left side felt like my skin was melting off. The pain was immense, sudden, and accompanied by the unnerving sensation of feeling my flesh dry, crack, and split in under a second.

Out of instinct, I trigged Unholy Smite+5.

The heat disappeared, and the old man’s body split apart down the middle. The agony of his attack lingered.

I heard footsteps traveling away from me down the hall.

A witness.

Ignoring the pain and my notifications, I pursued. It turned out there were 2 witnesses. They were around my age, I guessed, and they never turned to fight me, so they were no trouble.

I chugged 4 Greater Heal potions, risking pushing myself into toxic shock in favor of escaping the pain.

Down the stairs, out the back door I used to come in, turn right into an alley, and left into another. Tear off my disguise and disable Wraith. Lala wraps me in a new cloak. In the carriage. Back to Grubiit.

That was our plan. I repeated those steps over and over as a sort of mantra to keep my mind off the pain. It didn’t work, but it did help hold my focus. I stumbled through every step of the plan and soon felt a cushioned bench beneath me.

I pushed a potion away from my lips. “I can’t drink another yet. I’ll be fine. Gotta let mine work.”

The twins leaned back with concern on their faces.

“Did our exit go smoothly?” I asked.

Lala nodded. “The carriage drivers believed we were picking up a friend. They barely looked up when you got in.”

“Good. That’s really good.”

I pulled up my system menus:

43/40 good-aligned levels collected for the Frozen Fiend.

That was a relief. I was worried collecting more than I needed would lead to some going to waste. That notification suggested the extra 3 would rollover for the next teleporter project.

Reviewing my notifications, I saw that the old guy with a sword was level 15. The last two I cleaned up were each level 1s.

And then this notification caught my eye:

Your voracious commitment to your antipaladin oath and the slaying of a paladin over level 10 earns you an additional antipaladin ability chosen from your pool of unselected antipaladin abilities.

I knew what I wanted:

Silk Walk

Passive Ability

Any silk being actively controlled or touched by the antipaladin can bear their full bodyweight as if it were a solid surface regardless of the silk’s orientation. For example, a user of Silkwalk can appear to travel “upside down” if the silk they tread on is oriented as such.

Prerequisite: Improved Footing

I wasn’t sure what to expect from Silkwalk exactly, but I was curious enough to give it a try.

“Father?” Lili asked. “Can you hear me?”

“I zoned out for a second. Sorry about that. What is it?”

“Are you okay?”

I nodded. “Yeah. It hurts like hell, but it will pass.”

“Did it go how you hoped?”

“Yes, it did. Thanks to you two.”

Lala smiled. “We’re happy to serve.”

“Your work is exceptional, and your commitment to the silk is obvious. I want you to know I see how much effort you both put in.”

Lili said, “Thank you for saying so.”

“You’re almost to level 9, right?”

“Yes.”

“Would you like to multiclass? I can’t guarantee that you’ll get a silk class from the system, but I’ll fund the attempt if you’re interested. If you don’t want to take the gamble, we’ll go enchanted-item shopping instead.”

The twins looked at one another and then back at me.

“You would do that for us?” Lili asked.

“You’ve more than earned it. You don’t have to decide right now. Think on it.”

“We want to multiclass,” Lala said. “No question.”

I smiled. “Proud of you both. Give me a couple hours to recover, and we can spend the rest of the trip celebrating.”


Chapter 63

Horpus returned to Grubiit 10 days after I had returned. I took all of that time to rest. In Lopav, way back when my levels were in single digits, I was desperate for survival, so I pushed myself to get back to the plan as soon as possible.

No such pressure existed for me at that moment, so I spent most of that time in the hot baths in the basement of the Swamp Temple. Not surprisingly, the baths were popular for all the girls regardless of what Temple they called home. In the name of fostering community, I stocked a few additional luxuries to make the baths an even more attractive place to socialize.

Fancy soaps, lotions, loofahs and scrub brushes, silk robes, and so on.

More wet bodies made long relaxing soaks even more enjoyable, so I benefited from the community aspect a little bit as well.

Life in Orthlox wasn’t so peaceful from what I gathered. In addition to the freak dungeon change, citizens spotted a shade leaving a monastery after killing everyone inside. The Church was investigating thoroughly and bringing in their best exorcists just in case.

Meanwhile, the dungeon was a shit show. The Orthlox dungeon was a 20-floor ancient temple populated by a race of snake people who worshipped and summoned demons. When I arrived, their magic suddenly became more sophisticated. Now the average snake person could use Shapeshift, and they copied adventurers.

Supposedly, lamias were new additions since the change, and their strategy was similar. Instead of shapeshifting, they projected an illusion depicting their target’s true love. The psychological impact of seeing the illusion could be significant.

These changes turned adventurers against each other because anyone who wasn’t in their party could be a shapeshifter. And with how strong the shapeshifters were, letting one slip through was a mistake you only got to make once.

Demand for Truesight enchantments exploded overnight. The Orthlox guild master passed on the opportunity because it was too improbable, and that made Horpus pretty happy, so much so that I still wonder how poorly he pitched the dungeon intel to ensure he got the business.

He gave me a bonus on top of my cut, so I took that to mean the chapter did well on this one.

That success made him more willing to humor my dungeon plan, but I had a few questions to address first:

“How much trouble will it cause if we claim another part of the fifth floor?” I asked.

“There’s not enough space in the settlement?” he asked.

We dined on a private terrace with an excellent view of the city. Horpus ate here quite often, I gathered.

“I don’t think so. I’d like 10 private tubs, 10 private rooms, living quarters for staff, and living quarters for my adventurers.”

“Yeah,” Horpus admitted, “not going to find that kind of space in the settlement.”

“My thought is we attach it to the settlement on the deep-gate side. We can manage a private entrance, but if we share a wall, we can make the entrance inside the settlement. I think adventurers will push for that convenience.”

Horpus swallowed a forkful of asparagus. “I can check with the chapter’s legal counsel to confirm this, but I don’t believe there are any actual rules or laws about claiming territory in a dungeon. The guard might not like the precedent this sets, but that’s survivable.”

“I intend to post a few jobs to get some brawlers to help shuttle materials down to the fifth floor, but tradesmen can use a shortcut. I figure rumors will get out eventually, but in the short term, can you recommend some people who can keep a secret?”

Horpus nodded.

“Maybe don’t agree yet,” I said. “Keeping the teleporter a secret is the easy part. To use the teleporter without being in the silk, my demon has to help.”

With a mouth full of food, Horpus asked, “Your what?”

“I have a contract with an abyssal. Friends are perfectly safe around her, but she can be intimidating. I have an ice demon also. She’s going to be our guard for the bathhouse, so she’ll be around to make sure our non-adventurers are safe.”

“God, Byron,” the guild master said, rubbing his forehead. “Trustworthy and open-minded craftsmen. Sure. I have some ideas.”

“Thank you.”

“How are we going to manage guild access to the teleporter?”

I shook my head. “Bathhouse staff, you, and my people are the only ones who can use the teleporter. I can’t manage that traffic. I understand if that makes you less interested.”

“No,” Horpus said. “That’s a good answer. May I offer a suggestion?”

“Of course.”

“Managing working girls isn’t the easiest thing to do. You have a knack for inspiring loyalty, so I’d suggest putting some extra thought into what someone in that profession needs to choose loyalty when push comes to shove. They’ll have a lot of inside access, you know?”

“That’s a good point.”

“When does all this start?” he asked.

“My first step is to get the teleporter up and protected. I’ll let you know when that’s done.”



Catching up with Horcus wasn’t the only productive thing I accomplished while I recovered. 6 more Loyalty Pledges came in, giving me 11 unused stat points to allocate when I saw fit. More importantly, my party made valuable progress on several fronts.

Podni and Solara had three trap candidates to test if we encountered slime walls again.

Their top option was a Create Water crystal in a corrosion-resistant deployment mechanism. The idea was to inject a significant amount of water into the slime to make it more vulnerable to Bolt. Yes, we were trying to avoid having to rely on Solara, but cutting down on the mana demand to bring one down was still an improvement.

The second trap followed a similar idea, except it injected a magically enhanced base to neutralize the acid. The concern with that approach was the potential for a highly violent reaction.

The last idea was a preventative measure: noisemaker traps to give us a warning if a wall of slime was coming up behind us. That was clever, and I liked the intention, but the Grubiit dungeon was massive. We’d have to set down dozens each run, which just wasn’t practical. Once we talked it through, we scrapped noisemakers entirely.

Working on the slime wall problem meant that Solara didn’t have any time to work on neutralizing Holy. Orthlox was a brutal reminder of my weaknesses as an evil undead. I wished I had a way to put more minds on those defensive spells.

Purity said the manuscript was ready for a final draft, which was far better news than I expected. The concepts I had to explain were complex, and if Purity felt we were ready to move forward, then she and I were on the same page.

Invia and I had a rare moment alone in the bath. I wasn’t aware that she wanted privacy for her updates, but once she started speaking, I understood why.

She sat across from me, her bare porcelain skin soaking in the hot water.

“You’re not going to like my answer for Valice,” she began, “but it’s the only thing big enough that she’d put her soul up for collateral in a trade.”

“I’m listening.”

“Kill her two brothers, her uncle, and her father. That would make her the de facto elder. If someone like Maria could take over Twin Hawks, then Valice should be able to control the fortune.”

These days, a solution that started with murder wasn’t unusual for me. “The killing part is fine. Getting to all four of them would be really hard.”

Invia nodded. “They all had bodyguards before, but with the attack on Grettie, I wouldn’t be surprised if they had more protection than ever. Her brothers are level 10, last I heard. I don’t know about Hensewurd, but I’d be surprised if he was willing to be in a dungeon long enough to get to 10, let alone farther. Valice’s dad, though, he’s tough. If anyone was willing to grind for strength, it would be papa Chastain.”

“Makes sense.”

“Sorry that I’m not bringing you something better.”

“Sorry?” I asked. “No, don’t be sorry. This is good work, and it’s a place to start.”

Invia smiled. “Thank you, master.”

I felt a dainty little toe run up my calf under the water.

“I have recruitment ideas too,” she teased.

“I’m listening.”

“So our goal is to add an additional membership filter before someone can become a candidate. From there, we have better quality recruits making it to the initiation.”

I nodded.

“Aspiring members have to submit an application. The girls and I will review and select the ones worth an in-person tryout. You’re welcome to participate if you want, but it can also run without your attention. We’ll pick the best girls to present to you as candidates.”

“What are you looking for in an applicant?” I asked.

“Hunger,” Invia said. “After that, we’re after the traits that make for good dungeon crawlers. Athleticism, combat experience, education, practical skills–I want to be a little loose with how we weight these. Lala and Lili didn’t go to a fancy school, but they’re still our best recruits.”

“Because they were hungry.” Interesting that Invia was speaking this way. For most of the time I’d known her, she looked down on people like Lala and Lili because they came from poor backgrounds and had no wealth or prestige of their own.

Invia grinned. “Yep. Podni worked hard on this too, by the way. I didn’t come up with this on my own.”

“I’m proud of you,” I said. “You’ve become an amazing partner. It’s hard to imagine doing this without you by my side.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

I reached under the water and hooked her knees. I pulled her over to me and held her in my arms. Her toned body and soft skin felt different underwater. Gliding over her wet body so smooth and easy was a unique way to appreciate its beauty. The same was true of touching her breasts and slit over her clothes when we were out on the town. Or over her cotton underwear. Or over lace. Or over silk.

Then her skin could be cold or warm. She could be slick with sweat from a hot day or from riding me with everything she had.

There were so many ways to enjoy an exceptional body, and they were all fantastic in their own rights.

“Hey,” Invia whispered in my ear. “I would burn the world down if you wanted. You make me feel like I can conquer nations. I want to wield that power for you. I want to gift you a kingdom and then swallow your seed while you sit on your new throne.”

Fuck. That was hot.

“Or maybe you’d prefer to watch while I defile the former queen. I know how much you like to hear them scream, how much you like to hear them beg.”

Her thin fingers brushed over my cock and cupped my balls.

“When the world is yours, bend me over so we can both appreciate the view of conquest while you fucking use me.”

I loved being a viceroy.



I owed Solara an abyssal familiar. A while back, she had learned a number of abyssal spells, so I wasn’t technically necessary for the summoning, but she believed–and Aurketzu agreed–that my presence would provide additional motivation for whatever demon appeared when we conducted the ritual.

With Abby and I watching, Solara drew the summoning circle in the middle of the rectory. We needed the privacy, and I had the space. The work was exacting and precise, taking nearly 3 hours in total for her to complete. When she was done, her brow was damp with sweat, as was the valley between her generous breasts.

“What do you think, Abby?” Solara asked, standing back to survey the circle.

Abby studied it for a time and said, “I see no errors or weaknesses.”

“May I proceed, Master?” she asked me next.

I nodded.

Solara spoke a stream of abyssal incantations, her pronunciation careful and precise. The chalk on the floor turned a brilliant white and then flashed into black. The curtain of the material plane parted, and a creature like a black python slithered through. At a glance, it looked to be 5 or 6 ft long, and its eyes were the same deep purple as Abby’s.

The snake lifted its head to look about the room, lingering on me and Abby for a time.

“Why is such power present for my summoning?” a whispered, feminine voice asked in abyssal.

“The viceroy is my master,” Solara explained. “And the liluti is his servant. They are here for my protection and to demonstrate the nature of the life I can offer to you.”

“You do not mean to destroy me?”

Solara shook her head. “I wish to form a contract with you. If you are interested in that, explain your value and then your terms.”

The snake didn’t reply right away. Instead, it again studied its surroundings as if thinking. “I offer my mistress my spells. I can provide protection magic to guard you against physical and magical attacks. My bite delivers abyssal venom, and as your familiar, my presence will increase the strength of your abyssal spells by 10%.”

When Solara looked to Abby for her confirmation, my demon said, “She speaks the truth. She is a pitutu, an abyssal serpent, and she is capable of keeping her promise.”

“What is abyssal venom?” I asked.

“A deadly poison that drives its victims mad with despair. Most on the material plane kill themselves to escape the torment rather than see the ordeal through until the end.”

Solara turned back to the snake. “What are your terms?”

The snake replied, “If I become your familiar, I would ask for 1 of every 5 good-aligned levels you acquire to feed the darkness in my heart, and I would ask that you never abandon me for another familiar.”

“What level are you?” Solara asked next.

“I am level 7.”

“A pitutu is an excellent familiar,” Abby added. “Many would make great sacrifices to forge a contract with a pitutu over lesser familiars like imps, birds, or cats.”

“If you ever betray my loyalty, my contract would kill you.”

“I know this,” the snake replied.

“I agree to your terms,” Solara said after a moment’s pause.

“I agree as well.”

The room went black for a moment, and when my vision returned, the snake was coiled around Solara’s body, its length and form further emphasizing my sorceress’ curves. The head of the snake rested on Solara’s shoulder so that it could see all that its mistress sees and whisper in her ear.

“What will be my name, mistress?” the snake asked.

“Sarah.”

“Thank you, mistress.”

From then on, Sarah was always wrapped around Solara’s body. Despite the snake’s size, she felt weightless, and her dark scales were cool to the touch.



I was growing to hate the Grubiit dungeon.

When we ventured back down to the fifth floor, intending to complete our teleporter, slime walls attacked again. While I continued to suspect my presence triggered the overall addition of slime walls, they spawned with no obvious pattern. For three days straight, slime walls appeared with every reset, and then no slime walls were seen for the next six.

That meant the slime walls were targeting me personally. If they were, they did me the courtesy of not making it obvious I was the intended target. Otherwise, someone would eventually notice that when the guy with the naked women comes to town, so do slime walls.

Neither of the slime countermeasures made a noticeable difference. The mana use felt the same to Solara with the water bomb and with the enhanced base mixture.

Slime walls presented two ongoing problems for our party specifically:

I disliked the idea of getting cornered by slime walls. Too many scenarios could mean not having access to Solara’s Bolt spells. Even if the backup plan was imperfect, there had to be something that made us less likely to die.

The slime walls did a number on the settlement. At first, it was believed that only gates were vulnerable to being dissolved because the walls that had been built to create a defensible settlement stood at first. After another couple waves of slime walls, they burnt through.

If I was going to invest a bunch of capital in building a dungeon business, I couldn’t have it getting erased every other week. I mistakenly assumed Abby’s wards would solve that issue, but I learned that wards aren’t that different from walls. They could only withstand so much damage before they failed.

If we truly wanted peace of mind, we needed a method that could protect us indefinitely, such as building with a specific material because it was immune to acid damage. We could potentially use enchantments to project a field of acid immunity around the wall. We were told what we wanted was technically possible, but no one had any recommendation for who could pull it off.

I sent a letter to Jerbish to see if he could help, but mail between Grubiit and Grist would take more than a week to travel one direction so I sent it from Flowst. That made me impatient enough that I wondered where the next closest monastery was. Maybe I could pop in and harvest enough levels to set up yet another teleporter and officially connect Gressin to our empire.

That might sound outlandish, but that teleporter would be incredibly good for business. When I realized the money we could have made teleporting enchantments in, I kicked myself for prioritizing the dungeon build. Teleporters couldn’t transfer batches of materials, sure, but anything a person could wear did transfer.

I should have thought of that sooner.

As you can see, my desire to massacre sleeping priests was purely for practical purposes.

Practical or not, another killing spree was off the table, unfortunately. The point was that we couldn’t put up walls yet. We could, however, map out the area we intended to claim, which turned into a bit of a compound because of the number of rooms we needed.

Securing that compound meant needing to build nine acid-immune walls, but until that was possible, we picked a room on the outermost wall of the floor. It was crammed with broken furniture, but we didn’t know if that was the dungeon’s design or if adventurers had stuffed a bunch of garbage in here.

In either case, it gave us a good place to teleport in and out. We tied the silk rope to a broken standing mirror. Vines and moss grew over it in seconds, and I touched my hand to the frame to test the connection.

I appeared in the Swamp Temple, in front of our newest statue: A scantily clad spellcaster, which I bought purely because it matched the theme of the Grubiit dungeon.

It was not, however, located in the common area with the teleporter to the Ice Temple. Bathhouse staff would need to use this statue regularly. As non-members, I didn’t want them walking through our private space every day, so the statue was locked in the vestibule leading into the house. Our people could access it from the inside and staff could access it from the outside.

I touched the statue again to return to the dungeon.

“We’re good,” I said.

“We’ll keep up the facade of camping down here for our runs to avoid attention to this room. Once we own the space, we’ll head home for baths every night.”

The girls nodded.

We did another four-day run before we went back to town, and slime walls attacked twice in that time. We knew to conserve Solara’s mana just in case they appeared, so they were slightly less threatening than our first encounter. Still annoying as hell, though.

When we were back in the Grubiit house, I checked my leveling progress:

Level: 23

Progress to Next Level: (334873/409600)

Class: Abyssal Viceroy, Tier 11 (7933/204800)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 4

On Behalf of the Viceroy helped to bump my daily Will point totals as the members of my party enjoyed our followers when I wasn’t present. I told them that I wasn’t only okay with that, I was actively supportive of it. If Invia and Podni needed a fresh body to bend, they didn’t need to wait for me to come home.

Hungry? Eat. And that actively helped me level.

The drawback was that On Behalf of the Viceroy was less useful when my party was locked in a dungeon with me. That weakness would be less of a factor when the teleporter was ready for daily traffic.

When I checked my party’s progress, I smiled:

Purity: Level 13 (155741/409600)

Invia: Level 13 (378111/409600)

Solara: Level 13 (386897/409600)

Podni: Level 11 Podni (212606/204800)

Podni was ready for level 12 already? Damn. I expected a visit from her later that night. She would want to make sure she was in good standing with the silk before she leveled.

Not only did I get a visit, but she arranged for it to be just me and her. When she knocked to enter the rectory, she asked me to close my eyes. I obliged. She led me to the edge of the bed, and I heard her climb onto the mattress.

“Don’t open your eyes yet,” she said. “Can you feel the silk I’m wearing?”

Not counting the gold ribbon around Podni’s neck, I sensed six… no seven pieces of silk. I smiled.

“Think you can figure out what each one controls without looking?” she asked.

Four of the pieces were wrapped like cuffs. I picked one and gently pulled it toward me. Podni giggled at the sudden movement. Still focusing on that same piece, I brought it to my hips and moved it up and down my growing erection.

I recognized the arch of a foot immediately.

“If this is one foot… Is this the other?”

Podni squeeled and giggled again. “Nope. Not a foot.”

"Oh, I think I see. This one is the other foot. I spread them apart with my mind.”

“There you go,” Podni said, her breath slightly strained.

That confused me at first, but then I realized why she sounded that way. She was facedown on the bed with her legs spread. It took an enormous amount of willpower to not sneak a peek at her round, gymnast ass.

“That makes these two your hands,” I continued.

I spread the other two cuffs. With my current Silkmancer rank, I could control five pieces of silk at once, so I could hold down each of her limbs and still have room to play. If she started to struggle, that is. Right now, she had completely surrendered.

“Two of them are close together… They’re near your head and…” I smiled. I tugged those two pieces toward me, and I heard Podni grunt from a strain. “Pigtails?” I asked.

“Yes, Master.”

I released. That left one small piece of ribbon between her legs. It wasn’t panties. I could feel that the fabric didn’t wrap around her waist. What could this single strand be?

I gently pushed on it. Podni moaned reflexivley. That was interesting. I gently pulled. Her reaction was more of a yelp.

“I know what that is,” I said gleefully.

I gently pushed and released the pressure on the silk several times over. I heard Podni squirm on my sheets.

“Are you sure you know?” she gasped.

“This little piece of silk is tied to a butt plug, isn’t it?”

“Ding ding,” Podni said playfully. “I’m your toy, master. Bend and pose me however you want. I’ll do anything you say, of course, but I want you to have complete control over me. You don’t need to ask. Just take.”

So I pulled those pigtails toward me, still keeping my eyes closed. I liked listening to her grunt and shift as I moved her. Then I put my silk handlebars to use for a bit, working myself in and out of her mouth exactly how I pleased.

The rest of the night continued like that. Not only was it gratifying, it inspired me to look into some new ideas for future rectory romps.


Chapter 64

At some point after Podni fell asleep, Purity crept into the room and nuzzled up on the other side of me. I thought perhaps she had come to have her own needs met, but she fell asleep within a few seconds of settling against me.

The next morning, Purity was still asleep when Podni whispered in my ear.

“Thank you, Master,” she said, her lips barely grazing my ear as she spoke. “You were good to me this level.”

Her new options were:

Dynamic Traps

Passive Ability

Place traps within a range of 60 feet as if you were executing a ranged attack. All other aspects and qualities of the trap trigger as though it were placed by hand.

Sugar Daddy bonus increased this bonus from 30 feet.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain an additional 5% bonus to trap effectiveness.)

(Bonus Pledge: Increase the range of your traps by an additional 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.)

Tripleattack

Active Ability

Cooldown: 5 minutes

Deliver three strikes instead of one. For the purposes of buffs and supporting abilities, each of the three strikes are considered independent strikes.

Sugar Daddy bonus lowered cooldown from 10 minutes.

Prerequisite: Doubleattack

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain an additional 5% bonus to all damage dealt.)

(Bonus Pledge: Gain an additional 5% bonus to your overall speed. 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.)

Silk Ghost

Active Ability

Cooldown: 2.5 Minutes

For the next 1 minute, a projection of your image appears on the battlefield. Enemy’s ability to resist Silk Ghost is dependent on their level and their intelligence.

Sugar Daddy reduced cooldown from 5 minutes to 2.5 minutes.

Prerequisite: Viceroy Ghostly Feint

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increase ability duration by an additional 15 seconds.

(Bonus Pledge: Reduce cooldown by an additional 30 seconds. 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.)

“Just reading that bonus pledge made me wet,” Podni said with a giggle.

“You’ll enjoy it,” I replied.

“I like all of these, but I’ve been investing in a trap build. That makes me think Dynamic Traps is the way to go.”

So far, Podni had taken Disable Device, which was the base lockpicking and trap-disarming ability. Then she had Trap Placing, which enabled her to safely place and manipulate her own traps, and then recently she took Trap Engineer, enabling her to craft her own custom traps.

The ability to place traps at a distance had all manner of utility in my mind. She could more readily control the battlefield with that ability, and it gave us backup options if a Backstab Silkstep was too risky. She could appear farther away, toss a trap, and then Silkstep back out.

“I can’t argue against Dynamic Traps. That looks like the smart choice to me too.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

I had 13 stat points unallocated from Loyalty Pledges. Two more had come in recently from other members and then one from Podni just then.

She was Loyalty Pledge 101. I missed the 100-Pledge milestone while we were grinding it seemed. Oh well.

Invia had something planned for two days from now. She wouldn’t tell me what, but I had a feeling it would earn me will points. I had a bigger feeling it involved the pilot effort for our new recruitment program. I looked forward to that.

Purity, Podni, and Solara pitched in to help her, leaving me with a good bit of my own free time.

I spent part of that time in the library and part of that time spending some quality time with High Priestess Yuni. Her access to the Church of the Goddess was looking to be even more valuable than I expected, and her mind grew more and more interesting. I underestimated her initially because of her naivety, and she continued to prove how wrong I was.

We lay in the bed of a decent Grubiit inn, her body draped over mine.

“The way you think of divinity, the Goddess is a being,” Yuni began.

“Yes.”

“So it's technically possible to meet her.”

“I'm with you so far.”

“If you had the opportunity to meet her, would you?”

“Are we assuming she doesn't want to kill me?”

Yuni laughed. “Yes, we can assume that.”

I thought. “I think I would.”

“What would you talk about?”

My first thought was that I'd try to bend her. “I guess I'd ask her what was real about her story and what wasn't.”

“Was it all bullshit or were some parts of your message real?”

“Maybe not in those words, but yeah, something like that. I think your angle is probably a bit more about her morals than mine would be. I didn't grow up in the church like you did.”

“I’d also want to know why. Why did she build the Church at all? What was the point?”

“Maybe she left a long time ago,” I proposed. “Her not being around now doesn't mean she never was. Eternity is a long time to do anything.”

Yuni sat up to look at me. *It sounds like you are defending her.”

“I'm not. If she did disappear, I think she had a responsibility to shut down the religion before she did.”

“Is that what you'll do when you get tired of the silk?”

“You packed a lot of implications into one question.”

Yuni snuggled closer with her head on my chest and absentmindedly traced her finger up and down my thigh. “Implications like you're immortal, that you can become a god, and that you would ever get tired of the silk?”

“On top of you believing that all those things will come true.”

“Every moment with you, I feel like I understand the universe a little bit better. I shouldn't admit this, but I felt like that the moment we met. Instantly, I knew something was different about my life now. It scared me how quickly I understood how it was different.”

“I don't want to be a god,” I said.

“That's not how it looks.”

“Have you ever heard the term ‘the new rich?’”

“Sure. The old rich look down on the new rich, like the new rich lack class or sophistication.”

“I want a lot of things, but I don't need anyone to believe I'm a god. I also don't want to know what divine politics are like. Earth politics are awful enough.”

“The new rich are a threat to the old rich,” Yuni said. “That's all posturing ever is, someone feeling threatened and trying to hide it. That doesn't mean you have to care about them. They're not the ones who decide you're a god, and neither are you, for that matter. Followers decide that.”

“What have you decided?”

“That you can have anything you want.”

“If I do live forever, I can imagine myself getting bored, yes. And I hadn't thought about it, but this conversation has made me see I do need to be mindful of how I make my exit.”

“You owe mortals nothing.”

“I think you'll succeed where she didn't because of how the silk treats its people,” Yuni mused. “If the silk has the ability to continue, someone like Penny or Solara could lead in your place.”

“Why is your mind on something so far into the future?”

“You said that we can get anything we want through the silk.”

“Yes.”

“Can I tell you what I want?” Yuni asked as she wrapped her fingers around my dick.

“Tell me.”

“I want to see more happiness and less suffering. I want to see real justice for the innocent. And I want to live forever so I can witness all of the amazing things you're going to do. So, did you mean it when you said I could have anything I want?” She stroked me.

“Yes, if you're willing to earn it.”

“Your ego is outpacing your sense, viceroy. Do you really believe someone like you could grant immortality?”

“I am willing,” Yuni answered. “Tell me how.”

“Stay in the Church. If you become its leader, you can do all the good you think the church should be doing now. If the Goddess isn't here, you should become the Goddess.”

“You think that's possible?”

“You can have anything you want.”



Invia and Podni rented a Grubiit warehouse for the night to demonstrate their idea for a new recruitment process. This wasn't the same building Podni showed me on our real estate tour, but it was nearly as big. There was a partial second level, but most of the structure was tall and open.

I sat on that level with my party members, looking down on tables and chairs for a party. That side of the warehouse was decorated in silks and lit with candles for a party.

“The window we’re looking out of is a one-way illusion,” Invia explained. “The guests below can't see in, and they've been told you will arrive later. We'd like you to arrive for the fourth phase, if that's okay with you.”

“We're doing this exactly as you planned it. I'm looking forward to seeing how it goes.”

Invia and Podni smiled.

“This party is actually the second phase,” Podni said. “All of the girls you'll see tonight have already passed the first phase. That means they met a full member of the silk when they weren't in uniform. The guest made enough of an impression, without knowing it, that they were given an invitation.”

“Which gets them into the party.”

“Exactly. We think that most members should be recruited by hand like this. It encourages our members to be on the lookout for new potential.”

I nodded. I liked this so far.

“Are you familiar with the deck of flowers?” Invia asked.

“I don't believe so.”

“Solara gave us this idea. A deck of flowers is sort of like a tarot reading, but it's based on flowers and their role in alchemy. There are 100 flowers in the deck, so we have 100 masks.”

Invia pointed to a long table near the door. The masks were white and only covered their eyes, something akin to what you might see at a masquerade.

“There's a mask for each flower, and our guests get a stack of cards where every card is their flower. When they talk to a member of the silk, they hand over a card. At the end of the phase, our members can turn cards in for two reasons: they think the person deserves a chance to be in the silk, or they are certain the person does not deserve a chance.”

“So taking someone's card but not turning it in at all is like a neutral vote.”

Invia smiled again. “This should give us a general read on how they mesh with our members. Being shy doesn't hurt someone at this phase necessarily, but they do need to get at least one yes vote to move on.”

“Are the votes a straight count?”

Podni answered, “No. We've told our girls that a No vote is a serious statement. Not clicking with you is one thing, but deciding they aren't a fit for the silk is another. Our people are looking for hunger, devotion, intelligence, fitness, and unique skills or qualities.”

“And the one twist,” Invia added, “is that silver and black mask members vote, but our guests believe that only the votes from silver masks matter.”

“Clever.”

“Enjoy the show,” Invia said. “We will move on to phase 2 in a few hours.”

I could handle that. I reclined in my chair with a glass of wine and watched the party. I was already pleased with the variety of girls in attendance. In addition to a variety of body types, hair colors, and skin tones, I could see clear differences in economic status as well.

The fancier the dress and jewelry, the more well-off that girl was. Quite a few girls reminded me of Lala and Lili when I first found them. They lived in squalor and could scarcely afford the clothes on their backs. That hunger was a powerful motivator, and they knew how lucky they were to be in the silk, living the good life.

Our black mask members, the initiates, served drinks and hors d'oeuvres to the guests and the silver masks. I noticed that dreamdust was absent. That was probably wise.

“Isn't it lovely watching them yearn for your blessing? Look at how they dance.”

It really was.

By the time the second phase ended, several of the girls hung from one another and partied like old friends as empty bottles of rum and vodka piled up behind our makeshift bar.

Podni came upstairs as Purity, Invia, and Solara read the names of flowers aloud.

“If your flower isn't called, you have to leave,” Podni explained. “Then we go into the third phase, which I think you'll like.”

“Oh?”

“Each of the remaining flowers must go down on a member of the silk and bring them to climax.”

Yep. I liked this phase a lot already.

“We asked our girls to look beyond technique for this phase,” Podni continued. “We are looking for members who are enthusiastic, who can take direction, and who can make a connection. They don't have to be good at it, but they have to demonstrate that they are committed and coachable.”

“That's brilliant.”

“Don't get too jealous of what you're about to see,” Podni said as she moved for the door. “We're making sure the girls that end up in your bed will worship you properly, and don't forget, there's a phase after this.”

Of the 100 total candidates let into the party, only 33 remained after the second phase. As I poured myself another glass of wine, I watched as 33 of my girls hiked their dresses up, leaned back in a chair, and pulled their panties to the side.

A candidate knelt in front of each and put their heads between their legs. I expected my girls to enjoy this part, but the Silk Lions were more into it than I ever would have expected.

The girls getting eaten approached coaching their candidate in different ways. Some whispered sweetly about what they liked while others dominated, shouting commands at their candidates with a fistful of their hair.

The ones not getting eaten happily watched the show. A few masturbated. A few took care of each other. And others went around behind the candidates and slapped their asses, adding little yelps to the sea of moans.

Solara and Purity joined me in my lookout as Invia and Podni divided the candidates into two groups.

“What do you think so far, Master?” Purity asked.

“I'm impressed. What do you guys think?”

“It's going to be a memorable night for all of us,” Solara answered. “I'm having a lot of fun, and I like the design of the whole experience.”

Purity nodded that she agreed. “21 girls passed and are going into the final phase. We are loading them into a carriage and sending everyone to a hotel. We rented the suite, which Invia says is bigger than the common area in the rectory, and you're the guest of honor.

“The candidates have been told they can only look at you. Only Silk Lions may touch you. The candidates can watch and fuck anyone else in the room, but they don't get you until initiation.”

Initially, I was disappointed that the plan wasn't for me to fuck all of them, but I saw the wisdom in denying candidates of such a privilege. I was an exclusive reward that they had to earn.

“If you officially approve of a candidate, tell one of us, and we'll tie silk around her neck. If you officially decide against someone, we'll remove them.”

“Shall we be on our way to the party then?”



Black masks weren't invited to the hotel phase, and it looked like not all of the silvers were either. My party was present, as were Lala, Lili, and Kierka. Invia and Podni wanted to make sure I had time for all of the candidates. Parties were important, but evaluating potential recruits was the real objective for the night.

When I arrived, all of the candidates wore white silk robes with simple but elegant bras and panties beneath. Their masks were off, and they had drinks in their hands.

There was so much silk in this room, and I wanted to feel all of it. The candidates weren't allowed to touch me, but the clothing choice suggested that Invia and Podni expected me to touch them.

At this point in the process, I expected most of the girls present to pass. If we ended up with a good crop of initiates, then we would know the method worked. I only intended to eject members that were blatantly obnoxious or gave me an intensely bad feeling. If I was only so so about a candidate, Purity would make the final call.

“The party will continue in a moment,” Solara said as I was led to a place of honor on the main couch. “Master, Lala and Lili have something to tell you.”

The twins came out of a side room in black silk robes and stood before me.

The robes dropped, revealing identical petite bodies entirely naked save for black silk ribbons around their necks. The sisters kneeled and held their hands behind their backs, pushing their tiny but perky tits forward.

“Thank you for everything you have given us,” Lili said.

“We adore our lives in the silk and know that you made it possible,” Lala added.

In unison, they said, “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.”

When they finished, they remained kneeling but opened their mouths. Purity stepped forward and set a petal in each. The twins held them upright as if they intended to blow them out.

Purity bent over and whispered, “They want your sword to push the petal down their throats.”

I could do that. I was already pent up from hours of simply observing beautiful women pleasure each other. I stood, kissed each twin on the forehead, and told them I was proud.

I slid my dick deep into the mouth of one and then did the same for the other. They swallowed and gasped, and my party cheered when the ribbons around their necks turned gold.

Reclaiming my position on the couch, I used Silkmancer to pull Lala and Lili toward me. They understood and crawled across the floor. I got to talking to some of our new candidates while the twins happily finished what they started.

New recruitment process approved. I was pleased with how well this had gone.


Chapter 65

On the third day of our next four-day training run, slime walls rolled through the fifth floor in the night. We used that as an opportunity to test a number of metals, leathers, and various minerals for acid resistance. A few metals were resistant but not immune. Anything organic got chewed up even faster, but there was one exception: crystal.

Slime walls couldn’t digest crystal. We couldn’t exactly corral a slime wall and make it sit still to see how long crystal could last, but since it came out unharmed when the monster died, we were optimistic. With that knowledge, we had our solution to the slime wall problem. The investment would be substantial, but I intended to donate crystal walls to the entire settlement.

That would ingratiate us with adventurers, all but garunteeing their acceptance of my bathhouse project, and a more secure settlement was better for business as well. Customers needed to be alive to spend their mana crystals with us after all.

Interesting fact: Crystals could be grown. A little bit of organic chemistry with a few magic buffs, and crystal clusters would sprout that day. Alchemists and herbalists used those methods with relative regularity, and I was surprised to be the first person who thought to use crystal as a building material.

Except I wasn’t. Encouraging crystal to grow in an orderly and predictable manner wasn’t really possible. That meant no real way to follow a floorplan. Our fix to that was to grow it several feet thick, plugging up a significant length of corridor to be sure it was solid. That sounds like it would be useful for something like siege fortifications, but the material is hard to work with, and the clustered structure can make it vulnerable to strong physical attacks.

Like a rock thrown from a catapult, for example.

The process wasn’t cheap, so we built a single barrier as a test case before investing in the others.

Five slime wall attacks later, and it was just as strong as it was when we started, so we bought all the supplies we needed to establish our compound and shuttled them one backpack load at a time through the teleporter.

We waited until late in the day when the spawn on the fifth floor had been cleared, as we were still underleveled for the gray and blue slimes that appeared on this level. Gray slimes were extremely fast, and blue slimes were immune to magic. Any magic that did strike them got spit back out a few seconds later, usually at the adventurer who hit them in the first place.

I dreaded facing slurp varieties of those, but that was far in the future for us.

Our immediate future saw the crystal walls of our compound go up successfully, and for now, I sealed that section of dungeon off from the rest of the floor. The only way in was through our teleporter, and I’d keep it that way for most of the construction. Privacy was one benefit, but my real concern was keeping the craftsmen safe while they remodeled the space for us. A completely sealed environment was one piece of that effort.

We would have to destroy and regrow a few of the walls to move building materials inside, and that wouldn’t be cheap. Couldn’t be helped, though.

When I confirmed the passages were sealed, I asked Podni to fetch Abby. My abyssal demon came through the teleporter. She immediately set to work building an anti-scrying ward. The hope was that those sorts of protections would keep a Dungeon Lord from investigating strange bursts of power in their dungeon.

Once that ward was up, Abby could take her time layering a series of other protections to make the dungeon bathhouse as secure as any of our temples. From her recent ward studies, Abby had a new comfort to add.

In the simplest terms, we could institute what was effectively a magic ban list. Any adventurer tagged as a problem customer would be unable to enter the building ever again. If they tried to force their way in, Abby would eat them alive before they got anywhere close to actually succeeding.

At first, I was worried that warding three different locations would burn out her mana, but wards didn’t require ongoing mana once they were built, I learned. She already inspected our wards regularly, and she would do the same in the dungeon to ensure our security was always in top condition.

Monitoring that many warded locations wasn’t so simple, however. Watching the Ice and Swamp Temples was as much as she could handle, but that was fine. Frost would be working full-time security in the bathhouse, and she could summon backup if needed.

The next phase was construction, and it was relatively open-ended. We had a list of reputable builders to work with, but they had never laid eyes on the space. Our exact needs wouldn’t be known until those experts evaluated the build site.

While Abby closed out this phase with her wards, I had another variable to manage.



Lord Lilus was the head of the Grubiit guard. Horpus coordinated the meeting and offered some advice for how to approach it, but he wasn’t involved otherwise. This was my project, so I would negotiate and manage terms with Lord Lilus.

He looked about as old as Samson but significantly overweight.

I met the head of the guard in his office. I liked that he didn’t force me to dance through a full dinner with drinks before we talked business. He cut right to it.

“Bold of you to pursue a project like this,” Lord Lilus said, steepling his fingers.

“I’m not bold enough to burn bridges, though. I want to offer terms and assure you we have no intention of making your work harder.”

“I’m listening.”

“Right now, the guard doesn’t profit from the mana crystals coming out of the dungeon, not beyond dungeon fees at least. With the bathhouse, adventurers will have a reason to ‘spend’ mana crystals inside the dungeon. Seems only fair you get a percentage of that, but that’s only part of my offer.”

Lord Lilus nodded, listening closely.

“We think we have a method for blocking the slime walls. If it holds up like we think, we’ll use the same method to secure the entire settlement. Our labor, our expense.”

When I told Horpus the crystal method, I remarked about how strange it was that we were the first to figure it out. He believed no one else gave enough of a shit to do anything other than look out for themselves and their party. No adventurer wanted to run a settlement, and after the welcome we got, I could see why no one wanted to do favors for other adventurers either.

I suspected Lord Lilus would see the value in my offer, though. A more appealing, secure rest area would make the overall dungeon more attractive to crawlers, which meant more dungeon fees. Then those crawlers could spend mana crystals in the bathhouse, which turned into more revenue.

“Prostitution is illegal,” Lord Lilus reminded me.

“It’s illegal in the kingdom. Those laws don’t apply to the dungeon, correct?”

“Correct, but surely you can see how someone in my position would worry a slippery slope was ahead.”

I nodded. “We won’t do anything that hurts or puts crawlers in danger. Violence, theft, murder–none of that. I hope you can see how we would prefer peace and harmony just as much as you do.”

Lilus chuckled. “Opportunities like this one are my favorite. Someone shows up to offer me money and a few other perks, and all I have to do is fuck off? Bring as much of this business to me as you want. If you can stick to your promise to not create new problems for me, we have a deal.”

“Should we bring the monthly fee to your office, or would an alternative location work better for you?”

“I will see to it that you have an address and a point of contact.”

An alternative drop point meant the guard would never see a copper of those fees, but Lord Lilus was the only person we needed to placate to eliminate the threat of the guard entirely. It wasn’t any of my business how he did his job.

We shook hands.



The bathhouse would have 10 private baths and 10 luxury rooms when it was done. Adventurers would pay hourly for use of either, and that hour came with a companion. If you bought an hour in the bath, she would be the one to scrub you down. If you bought an hour in a room, she would make you forget all about the challenges of that day’s grind. Drinks and dreamdust were available at all times as well, of course.

High rollers could book a girl and a room for a whole night if they wanted. I had a feeling adventurers would be quick to spend mana crystals on pleasure, so I anticipated a few regulars on that front.

Stealing the structure of brothels in Flowst, the bathhouse would have a waiting lounge right inside the main door. Eventually, I wanted to turn that into a bar. We’d make a killing on booze for sure.

When someone’s hour was ready, the adventurer was escorted to the back by their girl for the night. And that’s all the more customers would see.

Staff would have access to their own lounge area, shared quarters for multi-day shifts, and a private office. Adventurers who used the teleporter for grinding would have access to a separate set of quarters as well as a private door. They could come and go without ever being seen or bothered by customers.

I didn’t want to spend weeks on construction and all of the gold that went with it only to be disappointed by the results. To get us up and running as early as possible, the first build was basic. We didn’t restyle or revamp the dungeon’s base aesthetic. We divided rooms where we needed to and then shipped in materials for the essentials.

We needed wood for bedframes. We needed stuffing for mattresses. Sheets, blankets, pillows, and lamps were on the list too. We needed bathtubs with three enchantments each: Heat, Prestidigitation, and Create Water. Then we needed some basic furniture for the waiting area.

Of all the challenges that came with this project, getting materials to the fifth floor was by far the most difficult part, as well as the most expensive. We got smarter as we went, learning the best routes for awkwardly shaped materials and hiring adventurers to take care of the grunt work.

We broke through a crystal wall to get the supplies in, and then we regrew it to seal the bathhouse off again.

If I stuck with my plan of establishing something bigger on the tenth floor, I knew already that dragging supplies down from the surface wasn’t feasible. Maybe a Greater Gate scroll or two would be worth the investment at that point.

At any rate, while construction progressed in the dungeon, I tasked the girls with spending more of my money on the surface.

We discussed it at length, and as a party we decided that treating all of our staff as well as we treat our members, or close to it, would attract better talent and foster loyalty. The goals sounded a little lofty for escorts, but I agreed with the intention. The bar for how brothels treated escorts was pretty low, so give them the princess treatment? They’d never want to quit.

That meant buying the house next door. It wasn’t as big as the Swamp Temple, but it had smaller bedrooms. Twenty girls could live there and each have their own rooms. In addition to the general upscale nature of the accommodations, the house would have all the same wards as our Temples, so their home would be one of the safest places in the city. They’d never have to worry about getting robbed or getting attacked by crazed clients.

If profits landed where I hoped, hiring a few live-in maids and a cook would be trivial for me and another perk for them.

Before you roll your eyes anymore, let me say that I understood the volatile nature common to women who pursue this sort of profession. We would always have girls coming and going for various reasons, some good and some bad, and that came with other headaches like in-fighting and bickering.

I had no intention of being responsible for any of that, so a few headaches for whoever I put in charge were fine.

Eventually, I would have a tall fence built to surround our two properties, giving the escorts a little more privacy on their walk from home to the teleporter, but that wasn’t in the budget right now. Yet again, I burned through the majority of the big paydays I scored recently.

I needed more money.


Chapter 66

The prison section of the Flowst dungeon was much easier now.

We had Podni tossing tripwire and slow traps. Invia found that Dark Fire, one of her antipaladin spells, was exceptionally effective against ice-type monsters, so most everything in that particular dungeon. Solara’s Abyssal Silk Knight drew most of the aggro while delivering enough damage to make it comparable to Invia in strength. And Purity’s buffs and support further enhanced the effectiveness of all of our tactics.

The prisons were still a popular grinding spot, so the XP wasn’t as good as it used to be. Most parties still avoided the fire witch, however. The jump in difficulty, worsened by the challenges of escaping giant fireballs in tight hallways, wasn’t worth it to most adventurers.

That meant we had little to no competition for farming the fire witch. We did that for three days.

On the first day, another party walked in on my party forcing the fire witch to cum. They walked right back out, and for some reason, that activity made a few groups uncomfortable enough that they left the floor entirely. I had worried we would attract more attention farming red mana crystals, but the opposite happened. The rumors would be interesting, and that was fine. Nobody watching us acquire ultra-rare mana crystals was worth a few more strange stories floating around.

And the bonus XP for the fire witch climax made a three-day run surprisingly XP-heavy for how little overall farming we got to do. We were still lucky to break 12,000 XP a day, but it was what it was.

Invia and Solara reached another level up. They earned their next rewards, as usual, and they had apparently heard about Podni’s innovation because they came armed with toys. Both girls had their own butt plugs with silk dangling off their ends.

The next morning, Invia was the first to share her unlocks:

Trophy Follower

Passive Ability

The strength of all of your offensive attacks are increased by 5% and your damage resistance is increased by 5% as well.

Sugar Daddy bonus added the bonus to damage resistance.

Prerequisite: An outsider’s view of your bra and panties is unobstructed.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Damage bonus is increased by an additional 5%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Damage bonus is increased by an additional 5%. When in the presence of the viceroy outside of combat, your sensitivity to any touch from a person is increased by an additional 25%.)

Bleeding Silk

Passive Ability

Damaging an enemy with your Silk Sword triggers a bonus activation of Life Steal and has a 1% chance to inflict the Bleed debuff.

Sugar Daddy added the Bleed debuff.

Prerequisite: Life Steal

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Bleed debuff has an additional 4% chance of triggering.)

(Bonus Pledge: Any time Bleeding Silk activates, gain a 1% chance to stun the affected enemy. When in the presence of the viceroy outside of combat, your sensitivity to any touch from a person is increased by an additional 25%.)

Channel Abyssal

Passive Ability

Whenever you activate Berserk or Unholy Rage, summon the strength of a warrior abyssal to join you in combat, transforming you into something greater than human. Gain an additional use of Berserk per day.

Sugar Daddy bonus added the bonus use of Berserk.

Prerequisite: Viceroy’s Abyssal Offering

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain an additional 5% bonus to damage and damage resistance.)

(Bonus Pledge: Gain a bonus ability by permanently taking on an abyssal trait. Bonus ability and trait are chosen at random. When in the presence of the viceroy outside of combat, your sensitivity to any touch from a person is increased by an additional 25%.)

I had to ask her to read those descriptions twice over for me to fully unpack the potential of each ability.

Trophy Follower rewarded Invia for parading her body around for me. I very much appreciated the system’s intention there, but my girls were already thoroughly motivated to appear bare in dungeons. A bonus to overall damage and damage resistance was always useful, though.

Bleeding Silk was better than it appeared on the first pass. Invia’s base Life Steal ability returned 3% of her damage dealt as healing. A bonus activation brought that total bonus up to 6% if her Silk Swords did the damage.

The hidden advantage was the Bleed effect. According to Invia, an enemy taking Bleed damage still triggered Life Steal. In a hectic fight, that could mean multiple sources of self-healing. Slimes didn’t bleed, unfortunately, so that aspect of the ability wouldn’t offer immediate returns in Grubiit, but the long-term potential seemed significant.

But Channel Abyssal had my real attention, and I convinced myself that was because it had significant utility, but truthfully, my curiosity won the battle over practicality.

An additional Berserk with an accompanying abyssal buff was compelling, but the Bonus Pledge? I would never complain about a boost to sensitivity. This line, however, was what repeated in my mind over and over:

“Gain a bonus ability by permanently taking on an abyssal trait. Bonus ability and trait are chosen at random.”

The system was downright diabolical. A bonus ability made a permanent physical change more palatable, but still. That was a heck of a tradeoff.

“What’s an abyssal trait?” Invia asked. Her curiosity was piqued as well, it seemed.

Solara stirred. “We should ask Abby.”

I summoned my abyssal.

“Yes, Master?”

“Invia has an unlock that would give her an abyssal trait. What do you think she should expect?”

Abby grinned fiendishly. “My kind have a number of qualities. Horns, claws, spines, tails, wings, scales, eyes, teeth–An abyssal trait could mean many things.”

“Abby is pretty hot,” Solara offered. “That doesn’t sound so bad.”

The abyssal bowed to my sorceress to thank her for the compliment.

“The progression patterns have stayed pretty uniform throughout the silk classes,” I said to Solara. “If Invia was offered this Bonus Pledge, you might too when you get tier 4 of silk sorceress. Would you take it?”

Though Invia and Solara were at the same level, Solara was one silk class level behind. She took an additional level of wizard to complete her Bolt specialization project. Solara was likely to be offered something similar on her next level-up.

“If the sorceress version has a good base ability like that, yeah, the bonus ability would be hard to pass up,” Solara answered.

“What if I can’t hide it in public?” Invia asked.

“I don’t think you need to,” Solara said. “We already have all eyes on us. A cute tail isn’t going to make that much of a difference.”

“I might not get a tail.”

“You would be a beautiful abyssal,” Abby added.

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

A wave of black washed over Invia, making her body look as though it suddenly turned into a silhouette. The darkness rippled and faded away. Invia looked down at herself, searching her body for a change. To me, her eyes looked slightly sharper, like their angle had been sharpened and their shape hardened, but it was subtle enough that I could have imagined it.

I didn’t see horns or a tail, nor did she have claws or scales.

“I don’t know what-” Invia began but stopped, a confused look on her face.

Invia opened her mouth, and a long tongue split down the middle like a serpent rolled out and flicked the air. She pulled it back in.

Abby grinned again. “Our master will like that.”

“I can smell more…” Invia said. “I guess that’s how snakes smell, right?”

Invia’s tongue flicked back out.

“Yeah. My sense of smell is way up.”

“What do you think?” Solara asked.

“I can talk like normal.” Invia frowned. “I feel the urge to stick my tongue out more often, like it’s a natural reflex. How does it look?”

“Sexy,” Solara answered immediately.

“I agree,” I said.

Invia smiled. Then she shared her new ability, an upgraded version of my Darkness ability:

Abyssal Darkness

Active Ability

Cooldown: 10 Minutes

Surround yourself with a black fog in a 60 ft radius, obscuring the vision of your enemies with glimpses of the void, disorienting and demoralizing them. Allies are unaffected by negative consequences of Abyssal Darkness. Allies within your range of Darkness receive a 5% increase to damage against holy or good targets.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the 5% increase to damage against holy or good targets.

“That sounds awesome,” I said.

“I’m content,” Invia said, still smiling. “May I test my new gifts while Solara picks her unlock?”

“Of course.”

She grinned and slid under the sheets. I expected her to try Channel Abyssal, but instead she wrapped her long tongue around my cock. The sensation of an abyssal tongue is hard to describe, but imagine if a tongue could give you a handjob. She could squeeze and tug with a surprising amount of force all while maintaining the wet warmth and softness I expected from a blowjob.

Then she moaned.

Everyone should get abyssal head before they die. The underworld would be so much more peaceful.

“Should I wait until you aren’t distracted?” Solara asked.

“I’m fine. Go ahead and read your options.”

Elemental Weapon

Active Ability

Imbue the weapon of an ally with the element of your choice. Any bonuses you have to using that elemental spell carry over to the imbued weapon. Ability activation costs mana.

Sugar Daddy Bonus made all elements selectable instead of one.

Prerequisite: Elementalist

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain an additional 1% bonus to an elemental spell when a nearby party member’s weapon is imbued with that element.)

(Bonus Pledge: Gain an additional 2% bonus to an elemental spell when a party member’s weapon is imbued with that element. Additionally, when your viceroy praises you, experience 1% of a climax. No other bonuses to climax frequency or intensity apply to this pledge.)

Dark Lightning

Passive Ability

Convert any spell based on Bolt to one that moves only as a shadow, no longer generating light or noise but still delivering shock damage. Gain an additional 5% damage bonus to all Bolt spells.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the 5% damage bonus.

Prerequisite: Viceroy’s Darkness

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain an additional 2.5% damage bonus to Dark Lightning.)

(Bonus Pledge: Gain an additional 2.5% damage bonus to Dark Lightning. Additionally, when your viceroy praises you, experience 1% of a climax. No other bonuses to climax frequency or intensity apply to this pledge.)

Silk Summoner

Passive Ability

All of your summons receive an additional 10% to damage and damage resistance.

Sugar Daddy Bonus add the bonus 10% to damage resistance.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: All summons receive an additional 5% bonus to damage resistance.)

(Bonus Pledge: All summons receive an additional 5% bonus to their base speed. Additionally, when your viceroy praises you, experience 1% of a climax. No other bonuses to climax frequency or intensity apply to this pledge.)

“Penny told me about this Bonus Pledge,” Solara said. “I’ve been looking forward to it ever since, but this is a tough group to pick just one from. Giving you and Invia Bolt enchantments to your weapons is a stellar support ability since you get my bonus damage too. But Dark Lightning sounds cool as hell, and a buff to Abyssal Silk Knight is huge too.”

“Dark Lightning gets you another 10% bonus damage to Bolt.” I needed a second to recover my breathing. Invia’s tongue was introducing me to several new sensations. “Silk Summoner is a close second. Having your Abyssal Silk Knight in the mix has been a big help.”

“I would have a 55% total damage boost to Bolt if I went Dark Lightning,” Solara said, thinking aloud. “I feel like I have to keep investing in it. We’ve come this far.”

“Do it.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

That took me up to 15 unused Loyalty Pledges, and leaving them unallocated was wasteful. I was telling myself I should wait for my next level up to spend them, but all of the new recruits would be heading into the dungeon soon. That was a whole group of level 1s, so they would gush Loyalty Pledges.

I put 10 points into strength and 5 points into intelligence. Getting the equivalent of 3 level-ups made me feel invincible. I reviewed stats:

Strength 38

Dexterity 19

Constitution 20

Intelligence 34

Wisdom 10

Charisma 10

At 28 strength, I could break stone with a strike and rip doors off their hinges. Jumping up 10 points felt like a strong hit of dreamdust. One of the level 35ers who wiped in Flowst had 35 strength, and he could uproot trees, making him legendarily strong.

I couldn’t wait to see how this boost felt in the dungeon.

“Good girl, Solara,” I said.

Solara blushed. “Yeah, I like how that feels.”

Speaking of liking how something felt, I finished in Invia’s mouth a moment later. She was a good girl too.
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Back in the Flowst dungeon, I confirmed I could indeed uproot trees. If I didn’t pull my strikes, every blow on an ice witch or ice bitch dismembered them instantly.

I could also punch through the ice wall, but that took too much effort. Solara’s Bolt, now even stronger, could do it with one strike. Before, her silk Bolt blasted a sort of ramp we could use to pass over. Now, the wall was eliminated entirely for five feet in either direction from the impact point.

Dark Lightning was strange to witness. The spell maintained the jagged nature of a lightning bolt, but the same shape in all black looked like reality had fractured. More haunting was that as a noiseless spell, Dark Lightning made it appear as if enemies simply exploded where they stood when the light was too low to easily see the Bolt.

Channel Abyssal turned Invia’s eyes into solid black, and void black smoke wafted off of her like steam. In the dungeon, her mask hid her eyes, and her pale bare skin made the smoke stand out even more. In terms of the power it gave her, Invia estimated the form was a 25% boost to what she delivered with Unholy Rage.

She didn’t regret getting a split tongue, and I didn’t regret her getting it either.

Our second day in the prisons, two days after Invia and Solara leveled, I advanced as well, reaching tier 5 antipaladin and level 24 overall. I wasn’t in the mood for a full-on dungeon orgy, so I let Purity service me before I meditated.

My new unlocks were as follows:

Abyssal Reward for the Faithful

Passive Ability

Active members of the silk who are in good standing receive a 0.05% bonus to their constitution per total active members.

Prerequisite: Unholy Congregration, Abyssal Reward for the Loyal

Chaos Incarnate

Passive Ability

Earn a unique quest for every 20 levels of slain holy individuals. Quests are not optional, and failure to complete quests can mean the loss of your antipaladin status. Quests unlock unique rewards. Any holy levels acquired prior to taking Chaos Incarnate do not count towards the ability minimum.

Prerequisite: Agent of Chaos, Master of Chaos, 5 Holy kills

Dark Champion

Passive ability

When fighting in total darkness, whether natural or magically created, gain a 5% bonus to damage and a 5% bonus to your base speed.

Prerequisite: Darkness, Finesse

This was the first time I saw unlocks with multiple prerequisites, and it was the first time I saw a prerequisite that wasn’t another ability. If that was a 5-kill unlock, I wondered what my 80+ holy kills qualified me for.

The only ability I could claim right then was Dark Champion.

Chaos Incarnate required two abilities I didn’t have, and that wasn’t a big loss. The way that ability read, I was more or less locked into collecting 20 holy levels every time I advanced. Otherwise, I could lose my class completely. I wasn’t interested in giving up that freedom, so taking Agent of Chaos and Master of Chaos to eventually take Chaos Incarnate wasn’t happening.

Buffing my followers with Abyssal Reward for the Faithful was tempting. Right now, a 2% constitution buff wasn’t impressive, but if our numbers continued to grow, that stat boost could end up being substantial. I could potentially bolster that bonus by investing stat points, and that caught Aurketzu’s attention. She believed I could win wars with such a bonus.

I had a 100% chance to ignore armor. What if all of my followers got a 100% bonus to their constitution? 200%? That was a big advantage, even more so if I intended to grow those followers into an army to establish myself as Demon Lord.

I would need to take this ability first:

Unholy Congregation

Active Ability

Cooldown: 10 Minutes

Any allies with evil alignment within 60 ft of you gain a +5% to damage and +5% to damage resistance for 30 seconds. Every 5 levels of Antipaladin increases this bonus by an additional 5%.

Now that I was tier 5, that bonus was +10% to evil-aligned party members.

I didn’t need an army yet, and the return on Unholy Congregration was low.

Meanwhile, Invia and I both had variations of the Darkness ability, so I would benefit from Dark Champion substantially. I selected it and dropped a stat point into the ability to see how Pact of the Ice Fiend improved it:

Dark Champion+1

Passive ability

When fighting in total darkness, whether natural or magically created, gain a 5% bonus to damage and a 6% bonus to your base speed.

Prerequisite: Darkness, Finesse

My base speed went up by 1%, which was not insignificant.

If I was going to invest in Dark Champion, it made sense to invest in Darkness as well. I dropped a point into that ability too.

Darkness+1

Active Ability

Cooldown: 10 Minutes

Surround yourself with a black fog in a 35 ft radius, obscuring the vision of your enemies. Allies are unaffected by Darkness.

An extra 5 feet to the radius was less exciting when I knew Invia’s ability would create the same circumstances that activated Dark Champion. I used my last stat point to get that speed buff up another 1% to 7%.

I reviewed my character sheet:

Level: 24

Progress to Next Level: (5873/819200)

Class: Abyssal Viceroy, Tier 11 (14933/204800)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 5

Alignment: Chaotic Evil

Strength 38

Dexterity 19

Constitution 20

Intelligence 34

Wisdom 10

Charisma 10

Loyalty Pledges: 101

Oaths of Devotion: 7

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness+1, Abyssal Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word+2, Rope Burn+4, Ghostly Feint+4, Unholy Smite+5, Darkness+1, Wraith+5

Passive Abilities: Bend, Finesse+8, Improved Footing, Improved Accuracy+3, Enemy Study+1, Sense Danger, Unrelenting, Sugar Daddy, Pact of the Ice Fiend, Afterglow, Sharpen+27, Enthrall, Oath of the Silk Noose, Tactician, Silkmancer+7, Devotion Reaper+7, Intoxicate+3, On Behalf of the Viceroy, Dark Champion+2

Shared Abilities: Touch of Ice

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1, Bonfire Amulet, Immunity to Poison Amulet, Ring of Obscurity, Ring of Mind Fortress

Growing in power felt as good as emptying my seed on a group of mesmorized initiates. No matter how many times I did that, I only seemed to enjoy it more. As soon as the feeling subsided, I wanted it back as soon as possible.

And that feeling came from all types of power, not just what was represented on my character sheet.



Horpus, with a sword on his hip, stared into the broken mirror on floor 5 of the Grubiit dungeon. Abby had just sent him through the teleporter, and I worried he was hit with a paralyze spell at first.

“Wow,” he whispered.

Ah, not paralyzed. Amazed.

“Just like that? Incredible.”

“Welcome to Byron’s,” I said, holding the door to the brothel open for Horpus to step through. “I’m afraid there isn’t an open room or tub right now. We’ve been busy, and there’s a bit of a waitlist for an available girl.”

“You’re right that it still feels like a dungeon, but I don’t think it works against you. If you were going to spend the coin, maybe do the big upgrades in the bedrooms. Otherwise, you could save the money.”

I lead him past the closed doors of the private baths and into the bar. He turned up his nose when he saw how the raw dungeon and simple furniture looked in the waiting area.

“You got me on this one,” Horpus admitted. “This part could use some love, or maybe not.”

Eight adventurers drank cheap, overpriced vodka and tried to flirt with the two waitresses. At least three of the patrons were on dreamdust.

Rules were strict about what was acceptable. Don’t be an asshole. No touching until you’ve paid. Don’t hurt the help. Get out when your time is up. And no second chances.

“How many have been banned already?” Horpus asked.

“Three,” I answered.

“May I see the security?”

“Frost.”

My blue ice demon appeared wearing a white mask that matched the rest of the masks in the silk. “Yes, Master?”

The adventurers drinking stopped talking and stared, wide-eyed at the naked blue form posed in front of them.

“How are things going down here?” I asked.

“Well, Master.”

“Thank you. That will be all.”

Frost bowed and disappeared into a puff of blue smoke.

Horpus laughed. “I’ve had a good career, and a long one at that. I was starting to think I had seen every way possible to make coin. Every job had become mundane, even the big ones. Then along comes Byron.”

“I’m happy to keep things interesting for you.”

“You’re making money with all that overhead?”

By overhead, Horpus meant the staff mansion next door to the Swamp Temple. He was against the investment, believing it pointless to go so far for escorts. He could end up being right, but for the kind of access my escorts would have to my affairs, I was willing to keep them close and keep them happy.

“We’re off to a good start,” I said. “Time will tell, though.”

“I’m getting requests for your crystal walls on the 10th floor. Got a price for that?”

“It’s something I’d have to be there myself to do,” I lied. “I’m not able to hand it off, even if I wanted to.”

“Would you go down to the 10th floor with an escort?”

I laughed. “Nope. I don’t like the idea of being that exposed. I’d be very easy to kill.”

Horpus nodded approvingly. That was the right answer. He was happy I wasn’t so quick to risk my life.

“Appreciate the tour,” Horpus said. “Great work.”



“I have a gift for you, viceroy,” Samson said when I entered his home.

There was no official party in progress, or at least I wasn’t aware of one, yet I saw 16 people on the first floor of his lavish Flowst home. Some were human, and some were demons. And all were in some state of undress.

He led me to a grand sunroom and paused to watch the snow falling onto the glass overhead. “I quite like the sky,” the ice demon in disguise said. “I had this put in to give me a better view.”

“It’s nice.”

“Do you want a wife by chance? You can have mine.”

I laughed. He meant Lady Oliverry, the wife he inherited by taking over Samson’s body and life.

“Is that the gift?”

“That woman is no gift. She’s very emotional and very demanding,” Samson griped. “I wish it were more convenient to kill her.”

“She’s pretty old.”

“This is true. My kind aren’t ones for optimism, however. She could live for an age yet just to spite me. Now please, sit.”

Samson gestured to one of two high-back chairs in the room. I obliged.

“I found this in Samson’s collection,” he handed me a ring. “Improves magic resistance by 10%.”

“This is very kind of you,” I said, accepting the ring but not putting it on. Abby and Solara would evaluate it before I dared equipping it. I knew better.”

“I must ask for a favor in return, I’m afraid.”

On this plane, we could call that a trade, not a gift. Verbally sparring with a Dungeon Lord wouldn’t ever be productive for me, so I didn’t argue semantics.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I have learned that Lord Usman is preparing to contact an archfiend. I imagine that presents a threat to you.”

I blinked. “An arch fiend, really?”

“Lord Usman came to me for aid.”

“And asked for help summoning a demon?”

“Indirectly. He wished to purchase virgins, and we demons can smell a human’s desire for a contract. Greed for us is like a sweet flower to you.”

“Again, viceroy, your errors and your hubris come back to haunt us.”

“Thank you for warning me,” I said.

“That’s not what this is,” Samson replied. “These are problems you created, not me. I do not wish to be involved in anyone’s war, so I expect you to deal with this in a way that ensures I am not bothered again.”

“Is that the favor you wanted to ask?”

He laughed. “That is your obligation. This is the favor.” Samson passed me a list. “I need a number of reagents that Samson cannot risk buying for himself. I will fund the effort, but you must acquire them all on my behalf with no mention of my involvement.”

“May I ask what the reagents are for?”

“This body does not suit me,” Samson answered. “It is frail and easily tires. Lady Oliverry is going to miraculously give birth to a baby boy, tragically dying in the process. The heartbroken Samson keeps his new son out of the public eye entirely. When he’s grown, Samson will pass on and the son will inherit the Oliverry estate.”

That sounded like a really slow plan, but demons were immortal. Samson could afford to wait 20 years to grow his ideal body and set up a cover story.

I read the list more closely.

“1,000 pounds of human tissue?”

Samson shrugged. “Crafting one’s own vessel is a material-intensive endeavor. They need only be human. No need to harvest Holy levels specifically for this project.”

There were 15 different words I didn’t recognize.

“Alchemical ingredients.”

This deal with Samson got us one step closer to having a vessel for Aurketzu to inhabit, so she was willing to help. If Samson’s ritual worked, we would know the exact magic to use to transplant her soul into a new body. We might not even need to wait for the right moment to deal with Valice if we could just make a vessel instead.

I kept reading the list.

“Is this number for mana crystals correct?” The figure was roughly twice as many mana crystals as I had earned in all of my dungeon-diving career.

Samson nodded.

I clenched at that at first but relaxed when I remembered Samson was paying for all of this. In fact, I could probably broker the transaction with the Thieves’ Guild. This was a sizable piece of business, and I'd get a kickback.

“What is a tier 30+ soulstone?” I asked.

“It is the greed of a demon.”

“The durability of a crafted vessel is significantly improved with a soulstone. A tier 30 soulstone means my body will be equivalent to that of a level 30 adventurer.”

“Do I want to know how those are acquired?”

“An elaborate ritual that compresses a soul into a physical state. I do not ask you to kill to acquire one. I believe we can buy this item.”

“That is possible.”

Based on the context, the soulstone also sounded really damn expensive, so maybe this wasn’t the best route for Aurketzu after all. I wanted to spend as little money on her as possible.

I reread the list. “I don’t mind going shopping for you, but I can’t commit to definitely coming through on every item here. I don’t know enough about this stuff to make an agreement like that. Again, I have no problem looking, but it’s not my fault if something on here isn’t easily acquired.”

“Your terms are fair. I ask for an exception for the soulstone. If we cannot buy one, you must have one made.”

I wobbled my head, thinking. “I admit that the intel you shared with me is valuable, but these are significant demands. I can agree to help you with some of this, but if you want to hold me to getting you a soulstone, I’m going to need more.”

“Such as?”

“I can’t be your personal shopper if I’m dead. I need your assistance. You know more about demons than I do, so while I don’t expect you to spill blood for me, I expect you to be invested in ensuring I succeed in getting out of this alive.”

Samson crossed his legs and bounced his foot. Was that the Frozen Fiend’s body language, or was this a habit leftover from the original Samson Oliverry?

An idea struck me. With the right finesse, I could eliminate Usman and acquire Valice Chastain as a vessel for Aurketzu. I wanted more time than this, but now that I saw the opportunity, I couldn’t waste it.

“There’s more. I’d like your help convincing the full patriarchy of the Chastain family to come to town. Lord Usman will take the fall for what happens next, and you’ll have an ally with the Chastains.”

“You do not speak for me, viceroy.”

In my mind, I said, “This is the best opportunity you’re ever going to get. Take this vessel, or I'll stuff you into the next working girl I find.”

“Very well.”

“How do you propose we do that?” Samson asked. “Making such a request would be clearly suspicious.”

“An existential threat to their empire as well as an opportunity for an all-new pipeline of unique product.”

“My cover would not survive the revelation that you and I conspired on this,” he said. “My involvement cannot become known to anyone.”

I grinned. “I think it’s time you and I had a falling out then. Let the public believe we are enemies. I fucked your granddaughter. Complain about that a few times at dinner and let it get around.”

Samson nodded. “Very well. I shall set about establishing the ruse.”

“Okay. I can work with that. Unrelated to business, I was hoping to ask about something else.”

Samson waved for me to continue.

“Have you ever heard of towers? Basically dungeons that go up and connect to the celestial plane instead of the hells.”

“How did you come to learn of this?”

“I read a lot,” I answered.

“I would like to see the book that contained this knowledge, but yes, I know of these towers.”

“Where’d they go?”

“They were built by the old gods as proving grounds for human ascendance. Eight gods, eight towers. When those gods fell, the higher planes came together and agreed to hide them. They could not close off the connection to their plane, but they could keep humans from ever finding them. Where my kind believe in the individual’s right to climb, the higher planes decided blocking the bridges from their side was for their greater good.”

My head tilted. “Don’t beings from the higher plane come to this one quite often?”

“They do, but such travel is via a new passage, one humans cannot use even if they found it. Celestials fear your kind as much as my kind.”

“You said they kept the connections from being found. Does that mean the towers still exist?”

Samson nodded. “I am unaware of any who know their locations. Such knowledge would have been exploited already.”

“Towers provide many treasures and magic items. Humans are weaker without access to such items.”

“Thank you,” I said to Samson. “Always a pleasure talking with you.”

“Likewise, viceroy.”


Chapter 68

“This item is safe, Master,” Abby said, passing me the ring.

Solara had confirmed as much earlier as well, so I slipped it on, happy to have an additional 10% resistance to magic.

“Will there be anything else?”

“We’re fine for now. Thank you.”

The demon disappeared into smoke, leaving me in the rectory with the women of my party. I added a table and chairs for meetings such as these. I certainly had plenty of space to spare.

“Miss Maria, Lady Sarah, and Lord Usman are still threats,” I began. “If our girls are going to go out on the town, Flowst is off limits for now. They can party in Grubiit until this problem is solved.”

“What do we know already?” Invia asked.

“Usman is holed up in his estate in the hills, and he’s well-guarded. I don’t have any leads on where Maria or Sarah went.”

Solara sighed. “That’s a lot of firepower. The city guard as well as an arch demon? How do we win a fight like that?”

“We can’t,” I admitted readily. “If we go after him directly, we lose. If he comes after us directly, we lose.”

Podni crossed her arms. “He has a demon, a war chest, and a small army over us, right?”

I nodded.

She thought. “We can’t outspend him. We don’t have the numbers, and we’ve established we can’t take on a demon that strong. We have to find an angle where we have the advantage.”

“The demons are how we win,” Purity proposed.

Everyone at the table turned to give her their attention.

“If they are consorting with demons, we aren’t their only enemies. Perhaps High Priestess Yuni would be able to help?”

“Send the Church of the Goddess after Usman?” Solara asked. “That’s clever. Convincing the Church to do that would be tough, but it’s still a clever idea.”

“And very risky,” Invia countered.

Purity and Invia both had good points. The Church of the Goddess would indeed be upset about greater demons in Flowst and want to do something about them. Their power, as Purity pointed out, could destroy our enemies for us. At the same time, Invia alluded to the reality that a similar effort of trying to play our enemies against one another was the reason we had this problem in the first place.

“The Church has numbers, power, and motivation,” Podni mused. “One risk checks a lot of boxes for us.”

“Would Yuni go for that?” Invia asked me.

“I think she would do anything I asked,” I answered.



“I’m tired of meeting you like this,” High Priestess Yuni, dressed in commoner clothing, said as she slipped into my inn room. “Sometimes I think I could do more good by your side instead of hiding in the Church.”

“That’s why I asked to see you, actually.”

She pouted. “I thought it was because you missed me.”

“Would the Church be interested in banishing an archfiend in Flowst?”

“Rumors have been going around about Lord Oliverry.”

The Frozen Fiend’s brash behavior would be his undoing. He had only just arrived on the surface, and already casual gossip pegged him as being associated with demons. Lavish parties and interspecies orgies were not good for a cover story.

“I’ve heard those too,” I said, “but it’s misinformation. Oliverry doesn’t have anything to do with demons. It’s Lord Usman.”

“Of the city guard?”

“Yes. I’ve confirmed it. Usman is preparing to contract with a demon, and he’s been planting stories to discredit Oliverry.”

“I had heard there was a bit of a falling out between them when the bandits attacked your Temple.”

“Does the Church have anyone strong enough to beat a demon like that?” I asked.

“Several,” Yuni answered. “There are two demon hunters in the city who are over level 30, and then a dozen more of lower levels that serve under them. We won’t be able to just bust down his door, though. The Church won’t act without proof.”

“What kind of proof do they need?”

“They would have to detect the presence of a demon.”

I thought. “I suspect he would have wards.”

“If the clerics are close and the demon enters this plane, wards won’t hide everything,” Yuni said. “They have to be there closeby, though. Remote sensing isn’t strong enough.”

“Can you make that happen?”

“I can, but I can’t get it wrong. If I mobilize a bunch of demon hunters, and they don’t find a demon, my credibility in the Church will suffer. Immensely.”

“I understand. I won’t embarrass you.”

“That’s not what I meant,” she said, suddenly looking worried. “I want to stay useful to you. That’s what I’m worried about. Not embarrassment.”

With a soft smile I ran the back of my hand down her face. She closed her eyes and leaned into it.

“I didn’t take it in a bad way,” I insisted. “I know getting this right is important. I'll let you know when I have everything in place.”

“You're certain the demon will appear?

“Yes,” I answered, kneeling on the floor in front of Yuni as she sat on the bed. I slipped my hands beneath her peasant skirt. “That way I can visit you whenever I want you.”

I pulled her hips toward the edge of the bed. She watched with amusement and then satisfaction as I lifted the fabric to expose her silk panties. I kissed her over them, slowly and gently. She bit her hand to help fight back the moans.

“Should I finish?” I asked.

“Please, Father. Please.”



Samson was doing the work of luring the Chastain men–father, uncle, and two brothers–to Flowst. Yuni would mobilize the clerics to banish the archfiend when the time came.

I had two more problems to solve: I needed a plan for eliminating the Chastains without any of the four men escaping, and I needed a trick deal good enough for Valice to commit and lose her soul.

My plan for eliminating the Chastain patriarchy hinged on Podni. For her to do her part, I needed to get her 150,000 XP so we could dip into her pool of unselected abilities for the one we needed.

I warned her ahead of time that this would mean not getting a Bonus Pledge. I expected her to be disappointed, but she agreed without hesitation. Whatever I needed her to do, she would do. No question.

Podni was a blessing in my life. She rivaled Purity in loyalty, and she had only just joined the party.

That was a lot of XP to earn, and I was impatient. Aurketzu’s voice in my head drove me closer and closer to madness, and that feeling seemed more intense now that the end was in sight. I was willing to take risks to put this behind me.

To cover that ground as quickly as possible, I decided we would take on the demon guarding the castle in the Flowst dungeon.

The demon itself was a hellion of a warrior, but his penchant for wind magic was his biggest threat. He could blow an adventurer over the edge with ease. One unfortunate slip, and gravity did the rest.

“Ready?” I asked my party.

My four treasures nodded back at me. We stood at the bottom of the stairs leading up and out of the frozen prison level. As soon as we poked our heads up to rush the gate, the demon would start whipping spells at us.

Solora generated a patch of silk, and I used Silkmancer to send it up the stairs. With the help of a mirror, I guided the silk wide and brought it behind the demon. He didn't seem to notice.

Podni Silk Stepped behind the demon. She sank a Backstab, dropped a trap, and reappeared next to us.

A tangle of metal cords exploded the moment the wounded demon turned to see what had attacked it. The trap bound its legs and nearly ensnared the demon’s arms and wings as well. The monster fought against the restraints like a cornered beast.

Solara pumped Dark Lightning through a new stream of silk as I activated Wraith and sprinted across the open field, charging toward the castle gate. I cast Darkness, boosting my speed even more.

The demon twisted in the restraints, cords straining and snapping as it hissed. He attempted to beat his wings to generate his powerful gale attack, but even a partial entanglement was enough to hinder the attempt.

And then I was on it. I activated Unholy Smite and carved into its side with a swing. Though injured, the demon still stood, hate and fury burning in its eyes.

So I triggered Unholy Smite a second time, and the demon collapsed.

+20,000 XP.

That was a decent return for the effort. Eight days of grinding, and Podni could move to level 13 and take the unlock we needed. At the same time, however, Purity was likely to advance a level from this grinding as well. Before that happened, we had to make sure she completed her Divine Quests.

She had to defeat 1,000 skeleton archers, which she had done already. A few grinding runs with Silk Lion initiates saw to that, but she still had to “climax in the open gate of an ice wall with the help of 3 lesser-ranked followers.”

That was easy enough to accomplish. Compared to some of her previous quests, that was relatively tame. I mean, the ghost tentacles of a disgraced sorceress queen stretching her every hole was pretty intense, but I guess that was a more private moment than this would be. Purity, my beautiful priestess, had no reservations whatsoever and made no comment about the challenge or lack thereof. She apparently didn’t have any thoughts along those lines even if I did.

So after we defeated the demon guarding the castle gate, we ventured back down the tower and hiked to the gate in the ice wall. I had only visited this part of the dungeon once. For every other dungeon run except for my first, we used Solara’s shortcut to blow through the wall and skip the hassle of overcoming the defenses at the gate.

By the time we arrived, the spawn at the gate had been cleared for several hours. Three initiates wearing black masks met us there. I commanded them to strip naked as Purity did the same. The freezing air tensed their every muscle and flushed their skin. Their nipples stiffened, and they shivered. Lastly, the initiates removed their masks.

One initiate lay on her back while Purity knelt over top of her, lowering her sex to the girl’s waiting lips. A second girl knelt behind Purity, and the third knelt in front of her.

One sucked on Purity’s clit. One licked her ass, and the last massaged her breasts.

The memory of that scene is still fresh in my mind, and I come back to the visual often. I switch between picturing Purity on her knees and elbows, enjoying the worship she received, to picturing her growing hungry for pleasure, driving her hips down into the mouth of the initiate on the bottom while she reached back and pulled the other initiate’s face into her ass.

At some point, a party returning from grinding the forest beyond the wall stopped to stare slackjawed at the scene playing out beneath the gate. The four men in the party seemed more shocked than anything. The two women, however, seemed to take a greater interest. One unconsciously licked her lips while the other caught herself reaching to touch herself.

And my priestess came. I hoped it felt as good as it looked. She deserved it.

Another 7 runs after that, Purity advanced to level 14 and Podni advanced to level 13. To reward Podni in advance for taking the ability we needed over her own personal progression interests, I invited her to spend that night alone with me. She accepted but insisted that Purity join us.

When they came to the rectory, they dropped their silk robes, and I understood why they wanted this to be a threesome celebration. Both women had silk wrapped around their ankles, wrists, and in their pigtails. When they turned, I saw they had silk on the base of their plugs as well.

Most interesting, though, was that Podni had gotten her nipples pierced at some point. That was new to me, but the studs suited her. She had tied silk to each of those piercings, and I immediately tugged on them with Silkmancer. It was like a compulsion that I couldn’t resist. I was gentle, but the sensation surprised Podni. She yelped and blushed.

“We will worship you,” Podni said. “Bend and position and move us in whatever way you desire. We are yours to control.”

Gripping the silk around their necks, I drew them toward the rectory bed. They smiled and giggled, excited to please me.

The next morning, Podni insisted that Purity go first. She had seniority and deserved that respect for having taken the oath before anyone else.

Purity rolled onto her back and spread her legs. She reached for my hand and guided it across her body, pressing my fingers into her slit. She pushed gently to show me what she wanted, and I was happy to give her the delicate touch she wanted.

She read her unlocks:

Trophy Follower

Passive Ability

The strength of all of your spells is increased by 5% while their mana cost is reduced by 5%. Sugar Daddy bonus added the bonus reduction to mana cost.

Prerequisite: An outsider’s view of your bra and panties is unobstructed.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Spell strength is increased by an additional 5%.

(Bonus Pledge: Spell strength is increased by an additional 5%. When in the presence of the viceroy outside of combat, your sensitivity to any touch from a person is increased by an additional 25%.)

Answered Prayers

Passive Ability

For every follower who has proven their devotion to the silk, choose a new silk prayer to learn. At predetermined follower thresholds, gain the option to choose a higher tier silk prayer. With current follower count, available prayers include Unholy Hands, Dark Blessing, Poison Blade, Dark Fire, Fear, and Dark Wall.

Sugar Daddy bonus uprgaded the spell from a random selection to user choice.

Prerequisite: Touch of Devotion

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Chooose 2 bonus prayers upon selecting Answered Prayers.)

(Bonus Pledge: Earn a bonus spell, chosen at random, for every 5 followers in the silk. When in the presence of the viceroy outside of combat, your sensitivity to any touch from a person is increased by an additional 25%.)

Abyssal Acolyte

Passive Ability

Whenever you cast Bless or Improved Bless, add a 5% bonus to damage and a 20% bonus to resisting damage from Holy magic and abilities.

Sugar Daddy Bonus increased Holy magic resistance from 10%.

Prerequisite: Viceroy’s Abyssal Offering

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Add an additional 5% bonus to damage and damage resistance.)

(Bonus Pledge: Gain a bonus ability by permanently taking on an abyssal trait. Bonus ability and trait are chosen at random. When in the presence of the viceroy outside of combat, your sensitivity to any touch from a person is increased by an additional 25%.)

We had seen Trophy Follower before. Invia was given a similar unlock, but hers had bonuses more befitting of a front-liner, whereas Purity’s matched her support role.

Answered Prayers would scale Purity’s spell list as more followers took the oath, and that sort of passive progress was always appealing to me. Any ability that offered growth without direct grinding was a huge advantage in my mind. More oaths would come, so that ability would continue to give returns for as long as she had spells to select.

But Abyssal Acolyte offered protection from Holy magic. Without question, that was the best option for my interests. If Purity and Solara were serious about becoming undead as well, then protection from Holy magic would become even more useful.

“When I choose Abyssal Acolyte, Master, should I also accept the abyssal trait?” Purity asked.

“How do you feel about taking it?”

“Ithaca’s tongue has been a blessing for all of us… I don’t want to get something that makes me less beautiful for you, though.”

“Nothing could make you less beautiful.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

A wave of perfect black washed over Purity. When it disappeared a few moments later, Purity looked down at her naked body.

“What changed?” she asked.

I didn’t see anything different either.

“Get up and give us a spin,” Podni suggested.

Purity stood on the bed and twirled. Black wings spread from her back. They had the structure of a bat's, where distinct bones stretched taut skin to create a spread of flight-ready panels. In Purity’s case, that skin was actually shimmering silk. Fully extended, her wings stretched seven feet in either direction. She flexed and flapped them, the wind strong enough that I felt it push me back into the bed.

She experimented with her control. She could wrap her own body with her wings, and she could fold them against her black. Just as the gold silk around her neck was flush with her skin as if it were a part of her body, so did Purity’s wings sink into her back. At a glance, her wings looked like tattoos when she tucked them in tight.

“You’re gorgeous,” I said, genuinely in awe.

“Like an angel,” Podni added.

“You don’t hate them?” Purity asked nervously.

“I love them.”

Kneeling back on the bed, she said, “I received a bonus ability like the system promised, and my divine quests gave me another 1% bonus to my healing magic. I’m 7/10 toward the viceroy reward.”

She read her ability:

Abyssal Nightmare

Active Ability

Cooldown: 10 Minutes

Enemies perceive your party as horrors from the abyss, seeing twisted visions of monsters and demons instead of your party members. Allies within 60 ft of you receive a 5% increase to damage against Holy or good targets.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the 5% increase to damage against Holy or good targets.

That was an interesting direction for a priestess class to take, but any ability that generated confusion and fear was worthwhile in my opinion. Even if that part ended up being worthless, which I doubted would be the case, the bonus damage to Holy or good targets was excellent in its own right.

“My new Divine Quests are ‘Give 10 children access to education’ and ‘Defeat an abyssal slurp.’ The viceroy quest is hidden for this one.”

If this hidden quest followed the pattern we observed thus far, then Purity would receive a time-sensitive quest as soon as we defeated an abyssal slurp. I had never heard of an abyssal slurp, but I suspected we would find it somewhere in the Grubiit dungeon. The slurps we had fought already were significant challenges, however. An abyssal slurp had the potential to be extremely dangerous.

“Good work, Penny,” I said. “Podni, you’re up.”

She already knew what unlock we needed to move my plans forward:

Unholy Bomb

Active Ability

Cooldown: 12 hours

Add Unholy damage to any trap you craft. In addition to the Unholy effect, overall damage is increased by 25%. A trap upgraded with Unholy Bomb cannot be triggered by any creature with an evil alignment.

Prerequisite: Viceroy’s Unholy Smite

But I asked her to read her options before she did:

Abyssal Death Spasm

Passive Ability

When you kill an enemy with Backstab, the illusion that their spirit has been sucked into the abyss is presented with sights and sounds as they die. Any enemies that can see or hear Abyssal Death Spasm have the chance to be affected by the Fear debuff. Success is based on intelligence.

Sugar Daddy Bonus upgraded Abyssal Death Spasm from an active ability.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Fear debuff has an additional 5% chance of succeeding.)

(Bonus Pledge: When you kill an enemy with Backstab, gain a 1% chance to summon an abyssal wraith that lasts for 15 seconds. Additionally, when your viceroy praises you, experience 1% of a climax. No other bonuses to climax frequency or intensity apply to this pledge.)

Silk Security

Active Ability

Weave a thread of silk into locks and mechanical devices to disable, sabotage, or modify them.

Sugar Daddy bonus adds the proficiency of the Lockpicking ability automatically.

Prerequisite: Trap Disarm

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain an additional 5% bonus strength to Trap Disarm and Silk Security.)

(Bonus Pledge: If you accidentally set off a trap, gain a 5% chance that the trap does not fire. Additionally, when your viceroy praises you, experience 1% of a climax. No other bonuses to climax frequency or intensity apply to this pledge.)

Silk Puppet

Active Ability

Anytime you successfully execute a Backstab and that Backstab would kill the target, gain control of the target for 15 seconds. Control does not apply to anything not related to combat. Sugar Daddy Bonus increased the bonus from 10 seconds.

Prerequisite: Delayed Death

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Control duration is increased by an additional 5 seconds.)

(Bonus Pledge: Control duration is increased by an additional 5 seconds. Additionally, when your viceroy praises you, experience 1% of a climax. No other bonuses to climax frequency or intensity apply to this pledge.)

I shouldn’t have asked her to share those because hearing them made me doubt my plan. They all sounded incredible. She lacked the prerequisite to take Silk Puppet, but the ability to control an enemy for our benefit made taking Delayed Death worth it in my mind.

A 1% chance to spawn an abyssal wraith off of a Backstab would make that a rare occurrence, but the Fear debuff from Abyssal Death Spasm was useful even without the wraith bonus.

Silk Security sounded the least impressive, but I had the feeling its utility could be massive. Sabotaging devices our enemies would use? That had the potential to play out in a number of ways, depending on how far the system allowed Podni to take the idea of “sabotage.”

“May I take Unholy Bomb now, Master?” Podni asked.

No matter how good those other unlocks sounded, we still needed Unholy Bomb.

“Yes.”

Podni’s eyes lit up. The system says, “As a reward for unwavering loyalty to your viceroy, you may upgrade this ability with a Bonus Pledge. Bonus Pledge is hidden until selected and cannot be undone.”

Before I could give her a speech about it being her choice, she read me a new ability description:

Unholy Apocolypse

Active Ability

Cooldown: 12 hours

Add Unholy damage to any trap you craft. You may increase the size and intensity of the explosion by 1% by adding good-aligned levels to the trap. Good-aligned levels can only come from a single source. In addition to the Unholy effect, overall damage is increased by 25%. A trap upgraded with Unholy Bomb cannot be triggered by any creature with an evil alignment.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the 25% boost to damage.

Prerequisite: Viceroy’s Unholy Smite

(Optional Pledge with Loyalty: Trap does an additional 10% damage to anyone with a Lawful Good alignment.)

(Bonus Pledge: Trap does an additional 10% damage to any user of Holy. Additionally, when your viceroy praises you, experience 5% of a climax. All other bonuses to climax frequency or intensity apply to this pledge.)

“Good work, Podni,” I said.

She quivered and grabbed Purity’s wrist to steady herself. “Ohhhhh, fuck.”

5% of a climax was substantial in its own right, but she also felt all of the other bonuses to pleasure on top of that. For my other followers, the same Bonus Pledge released 1% of a climax that was unaffected by any other abilities.

“You’ve been a good girl.”

Podni closed her eyes and bit her lip. After a breath, she said, “Shit. That’s going to be a problem.”

“You don’t like how it feels?” Purity asked.

“I do, very much,” Podni answered, “but that’s-”

“You’re an excellent addition to our party,” I interrupted.

A small moan escaped Podni’s mouth. Purity giggled.

I leaned forward to look Podni in the eyes. “Do you regret taking the Bonus Pledge?”

She shook her head.

“Good answer.”

“Fuck.”

This was going to be fun. In my excitement of tormenting Podni with my words, I didn’t fully appreciate the other benefits Unholy Apocolypse provided. I already knew Unholy Bomb would be useful, but this upgraded version allowed us to make the bomb even more powerful with good-aligned levels, which I assumed worked similarly to how I gathered levels for the Frozen Fiend when he made me teleporters.

I had the perfect target in mind for acquiring those levels to be sure the Unholy bomb did its job.

That bomb would fulfill my side of the yet unproposed soul contract with Valice. With all of the patriarchs dead, Valice could assume control of her family’s wealth like she had always wanted.

I did not know what to ask of her. For this to not arouse her suspicion, that ask had to match the value of my offer, be something she would be willing to trade, and be something she could unknowingly be unable to deliver.

Asking for Samson’s wife, for example, fit all of that criteria.

A plan came to me. Oh, this idea was good. Ha! I loved it, and Invia was going to hate it.

I wrote Valice a letter to be rushed to the capital.

My Lady Chastain,

I have urgent business to share with you. I have become aware of a path that would get you what you've always wanted more than anything else, but the window will close if we do not act.

This conversation is best done in person. I am leaving for the Capital as soon as I can.

-Byron


Chapter 69

The Capital was a week and a half away from Flowst by carriage. I have complained several times over about the agonizing boredom I felt on these trips, so I’ll spare you more of that description, but I remind you of it so you understand my motivation to murder.

If I was traveling all the way to the Capital, I was only enduring that pain one way. I needed to bring a silk noose and establish a teleporter there so I could teleport back home. The problem was that I only had 3 levels of good-aligned kills left unused from my most recent spree. The Frozen Fiend said “short” distances required 40, and I suspected the Flowst-to-Capital connection would be anything but.

So I needed those levels and fast. For a brief moment I wondered if any of the new lions were good-aligned, but sacrificing my followers would send the wrong message to the others.

If I got desperate, maybe I’d come back to that idea.

I summoned Lala and Lili and tasked them with gathering intel on the travel plans of priests, clerics, and monks who worshipped the Goddess. Ideally, I was looking for a group of them departing together.

I tasked Podni with building the Unholy bomb and told her to be prepared to travel as well. In a few days, we would leave for the Capital together, and I needed her help securing a piece of real estate when we got there.

Purity’s priority was finalizing our silk manuscript project. I wanted her helping Solara with the protection from Holy research, but this came first. In a way, I was betting everything on Purity, so she could have all the time and resources we had.

I warned Horpus that a dungeon change at the Capital was imminent, which meant the labyrinth, the largest known dungeon in the world, would become something new. He was grateful for the intel, and I was thankful that Horpus and his people would do the legwork on buying and selling. Not only was that tedious, but I wasn’t sure what to expect from the labyrinth. 100 floors?

That was a lot of potential variables.

I bought a new statue for the Ice Temple. This one was a loosely clothed woman standing and reading a book. That would go on the side of the Temple opposite the Grubiit statue.

My custom statues, meanwhile, would be done within the next week, or so the sculptor said.

Was I missing anything? Byron’s Bathhouse in the Grubiit dungeon. I would need to make sure everything was in order there before I left as well. A week and a half was a long time to be away when most of my intercity travel was instantaneous.

This had to work. If any piece was out of place, everything I had worked for, everything I had built, could slip through my fingers.



“You have a new fire in your eyes,” Solara observed as we trotted out of town on horseback.

We wore nondescript peasant clothes and traveled alone. No caravan or carriages. I am still not much of a horseman, but I managed even if I hated every clip and loathed every clop.

She continued, “We are on the verge of something big, aren’t we?”

I nodded.

“How big?”

“If everything goes to plan, we will finish work I started the moment my eyes opened again after I was murdered. Two major threats to us will be taken off the board. We’ll have influence across the kingdom, and we’ll have an entirely new war chest.”

“That explains your focus,” Solara replied. “Thank you for letting me be a part of this.”

“I was a little surprised you wanted to come.”

“The Church of the Goddess is a bunch of rich slaver pricks.”

“Still, this is going to be… intense.”

Solara nodded. “I’m not a dainty little girl. I can get my hands dirty.”

“I know.”

“I want to be by your side forever,” she added. “I know I’ve said that before, but I’m serious. I want to be undead with you.”

“You promise what you cannot give.”

Either Aurketzu would tell me, or I would figure that out on my own. I wasn’t worried about being unable to give that gift to Purity and Solara.

Should I offer the same to Invia and Podni? That would mean revealing my secret to more of my circle. I would have to think about that.

“I think that’s them,” Solara said a while later, looking down the road to the distant horizon.

I too could see the small specs of wagons and carriages moving down the dirt road. “Excellent. We can slow down now and keep our distance.”

“We court too much disaster with this plan. A vessel is no good to me if I am sent back to the underworld.”

Aurketzu was right. Two of us, one of whom was incredibly vulnerable to Holy magic, were about to attack a caravan of church clergy and officials, 33 to be exact. This was a risk, but I was too close to being rid of her to back down now.



When the caravan made camp, Solara and I waited until well after dark before we made our move. I suspected this group would be similar in composition to the monastery I raided in Orthlox: the majority of the travelers would be in single-digit levels, while one or two exceptionally strong individuals would be among them.

The group had pulled off the road and into a field. The wagons and carriages were drawn into a group and surrounded by tents. The exceptional few had the comfort of a carriage, while the majority slept on the ground. They had two men on watch, which I found to be a little arrogant. A group this size should have at least four.

With the campfires burning low, Solara sent her Abyssal Silk Knight into the camp.

We said the words together–I dedicate these sacrifices to the Frozen Fiend–and watched with our Nightsight enchantments as it swatted one of the men on watch aside before he understood what it was he saw in the darkness.

4/?? good-aligned levels collected for the Frozen Fiend.

Seeing that notification was such a relief. The question marks confused me at first, but then I realized I didn’t actually know how many good-aligned levels I needed for this next teleporter. I had 3 left over from the last one and added one just now.

Prior to this, I wasn’t sure if Solara could harvest levels with me, but that was proof she could.

The summon strolled into camp and began hacking at tents with its long black sword, and I watched as notifications appeared more swiftly than I could read them.

Screams of alarm went out, and the camp sprang to life to address the threat. The skeleton hacked through four more people–two sleeping in their tents, two who charged in to be the heroes–before being overwhelmed by a blaze of Holy light.

“I see him,” Solara whispered as her skeleton broke into black dust. She unleashed a torrent of Dark Lightning, its damage boosted by a number of Bolt and silk buffs. “He’s down.”

We had drawn out the strongest among them with the abyssal summon, and Solara had just fried him with electricity.

I activated Wraith and sped into camp to finish the bloodletting while Solara continued with her spells. Dark Lightning in the middle of the night meant no trail back to my sorceress. To the terrified clergy in the caravan, the world around them simply erupted.

When we finished, I checked my progress:

71/?? good-aligned levels collected for the Frozen Fiend.

I hoped that was enough.

“How did I do, Master?” Solara asked as we rode back to town.

“You were beautiful.”

And I meant it. I loved watching her sow destruction with such power and with such ease.

To pass the time on the journey, I pulled up one notification that I was excited to see:

Your voracious commitment to your antipaladin oath earns you an additional antipaladin ability chosen from your pool of unselected antipaladin abilities.

Lyle was right. The system rewarded commitment to my class.

I wanted to take Abyssal Reward for the Faithful so that my followers had their constitution buffed based on the size of our group, but it had a prerequisite I needed to take first, so I selected the following:

Unholy Congregation

Active Ability

Cooldown: 10 Minutes

Any allies with evil alignment within 60 ft of you gain a +5% to damage and +5% to damage resistance for 30 seconds. Every 5 levels of Antipaladin increases this bonus by an additional 5%.

That unlock wasn’t exciting, but the reward I was working toward was. I could be patient.



As far as the Thieves’ Guild knew, I was making a trip to Gressin for some rest and relaxation, but really I was in a carriage with Podni, riding to the Capital. I had an enchanted silk noose in my bag, courtesy of the Frozen Fiend. I paid 55 levels for it.

“I didn’t expect to grow this quickly,” Podni said. “A Capital chapter, already?”

“I haven’t decided how to handle that exactly. I know we need a secure location for our teleporter, but I don’t know how active I want us to be. We still don’t have a handle on Grubiit politics, so I’m hesitant to add Capital politics to that as well.”

“I had a similar worry.”

“What would you do?” I asked.

“I haven’t been here long enough to make suggestions like that.”

I applied pressure to the silk around her throat. “If I asked, that means I believe your answer is worth hearing.”

She nodded, her face red from the brief squeeze. “I’m sorry, Master.”

“It’s fine. You may continue.”

“A presence doesn’t have to mean public. Tell the girls they can’t wear their masks if they go to the Capital, and they aren’t allowed to attract attention. Property will be expensive there, but eventually that could be a reward for our most dedicated members, like Lala and Lili. Give them private, fancy Capital rooms.”

“Thank you,” I said. “That’s exactly why I wanted to hear your thoughts. You’re smart. I won’t waste that asset.”

“Thank you, Master. May I ask you a sensitive question?”

“Always.”

“What are we building toward? For as flashy as your persona is, I have never seen you buy yourself anything, which makes me think money isn’t the primary goal. You have a ridiculous amount of pussy to enjoy, and that seems too simple of a goal. It’s clear you enjoy it, but it’s also not your focus.”

“Go on. I’d like to hear your full analysis.”

“I know that Dungeon Lord is one of your big goals, but I don’t see why you want that. I’ve gotten that far, and I’m stumped.”

“You told me once that you wanted to travel,” I said.

Podni nodded.

“How about to the heavens? Interested in going there?”

“I don’t understand.”

“I’ve learned that just like dungeons are paths to the hells, there are towers that are paths to the heavens. Celestials hid them. I’d like to be powerful enough to see what that plane is like.”

“I’ve never heard of that,” Podni admitted.

“Few have, apparently. We’ll need a lot of resources to find and conquer one of the towers. If that means taking over a country or a continent, so be it. I want the challenge. I want the adventure. I want to go farther than anyone ever thought I could.”

“I did not know you desired this.”

I ignored Aurketzu.

“What does that mean for the rest of the party?”

“What do you want it to mean? Imagine we own a kingdom and think about what you would want out of that.”

Podni thought. “Parties and luxury, but I want to burn down the lives of every noble. I want them to know what it feels like to lose everything.”

“You will get what you want. I promise.”

“Viceroy, I do not understand. You desired to be a Dungeon Lord. This I knew, but your ambitions have grown. We agreed this world was mine.”

“That’s not how I remember it.”


Chapter 70

Podni did her best to entertain me on the way to the Capital, but she only had so much body to give. She gave it an admirable effort, but there was simply too much time to fill. Every time she dozed off in the carriage, I was jealous. She could skip 12 or more hours of any day. I had to live all 24.

Eventually, the Capital came into view. The city filled the valley, and its white walls reminded me of the Church of the Goddess in Flowst. They sparkled in the sunlight from the quartz embedded in their stone, and that Goddess-inspired aesthetic continued through the whole of the city. The main roads shined as much as the government buildings or the royal family’s castle, and all manner of homes and businesses filled the vast spaces in between.

When I was a kid, I heard you needed more than a day to walk from one end of the Capital to the other. Seeing the city now, that didn’t feel like an exaggeration.

But we had come to do business, not sightsee.

My presence in the Capital was a secret. After we found a decent inn to stay in, Podni would go to the Capital’s chapter of the Dungeon Brawlers Guild and let them know that the labyrinth would change the following day. After that, her job was to find us a piece of property that wasn’t shit but wouldn’t drain our funds either. I was fine with renting something small and expanding later.

At the same time, I would leave a message for Valice Chastain, informing her that I was in town and that we could meet in private away from her home. That was the best way to avoid arousing the suspicions of her family.

Her knock came in the late evening. When I let Valice inside, she wrinkled her nose at the room I rented. The accommodations weren’t extravagant, that much was true, but they were on the upscale side of any inn room I’d ever stayed in.

Reluctantly, she sat on the bed while I sat in the only chair.

“She will be a fine vessel. I suppose this could very well be worth it.”

“What’s so urgent?” she asked, sounding a touch annoyed.

“We have an opportunity for you to become the leader of the Chastain family.”

“That would mean that-”

“Yes. That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

“How?”

I shook my head. “I can’t give you specifics, but they will all be traveling to Flowst for a meeting with Lord Oliverry. Do you want to make this move? I would understand if you changed your mind.”

“What do you get out of this?”

“I need you to capture someone for me. I don’t trust anyone in my network enough to do this, and the task may require access that only a person like you could enjoy.”

“A single person?”

“Invia.”

Valice frowned. “You were supposed to capture her for me.”

“My circumstances and my desires have changed. I need to distance myself from her kidnapping, and you have the network to make that happen.”

“If I capture her, she is never leaving my sight alive, and I will watch her suffer for a long, long time.”

“I want that pleasure to be mine. I know there’s bad blood there, and I’ll spill plenty of hers, but I want to be the one who does it. I want her alive and unharmed so I can start from the very beginning and take my time.”

Valice frowned. “You despise her that much?”

“She has sabotaged several of my interests. She will pay.”

“If I bring you Invia, you’ll what?”

“Kill every man in your family,” I said simply.

“I haven’t found Invia to be able to give her to you.”

“I have. I’ll gladly give you the details and let your people do the rest.”

Valice considered me for a long pause. “Okay, I agree.”

Leaning forward, I added, “To me, this is a business transaction. Unfortunately, we can’t both sign a contract, but we should have that kind of protection in place. I would be very disappointed if I took the risks necessary to deliver my end only to learn you changed your mind. You could just have me thrown in jail and never have to worry about doing your part.”

“What are you suggesting?”

“A soul contract. That’s the only way to be sure neither of us will break our promises.”

She laughed and stood. “You’re out of your mind.”

“I have no problem swearing I’d keep my word. I understand why you’re hesitant, though.”

“This meeting is over.”

I grabbed her wrist to stop her from stepping out right away. She looked down at my hand with disgust, as if she didn’t beg me to put those same fingers up her ass the last time we saw each other.

“You’re going to hear that your family is traveling to Flowst,” I explained. “I’ll be in town for a few more days. Leave word with the inn keeper.”

“If I change my mind?”

“If you decide to finally take everything you’ve ever wanted.”



Podni walked me around the Capital. She had been here once before, but this was my first visit.

The extreme difference between the wealthy and the poor was a strange juxtaposition. The roads were designed to sparkle, but make the wrong turn and you ended up in the slums where the competition for every basic necessity was cutthroat. The poor are too weak to reach the necks of the nobles, so they settle for cutting each other’s instead.

“I spoke to the guild,” Podni reported. “They’re ready for the change.”

“Thank you for taking care of that.”

“I have a lead on a place.”

“When did you have time to do that?” I asked. “We just got here.”

Podni smiled. “I’m resourceful and a little bit lucky. If the chaos isn’t too bad tomorrow, we should have a few more options to look at before we leave.”

The sun was well on its way to setting, so walking to this piece of property tonight wasn’t a good option, but Podni was right that a dungeon change for something as big as the labryinth could have an extreme impact.

I didn’t even want to stick my head inside of the labyrinth for a peek. Any Dungeon Lord strong enough to control 100 floors was not a foe I wished to challenge. Even being in the city made me nervous, if I’m being honest. As soon as I passed through the city gate, I felt a sense of foreboding weigh on me. I knew I wasn’t welcome here.

“Are you okay?”

“Yes,” I replied. “It’s nothing. How do you feel about the location?”

Podni hesitated.

“What?”

“I have an idea,” she said, holding the door to the inn open for me.

I let her go up the stairs first, though. The view was better that way.

“What’s the idea?” I asked.

Inside our room, a small dining table was set. “I ordered us food. I hope that’s okay. I thought you’d prefer not to be out where someone might recognize you.”

“That is correct.”

“If you don’t like it, we can order something else.”

“I’m sure it’s perfect.”

And maybe it was. I found no joy in food anymore, which surprised me when I first realized that some time ago. I felt that even though being undead made it unnecessary, I would still desire it. But I didn’t.

Podni slipped off her shoes and then her pants before falling face-first on the bed. Her gymnast butt jiggled on impact.

She rolled over and sat up. “I’m so hungry,” she complained. “But okay, the idea. We want smart followers so the silk can do more without your direct attention. Am I thinking of that the right way?”

“You are.” I joined Podni in the bed by sitting up against the headboard.

She rested her head in my lap. “Penny, Ithaca, Solara, Lala, Lili–your best assets are not just loyal. They’re smart. They make good choices and sometimes bring new ideas to you.”

“I’d put you in that group,” I added. “You’re also bringing me an idea right now, so you definitely belong among them.”

Podni blushed. “My point is that the smarter our people are, the better they do. Maybe this isn’t a fit for everyone, but we could proactively make our girls smarter. With this new location, we’ll all have access to the Capital University.”

“Do not heed this foolishness. Teaching your subjects how to unseat you is folly.”

Podni’s proposal had so many implications that I tilted my head back to process it all.

She was absolutely correct that smarter followers were more valuable. I often wished I had more people like Purity and Solara to contribute to the Protection from Holy research project, for example. Solara was also kind of managing Byron’s Bathhouse, which was a waste of her attention. If I had someone educated in business to monitor that instead… Yes, more minds could mean more progress on all kinds of fronts. The possibilities only snowballed from there.

Offering a University education to our members would be an enormous perk, which would help with attracting recruits as well as raising morale. I took a lot from my girls, yet the more I offered them, the more they gave.

Speaking of recruits, Solara already trawled the grounds of Flowst University for potential members. How many could I convert with a dozen of my girls roaming the grounds of the kingdom’s largest University? That was a pipeline for a specific kind of girl, but I needed to remember how specific.

The politically connected girls like Invia and Purity were good gets, yes, but I wouldn’t find assets like Podni, Lala, or Lili that way. Those women were among my most valuable, and they never got near a University education because of the poverty they were born into.

That wasn’t a strike against Podni’s idea, to be clear. The value of her suggestion illuminated an additional opportunity elsewhere.

“Where would I go to recruit more Podnis?” I asked after a good bit of thought.

“What?”

“If we only recruited at Universities, I wouldn’t ever meet someone like you.”

“Like me?”

“Not from a rich family but still smart, talented, and driven.”

She gave me a faux glare. “Are you flattering me?”

“I’m serious on all fronts. Any thoughts?”

“You mean like starting an orphanage?”

“Oh no, no, no,” I insisted immediately. “Young adults. I get accused of being a brainwasher all the time as it is, so no. I’m talking about women of age.”

“Send scouts into the poor parts of town and put them through the recruitment process, I suppose,” Podni answered. “I can’t think of anything better than that right now.”

I ran my fingers through her blonde curls. “Think on it. Back to your proposal: Is the potential location near the University?”

“It is, but…”

“Go on. You know you can speak your mind.”

“The option I have is an apartment,” Podni continued. “It might be easiest for the girls if they can attend as normal students. People will bother them all the time otherwise, and getting them enrolled might be more difficult too. So, I say we get something cheap but sizeable. Fix up the exterior so it looks like a boarding house or something similar to sell that a bunch of women live there, and then cover their scholarships from behind some sort of for-good initiative.”

“So to everyone at the University I’m someone anonymous who gives out a bunch of scholarships, basically, and our people can teleport to the Capital for classes and then go back home. To everyone else, they entered a normal boarding house and shut the door.”

Podni nodded, grinning.

“You continue to amaze me,” I said, genuinely impressed. “You convinced me. While we’re here, talk to whoever you need to at the University, presenting yourself as the representative of an anonymous benefactor. Figure out how much tuition would set us back per girl and what the process of enrolling them looks like. We can go from there.”

“You really like the idea that much?”

“Absolutely. Feel how hard I am? That was some very impressive thinking.”

Podni pouted. “I’m so sorry, Master. That must be so uncomfortable. May I remedy that for you?”

“You may.”

As Podni worked to impress me a second time that night and to feed her own ravenous hunger, I had begun to think how strange it was that Aurketzu hadn’t interjected with her opinion, but a knock came at the door.

“Come in!” I said, putting the back of my hand on Podni’s head so she couldn’t stop.

A young woman jumped in surprise at first and then went red. She kept stealing glances at us as she set out our dinners. She bowed and excused herself.

I patted Podni’s head. “Good girl.”


Chapter 71

The next day, I meandered down the streets near Capital University while Podni ventured onto campus in a gleaming new dress, something more befitting of a nobleperson’s representative while still honoring my deplorable sensibilities, if only a little. I wasn’t supposed to be in the city, so Podni and I traded duties. She took the meeting with a Dean while I looked for suitable property.

The most we needed was an impressive facade. Since the inside could be a total shit hole and it not matter, our real estate options were far more flexible.

The Capital University in its entirety neared the size of Lopav, and any of the properties just outside its walls were well-maintained and densely populated with students and professors. That meant a great many potential options.

I found an old home, a barn, and a warehouse that could potentially work. Then I rounded a corner half a block from campus and found a boarded-up inn across the alley from a blacksmith. A banker of some kind had an office on one side of the inn, and on the other side was the back of a large storage building.

I couldn’t fathom why an inn right next to a blacksmith did poorly. Didn’t all guests love the ambient noise of ceaseless pounding?

I asked the blacksmith if he knew who owned the inn. He directed me to the banker.

The banker was a cranky old man but lit up when I expressed interest. His terms wreaked of desperation. He had clearly had this property for some time and likely lost money on it.

If Podni’s meeting at the University went well, I told him we would come back and sign for the deed. That ultimately happened a little over an hour later. Tuition was out of reach of any typical peasant, like me from Borja life, but it was still far less than I expected. We could enroll 40 students for a year and barely put a dent in what I was about to make from the labyrinth change.

Which had been utter chaos, by the way. That wasn’t as noticeable on this side of town, but I heard stories ranging from terrifying new monsters to entirely new floors. With the change being so fresh, separating fact from fiction was difficult at this stage.

Podni signed the deed on my behalf–again, I wasn’t supposed to be in town–and we bought a statue of a robed woman looking pensive to be delivered the next day. The blacksmith across the alley recommended a carpenter who could come by tomorrow as well to offer an estimate on fixing up the outside.

When we returned to the inn room that night, no messages waited for me, which I should have expected. Even if Valice said yes, she wouldn’t stoop so low as to look desperate.



I appeared in the chapel of the Ice Temple and received a loud, gleeful welcome.

As Abby materialized next to me, I spoke to the girls lounging in the chapel.

“This statue is off limits until we secure the other side. Do not use it until I give you permission.”

“Yes, Father,” the girls said.

I turned to Abby. “Please secure the building on the other side, starting with privacy wards.”

“Yes, Master. Will there be anything else?”

“Is Penny here?”

“Yes, Master.”

“Thank you, Abby. That will be all.” In my mind, I reached out for Purity’s silk. “Hello, my priestess.”

“Congratulations on connecting the Capital.”

“Thank you. I need to ask you a question. What percentage of our girls would be able to pass a University entrance exam?”

“Maybe 25%,” Purity answered after a pause. “My sisters are smart, but only a few of had any formal education.”

“We’re going to fix that.”

“I love how big your heart is. How can I help?”

“You’re already too busy. Who would you trust to find us a teacher to hire? Someone who could build that foundation for University education later. Maybe a couple someones given our membership.”

“Kierka has been devoted. Would you like me to give her the task?”

“Yes, please. I need to get back to the Capital.”

“I’ve had something on my mind,” Purity said.

“What’s that?”

“I want to watch you thrust into Solara’s ass while she licks me.”

I needed a moment to collect my thoughts. “You can have anything you want.”



The end of my second full day in the Capital neared, and I still hadn’t heard from Valice. I admit, I began to doubt my plan. I had been too bold and too direct. She saw my scheming plainly. At around 9:30 p.m., the inn keeper slid a note under my door. Valice wanted to meet in an hour.

Podni was in Grubiit buying up Truesight enchantments. The first 10 floors of the labyrinth were now loaded with illusions, traps, and false walls. Later, we would learn that the maze for those 10 floors changed every 30 days. Without Truesight, moving through the labyrinth at even a walking pace was downright suicidal, and even if you were vigilant in searching for traps and tricks, you could still miss something deadly.

Basic jewelry could go through the teleporter, so she bought up any of the reasonably priced Truesight enchantments she could in Flowst before moving on to Grubiit. When she finished there, she would offer the bulk of the buy, minus a stash for members of the silk, to the Thieves’ Guild. We could profit from a small markup and still leave the Thieves’ Guild margin to make their own money when they turned around and sold them all.

That felt like the best way to capitalize on my unique advantage without it looking like I was competing against the guild in any way.

Valice asked to meet at a members-only club, and the doorman led me to a dark private lounge filled with giant overstuffed leather furniture. Valice sat in a chair like it was a throne and was the sole person in the room.

“You were right,” she said as I sat across from her. “My family is traveling to Flowst soon. Lord Oliverry summoned them.”

I knew I was right, so I didn’t see any need to respond to that.

“Convince me you’re not trying to trick me.”

“That’s a reasonable concern, my lady,” I replied. “I don’t want to be tricked either, so here is what I suggest: We build in safeties. Your responsibility to capture Invia, for example, should include my guarantee that she is as vulnerable as I say. If she isn’t there, or she is surrounded by bodyguards, you shouldn’t be held to the promise of capturing her for me. Does that make sense?”

“And your safeties?”

“If your family does not meet as a single group in Flowst or never arrives at all, the contract is nullified. If they are warned of the danger they are in, the contract is nullified.”

“What would you want with my soul?” she asked.

“I don’t. I want Invia. I think the power of the contract is more about your desire to keep your soul.”

“Speak the agreement. I want to hear it laid out.”

“If your gambit takes me back to death, I will torture you for an eternity.”

I cleared my throat. “I swear to kill all four living Chastain patriarchs in exchange for Valice delivering Invia to me captured and unharmed. This agreement is void if the Chastains do not meet as a single group in Flowst or if they are warned of the danger in any way. If I do not provide accurate intel as to Invia’s location or if she is inaccessible, which includes a greater than expected security presence, this agreement is void. We have 7 days from the arrival of the Chastains in Flowst to fulfill our promises. If we fail to keep those promises, we agree to forfeit our souls.”

Valice thought intensely. “Repeat it again.”

I repeated the same agreement four times in total.

Holding my gaze, she said, “I swear to abide by the terms as you’ve said them, on penalty of my soul.”



“You’re letting her take me prisoner?!” Invia exclaimed when I told her about the deal I struck with Valice. “You can’t trust that bitch.”

“If she hurts you, I get her soul, which means you’re safe even if she wants to torture you. As soon as she tries, the contract will activate.”

Invia paced back and forth across the rectory.

“The deal is already done,” I said. “This is happening, and that comes with a few other realities you will have to accept.”

She stopped. “Like what?”

“You don’t get your payback until after Valice secures control of her family fortune, and though she’ll be the face of that fortune, I want you to manage it as if it were your own. The transition will have to be gradual, but we’ll transfer that wealth and prestige to Invia. Eventually, Valice will be irrelevant.”

“Why do you say Invia and not Ithaca?”

“With Valice collared and broken, you’re safe. You can go back to being Invia the noble. I haven’t decided if you should reveal you’re a Silk Lion or not.”

“She will hate you when she learns these promises are empty.”

“I don’t care,” I answered in my mind. “She’s disposable.”

Invia rested her chin in her hand and resumed pacing. “The silk would be a few steps away from royalty if that works out the way you hope.”

I nodded.

“You trust me with this?”

I gently tightened the silk around her neck. She jumped a little at first, but then she stared into my eyes, challenging me, her face getting redder and redder. I released.

“I do,” I answered finally. “My women get what they want. You want to rule your family, and I want access to that level of political power.”

Invia came to where I sat on the bed and knelt. She took one of my hands and wrapped it with both of hers.

“I only want to be above everyone else, not above you,” she said, pulling my hand to her face. “Nothing is above you, Master. I’m yours, and everything I have is yours. I’d let you finish on my chest in front of the King if that’s what you desired, and I’d do it proudly.”

“I think you want more than that.”

She looked at me, confused.

“I’ve seen all of you. I know what you are. You want to be above everyone else, yes, but you want them to know it, and you want them to fear your power.”

Invia looked down and away.

I lifted her chin so her eyes were on me again. “Don’t be ashamed. What did I say?”

“Your women get what they want.”

I nodded. “No one else matters but our party. The world is ours to do with as we please. Someday soon, I’ll need you to be the Invia I’ve come to know, and you will be rewarded.”

“What Invia is that?”

“Ruthless. Cunning. Confident. Fearless. Hungry. Invia the conqueror. We’re entering a chapter where we will make many more enemies, and I need someone who delights in cutting them down.”

Invia grinned. “I’ll light our enemies on fire so you can watch them burn.”

“I know.”



Learning the Bishop’s precise schedule for banging prostitutes wasn't really possible, so Podni and the twins watched the hotel and the banya for several days in a row. Thanks to High Priestess Yuni, we knew that the Bishop was only level 15.

That was one higher than Podni, but between her Backstab bonus, her miscellaneous buffs to damage from Loyalty Pledges, and the fact that the Bishop was a priest, a support. class, weren't concerned about her ability to come out on top.

At first, I insisted that I be there when it happened, but she convinced me that my time was better spent elsewhere. Aurketzu, seeing that she was near to acquiring a vessel, echoed Podni’s argument. My parasite’s obvious bias aside, they both made good points.

So I was shopping for Samson's reagents when it happened, though I swear I felt a brief sense of pleasure, like a warm, gentle breeze, when the Bishop died. Aurketzu said I was only imagining it, but I think it was real. Maybe my antipaladin class made me more sensitive to shifts in Holy, or maybe Podni’s connection to the silk was the source.

Regardless, the deed was done. Podni Silk Stepped into the hotel suite and drove a knife into the Bishop's neck. As we expected, all of her bonuses on top of Backstab made it an easy kill.

The Bishop's favorite whore was in the next room when Podni appeared. By the time she returned, Podni was gone, leaving only a body and a knife.

The twins stayed behind to monitor the scene and reported that the prostitute came out of the hotel in chains. She had the Bishop's blood all over her, and two guards dragged her along.

If our intel was correct, locking that woman's skills up behind bars was a small crime against humanity. Apparently she was quite flexible and good at using it, but the fallout couldn't be helped. She was in the wrong place at the wrong time, stuck between forces far greater than she could ever understand.

I might be able to correct that, but there was a chance she never got out of prison. Even if I succeeded, she would have to wait for a bit.

In the meantime, Podni had a bomb in need of a few finishing touches.


Chapter 72

Samson, puppeted by the Frozen Fiend, was responsible for the most important piece of the plan: Convincing the Chastain patriarchy to assemble in one place at the same time. I hated trusting someone else with any aspect of my future, but Samson was motivated, and our relationship produced great benefits on both sides. As odd as it is to write this out, I trusted the demon to do his part.

In my mind, the riskiest part of this plan was the role Valice played. If she went off script and killed Invia, I would still get what I wanted in the end, but I would love a valuable asset. Training up someone new would take forever.

While the men of the Chastain family rode out of Flowst to convene at Hensewurd’s estate, Invia sat in a dive tavern by herself. She was exactly where I promised Valice she would be, and she was unguarded.

Purity and Solara were nearby to monitor the situation, a feat made much easier by Purity’s silk-based telepathy. She could stay in total contact with Invia without anyone knowing.

As much as I wished I could be at Hensewurd’s in person to watch them all die, that would only arouse suspicion. Instead, I sat atop the Flowst wall with a spyglass and waited for Samson to deliver on his promise.

“For all your faults, you have been impressive, viceroy. Though I do not agree with your plan, I do hope that it succeeds. I am desperate to feel the sensation of a physical form again. It has been so long.”

“We’re almost there.”

Right now, Samson was riding toward Hensewurd’s. He sent a litany of gifts in advance of his arrival, one of which was actually Podni’s Unholy bomb. At the same time, Valice was on her way to capture Invia, and I couldn’t be present for that either. I could do nothing at this point but wait for the plan to unfurl.

When this piece was complete, I would do my part and eliminate the Lord Usman threat once and for all.

Until then, I had to-

A thundering boom ripped across the landscape, sending a shockwave of black toward the city. The parapet beneath my feet shook. The blast punched a hole in the clouds, driving them outward like ripples in water.

I didn’t need the spyglass. The smoke from Hensewurd’s was easy to see with the naked eye. That was a good sign, but I couldn’t celebrate until I saw the signal.

I scanned the horizon, searching. A raven flew toward me, landed on the wall, tilted its head to look at me, and then flew away.

That was Samson’s confirmation that the Chastains were dead. I went directly to the fancy inn where Valice Chastain had chosen to stay. Her guard ushered me into her suite.

“It’s done,” I said as Valice lounged with a glass of wine.

“You’re certain?”

“I am.”

She nodded. “And I have Invia.”

“You’re certain?”

Valice scowled. “Mind your tone.”

“I wish only to complete our business.”

In my head, I heard Purity’s voice say, “Invia escaped. She’s safe.”

She looked past me and nodded at one of her men. He inclined his head and left the room. “Your prize will arrive by carriage shortly. She is bound and inside.”

“No tricks?”

“Do not disrespect me again. I have upheld my bargain, and Invia is yours.”

“Are you sure she is yours to give?”

Valice narrowed her eyes.

The same man from before burst into the room a moment later and raced across the room to whisper in Valice’s ear.

“What do you mean?” she asked incredulously.

“She escaped.”

“How the fuck did she-”

Valice looked across the room at me.

“I challenge our soul contract,” I said with a grin.

“No. You tricked me.”

“I did my part. You did not do yours.”

“That’s not fair. I had her.”

“And you promised to bring her to me. Instead, you let her escape.”

“Valice, tell your men to leave us,” I commanded.

“Everyone out,” she said. Looking at her hands and then touching her own face, she said, “How… Why did I do that?”

When we were alone, I pointed to the floor. “On your knees.”

She slid forward and knelt. “No. Fuck you! This isn’t right!”

“Quiet.”

Her words caught in her throat.

“Invia has grown much stronger. You underestimated her and didn’t send the right men to contain her.” I stepped forward and looked down at Valice. “You stuck-up piece of shit. You destroyed my family. My father is dead because of your greed, and he took a life I loved with him. Tad of Borja, do you know that name?”

She shook her head.

“Of course you don’t. Why would the great Valice Chastain know the names of her slaves? You took it upon yourself to decide he was property, that he was little more than livestock to be worked and traded. You are the livestock now.”

I leaned close.

“I own you, Valice. I will milk you for everything you are worth and then send you to slaughter when you are of no more use. Now, call for your men and tell them to bring Penny up to your room. She’s waiting outside.”

“A woman named Penny is downstairs! Fetch her immediately!”

“That must be a strange feeling,” I continued. “All you can do is watch yourself obey. That must be hard for you.”

A moment later, Purity entered the room.

“I have business to tend. While I’m gone, you must follow Purity’s every command as if the same words came from my very lips. Now, tell me you’re my slave and that you’ll be a good girl.”

“I’m your slave,” Valice said, defeated. “I’ll be a good girl.”

“Now the ritual begins. She will make a fine vessel.”

“Not yet,” I replied in my mind. “I have to follow through on the rest of the plan.”

“Nonsense. It is done. Give me my body.”

“We’ll do the transfer soon.”

“Viceroy! I command you to obey me. Give me the body you promised.”

“Soon.”



“You continue to make foolish gambles. The same plan that defeats the demon could be the same that ends your life.”

“Please shut the fuck up so I can concentrate.”

“You will regret speaking to me that way.”

“Fine. That’s later. For right now, I don’t need distractions.”

My carriage stopped in front of Lord Usman’s Flowst estate, a multi-level mansion with a water fountain out front. Though Flowst had little space to spare, meaning that Usman’s home was wedged between two other gaudy residences, nobles seemed happy to waste what little space they had on silly posturing. That fountain was meant to represent his wealth, I assumed, a signal of his status to others.

Between the road and that fountain was a gate. Two city guards in fine uniforms stood watch.

When they saw me step out of the carriage, they reflexively reached for their swords. They had the sense not to draw, but they were very aware that I could be a threat. One of the guards shook a little bit. I wondered if he had seen the carnage Abby and I wrought when guards attacked our home. Maybe he knew some of the men even.

“I come in peace,” I said, spreading my arms. “I wish to parlay with Lord Usman. Look, I am unarmed.”

And that was true. I didn’t bring my sword, which was another gamble Aurketzu raged against when she learned that was my intention. I did, however, have my silks. Like always, my bracers were actually long pieces of fabric, ready to be unfurled with Silkmancer.

I experimented for some time with the leg equivalent of bracers, seeing as I had enough oaths to manipulate several pieces of silk at once, but I didn’t find them to be very useful. Purity suggested I think of other types of tools that might be useful in a battle.

The long silks were great for wrapping and snaring, but there had to be other uses.

Two of those experiments were with me now.

Four balls of solid iron, each a little smaller than an egg, were wrapped in silk and bound to my belt. With Silkmancer, I could pull the string to let them loose and then whip them like projectiles. When I first tested this idea, I was disappointed to learn that Silkmancer was not ideal for generating the quick burst of energy needed to throw something exceptionally hard.

Purity suggested I might still find use for them in the moment, so I kept them with me, despite my disappointment.

The second experiment was defensive. As the damage reduction and durability of my silk continued to improve, my attire grew closer to being equivalent to platemail in protection. I already wore all sorts of silk clothing, but I wanted total certainty that I could not be harmed.

So, I had a silk bodysuit commissioned. That way, no matter what I wore, I would always have that layer of protection. To that end, the bodysuit had a high, snug collar, akin to a turtleneck. Not only did that shield my throat from the knives of assassins, it also disguised my failsafe.

With Silkmancer, I could unfurl that high collar to cover my head and face in a blink. The aesthetics of wrapping your head in silk like that aren’t appealing, but that was fine. That was an option for emergencies.

The guards still hadn’t decided what they should do.

“Gentlemen, please, send word to your Lord,” I said. “I will wait here until he has made his decision.”

One of the guards slipped through the gate and hustled into the house. I waited outside with the other guard in silence. I didn’t feel much like talking, so I took to studying my surroundings. High Priestess Yuni and several of the Church’s top demon hunters were hidden somewhere nearby. I wondered which of the shadows I saw were secretly filled with clerics.

At least, they were supposed to be. I had to trust High Priestess Yuni to do her part.

And I hated that. Relying on other people meant introducing variables I couldn’t directly control.

Soon, the first guard returned. He opened the gate fully and gestured for me to follow.

The inside of Usman’s house was over-the-top opulent. Invia described him as being “new money,” which meant he lacked the class and sophistication of proper, generational wealth. As a result, people like Usman became overly concerned with looking rich. I suspected the gold trims and door knobs and sconces earned nothing but eye rolls from Flowst’s elite, but they humored him. Usman was useful.

The guard directed me through a door, and I found myself in a grand library. Shelves lined every inch of a square room and rose a full two stories. I wondered if Usman actually read any of his books.

The door shut behind me. Usman sat behind a mahogany desk with two guards at his side. Two other goods stood immediately in front of me.

Ah, there were no windows in this room, and I was certain I had just heard the door lock. That almost made me chuckle. A deadbolt was a trivial obstacle with my strength stat where it was.

“Do you come to plead for mercy?” Usman asked, doing his best to appear calm and powerful. Like his decor, it was obvious he tried too hard.

“Nope. I’m just impatient.”

Usman raised a suspicious eyebrow.

“I know you contracted with an archfiend,” I continued. “No doubt you intend to use it on me, so I thought I’d save us both the trouble by coming right to you.”

“I am aware that you are not a stupid man. I don’t believe that you would come into my home unarmed without a scheme prepared.”

I laughed. “I do have a scheme. Beating your demon back to the hells with my bare hands will do wonders for my reputation. If you refuse to summon him, I’ll just start killing until you’re afraid enough that you call for help.”

The guard closest to me, to my right, swallowed nervously.

Sorry, bud. This is not going to end well for you.

“Well?” I asked. “Will you summon him or not?”

“Maybe you are stupid after all. Yes, I’ll call him, but he likes blood. So let’s spill some of yours like good hosts.”

One of my braces unfurled and wrapped the wrist of the same guard who had swallowed a moment ago. The silk wrapped around his blade next, and then I yanked. I punched through his head as he flew toward me, creating an explosion of pick and red. I picked up his sword.

I pointed it at Usman.

He was shaken but only slightly. He still believed he had the ultimate trump card.

The remaining three guards came at me, and they were woefully outmatched, to the point that I pitied them. They couldn’t mount any meaningful offense against me and were all dead within seconds.

Usman uttered a phrase that I actually understood. His incantation was abyssal.

I felt the archfiend's presence the moment a tear in reality appeared. He barely fit in the library, his horned head near the ceiling as he emerged. His cloven hooves broke the floorboards with each step, and he carried a whip made of bones.

“This one’s power would be a danger to the Frozen Fiend. Run, fool. Run.”

For the first time in a long while, I agreed with Aurketzu. I used Darkness and sprinted toward the exit. I suspected the demon was capable of seeing through it, but it was worth a try. As I burst through the door, I felt the buzz of spellcasting.

I was too slow. A surge of magical force punched through my left shoulder and out my chest before I could dodge or turn the corner.

I managed to duck the next attack, thankfully, and made a choice. Instead of running toward the front gate, I ran the opposite direction from where I had entered. I triggered Wraith and willed my legs to move faster and faster.

The demon crashed through the library wall, looking for me, and I felt the heat begin to rise.

At first, I believed that to be one of the demon’s spells, but then I remembered this feeling. That heat was Holy magic.

If one Godfried nearly fried me to a crisp in Lopav, what were the multiple Godfrieds surrounding the Usman house capable of?

Usman’s demon looked toward the front door for his first glance. That extra moment let me get just a little bit farther away. I felt his eyes on me, and I sensed the mana shift of another attack.

Wrapping myself in silk, I jumped through a window.

My skin sizzled. The heat filled my lungs, heavy, all-encompassing. My muscles felt as though they would rupture.

I knew I was outside, but I couldn’t see. Within a few steps, I bounced off of a stone wall.

That was the Flowst wall, the one surrounding the city. I willed my silk up, groping for anything. When the silk wrapped around something, I pulled myself up to the parapet.

Fuck. I was going to die. This wasn’t far enough. I wasn’t out of range of the Holy spells.

The moment I felt my stomach hit the parapet on the top of the wall, I tipped my weight forward over the other side.

I didn’t have the strength to jump, so I relied on gravity. I don’t remember hitting the ground, but I remembered feeling cold snow beneath me. Though the deadly heat was gone, my wounds were severe. Still blind, I fumbled for healing potions and chugged four at once.

I felt so very tired. Exhausted. Like a weight I could never lift bore down upon me.

And then I passed out.


Chapter 73

I came to, my body still a heap in the snow on the other side of the Flowst wall. I didn’t know it then, but I had been unconscious for five hours.

My eyesight had returned, but the rest of my body was like one giant oozing wound.

“We must get help, viceroy. Summon your resolve and find us aid. We have little time.”

Usman’s house wasn’t the exact opposite end of town from the Ice Temple, but it was close. Having no choice but to walk it, I dumped my unused Loyalty Pledges into constitution. Every single one, bringing it from 20 to 37.

I didn’t feel an immediate difference, but anything I could do that upped my odds of surviving this was worth trying.

The walk took me two hours. For the majority of it, I lived from footfall to footfall, biting back the pain and fighting to stay awake. I’m told I stumbled into the Temple before I collapsed, but I have no recollection of ever making it that far.

I’m also told that all of the girls in the common area at the time believed I was some kind of invading zombie. My burns left me unrecognizable, it seemed, but Abby intervened and carried me to the rectory.



Purity’s was the first face I saw when I woke.

“You’re safe,” she whispered softly. “Try not to move. You still need rest. Would you like some water?”

I nodded weakly.

She gently put a glass to my lips and slowly tipped.

“You’re going to need another two days or so of bedrest,” Purity continued. “Yuni came by to check on you. She wants you to know your plan worked. The archfiend was slain. Usman lived, but his life is over. Apparently, his own men reported you entered unarmed to talk peace, and then the demon appeared, chasing you. Between that and the archfiend, no one trusts him anymore. Rumors that he planted the bomb for the Chastains are taking hold, and the idea that he assassinated the Bishop are gaining traction as well. His clear connection with the occult makes him the obvious suspect for a bomb made from dark magic.”

My lovely Purity. She knew all the questions I would ask and skipped right to answering them, saving me the effort of speaking.

“One of our girls is ready to offer the Bishop's prostitute a new life when she's released. Valice is secure, and the ritual is prepared. We can transfer the soul once you’ve gotten your rest.”

“Find your resolve, viceroy. Give me my body and then you may rest for hundreds of lifetimes if you desire.”

I shook my head. “Let’s do it now.”

“You’re still injured. You shouldn’t be moving a lot.”

“I don’t care,” I said. “I want this to be over.”

Purity helped me to my feet. She led me down the stairs and out of the Ice Temple. We entered a barn a few structures down the street.

Solara, Invia, and Podni were there already. Valice sat in a chair in the corner.

The floor was covered in an elaborate spell circle, a mind bogglingly elaborate collection of runes and symbols and arcane lines. At the middle of the circle was a bed of mana crystals. Thousands of them.

“Let me inspect the work.”

I did as Aurketzu asked. I stared at the floor until she told me to move, giving her as much time as she needed to confirm that not only was this a soul transfer ritual but also that it was drawn correctly.

After an hour, she said, “We can proceed.”

“Valice,” I called. “Lay down on the crystals.”

She nodded and stepped forward. Solara and Invia each held an arm to ease her into place on her back. I stepped into the circle next and knelt next to Valice.

“Ready?” I asked in my mind.

“Yes, viceroy. Yes.”

Solara began guiding me through the ritual. I repeated dozens of words I didn’t recognize or know the meaning of, but I did as she said. The air in the room seemed to vibrate, as if nothingness grew heavier with every utterance.

I put my hand on Valice’s chest and looked up at the sky. “If the soul in me desires, I open my spirit so that you may depart and claim your new vessel.”

All of the color drained out of the room. A deafening pitch filled my ears. I felt a pressure on my chest so great that I worried I would be crushed into thousands of pieces. A dull roar started low, and soon it was loud enough to shake the earth.

And it cut out. The world was silent again. I felt faint, like my mind had disconnected from my body. Invia caught me and carried me to a seat.

“Did it work?” Solara asked.

“Aurketzu?” I asked in my mind. “Aurketzu? Are you there? Can you hear me?”

Nothing.

“Hey. You conniving failure of an empress. Are you still in my mind?”

No reply.

“Come here, Valice,” I commanded aloud. The noblewoman stood and walked to me. “Give me the stone.”

She put a black gem the size of a fist in my hands.

“Valice, who owns your body and soul?” I asked.

“You do, Master.”

I passed the gem to Solara. She inspected it with a strange set of glass shards of different colors and shapes. Her body relaxed suddenly.

“We made a soulstone,” she announced. “It’s done.”

An enormous wave of relief washed over me. I didn’t cheer. I didn’t laugh. I only tilted my head back and closed my eyes. I was so, so tired, but I won. Of all the gambles I had made to survive this long, this was by far the largest and most elaborate.

“Penny,” I said, my eyes still shut. “Come here.”

She obeyed, and I pulled her into my lap, hugging her close. “You’re incredible. Thank you for being who you are, and thank you for trusting me.”

After a long quiet had passed where I did nothing but hold Purity’s body against mine, Podni spoke. “May I ask what happened just now? If it’s truly over, I mean.”

“Byron has been infected with the soul of a powerful sorceress for some time now,” Solara answered. “He spent months writing a manuscript about the Order of the Silk Noose that was actually a coded message for Penny. He explained what we needed to do in secret so that the sorceress wouldn’t see that he set a trap. Just now, when he offered the sorceress the choice to enter a new vessel, she believed his hand was on Valice’s heart. As soon as he looked up, Valice put a gem in his hand.”

Podni looked at the black crystal. “The sorceress’ soul is in there now?”

Solara nodded.

Podni started to giggle and couldn’t stop herself. Her unfettered glee set the rest of us to laughing as well, everyone except for Valice.

“How strong was she?” Purity asked Solara.

“I’ve never handled a soulstone before,” Solara cautioned, “so we’ll need to verify this, but if I’m reading it correctly… She was very, very strong.”

“How strong is that?”

Solara took a deep breath. “Like I said, I could be wrong, but that’s a level 129 soulstone.”

I gripped my seat to keep from falling over. “Aurketzu was level 129?”

Solara nodded.

Fuck. Level 129?! She would have absolutely annihilated me when she escaped. Instead, I held what might be the world’s strongest soul gem in my hand.

But that was only a bonus. I would have traded a thousand priceless artifacts to reclaim the quiet of my mind. She was always watching. Always manipulating and criticizing. This peace was unlike anything I had ever felt.

“Valice, stand up,” I said.

The noblewoman obeyed, coming to her feet in a pile of black sand, all that remained of our mana crystals.

“Invia wanted to torture you for hours and then fill you with Healing potions so she could do it all over again,” I explained. “I convinced her that an alternative would be better. If you do your part, which means following Invia’s commands without any sign of resistance or rebellion, you won’t suffer. You won’t have power, but you can live out your days in luxury, which I hope you can see is a far better outcome than those days being spent in manacles enduring every dark idea Invia has ever had.”

Valice nodded, weakly.

“Do your part, and you don’t have to fear any of us. I own your soul, remember. I can inflict a volume of suffering that makes Invia’s efforts look like mercy.”

She nodded again.

“Invia, take Valice back to the Capital. Reestablish your presence, reconnect with your family, and begin the process of establishing Valice as the new head of the Chastain family.”

Smiling, Invia bowed. “As you wish, Master.”

She knew that all of my assurances to Valice were lies. The moment Valice was no longer of use, she would suffer lifetimes of torment for our entertainment.



For the first time since my new life of undeath began, I had no desire to grind for levels. I didn’t have the pressure of a dozen deadlines and initiatives weighing on my mind while Aurketzu belittled and scolded me.

Instead of celebrating with a grand orgy, I took Purity to the rectory alone. Her devotion and her intelligence were the key to all of this coming to pass, and she deserved the attention.

When we finished, we lay in my bed, our bare bodies intertwined.

“Where do we go from here?” she asked softly.

“What do you mean?”

“Our enemies are defeated. You are free of the sorceress. You have status, wealth, and women. Yet, I know you aren’t finished. You aren’t even close to realizing your full potential.”

“The silk will continue to grow, and so will our influence. We’ll claim the Grubiit dungeon for our own, and then we’re going to ascend to the heavens. If they won’t welcome us, then we’ll claim that plane for ourselves.”

“You should have anything you desire,” Purity said.

Abby appeared. “Apologies for interrupting, Master, but your flock has assembled as you requested.”

“Thank you, Abby.”

I slid into a silk robe as Purity did the same. A few moments later, I climbed the dais to look out over a sea of women staring up at me like I was their god.

“We have even more prosperity ahead, and your lives will continue to improve just as I have promised. Outside, we now have statues celebrating the contributions and the beauty of Penny, Solara, and Abby. They are monuments to what the silk can accomplish, and more are on their way. Anyone who says the oath to earn gold silk around their necks will be celebrated this way. Our temples will be the most beautiful places in the kingdom with your likenesses adorning them.

“Now, bow and say your mantra.”

Every woman in the room knelt and put her face to the floor. In unison, they said, “I submit to your will.”

Prerequisite met.

Viceroy class has upgraded to the sovereign class.



The adventure continues in book 3.
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