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Love Me Please


Disclaimer

This story is for entertainment only and is purely a work of fiction, featuring fictional characters in fictional scenarios. In real life, consent is unequivocally mandatory, and those consenting adults should have a healthy conversation about boundaries and limits so that each party involved can participate safely and respectfully.

This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, locations, and events described within these pages are either products of the author's imagination or are utilized in a fictitious manner. Any similarities to real-life individuals (alive or deceased), actual events, or specific places are strictly by chance.


Chapter 1

Prerequisite met.

Viceroy class has been upgraded to the sovereign class.

While I sat on a couch in the chapel of the Ice Temple, surrounded by the bodies of my loyal congregation, I couldn’t think of anything but that system message. Two of my newer initiates shared my sword, servicing me with their mouths, but I barely felt it.

Aurketzu was gone from my mind, and her soul was trapped in a soulstone. My viceroy class, the strange gift bestowed upon me by that crazed sorceress, had become a new class entirely. I was too curious about that development to give my attention to anything else.

So I leaned my head back and closed my eyes as I browsed my system menus. I had a new base ability granted by the sovereign class, and I needed to decide how to use it. That ability read:

The Privilege of the Abyssal Sovereign

One-time: Choose any two unselected abilities to combine. The resulting ability is automatically upgraded to abyssal.

Any two unselected abilities, so I could even go back to my unselected fighter unlocks if I wanted.

My first inclination was to pick unlocks that would make me more dangerous in combat, but when I read through my options, I didn’t see any obvious opportunities. I had already selected what I believed to be the most productive combination of unlocks for increasing my effectiveness in fights. Anything left felt lackluster, like it would be a waste to use my first sovereign ability on them.

So I looked through my unselected viceroy and antipaladin abilities. Two choices caught my eye:

Good Girl

Passive Ability

Followers who play a part in helping the viceroy earn will points gain a 12 hour bonus to XP gain proportional to the quantity of Will points earned.

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 Congregation, Abyssal Reward for the Loyal

Good Girl was always in the running each time I leveled viceroy, but it was never quite good enough to beat out my other optionals, and Abyssal Reward for the Faithful was an ability I already planned to take. I took Unholy Congregation on my last level-up specifically to meet the prerequisites.

Two abilities that made my followers stronger for being devoted to me–I liked both independently, and I knew for certain I was taking one of them anyway.

That gave me pause. If I was planning to take Abyssal Reward for the Faithful regardless, maybe that wasn't really taking advantage of this opportunity to combine two abilities.

I went through my unlock options again, looking for something that complimented Good Girl. As I read, I recalled one of Purity's unlocks giving her more spells based on how many women had taken the oath and said the silk prayer.

That made me take a second look at this ability:

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.

A growing repertoire of antipaladin spells could be very useful. If I got spells based on follower actions, I could get these starting spells and then unlock new ones without having to burn an unlock on them. Potentially.

I didn't really know how the ability combination worked, so it might not workout that way at all.

But if it did…

Privilege of the Sovereign was an unexpected freebie. I wouldn't blow up my build if I ended up with something less exciting than what I hoped.

I combined Good Girl and Prayers of the Antipaladin, giving me:

Mistress of the Abyss

Passive Ability

Praying to the sovereign grants a follower a bonus to XP gain proportional to Will points given to the sovereign and gains access to the spells Unholy Hands, Dark Blessing, Poison Blade, Strength, Agility, and Fear Fire. Note: Sovereign decides what words and actions are considered prayer, and only members of the Order of the Silk are eligible.

Reading that brought a smile to my face. The bonus XP gain no longer had a limited duration, and the spells from Prayers of the Antipaladin were now available to my followers. That wasn't the same as me getting an expanding library of spells, but you could argue it was actually better.

I could now grant my followers two more exceptional perks.

The Freeze Brand ability I provided already gave them access to teleporters and a class-based ice skill. That was on top of room and board, guided XP grinding, loot from crawls, and the free-flowing pleasure inside of my temples. Adding spells and XP gain bonuses to that would forge recruits into lifelong followers.

If I decided to pursue the idea of becoming a Demon Lord someday, boosting my army’s strength would be an immense advantage.

I had also leveled up, taking me to level 25 overall and tier 12 of abyssal sovereign. That also meant I had 3 new stat points to allocate and another three new abilities to choose from, my first since upgrading from viceroy:

Ruler’s Voice

Active Ability

Once per day, deliver a telepathic message to all of your followers. The message is the same for each follower, no follower can be excluded, and this ability does not enable the sovereign to receive messages from their followers.

Blissful Vision

Passive Ability

Any follower who climaxes to the thought of you receives a brief but intense psychedelic experience that fills them with a sense of fulfillment and wonder.

Abyssal Upgrade

One-Tiime

Pick any unselected ability and add the abyssal aspect.

If Abyssal Upgrade could be applied to abilities I already had, it would have been much more appealing. I had just gone through a similar dilemma with the Privilege of the Abyssal Sovereign, trying to improve unlocks I already decided against, so that option was off the table for now.

Blissful Vision sounded fun, but I already had a number of abilities that increased the pleasure of my followers. Ruler’s Voice, meanwhile, had a practical utility that I wish I had earned previously. If I was able to communicate with all of my followers at once when Lord Usman sent guards after me and my girls, I could have gotten everyone back inside the Ice Temple safely.

That was enough to convince me. I banked my new stat points for now and reviewed my character sheet:

Level: 24

Progress to Next Level: (175,873 / 819,200)

Class: Abyssal Sovereign, Tier 11 (14,933 / 204,800)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 5

Alignment: Chaotic Evil

Strength 38

Dexterity 19

Constitution 37

Intelligence 34

Wisdom 10

Charisma 10

Loyalty Pledges: 113

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: Greater Touch of Ice

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1, Bonfire Amulet, Immunity to Poison Amulet, Ring of Obscurity, Ring of Mind Fortress, Ring of Magic Resistance, Bracelet of Nightsight

This might sound odd, but I caught myself wanting to ask Aurketzu what she thought, and then I expected to hear her complain about what I ultimately chose. Being alone with my thoughts felt strangely isolating now.

No, I didn’t miss her. I needed to adjust to my new normal.

With my selections made, I excused myself from the party, pulling lips off of my cock and my neck to do so, and retreated to the rectory.

“Are you okay?” Purity asked me via her silk telepathy.

“Yes. There’s a lot on my mind, is all.”

“Would you like company or do you want to be alone?”

“If that company is yours, I welcome it.”

A few moments later, Purity entered the rectory in nothing but an open, flowing silk robe. Her dark skin against the white sheen of the silk made my wandering eyes desire to see more.

“Do you want to talk about anything, or would you rather I sit with you? I could serve you in other ways too, if my Master desires.”

I sat in bed and beckoned Purity to join me beneath the covers. “We have a lot to do.”

“Like what?” she asked.

“Invia will be in the Capital for the next few weeks, at least, gaining control of the Chastain family’s wealth. Valice will be the face of that for now, but the puppet needs a puppeteer, you know?”

Purity nodded. “And taking control of the family will be a battle, even with the Chastain men out of the picture.”

“Yes. I’m debating asking Podni to assist as well as assigning a few of the younger followers to be around to help, even if that’s just being basic servants.”

“You would ask Solara, but you would prefer her to stay on the Protection from Holy project.”

I squeezed Purity’s body to mine. “You know me well. We also have to remember a new semester starts in 3 weeks. We need to select the first batch of girls to send to the Capital University. Our ‘boarding house’ in the Capital has a new facade and is properly warded, so it will be good to put it to use. Kierka has also found an instructor she believes could be a fit for teaching the girls who weren’t lucky enough to get an education early in their lives.”

“I was thinking about that, actually,” Purity said. “In the future, we should consider offering the bathhouse girls an instructor like that. We might discover a few exceptional minds that way and endear them to you even more.”

“That’s an excellent idea. I haven’t been to Byron’s Bathhouse in what feels like ages, and we’re still not ready to dive deeper than floor 5 of the Grubiit dungeon. Unseating that Dungeon Lord is so far off, but I wish I could take control of the floor 10 settlement right now. I’m so impatient.”

“Not impatient. Driven.”

“Fair,” I allowed. “I owe Samson Oliverry a list of reagents for his body transfer, which includes 1,000 lbs of human flesh and a level 30 soulstone. He’s paying, but the sooner we fulfill that obligation, the better.”

“Solara said that the level 129 soulstone Aurketzu left is insanely rare. We might consider exploring potential uses for that.”

“Any ideas?”

“She thinks it’s possible to surround an entire city with a Protection spell with that kind of power. We could buff any enchantment really.”

I smiled as a thought came to me. “Protection from Holy. We could use the soulstone for that.”

“Ohhhhh, yes. That’s a very good idea.”

“Am I overlooking anything else?” I asked.

“We have High Priestess Yuni in the Flowst church, and we might want to think about getting Abby some help around the Temples. We keep adding new teleporters, which means more for her to watch, and Frost can’t assist since she’s always guarding the bathhouse.”

Purity made excellent points, as usual.

“Abby,” I called.

My void-black demon appeared in the rectory, her three tails flicking and writhing like cobras. “How may I serve you, Master?”

“Penny pointed out to me that we’re stretching you pretty thin.”

“I am devoted to you no matter the challenge.”

“I never doubted that,” I assured her. “Forget all of your present responsibilities for the moment. If you were me, what would you believe to be the best use of your time and talents?”

“The book on wards you so graciously gifted to me allowed me to strengthen our fortifications significantly. If I could study new magic, I could serve you in new ways. Wards, protections, buffs, simple luxuries–There are many potential directions.”

“And that would mean taking your attention away from security. Thoughts on how to address that?”

“I have sisters, Master,” Abby said, bowing her head. “They too desire to escape the abyssal plane and have strength comparable to mine.”

I could hear Aurketzu screaming in my mind about how demons couldn’t be trusted and that this was an obvious ploy to exploit my power for her own gain.

“You can understand why that would make me nervous.”

Abby nodded. “Yes, and you are right to be wary of our kind.”

“I assume your sisters are liluti as well?”

“They are not. We are each unique.”

“What do you think?” I asked Purity.

She considered Abby for a moment. “Would they be as loyal as you are?”

“I would not allow anyone into your domain who wasn’t.”

“I can understand wanting to help family,” Purity said. “Abby has been nothing but a gift to us. If her sisters are as strong as she is, they’d be an army unto themselves.”

“Okay,” I began. “Abby, your assignment is to determine all that we would need to summon one of your sisters, and that includes a way to convince me that they can be trusted. I’ll track down some more books for you.”

Abby bowed deeply and disappeared.

“I should speak with Lyle tomorrow about that,” I thought out loud.

“You need to rest. You’re still injured from the Usman battle.”

“I don't think that counts as a battle, but I’ll be okay.”

Purity scowled.

“Want to come along and keep my company? Make sure I don’t overdo it.”

“Deal.”

“Good. Now, want to see something cool? I have a new ability.”

I used Ruler’s Voice to say this to all of my followers: “My beautiful women, I offer you a reward for your devotion, but you must keep these gifts a secret from anyone outside of the Silk. We have enemies, and the less they know, the better off we will be.

“The first gift is a bonus to your XP gain. The more devoted to the Silk you are, the bigger the bonus.”

I heard cheers from the chapel.

“The second gift is access to a set of base spells. Pray once a day by pleasuring yourself to the thought of me. As you finish, say ‘I submit to your will’ aloud. You can pray to me now if you'd like, and together the Silk grows even stronger.”

“This is one of the reasons why I love you,” Purity said, swinging her leg over to straddle me. “You are generous with your victories and continue to find new ways to bless us.”


Chapter 2

Lyle escorted Purity and me to the cushy back room of his private item shop. “Last I heard, you were in the Capital. Don’t suppose you would take credit for any of the recent events around here even if you were behind them?”

“Like?”

“The Church of the Goddess discovered that Lord Usman contracted with an archfiend and used a massive Unholy spell to kill four men from the Chastain family. Usman is under arrest, and Hensewurd’s estate is a crater. Curiously, Lord Oliverry was on his way when it happened. He could have very well been killed also but wasn't.”

“I heard about the explosion, but Usman with an archfiend? That’s interesting.”

Lyle released a small sigh. “Witnesses put you at Usman’s, but we can leave that be. With some luck, the Guild will have full control of the bridge soon. You came to shop, not to gossip, though. What can I do for you?”

“First, I’m in the market for more books on advanced words; the stronger or rarer, the better.”

He thought. “I haven’t gotten in anything new since the one I sold to you already, and I have been watchful. If something pops up that I think you’d like, I’ll be sure to grab it. I have one more book on wards, but it’s more of a collectible than it is a serious spellbook.”

“What do you mean?”

“The wards are advanced, but they are more novel than they are practical. One ward, for example, projects a sense of unease to outsiders, and another increases the effects of drugs and alcohol. Ah, now that I say those aloud, perhaps you would be interested.”

“I’ll take it,” I said. “My other request is complicated, but I’ll speak plainly since I trust you. I need enchantments that can disguise a demon’s appearance and shield them from being detected by clerics and by celestials.”

Lyle blinked a few times. “Indefinite usage?”

“Ideally.”

“What you desire is possible. I don’t have any of the items in stock, but if you aren’t in a hurry, I could procure them for you.”

“Yes, please.”

He made a few quick notes in a small leatherbound journal. “May I ask why you came to me instead of Horpus?”

“I already know you’re smart, discreet, and trustworthy.”

“Very kind. Is there anything else I can help you with?”

I nodded. “Have you ever heard of towers that connect this plane to the celestial plane? 100 floors of dungeon but straight up.”

Lyle thought. “I cannot recall hearing of anything like that. Are you suggesting such a thing exists?”

“It’s possible. They might have been destroyed, but one source believes they were hidden instead. Supposedly, the chance for rare drops is far higher in towers than in dungeons.”

“I see.”

Leaning forward, I said, “This is another thing I didn’t take to Horpus. If these towers do exist, they’re essentially unclaimed, untapped dungeons. Such a thing would be pretty valuable, I imagine.”

“It would indeed. What are you proposing?”

“At a minimum, if you come across anything that might relate to the topic, I’d be interested in hearing about it. If you’re intrigued by the adventure, maybe there’s a business opportunity here.”

“Very well. I’ll put some thought into that.” He turned to Purity. “Is there anything I could do for you, my lady?”

“I’m interested in enchantments that improve Healing spells, buff spells, and Bolt spells.”

Lyle grinned. “One moment. I have several options you might like. Give me a moment to collect them for you.”

***

“You don’t want to meet my parents?” Invia teased. We sat at a tea shop around the corner from the Capital boarding house on an early morning.

“I definitely don’t.”

Invia laughed. “I wouldn’t do that to you.”

“But they’re happy to have you back?”

“They are confused and don’t quite buy the afraid for my life story, even if that’s the tamest part of my life at this point. My father… Well, he was quick to remind me why I made all those mistakes with Valice in the first place. He thinks both Valice and I need good husbands more than anything else.”

“Has anyone noticed your tongue?”

Invia grinned and let her abyssal snake tongue unfurl for a moment. “No, they haven’t. I can keep it hidden as long as I’m not careless. My mom asked about my eyes, though. She stared at them for a while trying to figure out why they looked different to her.”

“It’s a subtle change. Barely a change, really. Oh, Esita must be thrilled to have you back. I'm surprised we haven't talked about her.”

With a shrug, Invia replied, “Esita is still adventuring. She might not know for a while, but yeah she will be happy to know I’m not in danger anymore. Seeing me with Valice will confuse her. I haven’t decided how to explain that to her yet.”

“Speaking of Valice, is Podni with her now?”

“She is.”

“How is that working out?”

“Podni’s smart,” Invia replied. “I’m glad she’s helping. Valice is miserable, but if you tell her to smile and pretend, she doesn’t have a choice. We’re not encountering as much external resistance to her taking over as I expected, but the whole process is likely to take a few months no matter what.”

“That’s not surprising.”

Invia continued her updates. “We’re releasing the slaves and getting them home. There are going to be a lot who don’t have anything to go back to, though. What would you like to do?”

I rubbed my face. “How many?”

“Could be around 75, but keep in mind that doesn’t include the ones who have been sold.” Invia passed me a ledger. “That’s every one of Valice’s customers. I thought you might like to track down the other slaves.”

With just a glance, I saw most of the major cities in the kingdom. “We have our work cut out for us.”

“Yes, we do. For the newly freed, any person who wants to strike out on their own, we can offer them a lump sum. Put the gold in their hands and then it’s up to them. For the others… I’m not sure what would be best, but I have a thought. May I share it?”

“Of course,” I answered.

“I'd like to give those people the option to enjoy the rest of their lives,” she said. “No more hardships. They are always guaranteed a home, food, and a regular stipend. If you aren't comfortable using Chastain money for that, I would fund it personally. That doesn't absolve me of my guilt, but it's something.”

“The Chastains are good for the money. Anyone who takes that offer would have to move to Grubiit. We will need to find a place for them to live.”

“I will take care of that.”

“Good,” I said.

“There's also the matter of the Chastain family's devotion to the Goddess. They have a number of regular donations that go out across the kingdom. I am just getting into it, but we should assume all of them are for political favors to some degree.”

“As much as I hate the idea of giving money to the Church, keeping up appearances for now is probably wise.”

Invia nodded. “We can find a use for those relationships, I believe. They could be used to sow discord or even misinformation.”

“Very true, so yes, let's maintain the Chastain status quo for now. You’ll probably need a while yet before you can get back to dungeon crawling, I imagine.”

“Two weeks at most,” she replied. “This is going much more smoothly than we expected. We’ll need to leave a babysitter with Valice when I’m away, but I had an idea there.”

“Oh?”

“High Priestess Yuni. Valice being attached at the hip with someone that high in the church would be decent cover. People trust Yuni, and a ‘spiritual journey’ is a good reason for Valice to be out of the public eye for longer stretches. You could also corrupt half the noblewomen in the kingdom through her if you wanted.”

“Very good thinking. Let’s move forward with all of that. Excellent work, Invia.”

My silk templar shifted as the praise gave her a burst of pleasure. “Will you be going back into the dungeon soon?”

“Not without you. I can keep busy until then.”

After all, I had a whole new list of people I should meet.

***

The Barthals were a minor noble family who lived on a small estate just outside of the Capital. Their villa had white marble walls with gray terracotta shingles and was surrounded by flower gardens. Compared to Oliverry’s or Hensewurd’s estates, it was tiny, but by any normal citizen's standards, it was a decadent palace.

According to Valice’s ledger, they purchased 22 laborers and 6 “entertainers” over the span of 4 years. The likelihood of my finding the laborers on site was slim. They would have been shipped off to something like Oliverry's tin mine, but one or two of the entertainers might have been kept locally.

With my constitution at 37, I could run flat out for an hour and only breathe a little heavily. With my strength at 38, I could uproot trees and rip doors from their hinges. Climbing wasn't a physical challenge, but I didn't need to do much of that since I could jump two stories thanks to the power in my legs.

My stats were getting out of control, and I wasn't used to all of the new tools they provided me. Jumping up two stories isn't something that occurs to a normal person, so I often overlooked combat options because I assumed them to be impossible. I needed more practice thinking differently about what my body could do.

A little after midnight, I ran through the dark with my Nightsight enchantment on and Wraith+5 activated. I wore long, tattered gray robes and a solid black mask enchanted to be invisible to me once equipped. Beneath all that, I wore my silk bodysuit, armoring me head to toe with damage-negating fabric.

To anyone who might see me, I was like a faceless ghost who moved faster than any human, my ethereal form flickering endlessly.

“I dedicate these sacrifices to the Frozen Fiend.”

I jumped the 10 ft wall surrounding the Barthal property, landed in their garden, and jogged up to their back patio. The guard standing at the edge of the marble platform was mid-yawn when I cut him in half.

With a kick, I blew in the double back doors. The Barthal’s had guests, two other noble couples, and they were in the midst of drinks.

They tried to run, but they only had time to stand from their seats. Unarmed and unarmored, I sliced them to ribbons, cutting off their screams with flicks of my sword.

Two servants cowered in the corner, young girls in loose-fitting togas designed to put their bodies on display.

“I won't hurt you. Take anything you want from this house and get out. Now, how many guards are out front?”

One of the girls raised four fingers.

I darted to the front of the mansion. Two of those four guards had come running to investigate the noise. They froze when they saw me speeding toward them, and then they were dead.

The two guards still alive understood the danger and attempted to run for the gate. I yanked their legs out from under them with my unfurled silk and pulled their bodies into my sword.

Back inside, I let my rage free and tore the house asunder with my bare hands, throwing dining tables across the room, smashing sculptures, and ripping goose-feather couches to pieces.

When I found the study, I searched the drawers for business records. I didn't care about the fake ledgers tax collectors saw. I wanted the real business records, the ones that might show me where slaves were sent.

I smashed a safe, searched bookshelves for any rare spellbooks or aspect tomes, and emptied drawers full of jewelry.

On my way out, I set the house ablaze.

Other than a Fire Aspect tome and a few pouches of gold pieces, the jewelry was the most valuable by far, but I wasn't about to attempt to fence loot taken from the home of a massacred noble family. I teleported to the Swamp Temple when I was finished in the Capital and dumped the loot in my private Grubiit chambers. I spent most of my time in the Ice Temple rectory, so the room in Grubiit could be my treasure vault for the time being.

The next morning, I took 4 of the Silver Lions–full members, so they wore silver masks–to the Grubiit chapter of the Dungeon Brawlers. Then I treated them to a shopping trip. They bought a few fancy dresses and some miscellaneous crawling gear. Being deliberately conspicuous was the real goal, however. If I was in Grubiit the morning after the murders in the Capital, how could I possibly be a suspect?

There were days and days of travel between there and here. It simply wasn't possible.

***

I slaughtered 2 more of the noble families listed in Valice's ledger, earning me enough levels to purchase another teleportation noose from the Frozen Fiend. Instead of making this new teleporter known to all of the lions, I hung one end on a mirror in the rectory. In the future, that could change, but for now, I wanted the privacy.

My girls were all busy with their respective projects, and the fulfillment I got from destroying noble houses was fleeting. Three such incidents had the Capital on high alert, so finding something else to occupy my time would be wise anyway.

I decided to travel. I debated bringing entertainment with me, even just one of the new initiates or perhaps a bathhouse girl or two, but I settled on going alone. That way, I could hide my identity and be a normal citizen for a while.

I hadn't been home to Borja in over a year now. I was due for a visit.


Chapter 3

The ride to Borja from the Capital took more than a month, and I chose to travel in a cheap carriage instead of something ostentatious. Byron of the Order of the Silk Noose wasn't taking this trip. Brenin of Borja was.

I considered alerting Horpus of a potential dungeon change, but I remembered that my presence in the Borja dungeon caused changes all the way back when I was level 2. Those were minor, and perhaps the Borja Dungeon Lord would take more drastic measures against someone of my power, but I thought it best not to risk disappointing the guild with a bad tip.

The journey was horrifically boring, however, so much so that I caught myself missing Aurketzu. She was a bottomless well of knowledge and made passing long stretches of inactivity more bearable. If only she hadn't attempted to deceive and manipulate me so many times, she could have taken Valice's body and become an ally.

Aurketzu always argued that reminding people they were beneath you was essential to maintaining power and control, that the stick was far more effective than the carrot. Aurketzu took that approach with me and ended up sealed in a soulstone because of it. I guess that proved I was right in the end.

I bought books from the towns we visited along the way and made it a point to check the magic shops as well. These were smaller towns overall, so the inventories I browsed weren't large or impressive.

I didn't expect to find anything Unholy or Antiholy, but I had the time to check. And my expectation was correct. Nothing turned up.

For some variety, I started to hire whores to accompany me. I’d put two in the carriage, and then swap them for new ones in the next town. They did their best to please me, but their technique and creativity were lacking.

My party of carefully trained women was far superior, and they knew what I liked. What small-town prostitute could compete with Invia's abyssal tongue and Purity's silk wings? None, apparently.

Finally, I saw Borja in the distance, a collection of wood and plaster buildings behind a wall built from river stone.

It was much smaller than I remembered. So much smaller.

***

The bakery my father used to live above had never been rebuilt, nor had the house over my old basement apartment.

In the case of the former, guards under Invia’s command burned it down. For the latter, I torched it myself in an attempt to scrub Brenin of Borja from existence entirely. If not existence, then my memory, at least.

With little effort, I found a decent house whose back was against the city wall and bought it outright. The square footage was maybe twice that of the rectory in the Ice Temple, but that didn't matter. I just needed a private place that was my own.

I hung the silk noose from a coat rack to complete the teleporter connection. I could now blink back to the Ice Temple whenever I wanted, but I didn't bother alerting Abby or anyone else in the Silk. As soon as I appeared in the rectory, I would have to check on all of my interests and address any dumb problem that sprouted while I was away.

Not yet.

I ate at a restaurant I could have never afforded on a guard’s salary. It wasn’t as good as I expected it to be, but then again, food hadn't brought me joy in a very long time. Tastes seemed more muted and bland the longer I lived–unlived?–as an undead. The symbolic act of sitting in a place I once believed to be obscenely luxurious also lacked the rich flavor I had hoped for. None of this mattered to me anymore.

After dinner, I visited an old friend. He wasn't in, so I waited down the street.

Passing the time for the Captain of the Borja Guard to come home may have been the most impatient I have ever been. When he finally arrived, I followed him inside, appearing behind him in his doorway as soon as the door cracked open. He reached for his sword but froze when my hand threatened to collapse his shoulder with only a squeeze.

“We shouldn't make a scene,” I said.

“You're a fucking idiot,” he hissed back as I pushed my way into his house.

With the door shut, I ripped his scabbard off his hip and shoved him to the floor.

Rolling to face me, the Captain spat, “I can't wait to skin your insolent… Brenin?”

“Captain.”

“...what is this?”

“I don't think I need to explain. Give me your keys.”

He laughed and started to stand. A streak of silk shot forward from my wrist and wrenched his ankle, dropping him on his back again.

“Keys,” I repeated.

The Captain’s face finally cracked. “What's gotten into you? Even you should know what you're doing is insane.”

“I came here undecided whether I should force you to resign or kill you. The longer I have to wait, the easier killing you gets.”

He glared up at me.

“I dedicate these sacrifices to the Frozen Fiend.”

“Fine!” The Captain fished a small keyring from his pocket and threw it across the room to me. “There. You can take whatever you want.”

I picked up the keys. “Thank you.*

Silk shot forward again, one stream binding his legs, and the next two wrapping his arms to his sides. The silk bundled into a tight ball on my belt leapt forward when the Captain opened his fat fucking mouth to yell.

“I don't know exactly how corrupt you are, but putting me on a random nightshift to get stabbed in the back doesn't look great. That's dreamdust you feel tingling in your stomach. It's all the rage up north. Moonrock can't compete.”

The Captain's eyes bulged and his face went red as silk filled his windpipe.

And he died.

I withdrew my silk, left a little dreamdust on his nose, and dropped the wet strand of fabric in a pouch. That was getting thrown away for sure.

The Captain never married, and he just got home from a long shift. I could take my time searching.

I procured yet another business ledger. Divining something useful from these numbers wasn't something I knew how to do, but I knew acquiring these records had value.

Purity kept something similar for the Silk’s finances, so I could ask for help, but I didn't want to force her to analyze a few hundred pages of financial records. She knew more than I did but wasn't an expert either.

Nudging one of the new university girls into an accounting track would take time to yield results, but I would have to worry less if one of our own did the work. If this was going to be the long-term hobby it seemed like, I would get a lot of use from a resource like that.

I could wait. With Aurketzu gone, I had all the time in the world.

The amount of coin the Captain left for me was disappointing, and he wasn't one for spellbooks or jewelry. Even his weapons were junk. I wondered how much of his wealth was in his office at the guard station, and was I brazen enough to go rob it too?

More pressingly, should I light a few things on fire before I leave?

No. I went through all that trouble to make his death less suspicious. Adding arson to the scene would undo all of that.

The fire would have been beautiful, I bet.

***

I killed 2 more people that night. Both of them were grunt guards. They had stood outside my father's house and made jokes while it burned. I saw their faces and heard their voices every day. They had taken so much joy in rubbing my nose in his death.

I strangled the shit out of one, and I slit the throat of the other.

3 murders in one Borja night was unheard of. Would killing them 3 different ways make it easier to believe that they weren't all connected? That wasn't the most elaborate cover I had ever concocted.

The detectives I remembered from my guard days never solved anything, so I was optimistic about my odds of getting away with it. Even if they did figure out I was to blame, I would have an unassailable alibi.

I finished my Borja chores and teleported back to my life in the Ice Temple.

“We missed you, Master,” Abby said, appearing before me.

“That's sweet of you to say. Is Penny awake by chance?”

“Yes. Would you like me to fetch her?”

“Please.”

When I heard Purity’s footsteps, I used the silk sewn onto the door to open it with Silkmancer.

“I hope you had a good trip.”

I shrugged. “It was okay. How were things here? Full update, if you could.”

“Of course. For problems, the Wolfpack Guild in Grubiit is trying to get the bathhouse closed down. We banned them for being assholes, so now they're making an argument about fair real estate in the dungeon. That's not a concern, but some of the girls who went in to grind reported being threatened by Wolfpack members.”

“Anyone hurt?”

She shook her head. “Next, you should know that the Church of the Goddess in Flowst has floated your name as being a potential enemy. Yuni reported that and is keeping an eye on the situation. Right now there is no issue, but she wanted you to be informed.

“Ithaca has resettled nearly all of the slaves. Podni found a dormitory for rent on the other side of Grubiit, so they're staying there. Ithaca wasn't sure what to do with the mines and plantations some of Valice's slaves were on, but she ultimately decided to sell them off. We haven't reinvested that money yet, but she is anxious to get your input there so she can.

“Classes started for both of our education tracks. Marlow finished the custom outfits for Ithaca, Podni, Lala, and Lili. The sculptor is ready to do their sketches. Lastly, Lyle was looking for you and so was Horpus.”

My priestess was so attentive. “Can you take care of paying the sculptor?”

“I'd love to.”

“I'll deal with the Wolfpack in the morning,” I said. “If Lyle is summoning me because my order is in, please retrieve the items for me. I can't visit Flowst for a little bit. Everything else sounds great. Thank you for minding our kingdom.”

“Of course, Master.”

***

Horpus invited me into his office and immediately poured a glass of bourbon for each of us.

“We did well in the Capital, again,” Horpus said, handing me my drink. “The funds are already in your guild account.”

“Thank you.”

“You’ve been a hard man to find.”

“Sorry about that. I’ve been all over the place lately. What can I do to help?”

“I notice that you’ve never posted nor taken a guild job. Why is that?”

“My current projects keep me busy, and I haven’t needed the help.”

Horpus nodded and steepled his fingers. “Listen, you’re a top 5 earner, so I’m not asking you to do more. My worry, though, is that both of us could be missing opportunities, and I can’t abide being so wasteful.”

“I can see the reasoning in that,” I said. “Do you have something in mind?”

“I don’t, but I would like to. I’ve worked with a lot of bright minds in my time, and you’ve got a different take on things. I want us to find something we can work on together.”

My scheming had been lacking as of late. While I had several initiatives in motion, I wasn’t as many moves ahead as I would have been with Aurketzu advising me. If I made a decision she disagreed with, she would let me know, but the moments of affirmation were nice. When Aurketzu said that she agreed with something, I immediately felt more confident in my choices.

“I wouldn’t mind working more together as well, but I can't say I have any ideas at this moment either.”

Horpus’ focus deepened. “What are your goals? Interests? Ambitions? Wants?”

Right now I’m transferring the fortune of a whole family to a woman that prays to me each day, and on the side I’m thinking about breaking into the heavens. Ah, then there’s the murder. Can’t talk about that either.

“Honestly, Horpus, I’m at the point where I’m interested in owning whole cities. Or just party for the rest of my life. I can’t decide.”

He laughed. “I know you’re serious. I just can’t imagine those sentences sounding reasonable coming out of anyone else’s mouth.”

“I told you about my plan for the Grubiit dungeon. I want to build a full town on the 10th floor and trade between planes, but I don’t see a way for you to help with that at this stage. I need to grind levels, and I’m just low on time.”

“I see.”

“Trina had a similar frustration with me,” I admitted. “The things I’m good at can take a lot of time to bear fruit.”

Horpus waved both hands at me. “No, I promise I am not frustrated with you. Like I said. You’re a top earner, and I saw you turning in another bag of mana crystals just now. You’re making us money all over the place. The only untapped angle I see is in politics. You inserted yourself pretty deep into the noble scene in Flowst but haven’t done that here. I take it that doesn’t interest you anymore?”

“That was necessary at the time for me to scale but was also a huge pain in the ass. When I make enemies, they come after me, realize they can’t touch me, and then they go after my people. I don’t have a reason to risk that happening again.”

“Fair enough,” Horpus said. “I’ll leave it be. You must have had a reason to ask for this meeting, though.”

“Yes. The Wolfpack Guild is trying to make trouble, I hear.”

“I’m aware.”

“Do you have a preference for how I handle it?”

Horpus nodded. “I do. Not another Black Massacre.”

“That wasn’t me. I was cleared of all charges.”

He didn’t try to argue with me. “I can have a talk with the Guild Master, or, since the bathhouse is yours, you can go yourself and try to resolve it. They’re uhh… The Wolfpack is an odd bunch. They tend to take in members that aren’t all there.”

“I’ll see what I can manage.”


Chapter 4

The Wolfpack Guild Master was a hairy old adventurer who kept the muscles from his prime but added a beer belly to the ensemble. His name was Oxx. His guild hall was one-fourth the size of the Dungeon Brawlers and smelled like stale beer.

We sat in his office.

“What can I do for you, Lord Byron?” he asked, leaning back in his chair with his fingers laced behind his head. I couldn’t tell if Lord Byron was a sincere attempt at respect or if he meant to insult me. His tone rode that line perfectly.

“I’ve heard the Wolfpack is angry about being banned from the bathhouse, and I’d like to quash it to save us all the trouble.”

“You’re lifting the ban?”

I laughed. “My first time on the fifth floor, I was in the settlement for a whole 10 minutes before one of your guys came at me and my girls. I can’t let thugs like that into my business with my employees. I can put down a problem, but a bath girl would just suffer if one of your guys got mean.”

“So you admit that you instituted a blanket ban based on the actions of one member?”

“That wasn't a good start, but your adventurers didn't leave us a choice when they got to being assholes themselves.”

“And you're just coming to me now?” Oxx asked.

“Did you hear about any of these incidents when they happened?”

Oxx nodded. “Course I did.”

“You, the leader of your guild, didn’t do anything to make it right. That itself was a message. Since you represent everyone, I based my decision on the actions of all the members, technically.”

“You’re a smartass little shit.”

I was, and I had to agree with Oxx that speaking that way wasn’t very productive regardless of whether or not he deserved it. “Why is this such a big deal to you all anyway? You still have access to the rest of the settlement.”

“Recruiting dungeon crawlers in this town is tough if membership keeps you from enjoying the best perk the Grubiit dungeon has to offer.”

People were avoiding the Wolfpack because they didn’t want to miss out on the bathhouse? Amazing.

“Are you going to propose a solution, or is the only option to lift the ban and risk my girls?”

“You expect me to trade something for it?”

“I expect you to ask nicely and show me you’re serious about making your people behave.”

Oxx guffawed in my face. “You haven’t been around long enough to talk that much shit in this town.”

“Fine. Here are my terms: Wolfpack pays three times as much as everyone else, and if any one of your guys so much as makes a girl flinch, they’re never coming out of the dungeon.”

“Fuck you. You think I’ll let you threaten my members?”

“At this point, Oxx, I would pay you to shut the fuck up.”

“You came here to fight,” Oxx spat. “We both know it.”

“Is that what you want?”

“Settle this like men. A pretty boy like you might not understand how that works. I'll show you.”

Killing this man would be a bad thing. I had to remember that. Even if his level was higher than mine, my stats were buffed way past what a level 30 or 35 adventurer would have.

“How do you want to do it? Swords? Fists?”

Oxx stared. “Now?”

“Are you a man right now, or does that come later?”

He stood up so hard his chair tipped over. “I’m gonna beat you ugly.”

I followed Oxx out to the open area of their guild hall, a small pub basically. He yelled at everyone to move the tables because he had a score to settle. That didn’t seem surprising to the six or seven people there. Maybe this happened often.

Wouldn’t have surprised me.

“You never answered my question,” I said.

“Fists you fucking lunatic.”

Oxx was taller than me by four or five inches and likely outweighed me by 75 pounds or more.

“Do I stop when I knock you down? When you say you quit? Unconscious?”

“We stop when you’re pulp,” he spat.

I sighed and put my fists up.

Oxx lunged in with a murderous haymaker. I could see it in his eyes. He wanted to kill me.

This was so stupid. He was old. He was weak. And he was slow. I leaned back to slip the punch and came back in for a quick hook to Oxx’s ribs. I swear I pulled my punch, but I felt bones collapse beneath my knuckles.

He fell to the floor, moaning and clutching his side.

The other guild members looked between me and Oxx as their hands inched toward their weapons. Shit. This was going the wrong direction.

I leaned over. “Oxx, we settled this. Admit that, and I’ll give Wolfpack a second chance at the bathhouse.”

“I give,” he wheezed.

“Your people are still thinking about trying something.”

He waved them away and went back to writhing around on the floor.

“Behave, boys,” I said and let myself out.

That probably wasn’t what Horpus had in mind when he said I should “handle it,” but oh well.

***

“Penny picked these up for you today,” I said to Abby as we stood in the rectory. I offered her a necklace and a bracelet.

“For me?”

“The necklace is a very rare illusion enchantment. It takes more mana from the user than most people can tolerate, but I have a feeling your mana pool is pretty big. The bracelet has anti-detection, anti-scry, and obscurify. You’re going to need both to attend University.”

“I do not understand, Master.”

“You don’t have to if you don’t want to,” I explained, “but with those enchantments you should be able to get around the Capital without issue. You can take classes, visit libraries, go shopping. I wouldn’t go near a church or shake hands with any clerics, but I’m told you should be fine otherwise.”

“You would trust me to come back?”

“Do you want to leave?”

“No.”

“This is good for both of us,” I continued. “We both want to expand your warding knowledge, and you’re too smart to be trapped in this box. Solara will accompany you the first few times to help you learn your way around or deal with anything socially that might be unknown to you.”

“Who will guard your Temples? We haven’t summoned any of my sisters.”

“Then we should start doing that soon.”

“Yes, Master. I will see that we are prepared.”

Nodding, I said, “Perfect.”

“...And thank you.”

“You’re important to me, and you’re part of the family. I want you to be as happy as everyone else.”

Abby disappeared.

***

I took Purity and Solara to dinner at a fancy restaurant in Grubiit. I ordered a dish to keep up appearances, but I spent most of the meal drinking instead of eating. I was never hungry anymore, and I tired of pretending to be a mortal human. This confused waiters and waitresses more than anything. Each time they saw my mostly full plate, they panicked that something had been wrong with the food.

The fancier the restaurant, the more they worried that my unhappiness would turn into serious consequences for them and their jobs.

“I like what we’re doing for the people you’ve freed,” Purity said at one point. “Someone in that position must get to the point where they can’t imagine life ever being good again.”

Solara nodded. “I don’t know how people survive as long as they do. I wouldn’t have the strength to keep going like that.”

“I think you’re strong enough,” I replied, “but you’ll never have to find out if that’s true or not. I would never let it happen.”

Both girls smiled, and Solara said, “We know. How many more do you think there are out there?”

“From Valice alone? Hundreds. The total slave trade is probably in the hundreds of thousands if we looked at all five kingdoms.”

“It’s sad that no matter what we do, we can’t save everyone. No one deserves to be left behind.”

Purity reached over and squeezed Solara’s knee. She tended to get sentimental when Solara brought out her soft, selfless, caring side.

“If you claimed the world for your domain, you could eliminate slavery for good,” Purity suggested.

I chuckled. “I like the ambition, but I don’t think I want to be responsible for the whole world. I’m already pulled in too many directions as it is, and the problems only seem to get more difficult and more complicated.”

“You manage it well,” Purity said, and Solara agreed.

“Thank you, but whether or not I am good at it doesn’t mean I want to do it. I’d rather spend more time with my party, and I’d rather my challenges be found in dungeons instead of politics.”

Solara offered a sympathetic frown. “I wish you could have that kind of life, and I think we can make your life more of what you want, but…”

“I know. Just existing makes me a target. I have to be proactive to defend what’s ours. If I’m not, someone will take everything from us.”

I felt Purity’s little toe run up the outside of my leg. “I believe in us. I’ve never had more faith in anything else.”

“Do you have more family you could look for?” Solara asked me.

I shook my head. “But you do raise an interesting topic. You and I don’t have families to account for,” I said and turned my attention to Purity. “But you do, and so does Ithaca. Podni has a few out there too, I think.”

Purity raised an eyebrow as she brought a glass of wine to her lips. “Why is that an interesting topic?”

“We encountered your siblings in Grubiit that one time, but otherwise, we haven’t talked about your family much. If you want to spend more time with them now that we have the means, I’d understand.”

“I love my family dearly," Purity replied. “I want nothing but happiness and health for them, but… I could barely talk to them when I followed the Goddess. Even then, the world they lived in seemed so much different from mine. I could be in the same room with everyone and feel like they saw all sorts of things I couldn’t.”

She paused to sip again before continuing.

“I don’t think I could have a conversation with any of them. Dealing with Charity and Justice appearing in our lives by surprise was hard enough. Sitting down for a meal and catching them up on who I’ve become? I’d love to share that with them if I knew they’d be happy for me. I know they never would, though.”

“You deserve for them to be proud of you,” Solara said. “I’m sorry they won’t do that for you.”

“Would you tell your parents about your life now?” Purity asked.

Solara chewed a piece of steak as she thought. “Yes.”

“How would they react? You can tell me. It won’t hurt my feelings if you think your parents would have been nicer than mine. I’m happy you had that for at least a little bit.”

“They would have been worried at first, my father most of all,” Solara admitted. “I’m also not sure they’d ever understand the Silk, but I think they would end up being happy that I was happy. I’m safe. I’m loved. I’m pursuing my interests and my dreams. Those were all the things they scraped so hard for so long to give me.”

“They sound very sweet,” Purity said.

Solara nodded glumly. “Yes, they were.”

Purity looked at me. “You’ve talked about your dad but never your mom.”

I shrugged. “Never knew her. She died giving birth to me.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. She and my dad were really happy together. He had lots of stories about them meeting and courting. I always knew he absolutely adored her and still did long after she was gone.”

“That sounds sweet,” Solara offered.

“My dad was a sweet man. Wouldn’t hurt anyone or anything if he could help it. He would be heartbroken if he could learn how I ended up.”

Reaching across the table, Purity grabbed my hand. “You’ve said something similar before, a few times, actually, so I’ve had time to think about it. I’ve decided you can’t ever know what he would think, even for how well you knew him. Everything this has become? All the hardships you faced and survived? He sounds intelligent enough to be able to understand that extraordinary circumstances can lead to extraordinary results.”

“That’s a nice thought," I said. “We have more pressing matters to address, however. For example, we haven’t seen the dessert options yet.”

Purity and Solara giggled to each other.

“What?”

Both women leaned forward and pulled their blouses down slightly.

“You’ve seen your dessert options,” Purity teased. “Which would you like to have this evening?”

“Both.”

Purity and Solara pawed at me the whole way back to the Swamp Temple. Instead of going to the rectory in the Ice Temple, we ventured into my rarely-used Grubiit bedroom.

Gripping the silk on their necks with Silkmancer, I turned my priestess and my sorceress to face each other and gently pulled them together. They got the hint and started to kiss, standing in the middle of my bedroom, casting glances my direction to make sure I was watching.

“Don’t stop,” I commanded, circling them, enjoying the show of them enjoying each other. I stopped behind Purity, pulled her dark brown hair to the side, and brought my lips to her neck as my arms wrapped around her waist.

She moaned softly.

Moving slowly and gently, I ran my hands over her petite body. Soon, I was tired of feeling fabric, so I slid the straps of her dress off her shoulders and watched it fall to the floor, leaving her in a pair of pink silk panties.

I hadn’t seen those before, and they were adorable.

I repeated the ritual with Solara next. As I commanded, they never stopped kissing. I stepped back to admire their forms, naked save for their underwear.

With Silkmancer, I caressed between their legs and savored how it made them quiver. Guiding them with the silk around their necks, I brought them into bed with me. We kissed and groped beneath the sheets, always having something new to taste or feel as our three bodies pressed into each other.

I lay on my back and put Purity on top of me. Straddling me, she stroked my cock.

“May I, Master?” she asked.

I nodded.

Purity lifted her hips and rubbed my tip up and down her slit. I learned that she liked how the head felt on her clit, so I didn’t mind when she paused to rub herself with it for a bit. Beads of her desire trickled down my shaft as she did.

Solara looked lonely, so I pulled her hips over my face and faced her toward Purity. She gladly sank down as I parted her with my tongue. All of my girls tasted sweet.

My two treasures kissed over top of me, and Purity started to bounce. Solara reached forward to add her fingers to the pleasure of my cock, moving them in circles to stimulate Purity even more.

Purity’s back arched, and her silk wings unfurled, opening to span the width of the room. That was an abyssal trait she earned as part of her system unlocks, and the glistening texture of those wings never failed to enchant me. They flapped and tensed involuntarily as she fucked me.

Solara whispered to Purity, “When you finish him, let me have it. Pretty please.”

Hearing that brought me to the edge, and Purity cumming on my dick put me over.

As soon as I started to release, Purity lifted herself off, and Solara’s mouth came down with desperate hunger. She held me deep to swallow every drop and then gleefully licked me clean.


Chapter 5

We were warned a while back that the fifth floor of the Grubiit dungeon was challenging for level 25 adventurers, and the girls wanted a break from fighting slimes and slurps on the fourth floor. Managing monotony and repetition came more easily for me after I died, but I didn’t mind a change of pace.

So we took a trip to the Borja dungeon and hid the fact that we were Silk Lions. For this grind, we were normal, unremarkable adventurers.

In truth, I continued to find myself wanting to go back to my home town, and I couldn't explain why. I had good memories of my father there, I supposed, but the way that ended made nostalgia painful.

A dungeon run was a good excuse as any to explore this feeling. Did I still need closure here? Did I want something specific? Should I keep hunting for the low-level Valice cronies that were undoubtedly still around?

I didn't know. Maybe I'd figure it out during my run.

The Borja dungeon was 10 floors of undead. In a vein similar to the Grubiit dungeon, it was like an entire castle had been built underground. Thousands of stone corridors connected as many rooms. Instead of science mistakes running amok in the form of slimes, the Borja dungeon was full of skeletons, zombies, ghouls, and so on.

The last time I was here, I almost died on the first floor. I was with Invia's sister Esita for that run, actually. Her Healing magic was the only reason I survived, but now I was more worried about people like Esita than I was of monsters.

In a dungeon of undead, I ran the risk of getting caught by a stray Holy spell if another party was careless, but without Aurketzu raving about every possible thing that could go wrong, I found my paranoia gradually subsiding. Taking down Usman meant putting myself in the path of enough Holy magic to literally kill an archfiend, and I survived.

No cleric in Borja was remotely that powerful. If I stayed vigilant, I had nothing to worry about.

The skeleton knights that nearly killed me at one point were far more plentiful on the first floor now, and that development was recent from what we heard. Like always, the dungeon had changed when I got into town, which was the same morning the Captain of the Guard was found dead of a dreamdust overdose.

Where the first floor of the dungeon was military barracks and prison cells, the second floor was all crafting and processing, from massive blacksmithy setups meant to rapidly outfit armies to rows of millstones for processing tons upon tons of grain. Slow but strong zombies using tools like hammers and pitchforks as weapons typically populated those halls.

My presence added giant zombies to those numbers, hulking undead that barely fit down some of the hallways but could squish a level 10 with ease.

The third floor was living quarters for crafters and servants. Swift-moving ghouls and a myriad of skeletons–archers, knights, shielders–appeared on this level. Since my arrival, skeleton mages had joined the spawn patterns.

On the fourth floor, a mix of residences and offices for this place’s idea of government went from being packed with zombies to having groups of ultra-aggressive wights patrolling the halls.

Claiming a quiet room on the fourth floor, we debated whether or not to give the fifth floor a try. The wights on this floor were like barbarian spellcasters with absurd dexterity. They ran to the sound of battle, so if you fought one, you were soon fighting 9 or 10. When they were far away, they threw spells. When they were close, they tried to consume you.

Those battles gave us pause about rushing any deeper. In terms of levels, the fifth floor was totally doable for our party. What concerned us was the learning curve on the types of battles we had in the Borja dungeon. We had fought strong monsters, yes, but this level of aggression was new to us.

The fifth floor was all dining halls, ballrooms, and theater stages that culminated in a throne room. Ghouls used to be the primary threat on that floor, but the new version was scorched to cinders. The ghouls that roamed the halls now had orange flames crackling in their chests, light leaking from within through the cracks of burnt flesh. The flames shone brightest through their eyes and mouths.

The varieties of skeletons we saw earlier in the dungeon appeared there as well but in two new variations: one type had red-hot bones, and the others were engulfed in endless fire.

We decided that getting a better feel for our tactics before increasing the difficulty again was the smartest move, so we chose to grind on the fourth floor.

We had no reason to hurry.

“Is everything okay?” Solara asked as we made camp, her abyssal snake familiar Sarah wrapped around her curvy body. “You've been a lot less talkative recently.”

“I catch myself enjoying the quiet in my head pretty often now. I like listening to the silence.”

“Has that been difficult to get used to?”

“Yes, it has. I'm figuring it out, little by little.”

“Anything we can do?” Podni asked.

I shook my head. “This run and all the work you do for the Silk are more than enough. I figure once you're all level 17 or so, we can pick back up in Grubiit.”

Between my stats and the viceroy–I mean sovereign–bonuses, I believed we would meet or exceed what an average party of level 25s could accomplish.

“The Princess has asked Valice about you,” Invia shared. “Several times now. We can string her along forever if you want, but this is a hot iron situation. We might want to strike sooner rather than later.”

“I'm not being dismissive with this question. I genuinely want to hear everyone's thoughts. Is there anything worthwhile to be gained from agitating the hornets in the Capital more than we already are?”

“If we need a lot of money, the Capital is where to find it,” Invia answered.

“Hornets are territorial,” Purity said. “If we take them out of the equation for a moment, what do we want out of the Capital?”

“Power, money, resources, influence, status,” I replied.

“We've acquired those things in a variety of ways, but we're best at getting them out of dungeons. Would you agree?”

*Yes.”

Purity was so fucking hot when she entertained her evil genius.

“We should grow new allies in the Capital,” Purity continued, “but if we can skip competing for pieces of that pie, we save ourselves a lot of trouble. Do you think those towers exist?”

By now, my whole party knew about this stray piece of intel that Aurketzu and the Frozen Fiend revealed to me. This plane should have towers that connected to the celestial planes the way dungeons connected to the hells.

“I think there's a good chance they exist and are hidden,” I answered.

Purity grinned. “Let the nobles fight over the Capital. We should find one of these towers and build our own city around it. Solara said the other day that the soulstone we made could power a protective barrier for an entire city. Imagine what we could build with access to a tower.”

Supposedly, towers had a far higher rate of rare drops and overall loot.

Podni whistled.

Solara nodded emphatically. “Yeah, I like the sound of that too.”

Purity's enthusiasm ramped up. “If we find a tower, we can own it and build around it. We already have enough money to build a small town, and we are going to make a lot more. We always need room for new recruits as well.”

“You could be the king of your own domain,” Invia said, her snake tongue licking her lips as she spoke. Status and power turned her on.

Ah. I felt it again, an urgent, voracious hunger. I was hungry to climb before because it meant getting Aurketzu out of my life. Now I was hungry because I wanted to be a king.

***

The above-average monster aggression in the Borja dungeon came with a benefit: monsters seeking us out made XP gain easier to come by. The returns were nowhere near as good as Backstabbing the demon guarding the castle gate in the Flowst dungeon, but we stayed busy enough so as not to be bored. Killing that demon once per day meant more walking than grinding, and at this point, occupying my mind was more important to me.

The Borja run netted us about 32,000 XP each. Since unlocking the sovereign class three weeks back or so, I earned around 167,000 Will points from women masturbating to me. With 63 followers in the silk, my daily Will point gain was relatively substantial. The prayer I introduced earned me 100 Will points per day from each of my followers instead of 50, and I had 25 new Loyalty Pledges to allocate.

Grinding wights on the fourth floor of the Borja dungeon gave me the chance to experiment with a few new ideas.

First of all, I unlocked an ability called Silkwalk a while back, and I hadn’t yet found a good use for it. With Silkwalk, I could walk on silk fabric regardless of its orientation. So if a silk banner was on a wall, I could walk up the wall as if gravity rotated 90 degrees just for me. If that silk ran across the ceiling, I could walk upside down.

The mobility I imagined that ability would provide didn’t play out as I expected. I needed a lot of silk fabric to traverse any meaningful amount of distance with Silk Walk, and carrying that much fabric on me was simply not practical. In the Borja dungeon, I found some success using Silk Walk in conjunction with Solara’s ability to generate silk for her spells. She could pave the way, or I could use Silkmancer to grab her silk and position it where I wanted.

That was better, but I still felt like I was missing something with Silk Walk. What that was, I didn’t know.

The other idea I experimented with was Dark Champion+2:

Dark Champion+2

Passive ability

When fighting in total darkness, whether natural or magically created, gain a 5% bonus to damage and a 7% bonus to your base speed.

Prerequisite: Darkness, Finesse

My thought was to pump Loyalty Pledges into Dark Champion to increase the bonus to base speed even more, but a Loyalty Pledge was equivalent to a stat point. The more I thought about it, and after talking it through with the girls, I decided it made more sense to invest those points into dexterity so that all of my speed improved rather than just in the exact situation where Dark Champion+2 could trigger.

Instead of buffing Dark Champion, I dropped 11 stat points into dexterity to bring it 30.

Unholy Smite had paid off substantially for me, so I put another 5 points into that, bringing it to Unholy Smite+10. I now received a 3x damage boost on my next attack and 4x against lawful good targets, up from 2.5 and 3.5 respectively.

With my followers playing a greater and greater role in my strength, I put 5 points into Intoxicate, bringing it up to +10, which meant the addictive properties of my blessings were now 10% stronger.

Having no other immediate ideas, I put the last 4 points into my intelligence, bringing it up to 38. A better mind always provided returns, so that would be a worthwhile investment no matter what.

When all of that was done, I reviewed my character sheet:

Level: 24

Progress to Next Level: (207,878 / 819,200)

Class: Abyssal Sovereign, Tier 11 (189,433 / 204,800)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 5

Alignment: Chaotic Evil

Strength 38

Dexterity 30

Constitution 37

Intelligence 38

Wisdom 10

Charisma 10

Loyalty Pledges: 146

Oaths of Devotion: 7

Followers of the Silk: 63

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness+1, Abyssal Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word+2, Rope Burn+4, Ghostly Feint+4, Unholy Smite+10, 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+10, On Behalf of the Viceroy, Dark Champion+2

Shared Abilities: Greater Touch of Ice

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1, Bonfire Amulet, Immunity to Poison Amulet, Ring of Obscurity, Ring of Mind Fortress, Ring of Magic Resistance, Bracelet of Nightsight

Then I checked my party’s progress:

Purity: Level 14 (32,748 / 819,200)

Invia: Level 14 (242100 / 819,200)

Solara: Level 14 (238,899 / 819,200)

Podni: Level 13 (33,357 / 409,600)

Getting stronger was welcome, but the greatest benefit of the four days in the Borja dungeon was the chance to clear my mind and refocus my goals.

Instead of becoming a Demon Lord that conquered the world, I would start by finding and claiming a tower for myself, building a private kingdom around its base. Depending on how that felt, I might move on to conquering more, but after so much time with the Oliverrys and the Chastains, I had no desire to interact with nobles if I didn’t have to, and usurping would require an enormous number of those moments.

The exception being if I was killing them. I had a list of slavers to hunt, and even writing those words down now so many years later triggers a sort of thirst in me. I missed spilling their blood and couldn’t wait to spill more.

For the tower project to come true, I had a number of pieces to organize, and visiting the Frozen Fiend was my first step.


Chapter 6

“Are you enjoying the spoils of war?” Samson Oliverry asked me as a blue demon poured me a glass of wine.

I had come to his mansion in Flowst in secret. The two of us sat beneath his prized skylight and were alone as soon as the servant departed.

“I am,” I answered.

“Feeling enough Holy magic nearby to slay an archfiend was not pleasant.”

“I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“Do you have more plans to mobilize the devout to slay demons?”

I shook my head. “No. With High Priestess Yuni in place, you and I have some protection. Working with clerics and priests wasn’t my first choice, but they served their purpose and gave us a demonstration of their collective power in the process. Those were many of the church’s top demon hunters, so we have an idea of just how strong they are.”

“I do not wish to be slain because of your recklessness, human.”

“You’ve been reckless enough that rumors are going around the Church about Lord Oliverry becoming a demon. Your lifestyle hasn’t been discreet or subtle, you know.”

Samson narrowed his eyes. I wondered how close I was to being stronger than he was.

“I’m telling you that as your friend,” as I added. “I thought you would like advance notice of those sorts of threats. For now, Usman’s arrest and clear interactions with demons have moved all of the attention to him and away from you.”

He swirled the wine in his glass and drank. “You are correct. I do wish to have such intel. How goes our shopping project?”

“We have a few rare reagents to track down in addition to the soulstone, but based on what vendors are telling us, you should have everything you need to make a new vessel within the next 5 to 6 months. A few items are making quite the journey to get here.”

Nodding, he said, “Very good. I would also like to leverage Valice Chastain as promised.”

I was the one who came to Samson, but I supposed I shouldn’t have been surprised that a demon thought about their own interests well before anyone else’s.

“What do you have in mind?” I asked.

“Since you are keen on destroying her slave empire, which I still argue is wasteful and shortsighted, I want to replace it with dreamdust. The money I am making out of Grubiit and Flowst alone suggests that expanding to the Capital would be highly lucrative.”

Moving Valice into the drug trade wasn’t appealing to me. The profits were substantial, sure, but Valice was most useful with her noble reputation intact. If she was connected to filling the Capital with drugs, her influence could wane.

At the same time, the Frozen Fiend was a valuable ally.

“I will make that happen. With Valice’s reach, the biggest opportunity might be the kingdom as a whole. If your production can keep up, I see no reason to stop at the Capital.”

Samson nodded pensively. “Your words are wise. We will start with the Capital, and I will increase production in the meantime. We can produce that volume of dreamdust, but building to that capacity will take doing.”

“Understood. Now, I came to you today to ask you more about the towers to the heavens.”

“I have no more knowledge to share on that topic,” Samson replied. “I am new to this world, remember.”

“Where would you go to find more information about them?”

He tapped his glass, thinking. “First of all, my understanding of towers is that they cannot be moved. They could be hidden with illusion magic, but their physical presence would remain. The fact that humans are unfamiliar with their existence suggests to me that the towers are in places where humans do not go. The celestials may have even warped this plane to be certain a curious mortal wouldn’t stumbleupon a road to heaven.”

“Any extremely harsh environment, then.”

“I imagine so. As for actual information, others of my kind may know what you seek to learn, but I believe that to be unlikely. Finding a celestial with this unique knowledge would be the most productive path, I believe. However, I do not think that path is wise.”

“What does finding a celestial look like?” I asked.

“Like demons, some walk this plane in disguise. Also like demons, celestials can be summoned. You would need to summon a celestial comparable to an archfiend, however, and even summoning a low-ranking celestial would be folly. As soon as that celestial returns to their home plane, all of the heavens will know that Byron of Zaglis has his sights on their kingdoms.”

“Thank you. This is helpful.”

When I stood to leave, Samson called after me. "Congratulations, by the way. Defeating an archfiend is no small feat.”

I dipped my head in appreciation and made my exit.

***

Having instant access to Flowst, Grubiit, the Capital, and Borja was convenient, but disguising that fact was not. In reality, I had likely already made several suspicious appearances that could only be explained by teleportation magic. If someone looked closely at my activities in Flowst and Grubiit, they would soon see that I traveled between them far more quickly than was possible by traditional means.

Presently, that impossible travel was the crux of several alibis. All those deaths in Borja and in the Capital couldn’t possibly be my doing if I had been in Grubiit this whole time. As soon as someone confirmed I could indeed teleport, those alibis fell apart.

I told Invia to make preparations for selling dreamdust via Valice’s network and to let Princess Ashley know that I intended to visit the Capital in a few weeks. That message would ultimately go through Valice, but Invia pulled all the strings.

In the meantime, I ventured to the Capital as Brenin of Borja. Podni accompanied me, playing the role of my dutiful assistant.

We were in an office that felt a lot like the rectory. The space was vast and gothic, with grand floor-to-ceiling window behind the only desk in the room.

An older man with a bald spot, a perfectly cut beard, and fine clothing shook my hand across that desk. I activated Sense Weakness on him, and the system told me the Dean’s weakness was greed. Good. That was one of the most convenient outcomes I could have asked for.

“You can call me Yanni,” he said as Podni and I sat. “I am pleased to finally meet you, Lord Brenin.”

“I’m no Lord, but thank you.”

“Your contributions to the University are already substantial, and I do hope you are pleased with the progress of your scholarship recipients.”

“I am.”

“Excellent. What can I do for you today?”

Podni leaned forward. “I shared in our first meeting that we value privacy and discretion above all. The students we sponsored aren’t aware of who funds their education, and our reason for seeing you would require the same level of care.”

“I can’t see why that would be a problem.”

“We would like to fund a team of researchers. My Master’s association would not be known, and we would be the sole deciders of what discoveries are shared with the public.”

“May I know the topic?” Yanni asked.

“Ancient structures and connections between our plane and the heavens.”

The dean raised an eyebrow. “Those are not the topics I would have expected from someone so business-minded, but I believe we can accommodate you. A few of our scholars would do this work simply for the pay, but if you want our best minds, funding their interests in parallel would make them more likely to participate.”

I almost laughed out loud. That was a smooth transition into an upsell, and though I saw the salesmanship involved, his reasoning was sound.

“And these minds would respect our expectations of confidentiality?” Podni asked in return.

“Yes,” Yanni answered. “You are not the first nobles with curiosities they wish to satisfy.”

“I’m not a noble,” I said.

“I meant no offense. I mean only to assure you that this process is familiar to us.”

I nodded to Podni, and she continued. “Very well. We would like to begin as soon as possible. As soon as you confirm the financial commitment, we can pay immediately.”

“Of course. While I have you, I should mention that the University survives largely due to the generosity of our benefactors. You clearly value the role that education plays in the kingdom. As a man of means, you could impact even more lives while building a legacy that continues long after you’ve left this world.”

Maybe greed was a prerequisite for Yanni’s line of work.

“I do wish to impact more lives,” I said. “How much of an influence would I have over how my donation is used?”

“We would agree on how your coin will be spent before we accept the donation.”

“Excellent. Let me think on this and come back to you with questions. I’ll have more time for this conversation when our research project is up and running.”

“Yes, absolutely. I am grateful for your consideration.”

“Podni will continue to be your point of contact,” I added as we stood. “If she says it, assume that her words are mine.”

***

“May I make a suggestion?” Podni asked over lunch at a small tavern near the University campus.

I didn’t bother ordering anything but a glass of vodka. The stinging intensity of booze was one of the few things I could still taste, and I enjoyed it.

“You don’t need to talk to me like that,” I answered. “I always want to hear what you think. That’s why I keep you close.”

“We should do more with Thieves’ Guild resources.”

“Horpus mentioned something similar recently. What are you thinking?”

“Our people are motivated and resourceful. If you posted bounties for rare books on ancient structures, for example, we could uncover new leads. In some cases, the Guild might deliver those books directly.”

“Don’t hold back. Tell me the rest.”

Podni smiled and pulled a blonde curl out of her eyes. “We should also post bounties for antiholy, unholy, and abyssal items. Yanni seems like a decent contact so far, but we might benefit from having leverage on him just in case he needs to be persuaded in the future. The Thieves’ Guild could help there as well.”

“I love how your mind works.”

She shuddered. The pleasure she felt from my praise was more intense than any of my other followers because of a system “punishment” for taking a Bonus Pledge on an ability she had previously ignored. Her face flushed immediately.

“Let’s move forward with the bounty idea and see what happens,” I decided. “Please coordinate all of that through Horpus, and let him know I’m fine covering the gold for the bounties on these. I don’t see an easy way to cut the Guild in on the take.”

“Yes, Master.”

“How are our girls liking college?”

“Very much.”

“Good. We get the most out of them leveling in dungeons, but you suggesting University education made me realize that dungeon diving won’t be a lifetime career for much of the Silk. With the right minds, we could weave the Silk into every level of society, from clergy to merchants.”

“I like that,” Podni replied.

“I thought you might. Now, how would you like a show to go with your meal? See that table over my shoulder?”

“The doubledate?” Two college-aged men and two college-aged women were crammed into a booth. The girls giggled frequently as smitten young women often did.

“Yes. Watch the red head.”

With Silkmancer, I lightly stroked the red head’s panties. I would have pleasured both of the girls at the table, but only the red head wore the right fabric. Podni’s view was better, but I could make out most of the girl’s reaction through a reflection in the window. She startled suddenly, nearly spilling her ale.

Still moving slowly, I put more pressure into rubbing her.

“Are you okay?” I heard one of the boys ask.

Podni took on a devious grin.

“Should I continue?” I asked her.

My silk saboteur nodded, her eyes still watching the red head writhe with pleasure and confusion. “I’m wearing silk panties too, you know,” she added.

Podni had more practice controlling her reaction to pleasure. She leaned back and fought to keep her face neutral as she watched the red head struggle.

I gave the red head a little tickle, and she covered her mouth to stifle a sudden moan. Then she put her head down on the table and told her companions she was fine. She just needed a minute.

And that was a pretty good guess. About a minute later, she groaned in her seat while Podni closed her eyes to savor the pleasure of her own climax as well.


Chapter 7

“How many sisters do you have?” I asked Abby from my bed in the rectory.

“Hundreds, Master. I believe only two of them would be valuable to the Silk.”

“As security?”

“That is one thing that makes them valuable, yes. One is a forgemaster, and the other is skilled in building constructs.”

“By forgemaster, do you mean like a blacksmith? Weapons and armor?”

“Yes.”

“And constructs as in golems?”

Abby nodded to that as well.

Even if they were only a fraction of Abby’s usefulness, they would be priceless assets compared to what I could find among humans. If they were as good at their specialties as Abby was at wards, the Silk could take a giant step forward in terms of resources.

“What’s the catch?” I asked.

When Abby hesitated, I tightened the silk around her neck. “I do not wish to drag my Master into my family’s problems.”

I released my grip. “You’re here with us already. You told me that you wanted to escape your life on the abyssal plane, so in my mind, I am already connected to those problems.”

“My family was enslaved by another family of high-ranking abyssals, but we never learned their names. We only know their power. Your summon pulled me from their chains. My sisters yet serve our captors.”

Well, shit. I was so worried about stirring up trouble with human nobles that I was entirely unaware of the enemies I made on the abyssal plane. In gaining Abby, I had stripped those advantages from other demons, and I knew I would be furious if someone dared steal Abby from me. Those abyssals were going to be even more pissed when I took both of her sisters.

Pissed enough to come looking for vengeance. I didn’t know Abby’s level, but I yet doubted my ability to overpower her if it ever came to that. That meant her captors were even more powerful. Those were the exact kind of enemies I didn’t want to make.

With my aspirations of establishing trade with the hells and breaking into the heavens just to see if I could, enemies of that caliber were inevitable. Freeing Abby’s sisters might hasten the arrival of that inevitability, but having them in my employ would make it easier to prepare for such a confrontation.

“Which of your sisters do you believe I should free first?” I asked after thinking for a while.

“A forgemaster would be able to arm the Silk with exceptional weapons and armor. That would make you and your followers more effective in the dungeons. Constructs are the ideal laborers in addition to being effective guardians. Your Temples and financial interests would benefit the most from their addition.”

I wanted all of those advantages, obviously, but I had to start with one over the other. If we hadn’t just sold off Valice’s mines and plantations, constructs might have enabled us to keep those running without slaves. Additional guardians at my Temples would be good for my peace of mind, but we weren’t actively repelling invaders either. At least not yet.

My thinking always came back to dungeons. Again and again, investing more effort into dungeon delving and leveling consistently yielded the greatest rewards. Stronger weapons weren’t the same as guardian constructs, but they would make my followers better equipped to defend themselves and help them level faster.

“What do we need to summon the forgemaster?”

“A soulstone and the mana crystal dropped by a dungeon boss.”

Oh, is that all? Good gods.

“Alright,” I said. “We’ll summon her first. One last question: Would you stake your life on her being loyal to me?”

“Yes.”

Aurketzu would have been raving mad by this point in the conversation for several reasons. Those reasons all gave me concern as well–such as the potential for Abby and her sisters to betray me–but my choices had gotten me this far. I wasn’t about to turn back now.

***

Sovereign class has advanced to tier 12.

Character level has advanced to 25.

New abilities and status points to allocate.

Passive Will points were a beautiful thing.

Surrounded by the naked and entangled bodies of sleeping followers, I read my new unlock options:

Abyssal Sight

Passive Ability

Negate any effect that obscures your vision. In addition to permanent Nightsight, see through magically generated fog, darkness, and illusions.

Presence of the Sovereign

Passive Ability

Any time a follower pleasures themselves to you, you may add the sensation of your hands as if you were there with them. The sensation the follower feels is based on their most recent experience with your physical pleasure.

Prerequisite: Abyssal Reward for the Loyal

Abyssal Projection

Active Ability

Whenever a member of the silk pleasures themselves to you, enter their mind. Whether or not your presence is known is your choice.

Prerequisite: Mistress of the Abyss

The plan for this level-up had been in my mind for some time. Originally, I intended to bolster the strength of my followers by taking this ability:

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 Congregation, Abyssal Reward for the Loyal

But I had recently awarded them with improved XP gain and a selection of antipaladin spells. Having just decided to pursue summoning Abby’s forgemaster sister, improvements in equipment for my followers were on the horizon as well.

Abyssal Reward for the Faithful could wait. I wanted an unlock that benefitted me personally. I felt I had earned that.

Abyssal Projection was easy to eliminate in my mind. Abby served a similar function for me already, planting sex dreams about pleasing me and nightmares about angering me into the minds of my followers.

Presence of the Sovereign was another benefit for followers. They received a great deal of pleasure from me already. While I liked the idea of the effect, it wasn’t directly useful to me.

Abyssal Sight was practical, but I had Nightsight and Truesight enchantments on hand to provide the same benefits without burning an unlock.

Practicality was a decent metric, but what about what would be fun?

With my own enjoyment in mind, I knew what sounded the most entertaining:

Abyssal Permission

Active Ability

Total daily activations are the sovereign’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.

I didn’t know what to do with my 3 new stat points, so I left them alone for now. With Loyalty Pledges, I had 3 additional points to allocate, so I would have 6 in reserve until I decided how best to invest them.

I made my selection and reviewed my character sheet:

Level: 25

Progress to Next Level: (207,878 / 819,200)

Class: Abyssal Sovereign, Tier 12 (679 / 409,600)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 5

Alignment: Chaotic Evil

Strength 38

Dexterity 30

Constitution 37

Intelligence 38

Wisdom 10

Charisma 10

Loyalty Pledges: 152

Oaths of Devotion: 7

Followers of the Silk: 63

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness+1, Abyssal Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word+2, Rope Burn+4, Ghostly Feint+4, Unholy Smite+10, Darkness+1, Wraith+5, Abyssal Permission

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: Greater Touch of Ice

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1, Bonfire Amulet, Immunity to Poison Amulet, Ring of Obscurity, Ring of Mind Fortress, Ring of Magic Resistance, Bracelet of Nightsight

Time to give my new ability a test run, but I remembered a conversation with Aurketzu from a long time ago where she cautioned that too much pleasure at once could break a person’s mind. My followers, and my party members especially, already received a number of bonuses to the pleasure they experienced. I had no sense for how to gauge what was too much. As it was, I could already reduce Invia to a slobbering puddle of post-climax bliss with little effort.

Overdoing it by mistake seemed a likely possibility.

I stepped into the chapel and beckoned the nearest follower to me and dropped a pouch of gold in her hand. “Go to Nightshade, and ask for Lilac. Give her this, and tell her she can double it if she comes here immediately.”

***

Two hours later, Lilac stepped timidly into the rectory. I closed the door behind her with Silkmancer.

I hadn’t seen Lilac for a few months. In her early thirties, she was one of the older prostitutes working at Nightshade. She typically got the worst shifts as a result.

Which was a shame. She was a good-looking, objectively pretty woman. She had a few touches of MILF beauty, like a slightly thicker frame and skin tensed by age, but I found her fetching. Her form suggested confidence and experience. After a bevy of young followers visiting my bed, her body was refreshing, a novelty.

She wore a long coat and had a dusting of snow on her shoulders.

She stepped timidly. “You asked for me?”

“I did. I’d like a few hours to play with your body.”

“You know that you can do anything you desire to me.”

“Anything?”

“Anything.”

I tossed her a pair of silk panties. “Undress, and put those on.”

A minute later, Lilac stood topless in the middle of the rectory. “What shall I do for you now, my Lord?”

“Stand right there.”

Four silk ribbons unfurled, two anchored to the ceiling and two anchored to the floor. They wrapped her wrists and ankles, spreading her legs apart and stretching her arms up and out. Standing there, she tugged on her restraints, finding little slack, and swallowed a surge of nervousness.

I pulled up a chair and sat in front of her. Crossing my legs and leaning back, I used Silkmancer to rub her clit.

“If you fake an orgasm, I will know,” I warned.

She nodded.

Her juices soaked through her panties after a few minutes of working her. Her nipples hardened. Her skin flushed. And her breathing quickened.

When she bit her lip and her moans grew more high-pitched, I activated Abyssal Permission.

At first, I wasn’t sure it worked because her pleasure continued to build. She unconsciously fought her bindings and groaned in between sharp little yelps.

Then she took a deep breath and stilled.

Her eyes opened. “What happened?”

“Did you finish?”

“I was about to.”

“Then what?”

Lilac thought for a moment. “It’s like I turned the page in a book to find the last page missing.”

I stroked her panties again. She jumped.

“You’re sensitive like you finished.”

“I didn’t cum, though. It feels like I want to, but it’s… it’s like it’s stuck.”

“Interesting.” I stood and walked to her helpless, naked body.

I put a hand down her panties for real to feel how soaked she was. I pinched one of her nipples and triggered Rope Burn+4 before proceeding to finger her to another orgasm. She had the same confusion when she never actually finished, but I ignored her.

Instead, I brought her to the edge of another climax with my mouth and tongue. She jerked and yanked, attempting to escape the intensity of my touch. She was so sensitive now that a light breath on her sex set her to writhing.

Wanting to get more out of Rope Burn, I smacked her ass a few times, leaving red handprints on her thick cheeks.

Then I grabbed a few toys my girls had inspired me to make. I put a clothespin on each of her rock-hard nipples, standing tall like the tips of pinky fingers. Pulling Lilac’s panties to the side, I slid a plug into her ass and inserted a dildo between her legs.

Every one of those items, from the nipple clamps to the dildo, had silk attached to them, so I could hold the tip of my false-dick inside of her with my mind as I poured myself a glass of vodka.

I returned to my chair and sipped while I entertained myself.

My Silkmancer ability had upgraded to the point that I could control 7 pieces of silk simultaneously. I could move the dildo and plug in and out of her as I pleased, and I could yank on the clothespins as hard and as often as I wanted.

I eased her into it, though, starting with slow thrusts of the dildo. Her panties were still on, so I massaged her clit at the same time.

I tried to ease her into it at least.

Lilac sounded feral. Between the denial of release, her ever-increasing sensitivity, and Rope Burn+4, she often held her breath for long stretches, attempting to endure. When she screamed, spit flew from her mouth, and her body was soaked with sweat.

She came again.

Rather, she could have cum again. If I allowed her.

So I moved on to working her harder with all of my toys. The clothespin didn’t grip as tightly as I would have liked. It was too easy for them to pop loose from my pressure, so I made a mental note to fix that.

We continued on like this for another 40 minutes. She dangled from her restraints, wholly incapable of holding her own body upright. Her head drooped, and sweat dripped from her hair.

“How many times would you have cum if you could?” I asked.

“Thirteen.”

I didn’t like the idea of stopping on an odd number. So I forced her to a fourteenth.

“I… I can’t. I can’t take any more. Please… Byron, please. I’ll do anything you ask.”

“How do you feel?” I asked.

“Like I’m not in control of myself. I feel everything but…” She panted for air. Her own drool ran down her chin and over her chest. “I can’t move my body.”

“Would you like to cum?”

“Please… Please let me…”

I released Abyssal Permission and added the optional “abyssal effect” to every one of the 14 stored orgasms.

Every muscle in Lilac’s body tensed, and she threw her head back. She didn’t make any noise but began to shake, her entire form quivering as if terrified with fear. After a moment of that quiet, a deep groan started faintly within her and steadily grew.

The volume continued its climb, reaching the point where she screamed so loud and so long that I worried Abby’s wards wouldn’t be strong enough to keep the chapel from hearing.

Lilac spasmed violently, like an animal caught in a trap. Catching a glimpse of her eyes, I saw they had gone jet black.

A deluge of her pleasure squirted on my floor, and after a full minute of yelling at the top of her lungs, Lilac went limp.

“Lilac?”

She didn’t respond.

I undid her restraints and lay her in bed.

“Hey, Lilac,” I said, gently patting her cheeks.

She was catatonic. She had a pulse and appeared to breathe, but her eyes were empty and unfocused when I lifted her eyelids. They were also bloodshot. Perhaps the force ruptured a few blood vessels, painting the whites of her eyes red.

I poked and then pinched. She didn’t respond.

Hmm. Would Healing magic help with something like this? How much of this was physical and how much was psychological? Healing could only help the former.

“Abby.”

My liluti appeared.

“Do you know what an abyssal effect would mean in terms of an orgasm?”

“Like soaring between worlds and then falling endlessly into a pit of your own pleasure.”

That alone sounded intense, let alone 14 of those experiences occurring all at once.

“I assume you watched everything,” I said. “Do you think she’ll wake up?”

“I have never seen any being, human or otherwise, experience so much pleasure. I do not know what the consequences will be.”

“Me neither. See that she doesn’t leave the rectory, and no one, not even my party, is allowed inside. Tend to her until she wakes. When she-If she wakes up, shower her with luxury and tell her that when I return, she will want for nothing and will never have to work again.”

“Yes, Master.”

I considered Lilac’s limp, bare form once more. As much as I would enjoy breaking Invia’s brain like this, she was too useful. Maybe Abyssal Permission was too dangerous to be a toy.


Chapter 8

We returned to the Borja dungeon, dressed again as typical adventurers, and fought to the fifth floor.

In the previous version of the dungeon, this floor was devoted to serving royals or similarly important people. Ballrooms, stages, dining halls, expansive kitchen–If it brought luxury, it existed here on this floor.

Typical ghouls were akin to rabid zombies with superhuman speed and strength. The ghouls on the fifth floor had flames for hearts that you could hear and see burning beneath their burnt-black flesh. They breathed fire, and they exploded when they died.

In addition to the fire ghouls, this floor was populated with skeleton soldiers of all varities, from archers to mages. Unlike the skeletons we fought previously, these didn’t have normal white bones. Some of the skeletons were red like heated iron, and other skeletons were walking infernos.

Purity pointed out that the skeletons could represent the servants on this floor while the fire ghouls could represent the guests they were meant to serve. Once we looked for it, we found that Purity was right. The placements and quantities of monsters in any one place matched the servant-royal dynamic.

After returning to rest on the fourth floor, we cleared the fifth floor again and pushed to the sixth. This floor was half storage and half quarters for royals and their select servants. Most of it actively burned. From what we gathered, the fires started in the same place each reset and spread from there.

Elite versions of fire ghouls roamed these halls, some capable of magic and others armed with red-hot weapons and armor, but the true danger was the smoke. Thick and black, the dungeon ceiling seemed to absorb some of it, but by the end of the day, you had to crawl across the floor to find breathable oxygen.

After learning our way around the sixth level, we returned to our camping spot on the fourth.

When the girls finished eating, Purity cleared her throat.

“I got you all something,” she said and fished through her pack. The boxes she passed out were all different shapes but were relatively small. She gave a box to Invia, Solara, Podni, and me.

“I want to open mine last,” I said.

Invia nodded. “I’ll start then.”

Her box contained a silver arm cuff designed to look like an endless, elaborate knot.

“It has a Stoneskin enchantment,” Purity explained. “10% bonus to damage resistance.”

Invia smiled and slid it on. “Gods, Penny, you didn’t have to do this. But thank you. I love it.”

Solara and Podni had similar reactions. The sorceress got a gold necklace decorated with opals of Bolt that improved Bolt spells by 10%, and the saboteur received a simple black ring of Agility that provided a 5% boost to her base speed.

My box contained a silver necklace. At first, it looked like a braided design, but looking closely, I saw that the necklace got its thickness from dozens of small metal skulls.

“10% resistance to Holy magic,” Purity said.

“Wow, really?”

She nodded with a big sweet smile.

“You’re amazing. Thank you so much.” I put it on. “How hard was this to find?”

“Very,” she answered. “You’re worth it, though.”

The other three people in my party wrapped Purity in a hug. Soon, Solara’s hand strayed below Purity’s belt, and I sat back to watch my girls express their gratitude.

***

The seventh floor of the Borja dungeon was an underground garden filled with ivy and glowing mushrooms. Fire ghouls and red skeletons roamed these halls as well, so the dense blanket of green had trails scorched through it wherever the monsters roamed. However, necromancer druids were the biggest threat, according to the adventurers who had cleared this floor before. Their style of combat reminded me of fighting the sorcerer in the flooded version of the Flowst dungeon. In addition to summoning undead and casting spells, they controlled every plant in sight as if it were a part of their own body.

None of the adventurers we spoke with were Dungeon Lords, however. When we arrived on the seventh floor, we cut down a few red skeletons before the temperature dropped so quickly that the vines stiffened and froze.

A spectral form of wispy blue floated around a corner up ahead. Its upperbody was like a humanoid torso wearing old robes, but it didn’t have legs or feet, nor did it have a face.

“That’s a wraith,” Solara said. “We should-”

The monster screamed, an ear-drum bursting shriek that stretched its form into one giant face of twisted tournament.

Solara layed into it with Dark Lightning, and Purity used Holy Arrow and Turn Undead. My skin burned, and I thought it was from stray Holy magic at first, but it was one of the wraith’s abilities. It was as if frostbite had become a mist and clung to our bodies.

With a brilliant flash of light, the wraith vanished and the temperature returned to normal.

“Wraiths can’t be harmed by physical weapons,” Solara said to me. “Your ice enchantment would work, but wraiths are relatively resistant to cold damage as well, and that puts you in range of their touch. That touch drains lifeforce quickly.”

“So you and Penny are the only ones who can fight them safely.”

Solara nodded. “Silver weapons and silver shields make the drain survivable if you don’t let it go on for long. Wraiths are weak to silver, so that makes melee viable.”

In truth, all undead were weak to silver weapons, but using silver against corporeal undead wasn’t worth the cost of a silver blade. The weapon itself was expensive, and as a material, silver was much more fragile than steel. A couple of runs hacking at zombies would ruin the edge. That wasn’t true of incorporeal monsters like wraiths. Most adventurers preferred to run rather than fight if they saw one, and silver didn’t help you flee any more swiftly.

Damn. I had started to believe we could reach the 10th floor within a few more runs. We needed to kill the boss to get its mana crystal for Abby’s summoning ritual, and the Borja dungeon boss seemed like the most doable. We were still months away from fighting the Grubiit boss, and the Flowst boss still hadn’t been reached. Not even once.

As a rule, I avoided being the first to enter unknown danger. My survival was more predictable if other people risked their lives before I did.

We still spent four days grinding in the Borja dungeon. Even if the seventh floor was off limits to us, we had taken the time to hike all this way down. I didn’t want to waste that effort.

We hiked in the first place because I didn’t want to spend lawful good levels on a Borja dungeon teleporter. Abby was already minding too many different locations. I needed to lay low on murdering nobles and priests for a bit. And the Borja dungeon wasn’t part of my plans.

On our way home from that run, I wandered whether or not a fire ghoul could burn a silk noose. If I did go through all of the trouble of setting up a teleporter, a random dungeon monster destroying it might drive me to madness.

Regardless, we finished the run with another 39,000 XP or so a piece, and the prayers of my followers earned me roughly 18,000 Will points.

That wasn’t the outcome I wanted for this trip, but it was acceptable.

***

“Welcome home, Master,” Abby said when I appeared in the Ice Temple. “Your guest woke two days ago. She wasn’t strong enough to talk until last night.”

“Thank you, Abby.”

Lilac was asleep in the rectory when I entered. She looked a little pale but far more human than when I left her. I sat on the edge of the bed and stroked her hair to wake her gently.

“Byron?” she asked, her voice hoarse. Her vocal chords were still damaged from screaming.

“Hey. I heard you’re starting to feel better.”

She nodded. “Everything is sore, and it’s like the world’s worst hangover.”

“What do you remember?”

Lilac thought for a moment. “I remember being delirious, like I had done a bunch of moonrock and ran until my body gave out. Then when you let me cum… I don’t have words for that. It was like a waking dream where I couldn’t think. Only feel. I felt like I traveled the universe and swam with the stars, and then I was falling for an eternity.”

“Thank you for being strong,” I said. “That was your last day of work, ever. I’m taking care of you from now on. I’ll give you a house, and I’ll give you a regular allowance so you can live in comfort.”

“Why would you do that for me?”

“You’ve served me well. You deserve it.”

“A used up whore?”

I kissed her forehead. “You have a lot of life ahead. Keep resting, and think about where you want to live. You could stay in Flowst, you could move to the Capital, or any city, really. You decide.”

She nodded weakly and went back to sleep.

“Good work taking care of her,” I said to Abby telepathically. “Please continue to watch over her.”

“Yes, Master.”

Truthfully, I expected Lilac to be braindead when I returned, if she still lived at all. She survived Abyssal Permission, which was a good sign, and I learned a rough limit for how many climaxes I could stack. Going over 10 wasn’t an option, and I still worried about stacking any orgasms with my followers. I didn’t have a way to know exactly how the system processed the math the boosted their pleasure. For all I knew, one follower orgasm might be equivalent to three for a normal person like Lilac. I could easily break that 10-maximum rule by mistake.

And Lilac hadn’t really recovered yet. She was alive, yes, but the long-term toll on her body remained to be seen. Keeping her close would make it easier for me to check in and see how she progressed. Hopefully, she wouldn’t have any permanent damage.

I left Lilac to rest. I had other business to tend to, as did my girls. We all had projects to manage.

***

I visited the rare-items dealer in Grubiit to collect the proceeds of another fire mana crystal sale. Compared to the windfall of suddenly having total access to the Chastain fortune, the sum was paltry. I tried to remind myself that it was still an exceptional return. Chastain money was once-in-a-lifetime. I was unlikely to make that much money all at once ever again.

A strange memory suddenly surfaced. I had this same feeling when I was on the road to Gressin. Someone watched me.

I was in the middle of Grubiit. People packed the streets. Overhead, citizens sat on balconies and looked out windows. An observer could be anywhere.

Or Aurketzu left behind her paranoia when her soul separated from mine.

No, my instincts were good. I needed to trust them.

My next destination was the Dungeon Brawlers guild house, but I changed my route, angling toward quieter streets where I would have an easier time spotting a tail. I kept that up for an hour. The sensation of being watched disappeared at times but came back less than a block later. No matter what I did, however, I couldn’t shake them.

Instead, I finished my errands in Grubiit and visited Lala and Lila in their Flowst bedroom. I offered to move them into grander accommodations than the Ice Temple dorms, but they declined. Eventually, I wouldn’t give them the choice. Two gold-ranked members living like initiates wasn’t acceptable.

They both wore loose shirts and silk panties.

Lala hooked a thumb in her panties, pulling them low enough that I could see the upper edge of her pubic hair, and asked, “How may we serve you, Father?” she asked.

“We can get to that later, but I have a new assignment for you two. I think someone is following me, and I’d like you to help me figure out who.”

Their faces went from flirty to serious.

“Tomorrow, I’m going out to run errands in Grubiit. I’d like you to tail me and catch them in the act. This shouldn’t turn into a battle. Figure out who they are and let them go. Follow from there to see what you can learn.”

“Understood,” Lili said with a nod. “We’ll help you flush out the rat.”


Chapter 9

I fucked around Grubiit for 3 days in a row, inventing reasons to walk from end to end. The feeling didn't return, and the twins never saw anyone suspicious.

Any number of people could have reason to spy on me. Maybe the better question was who had the skill or the resources to follow me that effectively?

The Church, any noble family, a crime boss like Lady Sarah, merchants–the only group I could actually eliminate was the Wolfpack guild. Those dumbasses couldn't do anything effectively, let alone tail me unnoticed.

That mystery would have to wait, however. I had a date with a princess.

I rode to a country estate in a carriage with Valice Chastain. She wasn't much of a talker, though. Goading her into a reaction at this point wasn't entertaining. Mostly, it was just sad. I owned her soul. She was defeated. Twisting the knife wasn't sporting.

The noble house I trashed on this same road was a garden shed compared to the castle we parked in front of. The security was far better here as well. Guards at the gate, along the walls, walking the grounds, and at the door. No doubt dozens were inside.

I told Valice to behave like herself, so she did.

The princess waited for us in a garden out back. Her long frame spilled from a simple garden chair. Her bob-cut chestnut hair hid her face for a moment as she sipped from a teacup.

“Lovely to see you Princess,” Valice said with a curtsy. “You look-”

Princess Ashley cut her off. “I'd like to speak with Byron in private. I have cookies prepared for you inside.”

Valice didn't argue. She allowed herself to be led away.

The Princess waved her guard detail off, and we were alone. I sat in an awful iron garden chair at a dumb little table barely large enough for the teapot and two cups. Without a word, she poured one for me.

“Are you in the Capital for business?” she asked. Ah, I had forgotten about the cute little gap in her otherwise perfect teeth. Why did I like that so much? “I hope you didn't make the trip just for me.”

“The journey was worthwhile. Don't worry.”

“When I asked Valice to arrange this, my intention was to have you regale me with adventuring stories. Now that you're here, I think we have something bigger to discuss.”

“What's on your mind?”

“You weren't a sovereign when we first met.”

That blindside hit me so hard that I needed a full 5 seconds to realize I should have hidden my reaction from her entirely.

“If you hid it before, how did you accomplish that? If you recently acquired it, tell me how you did that as well.”

Aurketzu coaching me through this dance of words would have been pretty helpful. She was gone, though. I had to figure this out on my own.

“Princess, you've caught me by surprise, but I can already tell you know more about the class than I do.”

She studied me as she sipped. “You're avoiding my questions.”

“I am. I haven't figured out what this is yet.”

“As I said, this was supposed to be a fun night of stories. You have caught me just as off guard.”

“I don't know why the system offered it to me when I did the multiclass ritual. I took it because it was a unique class. Everyone knows that you don't pass up one of those. I can't find anything written about it, and no one I've talked to has heard of it. I get the feeling it makes me a threat to you, or that's what you believe at least.”

“That doesn't make sense,” Princess Ashley said. “I don't believe there's any record of the system randomly assigning the sovereign class.”

I shrugged. “I wish I knew more than I did. Trust me.”

“Are you of royal blood?”

I laughed. “Definitely not. I'm the son of a guardsman.”

“We're taught that anyone not from our family with the sovereign class intends to overthrow us. Sometimes even family can be dangerous too.”

“I have no desire to overthrow you.”

“Your connection to Valice Chastain makes more sense now. Convenient that she has recently come into control of her family fortune.”

This conversation spiraled quickly. Accepting this invitation was hubris on my part. I liked receiving attention from a Princess, a woman of high status. Holding her focus made me feel important and powerful. I allowed my ego to manage every facet of this meeting, and now I was caught unawares. One of the most connected people in the kingdom was convincing themselves that I was an enemy.

How did she detect my sovereign class in the first place? I wore a Ring of Obscurity. Was there an ability capable of seeing through that, or an enchantment, perhaps? That was another mistake. I assumed my secret was perfectly safe.

“Princess, I am a loyal subject of the kingdom. I moved from Flowst to Grubiit specifically because I was tired of being sucked into other people's political games, and if I had the standing to deny a request from Valice and from you, I wouldn't be here. I'm not built for the world you live in. I have no grand aspirations or elaborate plans. I crawl dungeons, and then I screw beautiful women after. That's all I want my life to be. I apologize for being crass, but that's what I am.”

“I am surrounded by people who wish me to be a pawn,” she replied.

“I understand the feeling. It's a miserable way to live, isn't it?”

“Yes, it is.”

“Do you believe I am your enemy because the system gave me a class I didn't understand?”

“We are taught as much.”

“Not what you were taught. What you as a person believe.”

She stared into her tea for a moment. “I don't know.”

I had avoided triggering viceroy–and now sovereign–abilites on her for fear she might detect them. Was the risk justified now? Could I drain enough Will points that she no longer saw me as a threat? Or would her detecting those attempts only confirm for her that I was a threat?

“I'd like to ask for your advice then,” I said. “You didn't get to pick the sovereign class. You had to accept everything that came with it because someone else, something else, decided you should have it. If you were in my place, what would you do to convince a Princess that you are no threat to her?”

“I would run and hide. Leave the country even.”

I preferred starting again somewhere else to being hunted by the royal family. If I had time to get my money, I could manage that just fine. Losing everything I had acquired would be unfortunate, but I was immortal. As long as I didn't get killed, I could rebuild.

After a brief pause I continued. “What I'm hearing is that you believe in your duty as a royal and that you would do anything to protect your family. If your motivation was fear, we wouldn't be alone right now, and you wouldn't be reluctant to have me eliminated.”

“I would agree with your assessment,” she replied.

“I'm a simple man with a narrow skill set, but I am very very good at what I do. I would rather be an asset than an enemy.”

“A cornered dog would do and say anything to survive.”

“You mistake practicality and honesty for desperation, Princess. I have no doubts that I would survive being your enemy. You could order every guard here to kill me, and none of them would go home to their families. I would disappear, and you would spend the rest of your life wondering when I might resurface.”

For the first time, the Princess looked around, as if assessing the strength of her protectors.

“My point is that I'm not your enemy and have no desire to be,” I said. “If I become your enemy, it is because you have chosen to make me your enemy.”

“Swear on your soul that you will not harm any member of my family.”

I shook my head. “Princess, I have met a number of demons as an adventurer. They come to you with absolute contracts like the one you just proposed, and it is always trickery. I will never enter a soul contract, no matter what, and I would advise you to do the same.”

“I am not a demon.”

“Say you have a distant cousin who punches me in a tavern. If I struck back, having no idea who he was, simple self-defense would cost me my soul because I harmed a member of your family.”

“You're not convincing me that you are not a threat.”

I thought. “I can swear that I would never intentionally stand between you and the throne, on pain of death. If you intend to trick me, I prefer to die instead of losing my soul for eternity.”

“You wouldn't swear to the safety of my entire family?”

“If they were here and I could look them in the eyes, I might. As it stands, I believe in you. I trust your heart, and I trust your intentions. Besides, the oath I proposed means I could never take the throne for myself. Even if everyone else in your bloodline died, I still couldn't stop you from ascending.”

“Swear your oath, and from here on you serve me. If I have need of you, you come when I call, and you do what you're told.”

Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck fuuuuck.

I stood and stepped to the side of the table. Kneeling, I said, “I swear on pain of death that I will never intentionally stand between you and your rightful place on the throne. May I leave now, Princess?”

“Yes. Be gone.”

***

The list of potential threats to my life just grew by the size of the entire royal family. The Princess and her ilk now joined the likes of Abby's former masters, a family of abyssal archfiends, and any lingering survivors of my escapades in Flowst. Lord Usman was in prison but alive. Maria of the Twin Hawks was supposedly dead, but that was said of Lady Sarah as well, and I knew she had attempted to strike back at me as revenge for framing her against the guard.

Every Dungeon Lord in existence was my enemy by default, as was the Church of the Goddess. And then I had piddly adversaries like the Wolfpack Guild who, despite not being major threats, could still disrupt my plans in a number of ways.

Did I really want to find a path to the heavens and make enemies of that entire plane as well?

Several people had told me, such as Lyle and Aurketzu, that classes influenced personality, but the implications seemed so much greater to me now. Sovereigns felt threatened by other sovereigns, so they worked to neutralize those threats. By pitting us against one another like that, the system all but guaranteed that we became enemies.

As I considered the strength and volume of my opponents, the clearest solution was to get even stronger, which only furthered the inevitability of conflict. My enemies would feel even more threatened and thus have greater cause to strike me down.

As soon as I could, I warped back to Flowst and went straight to Lyle’s office in the guild hall.

“We need to talk,” I said.

“Sure, come right in,” he replied, frowning.

“I'm sorry. It's urgent.”

“Alright. Sit. Explain.”

“I acquired a rare class, and I recently learned that makes me a target for other holders of the same class.”

Lyle’s initial annoyance gave way to confusion. “I assume these class holders are powerful?”

“The most powerful in the kingdom.”

“Did you forget an Obscurify enchantment?”

“They, or some of them, can see through that.”

His eyebrows went up. “Really?”

I nodded.

“From what I understand, that shouldn't be possible.”

“I thought that as well, but I was made very aware that I was wrong.”

“What's the class?” Lyle asked.

“I don't want to get you tangled up in this and drag you down with me.”

He chuckled. “We are pretty well entangled already, you and the whole guild really. A threat to you is a threat to me.”

Lyle was right.

“It's called sovereign.”

“I am not familiar, but enough people have the same class that you feel your life is in danger?”

“Not a lot of people. The wrong people. I’ve gathered sovereign is a class that only royals get. Usually. The Princess requested me for a night of adventuring stories, and she identified the class immediately.”

“I see why you're so concerned,” he replied. “What is it you need help with? A safe house? New identity?”

“I'm not there yet. One, I’d like to find a way to avoid being detected again. I don't need a royal clocking me on the street or at a random party. Two, I need to convince the Princess I am not a threat. Maybe even an asset.”

“The problem with recommending other solutions for hiding your class is that we have no way to confirm their effectiveness. It sounds like the sovereign class has an ability that enables the detection of other sovereigns, but we don't have access to that for us to learn how it works.”

“I understand the limitations,” I said. “I'd still like to try.”

“Understood. And then you need a way to prove your loyalty to the Princess. Hmm.”

Lyle stood and went to his bookshelf. He searched for a moment, removed a leather bound book and sat to search through it.

“Are you familiar with the Cover ability?” he asked.

“Yes. I was offered it for my Fighter class. It instantly teleports you into a position to take a blow for an ally.”

“They are incredibly rare, but there is an enchantment called Noble Sacrifice that functions similarly. If you were bound to it and the Princess wore it, you would be teleported to her the moment her life was in danger due to an attack.”

I thought. “That sounds pretty risky for me.”

“Undoubtedly. She could be attacked by someone strong enough to kill you, or she could use that mechanic to teleport you into a dangerous situation. You could be balls deep in one of your followers when you poof to her aid. That means no weapons and no armor, and who knows where you'd end up.”

“Yet you think the risk is still worthwhile?”

Lyle rocked his head side to side. “I think it's an option to put on the table. If you're bound to be her guardian, you look a lot less like an enemy.”

“But like you said, she could deliberately manipulate that or happen to need me at a terrible time.”

“Correct. In my mind, it helps prove your loyalty, and given your abilities, you have a high chance to survive if the enchantment activates. I would go as far as to spring for a Last Chance enchantment as well. If a blow would kill you, you live for another 60 seconds. That gives you the chance to heal yourself.”

“I'm familiar with that enchantment, but it's also incredibly rare, correct?”

“Yes. I'll continue to think on ideas, but that's what I have so far. I can start looking for the items now, if you like.”

“Shit,” I grumbled to myself. “Okay. Yeah. Please find them for me.”

“Let me ask you,” Lyle began, “are the benefits of the sovereign class that good?”

“Yes.”


Chapter 10

I was pissed. I had no doubt that Aurketzu was aware of how the sovereign class worked and that this was a risk. I began to suspect that I would spend the rest of my life walking blindly into problems that she could have easily prevented by simply being open with me. Instead, she kept secrets. Knowledge was an advantage she couldn't part with.

Any real threat to me at this point was not only serious but also expensive. The Chastain fortune wasn't bottomless, and exiting the slave trade cut off a substantial source of their revenue. Their legitimate interests still generated profit, but the rate of our spending wasn't sustainable.

If the Chastains went bankrupt, all of their political power would fall with them. I risked too much to conquer the Chastains. Squandering the spoils of my victory with reckless spending would be foolish.

The bathhouse generated revenue, as did my followers crawling dungeons, but it wasn't enough.

I again needed money, so I told Horpus that a dungeon change was imminent in Zaglis, and I took my party back to the Flowst dungeon to grind fire mana crystals by forcing the fire witch to climax. At the same time, we would farm XP from the demon at the castle gate.

We had to go to the Capital to find a smith who would make silver gear and he needed time to fill the order, so returning to the Borja dungeon didn't make sense yet. I also needed to remember that Purity's Divine Quest for this level was to kill an abyssal slurp, which meant we couldn't spend too much time avoiding the Grubiit dungeon. That was the only place we knew that slurps spawned, so we had to be mindful of how much XP she gained. If we didn't leave enough of a cushion, she might advance a level without completing the quest.

If I was going through the trouble of traveling to Zaglis, a four-day carriage ride from Borja, I again felt that making the trip without a teleporter to connect was wasteful. Four days wasn't that bad of a journey, relative to the weeks I spent traveling to Borja, but still.

Efficiency was essential to my life now. I had too many pieces in motion to allow any effort to go to waste.

Or was I looking for an excuse to murder more nobles?

If I was, I succeeded.

***

The Gnarlsons bought 20 entertainers from Valice in the span of 2 years. Their estate was near the Capital and similar in scale and security as where I met the Princess. In terms of influence, the Gnarlsons were only a notch or two below the Chastains. They had wealth and resources, and they went to great lengths to demonstrate and protect those things.

Podni made me four bombs with remote triggers. These were old fashioned explosions rather than Unholy. I worried using Unholy bombs so soon after one killed the Chastain partiarchs would lead to greater scrutiny of both events.

I used my usual method to cover my tracks. After teleporting into the Capital boarding house, I went across the city beneath a nondescript cloak. In a shitty alley, I changed into my ghost garb, which included the solid black mask, and jumped the city wall.

With my dexterity and constitution as high as they were, running across the countryside to the Gnarlsons residence was trivial. I stuck to yards and fields. Between the dark of night and Wraith+5 twisting my form, a random observer was more likely to believe what they saw was a trick of their eyes rather than an actual person.

When I arrived at the estate, I could look down on most of it from the top of a small hill. The din of a party carried for more than a mile, a muddle of voices, silverwear, and music from a band.

I counted 12 carriages parked in the driveway leading up to the house. From my experience, that usually meant 5 people per carriage at a minimum–2 nobles, 2 security, and 1 driver.

So at least 70 people for the guests alone.

A house the size of the Gnarlsons could easily have 20 guards, as many servants, and a family. If all of the Gnarlsons were here, that was 10 people.

That brought my conservative estimate to 130 bodies.

I had hoped the Gnarlsons would be home, but I did not anticipate a party.

A distant part of me believed I should turn back, and an even more distant part of me believed that this idea was wrong from the start.

Overwhelmingly, though, I felt excitement.

That was so much blood to spill.

With a smile, I ran toward the back of the property. Most of the gathering seemed to be in the garden on that side of the house. I set one of Podni’s bombs on that wall but didn’t step onto the grounds yet. I circled to the side of the Gnarlson mansion and waited for the guard patrols to spread.

When I saw an opening, I jumped the wall, hopped to a low roof, and hopped again to reach the top of the mansion. From one end of the rooftop I could look down on the party, and on the other side I could look down on the carriages.

Perfect.

I positioned myself over the main door guests used to leave the garden and enter the home.

“I dedicate these sacrifices to the Frozen Fiend.”

Boom.

The bomb on the wall thundered when it blew. Predictably, every person at the party jerked their heads at the noise before running the opposite direction a moment later. A throng of nobles rushed the door to shelter inside. Dozens of dazzling dresses worth more gold than most citizens could hope to make in a lifetime, cloaks and tunics of rare fabrics spun by the kingdom’s most sought-after artisans, enough precious metals and gems to fund an army–the rich were terrified. They were desperate.

And the doors were only so wide.

When the bodies bounced and pressed off on another, all fighting to be the ones to escape, I dropped another bomb from the roof.

Boom.

Instantly, the air filled with red mist and the smell of burnt meat. The notifications rolled in faster than I could read. I ignored them and ran across the roof to the front of the house.

A few seconds later, bodies burst out of the mansion, running for their carriages. I dropped my third bomb.

Boom.

“On the roof!” a guard yelled.

Which was fine. My presence wouldn’t have been hidden for much longer anyway.

I dropped into the fires growing at the front door and charged in. Dozens of noblemen and women were inside, unsure of what to do or wear to run now that both sides of the estate burned. I dashed through them, killing three or four with any single swing. My tattered disguise grew heavy from the weight of blood soaking the fabric. I wiped my mask to clear my vision, but I never stopped moving my sword.

My victims changed from nobles to guardsmen. Between Ghostly Fient and my 100% chance to ignore armor, they fell just as easily as the unarmed drunks.

My instincts told me to dodge. A roar of heat shot by me.

A giant of a man in gleaming platemail stalked toward me with a sword in his hand. He walked with confidence and purpose. He wasn’t afraid. He wasn’t even shaken.

In my heart, I knew this was a paladin.

I dove into what ended up being a library. The paladin pursued.

Another burst of Holy magic flew toward me. I shifted to the side and lunged forward. He blocked my attack and stood firm.

He saw through Ghostly Feint, and he was strong enough that my strength stat didn’t immediately break his arms.

I triggered Sense Weakness, and I knew that his left knee was his greatest weakness. That was another first. Usually, the system pointed out relatively obvious anatomical vulnerabilities, but not now. Instead of his heart or his head or his throat, the system pointed me to a joint. Perhaps that was an old injury that was more vulnerable than everything covered by platemail.

Parrying two swift attacks, I triggered Darkness. By the way he continued to press, I gathered he could see through that too.

I blocked an overheard strike, but I had never been hit so hard. My base crumpled, and I had to roll backward to avoid another attack. This one missed and sprayed marble shards when it smashed into the floor. Those were back-to-back Holy Smites.

In my previous murder sprees, I didn’t use Silkmancer because of how unique that ability was. No matter my disguise, if I was the only person in the kingdom known to manipulate silk that way, my crimes would catch up to me eventually.

But this bastard was strong.

I threw one silk bracer toward his eyes while a second went low for his ankle. He swiped to block and stepped quickly to avoid my grip.

Which was fine. I cared more about creating distance. A third piece of my silk looped wide enough that I hoped he would miss it. That was Podni’s fourth bomb wrapped up like a present. As soon as it was behind the paladin, I let it fall out of the silk.

Boom.

As the force threw the paladin my direction, I went low and cut clean through his left leg as his body careened by. One of my silks wrapped his head when he lended face down, skidding across the floor. While my silk smashed his helmeted face into the floor, I jumped to his back and brought my sword down.

Your voracious commitment to your antipaladin oath and the slaying of a paladin over level 30 earns you an additional antipaladin ability.

I cut off his head just to be certain he was dead. I sprinted through the mansion and out into the garden. A few nobles here and there had avoided or survived the explosions and continued to seek safety. I cut them up as I ran, but I didn’t stop to be thorough. As soon as the first bomb went off, no doubt guards on the Capital wall heard and spotted it. They would be here any minute.

I cleared the property edge and fled into the night. I knew I needed to be stealthy, that cover and quiet were ideal, but I couldn’t stop laughing.

***

149 / ??? good-aligned levels collected for the Frozen Fiend.

That should be plenty for a teleporter between the Ice Temple and Zaglis.

Abby cleansed me with Prestidigitation, but I still wanted a bath, so I soaked in the pools beneath the Swamp Temple. Several of my followers were in the water with me, and a few of them groped at my body and kissed my flesh. I closed my eyes, leaned my head back, and read through my system menus.

Most of my notifications were for collecting good-aligned levels, but the system alerted me I unlocked an ability for slaying a paladin over level 30. Previously, similar notifications mentioned that I could pick from previously unselected abilities, but that wasn’t the case here.

I pulled up my character sheet and read the latest addition:

Blood Feast

Active Ability

Cooldown: 12 hours

The next time you deal damage, drain the target’s lifeforce. The speed of the drain is based on how quickly the wound from your Blood Feast attack bleeds. Followup attacks do not affect the speed of the drain. If you are wounded, the lifeforce you drain heals your injuries.

That was amazing. An option to heal myself that didn’t mean retreating to chug a potion was a welcome addition to my arsenal. That paladin was the most dangerous foe I had faced in a longtime, and though I bested him, I admitted to myself that he was more skilled than me. Stat for stat, I had to be stronger, but he was clearly more accustomed to fighting strong foes. I was far from his first challenge, and that showed in the choices he made.

Had I not had Silkmancer and a final Podni bomb, he might have been the victor. I needed to remember that I was strong and immortal but not invulnerable. As Aurketzu once warned me, bloodlust was so addicting as to be a form of madness. I cared more about killing others than I did about staying alive.

Even though that battle was only a few hours ago, I wanted another, and I wanted it now.


Chapter 11

I sent one of my followers to the Capital to deliver a message to Princess Ashley. In it, I explained my proposal: In addition to the oath I already swore, I would prove my loyalty with a Noble Sacrifice enchantment. If someone attempted to hurt her, I would appear and take the damage instead. Admitting I needed time to procure such an item, I suggested she verify my claims with her own trusted enchanters. As soon as the item was in my possession, I would deliver it to her.

The letter did not mention the Last Chance enchantment. That was purely for my benefit, and no one but Lyle needed to know that I had such an item on my person.

This move was still rife with risk, but I had an idea that made it slightly more palatable.

The worstcase scenario was being teleported to the Princess when I was completely naked. If the blow I absorbed on her behalf killed me, Last Chance gave me 60 extra seconds. In that time, I could save my own life by healing my wound.

Blood Feast helped on this front. Even if I was buck naked, I would draw blood from whoever attempted to kill me, by ripping an arm off of their body with my strength stat alone. What really convinced me that the danger of Lyle’s strategy was worthwhile, however, was an innovation I developed on my own.

If I wrapped a Healing potion in silk, I could break it with Silkmancer, so I hung a silk-wrapped vial from my necklace of Resist Holy. If I appeared somewhere unarmed, I would at least have that potion, and I wouldn’t need any hands to use it.

A Legendary Healing potion was as expensive as a multiclass, but my survival was worth the investment. I bought Greater Healing potions for Invia, Purity, Podni, and Solara, turning them into silk-covered charms similar to mine. With Silkmancer, I could crush the charm and Heal a wounded party member even if they were well out of reach. That failsafe gave me some measure of additional comfort on our crawls. I wasn’t helpless if they were across the room bleeding out.

Having again spent more money than I should have–and with expensive purchases from Lyle on the horizon–I told my party to buckledown for an intense grinding schedule.

I cashed in my good-aligned levels with Samson for three new teleporters. One would go with me to Zaglis. One would eventually end up in the Borja dungeon, and the third was another emergency measure. For now, that one would improve the efficiency of our grinding. We had five days before I would depart for Zaglis, and I wanted them to be productive.

Our daily route looked like this: Teleport from the rectory into a distant corner of the Flowst prisons, subdue and pleasure the fire witch to get the mana crystal, fight our way to the stairs, kill the demon guarding the castle gate on the next floor up using our Backstab strategy, and then run back to the teleporter. From there, we teleported to the bathhouse in the Grubiit dungeon and hunted slurps on the fourth floor.

The pace was grueling but profitable. On average, I earned a little over 30,000 XP per run where the girls, thanks to the Good Girl bonus baked into Mistress of the Abyss, earned close to 34,000. We did that five times in total.

Though we had done several runs in Borja, those were all in disguise. For these runs in Flowst and in Grubiit, my girls were in full silk regalia. For Invia and Purity, that meant their armor was invisible, revealing their skimpy bra and panties for all of the dungeon to see.

We were used to the attention that garnered, but Purity had wings now. When she wore her Silk Lion mask, she proudly put her abyssal trait on display. If an adventurer hadn’t seen her like that before, her appearance reduced them to enraptured stammers. The visual was not only shocking, but it was beautiful. Her brown skin with black silk wings and black silk underwear mesmorized even me if I wasn’t careful.

At the end of the fifth day, I checked my progress:

Level: 25

Progress to Next Level: (392,589 / 819,200)

Class: Abyssal Sovereign, Tier 12 (61,672 / 409,600)

And then checked my party’s:

Purity: Level 14 (262,748 / 819,200)

Invia: Level 14 (450,788 / 819,200)

Solara: Level 14 (458,899 / 819,200)

Podni: Level 13 (263,357 / 409,600)

Passive Will points continued to trickle in from daily prayers, and I had a total of 14 unassigned stat points from Loyalty Pledges and from leveling to 25 a ways back.

Content with our progress, I climbed into a carriage, again traveling alone to avoid attracting attention, and departed for Zaglis.

***

I brought a stack of books to pass the time. I might not have access to Aurketzu’s mind anymore, but that didn’t mean I could stop learning. Her influence showed me the power knowledge could contain and that any bit of insight, from ancient history to reagents used in alchemy, had value. Wasting an opportunity to expand my mind was foolish and shortsighted.

My first read was a book on geography and climates. For most of my life, I had little reason to think about countries other than my own. My world was only as big as Borja’s walls, and the people around me rarely made the effort to expand their own horizons beyond those borders. I followed their examples.

The four other nations of the world were interesting enough, but my greater interest lie in learning about the least hospitable and least accessible lands.

If I was a celestial hiding the existence of a tower with illusion magic, surrounding it with the tundra of the northern lands would be a smart way to deter human curiosity. Not only was there nothing to see but snow, the extreme cold was deadly. The volcanic deserts to the distant south were a candidate for the same sort of reason.

Several mountain ranges were potential prospects, and that felt like a hiding in plain sight strategy. These areas were relatively close to civilization, but the mountains were known for extreme storms, brutal terrain, and vicious monsters. Humans passed through them on a few select roads but had little reason to summit the peak of every rise. I could picture a tower being on one of those.

As I read about those environments and the challenges they posed, I realized I had overlooked one final possibility. If celestials couldn’t move the towers but could manipulate the terrain around them, then what would stop them from putting the towers in the middle of the ocean? Anyone who happened to stumble into that needle in the haystack would do so by crashing into the tower they couldn’t see. There would be no swimming back from that depth of nowhere.

Celestials sounded like real pricks. The more I thought about it, the more obvious it seemed to me that the ocean was exactly where the towers would be, assuming they existed at all.

If we found evidence to suggest the towers were indeed in the ocean like that, I would abandon this project entirely. I could spend lifetimes searching the ocean piece by little piece. Eventually, I would succeed, but I would have burned enormous amounts of resources by then.

During our second night on the road, the sounds of men dying pulled my attention from my books. My carriage driver was told never to disturb me unless he was requested, so I had been reading for hours and hours. I hadn’t realized that much time had passed, so seeing the night sky startled me at first.

Bandits set upon the caravan camp, and at least a few of them were armed with bows. My driver attempted to crawl beneath the carriage with an arrow in his calf.

I knelt next to him. “Sorry about this.”

He screamed when I yanked the arrow out. I dumped a Healing potion into the wound.

“Stay down.”

I felt a small object pelt me in the back.

When I turned to see what it was, I was surprised to see that it was an arrow. These bandits weren’t strong enough to get an arrow through my silk. Another arrow struck me. This time in the chest.

It too clattered to the ground instead of piercing my flesh.

Such disrespect.

I sprinted into the treeline where the arrow had originated. I covered the ground in a blink. The bandit’s eyes went wide right before I palmed his face, smashing his head into a tree. Activating Wraith would make me even more conspicuous, so I left it unactivated. I drew my sword and ran around the caravan, cutting down 6 men with masks. Most of them never knew their deaths were upon them.

A few seconds later, the only sounds in camp were the moans of the injured.

As I surveyed the area to be certain the enemy was defeated, one of the caravan guards, blood running down the side of his head, approached with his sword drawn. His arm shook.

“Drop your weapon, and identify yourself!” Though he did his best to command authority, his voice quivered.

I sheathed my sword and raised my hands. “I’m a passenger.”

“A human doesn’t move like that. Again. Identify yourself.”

“He tells the truth!” a voice yelled from across camp. My carriage driver limped toward me with the help of another man. “He’s my client. He saved us.”

“I’m Byron,” I said when the guard turned his attention back to me.

“Byron… of Zaglis?”

“Yes.”

The sword went down. “The Fiend of Flowst. Gods. You’re even scarier than the stories say. No disrespect, sir.”

“You should tend to the wounded,” I suggested.

“Yes. Right. Of course.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” my driver said when he reached me. “I know you wished to travel in private.”

“It’s fine. I know you can’t control bandits.”

He visibly relaxed. He probably had past clients who weren’t so reasonable; then again, I hoped for his sake he had not experienced this scenario at all until this evening.

When I did another lap around camp to be sure the threat was over, I saw that the guards had set aside two bodies and one person with a critical injury. The dead looked like hired security. The grizzled man with an arrow in his ribs appeared to be a passenger or a laborer for one of the merchants, perhaps.

“We won’t get to a town in time,” one guard said to another. “A few hours in a wagon will be the end of him.”

“We can’t leave him.”

“I’m not saying to leave him! I’m saying I don’t know how else to help him.”

“He can ride with me,” I said as I approached.

The man’s eyes opened and drifted toward me.

“If that’s okay with you,” I added. “I know a little about tending wounds.”

The slight nod he offered in reply looked as if it took all his strength. The guards were about to help carry him, but I scooped him into my arms and went back to the carriage. My driver held the door open, and I slipped the wounded men onto one of the benches.

The driver spoke softly. “Thank you for everything you did, for me and the rest of us. Again, I’m very sorry about your privacy, sir.”

“Thank you.”

With the carriage door shut behind me, I looked down at my wounded passenger. I wiggled a Healing potion in his eyeline.

“You’re going to be fine. If the camp heard I had some of these, everyone with a stubbed toe would want a piece of my stash. The bad news is the next 60 seconds are going to be the worst pain of your life.”

His eyes went wide.

“Best we got on with it. You could be more injured than we realize and die on me, so…”

I yanked, and he cried out. He kicked and screamed from the pain. I held him down with one hand and poured the potion in the wound with the other. I stayed with him until he finally calmed.

“Take a bit to collect yourself,” I said. “Then you should drink a little bit of water.”

After a few minutes, he sat up, and I passed him my waterskin.

“Thank you,” he whispered, still too weak to talk any louder. “I’m Daren.”

“Byron.”

“So you’re some kinda bigshot if all those men knew who you were.”

“Not really,” I replied. “I’ve attracted a bit of attention as an adventurer is all.”

“Is that why they call you the ‘Fiend of Flowst?’”

“Partially. There was an incident in Flowst that folks took to calling the Black Massacre. An entire tavern of men were literally torn apart. I was accused of the crime.”

Daren inhaled sharply and leaned away as if suddenly afraid.

“I didn’t do it, and I was cleared of the charges, but the name stuck around. Technically, all I did to earn it was spend a bunch of money on whores and get arrested the next morning.”

He relaxed and chuckled.

“How about you?”

“No nicknames here. I’m just Daren the fisherman.”

“What brought you to Borja?”

“My brother and his family live there,” Daren answered. “They had another child, and I wanted to meet the fella.”

“Sounds nice.”

He nodded. “It was. Well, thank you for the kindness, sir. I think I have enough strength that I can go back to my wagon.”

“As soon as everyone sees you’re healed, my potion secret will be out. How about I let you ride the rest of the way with me? You can repay me by answering all of my dumb questions about fishing.”

“You really don’t mind?”

I shook my head.

“Deal.”

***

Daren slept until we left the next morning. Given the severity of his wound, I knew he needed to rest, so I didn’t mind waiting a few hours for our conversation.

“What do you want to know?” he asked as we bounced down the road.

“Do you fish from a boat or the shore?”

“Boat. Tuna and mackerel mostly.”

“How much do you know about sailing?”

“Been on and off boats since I was a baby. Every man in my family learned to sail and fish.”

“I imagine that’s a dangerous profession.”

Daren wobbled his head. “A mistake can definitely cost you, but it’s pretty safe if you fish close to shore.”

“Monsters?”

“Aye. As soon as land is out of sight, chances of a sea monster attack go way up. Go far enough, and they’re inevitable.”

“Inevitable as in you’re guaranteed to encounter one?”

Nodding, he said, “If you want to get to the other side of the ocean, you go around, staying as close to the shore as you can. Most of the attempts to go straight across never come back. I’d expect someone from Zaglis to know that.” His face dropped. “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t mean that as an insult.”

“I’m not offended. I was born in Zaglis but didn’t grow up there. Making this trip feels like I’m visiting it for the first time, actually.”

“It’s a good city for raising a family. I think you’ll enjoy yourself.”

“How common are attempts to cross the ocean?” I asked.

“I was pretty small for the last one. My pops said there used to be a crew every few years who got it in their heads that they would make it. Stories about a secret island paradise were common then too.”

“Oh?”

“Apparently mages have sent scrying ravens across and confirmed there’s nothing but water, but fishermen like stories.”

“Interesting.”

Daren and I passed the rest of the journey with conversation. He told me more about Zaglis, and he asked me a bunch of questions about dungeon diving and the permanent winter in Flowst. It had been some time since I had a normal conversation with a normal person, but in the back of my mind, I continued to think about the possibility of a tower in the ocean. Aggressive sea monsters were another convincing reason to not look too closely, making me believe even more that a tower was hidden on the water somewhere.


Chapter 12

We pulled into the gates of Zaglis late one morning. The city reminded me a lot of Borja. It had the same plaster and wood building style but was on far hillier land, and sea gulls were everywhere. Smelling the ocean for the first time felt strangely spiritual, like I understood the Earth better for having breathed that air into my lungs.

My driver was kind enough to take Daren all the way to his doorstep. When the driver opened the carriage to let Daren out, the fisherman’s wife was already in the doorway.

“Daren,” I said as he made to leave.

“Yes, sir?”

“Do you know where the Dungeon Brawlers guild hall is?”

“Aye. Few blocks over.”

“I know you’re tired from the journey, but if you didn’t mind helping me, I’d pay for the trouble. I have work for you tomorrow also.”

“I appreciate that, but I-”

I extended my arm and offered him a sealed letter and two gold pieces. “One for today’s delivery and one as a downpayment for tomorrow. Meet me at the Sea Spray Hotel before dawn.”

His mouth hung open as he timidly accepted my offer. “You’re not worried I’d just keep the money?”

“You seem trustworthy. Besides, I know where you live.”

Daren’s face blanched. “I won’t let you down, sir.”

“See you in the morning.”

The carriage felt painfully empty as we took the road along the shore to my hotel. Was I that starved for normal conversation? If I was, what were the consequences of that long-term absence? In extreme hunger, your body begins to consume itself, moving you that much closer to death. What happened to my spirit when I spent too long away from the regular world? Should I care if that part of me starved and died?

At any rate, that message was for Horpus and whoever was the guild master of the Zaglis chapter. All it said was, “It happens tomorrow” and was signed Byron. Horpus knew that meant to prepare for the dungeon change.

I tipped the driver and shooed him away when he tried to carry my bags. Soon, I was in the top floor suite with a wide balcony overlooking the ocean. I hung a silk noose on an armoire and watched barnacles sprout from the bottom and spread to the top.

Pressing my hand against the wood, I teleported to the rectory.

Like I did with Borja, I barred followers from having access to the Zaglis teleporter. That wasn’t permanent, but I wasn’t prepared to secure two more bases of operations, not when we had concerns about Abby’s ability to keep watch of it all.

Seeing my bed empty was always strange. Usually, if I was here, I would have recently finished or was about to enjoy one or more of my followers, and for the last several days, Lilac had used the bed to recover from my experiment. She had an apartment in Grubiit now and insisted on working for me. I told her to find me in a month, and we could talk. For now, I wanted her to relax and enjoy her life.

“Purity?” I asked in my mind to see if her silk telepathy was open.

“It’s good to hear your voice.”

“Any problems to report?”

“No, Master. I think you’ll be pleased with the progress everyone is making. Would you like the full update?”

“Not right now. Want to join me in Zaglis? I’d like to explore the city today, and then I’ll need help when the dungeon changes tomorrow.”

“I would love to. What should I wear?”

“Wear something simple and civilian. We’ll go shopping and buy you something that fits the local scene.”

***

Purity’s dark skin and dark hair made her beautiful in just about anything. I liked her in simple but elegant black–I couldn’t think of any women I didn’t like in black, actually–but I loved her in bright colors. A vivid yellow or a bright red contrasted against her skin. The difference in tones highlighted her features and the shape of her body, but more than that, the contrast made it all the more obvious that something special and forbidden was just beneath the fabric.

We spent our first few hours in Zaglis shopping. I watched her try on a number of different outfits and dresses, all with varying degrees of modesty. Zaglis was a beach town, though, so we had to spend some of that time shopping for swimsuits.

A bikini top could barely hold her breasts in. The fabric tensed and strained every time she turned or bounced, sending her gifts swinging. And the bottom half of the show was just as good.

Her round ass looked good in every cut and style of bikini, from the less revealing panty look to a thong that disappeared between her cheeks. Low-waisted, high-waisted–I loved her in all of them, and each time she opened the curtain to the dressing room to show me another option, I dreamed of her being soaked in seawater, her bikini glued tight to her wet body.

We eventually ended up back at my hotel. We sat on the balcony overlooking the ocean. She wore only a loose shirt now, and the dropping temperature hardened her nipples. They poked against the fabric like pencil tips. She draped her legs across my lap, and I ran my fingers up and down them while we both drank wine and waited for the dreamdust to hit.

“Do you remember talking about system alignments?” Purity asked as the sun set.

“A few times, sure. Something on your mind?”

She giggled. “Oh, just the root nature of good and evil.”

“Is that all?” I laughed in reply.

“I was thinking how every being in history decides who their people are, their group. Protecting your people and giving them better lives becomes 'good,' and anything that threatens that is ‘bad.’ Even the humans who preach about all life being sacred want soldiers to appear and repel invaders when there’s danger. Those invaders might be starving or trying to escape something awful, but they attempted to take what belonged to the ‘good guys.’ It’s not pleasant, but in those cases, people justify the killing as necessary.”

She was deep into her thoughts now, so I didn’t interrupt.

“In the Capital, if someone has a fruit tree in their backyard, it is illegal to take that fruit without permission. If a starving kid climbs the fence and takes an apple, that’s a crime, and crimes are evil. But to the child, their motivation could be feeding little brothers and little sisters, people who had no chance of getting food on their own. Taking risks to feed your family sounds like good to me, but every priest in the Church would consider stealing to be categorically evil.

“System alignments can’t keep up with those complexities, which we’ve seen with slavers who were still considered Lawful Good. Can good versus evil ever be anything more than a variation of us versus them? If a forest of fruit trees used to feed a village, but a noble buys it and puts up a fence. Nobody talks about that being evil, yet that person chose to take food away from others for their own benefit. Merchants and dukes and royals make choices every day that make life harder for someone else in order to make it better for others.”

“In a way, everyone is evil, but some people are blind enough to believe that they are good.”

Purity nodded. “That’s part of what I’ve been thinking about, but I would phrase it as a question: Are good and evil even useful distinctions in that case? The extreme differences are easy enough to see, but in the middle where everyone is fighting to get by, good and evil might as well not exist because it’s all so messy.”

“Hearing you speak this way is interesting,” I began, “because I know how much doing good matters to you. No matter where we are, you’re thinking about ways to help people.”

“But is it actually good?” Purity asked. “Taking down Valice helped hundreds of people, not just now but ones she would have come for in the future. We took her soul to do it, though. That’s an evil action by most anyone’s standards, yet it did so much good.”

“Why are those definitions important to you?”

“Hmm?”

“Why do you want to define what is good and what is evil with such specificity? What do you gain?”

“Clarity.”

“So far, this sounds like the opposite. The more you spin yourself in circles, the muddier the waters get.”

Purity nodded and looked out to the water as she thought. “It is constant circles. You’re right about that.”

“I’m not sure you could ever get as granular as you’re suggesting. No matter what, someone gets hurt. You can try to avoid it, but there will always come a time when none of the options available to you are simple and clean.”

“I agree, but we still need a way to distinguish between good and evil. What good are values if you can’t communicate and share them?”

“Fair point,” I said.

“Help when you can help, and when you make choices, take the path that brings the least amount of suffering into the world.”

“Is that your new definition of good?”

Purity’s head rocked side to side. “Work in progress. Would a definition like that ever change how you see yourself?”

“I don’t know that I’ll ever be able to let go of the ideas I have about good and evil. Academically, I could agree with you, but there’s some ingrained part of me that will never change its mind. I’m evil. I know I’m evil. And I know the things I do are evil.”

“Giving all our girls food, shelter, education, and opportunity is evil?”

“Well, no.”

“Killing slavers to free the people they treated like cattle is evil?”

“No, but-”

“Was it evil to save the caravan from bandits? To save that fisherman’s life and bring him home to his family?”

"It's the aggregate of my choices that I think about,” I said. “I know what my intentions and desires are even if some little parts are ‘good.’”

“Do you intend or desire to bring suffering into the world, or do you make choices that work to do the opposite?”

“To the first question, no, I don’t intend or desire that. To the second, yes, I do think about that sometimes. I don’t believe that makes me good, though.”

Purity sat forward to bring her face closer to mine and lay a hand on my cheek. “Why do we judge ourselves by rules made by selfish people we’ve never met? I know your heart. You have made the world a better place with your actions, and you continue to do so. Also…”

“What?”

She gently moved her calf across my lap. “Did talking this way make you hard? Really?”

I shrugged. “Your mind is sexy.”

Purity smiled and pulled her hair back, tying it up. She knelt on the balcony, her back to the beach, and undid my pants.

"There are people down there watching,” I said.

“Oh?” Purity asked. She pulled her shirt up over her hips to bare her lower half to the audience. “Do you think that will help?”

“We should see this through and find out.”

With a grin, Purity put the tip of me in her mouth.

***

The next morning, Daren met Purity and me in the lobby of the hotel. I gave him a change of clothes–something more fitting of a nobleman’s servant–and sent him and Purity to the guild hall. Their job was to learn what they could about the dungeon change and then report back to me at 1 p.m. While they did that, I attempted to eavesdrop in a tavern that was reportedly popular with adventurers.

The Zaglis dungeon was a water-themed dungeon to begin with. From what I had read and the sketches I had seen, the best way to think of it was like a maze of pristine sewers stacked ontop of each other. The story was a bit more elaborate than that, but figuring out how it changed was more important right now.

Early reports said that the water level rose across the dungeon. Before, a corridor would have a channel of flowing water and a stone walkway adjacent to it or something else along those lines. Now, dryland was nowhere to be found. It was all underwater. We didn’t know what was happening on the lower floors yet, but we did learn about a few key changes.

A boat of some kind was essentially mandatory now. Swimming the whole dungeon with full gear wasn’t feasible, so you needed a vessel if you wanted to go any farther than the door. The water was now an opaque muddy brown instead of crystal clear. At various points, adventurers had to dive down to access a doorway and then surface on the other side.

That sucked because no visibility in the water meant water monsters could more easily catch an adventurer off guard. Those monsters now included electric eels that were more or less swimming Bolt spells. The water itself was painfully cold, and you couldn’t get your boat to the other side of a submerged doorway, so once you completed the dive, you had no way to continue.

The stairwells between floors were now waterfalls, and those presented an additional logistics challenge. You needed a boat to go down, but taking a boat back up wasn’t really possible. So far, only one party had dared descend, and there wasn’t any word yet of what they found when they did, and likely wouldn't be for a while.

Bonfire, Bonedry, Resist Shock, Immunity to Shock–Those were the most obvious enchantments to chase. I sent Daren into town with a bag of gold and instructions to buy a certain number of each enchantment. I wasn’t buying the town out, but I was making sure the Silk had a decent stockpile in reserve for when we decided to run the dungeon ourselves.

At the same time, Purity teleported back and coordinated shopping sprees in Flowst, Grubiit, and the Capital. Like I always did, I sold that inventory to the Dungeon Brawlers with a slight markup in one lump batch. Purity and Daren needed two trips to get the full haul from my hotel to the guild hall.

I saw another windfall of profit in our near future.

I put 10 gold pieces in Daren’s hand at the end of the day.

“Sir, no, this is far too much,” he argued as he tried to push the pouch back into my hands. “I didn’t do anywhere near enough work to earn it.”

“Most of this isn’t payment for your work today,” I replied. “This is payment for your future discretion. I ask that you not reveal to anyone–and I mean anyone–what you did for me today and who you did it for. If I need more help in Zaglis, can I come to you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good.”

***

My system for corresponding with the Princess was simple. If she had a message for me, she could deliver it to the banker next door to the boarding house. From there, a Silk Lion picked it up and brought it through the teleporter.

She sent a letter while I was in Zaglis. It read:

I agree to your terms. I'd like to complete this bargain as soon as possible.

Six days of grinding later, Lyle got the items in, and I coordinated a meeting with Princess Ashley.

I was fetched by carriage–alone this time–and shuttled to the same estate where we met previously. Instead of the garden, we met in a sitting room. An elderly man with a long gray beard and wearing wizard robes waited with the Princess.

Her face was gaunt, and dark circles hung beneath her eyes.

“Are you unwell, Princess?”

“Leave us,” she said to her guards. A moment later, it was me, the Princess, and the old man.

“The item, please,” he said, extending his hand.

I handed him the Noble Sacrifice necklace. For how much it cost, it was pretty plain. A circular glass pendant the size of a copper hung from a thin braid of white gold. If it wasn't enchanted, I wouldn't pay more than a silver for it.

He took the necklace to a side table with a leather bag resting on it. His back was to me, so I couldn't see exactly what his process was, but he fussed with it for several moments, his hands darting in and out of his bag for various tools and implements.

When he returned to the Princess, he passed her the necklace and said, “It is enchanted with Noble Sacrifice, and I see no curses.”

He dipped his head and shuffled out of the room. The Princess waited for the door to latch before speaking.

“I didn't expect you to offer something I could believe in,” she said.

“Once we activate the enchantment, this is officially squashed, right?”

“It's a good start.”

I shook my head. “No, that's unacceptable. I've sworn on my life, and I'm about to bind myself to you. As soon as I activate that, I will have essentially thrown myself in front of a knife to protect you.”

“Do I need to remind you who you are speaking to?”

“I am here because I know that I need to appease you to guarantee my own safety. If I make this commitment and your concern is still the same, I've only put myself in an even worse position. I mean, would you take this deal if you were me?”

Her face didn't change, but her eyes boiled.

Princess Ashley had talked so much about how dangerous cornered animals were that she overlooked the full reality. She was so preoccupied with me lashing out that she put me in a position where I had nothing else to lose. Making bold decisions was easier if you could die either way.

“I have one more condition, remember,” she said finally.

“Which was?”

“You work for me.”

“If you actually mean work, then I'm open to it.”

“What else would it mean?”

“Sometimes when people say ‘work for’ they really mean ‘serve.’ If I'm working for you, that's a job. People get paid for jobs, and they can say no when they don't want the job.”

She stood and walked across the room for a bottle of wine. I had never seen her ass before. Her hips were a touch wide, and she filled the space elegantly. Her panty lines were adorable.

When she returned, she brought two glasses.

A Princess pouring a commoner a glass of wine seemed significant.

As she handed me my wine, she sighed and said, “I agree. The enchantment is proof you aren't a threat to me, and I am proposing a work relationship, not servitude.”

We clinked glasses and drank. Though I got what I wanted, for the most part, this suddenly felt too easy. I very much disliked her seeing something I couldn't.

“Put the necklace on so we can make it official,” I said.

The princess held up her hair with both hands and waited. In that moment, I wanted to sink my teeth into the light flesh of her neck.

I humored her and looped the chain around and set the clasp.

Walking back in front of her, I drew my knife.

“My blood for your blood. My breath for your breath. My life for your life.” I nicked my thumb and pressed the blood into the glass.

The crystal turned red and swirled like a drop of dye in water. Then the necklace sank into Princess Ashley, as if her body absorbed it, until no sign of it was visible.

“It's done,” I said.

Princess Ashley felt around her neck at the absence of the necklace and gestured to a chair, inviting me to sit and finish my drink. That was unexpected.

“I can refer you to someone who does Legendary Obscurify enchantments. You won't have trouble hiding your class with one.”

“I'd appreciate that. Thank you. Is that a sovereign ability that lets you do that?”

She nodded. “Don't count on getting it as an option. Royals have recorded sovereign progression for centuries and still have no explanation for what appears when. There have been instances where certain abilities didn't appear at all for 300 years or more.”

Again, I felt that this was suspicious. Why would she be so forthcoming?

She continued, saying, “The sovereign class can drive siblings to kill one another and can be a dangerous tool in the hands of someone evil. People wonder why mad kings are possible. The sovereign class is to blame for that.”

“Being an only child must be a relief for you then.”

The Princess had no competition for succession. She would be queen when her father and mother stepped down or died.

She finished her wine in a few big gulps and went to pour herself another glass. “I used to want a little brother or sister, back before I knew that we were competitors. Learning that not having siblings was a blessing is a strange feeling.”

“Should I be worried about other sovereigns?”

“Yes. Not being able to detect your class will help, but only so much. Since there's so much variation in unlocks, plenty of sovereigns go their whole lives without the system encouraging them to murder, but that's also rare. The system told my great grandfather what city his sister was hiding in, for example. Then it rewarded him for following through.”

“It just outright told him that?”

“He was told a competing sovereign was in that city,” Princess Ashley explained. “He didn't know it was his sister at first.”

Her open-book treatment could be an act, I realized, but it felt sincere. I didn't notice anything about her demeanor or delivery that seemed dishonest.

“Has the system ever rewarded you for violence?” She asked.

“Yes. I got a bonus unlock for killing the men who murdered my father. Nothing before or since, though.”

“I'm sorry about your dad.”

“It's fine.”

Princess Ashley leaned forward. Her top fell open just enough for me to see down her blouse. “How did that feel?”

“Honestly? It didn't feel like anything. It had been so long, and I was so tired.”

“That must have been disappointing.”

“Yes, it was.”

Looking glumly at the bottom of her glass, the Princess said, “I should retire for the evening. I'll send a messenger with the enchanter’s information in the morning. If I have need of you, do I reach you the same way?”

“Yes. I tend to be in dungeons for long stretches of time, so please don't assume that a slow response is deliberate if you do reach out.”

“I will. You have heard about the murders, I'm sure.”

“Like the party the other night?”

She nodded. “The theory is the killers are targeting the kingdom's financial interests, an early phase of a larger plan to destabilize and eliminate my father.”

“Now that you say it, political aspirations seem like an obvious motive. That makes a lot of sense.” Nevermind that those kills were mine and were more for sport than anything else.

“Games within games. Anyway, I bid you goodnight.” She paused, rubbing the bare skin at the base of her neck where the Noble Sacrifice charm once hung. “I hope I never need this.”

“I wholeheartedly agree.”


Chapter 13

The night after my meeting with the Princess, the Silk hosted a recruitment party. This was our second ever, and the process was mostly the same as the first. Entrance was by invitation only, and then candidates were filtered out through several phases designed to test how well they fit the Silk.

Then we finished with a party in a Grubiit hotel where the recruits were specifically barred from touching me. They could watch and entertain each other, but I was the reward for becoming a member.

At the first recruitment event, the twins Lala and Lili took their oaths.

This time, Kierka, the mage who was part of the twins' original party, and three other girls whose names I don't recall knelt before me and recited the prayer in unison, surrounded by masked members, initiates, and hopefuls. The audience to the oaths drank champagne as they watched four women swallow flower petals.

Kierka’s silk ribbon went taut and turned gold. And so did the next girl’s. And the girl’s after that.

The last girl, a fit blonde who was taller than I was, looked at me with panic. The black silk around her neck didn’t turn gold. It only got tighter.

And tighter.

Her face turned red, and she clawed at the silk, begging me to help her. When I didn’t, she turned to the audience, her face going darker, her eyes watering. She didn’t have any more air to speak, so she reached out, hoping someone could save her.

Most of the candidates seemed terrified, even with their masks hiding much of their faces. Interestingly, no one who already wore gold silk around their necks seemed remotely bothered. If anything, they were pleased that the oath culled someone who wasn’t worthy.

And then the blonde slumped forward and collapsed on the floor.

This was inevitable in my mind. With the Oath of the Silk Noose being as strict as it was, someone was bound to say the prayer before they were ready, which was why I cautioned against it constantly. The energy of a party, seeing peers say the prayers, having a bit too much to drink and snort–convincing yourself you were ready when you weren’t was all too easy.

Because of that, what’s-her-face was dead, and man, did watching someone choke to death bring down the vibe of the event.

I had two problems before me:

1. I needed this party to get back on track. Recruitment was a priority.

2. I had a body to dispose of. Technically, she killed herself, but I still suspected I would take the blame if the guard got involved.

As we continued to stare at the corpse wearing only silk panties, her form collapsed into itself, becoming black sand. Like it was in dungeons, that sand ran through the floor until the body was gone completely, leaving behind a mask, panties, and a loop of silk.

That took care of one problem.

“This should be a lesson for us all,” Purity said, stepping forward to address the gathering. “The Silk is not a game or a club. Your words have power, and the Silk will hold you to your word. She took the Oath of the Silk Noose with doubt in her heart, and the Silk does not allow lies to stand. None of us are required to take the oath, and many of you won’t. There is no shame in that. If you do desire to ascend, however, be certain your heart is pure.”

She scanned the faces in the room.

“Does anyone wish to leave? No one will think less of you.”

One of the candidates sheepishly rushed out of the room.

“She made the right decision,” Purity continued. “The Silk is not for everyone, but if it’s for you, it will give you everything you ever wanted.”

When it was clear Purity had finished, Invia spoke. “We should play a game. We’re going to blindfold the candidates. We will take turns asking you questions. If you get a question wrong, you get a clothespin.”

Invia held up a wooden clothespin and made it snap shut.

“If you get a question right, the girl next to you gets the clothespin. At the end of every round, your future sisters will come around and test them to make sure they’re pinched nice and tight. We’ll make up more rules as we go, I’m sure.”

Good girl, Invia. You saved the party.

***

The exterior of the Ice Temple featured statues of Purity, Solara, and Abby, all dressed in their own unique silk attire designed by Marlow, a costume designer I found in Flowst. Purity’s statue was in a place of prominence over the doorway, so she looked down upon all who entered. Abby and Solara’s statues were set on either side of the stairs like guardians.

Invia and Podni’s statues were finally complete, and we placed those outside the doors of the Swamp Temple. Invia’s silk costume made her look like a warrior queen, fierce in every sense of the word. Podni’s costume was more mysterious. Her hood was up, and the flowing fabric left more for the mind to imagine, like she was a secret that needed to be delicately unwrapped.

These statues were a symbol of status. Anyone who said the Oath of the Silk Noose deserved to be celebrated and revered, so in addition to the gold around their throats, they were immortalized as pieces of art on display for the world to see.

The twin rogues, Lili and Lala, were the next in line for the honor. As soon as Marlow finished their costumes, we would add their statues to one of the Temples and celebrate their commitment to the Silk.

When I first had this idea, I wasn’t sure if it would carry as much meaning as I hoped. But now, having watched my girls pass these statues dozens of times over, I saw them admire the gold Silk Lions. They looked up to them literally and figuratively. Their presence reminded them every day that devotion to me was rewarded.

They too could see themselves as elegant statues if they dedicated themselves entirely to me.

It was important that my followers never forget that.


Chapter 14

My operation hummed along as my girls each did their parts. With the Princess Ashley issue resolved, for now, I could devote more attention to what really interested me.

That list included the following:

-Earning more XP and Will points

-Finding or developing magic that nullified Holy and Turn Undead spells

-Researching potential locations for towers

-Summoning Abby's sisters, starting with the forgemaster

-Establishing Temples in Borja and Zaglis

-Conquering the Grubiit dungeon, turning the 10th floor into a city of sin

-Transferring the Chastain wealth and fortune to Invia, elevating her status and influence

-Continuing to poison the Church of the Goddess via High Priestess Yuni

-Killing as many clergy and nobles as I could

While I pursued my interests, I had a few open responsibilities to keep in mind as well:

-Collect the rest of the materials Samson Oliverry needs for his new vessel

-Identify who was following me in Grubiit

-Keep the dungeon bathhouse running profitability

-Acquire a Legendary Obscurify Enchantment

And, of course, I had a responsibility to keep my women happy. Other than earth-shaking orgasms and decadent wealth, they required attention. Their love for me was as pure as it was romantic, and acknowledging that their love mattered to me only made them more enthusiastic about pleasing me.

But truthfully, I enjoyed their company. With Aurketzu out of my head, my mind was a lonely place. Since I didn’t sleep, the vast majority of my life was spent in isolation. I worked while the rest of the world slept.

If I had the chance to spend time with someone who loved me, time that was separate from our projects and responsibilities, I happily seized it.

So one night, I took Invia and Podni out in Grubiit. I thought they would enjoy the view from one of the restaurants Horpus showed me, and by chance, a string trio played that night. Both of my women wore little black dresses, the kind that were so tight and so short that you never wanted to look away because a delight was bound to peek through eventually, whether that was a quick look at the lower lines of their asses, a view of their panties, or perhaps the edge of a nipple that managed to wiggle far enough to escape what little fabric their dresses had.

Everywhere I went, men and women alike lusted after my party. My girls enjoyed the attention as much as I did.

That night, we sat with our backs to the Grubiit river, drank wine, and listened to the music as we talked.

“Progress with Valice has been better than I expected,” Invia said in between sips. “Her family’s businesses have held, minus the ones we tanked intentionally, and no one has challenged her role as head of the family. I think we can consider that part of our efforts stable at this point.”

“That’s good news,” I replied, “and good work.”

Invia blushed.

“I thought we said no work talk?” Podni asked.

“Work and pleasure are the same for me,” Invia replied. “But you’re right. We did agree on that.”

“Since Ithaca made a report, I feel like I should too. I’m told our research project with the Capital University are going well, but if we’re talking about work… I really want to talk about where this game with Valice goes.”

“That’s going to end with Invia controlling two noble families and eventually becoming queen,” I said.

“The crazy thing is I believe you,” Podni admitted. “I believe you when you say that will happen. Like it’s a fact that we borrowed from an inevitable future. How do you feel about that, Ithaca?”

She grinned. “I could tolerate being a queen.”

We laughed.

“I want to be queen,” Invia repeated and then looked at Podni. “What do you want from life? If I want to be queen, I know you have big dreams too.”

Podni thought. “Money and power,” she answered. “It doesn’t have to be absolute, and I’m happy for those things to be in service of the Silk, but I love how it feels to pull those strings. I like understanding and solving interesting problems. Everything I’ve had to figure out for the Silk has been so much fun, but…”

“But what?” Invia pressed.

“The Silk makes me feel like I can have anything in the world, but I’m petty. I want money and power, but I also want to find anyone who ever doubted or worked against me and rub their noses in it. I want them to know they were wrong, and that I got further than they did.”

Invia shrugged. “I don’t think that’s petty. I want that too. Isn’t that part of winning any contest? You know who won, but just as importantly, you know who lost.”

“Byron’s been pretty quiet,” Podni pointed out. “Don’t want to weigh in?"

“I don’t mind listening to a good conversation. I don’t always have to talk.”

Invia narrowed her eyes, the corner of her lip curling upward. “Sounds like you don’t want to share how you feel about what you’ve heard. Are Podni and I petty for wanting what we want?”

I shook my head. “When you and I were enemies, I loved every moment I got to remind you of who and what I was. I don’t have any desire to do that to someone I care about–and I care about you now that we’ve worked those things out–but fuck does it feel good to degrade an enemy.”

Podni smirked. “Ithaca must have been stubborn as hell.”

Invia playfully hit Podni’s shoulder as I laughed.

I put a hand on Invia’s bare thigh. “She’s strong, and she’s committed. She made me earn every step I took.”

“There was this one night in Lopav,” Invia began. “Byron and I were staying in this crappy dormitory, but it was just the two of us. He worked all night then too. After a dungeon run one day, he left me alone so he could go run errands. When he got back, he saw that I didn’t turn our mana crystals in. I was being lazy and, to be honest, intentionally difficult. Just to spite him.”

She swirled her wine for a moment and drank.

“When Byron came back and saw that I left him work for him to do, he got so angry. He had me against the wall by my throat, and he showed me how powerful he had become. When we first met, my strength stat was way higher than his. After a few weeks in Lopav, I wasn’t strong enough to peel his hand off of me. And that… I was so scared, but when he let me go and left me alone, I realized I was soaked through.”

Podni raised an eyebrow. “It did sound hot.”

“It was, and I started to understand that I liked that. I needed that kind of force in my life because it made me better. We still had a ways to go at that point, but I knew then that our strange predicament could be something special, something I had never heard of before and couldn’t understand.”

“I didn’t know that turned you on,” I said.

“Bullshit, you didn’t.”

“I’m serious. I still expected you to murder me in my sleep.”

“I thought about that as much as I thought about you fucking me so hard and for so long that I couldn’t get out of bed after.”

Podni put her glass of wine down. “I can’t keep listening to this. This dress is too short for me to be this turned on. I’d like to leave, but I have a request.”

I gestured for her to continue.

She leaned over the table and whispered, “Let me have Valice for the night. Just one night.”

Invia put a hand on Podni’s. “Can I join you?”

“What do you intend to do?” I asked.

“Rub her nose in it. Show her what it’s like to be one of the slaves she bought and sold. No permanent damage.”

The desire that dripped from her words tasted like my bloodlust. Something deep within her made her want that. No, not just want it. She had to have it. She needed it as much as she needed air.

I signaled the waiter for the check.

I spent the rest of the night in the rectory, watching Invia and Podni play with Valice for more than two hours, using and abusing her in every way they could think of. Whips. Slaps. Pinches.

They knew that permanent damage was off the table, but otherwise, they got to do whatever they wanted.

That night, I saw how deeply twisted my templar and saboteur could really be, and I loved it.

***

When we returned to the 7th floor of the Borja dungeon, the melee members of our party–me, Invia, and Podni–all had silver weapons. Invia and I also had silver shields.

We relied heavily on Solara’s magic to deal with the wraiths as killing them from a distance was still the safest method. Purity could contribute to those efforts as well, but we had to be careful to keep me out of the line of fire.

Striking a wraith with a silver weapon was surprisingly similar to how a sword felt when it cut into a slime. Though the wraith looked like fog, its body felt like gelatinous, viscous liquid when silver went through. My brain struggled to rectify the difference between what the wraith looked and what it felt like. I needed time to accept that wispy smoke could feel so solid.

Clearing the 7th floor was doable for my party, but my girls were technically underleveled. For any fight other than the wraiths, I played the role of tank. I could eat a few necromancer spells where a clean hit on another member of my party had the potential to be fatal.

The 8th floor was an underground river of souls that teamed with wraiths, spectors, and banshees. Unlike the previous floors, this one was more vertical and relatively linear. To reach the stairs of the 9th floor, you had to follow the river as it flowed deeper and deeper. Several sections were long waterfalls with perilous stairways carved into sheer rock faces.

We didn't do much more than poke our heads into that floor, however. Once we got a sense for the difficulty on that level, we turned around and picked a remote alcove for our teleporter. Then we spent 4 days grinding the 7th floor of the Borja dungeon.

We decided to do the rest of our grinding in Grubiit, another 4 days, for the sake of Purity's Divine Quests. She needed to slay an abyssal slurp, and that felt like the place to find one. Once each of the girls had gone up a level, we would come back to the Borja dungeon and make a push to reach the boss.

In the meantime, I could rack up several more Loyalty Pledges. I might not make much progress in terms of my overall levels, but I could have the stat point equivalent of 4 or 5 level-ups. With any luck, we could get to the 10th floor Borja boss soon and acquire its mana crystal for the abyssal summoning ritual.

***

At times, my accelerated growth in strength made my party feel like a burden through no fault of their own. I benefited from the ability to level from both XP and Will points, and in between those levels, the steady stream of Loyalty Pledges drove progression in my stats and abilities. My party received exceptional unlock options, sure, but they couldn’t compete or keep up with me no matter how hard they grinded.

Which was why my boredom of fighting slurps on the fourth floor of the Grubiit dungeon drove me to push my party into the fifth. We had explored some of it before, but only a small fraction near the adventurer settlement that was now home to Byron’s Bathhouse. The vast majority of that dungeon level was unknown to us because Kein, a guide we hired for our very first visit to this dungeon, made it clear that parties of 25ers found this floor challenging. Running into toxic slimes big enough to fill hallways further cemented that Kein’s advice was worth following, so we had avoided it until now.

The toxic slimes were a response to my status as a Dungeon Lord, but the regular spawn on the fifth floor was challenging enough. The wide variety of slurps, from the ultradurable yellows to the cursed slurps that endlessly summoned demons that looked like giant bloodsucking ticks, were still a danger here. They fought with the sophisticated tactics of an experienced party and were joined by gray and blue slimes.

Gray slimes were fast as shit. They bolted down corridors like rabbits and could jump a dozen yards at once, making them difficult to track and challenging to predict. Blue slimes were immune to magic, which was a problem when a blue slurp was in the backrow lobbing spells over a trio of yellow slurps. If we weren’t careful, a gray slime could surprise us with an attack from behind, attracted to the battle by the noise echoing down the halls.

This floor of the dungeon was filled with crafter stations, pens for animals, storage for materials, and wide-open rooms with dirt for planting.

We were in the midst of exploring a room packed with old distillery equipment when total darkness descended on our party. Our Nightsight enchantments couldn’t penetrate it.

“Ithaca, Ice Wall! Solara, surround us with silk!”

All of us had only our last visual memory of the party’s formation to work from. I trusted Invia and Solara to estimate the distance appropriately and give us some level of defense.

I felt the alarm of Sense Danger and heard the dull thud of a blunt blow to flesh. Podni cried out. Then Purity did the same.

I resisted the urge to blindly swing my sword, as I could easily kill one of my own by mistake.

“Solara, Bolt your silk.”

The impenetrable black flickered in and out, giving me glimpses of black slime closing in on us from all sides. Podni and Purity were both down, fighting to keep the slime from pinning and drowning them.

I threw myself in the direction of a slime at the same time as Solara cast Blizzard, filling the room with freezing snow that affected only the enemy. I felt Unholy Smite hit sticky slime before crashing through a metal tank.

My vision flickered again when Solara shocked the slime with another Bolt.

“Ithaca! Hit the deck!”

I soared through the dark and unleashed another Unholy Smite, this time on the largest pile of black slime I caught in my fleeting glimpses of my surroundings. Thankfully, Invia followed orders and dropped to her stomach to clear my path.

The darkness disappeared, and the black slime all around us dissolved into black sand before disappearing completely.

Podni had a cut on the back of her head from where it hit the floor when she fell, and Purity had a busted lip, but we were otherwise whole.

Instead of casting Heal right away as she usually did, Purity’s eyes had the soft focus of someone reading their system menus.

“That was the abyssal slime,” she said. “Solara, I don’t have time to explain. Just trust me and give into it.”

“What do you-”

Purity slammed into Solara, pressing the sorceress into the wall, kissing her roughly as her hands roamed up and down Solara’s voluptuous form. Solara’s eyes got big for a moment but soon drooped with pleasure as she kissed Purity back.

Tentacles of black and as thick as fingers erupted from Purity’s body and went down and up every gap in Solara’s wizard robes they could find.

“Oh fuck!” Solara shrilled. Two of the black limbs were already thrust between her legs, and a third filled her throat a moment later, reducing her screams to gagging moans.

Purity kissed down Solara’s chest while her hand rubbed hard over Solara’s robes, working in fast circles. Flopping one of the sorceress’ big breasts free, Purity wrapped her lips around Solara’s nipple and sucked.

Solara’s whole body went tense as she held a muffled scream for several long seconds. Then she went limp. The tentacles receded, and Purity caught her, lowering her gently to the ground as Solara gasped for air.

+500 Will points.

“Wow,” Podni said, slackjawed.

“I’m sorry,” Purity whispered to Solara.

“Oh, don’t apologize, not for making me feel like that. Holy shit, Pen.”

“If I didn’t start within 5 seconds, I would fail the quest,” Purity explained. “Then I wasn’t allowed to stop once I started, not until you finished.”

Purity read me her new ability via her telepathic link:

Fingers of the Abyss

Active Ability

Cooldown: 4 Hours

Summon tentacles from the abyssal plane. Each can be controlled independently, and the total number of possible tentacles is based on the total number of oaths sworn to the silk. Range and strength are based on your level and your intelligence.

Well, that was awesome. I’m sure it had strategic implications in dungeons and in combat, but all I could think about was my priestess ravaging half a dozen followers simultaneously. Even without the Will points, this ability might be my new favorite of all time. Frankly, I was jealous Purity got it and not me.

Between the grinding, the difficulty of fighting an abyssal slurp, and Solara’s afterglow, we were spent for the day.

That night, Podni leveled up. Continuing our tradition, she gave her body to me as an expression of loyalty to the Silk, in the hopes that it would improve her unlock options. I was fairly certain that didn’t actually help, but I was never going to admit that to anyone.

The tradition was too good.

Podni straddled me as I lay in bed, and she asked Purity to sit behind her. As Podni worked her hips back and forth and up and down on my stiff shaft, Purity’s hands slid all over Podni’s hard gymnast body. Tentacles joined them a moment later. Two tugged on Podni’s nipple rings. One rubbed her clit. And one went up her ass. I could feel that one rubbing against my cock from the inside. I remembered that feeling good when the sorceress queen in Flowst graced me with a similar experience, but it was so much better with Purity controlling it.

My silk saboteur came so hard that I worried her brain would break like Lilac’s. The bonuses to pleasure for my followers had risen to extreme levels. Whenever one of them finished, they couldn’t move again for several minutes.

The next morning, Podni softly groped my balls and read her unlock options:

Silk Mastermind

Active Ability

Cooldown: 72 Hours

Imbue a trap with an additional spell or an ability known to anyone who has sworn the oath to the Silk Noose. Person must be present and willing. Strength of the imbued effect is based on the original owner’s stats and bonuses. Not all spells and abilities are compatible.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the option to imbue abilities in addition to spells.

Prerequisite: 100 Good-Aligned Deaths from Your Traps

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Strength of all traps is increased by 5%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Spend an additional 20 good-aligned levels to add a second instance of Silk Mastermind…

Dark Shield Maiden

Passive Ability

When fighting in total darkness, whether natural or magically created, gain a 5% bonus to damage and a 10% bonus to your base speed.

Sugar Daddy bonus improved bonus to base speed by 5%.

Prerequisite: Sovereign’s Dark Champion

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increase bonus to damage by an additional 5%.)

(Bonus Pledge: When moving in total darkness, gain a 10% bonus to Stealth…

Air Steering

Active Ability

Cooldown: None

Push off of the air as if it were a solid surface, enabling you to change directions in midair.

Sugar Daddy Bonus eliminated the cooldown for Air Steering.

Prerequisite: Acrobatics

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain the Wraith effect for a duration of 1 second whenever you activate Air Steering.)

(Bonus Pledge: Gain the ability to activate Dodge when you would activate Air Steering…

The Bonus Pledge included the invisible armor effect that enabled my party to travel in their underthings without sacrificing comfort or protection. Podni had complained for a while that she didn’t have that option yet, so I knew she would take a Bonus Pledge this level no matter what.

Invia lifted her head from where she lay behind Podni. As she massaged her shoulders, she said, “Those are all incredible options. Unlocks are usually pretty good, but I can typically take one out of the running right away. I don’t know that I could do that here.”

From the other side of my body, Purity snuggled close and began to caress my shaft. Solara reached around Purity’s hips to rub between her legs.

I loved my life.

“I think Dark Shieldmaiden is the weakest option,” Podni said, her eyes focused on her system menus. “It has a ton of utility, but Silk Mastermind looks like an ultra-rare ability, and the bonuses to Air Steering sound broken. Without the cooldown, that’s basically flight.”

Ah, she was right. I didn’t put that together initially. If you could activate Air Steering back to back, she could just keep jumping and jumping and jumping without ever touching the ground.

“Picture adding two instances of my Bolt spell on top of an Unholy bomb,” Solara added. “That puts you on a path to leveling a whole city with one bomb, if you wanted.”

Invia laughed.

Podni glanced over her shoulder at the templar.

“Sorry,” Invia said. “Solara is right, but my mind fixated on the option to imbue traps with abilities. I was picturing you hiding Fingers of the Abyss traps around the Temples for the initiates to stumble into.”

That got me to laugh too. I loved how absolutely diabolical that was.

“I like that a lot too," Podni agreed.

“The system has been kind to us about not forfeiting Bonus Pledges,” I said with seriousness. “If you had to choose an ability to put off, I would hold on Air Steering. Dodge mid-air is excellent, but no cooldown makes it a touch redundant.

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

“Solara…” Podni began.

The sorceress grinned. “Yes. I’d love to test how big of a boom we can make together.”

“Please don’t test it in a dungeon,” I said. “There’s a lot of open prairie southwest of Borja. No farms or anything.”

Podni kissed me on the cheek. “We’ll be safe, Master. Don’t worry.”

I closed my eyes as Podni slid low to replace her hand with her mouth.

I had 26 unallocated stat points. My initial thought was to split them all between strength and dexterity, but I had a bunch of unupgraded abilities. I decided that spending a few stat points to find out how the ability improved was a worthwhile sacrifice. Even if the boost wasn’t exciting, knowing my options for certain would only benefit me in the future.

The system rejected my attempt to boost Mistress of the Abyss, so no changing the XP gain bonus or the nature of the spells the ability provided my followers. I also couldn’t improve the number of Will points my party could earn me by bending followers, so On Behalf of the Viceroy was out. So was Sense Danger, which was frustrating. I was excited to see how that ability could be buffed since it had saved my life so many times.

Enthrall, my upgrade to Sugar Daddy, didn’t work either, and I eliminated any options that increased pleasure. If I was already fearing my ability to control the volume of pleasure I provided, any boosts there would only make that more difficult.

Blood Feast gave me an opportunity to heal via damage, and Unholy Congregration buffed allies with evil alignments. I also had a bunch of old Fighter abilities that would probably work, but I ignored those for now.

The system accepted the points, so I reviewed the results:

Blood Feast+1

Active Ability

Cooldown: 12 hours

The next time you deal damage, drain the target’s lifeforce. The speed of the drain is based on how quickly the wound from your Blood Feast attack bleeds. Gain a 1% bonus to the speed of the drain. Followup attacks do not affect the speed of the drain. If you are wounded, the lifeforce you drain heals your injuries.

Unholy Congregation+1

Active Ability

Cooldown: 10 Minutes

Any allies with evil alignment within 60 ft of you gain a +6% to damage and +6% to damage resistance for 30 seconds. Every 5 levels of Antipaladin increases this bonus by an additional 5%.

A swifter heal from Blood Feast was interesting. I had hoped upgraded Unholy Congregation would lower the cooldown time so I could turn it into a passive ability with enough points, but it buffed the bonuses my followers received instead. Not useless, but not exciting.

I put another 9 points into Blood Feast to bump the speed bonus to 10%, then I put 5 points in strength, 5 into dexterity, and 5 into constitution. Yes, I know I said I was going to split them between strength and dexterity, but when I went to do that, I thought about the Noble Sacrifice enchantment I was bound to. Pumping Blood Feast was motivated by wanting to survive an attack meant for Princess Ashley, so I put points into constitution in service of that goal of not dying.

I reviewed my character sheet:

Level: 25

Progress to Next Level: (636,558 / 819,200)

Class: Abyssal Sovereign, Tier 12 (121,001 / 409,600)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 5

Alignment: Chaotic Evil

Strength 43

Dexterity 35

Constitution 42

Intelligence 38

Wisdom 10

Charisma 10

Loyalty Pledges: 172

Oaths of Devotion: 10

Followers of the Silk: 74

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness+1, Abyssal Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word+2, Rope Burn+4, Ghostly Feint+4, Unholy Smite+10, Darkness+1, Wraith+5, Abyssal Permission, Blood Feast+10

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: Greater Touch of Ice

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1, Bonfire Amulet, Immunity to Poison Amulet, Ring of Obscurity, Ring of Mind Fortress, Ring of Magic Resistance, Necklace of Resistance to Holy, Bracelet of Nightsight

And then I checked in on my party’s progress:

Purity: Level 14 (522,748 / 819,200)

Invia: Level 14 (710,788 / 819,200)

Solara: Level 14 (718,899 / 819,200)

Podni: Level 14 (113,757 / 819,200)

Very nice. Invia and Solara were on the verge of level 15, and Purity wasn’t far behind.

As for how I was going to spend my rest day, the description for Podni’s Air Steering gave me an idea for something to try.


Chapter 15

Abby appeared in the rectory. “Master, Lala and Lili request an audience.”

“Thank you,” I said to Abby as I opened my door with Silkmancer. “Come in!”

The twins entered and bowed. Abby disappeared into black smoke.

“We found your tail today,” Lala reported. “They followed you to within 5 blocks of the Swamp Temple before breaking off. We stayed on them for a while. First, they stopped at the Plimpton family mansion.”

That was one of the top families in Grubiit, a rival to the Holloman family who sold Samson's dreamdust locally. I supposed it made sense from a general intelligence gathering perspective to keep tabs on me, but no other motivation was immediately apparent.

I brokered the dreamdust deal with Horpus’ help and then my part in it was done. I had no involvement in the business nor did I receive an ongoing take. Tailing me didn't make sense if this was some kind of turf dispute, but that was the only explanation that came to mind.

“They were at the Plimpton’s for about an hour,” Lala continued. “Afterward, we followed them to the Church of the Goddess. In this city, it's one big building rather than a campus, so we don't know who they saw after they went inside. We waited 4 hours and never saw them leave.”

Now that was a troubling revelation. The Church of the Goddess had dozens of reasons to move against me.

“What do we know about the tail himself?” I asked.

“Very little as of yet,” Lili answered. “We intend to dig into that more.”

“Good work.”

The twins shuddered. I never tired of the effect simple praise had on my followers. Knowing what they felt and watching them attempt–and fail–to hide it was endlessly entertaining.

“One more thing,” Lili said. “Yuni said there's been more paladin and demon hunter chatter recently. We haven't gotten to a concrete explanation, but-”

“You were correct that I would want to know. If you think it would be useful, pull other Silk Lions with the rogue class in to help. How many you use is up to you, but it would be wise to train up a few proteges. With the number of cities we’re in now, I’d love to have a dozen Lala and Lili clones out collecting intelligence.”

“Yes, Father,” Lili said as both girls bowed.

When they had gone, I wrote a letter to High Priestess Yuni. If the Church actively moved against me, she would be able to find out why. She was likely doing that already, but I wanted to be sure she was motivated.

***

Come to the Capital as soon as possible. I have a job for you.

Princess Ashley didn't need to sign her name to the letter for me to know who sent it.

We met in secret at one of the Capital hotels. She rented a normal room and only had two bodyguards with her.

“I find secrecy to be the best security,” she said. She wore simple travel garb and seemed exceptionally tired.

I sensed that she wore silk panties and a bra with silk panels. It took everything in me to not act on that opportunity. Slow and steady was the smartest way to go about bending an asset as valuable as the Princess.

“Tell me to sit,” I said.

“Please, sit.”

+1 Will point.

I triggered Abyssal Reward for the Loyal. Confusion flashed across her face, but I saw no signs of suspicion. If she felt my ability activate, she didn't know I was the source.

“Tell me what I can do for you.”

“I need you to accompany me to a ball as my security,” she replied.

+1 Will point.

“The Reapers are still at large,” she continued. “I would feel much better with you by my side.”

“The Reapers?”

“That's what they're calling the people behind the spree of noble murders.”

“Ah.”

“These events are dreadful, but they are a necessity for me. I need to be seen, and I need to be a part of the conversations that happen at these things. Do you believe you can protect me if the Reapers attack?”

“I have no doubts,” I replied.

“I admit that you are a flashy deterrent. Your reputation will dissuade potential threats, I believe.”

I nodded.

“Per our arrangement, this is a job,” the Princess said. “What do you charge for this service?”

“Naming an amount is no trouble, but I would be willing to trade. If you agree to tell me more about the sovereign class, I would consider that payment enough for my time.”

“I accept your terms.”

“What do your father’s sovereign abilities do?”

“His revolve around being a champion for a religion. His abilities make it easier for him to persuade religious leaders to do his bidding, and followers of that religion are especially receptive to his words.”

If Aurketzu was still in my head, she would shout about the danger I was in. What princess so readily reveals secrets about her father, the King? Princess Ashley was no fool. She understood the value of information and always chose her words carefully. This was a deliberate choice on her part, and I again found myself unable to divine a potential motive.

At first, I thought she might be working to overthrow her father, but that didn't make any sense. She was heir to the throne and would, therefore, inherit any discord she succeeded in sewing. Maintaining the people's love for her father was ultimately good for her. Undermining the King would only make her ascension more perilous.

“Who else knows that I have the sovereign class?” I asked.

“If there are any who know, they did not learn it from me. And you, how many people are aware of our arrangement?”

“My immediate party knows about the Noble Sacrifice enchantment but nothing else. If I vanish suddenly in the middle of a dungeon run, they would never stop searching for me, putting them at risk. This way, they know where I went and can leave the dungeon safely.”

Her eyes drifted to the floor as if heavy with thought. “Their jealousy then. Should I fear their reaction to our spending time together?”

“They trust my judgment. If I brought you to our bed tonight, they would show you how welcome you are.”

Princess Ashley blushed.

“Let me be direct so there's no confusion: None of my people are a threat to you,” I said. “My allies are their allies. They are motivated and exceptional, but they know the best way to get what they want is to trust me and my choices without question.”

“Or they get punished?”

“That's a possibility, sure, but that’s not how I prefer to lead.”

“How do you prefer to lead?”

“My people get whatever they want. Luxury, power, protection, adventure, knowledge. They get a lifestyle that is only possible in the Silk, and the harder they work for the good of the group, the bigger their rewards.”

“I've heard hundreds of men make those kinds of promises,” she said. “It's sad that so many women still fall for it.”

“Your skepticism is justified. Our world is filled with liars and deceivers. I would tell you to talk to any of my followers, but no matter what they said, you would believe they are brainwashed somehow. Is that correct?”

She nodded.

“If you decide you want to satisfy your curiosity, you are welcome to visit and see for yourself how our people live. I assume you've heard about our members running around cities in their masks, partying?”

“I have.”

“Those masks are a source of freedom that allow them to live full lives. In a mask, they can be completely uninhibited. They don't have to worry about judgment or reputation or gossip. At the same time, they get to keep their normal maskless lives. Most people have to pick, right? You can be normal and everyday, or you can be a standout who does what they want and doesn't care what people think. Choosing one eliminates the other, but that's not the case in the Silk.”

“What you describe sounds appealing, but it's also not realistic. I hear your words and immediately feel that they are too good to be true.”

“At this very moment, dozens of my people are sitting in a University classroom. Yesterday, they ran a dungeon and spent the night in absolute bliss. Today, they get to be normal students. They can walk around campus like any other person without seeing people sneer or whisper. Their professors judge their work in the classroom and nothing else.”

“You recruit college students?”

I tilted my head side to side. “We do, yes, but the women I'm speaking of are students because we encourage it. We pay for their education and clear the obstacles that can keep a commoner from having that kind of access.”

“Why would you do that?” she asked. I noticed her shifting in her seat and her posture fading. The more she heard, the more shaken her core.

“Like I said, in the Silk, you get whatever you want. Many people want knowledge but never have the means to access it. We have teachers for our less fortunate members as well. If they weren't lucky enough to receive a primary education as children, usually because they were poor, they can get that education now with no fear of judgment. Most of them are doing that so they can attend University classes in the future.

“I know you're an informed person, Princess, so I take it you know that I run a bathhouse in the Grubiit dungeon?”

She nodded.

“Every one of those girls has their own room in a mansion. The Silk provides security, so they never have to worry about who is at the door or a stalker following them home. They have a chef, maids, and they get education access too. Before you say it, no, this isn't indentured servitude. None of these benefits come from their pay, nor do they pay for rent or protection or even food. All of that comes out of the bathhouse profits, not their pockets. They can quit any time, and a few intend to do just that after their studies are complete.”

“Again, too good to be true.”

Shrugging, I said, “My invitation stands. You can put on a mask and spend a night on the town with the girls. Only you would know that you're a princess, and you'd be safe too. People know not to mess with members of the Silk. If the women themselves don't tear them apart, then I will.”

“I have other appointments to tend to,” she said, suddenly flustered, as though she had fought to hold it back and the dam had burst. “I will send word with the rest of the details for our agreement.”

“Until then, Princess.”

***

I should have done more research into Princess Ashley’s request before agreeing. Knowing that I was the Reaper–not plural as the rumors suggested, but I took that as a compliment–made me certain of her safety. After all, I wasn't a threat to myself or her.

No more than usual, anyway.

Not long after I agreed to serve as her bodyguard, Invia informed me that she and Valice were invited as well. She meant Invia in this case and not her cover name Ithaca. Her reemergence in the noble scene had been noticed, as had her very close association with Valice. Nobles and other Capital elites included Invia more and more in anything that involved Valice.

That's exactly what we wanted. The transfer of Valice's power to Invia had to be gradual. Anything abrupt would be suspicious. This way, Invia was seen as supporting a close friend who had just endured an unimaginable loss of family, not as someone manipulating Valice.

When I told Invia about the Princess' request, she expressed surprise that I had accepted. After all, the party was at Godfried’s estate. She assumed I would avoid swimming in those waters.

And her assumption was correct. Had I known Purity's parents were hosting the event, I would have never agreed.

My presence was likely to be somewhat controversial no matter what, but people knew I was a sellsword. With the Reapers still on the loose, the Princess hiring more aggressive protection made sense. It wasn't like I was her date. I was one of four guards that followed her everywhere, ready to sacrifice our lives to save hers.

Thanks to the Noble Sacrifice enchantment, that was divinely literal. Given the choice between my life or hers, I would pick my own a thousand times over. The enchantment took that choice away from me.

The point is that I expected to attract attention even before I knew who was hosting the party. Now it was inevitable.

Godfried was bound to recognize me. I saw no means of avoiding it. When I shared this with Purity, she encouraged me to face it head on and without remorse. I was stronger than her father now in every way. His unhappiness was far less dire than it would have been back in Lopav.

I did need to be wary, however, of other clerics, priests, and monks who might be in attendance. Charity and Justice, Purity's siblings, should still have been traveling as adventurers, thankfully, but any member of the church was a potential problem. My alignment should be hidden to them, but the Princess seeing that I was a sovereign was proof that my current protections were not impenetrable.

A carriage retrieved me from an inn in the Capital. We picked up Princess Ashley and rode to the other side of the city to Godfried's party.

I sat on the buckboard with the driver while two guards joined the Princess inside the carriage. The last guard sat on the back, watching the road behind us.

We eventually pulled down a driveway of pea gravel.

The Goddess had been kind to Godfried, it seemed. Purity didn't talk about her childhood much, and she never hid that her family was well off, but the house we now rolled toward rivaled Lady Oliverry's home in Gressin. A simple cleric Godfried was not. He was a noble among nobles.

Tonight was going to be interesting.


Chapter 16

Princess Ashley was the center of attention whenever she stepped into a room. Status had that kind of effect, and I watched as hunger spread across the party like a wave. People whispered to one another. They straightened their shirts. They checked their makeup in the reflections of silverware. Everyone wanted something, and Princess Ashley was the gatekeeper.

The other guests watched as her tall, slender form with strong hips gracefully entered the party. She wore a purple dress adorned with tiny clear crystals, so her every movement came with a wave of sparkles, the light dancing across her body in hypnotic shimmers.

She didn’t have a crown on her head, but her presence made it seem as though she did. She held her chin high and let everyone in the room dream of what they could get out of her if only they had the right angle.

Confusion joined that hunger the moment eyes drifted from the Princess to her entourage. The Princess had gone as far as to hire Byron of Zaglis, the debaucherous adventurer who takes his dick out in the middle of dungeons? The one who soloed a dungeon boss that wiped a full party of veteran 35ers only days later? The man who slaughtered over a dozen well-armed bandits and piled the pieces of their bodies on the road to Flowst?

Sometimes, I imagined how my life would have been if I had refused to follow Trina and Lyle’s plan to inflate my renown. I was resistant to the idea at first, but every day, being brash and over the top paid off for me several times over. Reputations were a source of power.

The Princess knew that well, and she used my reputation to make a statement about what the consequences would be for anyone who threatened her.

We had been inside Godfried’s home–a sprawling oasis of sparkling hardwood, paintings, sculptures, and freshly bloomed flowers–for mere minutes before the host appeared. He was accompanied by a woman who looked just like Purity but 30 years older. I assumed that was her mother.

Yes, I totally would have.

“Princess Ashley, we are blessed to have you join us this evening,” Godfried said with a deep bow, his cheeks already rosy with drink. “The Goddess continues to bless you, I see.”

“It is I who is blessed. To count your family as friends is an honor, and your home is lovely as always.”

“You are too kind. Should you need a quiet place to speak this evening, the salon at the top of the stairs is reserved for you and you alone. Use it as you-as you-” Godfried’s eyes had drifted over the Princess’ shoulder and spotted my face.

She turned to see what caught his attention and smirked. “I see that you recognize Byron of Zaglis, my security for the evening.”

Godfried’s wife not so subtly elbowed him in the ribs to break his trance.

“My apologies, Princess. If I may be so bold, might I speak to your man for a moment? I promise it will be but a minute.”

“Of course.”

The cleric opened his arm to direct me to a side room. I followed his direction. As soon as I was around the corner, Godfriend appeared behind me, his hand on my back, pushing me farther out of sight.

I could have resisted easily, I felt, but I let him succeed.

“Explain yourself at once,” he barked with a harsh whisper. “I thought my children were confused when they told me that the Hansen I met was actually Byron of Zaglis. I see the truth of it standing before me, and I still can’t believe it.”

“I had reason to hide my real name in Lopav. I did not enjoy deceiving you, especially when you were so kind, but it was necessary for my safety.”

“Where is Purity?”

“Spreading the Goddess’ love, the last I heard.”

He grabbed my shirt, balling it into his fist. I didn’t move when he attempted to pull me in, and he pretended not to notice. “I love my children dearly, and you took one of them from me.”

“I did no such thing. An adult woman made a choice for herself. She was not forced.”

“Lies!”

“I can understand a father’s love for his daughter,” I said, looking down at the hand gripping my clothing, “but my patience only goes so far.”

His eyes narrowed for a moment before he released. “I do not believe that someone as devout as Princess Ashley would willingly consort with a man so deplorable. You are famous for vile lechery. What you are is no secret.”

“We live in dangerous times. She hired me for my sword, not for my values.”

“Yes, yes. I’ve heard all about your exploits in defense of Grettie Oliverry.”

I highly doubted he had heard everything. “I should return to my lady’s side.”

“I cannot deny Princess Ashley, but do not dare to think that you are welcome here. The Goddess will force you to answer for your actions someday, demon.”

With a slight bow of my head, I stepped around Godfried. I found Princess Ashley with a glass of something bubbly in her hand, talking to four other women. Only one of them was near her age. The others were closer to 40, I guessed.

I didn’t get to learn any more than that, unfortunately. I was meant to be a background character in this scene, so I lingered near the wall like a dutiful bodyman, close enough to intervene in the event of danger but far enough away that I couldn’t hear anything privileged.

For the caliber of the guest list, the party looked sparsely attended. Then I remembered how many nobles I killed in recent months. Many of them would have likely been here tonight otherwise.

Sorry, Godfried. I screwed up your shindig in more ways than you’d ever know.

“I didn’t know you were in the Capital,” someone whispered, close enough that I felt her lips just barely graze my ear.

“Miss Oliverry, I hope you’re well,” I replied.

Grettie wore a long white skirt. Her top sparkled with blue gems and left her stomach bare. She looked at me incredulously for calling her “Miss Oliverry” instead of Grettie.

“Were I aware of your presence, I would have liked to have seen you,” she said.

“Likewise. My apologies, Miss Oliverry, but I am here to serve Princess Ashley and must keep my focus on my duties. Perhaps we could connect tomorrow?”

Walking her fingers up my chest, Grettie replied, “I’m staying at the Velvet Violet.”

She held my gaze for a moment and then spun, wiggling her hips for me as she crossed the room to speak with someone else. The last time we spoke, she told me she wanted me to choke her unconscious so she could wake up with my dick in her ass. It looked like that request was still open.

The fragments of conversations I managed to overhear mostly discussed the Reapers. It seemed widely agreed that the killings were an effort to destabilize the kingdom, but the motivation was debated. Some believed the Reapers to be a cult working against the Church, while others believed the murders were purely political. In the case of the latter, the extreme brutality was simple intimidation.

The rest of the discussions sounded like typical gossip–who was cheating on who–with a few people speculating about the changes to the Zaglis dungeon.

Nothing struck me as particularly interesting or useful, and I found it especially difficult to concentrate. Each time I scanned the room for threats to the Princess, I found Godfried staring back at me, seething with disgust.

A few hours into the evening, a new swell of guests arrived. My mouth went dry at the sight of them.

Ten or so men entered the room adorned in robes representing the Church of the Goddess. The majority seemed to recognize me, but they turned their gaze away rather than act on it. I wondered how many of them were in contact with the Church in Grubiit. Were they privy to or actively part of the effort to follow me? Were they in contact with these rumored paladins?

A few months ago, their presence would have filled me with fear. That much Holy magic in one place was clearly an existential threat, but now that knowledge only heightened my awareness. I respected the danger they posed, but at the same time, I believed in my ability to survive anything they might attempt. A part of me hoped they attacked so I could revel in ripping them to pieces.

Princess Ashley walked by me, followed by a handsome young man. Every hair, down to his eyebrows, was perfectly in place, and his skin had the milky softness of someone who had seen little sun or hardship in their lives. All of the guests here were well-addressed, but the embroidery on his tunic, the gleam of the jewels on his fingers, and the shine of his boots suggested he was a man of exceptional means.

I learned later that his name was Duke Oslo, the youngest Duke in the kingdom.

The pair ventured up the stairs and into the salon Godfried had told the Princess about when we first arrived. I did my duty as a bodyguard and stayed a few steps behind.

The Duke attempted to shut the door on me to keep me from following.

“This is a private conversation, servant,” he said.

“No,” Princess Ashley called as she selected a fluffy couch to claim. “He has instructions to stay with me at all times.”

“You need not fear for your safety if I am with you, my Princess.”

“He stays, and I trust his discretion.”

Begrudgingly, Oslo stepped away from the door to allow me inside.

“What did you wish to discuss?” Princess Ashley asked.

“I have long admired your beauty and your grace,” the Duke began in earnest. “That is no surprise to you, I’m sure, but my adoration for you has several advantages. After giving you the courting that you well deserve, our union helps us both. My family’s trade empire will ensure that you want for nothing, and-” He paused to glance at me for a moment. “-you would never have to fear for your safety. I would protect you.”

The Princess breathed a heavy sigh. “I do not enjoy declining your advances, Duke Oslo. My answer has not changed.”

“But circumstances have, I understand. That’s why I felt it prudent to bring this to you again. If you take the time to truly consider your future, you will see how much you stand to gain from our marriage.”

What circumstances had changed? Did he mean the appearance of the Reapers?

“Your words honor me, Duke Oslo,” the Princess replied. “I must again decline and remind you of my request to not speak to me of this again.”

In a flash, his face turned from gentle insistence to sharp anger. “Your youthful naivety was cute at one time but no more. You have no choice now but to make the decisions of an adult. A grownup would see the wisdom in my offer.”

“Insults are not as endearing as you believe them to be,” she said, standing. He snatched her wrist.

I stepped forward with my hand on my hilt. The Princess gestured for me to wait.

“Duke Oslo, if you release my wrist immediately, I will consider this a drunken folly and forget it happened. If you do not, I will order my man to remove your head.”

“And in so doing, he would forfeit his life,” the Duke hissed back. “Even the King’s guard know not to harm nobility, especially over a misunderstanding.”

“Byron.”

My dexterity enabled me to draw my blade and cross the room faster than normal eyes could perceive. The tip of my blade was a flick away from the Duke’s throat, and he still held the Princess’ wrist.

“You are damaged goods, Princess,” he said, ignoring me. “Do not think I will be so easily spooked by a little girl’s bluff.”

Princess Ashley glared down at Duke Oslo but spoke to me. “A small cut. Only enough for a drop of blood.”

If you say so, Princess.

“Fuck!”

The Duke recoiled and grabbed his neck. When he pulled it away, he rubbed red between his fingers. His eyes turned to me. “You insolent piece of shit. You will wish for death when I get my hands on you.”

I used Silkmancer to grab his silk shirt. I yanked him backward, flipping him over the couch and pinning him to the floor. Spit bubbled at the corner of his mouth as he attempted to speak.

“Byron!”

I released.

“Were it not for my mercy,” Princess Ashley said to the Duke, standing over him, “your miscalculation tonight would have been your end. I do not fear your threats, and if you dare to speak to me again, I will order Byron to make you suffer.”

His face still red, the Duke gasped but didn’t stand.

Princess Ashley strode toward me. “We are leaving. I have lost interest in the festivities of the evening.”

On our way outside to her carriage, we passed Invia and Valice on their way in. My templar gave me a questioning look, as if to ask if everything was alright, I nodded and stayed close to the Princess.

Invia’s black gown was skin-tight, her strong back open and bare. The long slit up the slide revealed a smooth, muscular thigh. I had enjoyed every inch of that body several times over, yet I still lusted for her. I wished I were carrying her to a dark corner to have my way instead of following the exit of an angry royal.

Invia stumbled for a moment when I caressed her silk panties with my mind, but she recovered and continued on into the party.


Chapter 17

Princess Ashley didn’t speak to me again that night. I didn’t join her in the carriage for the ride home, and she entered her house without so much as glancing back at me. Some time later, I was dropped at my inn. Sticking around for Grettie’s invitation was tempting–very, very tempting–but I had other responsibilities to mind. I paid the innkeeper to have a letter, a rose, and a bottle of wine delivered to Grettie’s hotel on my behalf. On my way to the boarding house to teleport back to Flowst, I had an idea for a gift that would be far better than wine.

I couldn’t act on it then, but I was oh so excited to use it in the future. As soon as I had the means to make it.

***

High Priestess Yuni nuzzled her butt closer to my hips when I slid into bed behind her. She was in the hotel room she used anytime she spent time in Grubiit.

“I thought I didn’t get to see you tonight,” she purred sleepily.

“Princess Ashley left the party early, and I’ve missed you.”

“You probably say that to all of the priestesses.”

“If you’d prefer to go back to sleep, I understand,” I said. “I know it’s pretty late for a conversation.”

She leaned back into me and spread her knees. A moment later, she guided my hand between her legs.

“Mmmmm…” she moaned. “I’ll talk to you until the end of time if you make me feel this good the whole way.”

“Gladly.” I kissed her neck a few times. “Any news to share?”

She cooed, “The paladins and demon hunters are pursuing leads on demons. I'm trying to glean their travel plans. That's a work in progress.

“I asked around about the Church of the Goddess in Grubiit looking into you. They are having you followed, just like you thought. So far, it looks like their interest is the Order of the Silk Noose rather than you personally. They aren’t fans, of course, but you are being singled out because you lead a religion, not because of who you are as a person.”

“The Church is that threatened by the Silk?”

“The Goddess hasn’t had competition since the Glass Heart cult ended. Over the years, I heard all sorts of theories about how their mass suicide was staged. I didn’t pay them any mind until I fell in love with you. Now, I’m not so sure. Maybe the Church did kill them all to protect their own interests.”

A memory clicked into place for me. When we first moved into the Ice Temple, I thought to myself how odd it was for a suicide cult to go to such lengths to build a beautiful, enduring church. The effort just didn’t match the intention.

If every member of the Glass Heart was murdered, the beauty of the church suddenly made much more sense. The scale of the coverup, though… Coordinating a multi-city, simultaneous mass suicide sounded impossibly difficult, but the Church had the resources and the motivation.

“If that’s true,” I began, “how long until they move against the Silk?”

“I didn’t glean any insight into that, unfortunately. Mmmmm… the Plimpton family is active with the Church of the Goddess, and you’re living in their city. They benefit multiple ways if the Silk is gone.”

I had been so certain this was a personal vendetta, and I was so very wrong. I wasn’t being targeted by one person with a grudge. Two organizations with very deep pockets and long rosters of loyal helpers were targeting the Silk as a whole.

“Don’t stop,” she begged.

My fingers resumed their work. The weight of the realization had stunned me into stillness for a moment.

“Fair to assume there’s not any one person who could cancel the effort?” I asked.

Yuni shook her head. “You would need to persuade the majority of the Grubiit clergy.”

“Even if I could do that, the Plimptons would still be after me.”

“Mmhmm. Perhaps it’s time I spend more time supporting the Silk than supporting the church.”

This part of the conversation was familiar. We had talked several times about Yuni gradually converting the women around her, turning them into followers of the Silk. While I loved the idea, her place in the Church of the Goddess felt too fragile to me. If one person was offended by her attempt to convert them, her time in the Church would be over, and I would lose a valuable asset.

“Not yet,” I said. “You’re about to begin spending a lot of time with Valice, and that doesn’t work if your credibility is in question.”

I slid a finger into Yuni and stroked her g-spot while my palm massaged her clit. She quivered.

“Sleepy sex is the best,” she mumbled between soft moans.

Continuing to pleasure her, I thought through the scenario and the myriad of variables and players involved. Eliminating the threat of the Church wasn’t an option at that moment. Their organization was far too vast for me to win that war. I didn’t have any one singular weak point I could leverage to change their minds about the Silk either.

Or maybe I did.

That was interesting. I could change their minds, and if not that, I could delay them by redirecting their attention. Yes, that could work.

Yuni stiffened in my arms as she climaxed and went limp. Good for her, I thought to myself. As she drifted off to sleep, I schemed.

***

“The Plimpton family, huh?” Horpus said, leaning back in his desk chair with a glass of bourbon in his hand. “They’ve got cousins and uncles and what have you in every corner of the city. People used to joke that anyone from that family had to go to another city to date. Otherwise, they would end up inbreeding.”

“Used to joke?”

“They killed one of the louder champions of the bit. Lost its fun after that.”

“So they’re not above extreme measures.”

“Definitely not. Grubiit tends to be more civilized than a lot of places, but mysterious circumstances aren’t uncommon.”

“I have an idea for addressing the Church’s side of my problem,” I continued. “I was hoping you had advice for how to deal with the Plimptons.”

“Negotiating against piety is a fool’s errand. The pious don’t change their minds, so no matter how much sense you make or how good your offer is, the religion comes first.”

I sipped from my glass, giving Horpus time to think.

“Defanging the Church of the Goddess, even if for a little while, would delay them quite a bit.”

Laughter burst from my mouth.

Horpus wrinkled his face, confused.

“I just realized that I don’t need two solutions. I can extend the one I have for the Church. If this works how I hope, the whole city would turn on the Plimptons. Are there Guild interests I need to be aware of when I do that?”

“We have a few informants inside, but we’re not earning anything meaningful off of them. I would be more concerned about being in position to capitalize on their fall. That’s a serious opportunity I’d hate to miss.”

“What does that look like?” I asked.

“The boring stuff is all about acquiring their assets for cheap. For the stuff we don’t want, we can set up a partner who does. We’ll get some action for giving them the inside tip.”

“What’s the exciting stuff?”

Horpus grinned. “The chaos is a good time to rob them. If valuables start to disappear and the take is clean enough, the family might point fingers at each other.”

“The ship is sinking, so Uncle Steve grabbed grandma’s prized necklace to give himself some financial security,” I joked.

“Exactly. When it works, it’s beautiful. Access and timing are the biggest hurdles. We have a narrow window to act, and fate could deny us access.”

“I can help you there,” I replied. “The catch is we would be limited to little stuff. We could snatch a few necklaces and maybe a book or two, but anything bigger than that is off the table.”

“What would you need from me?”

“Intel. If you can point us to the what and where, we’d be golden.”

Horpus finished his drink. “Deal. How much time are we working with?”

“My part will take a little bit to set up, but I’m anxious to get the target off of me and my people. I don’t want to wait too awfully long.”

“Can you give me 2 weeks?”

“Yes, but I will move on the Church side of the problem in a week. That will set up my plan to sink the Plimptons.”

“But there’s a chance the chaos spills over earlier than we’d like,” Horpus said, completing my thought.

I nodded.

Horpus stood and offered me his hand, and we shook on it.

“Don’t get me wrong, I love money,” he added as I prepared to leave. “This part is the reason I’m in the business, though. Everything that leads up to the grab is so much more fun than the thing you grab.”

“I know exactly what you mean.”

***

I bought a printing press in the Capital, and I spent more on having it moved to the boarding house than I did on the machine itself. Then it wouldn’t fit through the door, so we had to cut our way in and bring our carpenter connection back to fix the facade up again.

The whole thing was a huge pain in the ass, and Kierka managed it all. When I heard the story, I was thankful I had the forethought to delegate that task.

No, I never dreamed of owning a printing press. This purchase was in service of my plan to neutralize my Grubiit problems. If we paid someone to print what we needed, then we couldn’t control who knew about the prints. With our own in-house press, we didn’t have to worry about leaks, and now that we had it, I figured I’d come up with other uses for it in the future.

We needed five days to print everything, and I had little else to contribute until that was finished, so my party returned to the Borja dungeon to grind. Invia and Solara were close to leveling up, and that bump in power might be what we needed to clear the last 3 floors of the dungeon.

Increasingly, I found myself debating clearing the rest of the dungeon myself. I wasn’t invulnerable, but I was crazy fucking strong and just as fast. When I reflected on it, my hesitations about going deeper were all based on what was safest for my party.

Encountering two other parties grinding the 7th floor made me consider a solo crawl even more seriously. More adventures meant less XP to go around, and the sooner I had that mana crystal from the boss, the sooner we could summon Abby’s forgemaster sister from the abyss. Another abyssal opened the door to several more official Temples, and the gear she could provide the Silk would be next level.

If buying a boss mana crystal wasn’t so outrageously expensive, I would have taken that route, and the temptation resurfaced on several occasions. We burned so much money all the time, though. If I could save us a ton of gold, that was worth the time and effort, especially since my party needed to grind XP anyway.

You know what was really nice, though? Since we were grinding the 7th floor of the Borja dungeon exclusively and our teleporter was right there, we could return to the Ice Temple at the end of each day and sleep in luxury before doing another run in the morning.

At the end of our grinding, I checked my and my party’s progress:

Progress to Next Level: (800,558 / 819,200)

Class: Abyssal Sovereign, Tier 12 (180,201 / 409,600)

Purity: Level 14 (722,748 / 819,200)

Invia: Level 15 (91,588 / 1,638,400)

Solara: Level 15 (86,000 / 1,638,400)

Podni: Level 14 (313,757 / 819,200)

I was so close, but I could wait another dungeon run. More importantly, I got to be in my bed. Invia and Solara could join me on a proper mattress for their advance to level 15.

The next morning, Invia climbed on top of me and lay down, resting her head on my chest.

“You’re not going to believe my unlocks,” she said, sounding a bit scandalized. I couldn’t tell if she was upset or overwhelmed.

She read her options for level 15:

Dark Champion

Passive Ability

When fighting in total darkness, whether natural or magically created, gain a 10% bonus to damage and a 10% bonus to your base speed.

Sugar Daddy Bonus increased each bonus by an additional 5%.

Prerequisite: Darkness, Finesse

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain a 10% bonus to damage resistance.)

(Bonus Pledge: Any attack delivered when Dark Champion is active has a 5% chance to inflict the Fear debuff. If your sovereign wills it, your nipples are as sensitive and produce as much pleasure as your clitoris.)

In His Footsteps – Unholy Smite

Active Ability

Once per day for every 10 levels, deliver an attack that perfectly replicates your sovereign’s Unholy Smite ability.

Sugar Daddy Bonus removed health penalty.

Sovereign Prerequisite: Unholy Smite, Unholy Congregation

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Sacrifice 5 uses of Berserk (or its equivalent) for an additional use of In His Footsteps.)

(Bonus Pledge: Include your sovereign’s stats in your replication of Unholy Smite. If your sovereign wills it, your nipples are as sensitive and produce as much pleasure as your clitoris.)

Silk Defender

Active Ability

Cooldown: 10 Seconds

Choose a member of your party and assign a silk sword. That sword no longer requires your direct control and automatically intercepts attacks to protect the target of Silk Defender. Multiple swords can be assigned to single or multiple targets.

Sugar Daddy Bonus decreased cooldown by 5 seconds.

Prerequisite: Silk Sword

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Silk swords protecting party members are 25% more durable.)

(Bonus Pledge: Reduce the cooldown for Silk Defender to 0 seconds. If your sovereign wills it, your nipples are as sensitive and produce as much pleasure as your clitoris.)

I actually laughed out loud. I tried to hold it back, but I couldn’t. That Bonus Pledge was as outrageous as it was incredible. Once I got past my surprise and thought about it, I didn’t see any downside. That was nothing but a benefit.

“I love the sound of it,” Solara said.

“I agree,” Podni added. “I wish I could take that now. I won’t want to do anything else ever again when I get that.”

The girls laughed.

“Which unlock are you taking?” Purity asked.

“In His Footsteps is an obvious winner, right?” Invia replied. “If Byron’s Unholy Smite wasn’t so broken, it might be less exciting. And I get the stat bonuses too?”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

Podni and Purity grabbed one of Invia’s arms to drag her off of me. Now I understood why she laid on me the way she did. She was hiding her breasts, but that didn’t last long.

Purity and Podni locked their mouths–and their fingers–on Invia. She moaned.

“It feels good, but it’s not that different,” she said.

I willed it.

“Oh fuck!”

Every girl but Invia giggled. We were all going to have fun with this.

“Finish what you started,” I told Purity and Podni, but I don’t think they needed my encouragement. They would have continued on their own. “Solara, what did you get?”

“Mine sound a lot less exciting after that, but I finally get to dress like Invia and Purity. I’ve wanted that for a long time.”

Solara was referring to the Bonus Pledge that allowed me to make her armor and clothing invisible.

She read her unlocks while Invia muttered, “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck.”

Silk Shroud

Passive Ability

Reduce the cooldown of Silk Ghost by 2 minutes. For the duration of Silk Ghost, you are invisible. You may cast while invisible, but if you move from your location, the effect is canceled.

Sugar Daddy Bonus reduced the cooldown by an additional 30 seconds.

Prerequisite: Silk Ghost

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increase the duration of Silk Ghost by 30 seconds.)

(Bonus Pledge: Project a second Silk Ghost at no extra cost…

Spell Forger

One-Time

Choose any three of your known spells to combine, creating a new, unique spell.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the third spell. Lose the three spells you chose to combine.

Sovereign Prerequisite: Privilege of the Sovereign.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Automatically upgrade your unique spell to a stronger version.)

(Bonus Pledge: Total mana cost is based on the selected spell in the group requiring the lowest mana…

Greater Elementalist

Passive Ability

Choose an element and gain four new spells in that element, and gain an additional 25% resistance to attacks of that element. This ability can only be taken once.

Sugar Daddy bonus increased this from three spells.

Prerequisite: Elementalist

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain an additional 5% bonus to your strength in the chosen element.)

(Bonus Pledge: Gain an additional spell of your chosen element…

“Silk Shroud is out because I don’t have the prerequisite. Greater Elementalist seems like the obvious pick given our Bolt project, but the more I think about it, the more it seems like Spell Forge has the most potential.”

I waited to reply to give the other girls a moment to weigh in. They were lost in their own activities.

“Tell me more about what you’re thinking with Spell Forger,” I said.

“Well, I have a collection of abyssal spells I don’t use very often, but bundling them together might give me more utility.”

Those spells included the following: Summon Lesser Demon, Unholy Ray, Call of the Abyss, Summon Abyssal Wraith, Abyssal Armor, Zone of Antiholy, Zone of Protection from Good, Summon Demon, Grip of the Abyss, Detect Good, and Disguise Evil.

“I assume a Bolt spell of some kind is the base?” I asked.

“That’s the thing… I don’t have a Bolt spell I’m okay with losing. My initial idea was a Bolt-based spell, Unholy Ray, and Summon Abyssal Wraith. If it worked the way I hoped, I’d get an electric wraith for the nothing mana cost of Unholy Ray.”

“What do you do without a Bolt base?”

Invia came. The whole bed shook when she spasmed.

Solara smiled, suppressing a laugh. “Any combination without Bolt feels like a waste of an unlock.”

I cycled through several combinations of spells. “I can’t think of anything either.”

“I think the winning move would be to take Greater Elementalist now, and then use one of those spells with Spell Forger. I might not get the mana benefit, but the spell itself would be way more worthwhile.”

“I missed the fact that it didn’t list the spells you would get. Your other spell unlocks did.”

“Yeah. I would be worried if my Bolt buff wasn’t so good. I’m pretty sure any Bolt spell would be good now, and there aren’t a lot that suck.”

Invia started to shout and moan again.

“Again so soon?” I asked.

“They each can have their own orgasm,” she gasped.

“Like three independent build-ups?”

“Yes,” she squeaked.

“Oh, wow,” I said. “We’re going to get a lot of mileage out of that.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

I returned my attention to Solara. “Greater Elementalist?”

“Yep. I got the spells Wall of Lightning, Chain Lightning, Shock, Eye of the Storm, and Seeking Bolt.”

“Most of those sound self-explanatory except Eye of the Storm and Seeking Bolt.”

“Eye of the Storm surrounds you with lightning out as far as 60 feet. The eye is a 15 ft circle in the middle. It’s cool but a huge mana suck. Seeking Bolt is homing lightning. If a monster is around the corner behind cover, I can get him.”

“This was a pretty good level-up,” I said, smiling.

Solara reached over and pinched one of Invia’s nipples.

“Oh fucking, gods,” Invia exclaimed, thrashing.


Chapter 18

Lord Leo Plimpton Junior, patriarch of the wealthy Plimpton family in Grubiit, was a problem. His participating in having me tailed and sharing his findings with the Church of the Goddess made him a dual threat. The longer I let him work, the more time he had to help the Church improve their position against me as well.

The Church of the Goddess anywhere was a threat, but Grubiit and the Capital specifically were the most worrisome. I didn’t have someone in the Capital–that I was aware of–actively stoking flames of hatred for me and the Silk, but with Godfried around, that was likely to change. Lacking an immediate equivalent for Plimpton Junior in the Capital, I decided to target Duke Oslo.

He was a dick. The Princess didn’t like him. And I wanted the Princess to like me.

So fuck him. Duke Oslo had to fall hard if he was to take as much attention off of me as possible.

The plan that formed in my mind would require timing, misdirection, forgery, no small amount of boldness, and flight.

Yes, flight.

***

I never owned boots enchanted with a Flight spell. No such spells exist. I didn't initially intend to hide how my “flight” worked, but when the boot rumors started going around, I didn't see a reason to correct the record.

Convincing someone that my sword was enchanted with Ice got me and Maria out of a robbery in Flowst, so letting misinformation about the rest of my gear spread seemed wise as well.

As an aside, I've come to believe that false information is more useful than secrets. When something is a secret, people are aware that what they know is incomplete. When they believe something false, you have the knowledge advantage. You never know when one of those will be useful.

Since it doesn't matter now, I'll start at the beginning.

The first form of the idea was to use two or more squares of silk like steps. By manipulating them with Silkmancer, I would hold them in place and leapfrog one in front of the other as I ran. I very quickly learned that I would have to practice walking that way for a while before running was any sort of possibility.

My persona would have been ruined if someone saw me trip over my own goddamn silks. I needed something less complicated if floating steps were going to be useful.

The secret: Silkmancer + Silk Walk + Silk socks.

Silkmancer had to hit the bottom of my feet. That's it. Silk Walk made any orientation possible, so could I step anywhere I wanted in whatever orientation I wanted.

Yes, I tried just dragging my whole body around with Silk, basically picking up a silk bag (that I happened to be in) with my mind.

That technically worked, but it had several drawbacks. The first and most obvious was speed. I could run way faster than I could flying with Silkmancer.

Next problem: My body is not silk. The stuff I put on top of it was. Those two things move independently of one another. At best, it chaffed. At worst I either gave myself a horrific wedgie or came close to Father Finleeing myself.

Silk socks were the clear winner. The coordination involved was akin to juggling the bottoms of my own feet. Not too bad, and none of the fabric ended up inside of my body. With that technique, I could essentially fly.

That breakthrough was how I dropped thousands of flyers out of the sky all across the Capital. I ran back and forth across the city, throwing pieces of paper like bird seed.

Each page read as follows:

The Goddess is dead. The Church killed her.

All praise be to the Reapers.

Purge the liars who parade a dead god.

All praise be to the Reapers.

All praise be to the Reapers.

Even now, I'm quite proud of how that piece of fiction turned out. I found it to be very convincing, and the Church of the Goddess agreed. Every member, from clergy to believers, scoured the city for clues about who the Reapers were and where they were hiding.

With the story catching in the Capital, all I had to do was wait for word to reach Grubiit. Chasing the guy with the weird costumes and an exhibitionist fetish wasn't worth it if a new cult was killing nobles and campaigning against the Goddess.

If their attention didn't pivot away from me right then, it definitely would when the Reapers visited Grubiit.

***

Podni was an important part of phase 2.

Starting with Lord Leo Plimpton Junior, I flew a square of silk through one of his upstairs windows. Weather was nice enough in Grubiit that he usually left one open.

Podni Silk Stepped inside with the head of a slave-owning noble under her arm. I killed him for just this occasion. She positioned the head like it was a trophy, laid a bloody sword in front of it, rubbed some blood on Juniors’ laundry, and then stashed some of the jewelry from previous slayings in “hiding places.”

Along with the jewelry, she planted several forged letters that represented ongoing correspondence with the Reapers. In those letters, Junior discussed the names of the people he wished to see killed and ranted about true judgment and holiness. In addition to the letters he received from the Reapers, investigators would also find a letter written in Junior’s handwriting that he hadn’t yet sent.

Forgery was fun, and the Thieves’ Guild had half a dozen masters to refer me to, so that part was easy.

Podni was in and out in less than 2 minutes, and Junior was downstairs with a prostitute the whole time.

Horpus tipped off the guard, and Lord Leo Plimpton Junior became the first arrest in the investigation into the Reapers.

We repeated the same charade in the Capital with Duke Oslo.

I knew Trina and Lyle would have never been on board with this plan if it went down in Flowst. Horpus, however, was a different kind of professional. He never asked how I planned to frame my targets and never commented on the events after.

As long as he was the first vulture to the corpse, he was happy. He was too busy getting rich to ask questions.


Chapter 19

“I am pleased to finally meet our patron,” a bright-eyed middle-aged man said to me as he offered a gracious bow. “The number of wealthy men who keep their curiosity alive is too few.”

“That's very kind of you,” I replied as Podni and I took our seats in Professor Xi’s office. “I have a high-level view of what you've been working on but no details. Podni suggested that hearing the explanation from you directly would be best, so please. Start from the beginning.”

“Gladly. For a research project, this is still early days. We've sent letters to other libraries asking after sources we may not have. Very little of that correspondence has returned just yet, so we still have a great deal to investigate.”

“Makes sense.”

“I appreciate a patron who understands these things take time,” Professor Xi continued. “Very little has been written about these remote regions, which you likely knew or suspected if you thought to fund this project. The maps we have are dated and undetailed. The details they do have are of questionable accuracy.

“In centuries past, several nations sent research expeditions into these wastelands, all hoping to uncover hidden wealth, whether that was in resources or in ancient ruins. Many of those expeditions perished to monsters or weather, and the few settlements that were attempted were abandoned within a few years.

“Expeditions in the last 200 years used a more robust scientific approach and often included efforts like mineral surveys even if they ended in failure. We know the findings were unremarkable, but we are pursuing these original records as they often contain notes and asides about stray observations or other oddities.”

“Is there anything we aren't doing that you would recommend we try?” I asked.

“Records and documents will only take us so far, I'm afraid. At a certain point, your money would be best spent on a physical expedition. My colleagues, especially Master Yanni, would crucify me for saying that because of what it means for our funding, but that's the reality. We pick a promising wasteland and go look.”

“Understood.”

“I am again grateful for your understanding. I'm looking forward to our next meeting. I hope we have something more interesting to discuss by then.”

“Me too.”

***

Before going back to the boardinghouse, Podni and I visited a few bookstores and two rare book dealers in the Capital, asking after anything about ancient civilizations or structures. While we preferred they have a focus on the inhospitable areas, anything unique or unusual was welcome.

We heard several promises about being on the lookout for items that matched our request but found no promising leads.

“The royal library, or perhaps one of their private collections, could have something interesting according to a bounty board tip,” Podni proposed as we walked down a Capital street. “Perhaps Princess Ashley could get us access to those.”

“Interesting thought. Am I right to assume the kind of access you're picturing wouldn't be official?”

Podni nodded. “Any sort of thorough search would be a challenge for us. We don't know exactly what we are looking for, and jobs that vague tend to be bad news. I believe the opportunity is worthwhile, but we have very little information. According to the tip, ‘The Journal of King Axun the 5th’ could have information we need. Its last known location was the private collection in the Royal Library.”

“I see what you mean,” I said. “I wouldn’t want to break into a royal-anything without more certainty.”

“And if we’re going to go through the trouble to get in, we should look into what else is worth taking.”

“You’re unbelievably sexy.”

Podni blushed. “Only doing my part, Master.”

“You’re so much more than that. Since you’ve been thinking about this, do you have ideas for next steps?”

She nodded. “I’ve identified three librarians with total access to all of the collections. I’d like to assign Lala and Lili to dig into their backgrounds. We’re bound to find leverage for at least one of them.”

“Do it.”

“My other idea may not be a fit because I know you have a lot in motion on the same front, but I should repeat Princess Ashley also has the access we need.”

“That’s true.”

“As soon as you ask her about anything specific, though, you’ll be connected to whatever goes missing. For a grab like this one, one of our biggest advantages is that whatever we take isn’t likely to be noticed for a long time, maybe even years. We have until someone wants to look up the same text and can’t find it. Sharing information with Princess Ashley could spoil that advantage.”

“I’ll think on that angle for a bit,” I replied. “I agree with all of your points, from the opportunity to the risks. Something shook her confidence, but I haven’t been able to figure out what. When I do, favors will be easier to come by.”

“The Reapers, perhaps?”

Shaking my head, I said, “I don’t think that’s it. She was definitely afraid for her life because of the slayings, but the shift I’m talking about happened before the Reaper story really blew up. She went from loathing everything about me to wanting my protection. And the change wasn’t gradual.”

“Royal politics are so fucking tangled.”

I chuckled. “Yeah, they are.”

“If only we could ignore them. We’ve grown so much that the most powerful people in the kingdom have it out for us.”

“Politics are indeed a necessary evil, no matter how much I try to deny it. We will persevere as we always do. Good work today, lovely.” I kissed Podni on the forehead. “I’m going to step out for a workout. I’ll see you tonight or tomorrow.”

“I’ll be dreaming of your body every second we are apart.”

“Good.”

***

Antipaladin class has advanced to tier 6.


Character level has advanced to 26.

New abilities and status points to allocate.

After a few hours of soloing the 7th level of the Borja dungeon, I returned to the Swamp Temple and invited my followers to party with me., and soon it was morning. I lay on my back on the floor of the Grubiit common room. Last night was a blur of drink, dreamdust, and fucking. Five of my followers lie naked next to me, resting their heads on my body and lacing their limbs with mine as well as each other's.

As soon as I started to read my unlock options for this tier of antipaladin, I extracted myself from the mass of bare flesh and locked myself in my Grubiit bedroom. These choices were too big and too strange for me to have any distractions whatsoever during my selection.

Here’s what the system offered me:

Corpse Builder

Active Ability

Your legacy is built on the bodies of your enemies. Unlock the ability to spend good-aligned levels for rewards. This ability does not have a usage limit.

Prerequisite: Sovereign Class, Blood Feast, 200+ Good-Aligned Levels Collected, 1 Dungeon Lord Slain

Rot

Active Ability

Inflict necrotic damage on a target.

Path of the Emperor

If a person has prayed to you within the last 48 hours and they kill a good-aligned target, add those good-aligned levels to your pool of usable good-aligned levels.

Prerequisite: Sovereign Class, 500+ Prayers Dedicated to Sovereign, 200+ Good-Aligned Levels Collected, 5+ Paladins Slain.

Note: If daily prayers fall beneath the minimum, lose this ability permanently.

Rot was a traditional antipaladin ability I read about way back in the Lopav library. I expected it to appear eventually, and I intended to take it when it did. By itself, Rot was okay, but my real target was Ghoul Touched:

Ghoul Touched

Passive Ability

All successful attacks inflict necrotic damage. The intensity of the necrotic damage scales with your level.

Prerequisite: Rot

With how I leveled, I would get massive returns on Ghoul Touched. With my Unholy Smite upgraded as high as it was, however, the bonus to necrotic damage was less exciting and arguably redundant. An enemy didn’t have to rot to death if Unholy Smite obliterated them from the start.

And next to Corpse Builder and Path of the Emperor, Rot looked exceptionally pathetic.

I had two immediate concerns about those choices, however.

Corpse Builder didn’t reveal anything about what I’d be able to do with good-aligned levels. So far, I had seen the Frozen Fiend use them to enchant items, and Podni had an ability that allowed her to spend good-aligned levels to make her Unholy Bombs stronger.

Fuck Aurketzu. She probably knew exactly how this worked. If she knew to hide the sovereign class from me, abilities like Corpse Builder were likely a major motivation.

Path of the Emperor very obviously complemented Corpse Builder by giving me an easier way to acquire good-aligned levels. If I had an army sweeping across a kingdom, laying waste to all who opposed me, I could collect hundreds of good-aligned levels without actually having to be present.

But I lost the ability permanently if daily prayers to me fell beneath a minimum, which, of course, was not disclosed. Was that minimum 50? 100? 500? In theory, the system wouldn’t offer an ability that I could lose instantly, but it also frequently offered abilities that I couldn’t select because I lacked the prerequisites. Was the system cruel enough to give me an ability that I would lose because I didn’t meet the prayer minimum?

Relative to emperors, my follower count was piddly, which meant daily prayers were relatively low. I also wasn’t sending my followers marauding across the countryside. They crawled dungeons, and that didn’t earn good-aligned levels, so Path of the Emperor wasn’t incredibly useful to me.

Yet.

I selected Corpse Builder, my rationale being that Loyalty Pledges allowed me to compensate for a dud unlock, lowering the commitment risk.

The menu the system showed me when I activated Corpse Builder overwhelmed me at first:

25 Levels - Sacrifice a willing follower and acquire one of their abilities or spells at random.

50 Levels - Grant a target a 5% bonus to damage resistance.*

100 Levels - Imbue a target weapon with an ability or spell that you know.**

200 Levels - Choose one follower’s ability and apply a Silk effect.*

300 Levels - Transfer up to 3 stat points to a target of your choice.*

400 Levels - Transfer one ability from your unselected ability pool to a target of your choice. They learn the ability automatically.*

500 Levels - Gain an additional 1 stat point to allocate as you see fit.

1000 Levels - Duplicate an ability you own and transfer it to a target of your choice. They learn the ability automatically.*

2000 Levels - Upgrade an ability you know to its rare version.

3000 Levels - Create an exact shadow duplicate of your build to fight on your behalf.

4000 Levels - Automatically learn a School of Magic of your choice. This can also be applied to a known School of Magic to unlock the next tier of its spells.

5000 Levels - Designate an area you control as your kingdom. Anyone within this area who has prayed to you within the last 48 hours receives a 10% bonus to their stats, a 10% bonus to Healing magic used on them, and immunity to diseases. If you lose control of the area, this bonus is lost and must be purchased again to reactivate.

5000 Levels - Reshape the land within a kingdom you control.

5000 Levels - Instantly detect the presence of an enemy army when they attack or enter your kingdom.

5000 Levels - Once per week, deliver a message to every person in your kingdom. The message is the same for each target, no target can be excluded, and this ability does not enable the sovereign to receive messages from their followers.

7500 Levels - Gain a 25% bonus to resistance from damage from Holy, and gain a 25% bonus to damage against good-aligned targets.

10000 Levels - Upgrade your class from sovereign to dark emperor.

Holy shit. That was so much to unpack.

The first thing that caught my eye: I could upgrade my sovereign class. I wouldn’t have 10,000 good-aligned levels to spend for a long time, but knowing the option was there–no matter how distant–would help significantly with strategizing.

From there, it looked like my options fell into 3 categories: Make myself stronger, make my followers stronger, and build my kingdom.

None of them sucked. They were crazy expensive but also powerful. Anything I would use for my personal benefit cost 2,000 or more good-aligned levels. Unlocking bonus stat points would have been exciting if I didn’t have Sugar Daddy and Pact of the Ice Fiend, but since I did have it, 500 good-aligned levels for 1 stat point was absurdly expensive.

But I could get mileage out of buffing followers. The smaller purchases, like adding a Silk effect to an ability or giving them extra stat points, were appealing, but for 1,000 good-aligned levels I could give a follower a copy of an ability I already knew.

If I could transfer Ghostly Feint+4, Sharpen+27, and Wraith+5, I could build an army that was absolutely terrifying. No sane soldier would stand to fight an enemy like that. Word would spread after the first battle. Smart soldiers would defect. Smart leaders would surrender.

To think at one point becoming a conqueror wasn’t appealing to me. I wanted a quiet, comfortable life, but Aurketzu insisted I would change my mind. She got a lot of things wrong about me and what I was capable of, but she was right about this. As soon as I saw that I could upgrade sovereign to dark emperor, I started to think about which city I could raze to earn the levels.

Once I found a tower, the heavens would be a great place to farm good-aligned levels too.

My future was rife with potential.

I left my 10 banked stat points alone for now and reviewed my character sheet once more so I could set about thinking deeply about where I went from here:

Level: 26

Progress to Next Level: (20,013 / 1,638,400)

Class: Abyssal Sovereign, Tier 12 (211,993 / 409,600)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 6

Alignment: Chaotic Evil

Strength 43

Dexterity 35

Constitution 42

Intelligence 38

Wisdom 10

Charisma 10

Loyalty Pledges: 177

Oaths of Devotion: 10

Followers of the Silk: 74

Unused Good-Aligned Levels: 17

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness+1, Abyssal Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word+2, Rope Burn+4, Ghostly Feint+4, Unholy Smite+10, Darkness+1, Wraith+5, Abyssal Permission, Blood Feast+10, Corpse Builder

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+10, Devotion Reaper+10, Intoxicate+3, On Behalf of the Viceroy, Dark Champion+2

Shared Abilities: Greater Touch of Ice

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1, Bonfire Amulet, Immunity to Poison Amulet, Ring of Obscurity, Ring of Mind Fortress, Ring of Magic Resistance, Necklace of Resistance to Holy, Bracelet of Nightsight

_______________

* Requires the target to have prayed to you within the last 48 hours. Target loses the ability / spell if they go longer than 30 days without praying or you dismiss them from your service.

** The user of the weapon must have prayed to you within the last 48 hours.


Chapter 20

This letter appeared in every copy of the weekly Capital newspaper:

In light of the Reaper crisis and the doubt they cast on the Church of the Goddess, I felt it was time I come forward and share my story.

My father, uncle, and two brothers were killed in Flowst by a Reaper attack, and my mother passed some time ago. In the flash of a singular explosion, my entire family was taken from me, and I was left to pick up the pieces.

Worse still, I was supposed to be on that trip with them. A small twist of fate meant that I got to live and they did not.

My world has been darkness ever since. Truth be told, my commitment to the Goddess and her values were in decline prior to their deaths, but without my family, I spiraled into anger, hate, and despair.

I have not escaped, but I can now see the light, and it grows brighter each day I keep my feet on the path.

Lady Invia, a dear childhood friend, has been by my side, lending me her strength. High Priestess Yuni joined Invia’s vigil not long after my family was slain. A chance conversation became a beautiful friendship, and her insight into the Goddess's teachings have given me hope.

The Reapers are a vile group of anarchists, but they were right that our commitment to the Goddess has waned.

So I publicly reaffirm my dedication to being kind to my neighbors, to helping those less fortunate than myself, and to putting the good of society over what's best for my own interests.

Praise be to the Goddess and her teachings.

Your sister in the Goddess,

Valice Chastain

In a few days, Valice Chastain would begin hosting impromptu studies of the Goddess's teachings. At first, it would be her, Yuni, and Invia in a Capital park, one often frequented by peasants instead of nobles exclusively, where they could be easily seen and overheard. If that worked out the way we hoped, curious citizens would stop to listen.

If they didn't, we would fake it until people couldn't help but pay attention.

The Church wouldn't appreciate the unofficial preaching, but starting small would slow their reaction. I hoped.

When they eventually did come down on Yuni for freelancing, they would be doing us a favor.

And I had so much more blaspheming left to do before that happened.

***

“I'm pleased,” Samson said, crossing his legs as he poured himself a glass of wine. “When will I have my flesh?”

“That's why I'm here. Do you need the physical flesh, or is this a situation like harvesting levels and I can gather them anywhere?”

“I need the materials.”

“How fresh?”

“No older than 24 hours.”

I nodded as I thought. “So I need to kill 1,000 lbs worth of people in Flowst, basically.”

“I assumed you would use your followers.”

“I'm not wasting investments like that.”

“Followers can be replenished.”

“I will get you the materials another way,” I said. “Anything else I should know?”

“Cut is fine, but the flesh can't be marred by something like burns or poison. Send word when it's ready, and my people will collect it.”

“Excellent. Might I ask you something while I'm here?”

Samson shrugged.

“What other things can you do with good-aligned levels?”

The demon in disguise froze, his glass inches from his lips. He slowly lowered it and leaned forward.

“Your daring took you too far, human,” he growled. “Were you not so useful, I would devour you here and now. Get out of my sight before I change my mind.”

I didn't argue. I stood, bowed, and got the fuck out of there.

Samson was right. Asking about his abilities was too daring. I allowed myself to be comfortable with Samson, to trust him, to think of him as a friend. The Frozen Fiend was not my friend and never would be.

I had thought of him as a useful adversary up until I gave him the Flowst dungeon. That was when I started getting careless.

Everyone was my adversary. Every word I uttered had to be chosen carefully, weighed against the variables all around me with an accounting for the worst of the possible intentions.

Fuck. I was going to need more teleporters. If I burned the bridge with the Frozen Fiend, my future plans would unfold so much more slowly, and many of them might not unfold at all.

When I returned to the Ice Temple, I asked Abby to meet me in the rectory.

Her void black body called to me when she appeared. Everything I wanted from her was exposed and waiting, freely available to me at any time. That had been the case from the moment her naked abyssal form appeared in my life, but Aurketzu warned me that sleeping with a liluti was dangerous, that their sex magic was strong enough to overpower contracts and oaths.

How could that be true? That had to be another Aurketzu lie, but the risks were too high.

I can still remember how it felt when I took the ice demon’s ass in the Lopav dungeon. How would an abyssal feel? Would I feel what Lilac experienced when she had an abyssal orgasm?

“How many I serve you, Master?” Abby purred, her three tails dancing gracefully behind her.

“I offended the Frozen Fiend today by asking about his system. How do you suggest I repair the damage?”

“Gifts. Virgins, celestials, items of great power.”

This already sounded expensive. Abby’s use of the plural was not by accident.

“Any other ideas?” I asked.

“I’m sorry. A demon of his standing is not easily impressed by gifts. Others like him might desire the death of an enemy, but this demon is uninterested in conquest.”

“I’m not sure any creature capable of being a true enemy of the Frozen Fiend would be a winnable battle for me. Well, maybe not. I did get him a dungeon core.”

“I advise against giving him a third, Master.”

I laughed. “I agree with you. The power imbalance between us is extreme already. A third dungeon core? God. I think anyone would give Demon Lord a shot with that kind of an arsenal because why not?

“I could expand his dreamdust empire, but that’s basically expected at this point, and the referral fee is too good to lose. I already gave him access to the Church of the Goddess, and he got bored with it almost instantly.” Sighing, I added, “I can’t believe I’m asking this. What do you know about capturing celestials?”

“Not so different from capturing a demon. They can be summoned, but celestials are less motivated to accept a summoning, and even less likely to agree to a contract. The difficulty of subduing a celestial is relative to its power.”

“And the less powerful, the less impressive. Shit.”

My best idea was the Aurketzu soulstone. The Frozen Fiend was about to build a vessel with a level 30 soulstone. From what I understood of the process, that soulstone was likely to result in a vessel who started somewhere between level 10 and 15. Aurketzu’s soulstone would give him a vessel that was at least level 60. He might tolerate me again if I helped him like that.

No, that was too valuable, and I had plans for it.

“He doesn’t leave Flowst because he can’t disguise his presence from celestials once he’s so far from his dungeon core. Do I have that right?”

“Yes, Master.”

“Hypothetically, if I owned the Grubiit dungeon core, could I disguise his presence in the city if he visited?”

“I would expect so,” Abby answered. “The mechanics are not so different from a ward, but a dungeon core is a powerful source of mana.”

“He would forgive me if he had access to another city to explore,” I said. “That’s the only thing I can offer that he would want and that he couldn’t easily secure for himself.”

“His love for the surface is that strong?”

“I’m not sure what kind of emotion it is, but yes, it’s strong. He likes being up here. He makes me talk about his skylight every fucking time I visit. I’m certain he would appreciate the gift.”

That gave me another reason to claim the Grubiit dungeon for myself. I should be able to survive that long without Samson attacking me, I believed. I offended him, but I did not give him cause for retribution.

If a key to Grubiit was my solution, the most immediate progress I could make was summoning one of Abby’s sisters.

***

“I don’t want you burning yourself out,” I said to Invia as we geared up for a Borja dungeon crawl. We were alone in the rectory for the moment.

“It’s not forever. I can grind with everyone during the day, port back home, and then do my work in the Capital.”

“My concern is the risk of you crawling exhausted. We’re pushing toward the boss at this point.”

“We’re not going to get to the boss in the next two runs. I can’t keep that schedule forever, but I’m with you. I don’t want to sit on our hands when we could level.”

“Let’s grind then,” I conceded. “Purity’s closing in on level 15. That would help.”

“And she wants the new Bonus Pledge desperately.”

“Really?”

Invia gave me an “are you stupid?” look. “I only have two hands. She has hands and tentacles. You saw her go down on me and rub my nipples at the same time. Byron, it’s amazing. No sane woman wouldn’t want that.”

“Noted.”

Moments later, we were joined by the rest of our party and warped to the 7th floor of the Borja dungeon. I picked up the silk nose for the dungeon side of the teleporter and tied it to my belt. A quiet spot on the 8th floor would make our runs more efficient in the future, so it was time tbe noose moved.

Unless the spawn was too much for us. We hadn’t explored the 8th floor yet. The river of souls level was a lot of wraiths, specters, and what crawlers called “tormented.” They were souls flowing down the river that leapt out to drag you in. One ethereal person would flop onto the shore, attempting to grab you, and three or four held its legs to drag it back into the river.

I took that for a form of teamwork at first, but the more I saw it, the more the ones pulling the legs back in seemed more focused on ensuring that the tormented didn’t escape the river.

A challenge we had dreaded turned out to be the easiest floor in the dungeon for us. The majority of the run was the Solara and Sarah Show. My sorceress and her abyssal snake familiar zapped everything in sight. The swarms of wraiths we feared were perfect use-cases for Solara’s new Chain Lightning spell, which was essentially a Bolt spell that got recast again and again as long as another enemy was within a certain distance.

The “balancing” factors were that it was a weaker version of your Bolt spell, and the maximum distance between targets increased with each connection. Wraiths don’t technically occupy space, so a swarm of 5 or 6 can occupy the space of one if the terrain bunches them up. That’s an extreme scenario, but the point is that two monsters that exist in the same space don’t have a magic jump distance for the spell to overcome.

Solara’s Bolt bonus on top of Chain Lightning ripped through the spawn. She actually cleared out a huge section of the undead river by herself and by accident, and the XP was incredible.

I frankly felt useless, but Solara never complained or even frowned. She seemed to thoroughly enjoy the nonstop lightning show.

Purity advanced to level 15, and she requested a night alone with me to consummate the level-up. She whispered in my ear, “I’m pent up from not having to fight much. Let me take it out on you.”

If you insist.


Chapter 21

The next morning, Purity drew me out of meditation with her mouth and let me watch as she used her tentacles to finger herself and rub her clit. That gave her two hands to work my shaft and my balls.

It was delightful.

As I finished, I telepathically said to Abby, “Please let the others know Purity awake. I’ll open the door when she’s finished selecting her unlocks.”

“Yes, Master.”

“You’re delicious.” Purity said, laying her head on my thigh, her lips still only inches from my cock. Her breath tickled a little bit when she spoke. “Let me read you my options.”

Those were:

Power of Prayer

Passive Ability

The more followers who worship and pray to your sovereign, the greater bonus to any support magic cast on your sovereign. Bonus increases at a rate of 0.02% per follower. Bonus only applies when the sovereign is the target.

Sugar Daddy Bonus increased rate from 0.01%.

Prerequisite: Sovereign’s Mistress of the Silk, Hand of the Sovereign

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Bonus increase to mana recovery at a rate of 0.01% per follower.)

(Bonus Pledge: Bonus increase to healing evil-aligned targets at a rate of 0.01% per follower. If your sovereign wills it, your nipples are as sensitive and produce as much pleasure as your clitoris.)

Show of Faith

Active Ability

Duration: 15 Seconds

Grant your sovereign up to a 25% bonus to damage and damage resistance. Sovereign decides how much of the bonus to use. If he uses all 25%, your life is forfeit.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added bonus to damage resistance.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increase bonus cap to 30%.)

(Bonus Pledge: By granting your sovereign the perpetual option to trade your life for a Healing effect based on your constitution, you receive a 10% bonus to all support magic. This upgrade cannot be revoked. If your sovereign wills it, your nipples are as sensitive and produce as much pleasure as your clitoris.)

Threads of Fate

Passive Ability

Gain an intuitive awareness of enemies and their locations if they are within 120 feet of you. Sugar Daddy bonus improved distance from 90 feet to 120 feet.

Prerequisite: Threads of Fate.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Your intuitive understanding enables you to estimate whether enemies you sense or of a higher or a lower level than you.)

(Bonus Pledge: The positional accuracy of your awareness improves by 5%. If your sovereign wills it, your nipples are as sensitive and produce as much pleasure as your clitoris.)

In the lead up to level 15, we had also reviewed her pool of unselected unlocks and saw a progression path that grew more appealing with every successful oath. The first ability in that path was:

Touch of Devotion

Passive Ability

For every follower who has proven their devotion to the Silk Noose, gain a 5% bonus to damage resistance and a 1% improvement to all support magic.

Sugar Daddy increased the damage resistance bonus from 2.5%.

Prerequisite: Sovereign’s Devotion Reaper

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain an additional 1% improvement to all support magic.)

We were reasonably certain that the system would represent the Bonus Pledge–even though it specifically said it wouldn’t–with an additional concession. That was how I was able to praise Podni into cumming if I wanted. She picked an old Bonus Pledge and got a stronger version of the praise-to-pleasure effect. I had the most fun doing that to her at meals or in carriage rides back and forth around the Capital.

I’m getting distracted.

If Purity took Touch of Devotion, she could then take:

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, Dark Wall, Locate Follower, Silence, Drain, and Orator.

Sugar Daddy bonus upgraded the spell from a random selection to user choice.

Prerequisite: Touch of Devotion

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Choose 2 bonus prayers upon selecting Answered Prayers.)

Back-to-back abilities that could continue to grow stronger indefinitely? The returns were obvious, especially now that we had 10 total oath-takers. When Purity was first offered Touch of Devotion, our lower oath count made it less appealing than other more immediately impactful options.

Power of Prayer and Show of Faith both provided benefits exclusive to me, which was an interesting direction for unlocks to take. Show of Faith was exceptionally intense. The system asking her to put her life on the line like that was the most extreme unlock condition we had seen yet.

And I knew Purity would take it if I asked her, if she didn’t suggest it first. While I continued to adore her devotion to me, I didn’t want a few bonus percentages to be the thing that planted seeds of doubt in her mind. If I didn’t want those consequences in the back of my mind, I definitely didn’t want them in hers.

My first reaction to Power of Prayer was that buffing me exclusively was too narrow of a use, but I changed my mind on the second read. A bonus to support magic that scaled with my follower count would make my already broken build even more dangerous, which would be extremely useful for dungeon bosses and eventually Dungeon Lords. That could actually be a major key to our success.

I was a ways away from it yet, but 500 followers would be a 10% bonus. That was a major inflection point in my mind as that was when Power of Prayer would be noticeably impactful and better than other options I could have selected.

Then Threads of Fate was a major buff to Thread Seer, which gave our party advanced notice of potential dangers. A wider range and the added ability to estimate differences in strength in enemies was a big survivability boost.

“Touch of Devotion still has the biggest returns,” Purity said. “I have faith in the Silk that I’ll still get the Bonus Pledge.”

“And come back for Threads of Fate, Power of Prayer, and Answered Prayers? The system has surprised me before, but I find it difficult to imagine future options being even better than those.”

Purity read from her system menus. “Hidden prerequisite met. As the founding oath-taker of the Order of the Silk, Touch of Devotion has been automatically upgraded to Blessing of Devotion.”

Blessing of Devotion

Passive Ability

For every follower who has proven their devotion to the Silk Noose, gain 5% to damage resistance, a 1% improvement to all support magic, and 0.01% of a permanent Regeneration buff.

Sugar Daddy increased the damage resistance bonus from 2.5%.

Prerequisite: Sovereign’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. This bonus does not scale or change. If your sovereign wills it, your nipples are as sensitive and produce as much pleasure as your clitoris. Additionally, if you achieve climax with a nipple, anyone touching that nipple has a 1% chance to be inflicted by an insatiable desire to suck on that nipple. This effect lasts for 10 seconds and their strength is buffed by 10% for the duration.)

“That Bonus Pledge is just cruel,” Purity giggled to herself.

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

“My new Divine Quests are to cleanse a polluted area and defeat 5 bosses or mini bosses. For the sovereign quest, I have to ‘satisfy a spirit of death instead of slaying it.’ That sounds like another fire witch situation, doesn’t it?”

I nodded. “It does. Did you take the Bonus Pledge?”

“Yes, Master.”

I opened the doors to the rectory with Silkmancer.

Invia, Podni, and Solara ran into the room. Purity immediately understood what was happening. She turned to jump out of bed, but my silk ribbons caught her, binding her wrists over her head and spreading her legs.

“Guys! No, not yet! Wait!”

Solara and Invia didn’t hesitate to suck as hard as they could, landing to either side of the priestess as Podni slid between her legs to taste Purity’s pleasure.

I willed the Bonus Pledge to take effect.

Purity screeched. “Holy. Fucking. Shit.”

She jerked and yanked at her bindings.

“Don’t make me fight back,” she threatened.

Solara laughed out loud, the noise muffled by Purity’s breast.

Tentacles flew out from Purity’s body, one for each of the girls, and raced down the backs of their panties. Invia, Podni, and Solara yelped when Purity pressed into their asses. When no one abandoned their commitment to tormenting her, she began to pump.

Fuck. I couldn’t watch this.

I ripped Podni’s panties off. I guided myself into her from behind with one hand while the other pressed her face into Purity’s pussy.

“Fuck them harder, priestess,” I said.

Invia and Solara tried to jerk away, a natural reaction to the jump in intensity. I had felt Podni do the same thing, her attempt to retreat from Purity driving me deeper into her slit. With Silkmancer, I grabbed two more ribbons. I didn’t have enough hands or the reach to hold Invia and Solara’s mouths in place, so I did it with silk.

The scene was beautiful. The only way it could have been better was if I had more dicks.

***

I ended up meeting Princess Ashley’s source for Legendary Obscurify enchantments at a fancy restaurant in the Capital. I would have preferred to simply complete the transaction with an exchange of goods for gold, but he seemed particularly infatuated with the idea of a more ceremonial, personal handoff since the item was so rare and so valuable.

In moments like these, Aurketzu would remind me that I was immortal. I could spend 2 hours of my time to be certain the source would be happy with me or push for the fast sale and risk alienating a one-of-a-kind asset.

Jalion was positively ancient, his body so frail and his skin so liverspotted that he was more like a mummy than a living person. Despite how he looked, he was spry and energetic. He was downright giddy to give me my enchantment.

Was this man an undead, perhaps? If he was, he wasn’t the same kind of undead as I was. The most telling sign was how he seemed on the verge of orgasm when he tasted the butter on his bread. I couldn’t do that.

“I love the magic, but I love the adventure more,” he said. “Meeting truly exceptional individuals is such a rarity, but when only such people need your craft… Well, these are experiences one would be foolish to pass up. Know that I am not here to dig for secrets. My interest is understanding the person behind the reputation.”

“Of the two of us, your life sounds more interesting,” I countered. “You travel in very elite circles.”

“Too kind. Too kind. Now, the Order of the Silk Noose. The women. The reputation for savagery. The astoundingly implausible combat achievements. Byron of Zaglis might be the only of his kind to have this lifestyle.”

“You’ve done your homework,” I said.

“If you are happy with my work and appreciate discretion as much as I do, I welcome you to refer me to your allies, but you must capture my interest with their story for me to agree. Your friend did that for you, and I am still interested.”

This was certainly a little eccentric, like a highly intelligent sort of whimsy. I respected that he knew what he was worth and wasn't above using it to get what he wants. He was surprisingly gentle, though, nothing like the obsessed wizard I imagine he would be.

Making Legendary Obscurify enchantments first meant the ability to cast the spell at that high of level, and Solara’s Bolt project is a good example of how focusing on buffing a single spell narrows their scope of usable spells.

So Jalion was at least a level 40 wizard if he could cast the Legendary version of Obscurify. Gaining that much XP was an enormous amount of work in itself.

Making a Legendary enchantment was far more complicated than making a Greater enchantment, the next level down. For Greater and below, the system revealed what components, and in what quantities, were necessary for the enchantment to function. A Bolt enchantment required ground sapphire and bone meal, for example. The next more powerful version of the spell added the requirement of liquid silver. And the next one needed ground diamond. And so on.

For Legendary enchantments, the user had to figure out the recipe themselves, and they guarded that secret with their lives when they figured it out. Whether Jalion discovered the recipe himself or inherited it, I couldn’t say, but whoever found the right method did so by studying the components used in all enchantments.

At the lower tiers, the enchantment process is acquiring the ingredients and activating the system ability. You don’t technically need to understand how enchanting functions to work with spells all the way up to Greater. But to determine a Legendary recipe, you did.

“I am most curious, I believe, about how someone comes to see the world as you do,” he said.

“How do you think I see the world?” I asked.

“Based on the stories, even disregarding the most fantastical ones, I understand you to be unrelenting and unapologetic. It’s no secret you’re strong, and whether you admit it or not, you know how much stronger than most people you are, which means you’re aware of the power imbalance and that you’re unique.

“But to be unrelenting and unapologetic, I think someone has to be driven, and that can come from a lot of places, but my impression of you is that you have nothing to lose. No matter how much you accomplish, your next choice is another all-in bet. Being the first to beat a floor guardian is impressive, sure, but to walk into a boss room alone requires an enormous capacity to tolerate risk. Nevermind that no one knew anything about the boss scenario yet because it has never been run.

“Am I correct so far?”

“Yes,” I admitted.

“You are a person who behaves as if death is not a loss. You have your party, but you went into the boss room alone, so there’s even a separation between you and them. You live in the same world as everyone else yet seem to be playing a different game entirely. How does one come to live this kind of life?”

I took a breath. “Will your enchantment block you from reading me like that too?”

Jalion let out a wheezy chuckle. “No. This is just a man who has observed many lives and learned to see the patterns.”

“My father didn’t really have friends, and I think I adopted the same habits. When I was old enough, we became each other’s friends, and that was a pretty decent life. It was only us two, but we liked each other’s company, and it was enough. He stuck his nose into someone’s business, trying to do the right thing, and he died for it.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Thanks. The same people tried to kill me and came very close to succeeding with a sword and later with poison. After that, moving forward was like starting another life. I had already tried it one way, and that way didn’t work. I’ve made it a point to discard the ideas that held me back or brought me suffering and do life differently this time.”

“Like what?”

“The idea that there’s justice in the world, that people are inherently good and trustworthy, and that risk is avoidable. We just ignore that risks exist when an option feels easy and comfortable. I tried to lay low and to live a simple life, but it still got me killed. Those seemed like the lowest risk choices possible, yet, dead.”

“I can see how surviving near death still feels like dying, in a way,” Jalion said, his eyes drifting up in thought. “Which I suppose is a common reaction to such a thing, but in your case, the readjustment was especially extreme. If you were a lay-low simple guy before, as you described, the person you became feels like a total change. You didn’t reevaluate a singular portion of who you were. You reevaluated everything. Do you have an idea for why you went further with your second chance than most people would?”

I helped a sorceress escape the underworld in exchange for becoming undead and giving me the ability to use my dick to get stronger. She lived in my head for a while, so we sort of had a lot of time to talk.

“I met a mentor at about that time,” was what I chose to say out loud. “They were exceptionally successful, so I followed their advice on nearly every aspect of my life. I don’t know how much I would have changed without them teaching and coaching me. Even when I wanted to change everything about myself, I was still blind to hundreds of things I never even thought to change.”

“Who was the mentor?” Jalion asked.

“I can’t say.”

He didn’t seem bothered by my refusal at all, nor did he remark at all on my denying his question. “Have you regretted any of the changes?”

“No” nearly spilled out of my mouth instantaneously, but when I thought about the question, I realized that wasn’t true.

“Losing my dad was hard, and I know that he would be disappointed in many of the decisions I’ve made because the values he taught me were so different. Sometimes I debate if I should have been attached to those values even in my second chance.”

“And yet, you haven’t gone back. Why?”

“My father is gone. Despite what it sounds like, this is not me blaming him: the values he lived his life by got him killed and left me alone. Then I had my near-deaths shortly after, so I saw how that story ended three times over. That was enough proof for me to know it wouldn’t end any differently if I lived the same way.”

Jalion bobbed his head when he paused to think for a moment. “And your mentor showed you how to live that way.”

“Yes.”

He reached into his pocket and offered me a ring white as snow that sparkled in the light. “Thank you for your patronage, Master Byron.”

I accepted it and replaced my Ring of Obscurity with my new Ring of Legendary Obscurify. The band glowed a bright yellow and sank into my skin in the same way Princess Ashley’s Noble Sacrifice necklace sank into hers.

Seeing my shock, Jalion said, “The best knife is the one your enemy does not know about. Could an Obscurify spell truly be Legendary if the presence of a ring revealed its existence?”

“I like that a lot.”

Jalion smiled. “Should you need more of these items, send word, and I’d be happy to oblige. And as I said before, I welcome referrals with interesting stories.”

“And big bank accounts.”

He laughed. “This is true.”

A woman screamed and people ran by the restaurant windows, like a herd of frightened shadows in the dark of night.

“What do you suppose is the matter?” Jalion asked, squinting to get a better look.

Someone burst through the door a moment later and yelled “Demons!” as they ran deeper into the restaurant to hide.

Jalion wasn’t concerned. He was pleased, as if an excellent show was about to start and he had just gotten his tea.

“Safe travels,” I said to Jalion as I excused myself from the table.

I wasn’t supposed to be in the Capital right now. My cover had me in Grubiit, so drawing attention to myself here would reveal the existence of my teleporter network. The city guard and the Church would get a handle on whatever was wrong here eventually.

Jalion didn’t seem bothered by my leaving. His eyes still looked out the window.

I followed the first panicked citizen into the back of the restaurant. Most of the other patrons did the same a moment later when they finally broke free of their initial shock. They wanted to hide. I wanted to leave. So I zipped right out the back door and Silk Walked up two stories to a roof.

Before I could take off across the rooftops, I heard a demon shout in abyssal at the other demons around him.

“The sovereign was here! Find where he has hidden! He must be near!”

Moments later, a different demon called out, “Paladins! Paladins are attacking!”


Chapter 22

I lingered far longer than I should have for the chance to overhear the demons again. My rational mind knew what I heard was correct: these demons spoke abyssal, and they were here in pursuit of a sovereign. They didn’t again use the word “sovereign” specifically, but they mentioned hunting someone as they shouted orders over the sounds of battle.

The moment I caught a glimpse of the paladins, four gargantuan men in shimmering white armor, I departed. Even with my protections, that wasn’t a fight I wanted to have, especially in the middle of the Capital with abyssal demons on my ass too.

Initially, my desire to maintain my cover story–that I couldn’t possibly be in the Capital because I was only just seen in Grubiit the day before–was my motivation for fleeing the scene instead of eliminating the threat. I believed the commotion to be a simple monster attack, which was nothing I needed to worry about. Learning that I was the target of their hunt, however, shot a bolt of terror through me.

My existence as a sovereign was known and tracked by someone who wished me dead, of that much I was certain. The appearance of abyssal demons specifically could be explained in one of two ways:

1. The enemy pursuing me summoned demons to aid in the hunt.

2. The enemy pursuing me used abyssal demons because they themselves were from the abyssal plane.

Could this be the demon family I stole Abby from? Or was this another sovereign class recognizing my existence in the way that Princess Ashley described? The system told them I existed and offered an incentive for eliminating me?

And how did the paladins get there so quickly? Other than to look for me, why would that many fully armed paladins be in the restaurant district on a quiet weeknight?

Had Jalion extended our conversation another 30 minutes, the demons would have found me. By plain luck I equipped the Legendary Obscurify ring when I did, and that no doubt saved me from being discovered. For all I knew, it saved me from the paladins too.

The demons my unknown enemy sent were strong but not strong enough to kill me. They would have verified my existence and, perhaps, gotten a look at my face if we were forced to fight. If even one escaped, then my situation would be much worse. As it stood, I hoped they didn’t know that I specifically was their target. If their information was limited enough, they wouldn’t know where to look next.

And again, I wish the same of the paladins. I laughed to myself at the absurdity of being an enemy to both extremes of the alignment chart at the same time.

If they didn't know who their target was, they may have only known that the sovereign was in the Capital, and then all traces of him disappeared. Poof.

The appearance of high-level paladins was even more curious than the demons when I thought about it. The most optimistic explanation was that they happened to be in the area when the abyssal demons appeared.

Less optimistic than that was the notion that the paladins pursued the demons and found them searching the Capital. A little bit of bad luck in that situation could mean the demons leading the paladins to me unintentionally. If the paladins followed the demons, and the demons followed me, it was a possibility.

The pessimistic explanation, the one that chilled my corrupted soul, was that the paladins were in the Capital looking for me and only happened to bump into demons doing the same.

If my enemies had gotten within yards of my position before I was aware of the danger, the threat was really fucking serious no matter how I looked at it, and I wasn’t prepared.

***

“We’re going to make a play for the Borja boss room,” I told my party. “If any of you get the feeling that we are overextending ourselves, say so. My sense of danger is skewed, and I don’t want my impatience to get any of us killed. I want to reach the boss room, but your lives are more important. Understood?”

My four women nodded back at me.

We teleported into the 8th floor of the Borja dungeon, collected the dungeon side of the enchanted noose, and let Solara blast our way down the river of souls. The stairwell to the 9th floor billowed dense white fog, and we knew a copy of Borja was at the bottom.

The copy was of Borja a few hundred years ago, so a great deal had changed, but major landmarks were the same, like the placement of the walls and institutions like the courthouse and the church. Those predated the majority of the town I had grown up in. Where other structures came and went, those pieces of Borja didn’t. The way they looked now was how they looked then.

In the previous dungeon version, this underground town was overrun with ghouls, necromancers, and their minions. Adventurers used to say you could always hear the enemy around you, hiding just behind the fog at every turn, but you didn’t truly know their location until they leapt upon your party.

The fog was physical rather than magical, so Truesight enchantments didn’t help with visibility. Yet, the monsters in the dungeon seemed to see through it just fine.

The new instance of the Borja dungeon set that town on fire. Rivers of black smoke wound through the white fog, and the crackling of burning wood joined the scratchy skitters of demon footsteps and the haunting echoes of whispering undead commanding their armies.

We continued to hunt the Borja dungeon in disguise, but Purity suggested we try using her wings, so I willed her clothing and armor to disappear. Her black silk unfurled from her bare back. Two powerful flaps later, our pocket of visibility grew wider. The fog and smoke weren’t eliminated–not even close–but a few extra feet of clear vision helped.

We didn’t explore this level thoroughly the way we did the others. Previous adventurers confirmed the stairs to the 10th and final floor were in the Borja church, so we traveled directly to that location. A whole congregation of lost souls awaited us inside, swarming us the moment we opened the doors.

These were like wraiths but more animated. They wailed and muttered dead languages. Their faces cycled through all possible emotions, seemingly at random, and they used sophisticated tactics. Typical wraiths would pursue you relentlessly but not with a great deal of intelligence. The wraiths inside the church worked together, attempting to cut off our retreat by circling behind us and using waves of threats to drive us into more dangerous corners.

Chain Lightning wiped them all out.

The 10th floor consisted only of the boss room, a sepulcher or temple of some kind that was clearly built with religious connotations. Ever since I was a kid, adventurers called the door to this boss room “the gates of hell” because of its twisted iconography and illustrations of people enduring horrific torture.

We paused in the 9th-floor church to rest, and then we ventured down the stairs and through the gates.

***

The boss of the Borja dungeon used to be a lich adept with summons and wide area of effect spells. Now, the boss was believed to be a summoning gone wrong. The lich, in its pursuit of greater and greater power, opened a doorway to a great evil, believing that this demi-god from another plane would further its goals. Instead, the demi-god killed its summoner and claimed the dungeon for itself.

The center of the monster was a cabin-sized skull of something vaguely avian. The bone was pale white all the way down its beak, and dark pits of purple sat in the sockets of its eyes. Octopus-like arms spread out from beneath the heas, and no two arms were exactly alike. Each appendage was more or less a long, highly flexible limb, but they were assembled from the pieces of hundreds of different kinds of monsters.

One arm looked like a multi-jointed spider leg and ended with a crab claw. Another had the twisted form of a snake skeleton and ended with a giant, humanoid hand. Some arms were several lengths of ogre and ettin arms linked together, and others were dozens of souls bound so that their bodies formed a whip.

Like most of our boss and miniboss battles, the doors locked behind us, and we faced a more difficult version of the encounter that adventurers usually saw.

Also like our other big battles, we picked a strategy meant to overwhelm the boss with an astronomical amount of damage as quickly as we possibly could.

The moment we came in the door, Purity showered us with buffs and protection spells, and Solara laid into the old god with Dark Lightning. Her summons, an Abyssal Silk Knight and two abyssal wraiths, darted forward to join the attack. That instant of stunned inaction gave me the second I needed to deliver 4 Podni traps infused with Solara’s overpowered Bolt spell.

In a flash, the boss was hit by the equivalent of 5 Solara’s casting at once.

Invia sent a swarm of Silk Swords after the boss and activated Channel Abyssal. Mere moments after Solara’s summons struck the boss, ripping pieces of its body away, Invia crashed into it with a combination of Unholy Rage and her version of my Unholy Smite ability.

My Unholy Smite followed, and the boss dissolved into sand.

+200,000 XP.

Invia whooped. “Good shit, everyone. That was awesome.”

“Don’t drop your guards yet,” I warned, scanning the room.

The back wall of the chamber lowered to reveal a chest. That signalled the conclusion of the boss fight, but that didn’t mean we were safe.

“An enemy is approaching…” Purity began. She looked around. “I can’t tell from where.”

Resetting the party formation without dropping our guards, we grouped together again near the entrance.

A glacial chill swept through the room, and a figure stepped out of a sudden cloud of fog. She was 9 ft tall with white, iridescent skin. Her hair had the look of a medusa at first, but instead of snakes, the souls of human-like figures endlessly attempted to swim away, but their feet never left the monster’s scalp. She wore a loose white dress that made virtually no effort to contain her massive breasts.

I was immediately aware that the being before me was an incredible threat to my existence. This boss chamber could scarcely contain the power she oozed.

When she spoke, her plump lips didn’t move. “Dungeon Lord, I know why you have come. Is your mind set on conquest, or do you have the intelligence to bargain?”

I tentatively stepped forward and away from my party. “In truth, I came for the boss’s mana crystal. Once we collected our treasure, I intended to leave.”

“You would make this journey and let another Dungeon Lord live? Such a choice makes no sense.”

“I am not prepared to defend a claim to this dungeon,” I answered. “My appetite is as large as you suggest, but it doesn’t drive me to madness. If I were able to defeat you, and I’m not sure that I could, I would quickly lose whatever I gained.”

“You admit that you would kill me and claim my dungeon were the conditions in your favor.”

“I believe it prudent to speak plainly and directly in this kind of conversation. I do not deny that I have conquered dungeons and yet desire to conquer more. I speak the truth when I say my immediate interest here was a boss crystal. I will happily prove my intentions were such by departing from your realm the moment we collect our rewards. You need only wait five minutes to confirm that claim. But…”

“Do not withhold now, human.”

“If you’re worried that I might return to defeat you, I must also admit I am worried you might pursue my death proactively, whether or not I set foot in your dungeon again. That is ultimately the subject of our discussion, correct? We do not know the other’s intentions, so we see the wisdom of assuming the person across from us is an adversary.”

“I do not disagree,” the Dungeon Lord replied.

“Let’s decide that now. We’d both rather know the reality of our situation, one way or another. If you’d like, we can officially be enemies, or we could discuss a treaty or even an alliance. As I said before, I have no vendetta against you personally, nor do I have any specific interest in owning the Borja dungeon.”

“Do you have a proposal?”

“If you disappear, we’ll collect our loot and depart. If you wish for us to be allies after I’ve gone, I am open to agreeing that we are. At that point, we trade advantages to further our interests. I desire tools to use against my enemies on the surface, and I suspect you desire assurances that I or anyone else will not bother you down here. Unless I’m reading you wrong and you aspire to be a Demon Lord, that is.”

“I have no such aspirations. I would welcome an offer that strengthened my kingdom and established peace. In exchange, I would offer you 5 additional options for your Corpse Builder ability. You would have the power to create some of the monsters you encountered in my dungeon. Anything you create this way will do your bidding until the end of time.”

“What can I offer you in exchange?”

The giant woman grinned. “You are of the Silk Noose. I am familiar with the prayer your followers take, and I am aware that any who are untrue in their confession of loyalty bring about the end of their own lives. When such individuals are rejected by the Silk, I would gain their souls to use in strengthening my position.”

“If that is in my power to grant, I would agree to your trade with one condition. I will give you a finite number of souls. After that, we trade again. Please hear me on this part: I am not saying our peace ends if we don’t agree to a second trade. I simply can’t pay you something so valuable for the rest of eternity. I would offer the next 50 souls in exchange for the options you offered.”

“Done.”

Shit. For a Dungeon Lord to agree that quickly, my number must have come in far higher than she expected. The insight was limited, but I now had a new data point: 50 human souls were worth far, far more than 5 options for Corpse Builder. Overpaying at least once seemed like the only way to figure that out, so I wasn’t incredibly upset.

She said, “Your prayer need only add ‘and may my soul leave with the Spirit of Death.’”

That made the full prayer the following:

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 and may my soul leave with the Spirit of Death.

That addition might make future pledges more reluctant, but in a way, that was better for everyone. I would rather followers serve me for a lifetime without taking the oath than die attempting it. I loved seeing gold silk around the necks of my women, but I didn’t need every neck to be wrapped in gold. If fewer followers died as a result, that was ‘the Spirit of Death’s’ problem.

I opened my system to see what Corpse Builder unlocks I received:

2 Levels - Summon a skeleton to serve you. This summon does not timeout but can be killed.

5 Levels - Summon a skeleton knight to serve you. This summon does not timeout but can be killed.

10 Levels - Summon a skeleton captain to serve you. This summon does not timeout but can be killed.

300 Levels - Gain the ability to convert living creatures into zombies. This ability is permanent.

400 Levels - Gain the ability to convert living creatures into ghouls. This ability is permanent. Prerequisite: The ability to convert living creatures into zombies.

Was traditional necromancy this expensive? I wondered. 2 good-aligned levels to make a singular skeleton mob? Shouldn't it just be 1? Or maybe one level was like a mana cost. Bringing something back to life likely took a good bit of energy.

I could use skeleton knights and captains the way that some dungeons did. I’d summon a bunch of them, dress them all in armor, and position them throughout my temples like decorations. They wouldn’t move unless a threat was inside, but they would always be ready.

I was absolutely going to learn the zombie and ghoul-creation abilities largely because they were possible to acquire rather than any immediate ideas for how to use them. More options was always better, and maybe some casual necromancy had more utility than I gave it credit for. All those noble families I slaughtered? I could have been adding them to a ghoul army. I might never have reason to use a ghoul army, but it’s like they say:

You’d always rather have a ghoul army and not need it than need it and not have it.

Purity stepped forward.

In my mind, I heard her voice say, “My Divine Quest is to satisfy a Spirit of Death. She just revealed herself as such, correct?”

I stepped aside.

“My lady,” Purity said, addressing the Spirit of Death. “I would offer you an additional gift, if it pleases you.”

“Go on.”

“I offer you physical bliss. Let my gift be bringing you to orgasm. If you desire, my Master would join as well.”

Purity stripped out of her armor, each piece becoming visible as it fell to the floor. Soon, she was perfectly naked, standing before the Spirit of Death.

“Allow me the honor to give a woman of great power the release she deserves.”

The Dungeon Lord was so tall that Purity barely needed to crouch for her head to slide between Death’s legs. The pale woman towered over her and pulled her skirt to the side. Where a human’s snatch would be was a copy of the Dungeon Lord’s face, but more twisted and demonic.

The giant woman pulled Purity deeper between her legs, and my priestess kissed and tongued the face, moaning softly as she devoted herself to her task.

Purity’s black tentacles slithered up death’s body, groping and squeezing. Their movement loosened the clasp on the Dungeon Lord’s dress, and the fabric floated to the floor, leaving her bare and exposed.

Death picked Purity up with ease and said, “Do not stop.”

While her tentacles continued to move, two finding their way to the mouth of the Dungeon Lord’s lower half, Purity kissed Death. The giant woman lay back gently on the stone floor, her lips never leaving Purity’s.

“Fuck her,” Purity said to me with her telepathy.

Death was on her back, Purity lying on her chest while her tentacles groped Death’s ass and probed the lower mouth. I dropped my pants and knelt.

Fucking death was similar to throat fucking a human, teeth and all, but she had an otherworldly ability to suction me deeper. When Purity’s tentacles slithered in next to my cock, joining me in going down death’s throat, I felt as though I were receiving two full blowjobs simultaneously.

If you can’t imagine what that feels like, I’m genuinely sorry because it was incredible.

I came forward on my hands to find a better angle so I could fuck harder, and I found myself staring directly into Purity’s delights. While my hips thrust into Death’s mouth, my tongue pressed into Purity’s perfect butthole.

Then Death came.

Her climax left my ears ringing for a full day, and I worried the dungeon would come down on top of us. One of the bricks that shook loose hit me hard enough in the back to draw a little blood, and dust coated our bodies.

Finally, death tilted her head back, allowing Purity to rest. Death giggled happily to herself, and those giggles spiked in volume as the shudders of aftershocks spasmed her body.

Sitting up on her elbows, Death pulled Purity’s lips to hers for a gentle kiss.

“You are an amazing creature,” Death whispered to my priestess. She turned to me. “I leave you with a parting gift.”

And death disappeared.


Chapter 23

I told my girls that I was having trouble finding what Death meant by a “gift” in my system and asked them to take care of collecting the loot.

That was a lie. I had no problem finding the unlock, but I struggled to decide how to explain what I acquired to my party. I reread my system messages:

The Spirit of Death has shared the ability Touch of Undeath with you.

Hidden prerequisite met. You know the abyssal aspect.

Touch of Undeath has been upgraded to Touch of Abyssal Undeath.

Touch of Abyssal Undeath

Active Ability

You may extend your gift of undeath to a target who willingly binds their soul to yours. You do not acquire ownership or power over their soul. If you die, the target dies as well. You, however, are unaffected if the target of this ability dies.

The version of undeath granted by this ability freezes the target’s age in time. Nothing about their appearance changes. They are, however, no longer required to eat or sleep, in addition to several other benefits of undeath. The abyssal addition to this ability enables you to apply conditions or caveats to agreeing to accept your gift of undeath.

Purity and Solara had outright said they wanted to be undead and live by my side forever. Invia and Podni had hinted at it but were far from being as direct as my priestess and my sorceress.

I was still in favor of giving them what they wanted, but I never imagined that I would be the one directly granting undeath. I thought it would be something we acquired in trade with a being like the Spirit of Death or the Frozen Fiend. It being an ability I could use endlessly changed the calculus substantially.

The power to make immortals would make me the most sought after person in the world, which would make me a target. A gift like that was too valuable to let roam around. You locked it up to be sure the advantage was in your hands and not an enemy’s.

That possibility worried me so much that I was unsure of how much to disclose to my party. Did I want them to know it was as easy as activating a system ability? Did I want them to know that the abyssal caveat was an option rather than a requirement? That information felt incredibly valuable to me, so valuable that it could never leave my mind. Not in conversation. Not in writing. You locked this kind of secret up from the beginning and took it to your grave.

“No aspect tomes,” Solara reported from across the room. “Few magic items. Gold and gems. Not an exceptional haul but not terrible either.”

“How does everyone feel we did with the boss?” I asked.

“Really smooth,” Invia replied. Purity nodded as well as she dressed.

“I agree. Super smooth,” Podni answered. “Do we think we needed that many bombs after all?”

“I was thinking about that too,” I said. “I know they helped, but it would be great if we could lower that count. Do we think we could go down to one bomb and cover enough ground with Unholy Smites?”

Despite the effectiveness of the bombs, the system enforced a lengthy cooldown on producing those Bolt mega-traps. Podni could produce one every 48 hours, so if I wanted to farm this boss and we needed 4 Bolt bombs to do so, then we would be stuck with 8 days between runs.

Not the end of the world, given the returns, but also not ideal.

“I think so,” Purity replied. “The summons also didn’t have much of a chance to contribute, so there’s still damage on the table that didn’t get used. The Unholy Smites don’t have to be enough. The rest of the force does.”

Invia nodded. “She makes a good point.”

Podni and Solara agreed.

“Excellent. In four days, we’ll try it again. We’ll bring 2 bombs, but we’ll start with one and see how it goes. Let’s find a spot for the teleporter and get back. We have a sister to summon.”

***

For the first time since its opening, Byron’s Bathhouse was closed to customers. Standard business hours didn’t matter in a dungeon, and if patrons were willing to spend money at all hours, then we were happy to be open at all hours.

Today, however, we needed the bathhouse to be private. Abby, Frost, and Solara were nearly done constructing the most elaborate summoning circle I had ever seen. My Aurketzu conditioning made me question if allowing Abby and Frost to contribute was wise. They could sabotage the circle in a way that someone like Solara would miss.

And I would miss it no matter what. I didn’t understand the mechanics behind spell circles to begin with. Podni, Invia, and Purity were present as well, but they didn’t have magic knowledge to contribute either. They were on hand for protection and for support.

We decided that conducting the summoning in a dungeon was the best way to hide the surge of Unholy that often attracted nearby clerics. Our initial thought was to use the Flowst dungeon, but we didn’t have enough control over the environment. In the Grubiit dungeon, we could lock all the doors to the bathhouse and be steps away from our teleporter home.

If this went badly and something horrific came through instead of Abby’s sister, we could teleport to safety and leave the adventurers in the dungeon to deal with it. If anyone got eaten or killed, hopefully they were Wolfpack.

With the spell circle complete, Solara placed a soulstone and the boss mana crystal in the middle and surrounded both items with ground quartz.

“We’re ready,” she announced.

Beckoning me forward, Solara held a book in one hand and wrapped her fingers in mine with the other. She read an abyssal incantation from the book and instructed me to repeat specific lines throughout the recital.

I felt a pull at my spirit, and the summoning circle went white and then black. A female figure made entirely from shimmering metal stepped into the material plane. Her build, from her exceptional ass to her full, perky breasts, was identical to Abby’s, except that she was a living piece of steel. Even her eyes were metal.

“Sister?” the demon asked in abyssal. “Are you in danger?”

“No,” Abby answered. “My Master is deserving of my loyalty. I swore the Oath of the Silk Noose to him.”

“To a human? How have you fallen so far?”

“He is no human. He is something greater. And mind your words, sister, my Master knows our tongue.”

The metallic demon cast me a brief but sheepish glance.

“I asked him to call upon you,” Abby continued. “He is giving you the opportunity to escape the abyss. He has slain a Dungeon Lord and negotiated alliances with two others. He encourages me to explore the human world and gives me genuine conversation. My life here is far more servant than slave. I urge you, take the same contract. Be my sister again, and help me bring our other sister out of torment as well.”

“Dungeon Lord,” the metal demon said to me, “Why do you desire a contract with me?”

“I am told you are a skilled forgemaster, and I am told that I could trust you as much as I trust your sister. She also worried for you and desired to help you if she could. In the Silk, my followers get what they want.”

“Why should I contract with you?”

I shook my head. “It is you who needs to convince me.”

Her cold, gray eyes stared at me. “I can make you the finest weapons and armor you’ve ever seen. I am able to manipulate materials human smiths cannot. Any item that comes out of my forge is strong enough to endure and tame the abyss. My love for weapons extends to their use. I am a warrior capable of protecting your domain.”

“What level are you?”

Abby tensed next to me.

“93.”

That meant Abby was around that level as well, since she always talked about these two sisters as equals. Aurketzu told me that contracting with a demon over my level would mean an inability to command their respect. My contract with Abby was different in that it came from an ability rather than a hand-cast spell.

I looked at my liluti. “A sorceress once advised me against contracting with demons beyond my level. You would know this as well. Does that mean you have a solution in mind?”

“The prayer, Master. The Silk Oath. That would prove her word is pure.”

The metal demon asked, “Your faith in this one is that strong?”

Abby nodded. “He offers life.”

“I desire that too. If you trust this one, then I shall trust him as well.”

Abby offered a ribbon of silk and a rose petal to her sister. The metal demon accepted it.

She knelt, tied the silk around her neck, and repeated the words of the prayer with Abby’s help.

“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, and may my soul leave with the Spirit of Death.”

Holding my gaze, she swallowed the rose petal. The silk around her neck turned gold.

How were demons able to be so certain of a choice in such a short time? Was that a result of how they perceived the world, a collection of sharp edges and hard lines? Or was it something else?

My girls clapped.

“May I have a name, Master?” the metal demon asked.

“Welcome home, Stacey.”

***

Stacey’s first job was to integrate with our wards. Now that she was a part of the Silk, we could ward the Borja and Zaglis teleporters and guard them as effectively as the Ice and Swamp Temples. The Borja teleporter was in a shithole house I purchased, and the Zaglis teleporter was in an inn room I rented for 3 months and demanded never be disturbed for any reason.

Neither were permanent solutions, and we were on the verge of needing another Temple anyway. For the immediate future, proper security was enough.

I assigned Podni to take the lead in finding a recommendation for a temple either in Borja or Zaglis. The whole party would ultimately agree on best options before bringing me in to make the final decision.

Until then, I could devote myself to my other projects.

Like getting Samson the final 1,000 lbs of flesh he needed for his vessel. I was still far from offering him access to Grubiit as a gift, but following through on my promise sooner rather than later couldn't hurt.

So I picked a customer name from Valice's old ledger that was located in Flowst and paid them a visit.

+3 good-aligned levels.

There. Now Samson could build a new body to his exact specifications. He wouldn't be trapped in old Samson Oliverry forever.


Chapter 24

“Yuni attracted 29 listeners today,” Invia said, standing at the foot of my rectory bed, undressing. “We might need to move to a more official space soon, or should I slow it down?”

“The twins are making progress on clergy dirt. I think the pace we're on is fine for now.”

“The stuff she talks about sounds nice.”

“Yuni’s preaching, you mean?” I asked.

“Yeah. The world she describes sounds like a beautiful place to live, but it's hard to imagine humans ever building that dream world.”

“What part seems the most unrealistic? Leave your underwear on for now. It's cute.”

She smiled and crawled into bed with me. “I don't think the masses can make good decisions for themselves, and I don't mean peasants and the poor. I mean everyone, nobles included. Everyone defaults to conniving and scheming, and they will only look out for themselves.”

“You don't think corruption and selfishness are inevitable in a monarchy?"

“They still have to follow their ruler. As long as the ruler keeps everyone moving in the right direction, the problem pieces can be replaced.”

I wrapped my arm around her. “You make me realize I've often thought good loses to bad because it isn't willing to fight as hard.”

“To be as ruthless.”

“Exactly.”

“I think the Silk is an example of how much good power can do,” Invia said. “You set the rules and expectations, and you built a reward structure your followers understand. You made a community that gives people good lives, and that's possible because you're making the important choices in their lives, not them.”

“You've been thinking about this quite a bit.”

“Your world is better than this one.”

“I hope you mean that,” I said. “You’re going to have a chance to demonstrate how people should be ruled.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that I have plans for you. Keep thinking about how best to run a kingdom. It will serve you later.”

Invia studied my face but didn't press. “A piece of news reached Valice that is likely to go public soon. The Queen is pregnant.”

“Do you have a sense for how far along she is?”

“Due within the next month, supposedly.”

That explained a lot, actually. An appearance of a new sovereign, or the impending appearance in the case of a baby, would explain Princess Ashley’s abrupt willingness to welcome my help and to help me in return. Her lecturing about the dangers sovereigns posed to each other was her justifying her choice to engage with me.

She decided that she stood a better chance allying with me rather than waiting to see what baby brother or sister chose to do with their class.

Duke Oslo’s talk about protecting her and being her best chance was a reference to this revelation as well. He was swooping in on what he thought was a vulnerable princess.

Ah shit.

Tethering myself to the Princess meant that her danger was my danger. Proving that I wasn't a threat to her now meant that if an assassin came for her, they came for me.

My plan to neutralize the threat the Princess posed succeeded, but it earned me dozens more threats in return, at least two of whom–the King and the Queen–were more dangerous than Princess Ashley.

“Can I do anything else to help?” Invia asked.

“Keep working the Valice plan. That's the most important thing right now.”

“Yes, Father. I've noticed you being lost in your thoughts more than usual. Is everything okay?”

“If you could become immortal, and it meant being in the Silk forever, would you do it?”

“Yes.”

“Just like that?” I asked.

“Our adventures together have made it obvious to me that one lifetime isn't enough, especially not for the path we’re on. If you're saying we could have long lives, I would do anything to make it possible.”

“You surprise me.”

“Because of our history?”

I nodded.

Invia sighed and kissed my chest. “I'm proud of who I am now but not of who I was. I don't recognize that person, and the farther our lives get from where we started… In the Silk, we can have whatever we want, right?”

“Yes.”

“I want to spend an eternity on this ride. The power, the money, the pleasure, the adventure, our party–I don't want it to end.”

“Me neither.” I stroked Invia's hair.

“How is Stacey working out?” Invia asked after a long silence of us enjoying being next to each other.

“So far, so good. The real return will be when she has all the tools and equipment to do her work.”

“Have you slept with her yet?”

I shook my head.

“Why not?”

“I was warned once if I slept with Abby she could use that to turn on me.”

“Is that true?”

“I don't know how to find out if it's true or not.”

“Without risking your dick melting off.”

I laughed. “Pretty much.”

“I've always wondered why she never joined us. She looks fun. Stacey too.”

“Maybe someday.”

“Think her other sister is just as hot?”

“I'm thinking about something else,” I said, one of my hands slipping down the front of her bra.

I willed her Bonus Pledge to activate and rolled her nipple between my fingertips.

“Make me beg,” she whispered.

***

Princess Ashley didn't respond to two different messages I sent. Lala and Lili confirmed with secondary sources that she was still in the Capital. She was alive, but if her life was in danger, I preferred to be the one protecting her, given my vested interests in her survival.

I had no way to force her to allow me to accompany her, even if it was in her best interest.

Royals, the Church, miscellaneous kingdom elites, any survivors of the mess I made in Flowst, and abyssal demons–Despite my best efforts to lower my number of enemies, I only ever succeeded in creating more.

Despite the volume of threats, I felt as if I had a decent read on where I stood in all of those cases except for the abyssal demons. I knew a sovereign with access to abyssals had it out for me, but I knew nothing about who or what was after me.

Samson Oliverry was my best resource for questions like that, but I soured our friendship with one wrong question.

With abyssals–and potentially paladins, can't forget about those–hunting me, I didn't have time to develop my assets slowly. The sooner Samson gave me Intel again, the more likely I was to survive an abyssal assassination attempt or, worse, a kidnapping.

I had to conquer the Grubiit dungeon as soon as possible.

The day after tomorrow, Podni would have two Bolt bombs, and we could kill the Borja dungeon boss again. That was our best choice for XP and for loot while requiring minimal time.

Instead of grinding for a whole day, we could earn 200,000 XP a piece and a chest full of loot first thing in the morning and still have the rest of the day for our other projects.

That was the routine I hoped to have at least.

We would know soon if that dream could come true.

The day before that bomb test, however, Purity and Podni had real estate to show me.

***

The three of us stood in front of a dilapidated oceanfront hotel and stable nestled on a rocky cliffside. In addition to four stories of rooms, half of which faced the water, the hotel's most unique feature was that it had a private beach flanked by cliffs on both sides.

“The hotels in the city outcompeted it,” Podni explained. “Guests who traveled to Zaglis wanted to be closer to what the city had to offer. A 15-minute walk along the wall was that much of a deterrent to business.”

“This Temple is different from the others,” Purity admitted. “May I explain why we departed from our typical criteria?”

“Go on.”

“If we open this as the Water Temple, we open up significant space for recruitment, more than we would get with anything in town. We could go bigger for cheaper in Borja, but Zaglis is a trade hub. It wouldn't be strange for someone to bulk purchase something like iron and take it out of the city by wagon.

“With any of our other temples, everyone would be able to see us stocking up on resources, and then they would start asking questions. The privacy and materials access here would be a great place for Stacey to work. We don't need the stables, so we'd convert that.”

Podni leaned in. “You're forgetting one of the best features.”

Purity grinned. “Your women would love the freedom to enjoy the beach whenever they wanted. Since it's ours and no one else's, they could be as free as they pleased.”

The baths in the Swamp Temple had brought me a good deal of joy. I liked the notion of my women running around topless on a beach. Sure, those hobbies were similar, but I wanted both in my life.

“Have Ithaca and Solara seen this?”

“Yes,” Podni answered. “We confirmed their approval. We also spoke with Abby. She can't hide our presence on the beach completely, but she can keep creepers from spying on the girls. We also spoke to Stacey about the forge space. We will need to get her several things, but the stables offer plenty of room.”

“Speaking of rooms…”

“15 with ocean views, 15 with views of the countryside, and then 4 suites on the top floor.”

“Each of you should take a suite,” I said. “The Ice Temple rooms don't fit your status.”

“But there are five of us,” Purity argued.

“I don't need another bedroom. I will want access to the women I love, though. I'll get a teleporter that connects your suites to the rectory, so it will still feel like just going down the hall when we visit each other. You all sleep in the rectory more than anything already.”

“Would you like to see more options?” Podni asked.

“Nope. Make this happen. Excellent work, ladies.”

***

We could get by using just one Podni bomb on the Borja boss, which meant we could run the boss every other day. That was great news for both our XP gain and our profit potential.

Since we were doing Borja runs in secret and since we had no interactions with the Borja chapter of the Thieves’ Guild, we didn't cut the guild in on the proceeds of these grinding efforts. I already gave the Guild a cut of the profit from all of my followers grinding while also not requesting the Guild compensate me for their dungeon fees. Donating a percentage of boss fight loot to the Guild when they played no part in the battle didn't sit right with me.

If you're thinking this rationalization is really just my being greedy, you are correct. I was, and continue to be, driven by greed.

My party didn't complain. They were greedier than I was.

After our second ever defeat of the Borja boss, Podni advanced to level 15, and the system seemed on board with supporting her greed as well. The night before her unlocks, she insisted she be allowed to swallow every finish I had that night.

When Purity made me cum with her mouth, she pulled back and pushed Podni's head down onto it instead, holding her there until I finished pumping.

When I was about to finish in Invia's ass, Podni lay there with her mouth open so I could throat her at just the right time.

When I decided I wasn't ready to pull out and dumped my seed into Solara, Podni ate the sorceress, lapping up every drop of me she could.

In the morning, she whispered her new unlock options to me to avoid waking the others:

Maker’s Immunity

Passive Ability

You cannot be harmed or affected by traps you create, immunizing you against damage as well as the physical forces created by a trap.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added immunity to physical forces.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain an intuitive awareness of whether or not triggering a trap will affect an ally.)

(Bonus Pledge: During the creation of the trap, gain the ability to apply the Antigood effect–when the trap triggers, the first five evil-aligned targets that would take damage from the trap are instead granted immunity to the trap’s damage. When in the presence of the sovereign experiencing pleasure, feel 25% of that pleasure. If you are the one giving the pleasure, feel 50% more pleasure yourself.)

Remote Trap Sense

Passive Ability

Gain the intuitive understanding of what targets will be affected by any out of sight traps that you can remotely trigger.

Sugar Daddy Bonus removed the cooldown.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain a general sense for where enemy, ally, and neutral targets are in relation to a trap.)

(Bonus Pledge: Incorporate an item belonging to a specific target into a trap during its creation. You will have an instinctual awareness of when that target is in range of the trap. When in the presence of the sovereign experiencing pleasure, feel 25% of that pleasure. If you are the one giving the pleasure, feel 50% more pleasure yourself.)

Abyssal Self-Construct

Active Ability

Cooldown: 7 Days

Permanently consume any trap of your creation, converting it to a spell-like ability. Each use of this ability permanently imparts a random abyssal trait that cannot be reversed.

Sugar Daddy Bonus upgraded ability from one-time use.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Reduce the mana costs for spells created by Abyssal Self-Construct.)

(Bonus Pledge: All consumed traps and their effects become interchangeable. Example: If you consume a Fire bomb and a Bolt tripwire, you could then create a Fire tripwire despite never having consumed a Fire tripwire trap.

Accepting this Bonus Pledge immediately imparts an additional randomly selected abyssal trait with each new trap consumed.

When in the presence of the sovereign experiencing pleasure, feel 25% of that pleasure. If you are the one giving the pleasure, feel 50% more pleasure yourself.)

These silk unlocks were getting too good. Deciding what to take each level only got more difficult because they all had so much potential.

Not only did all three of the new options look appealing, but we had three major contenders in her unselected ability pool as well. Silk Security gave the ability to sabotage existing devices. Silk Puppet gave her control of a Backstab victim for 15 seconds. Lastly, Air Steering was basically the ability to fly after the system upgrades.

“Maker's Immunity makes me the ultimate suicide bomber,” she whispered, analyzing her options aloud. “Remote Trap Sense makes me a better assassin. Abyssal Self-Construct makes me a fucking monster. I mean, the way that reads, I could build the mother of all bombs and turn it into a reusable spell. I could also acquire a bunch of different spells by making them as traps first.”

“You could acquire Solara’s Bolt spell, basically.”

“That was one of my first thoughts as well. Help me narrow it down?”

I thought for a moment. “Of the 6 options, my top 3 would be Maker’s Immunity, Abyssal Self-Construct, and Air Steering. Air Steering is still an easy choice to take eventually, but I think we can put it off. As useful as it is, we don't have that much room in dungeons to put it to use. Maker's Immunity is useful, but it doesn't enable continual progression the way Abyssal Self-Construct does. That's assuming you're okay with the abyssal tradeoffs.”

“I am,” Podni replied without hesitation. “I want to take that, I think.”

“Do it.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

Podni stood up in bed, straddling me. I looked up at her from my back, enjoying the unique view of her muscular covers. The other three girls stirred as Podni rotated.

“See anything different?” she asked.

I shook my head. I didn't see any new abyssal traits.

“The system wouldn't have skipped that, right?”

“I don't think so, but looking at you like this is getting me hard.”

“May I fix the problem? Seeing as it's my fault. It's only right.”

“Oh, I suppose.”

Podni lowered herself onto my dick, gripping my shaft to guide me in. The rogue gently rocked her hips back and forth.

Solara cuddled up next to me and whispered in my ear.

“Isn't she beautiful?” she asked. “I love watching her body flex and tense when she moves. There's something about seeing how strong she is before making her helpless to pleasure.”

Solara stayed close and watched Podni fuck me. Podni blushed at having an audience but only seemed more emboldened, arching her back and rubbing her hands over her own body to put on more of a show. She even tugged on her own nipple piercings at the same time she touched herself.

As the pleasure built up in her, light gray cracks appeared all over her body, the spacing and shape reminding me of the fire ghouls in Borja. Where they were lit from the inside by a burning heat, Podni's cracks darkened as she got closer and closer to cumming.

The cracks became bottomless black and pulsed in time with her heartbeat. When Podni looked down on me, I saw her eyes had turned black as well.

When she came, the darkness of the cracks flared and then faded slowly as she lay atop me, gasping for breath.

At some point, Solara had begun fingering herself to Podni's performance. When I looked around, I saw Purity spooning with Invia. The templar reached around the priestess and rubbed her. They looked like they had been at it for a while.

“You're fucking beautiful,” I whispered in Podni's ear. And I wondered what her next abyssal trait would be.


Chapter 25

We did 3 Borja boss runs in a week. The one aspect tome we looted in that time granted instant mastery of the cello. That was one of the less valuable items we could have looted, unfortunately.

The money and XP was good, though, and each time we visited, I expected the Spirit of Death to appear and request round two. She didn't, which was disappointing. Fucking her mouth pussy was a lot of fun, and I had ideas I wanted to try.

We were still limited to 48 hour intervals because of Podni’s cooldown on building traps with Silk Mastermind, but that gave us more time to think about how best to put Abyssal Self-Construct to use.

Take another look at the description for Silk Mastermind:

Imbue a trap with an additional spell or an ability known to anyone who has sworn the Oath to the Silk Noose. Person must be present and willing. Strength of the imbued effect is based on the original owner’s stats and bonuses. Not all spells and abilities are compatible.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the option to imbue abilities in addition to spells.

Prerequisite: 100 Good-Aligned Deaths from Your Traps

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Strength of all traps is increased by 5%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Spend an additional 20 good-aligned levels to add a second instance of Silk Mastermind.)

We originally saw the Bonus Pledge as a way to double whatever spell Podni built into the bomb, but it was actually more versatile than that. We could potentially apply Solara's Bolt for the first use of Silk Mastermind and then apply something completely different. The system might deny some of the possibilities, but we started to envision combining Solara’s Bolt spell with something like Invia's Life Steal ability, for example.

Two instances of Solara’s Bolt were hard to compete against in terms of pure damage, but destruction wasn't the only useful application. Podni could have an arsenal of truly one-of-a-kind spells if she used Abyssal Self-Construct in creative ways.

The biggest drawback to this whole plan was needing 20 good-aligned levels to activate the second instance of Silk Mastermind. The amount of murder we–well, mostly me–had committed recently lowered our number of potential targets substantially. We needed new hunting grounds.

The good news was that I could transfer good-aligned levels to her. I had 27, enough for her to do one double application of Silk Mastermind.

So she built a trap with 2 of Solara's Bolt spells imbued into it. When she used Abyssal Self-Construct to absorb it, she grew a patch of silky black scales. They started low between her breasts and spread beneath them in the shape of her ribs. The effect was similar to that tattoo some people call a “titty chandelier,” the splash of black contrasting against the tan skin of her breasts.

Podni loved the new look, and we all loved being able to run the Borja boss daily now that she could “cast” her double Bolt trap whenever she wanted.

***

The Water Temple was an immediate hit with my followers. The 30 rooms in our new Zaglis house were designated for upper-ranked members only, which for now meant anyone who had sworn the oath or who was on their way to swearing the oath.

Abby and Stacey’s Prestidigitation and crafting skills made fixing up the hotel relatively easy. I tapped Daren, my local fisherman friend, for suggestions of carpenters to hire to finish building out the rest of the hotel details as well as convert the barn into a blacksmith’s dream workshop.

That freed up enough beds that we could do another recruitment party.

I suggested we try something different this time: Our nomination system up until that point hinged on a member giving an invitation to candidates they felt were fits for the Silk, so prospects always knew who wanted to bring them in.

We had a small army of women attending University in the Capital, and a major part of the appeal was anonymity. No one knew they were anything other than normal students. Walking up to another student and inviting them to join the Silk ruined that. One unhappy prospect could blow the cover for everyone.

So we did secret invitations. My people still decided who to invite, but the candidates didn't know who nominated them. They received a letter explaining that the Silk saw their potential and wished to bless their lives. Then they were given a date and a time for the recruitment party.

Since these recruits weren't able to ask questions to their nominator about what being in the Silk was like and what it offered, my girls opened the event by sharing their stories in the Silk, revealing a glimpse of the benefits it offered them.

All while everyone wore masks, of course.

That recruitment party in the Capital netted us 7 more college girls and had one oath-taker. I suspected the memory of the recent member dying from her prayer discouraged more girls from stepping forward.

The morning after the recruitment party, Abby informed me that Stacey wanted to see me in her workshop. I extricated myself from a pile of bodies in the Swamp Temple common area–which I had no recollection of coming to. My last memory was watching the recruits play a game of “Finish Last” in a Capital hotel suite. They were all tied up, and then teams of existing members did as they pleased with their bodies.

While the recruits tried to resist cumming for as long as possible, my members competed to see which team could get their girl to break first.

And then more dreamdust came out. You know how these things go.

At any rate, Stacey's workshop still looked like a barn on the outside, but the inside was transformed, erasing the memory of the stables entirely by paving the floor with cobblestone, erecting a massive furnace and forge in one corner, and filling the rest of the space with benches, tables, and a variety of smithing tools. Thanks to Abby’s wards, no sound escaped the barn, so you could have your ear against the door and still not hear Stacey inside hammering away.

“Welcome, Master,” Stacey said. The orange of the forge reflected on her smooth metallic back when she bowed to me. “You honor me with your presence.”

“While I appreciate your respect, you don't need to lay it on quite so thick. Now, you wanted to see me?”

Stacey nodded. “I hope to prove my value to you. First, I present a longsword.”

She handed me a sheathed blade. As soon as it was in my hands, I felt that it was warm. When I pulled the sheath away, the blade itself glowed red like it had just come out of a forge.

“A fire enchantment applied with a fire mana crystal. The spell is of greater quality, and the heat of the blade itself is a secondary benefit of the unique mana crystal. If my Master desires to test it…” Stacey gestured to an armor stand of junk platemail.

I offered her the hilt. “My attacks ignore armor. You will have to demonstrate.”

“You mean have a chance to ignore armor.”

“100% chance to ignore armor.”

Stacey’s steel eyes studied me curiously but didn’t ask questions. She brought a diagonal slash down on the platemail. The blade melted through the armor as though it were little more snow, leaving molten metal in its wake.

“Fire mana crystals make us a good bit of coin,” I said. “Do you think it's a better investment to use them in crafting or to sell them?”

“Exceptional warriors justify an exceptional weapon. I do not pretend to have your wisdom, but I would give these weapons to my party but not my followers were I in my Master’s place.”

I nearly scolded her again for being over the top, but I remembered how Abby was at first. Even though I told her to be more casual, she still feared offending me, and that took time to fade. Stacey would likely be the same.

“I value your insight. Thank you.”

Stacey bowed and set the sword aside, handing me a plain blade next. When the light caught it, a latticework of black glistened in the steel.

“This is a weapon fitting of your typical soldiers. In your terms, this weapon has +10% bonus to damage, +5% bonus to Sharpen, and a +10% bonus to accuracy.”

I admired the craftsmanship. “Where does this land in terms of cost?”

“Equal to a human smith working only with steel.”

“As in any typical sword I’d buy at a weapons shop?”

“Indeed, Master.”

“God damn, Stacey. This is impressive. Is there a name for this kind of metal?”

“You honor me,” she said, bowing. “There is a word in abyssal, but given your reputation, I suggest we call it ‘silk steel.’”

“Love it. Silk steel it is.”

“The armor on the wall behind me is silk steel as well. Their bonuses are +10% bonus to damage resistance and a +10% bonus to magic resistance.”

“Also fucking incredible,” I said. “Same sort of cost comparison as the sword?”

Stacey nodded. “Finally, I present my Master with my proudest item.”

She handed me a black silk shirt. It had the smooth coolness I expected silk to have, but I felt a sense of energy, like I was more alert and more confident just for touching it.

“This material is the most expensive,” Stacey explained. “+25% bonus to damage resistance, +25% bonus to magic resistance, +10% bonus strength to any abyssal ability.”

“More expensive than the fire sword?”

“Yes, Master. This fabric is self-healing. Any damage it takes will repair automatically with time.”

“I want a full bodysuit of this for myself, and then I’d like you to make underwear from this material to whatever specifications my women desire.”

“Of course. Does my Master have any other requests?”

“Yes. Let’s aim to replace the weapons and armor my followers use with silk steel. After that, we will start producing weapons to sell.”

“Yes, Master. May I be so bold as to ask my Master a question?”

“Always.”

“Do you find me repulsive?”

I blinked a few times over. “What? No. Why?”

“You have not used me as you use your other followers. I desire to please.”

“Listen… I’ve wanted to fuck you from the moment you appeared, and I feel the same way about Abby. You’re both more beautiful than anything I’ve ever seen on this plane, and I am certain you would feel just as good. A sorceress told me, however, that fornicating with a demon was unwise for a human. I’ve been hesitant ever since.”

“I have sworn my loyalty to you twice over. I only wish to serve you in every way possible. Feeling your seed inside me would be an honor, Master.”

What would it feel like to fuck a metal demon? I had no idea, but I definitely wanted to find out. And I had thought several times about holding onto Abby’s horns as she went down on me, using them to steer and guide her to do exactly what I wanted.

“Do not be offended. You are desirable. My life contains a myriad of unknowns, and I only have the capacity to address so many at any given time.”

“I understand, Master. I will continue to dream of your sword tearing me asunder.”

A thought occurred to me. “Can you make items that aren’t weapons or armor?”

“I can make anything my Master desires.”

“Well, let me explain the whole idea I have in mind before you commit to that.”


Chapter 26

Professor Xi met Podni and me in the Capital University library, in an upstairs side room devoted entirely to the research I funded. Typically, he had another scholar and four research assistants in here with him, but this project was founded on the expectation of sponsor privacy. The other people on the project didn’t need to know who I was or what I looked like, so they were asked to be absent for this meeting.

“I have two pieces of information to share with you,” Professor Xi began. “I am curious to learn if you agree this is positive progress.”

“We’re excited to hear,” Podni replied.

“The first is a journal entry from explorers who attempted to cross the ocean. They were five ships. A storm struck, and two of their vessels sank in the violence. In his notes, the captain remarked that witnesses reported the ships appeared to burst abruptly, shattering into pieces with no clear cause. They saw no fire, and they saw no mayday signals from the crew. One would not expect a storm to have such an effect.

“While our history has no shortage of oceanfaring mysteries, this stuck out to us due to your mention that the ruins you seek could be hidden by illusion magic. If these ships crashed into a physical barrier, the destruction described in the log would make sense. Such a moment would certainly be curious if no such barrier was visible.”

“I agree that sounds promising,” I said.

Professor Xi smiled broadly. “I am pleased to hear that. No doubt your next question is regarding the location of this incident. We are attempting to approximate a possible area based on the few navigation records we have, but you should know that the storm pushed this expedition well off course. They ultimately turned around and didn’t properly reorient themselves until they found our shores again. We believe it’s possible to identify a likely area, but the total size of that area will be significant, likely far broader than you’d prefer.”

“I understand the limitations you’re working under. I’d like to see what that ends up looking like even if it’s broad.”

“That work is already underway. I will update you as soon as it is complete. The second lead is from a mineral survey in the far north, but the breadcrumb is of a similar size as the first. A singular line in the mass notes mentions the following: ‘Harlen reported a cube-shaped imprint the size of a town in the snow. Could not locate.’”

I sat up straight. “That sounds like more than a breadcrumb.”

“We agree on its potential, but our search is likely to be even larger than what we identify for the first. In the case of the sailors, we have some knowledge of potential courses, winds, and coordinates. These surveys cover a wide area, and we have not found any clues as to what areas Harlen searched. Our research continues, of course, but this may end in disappointment if we invest too much hope.”

“I understand the risks, and, yes, please continue.”

“As you wish.”

“If you were going to canvas the north for this ‘cube-shaped imprint,’ how would you do it?” I asked.

“Since the physical mass of the structure is still present despite being invisible, I would deploy mages to conduct a grid search. They would cast a simple projectile spell and observe if it makes contact with something unseen. In addition to the scope of the searchable area, weather and monster activity complicate that approach. Some records report snow squalls that last for 9 months, for example.”

“You expected me to ask you that question.”

“I needed only to imagine what a curious mind would do with what I shared.”

“Are you actively considering better alternatives?”

He nodded. “I would enjoy very much to take this work into the field, but I don’t yet have a plan that is safe or efficient.”

“Thank you. Please continue thinking on that, and if you encounter an idea that seems unfeasible because of resources, let me know. We may be able to help on that front.”

“As you wish. Again, thank you for your patronage.” Professor Xi bowed.

On our way to a tavern to meet with Lala and Lili, Podni asked, “You seemed more interested in the north than the ocean. Any particular reason?”

“A tower in the middle of the water like that would be very difficult to secure if we managed to find it. If we can find a tower on land, we automatically have building options of some kind. They might still suck but not as bad as trying to build on an ocean.”

“Would Samson be able to help in the north?”

“I considered that too,” I replied. An ice demon did seem like an obvious resource for searching tundra. “I worry that we would have to use his people, and I expect them to be loyal to him, not me.”

“He could take the information for himself and claim it instead.”

I nodded. “I only trust people with gold silk around their necks. I’ve considered sending summons or undead out, but monsters and weather would wreck them before they could do anything productive. The only viable method I’ve come up with sucks badly.”

“How so?”

“The plan would be me loading up on Resist Cold enchantments and using Silk Walk to run over the terrain. Stay like 3 feet above the snow and sprint straight in one direction. Do the whole grid search by myself on foot.”

“That does sound like it would suck.”

“I’m convinced the towers are real at this point,” I said. “I know two scribbled lines in old travel logs isn’t a lot to go on, but a ‘cube-shaped imprint the size of a town’ is the exact description we’d expect of an invisible tower in the tundra.”

“Definitely.”

“That’s worth running through the snow for, I think.”

I held the tavern door open for Podni and followed her inside. The twins waited for us in a booth with steins of ale in front of them.

“Master, Mistress,” they said, dipping their heads. “Thank you for meeting us.”

“What do you have?” Podni asked.

“The Archpriest of the Capital Church, two High Priests, and one High Priestess have dark hobbies that are not keeping with the Goddess’ teachings.”

“Like?”

“We observed them enter an abandoned building. When they left, we went inside. They had tortured many people in shockingly cruel ways.”

“Bodies?” I asked.

Lala shook her head. “Only fresh blood. We believe they buy slaves for this entertainment, but proving that will be difficult.”

“But they were all there together?”

The twins nodded.

“This is the kind of intel we’re after, so keep on it. If we can’t prove they were there and what they did, let’s see if we can predict when and where they intend to gather. Catching them in the act might be our only option.”

“As you wish, Father,” Lili said. “We were by the park today as well. Yuni seems to be doing well.”

“Yeah?”

“The guards were upset about the size of the crowd in the park. A more formal service location will have to happen soon.”

“Agreed. Look for opportunities for us to frame these same targets. If we run out of time to do this legitimately, we’ll need to plant evidence.”

The twins nodded again.

“You’ve both been good,” I said. “Meet me in the rectory tonight for your reward.”

***

This was unexpected: Samson Oliverry requested to speak with me.

A topless servant girl led me to the room with his skylight. Samson sat in his usual chair drinking wine.

“Sit,” he said.

I obliged.

“I need you to remedy a problem for me.”

I didn’t speak, only waited.

“Are you familiar with the Ravens?”

I nodded that I was. Those were one of the gangs that fought to claim the scraps of Lady Sarah’s territory when I sold her out.

“They have attacked my distributors and tortured my employees in search of my dreamdust. Show them how low they are.”

My opportunity here was small, and reaching for it was precarious. “I offended you when we last spoke,” I said. “I had not intended to disrespect you, yet I did. I am sorry for making that mistake.”

“Why do you speak of this moment?”

“I want to ensure that our business relationship is intact. I welcome you to call upon me when you are in need of aid. Will I anger you if I do the same?”

Samson went so still I believed for a moment that he had been frozen in time by some kind of magic. He stared, unmoving, unblinking for what felt like minutes. I returned his gaze. I had been awake 24 hours a day for more than a year now. A long span of empty silence was not the weakness it used to be. I could wait for him to speak.

“You will not anger me if you do the same,” he said, finally.

“Then I will remedy this problem for you. Where would you like me to strike?”

“I have an address to give you.”

“How much damage?”

“Slaughter every being within. Make a show of the brutality and sprinkle dreamdust on each corpse.”

“Their belongings?”

“Untouched,” Samson answered. “Leave no doubt that this was a personal message.”

“Very well. I’m grateful we could resolve the tension. I will be on my way and will see that this is done.”

“When?”

“Tonight.”

I had been out and about in Grubiit yesterday, and anymore, I made that my general normal. If I was in Grubiit, I was loud and conspicuous. If I was anywhere else, I traveled quietly and in disguise so that my alibi retained as much strength as possible. No one but Samson and my followers knew that I was in Flowst, and I preferred to put this conflict to rest as soon as possible.

So I popped back to the rectory to don my reaper mask and robe. This night in Flowst, like most all of them had been since the Frozen Fiend ascended to the surface, the sky was dark and cloudy. Instead of going on foot to the address Samson provided, which turned out to be a warehouse, I took to the air with Silk Walk and approached the location from above.

If I could squash this nonsense with Samson tonight instead of waiting until I could offer him access to Grubiit, I did not want to squander it. I had to ensure that Samson would be pleased with the results.

The first step of the quality assurance was to minimize escapees. The warehouse had 6 doors as well as two large bay doors meant for wagons to come in and out. With my strength at 43, sinking metal rods into the street was trivial enough. With 5 doors jammed, I entered through the one remaining.

With Wraith and Darkness activated, I drew Stacey’s silk steel sword–not the red-hot one–and began the slaughter. Street thugs didn’t have a chance against my build, and most weren’t wearing armor. I left nothing but pieces in my wake, like a chef cutting a steak into bite-sized chunks of meat. This was mindless killing, no more challenging than stomping on ants.

The warehouse itself looked like a mix of legitimate and illegitimate trade. I saw wool, cotton, ale, beer, vodka, rum, armor, paintings, and fine dining ware. The Ravens kept busy, it seemed, and it was a shame Samson asked me to just leave all this behind when I finished. He wouldn’t notice if a few paintings went missing, right?

Ah, but no. I was already covered in blood, and that was only going to get worse as I swept the warehouse. I’d ruin any piece of art I tried to carry out of here.

I killed 37 Ravens in total, which was an unimpressive number given that a school playground was likely to have offered more resistance. Not surprisingly, none of them gave me good-aligned levels, and only one of the men seemed like he might be a threat.

But he wasn’t. I overestimated him. He was maybe level 10, at best. His jewelry looked expensive, though, and was possibly enchanted. I scanned the other bodies in the room. The level 10 was the only one worth stripping of jewelry completely. Most of the other bodies I left with one or two pieces. Before I exited the warehouse, I paused.

Samson was very clear he didn’t want this to look like a robbery. The other guys that still had items on their person wouldn’t raise eyebrows, but if the strongest guy in the room was thoroughly looted, a savvy detective might notice.

I wasn’t about to put the jewelry back, so I stomped on his hands, arms, and upper torso like I was juicing grapes. Any city guard looking at this scene now would think more about the brutality than the absence of jewelry. And who knows, maybe someone happened along after I was here and took a few pieces for themselves?

Fuck you, Samson. I deserve a little something extra for going through all this trouble.


Chapter 27

“Please, have a seat,” Horpus said when I entered his office. He stood by his window, pouring himself a glass of bourbon. “Want a taste?”

“Sure.”

Horpus passed me a glass and claimed the chair behind his desk. His usual confident contentment was absent. His face was hardlined, like something heavy weighed on it.

“I don’t know how to say this, so I’ll be straight about it. The Thieves’ Guild is reviewing your membership.”

“Why?”

“Your association with several killings. I don’t know where this started yet, so I can’t say if this is someone local who is jealous of your success or if one of the other guild masters is concerned about optics.”

“Okay… What does it mean to be under review?”

“That means they are deciding whether to blacklist you or not. If they do, no chapter will be permitted to do business with you, and any business associated with our network will refuse to trade with you as well.”

“If I left voluntarily, would that spare me the blacklist treatment?”

“Let’s not jump to that option,” Horpus replied. “I’m fighting for you in every way I can.”

“How does this work? Who makes the ultimate decision?”

“The guild masters hear the case, debate about it, and then vote.”

“Any killings I’ve been accused of, I’ve been cleared of all wrongdoing.”

“I’m afraid that doesn’t matter to the Guild. The charter is explicit in its refusal to tolerate murder, and suspicion is enough cause to challenge your membership. I’m doing everything I can to resolve this.”

Anger like acid pumped through my veins. If Horpus chose to describe his actions as fighting for me in “every way he could,” that told me he had clear lines he wouldn’t cross. If he fought too hard for me, he jeopardized his own position and profits. Standing up for me was a business decision for him, not a moral one. This was him laying the groundwork to later say, “Sorry, Byron. This isn’t personal. It’s just business.”

Then he’d proceed to fuck me over rather than lose a few gold pieces.

If there is a person on the other end of the transaction, it’s personal. Fuck you for thinking I didn’t put my whole heart into this. I didn’t trust your business. I trusted you. I didn’t shake the business’s hand. I shook yours.

And you screwed me.

I shouldn’t have been surprised, but frankly, I hated myself for how human I had let myself be in recent weeks. First Samson Oliverry telling me to my face that we were never friends threw me off balance, and now Horpus proactively creating distance between us genuinely hurt as well. I liked our banter, and I thought he liked me.

Aurketzu would be laughing her ass off at me for being so naive.

“Will the Guild come after me when I walk away?” I asked, not that I expected him to tell me the truth. I still wanted to see how he answered, though.

“In most cases, no. They’re in a mutually assured destruction position. It’s no good for either party to go after one another. There’s too much to lose, so cut ties and try not to step on toes.”

“You mean I try not to step on toes while the Guild moves on and does what they want regardless of my interests.”

Horpus’ mouth flattened. He finally picked up on my unhappiness. “I’m not the one attacking you, Byron. I’m on your side.”

“I know. I just want to understand what I’m looking at.”

“We can’t just summon all the guild masters from the whole continent to one place, so the first step of this is a regional meeting. Most judgments are rendered there rather than kicked all the way to the top. That’s six guild masters in our case. I’m one, and Trina is another, so you’re already in good shape for a majority vote. If it’s unanimous, then the plaintiff can’t challenge the ruling and appeal to the next level of leadership.”

“If it’s anything less than unanimous, I would rather walk away than deal with it,” I said. “Every way I earn for the guild is something only I can do, so we won’t be competitors when we cut ties.”

“I don’t see it that way.”

“No one but me can run a bathhouse in a dungeon. No one but me can predict when dungeons will change. No one but me can recruit members in bulk, skip dungeon fees, and give the guild a cut of the take. None of that existed before me, and none of it can exist without me. What are you seeing that I’m not?”

“Take it easy, Byron. We’re all friends here.”

That set my teeth to grinding.

He pressed. “I know Trina was upfront with you about the guild’s view on killing. This shouldn’t be a surprise.”

“Again,” I said, clutching a rope to keep myself from being washed into a raging sea, “I have been cleared of every accusation.”

“Byron…”

What would Aurketzu do in this situation?

I sat forward and rubbed my face. “No, it’s okay. I’m sorry. You’ve always been good to me, and I believe you when you say you’re doing your best.”

“Were worrying me there.”

“I let my stress get the best of me. I’m not excited to deal with this, but I understand it. I’ll follow your lead on how best to navigate everything.”

“Good,” he said. “For now, we wait and see how the early proceedings go. Could be it gets thrown out from the start.”

“Of course. Thank you for looking out for me.”

“Absolutely. It’s what guild masters do for their members.”

Sure, Horpus. Sure.

***

As soon as I left Horpus' office, I used Ruler’s Voice to speak to all of my followers.

I said, “We are having a recruitment party in Zaglis tomorrow night. Walk the streets, visit guilds, stop in taverns–invite anyone who has even a chance of being a good fit. See that this is done.”

Purity came to me when I returned to the rectory.

“That’s not a lot of time to put together a party,” she said.

“I don’t care. Do it.”

“Of course, Master.”

I did my best to pass the 18 hours until our next dungeon crawl. Mostly I paced in my room. I attempted to read and to write, but sitting still let my anger gather in one place, and then I was back on my feet again.

Owning a dungeon and a tower were in my future, and the Thieves’ Guild wanted to kick me out? After all those atta boys for setting record paydays? After the maneuvering to get them access to new resources? After the attention I brought to the Dungeon Brawlers, their legitimate front?

I had been too generous with them. I thought keeping them cut in on profits would be enough, but I was apparently wrong.

Why were so many people picking fights with me? They lost nothing by staying out of my way, and in most cases they actually gained.

The night passed more quickly than I expected. The Borja boss fight the next morning was quick too, which was a relief to my party. They were stressed about the recruitment event I ordered them to throw and wanted to get back to working on it as soon as possible.

When they scurried off, I meditated, and happily advanced to tier 7 antipaladin. My new 3 unlocks were:

Plague Bearer

Active Ability

Cooldown: 1 Minute

Spread a corrupted fog in a circle surrounding your position. Living things who encounter the fog are afflicted with a disease whose strength scales with your level. Additionally, choosing this ability grants permanent immunity to all diseases.

Salt the Earth

Passive Ability

Your very presence rails against the good and the holy. Wherever you tread generates a small amount of Unholy magic for the next 24 hours. A saturation of ambient Unholy magic buffs your stats and abilities.

Prerequisite: Corpse Builder

Shadows of Death

Active Ability

Cooldown: 7 Days

Every time you kill a human, automatically store their shade. Shadows of Death releases all stored shades to attack enemies on your behalf. Once a shade is released, it is gone forever.

Prerequisite: 200+ kills, Ruler’s Voice, Blood Feast

Shadows of Death was no contest the best choice. I had two other abilities that were candidates before, Abyssal Reward for the Faithful and Path of the Emperor. One gave my followers a bonus to constitution, and the other helped me farm good-aligned levels to use with Corpse Builder.

I picked Shadows of Death and dropped one of my 25 unspent stat points into it. The ability upgraded too:

Shadows of Death+1

Active Ability

Cooldown: 7 Days

Every time you kill a human, automatically store their shade. Shadows of Death releases all stored shades to attack enemies on your behalf. Shades receive a 0.1% bonus to damage dealt. Once a shade is released, it is gone forever.

Prerequisite: 200+ kills, Ruler’s Voice, Blood Feast

A cooldown adjustment would have been nice, as would some manner of relief on shades disappearing forever on use. The utility of this ability was significant, but I also didn’t want it to become an emergency I held in reserve and never actually used.

When I checked my character sheet, I saw that my next level of abyssal sovereign was around 30,000 Will points away. Could I earn that many at the party tonight, perhaps? That seemed like a reasonably healthy goal to aim for. Anyway, I dropped 1 point into dexterity and 2 points into intelligence to finish.

My character sheet was as follow when I finished my level up:

Level: 27

Progress to Next Level: (3,721 / 3,276,800)

Class: Abyssal Sovereign, Tier 12 (375,211 / 409,600)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 7

Alignment: Chaotic Evil

Strength 43

Dexterity 36

Constitution 42

Intelligence 40

Wisdom 10

Charisma 10

Loyalty Pledges: 187

Oaths of Devotion: 11

Followers of the Silk: 74

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness+1, Abyssal Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word+2, Rope Burn+4, Ghostly Feint+4, Unholy Smite+10, Darkness+1, Wraith+5, Abyssal Permission, Blood Feast+10, Corpse Builder, Shadows of Death+1

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+10, Devotion Reaper+10, Intoxicate+3, On Behalf of the Viceroy, Dark Champion+2

Shared Abilities: Greater Touch of Ice, Touch of Abyssal Undeath

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1, Bonfire Amulet, Immunity to Poison Amulet, Ring of Legendary Obscurify, Ring of Mind Fortress, Ring of Magic Resistance, Necklace of Resistance to Holy, Bracelet of Nightsight, Arm Cuff of Last Chance.

***

The Zaglis recruitment party was packed.

The building Purity and Invia chose didn’t have a balcony overlook like our spot in Grubiit, so the girls had a corner “office” put in before the event. It was basically a box with two-way mirrors for me to sit in and observe.

We ended up capping attendance at 52 and had to turn away 21. For those who stayed, my girls revised the phases to account for how little these recruits knew about the Silk, and my party came up with some remarkably good ideas, ideas so good that I wondered if I should be applying more pressure on them in all of their projects. If the results were this good, yes, I definitely should.

The first phase began with my party standing on stage in full adventuring gear–every shirt and tunic visible–with their masks on. Throughout the room, four full members of the silk sat in chairs on top of round pedestals. An initiate sat on the ground next to each of them, their heads pressed against the members’ thighs so they could reach up and rub them. Those members and those initiates were both fully naked, save for their masks.

The rest of the silk milled around below in their dress silks and their masks.

All of the new girls were let in at once. Most stumbled a moment when they saw the women on the tables, looking down on them in their lion masks, but they continued to float in. The guests had smaller masks and wore an array of dresses, from humble peasant skirts to ball gowns. Each mask had a playing card pinned to the side. 52 guests meant every guest had a unique card.

“The Silk is an exclusive adventuring team,” Purity began. “We have strict standards, and we expect a great deal of our members. In return, the Silk strengthens them. In helping each other grow strong, we all reach heights that weren’t possible in our old lives. Byron of Zaglis, our leader, will join us later for the final phase of your audition. If you do not know who that is, he is the founder of the Silk, and all of the blessings of our order flow through him.

“This night is meant to find the right threads for the Silk. We look for intelligence, devotion, desire, and comradery. You do not have to be strong to join us. We can make you strong. You do not have to be rich to join us. We can make you rich. Soon, I will invite you to mingle with our members. Talk to them about the Silk. Ask your questions. Get to know them. Let them get to know you.

“Before that, look at my sisters pleasing each other as they look down on you. It’s okay to be shocked. It’s okay to be uncomfortable. If you are those things but also curious, stay. If any part of you was disgusted, leave.”

Seven women in total awkwardly made their exits.

“They are not lesser for leaving,” Purity continued. “We are not the right home for everyone. Should you join us, know that your sisters aspire to become blessed gold lions. These women next to me are in Byron’s party as well, and our devotion is always on display when we dungeon crawl.”

From my little box, I turned all of their armor invisible. My gold lions stood on the stage in their choice of cute underwear.

Purity’s wings spread and she flapped them once before she pulled them in.

“If you do not desire to achieve what we have, you may leave.”

Two more women left.

“Now, everyone has two cards, one in your masks and one in your hands. If a member of the Silk is willing to vouch for you, they will take the card in your hand. If anyone takes your card, you will move on to the next round. However, if a member of the Silk believes strongly that you should not become one of us, they will tear off a piece of the card in your hand or on your mask.

“Torn cards with no members willing to sponsor will leave. Anyone who does not have their card taken will leave. If your card is torn and your card was taken, we will speak to our members and decide whether you advance. Everyone, you may begin getting to know each other, and please, drink as much as you like.”

That was an interesting system, I thought.

The cards filtered out another dozen recruits, and then group tests started. 10 recruits at a time would go up on stage in pairs. Then one of my lions, usually Invia or Solara, gave the recruits orders like having half of the 10 face the crowd and half face the wall. Anyone facing the crowd, lift your partner’s dress. Squeeze her ass with one hand. Spank. Spank harder. Kiss the cheek you hit.

And then the process reversed. Girls weren’t eliminated for hesitating. It seemed like my lions were open to members who could grow into the lifestyle, so initial reluctance wasn’t a failing score. If the girls pushed through their fear and discomfort and did it, they still moved on.

Generally. If they looked miserable, they got kicked.

That knocked another 10 out of the running, leaving us with 21. The party went back to mingling, this time with no explanation of what the test was. Really, this test was similar to the first. We wanted our members to get to know the candidates and flag any potential problems.

Finally, the remaining 16 left with the rest of the Silk to go to the hotel.

I arrived 30 minutes after they did, and I had had enough of watching by that point.

“We’re playing a game,” I said. “All of you are wearing silk panties. Some of you will feel pleasure, kind of like this.”

Because of how many independent instances of Silkmancer I could control, I needed only two sets of strokes to rub the slit of every recruit in front of me. Nearly every girl jumped in surprise. Then I made sure the rest of my lions got a feel too. They had all been good tonight.

“Now you know what it feels like. Recruits: This is a party. Enjoy everything that we have to offer, but you have to hide your reaction when I pleasure you. If you get caught, you get spanked. Only the recruits are under scrutiny.”

That was fun, and then I started fucking every member of the Silk I could, hunting for unclaimed Will points.

When I got the notification I wanted, I leaned my head back and meditated while Invia tried to teach one of the newer girls how to resist her gag reflex.

I read my abyssal sovereign unlocks:

Abyssal Bloodline

Passive Ability

Children you sire receive the abyssal sovereign class and five random abilities from your character sheet at the time of conception. This ability can be taken more than once to increase the number of random abilities earned.

King of the Hill

One-Time Ability

Gain knowledge of the sovereign most likely to overthrow you and unlock a quest to defeat them.

Tentacle Dicks

Active Ability

Cooldown: 1 Hour

For every Oath of Devotion, gain the ability to summon a Tentacle Dick, a corporeal shadow tentacle with a duplicate of your cock at the end. You feel independent sensations for every Tentacle Dick under your control.

Yes, Abyssal Bloodline and King of the Hill both had several weighty implications attached to them, but I’m not going to pretend I did anything but mash “Tentacle Dicks” immediately.

When I came out of my meditation, Invia had given up teaching the newer member how to deepthroat and sat to the side of me, her head resting on my thigh as one of the hopeful recruits went down on her.

I activated Tentacle Dicks and felt the awareness of another appendage. An ethereal black tentacle floated in front of me with an exact duplicate of my real penis on the end. Invia flinched when I brought it over her shoulder and down her chest.

She looked back, saw it was mine, and started stroking it with one hand.

If you are ever given the opportunity to have more than one cock, take it. The best way I’ve found to describe how that pleasure is for you to imagine this: A beautiful woman sits to one side of you and uses both hands to massage your thigh. A second woman sits on the opposite side and does the same but for the thigh nearest to her.

Two sources of pleasure from different places. You feel them separately, and then they come together in the nervous system to become a tapestry of ecstasy.

At first, my members were shocked at the 11 extra dicks I piloted around the room, but many of them were already familiar with Purity’s tentacle ability. So, much like Invia, all they needed to know was that the dicks were attached to me. Soon, every single dick was in a hole.

Mouth. Pussy. Ass.

Purity pushed the girl between my legs out of the way and climbed into my lap. She lowered herself onto my cock and started to bounce, gleefully watching my face try to parse everything I felt.

Closing my eyes and leaning my head back, I fucked harder with every one of my dicks. I felt the buildup and briefly feared melting my own mind the way I did Lilac’s, then I thought, fuck it, dying that way would totally be worth it and fucked even harder, 11 dicks pumping and 1 dick being ridden.

Getting closer…

Only seconds now…

And I felt cold steel cleeve my head from my shoulders.


Chapter 28

It was dark. My knees knelt on stone. Chill air rolled over my back. The smell of a campfire filled my nostrils, followed swiftly by piss and mildew.

A moment ago, I was sitting on a hotel couch, absolutely ruining it for everyone who rented the room after me by fucking 12 wet women all at once.

Now I was on my knees?

In a prison cell.

Men surrounded me, and one of their swords was between my neck and the floor.

Fuck. I knew what this was.

I grabbed the sword under my neck with both hands. If he had the presence of mine to flick it back upward, I was finished. I smashed the Legendary Healing potion dangling from my chest and leapt to my feet. I bashed my forehead into the nose of the dirty man holding the weapon and let the sword drop when I saw his eyes daze from the impact. I needed as much blood as possible, and a sword wouldn’t do it.

I activated Blood Feast. Grabbing his neck with one hand and his clavicle with the other, I tore him open like I was ripping paper, releasing a deluge of blood.

I felt the muscles in my neck weaving back together, and I added Unholy Hands on top of the potion and Blood Feast, determined to use every Healing option available to me.

The three other men in the cell reached for their swords. I tucked my shoulder and leaped into the nearest enemy, spearing him low, blasting him into a second man. The third man yet stood, and the flash of his blade leaving its sheath caught my eye. I grabbed his ankle with one hand and yanked.

A few swift punches later, and the heads of all three men folded into themselves like rotten pumpkins.

“Byron,” Princess Ashley’s voice said.

I turned and nearly tore her in half as well. “Where the fuck did you come from?”

“I think Noble Sacrifice made me invisible when it switched us. I blinked and I was in the corner.”

She was in prisoner rags and had a black eye, a busted lip, and a few dozen cuts down her body, some fresher than others.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“I don’t know. I woke up here with a blindfold on.”

Echoes of guards yelling and armor bouncing came down the hall.

I handed a sword to Princess Ashley and took one for myself.

“That one there has the keys, I think-” she began.

I ripped the iron door from the stone wall, spraying flecks of rock and dust.

Tossing it to the side, I looked her in the eyes. “Do whatever the fuck I say.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Stay close to me, but never follow me into a room. Wait until I tell you it's safe. They’re already coming this way. Too late to be discreet.”

She nodded, her body shaking. I couldn’t tell if that was from fear, cold, or exhaustion. Perhaps it was all three.

I jogged by a dozen prison cells, some occupied, and two more guards appeared in the doorway ahead, halberds ready.

“The fuck is-”

And they were dead.

From there, my conscious mind ceded all control to my instincts. I became a beast with a sword who cut, punched, and kicked my way through anyone who dared attempt to stop me. Only a few of these guards had levels, and none of them were over level 10.

We climbed three sets of stairs before I saw a window. Presumably, we were in the basement before, and I hoped this was the ground floor.

This was obviously a fortification of some kind, but was this someone’s castle, a fort, a prison? I couldn’t tell, but guards came from every door and direction to stop us. Each died in a spray of blood and gore. Sometimes their armor held their bodies together. Other times I had to kick their heads out of the way so I could run and not trip.

Blood. Screaming. Death.

Kill. Kill. Kill.

This door led to the outside!

It was night, and I was on the muddy street of a town or a city. Some rooftops were straw, and others wood.

The guards earlier looked like grunts, the kind you paid a copper a day to stand in one place and not sleep. The seven surrounding me now wore polished armor and brandished gleaming, well-kept swords.

“Freeze! You’re under arrest!”

Even before the one guard could finish yelling, two of his friends died, giving him enough time to feel shock over his impending death before I took his life too.

“Do you know where we are yet?” I asked Princess Ashley as blood and mud mixed at our feet.

“I don’t recognize any of this,” she whimpered.

Bells began to ring across the mystery town, and shouts of alarm followed.

I wrapped an arm around Princess Ashley’s little waist and tucked her under my arm.

I ran down the street, looking for a major artery that could lead us to the wall or a gate. Hiding in a town I didn’t know when the hunt was already on was a waste of time, I decided. As soon as we got out into the open, I could outrun anyone who might try chasing us. Then we’d hide in the forest somewhere to rest and get our bearings.

The taverns were just closing, it seemed, dumping revelers and drunks into the streets. Most jumped aside or turned to run when they saw me coming. Others froze like death was upon them.

I didn’t kill any townspeople. If someone didn’t have a weapon and didn’t try to stop me, I ran right by. Here and there, a guard or two would appear, waving weapons and shouting.

I was 20 yards farther down the road before their bodies slopped into the mud.

Fucking finally. A gate. Two men cranked a winch as quickly as they could to draw the doors shut while a mix of 16 guards and soldiers formed up to block the path.

Shadows of Death.

The shades of every man I just killed ran ahead of me, throwing themselves at my enemy. Most of the men in my path scattered, fleeing for their lives. Any who didn’t either fell to a shade or my sword.

Suddenly, I felt nothing but cool night air and dirt beneath my feet. We were out of the city now. I leaned forward and pumped my legs, striking the ground as hard and as quickly as I could.

When the town was out of sight, I spotted a large boulder up a hillside among pine trees. I ran by, stomping my feet to leave good tracks before jumping from the road and into the treeline. The Princess muffled her yelps when we smashed through branches but did her best to keep quiet. We pressed ourselves behind one of the large stones and waited.

I held her close to try and keep her warm. She buried her head in my chest as if wanting to cease existing and stayed quiet. Neither of us dared speak yet. Not with the clops of horses searching the area filled and the echoes of yelling guards bleeding into the forest.

But I finally had a moment to think.

I checked my neck. My head seemed firmly attached. Good news. I began to check the rest of me.

Blood coated and clotted on every inch of my body. My hair was already clumped and matted, and when I looked down, I realized I was completely naked and had been this whole time. I was in the middle of a recruitment party, having the time of my life, and then the next moment I fought for my life with murderous frenzy.

Not only was I naked and soaked in viscera, but I still had a boner, and all 11 of my tentacle dicks were still out.

I imagined being one of the guards, standing my ground as a naked man with a raging erection sprinted directly at me, his body painted a solid red, and tentacle penises floating by his side. Then that being unleashes a swarm of shades, all faces of schmucks I recognized from living my shitty life in whatever hole of a town this was.

I bit my own hand to keep myself from laughing out loud.

***

I gently nudged Princess Ashley awake.

“The sun will come up in an hour or two,” I whispered. “If I can clean up a little bit and find pants, figuring the rest of this out will be a lot easier.”

I felt her shoulder. She was freezing.

“And we need to get you warm. We’ll move fastest if you let me carry you. Is that okay?”

She nodded.

This time, I put her over my shoulders like a firefighter would before taking off down the road. For a moment, I considered doubling back to town. They might not expect a strategy like that, and I could jump the wall to find some clothes. I decided against it. Being clever wasn’t enough justification to run toward an unknown enemy.

Instead, I looked for a farm. As soon as I spotted one, I ran down the lane.

I blindly stripped all the laundry from the clothes line and continued on into the forest. Any moment now, the sky would begin to lighten from the coming dawn.

“See if any of this fits you,” I whispered.

The Princess still shivered. I hoped she wasn’t getting hypothermic. If she was lawful good and I used Unholy Hands, I might hurt her even worse, so if she did take a turn, I might not be able to save her.

Once she claimed her clothes and I set aside pieces for myself, I used the extras to wipe off as much blood as I could. At this point, that was mostly futile. The gore had too much time to dry, but I needed to do whatever I could to look less like a murdering psychopath.

I found a pair of pants that fit if I tied the cord around my waist twice, and I’m fairly certain I put on a woman’s tunic. The flower embroidery was lovely, though.

Neither the Princess nor I had shoes. My constitution was high enough that my bare feet would be fine on the road. I doubted the same was true for her, so I did what I could to wrap her feet with strips of torn clothing.

“When was the last time you ate? Drank?”

She shrugged weakly.

“Okay. This family is going to start their chores any time now. I think there’s a husband, wife, and a son, so let’s hope they all step out of the house at the same time. Until then, we wait.”

Princess Ashley nodded.

“Do you remember anything about where we might be?”

She shook her head.

“It’s okay. Try to rest.”

When she fell asleep again, I worried that might be a bad thing, but a little bit of clothing seemed to be helping with her body temperature. I decided to let her rest.

Eventually, the man of the family led an ox over the hill. His wife followed with hoes and rakes while the younger son carried a bucket in each hand.

“Come on,” I whispered.

Inside their house, little more than a one-room cabin with two beds, I knew these weren’t the kind of people who could absorb being robbed. They had so little already, and they quite clearly struggled to acquire that much.

I gave myself some bullshit speech about promising to come back here and make it right someday, but I didn’t even know where "here" was. Grabbing two blankets, a water skin, a bag of dried meat, and a tinder box, we ran farther down the road and ducked back into the forest.

Once the path was out of sight and I felt good enough about our cover, I wrapped Princess Ashley in the blankets, pushed a waterskin into her hands, and started a fire. I saw little point in dragging her across the countryside half-conscious. If it didn’t kill her, it would lower our odds of escaping successfully. Not only did she have no energy to move, but she also couldn’t think. Getting out of this–whatever this was–would require both of us to make smart choices when it mattered the most.

“Thank you,” she whispered. Her voice was gone, and I could hear the pain in her hoarse voice. She must have screamed her vocal cords into frayed strands.

“I need to ask you more questions, but it’s okay to use head motion,” I said. “We should save as much of your voice as possible.”

She nodded.

“You told me earlier you have no idea where we might be. Has anything come back to you since?”

She shook her head.

“Do you have any major injuries?”

She shrugged.

“Let me check. We can’t have you bleeding out here after all that trouble.”

Princess Ashley opened her blanket.

+1 Will point.

I tried to be quick and gentle. No major cuts or gashes on her legs or arms. No wounds in her back or abdomen.

She gasped and recoiled away from me.

“Sorry,” I said. “You have a few broken ribs. How’s your breathing?”

“It’s fine.”

“Do you have a good alignment?”

She nodded.

“The only Heal spell I have won’t work then. We’ll get you potions or a Healer as soon as we can. How about your head? It looks like you got hit a few times.”

She nodded.

“Not bleeding at least,” I said, tucking the blanket back around her.

“Do you know who did this?”

She shook her head. “Not for certain.”

“Any ideas?”

“Mother. Maybe father. Maybe family friends.”

“Because of the new baby?”

“Yes,” she said. “It’s going to be a boy.”

“Would the whole army know that you’re an enemy now, or would this be something done quietly?”

“I don’t know.”

“Okay. We’ll assume they’re all enemies for now. First, we’re going to get you feeling halfway human again. Then we’ll see about getting to the next town and finding out where we are. If there’s a Dungeon Brawlers chapter wherever we end up, I think we’ll be okay.”

Unless this is one of the chapters with a shit fuck guild master wanting to kick me out of the Thieves’ Guild.

Oh, man. In the raw and savage sprint of the last several hours, I forgot about my people entirely. My immediate party was aware of the Noble Sacrifice enchantment, so they were probably confused for a moment before realizing what happened. Still, I knew they’d be worried.

With Ruler’s Voice, I said, “My powerful maidens, I apologize for departing you suddenly. The Silk has summoned me for a trial. I shall return to you as soon as I can. Keep the Silk strong while I’m gone.”


Chapter 29

“Noble Sacrifice is a garbage enchantment,” Princess Ashley said as the sun set.

She had slept for a while, so I kept the fire going. With the waterskin and some mystery jerky, we could afford a rest day.

I laughed. “I agree, but I bet our reasons are different.”

“It saved my life, but then put me in a corner of the cell and made me invisible. I was still locked in. If you weren't a psychopath, I would have ended up dying anyway.”

Yeah, our reasons were different. Me? I had a case of 12-dick blue balls because of Noble Sacrifice’s bullshit timing.

“It's a bit of a blur for me,” she continued. “Did you have tentacles? I had to stare at the ground the whole time you were carrying me.”

“Nah. That's you being intimidated by my dick.”

“Ha! Oh, fuck,” she blurted, the start of her laugh turning into her clutching her ribs.

“It's good you can laugh at least. Next bunch of days might be a challenge, and a little levity will help.”

“I'm not letting them win.”

“Good. In the morning, we will keep going down the road until we reach the next town. I'll go in after sundown, see what I can learn, and get us a bunch of gear. I'd like to get at least one more town away before we poke our heads up together, depending on wherever we are, that is.”

“I support that plan,” she said.

“We should talk about what happens after that. If no one recognized me back there, then hiding you in the Silk is easy. You'd be safe and still have some freedom since you can go out in a mask.”

“What if you were recognized?” she asked.

“Then you explain what kind of fight we're in. Is the whole kingdom coming down on us? Do you have allies you can count on? Do you even want to stay and fight? We could get away completely if you wanted.”

“I will not walk away from my throne. I've devoted every minute of my life to preparing for that responsibility, to be a good Queen and give my people prosperity.”

“Do you want my help?” I asked.

“Why would you help me?”

“Helping a Princess escape execution and reclaim a throne will do wonders for my notoriety.”

She rolled her eyes.

“You’ve been through a lot, so I'm going to give you a moment to reevaluate the last 24 hours. I'm a piece of shit, but I'm also the one who is here. I bound my life to yours to protect you, and I stuck to that promise even when leaving you behind would have been far safer for me. Are we still going to play these stupid games?”

“I don't know who I can trust or who my real allies are. Not anymore.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Knowing that is helpful. As I was saying, if I was recognized, our options are more limited, but I'll fight with you if that's what you want. Before you ask, no. I don't want to be king.”

“Very few men of your caliber would turn their back on a chance to claim a throne. They would suggest we marry and take it back together.”

“I don't want to marry you.”

“You don't think I'm attractive? Not even my status?”

“That has nothing to do with marriage,” I replied. “The first time I saw you I wanted to fuck you in half. That hasn't changed.”

Princess Ashley shifted nervously, her face going red.

“Get your mind back on topic,” I said.

She nodded. “I can think of a few families who would support my claim and a dozen others who would throw in with me if it looked like I had a chance to win. They could just as easily turn against me.”

“What about threats?” I asked. “What kind of high-level goons should we expect?”

“There are two brothers who work for my mother. Both black mages with levels in their 40s. My father has a unit of level 30s, mixed classes. Then there's the rest of the military and the royal guard.”

“Not everyone will be keen on hunting a princess.”

“I hope that's true.”

“Does anyone else know about the Noble Sacrifice enchantment?”

“Only the mage who confirmed the item when you delivered it to me.”

“Okay. Get some rest. We'll be on the move early tomorrow.”

Princess Ashley looked at the wilderness around us. “I can take watch for a bit so you can rest.”

“I'm fine.”

She considered arguing but ultimately pulled the blankets tighter to her body and went to sleep. Though I was not pleased to be barefoot in the woods wearing someone else's clothes, and though I knew the days ahead might be challenging, The royal family turning on the Princess could be one of the best things that had ever happened to me.

***

I whistled as I approached our campsite so the Princess would know it was me. She had managed to keep the fire going, which surprised me, and she had helped herself to the jerky and the water. If I experienced hunger, I might have been upset with her for taking so much of the stash for herself.

I dropped two packs on the ground.

“There's a change of clothes, shoes, and a cloth gambeson in there. I did my best to estimate the right sizes. And here's a healing potion. Drink it and then get changed.”

Every single item was stolen.

I turned my back and heard her stolen dress and then her prisoner rags hit the ground.

+1 Will point.

“This town is called Rensil. Are you familiar?”

“You're sure it's Rensil?”

“That's what people said.”

When I turned around, the Princess had already pulled the blankets back around herself. “Rensil is on the northern border. If we go west, we will eventually reach a port city called Goowa. We could get a boat to just about anywhere from there.”

I recognized the name Goowa. The voyage wasn't brief, but we could sail south from there to Zaglis.

“Did your guild have a chapter in town?” she asked.

“Unfortunately, no.”

If the Thieves' Guild had a presence in Lopav, then they had to be in Rensil too, but it wasn't under the Dungeon Brawlers. I didn't know how to figure out which of the dozen guilds in town were a secret front, and it wasn't like I could go door to door asking. Then again, Horpus had just told me that some guild masters wanted me out. I might not have found a warm welcome even if I knew where to look.

“The guards are trying to hide it, but they are on alert,” I added.

“So we stick to the plan of going down the road one more town?”

I nodded.

“You must really like camping.”

“I fucking hate camping.”

Princess Ashley laughed but stiffened to keep from spiking the pain in her ribs. The Healing potion would have addressed the worst of it by now, but the body was quick to pick up the habit of babying a rib injury and slow to give it up.

“Seeing you in normal attire is odd,” Princess Ashley said, taking in my mismatched armor and ill-fitting boots.

“Yeah, I hate this too. We have a couple of hours before sunrise. We can start moving now or you can get more sleep.”

“When are you going to sleep?”

“I'm fine.”

She looked around. “I'd rather start walking.”

Soon, we were on the opposite side of Rensil, walking down the road. Yes, that was an exposed place to be if a search party happened upon us, but this area was far too mountainous for us to travel through the wilderness. I was wholly unfamiliar with the terrain, and my companion was still weak from her ordeal.

“I've seen men fight before,” the Princess said after a while on the road. “Bandits have attacked my carriage. Robbers have attempted to get to me at home and in my hotel rooms. I've seen violence.”

Her voice had the lilt of a coming question, but none had come yet.

“That first man… you ripped him in half with your hands. Soldiers, raiders, street thugs–none of them ever fought like that. Where does that come from?”

“What, specifically?”

“That sort of feral nature. You became an animal.”

“I thought you didn't remember much,” I said.

“The pieces are fleeting but visceral. Were you always capable of that ferocity?”

I chuckled and answered, “No.”

“What changed?”

“I died once. In a dungeon. My soul was on its way to the underworld and I came back. Before that, I never fought anyone. I hid. I cowered. I never stood up for anything.”

Princess Ashley didn’t reply to that for several long moments. “For how absurd that sounds, I also recognize that I don’t have any doubts it’s true. I think I’m more shocked by my reaction than by the claim itself.”

“Truth can be unusually difficult to navigate sometimes. What our brains want to be true is so often at odds with what actually is.”

“So you went to the underworld and came back?”

I shook my head. “I was on my way. I never finished the journey.”

“And you came back a different person?”

I shook my head. “That still took time. I clung to pieces of the old me for a long while after. Too long.”

“Why do you suppose that is?”

“Fear and denial. I was afraid to become a new person, and I didn't want to admit that I was wrong about pretty much everything in my life to make that change possible.”

“What did it take to change?” she asked.

An evil sorceress living in my mind.

Instead, I answered, “Time on top of dozens of reminders that I could trust only myself.”

“You’ve endured a lot of hurt. I hear it in your voice.”

“Do you remember the towns between here and Goowa?” I asked, quite obviously changing the subject.

“Lowtown.”

“Have you traveled this way before?”

She shook her head. “It’s important for a Queen to know her own kingdom. This area is remote, but its people aren’t less important than anyone else just because they live so far from the Capital.”

“That makes it sound like more than knowing simple geography.”

“Indeed. We’re traveling parallel to the northern lands. They’re on the other side of those mountains, and it's nothing but wasteland. The people living here face more monster attacks than other places in the kingdom, but they also produce 55% of the kingdom’s minerals. This road is used to cart ore all the way to Goowa where it’s put on a ship to be delivered to craftsmen in the south.”

“Any ideas why your captors brought you here instead of somewhere else?”

Princess Ashley wobbled her head. “Fringe locations and bordertowns are more vulnerable to corruption. The terrain in this area is very difficult for outsiders to search. It’s difficult and full of hidden cracks and corners.”

“I know it’s not pleasant to discuss, but what do you know about your captors? You’re too smart to not have put a few things together.”

“I don’t know who specifically is to blame,” she answered. “For guards and military to be a part of it, the connection is high-level political, but that could mean local government, elite nobles, or even members of the Church of the Goddess. I haven’t seen anything yet to help me narrow it down more than that.”

“Why do you suppose they took you all the way here before executing you?”

“This conversation is unpleasant.”

I put a hand on her shoulder and noticed she didn’t recoil. I triggered Safe Word+2 and said, “I know. I don’t like asking you these questions, but they are necessary to our survival. Please continue.”

Sighing, she said, “Information and assurances. They wanted to know who I conspired with to kill the new prince and who would support my ascension over his. No, I didn’t actually do any of that. I made no moves to kill my brother. My choices were all about protecting myself the best I could. I suspect the kidnappers kept me alive because they wanted to be certain they were paid for the deed before they butchered the golden goose.”

All of that made sense. My assessment of her intelligence was well-founded, it seemed.

“How did you survive?” Princess Ashley asked after a while. “That sword was meant for my neck, so you would have taken the same blow.”

“I prepare for worst-case scenarios any time I can, so I did everything I could to ensure my survival.”

“You’re not going to tell me specifics, are you?”

I shook my head.

“Did it work out how you hoped?”

“Mostly. I’d make some adjustments if I had to do it again.”

In focusing so intently on staying alive–for obvious reasons–I didn’t consider how far Noble Sacrifice could end up transporting me. I pictured appearing in a carriage on the road between major cities or even in the Princess’ bedroom because someone stabbed her in her sleep. The possibility of being unclothed and unarmed was obvious to me, hence the Legendary Healing potion around my neck, but my assumption that I would be relatively close to a safe haven and my resources was a mistake.

The first order of business was to never commit to a Noble Sacrifice enchantment ever again.

The second order of business was revising my surprise-you’ve-been-teleported-naked-into-an-execution kit. The Last Chance enchantment was disgustingly expensive but well worth the investment, as I learned firsthand, so I would get another one of those since I burned out the one I had. The same was true of the Legendary Healing potion. I still didn’t see any practical way to ensure I got teleported with a weapon if I was naked at the time, but I had one idea that left me kicking myself for not considering before.

When I returned to my Temples, I would pay for a new teleportation noose from the Frozen Fiend as soon as possible. One end of that connection would be located permanently in my rectory. The other half would stay around my neck as though it were decorative. If I had thought to do that prior to this experience, I could have completed the link and poofed the two of us back to Flowst within seconds of clearing the walls.

The Princess asking another question disrupted my thoughts. “Do you believe in revenge?”

“Yes.”

“You speak as someone who has seen that through.”

“That’s true.”

“How much better did it make you feel?”

My memory of running through Oliverry’s tin mines, cutting down slavers, entered my mind.

“Not at all,” I admitted.

“I worried you’d say that. They always say revenge is ultimately pointless.”

“That’s not what I said,” I countered. “I thought it was about retribution, and yes, I expected to feel gratified when I finally got what I wanted. Instead… Have you ever forced yourself to finish reading a book for whatever reason? You weren’t enjoying yourself, but leaving it unfinished would bug you?”

“I have.”

“That’s what revenge is like. For me, at least. The completion matters. Ending the story. Being done with it for good in a definitive way.”

“So you don’t think me childish for wanting revenge after this?”

I laughed. “If it’s childish, then I’m being childish with you. No one who puts a sword to my throat gets to live a happy life.”


Chapter 30

Lowtown was half the size of Lopav and wedged into a mountain pass. A rotting palisade lined the perimeter, and only a few of the log structures inside were over two stories.

I expected it to be small, but this small was dangerous. When everyone in a town knew each other, the true outsiders were that much more obvious. Furthermore, the search party had already been this way. Wanted posters for a “female cultist” were pinned in every tavern. They didn’t mention her real identity, but they had a detailed sketch of the Princess’ face and a blurb about how she used demons to kill dozens of innocents in her escape.

Two details worked in our favor there: If they weren’t naming her as Princess Ashley, that suggested her kidnapping was being kept hidden from the public. Royals killing their own daughters isn’t good for the morale of the people. If I had this right, we would be safe as soon as we got away from this corner of the country. Anywhere else, the arrival of a Princess meant red carpets and endless security.

The second factor that gave me a sense of relief was that the sketch was quite clearly of a beautiful, well-kempt noblewoman. The woman traveling with me was in baggy men’s clothing with a bandana around her head and her hood up. The shape of her beautiful face, the perfect cheekbones and adorable dimples, was still there, but they were beneath smudges of dirt, bruises, and cuts.

Someone would need more than a second glance to connect the face of my traveling companion to the one on the wanted posters.

I sold a few of the items I stole in Rensil to get us an inn room with an enchanted bathtub. That left only enough for a few cups of stew, but looking and smelling like a corpse would work against me eventually. A bath was a necessity.

When I closed the door to our room and set the stew in front of Princess Ashley, she said, “Thank you for saving me. I am grateful.”

“Sure.”

“I owe you, but I will repay that debt with gold, not my body.”

Ah. A room with a single bed and a single tub had implications for someone in her situation.

“Don’t flatter yourself, Princess. Neither of those would be enough to repay me. If you’d like, you may use the bath first. I need to rest my eyes. You have my word that I won’t take advantage of you or this situation.”

Without waiting for her reply, I lay down on the floor on the far side of the bed where the tub would be out of my view. I draped a hand towel over my eyes and pretended to sleep while I meditated.

She didn’t wait as long as I expected to drop her clothes and climb into the tub. The water splashed as she lowered herself, and she let out an involuntary sigh of relaxation.

I had 29 unused stat points to allocate. Given that we were on the run, leaving those unspent seemed unwise. Being on the road had given me a good bit of time to think about how best to spend them.

For abilities worth buffing, Darkness was top of my mind:

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.

The +1 expanded the radius from 30 ft to 35. I had used Darkness to great effect several times before, and a wider range would make it more useful. I added 13 more points to expand that area:

Darkness+14

Active Ability

Cooldown: 10 Minutes

Surround yourself with a black fog in a 100 ft radius, obscuring the vision of your enemies. Allies are unaffected by Darkness.

I split the remaining 16 points between strength and intelligence and checked my character sheet:

Level: 28

Progress to Next Level: (3,721 / 3,276,800)

Class: Abyssal Sovereign, Tier 13 (26,021 / 819,200)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 7

Alignment: Chaotic Evil

Strength 51

Dexterity 35

Constitution 42

Intelligence 46

Wisdom 10

Charisma 10

Loyalty Pledges: 189

Oaths of Devotion: 11

Followers of the Silk: 85

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness+1, Abyssal Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word+2, Rope Burn+4, Ghostly Feint+4, Unholy Smite+10, Darkness+14, Wraith+5, Abyssal Permission, Blood Feast+10, Corpse Builder, Shadows of Death+1

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+11, Devotion Reaper+11, Intoxicate+3, On Behalf of the Viceroy, Dark Champion+2

Shared Abilities: Greater Touch of Ice, Touch of Abyssal Undeath

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1, Bonfire Amulet, Immunity to Poison Amulet, Ring of Legendary Obscurify, Ring of Mind Fortress, Ring of Magic Resistance, Necklace of Resistance to Holy, Bracelet of Nightsight

I had 42 good-aligned levels banked. Not all of the guards I killed to free Princess Ashley were deliberately evil. Many of them were probably normal guys like me and my dad were back in Borja. They got assigned a post, so they manned it. They were ordered to stop the fleeing dick demon, so they did their best.

The fact that the system considered them good people no longer bothered me. Instead, I disliked killing anyone who wasn’t actually my enemy, and I especially hated when they never stood a chance. They didn’t deserve to die, and they were very obviously expendable in the minds of their betters.

That’s how level 1 guards ended up stabbed in the back and left to die. They were unlucky enough to have gotten in someone’s way.

With 42 good-aligned levels, I could summon 4 skeleton captains and 1 skeleton with my Corpse Builder ability. I wasn’t sure I’d have a use for that failsafe, but extra bodies in the middle of a fight could get me out of a corner. Truthfully, I’d rather bank those levels. With 300, I could learn a zombification ability, and I was curious to see how that worked. I’d likely burn the levels funding more teleporters before I accumulated that many, but I felt it prudent to refresh myself of my options from time to time.

A finger poked me in the shoulder.

“You can have the bath now. I promise not to-”

Before she could finish, I dropped my clothes. Already beneath the blankets, Princess Ashley yanked them over her face to cover her eyes.

“I don’t care if you look,” I said. “Ah, you refreshed the water. Thank you.”

Scrubbing the gunk and grime off of my body made me feel like a new man.

Once I was clean, I closed my eyes and let myself relax and enjoy the warmth on my undead flesh. “We’re going to need money for a boat ride. I’ve got a ring of Strength I can sell, but we might have to wait until Goowa to find a shopkeeper who can afford to buy it. Keep an eye out in the morning, though. Let me know if you see a shop that might work.”

“Okay. I can do that.”

“Thanks.”

My sense of time warped substantially when I meditate, so I don’t know if it had been a minute or an hour when Princess Ashley spoke again. “A pessimist might think you intended to trade me once you were certain of your own safety.”

“That’s not the worst idea. Are you a pessimist?”

“Most of the time.”

“Me too. You’re not my prisoner, though. You can leave whenever you want, and I won’t stop you. If you don’t trust me by now, nothing I can say or do now will convince you.”

Another long silence passed. “You can have the bed if you want,” she said. “I can sleep on the floor.”

“Stop fighting me on stupid shit. Stay in the bed and get your rest.”

“...Okay.”

***

We didn’t see any shop in Lowtown where I could hawk my Ring of +1 Strength, but that wasn’t shocking. As we approached the back gate, the one that led through the mountain pass in the direction of Goowa, we came upon a clustered line of people and wagons.

“What’s going on?” a man with a wagon full of caged chickens asked whoever would answer.

“Guards set up a checkpoint,” a woman up the line replied. “Escaped prisoners might have come this way, I heard. They’re searching everyone.”

I could feel Princess Ashley turn her panicked eyes to me.

“You know the area,” I said to her softly. “What are our options for going around?”

“Would take at least two weeks.”

That was a long time to be hiding in enemy territory.

“We should get out of line,” she added.

“No, that would be suspicious. They would have someone watching for that to happen because that’s what criminals on the run would do.”

“They’re going to recognize me.”

“Be quiet for a moment.”

+1 Will point.

We were 10 groups closer to the gate when I said, “Alright. I have a plan. It will happen fast, and I’m going to carry you again.”

She sighed. “Okay.”

9 groups between us and the gate.

“Getting us out of here will mean using aspects of my build I want to be a secret. I need you to swear to not reveal any of the abilities you have seen or will see me use on this trip.”

“Swear on what?” she asked with an edge of annoyance.

“Your claim to the throne.”

8 groups between us and the gate.

“I’m not swearing on that.”

“Then think of an alternative. I can get us through this, but I don’t want to save you only for you to turn around and use what you’ve learned against me.”

“That’s a bit paranoid.”

I gestured around us. “Is it, though?”

7 groups between us and the gate.

“Swear you won’t trade me in when you get the chance,” she countered.

“I am willing to promise that I won’t do that, but the last oath I swore to you got my head cut off. I think that earns me some credit here.”

“If you won’t swear, then I won’t swear.”

6 groups closer. We had a better view of the gate now. I counted 7 guards working the checkpoint. Two checked identities. Two searched wagons and bags. Two roamed up and down the line, looking for someone suspicious. And one stood back to supervise.

Beyond the guards were 10 soldiers, 4 of whom stood at attention to block the way. The others were off duty and sleeping or playing cards.

5 groups between us and the gate.

“Okay. I agree.”

“I promise not to trade you to your enemy,” I said. For now, that statement was completely true.

“I swear on my claim to the throne not to reveal knowledge of your abilities to anyone.”

+1 Will point.

“Good girl. We’ll make our move when the next group goes through. All you need to do is hang on and be quiet. Got it?”

She nodded.

I wasn’t exactly sure how this worked since it was my first time using the ability, but I opened Corpse Builder.

4 groups between us and the gate.

I wrapped my arm around Princess Ashley’s dainty waist and spent 30 good-aligned levels to summon 15 skeletons. They appeared all around the line for the checkpoint in an instant, and I issued a mental command for them to attack guards and soldiers.

Chaos descended immediately. The Princess’ first reaction was to flee, but my arm didn’t move, so neither did she.

We couldn’t run. Not yet.

The soldiers on the other side of the guards raced through the gate to protect the civilians from the skeletons. Triggering Darkness+14, I scooped Princess Ashley up and threaded around the stupefied soldiers. I could see them holding out their weapons–swords or spears–staring into the dark fog with terror quivering their lips and stiffening their muscles.

To them, it was darkness filled with undead. They knew monsters were out there, but they didn’t know where.

I continued running well after we emerged on the other side of the fog on the Goowa side of the checkpoint. I didn’t stop until a bend in the road put the gate out of sight.

I set the Princess down.

“We should be safe now, but let’s keep moving,” I said.

“When we were first escaping, I swore I saw you send ghosts forward to fight for you, but I convinced myself my brain was tricking me. I was tired, hungry, and dehydrated. Besides, who had an ability like that? And then just now… You summoned all those skeletons, and it was effortless for you.”

Describing the acquisition of 30 good-aligned levels as “effortless” irritated me, but she didn’t know any better.

“You’re not going to answer me?” she asked as we walked.

“I didn’t hear a question.”

“The rumors about you being a demon incarnate, about how dangerous you are–they're all true, aren’t they?”

“You heard rumors that matched what you’ve witnessed?”

“I mean, no,” she stumbled. “What I heard falls well short of what I’ve seen.”

“Sounds like the rumors got it wrong then. They underestimated me. Everyone does.”


Chapter 31

Goowa was tiny compared to Zaglis, but its ports were busy and its streets were dense with people. I found a chapter of the Dungeon Brawlers guild, but now that we had come this far, I decided against going to them for help. I knew nothing about who ran this chapter, and selling my ring gave us enough money to get us a ship ride to Zaglis.

I needed the Guild’s help five days ago but not now. If I could get out of Goowa without telling anyone who I was, that was better for us.

Once we paid our fare, I spent the rest of the money on food for the Princess and splurged on two items for myself. I bought a length of silk to give me one silk bracer, and I bought silk socks.

The silk socks weren’t sitting on a rack or anything. I had them made right then and there. I got the sense the Princess thought I was being more peculiar than usual by insisting that I have these socks before we got on the boat, but she didn’t say anything or argue. If I had silk socks from the start of this ordeal, our escape would have been far easier. We would have Silk Walked into the sky and come back down wherever was safe.

Truth be told, if I had to do the Noble Sacrifice swap again, I still wouldn’t have had socks on. When you have a room full of women to please, you can’t disgrace yourself by slipping all over the floor. You need reliable, dependable traction. Bare feet are superior to socks in every way on this front.

Swordsmanship instructors often say things like all of your power starts at your feet. Same thing is true for fucking.

With silk socks and one silk bracer, I felt better equipped. The sword I had looted from a dead guard was still a piece of shit, but it would do for the two weeks we’d be at sea. Once we were in Zaglis, I would have all my old equipment back.

For the journey thus far, Princess Sarah had been patient and tolerant of the conditions. She didn’t complain about being tired or dirty. When Invia and I were on a similar adventure, I couldn’t get her to shut the fuck up about all the things that made her unhappy.

Sailing like a peasant was Princess Ashley’s breaking point.

With our funds and our need to avoid attracting attention, we ended up in the hold of a ship with 20 hammocks, stacked in two rows.

“I can’t do this for two weeks,” she hissed.

“This is the last leg. Push through this, and we’ll be safe.”

“I won’t make it. I’ll lose my mind.”

Dammit. I should have skipped buying the bracer and bought her silk panties instead. That would have kept her pacified and entertained.

“Is this actually a problem, or do you just need to complain?”

She sighed. “The latter.”

“Okay. It will go faster than you think.”

Which was a bold-faced lie. My only other experience as a ship passenger was to and from Oliverry’s tin mine. I was bored out of my fucking skull within hours of leaving the dock back then, and it would be the same for this trip.

But we were so close to safety. So damn close.

***

Somewhere around day 9, the ship shook as if it struck a rock or ran aground. Every board creaked in unison, a deafening groan of wood straining against wood.

Frantic shouts leaked through the cracks from the deck overhead as footsteps stomped to and fro.

The ship shook again, this time forcefully enough that several people spilled from where they slept in their hammocks. The yells became more desperate. Somewhere else in the hull, a voice said, “It’s a kraken!”

That was unfortunate. What were the chances the crew was perfectly capable of repelling the monster and keeping the ship from sinking?

The pitch of the screams suggested those chances were low. Fuck my life.

“What are you doing?” Princess Ashley asked me as I pulled her out of her hammock.

“Don’t take this off under any circumstances,” I ordered as I tied the silk from my bracer around her waist. “This is how I’ll find you if the ship starts to sink. Don’t wait for me. Do whatever you need to do to protect yourself, but do not lose this. Got me?”

“Yes, sir.”

I liked a princess calling me sir. A lot.

Focus, Byron. You’ll have plenty of time to feed your perverse ego later.

I pushed my way out of the hold and climbed the steep stairs to the deck. It was a foggy night, but the flailing limbs of a colossal kraken aside, the ocean was relatively calm.

Most of the railing on one side had been ripped away. Two limp bodies slid back and forth as the battle rocked the ship. Sailors with spears and harpoons scrambled about as if they intended to fight back, but the next tentacle that came down splintered the deck and wrapped a young sailor. The arm retracted with the speed of a trap going off, and he was gone.

I activated Sense Weakness on the kraken. The beast's weakness was behind its beak. I didn’t know a whole lot about sea monsters, but I knew a kraken was akin to a squid. The mouth of a squid was its “beak,” so I needed to find its body and stab around its maw.

Or I could grab the Princess and Silk Walk to shore, leaving this shitshow behind. The kraken didn’t have to be my problem if I didn’t want it to be.

Screw it. I triggered Nightsight and jumped overboard when it seemed like no one was looking. Activating Wraith, I Silk Walked several feet above the water, running wide to flank the kraken through the night fog.

Though its attention was squarely on the ship, the monster was aware of its surroundings. A tree trunk of a tentacle whipped toward me. I severed it with Unholy Smite, whipping the kraken into a frenzy. Its roar was a deafening growl that sent ripples the size of waves in every direction.

I cut another squid arm with only Greater Ice Touch, and Sense Danger activated.

I was too slow. A tentacle bashed me from behind. Cartwheeling through the air disoriented me, making it impossible to find a good place to catch myself with Silk Walk. I splashed into the ocean.

My boots heavy with seawater, I Silk Walked up and out of the water, running back to the fight. I was 40 yards away from the ship, at least, and the kraken had attached itself to the hull. The boat had done an admirable job of surviving thus far, but the situation looked dire.

Sprinting now, I climbed higher as I moved forward, like ascending a stairway to the celestial plane. The kraken used a free tentacle to stuff sailors into its mouth without releasing the boat.

Up. Up. Up.

My target wasn’t perfectly stationary, but committing to wrapping the boat exposed its head and kept the kraken in the same position.

The boat and kraken were no larger than two gold pieces when I finished my climb. I deactivated Silk Walk and let gravity take me. I triggered Blood Feast to give myself a chance of healing if this ripped my body up, and I held my sword tight to my body, pointing down.

Holy fuck, gravity was fast.

My whole body punched through the kraken’s head, and the force took me dozens of feet below the surface before I finally slowed. Above, the silhouette of the monster had a me-shaped hole in its head and wasn’t moving.

I deactivated Wraith+5 and hustled my way back above water with Silk Walk stairs. Surfacing on the other side of the boat, I climbed a rope up the hull and flopped my wet body on the deck.

One of the crew grabbed me.

“Brother, are you okay?” He slapped my back as if to clear water from my lungs.

“Am I alive?”

He laughed. “You’re a lucky fucker to survive going overboard. Even without a kraken, that’s a damn death sentence.”

“The monster-”

“It’s dead. You can relax.”

“How long was I in the water?” I asked.

The man shook his head. “Not a clue, brother. I didn’t see you go overboard. Felt like hours, I bet.”

“Yeah.”

“Well, you’re alive. Go down to the hold and find some dry clothes. I need to get back to cleaning up this mess.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it.”

I lingered on the deck to see if anyone connected me to the death of the kraken. I heard several debates about what killed it. The winning theories seemed to be a very convenient meteorite or the intervention of the Goddess herself. Between the speed of my fall and Wraith+5, I was unidentifiable. Good.

***

When we finally docked in Zaglis, we wasted no time getting outside the walls and on the road to the Water Temple. It was midday, and we didn’t encounter any of my followers. That wasn’t surprising. Most of them were either dungeon crawling or attending classes at University.

I was relieved to see the hotel still standing.

“This is yours?” Princess Ashley asked.

“Yep. Welcome to the Water Temple. Remember that you swore to keep my abilities a secret because you’re going to see some unusual things in a few moments.”

“I’m not so easily shocked.”

“Sure, sure.”

Instead of going into the ground floor of the hotel, where we might encounter a few lounging followers, we went into the old stables first.

Mere steps inside, Stacey appeared before us, kneeling. God, her body was incredible. If anyone could bone steel, it was me, and I wanted so desperately to see what she felt like.

“Welcome home, Master.”

Princess Ashley screamed and tried to run. I held her in place.

“Thank you, Stacey,” I said. “Please fetch Abby for me, and tell no one else I’m here.”

She nodded and evaporated.

“What the fuck, Byron?” the Princess gasped. “What kind of demon was that? Why did it call you master?”

“Stacey works for me. This is her workshop.”

“I… But… This…”

Abby appeared alongside Stacey, and Princess Ashley freaked out again.

I spoke to Abby over the yelling. “Good to see you, Abby.”

“We missed you, Master.”

“I missed you as well.” To Abby alone with her telepathy, I added, “This is Princess Ashley. You can tell my party as much, but ask them to pretend they don’t know who she is.”

Out loud, I continued, “I have a few tasks for the two of you. Get a black mask and a change of clothes for our guest. Inform my party members I am home and safe, but do not reveal my return to any of the other followers. You can also let my party know that they don’t need to hurry to my side. I missed them as well, but I’m not in danger. When they do come to see me, tell them to wear their masks. Last, escort the two of us to my rectory. Use your illusion magic to keep anyone from seeing us, please.”

To Princess Ashley, I said, “You’re safe. Please stop yelling.”

She swallowed.

“I don’t want anyone to see your face. That way, no one will know you’re here. This is the best option we have for being certain your presence is a secret. That also makes this the safest place you can be.”

“Okay,” she answered, weakly.

“The teleporters are my ability as well,” I said. “So you can’t tell anyone about those either.”

“...Teleporters?”


Chapter 32

Purity, wearing a gold lion mask, inspected what remained of the Princess’ injuries after two and a half weeks on the road. The Princess wore a black mask, and she believed Purity was unaware of who she was.

“What should I call you?” Purity asked.

“Autumn is fine, priestess,” Princess Ashley replied.

As for her show of respect for Purity, I introduced her as “our priestess” with the hope that withholding all names made Princess Ashley more comfortable with being here in secret. The Princess deciding to address Purity with that kind of respect was interesting.

“Your ribs didn’t quite heal properly. Would you like me to fix them?”

“Yes, please.”

Purity closed her eyes and cast a Healing spell. Princess Ashley spasmed once and then relaxed.

“Thank you, priestess.”

I heard Purity speak in my mind. “I missed you, Master. Are you well?”

“I’m fine, and I missed you too. I thought about you every day.”

“You’ll be proud of everyone. Things have gone well here.”

“That’s really good to hear. Thank you for taking care of the Silk while I was gone.”

To Autumn, Purity spoke aloud. “Have you and Byron discussed your accommodations?"

Autumn shook her head.

“Unless you have a different preference, you can take my room in the Water Temple. That floor is only for party members, so you'll have total privacy. If you want to hang out with the other girls, you're always welcome. I just wanted you to know you had the option. If Zaglis isn't appealing we could-”

“Zaglis is perfect, priestess. Thank you.”

“If you decide you feel comfortable enough to go into town with your mask, a group of us can go shopping with you. Get you some new clothes and whatever else you might need.”

“I'll think about it,” the Princess said. “I'm not sure.”

“No need to worry. I'd also be happy to go pick stuff up for you.” Purity looked to me. “I can show her the room now if you'd like.”

“Autumn,” I said, “Is that okay with you?”

She nodded. Purity offered her hand. The Princess took it and let Purity guide her to the Zaglis teleporter.

30 minutes later, Purity returned to the rectory, took off her mask, and tackled me.

“You finish me every day for months and then disappear for 2 weeks?” she said, trying to pin me down.

I laughed and let her.

“I was so worried, and then nothing I could do to myself or with the girls could fill the void your cock left.”

She groped me over my pants and reached for my belt buckle. I wondered how much of this was the power of my Intoxicate ability at work.

I grabbed Purity and held her arms to her sides to stop her.

“I was 3 seconds away from discovering what a 12-dick climax felt like when I was teleported across the country and beheaded. I haven't cum since. You can't even imagine how awful my blue balls are at this point.”

I took a deep breath.

“But I've been worried too,” I continued. “I need to know what I missed before we do anything else.”

“Let me use my hand at least. I'll be slow. I just need to feel it.”

“Okay, fine.”

Purity helped yank my pants down and then gripped my dick so hard I thought it might pop.

“Sorry,” she said sheepishly when she saw my reaction. She relaxed her hand and gave me slow, gentle strokes.

All of my stress melted away, and I let my body sink into the bed. “Yeah, I missed this.”

Purity smiled. “Everyone is healthy. We've had a few training injuries, but nothing serious and no more than usual. Horpus has been looking for you. He wouldn't say why. Same with Lyle and also Samson. No one stated their reasons for reaching out.

“The Yuni project has covered a lot of ground. We kept it moving according to the plan you shared, so we didn't lose momentum. Yuni and Invia have been doing outreach to the poor, giving out clothes and food, and that's helped endear them more to the people.”

“Those were good decisions.”

“Thank you. Yuni started having to preach on church grounds because of how big the crowds got. As you predicted, the Capital Church of the Goddess didn't like that. Two cardinals have been fighting her the most. One was recently exposed as a sadist human trafficker. The other is stealing donations for himself, but we haven't revealed that yet.

“Fuck me now, please,” Purity gasped.

“Not yet. You haven't mentioned my sorceress.”

Purity exhaled slowly as if centering herself. “Solara has been living in libraries. Lyle secured you a book–I paid for it and picked it up–that set her mind on fire. She's been working nonstop ever since. I know it's protection magic, but she will want to explain it herself.”

“I got notifications that three of you leveled up,” I said, making Purity squirm even more. “You were due for a level, right?”

“Yes. I leveled up.”

“Tell me what you were offered and what you picked.”

Looking like she might explode, Purity read the new options she received:

Blind Faith

Passive Ability

Target any member of your party within 90 ft, regardless of visibility, with one of the following new spells: Mass Heal, Mass Cure, Mass Protection, Mass Soft, Mass Protection from Good.

Sugar Daddy Bonus extended range to 90 ft.

Prerequisite: Improved Bless, Blessing of Devotion

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Extend distance to 120 ft.)

(Bonus Pledge: Add the spell Mass Abyssal Shield. The back of your throat is as sensitive as, and produces as much pleasure as, your g-spot.)

Silk Offering

Active Ability

Cooldown: 48 hours

Slay a good-aligned target and store their lifeforce. At will, release stored lifeforce to buff effectiveness of Healing magic on evil-aligned targets.

Sovereign’s Prerequisite: Corpse Builder

Sugar Daddy Bonus eliminated the cooldown for the frequency of releasing stored lifeforce.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: In addition to lifeforce, slaying a good-aligned target enables you to store power. At will, release stored power to buff effectiveness of support magic on evil-aligned targets.)

(Bonus Pledge: Gain a bonus of 10% to all support magic for the number of days equivalent to the levels of your Silk Offering. The back of your throat is as sensitive as, and produces as much pleasure as, your g-spot.)

Silk Sermon

One-Time Ability

Gain a +1 bonus to wisdom and +1 bonus to charisma.

Prerequisite:

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the bonus to charisma.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Add an additional +1 bonus to wisdom.)

(Bonus Pledge: Add an additional +1 bonus to charisma. The back of your throat is as sensitive as, and produces as much pleasure as, your g-spot.)

That Bonus Pledge was the stuff of dreams.

“I didn't pick any of those. The rest is a surprise, but I picked this ability:”

Power of Prayer

Passive Ability

The more followers who worship and pray to your sovereign, the greater bonus to any support magic cast on your sovereign. Bonus increases at a rate of 0.02% per follower. Bonus only applies when the sovereign is the target.

Sugar Daddy Bonus increased rate from 0.01%.

Prerequisite: Sovereign’s Mistress of the Silk, Hand of the Sovereign

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Bonus increase to mana recovery at a rate of 0.01% per follower.)

(Bonus Pledge: Bonus increase to healing evil-aligned targets at a rate of 0.01% per follower…

“You'll be excited about this unlock even more later,” Purity added.

“Did the system let you take the Bonus Pledge?”

“That's what I've been trying to show you,” she whined. “I got the throat effect but the system upped it to ‘When you taste your sovereign's seed, you have a 5% chance of triggering the Cum Drunk effect.’”

I laughed. “I love it. And your Divine Quests?”

“You're so cruel. I got the same 1% bonus, and I'm 9 / 10 for the sovereign reward. I have to create 10 new jobs and kill 100 slimes. The sovereign quest is to ‘be brought to climax by a princess.’”

“A princess?!”

“Yes. No more talking. I'm taking you now. I'm not waiting anymore.”

I grabbed her throat. “How about we both let out everything we've pent up? Think you can handle that?”

“Are you saying you'll use all 12 dicks?”

“Yes.”

“Fucking drown me in your cum.”

***

Stacey bowed to Purity and me when we visited her forge. Purity needed an hour and a bath to recover from what I did to her, but now she positively floated.

“I wanted to show Byron his surprise.”

Stacey grinned. “Yes, yes. Come, Master.”

We ventured to the other side of the workshop. She reached under a table and brought out an oblong wooden box.

“We're calling it Byron’s Blessing,” Purity explained as Stacey lifted the lid.

An exact replica of my dick rested inside on a bed of purple velvet. A letter was stuck to the inside of the top lid.

“I forgot all about this idea,” I said.

I had started Stacey on this project a long time ago, but my request stopped at making a replica of my cock out of a material women would enjoy. The box presentation was all new to me. I squeezed my dick. It was stiff but had a slight softness to it, like the give in an orange peel.

“Have we tested this yet?” I asked.

“Extensively, Master,” Stacey purred with a gleam in her steel eyes.

“Everyone likes them,” Purity added. “We made some changes in your absence, but we can undo them if you don't like them.”

“I'm listening.”

“Byron’s Blessing is meant to be sold as a ‘source for relief and euphoria.’ The card inside has a few verses from the Silk Manuscript and the instructions for the euphoria effect.”

I opened the card. The instructions read, “As you reach completion, think of Byron the Silk Lion and say ‘I submit to your will.’”

“That's a clever way to get people to say the prayer.”

Purity shook her head, and Stacey stifled a giggle.

“If they follow those instructions, an enchantment activates, and you receive the blessing. The dick ejaculates.”

“You're kidding.”

Biting back a grin, Purity said, “I'm not. We've even got it close to tasting like yours.”

“Huh?”

“Stacey made it. She's a genius.”

“The replica of my dick will jizz on anyone using it?”

“Yes.”

“And you plan to sell these?”

“Podni found a network of magic shops to place them in. If we start selling Stacey’s gear, we'll have even more excuses to spread them around.”

Weirdly, I thought about how much Aurketzu would love this concept. She always threw in for depravity; the more creative, the better.

“We tried to keep them away from the girls until you got home, but… We've all missed you. That's the best way to put it.”

It felt good to be missed.

“This is why I picked the Power of Prayer for my unlock,” Purity explained. “Eventually, every woman, and probably quite a few men, in the kingdom is going to want Byron's Blessing. That's a lot of prayers.”

“Ha!”

“1,250 prayers make any spell I cast on you 25% stronger, buffs, Healing, whatever.”

“Not to mention Will points and coin. I really like this, Penny. Well done.”

“In more practical news,” Purity began, gesturing to several crates stacked against the wall. “These are all silk steel swords ready to be sold. All of the girls are already outfitted with silk steel weapons and armor. I thought you'd rather they be more effective in dungeons than wait until you returned.”

“You thought right. Good choice. How have they been received?”

“With thanks,” Purity answered. “I'm not much for weapons, but anyone who picks one up feels the difference. Then they try them on a crawl and come back raving.”

Had Princess Ashley left me here, I would have spent some of the last several weeks securing a distribution partner for silk weapons and armor. With inventory stacked and ready to go, my running behind slowed the whole operation down.

Maybe I could swing by Flowst and see if Lyle had some ideas. No, I wasn't giving the Thieves’ Guild any more business, especially not while my membership was under review.

“Stacey, Abby told me you were skilled, but I couldn't fully comprehend just how skilled. I am very impressed with all of this.”

“Your words honor me, Master.”

“Penny, thank you for guiding and nurturing this.”

Penny smiled wide and dipped her head.

“Let's start shipping Byron's Blessing as soon as possible.”

Purity clapped and Stacey grinned.


Chapter 33

Invia and Podni met Purity and me in the rectory. They both hugged me as soon as I came through the door.

“How bad was it?” Invia asked.

“Tedious more than anything else.”

“Bloody?”

I chuckled. “I appeared in the middle of a castle dungeon buck naked, fully erect, and with 11 tentacle dicks. We're pretty far from there, but I'm hoping interesting rumors spread this way eventually. More importantly, Purity told me the Valice project was going well.”

Invia and Podni nodded.

“Each day, High Priestess Yuni becomes more influential,” Podni answered. “We brought down one cardinal and are near to bringing down another. We were trying to figure out how to do the house trap part of the plan, but you coming home makes that easier now.”

“We're that far along already?”

“Yes, and Ithaca has done wonders with Valice. You should be proud of her.”

“Well?” I asked. “Don't hold back.”

“People wishing to do business with the Chastains now come directly to me,” Invia reported. “Our most optimistic plans had that starting to happen months from now, but it's happening already.”

“Do you have a sense for why?”

“The violent way the Chastain patriarchy died softened expectations of Valice. Then her spending so much time with Yuni sold the idea of Valice shifting her priorities better than we expected.”

“The pressure from the Reaper threat is another factor,” Purity added.

Invia nodded. “She's right.”

“I know you just got home,” Podni began, “but how soon can you be ready for the house phase?”

“Now.”

Podni grinned. “Yes, Master. Should we adjust anything based on the Princess?”

“I can't tell where she's going to land–pawn, ally, or follower–but I have thoughts for getting her into the throne in a way that puts us in control. Everything we've been doing with Valice and Yuni should help.”

All three of my women leaned in to listen.

“A Prince will be born soon,” I said.

“No,” Invia corrected. “He was born last week.”

“That’s even better news. The Princess’ mother had her kidnapped, and she was being executed when I got summoned. It's unclear where the King fits in yet, but the Princess has decided they're all her enemies. She wants revenge, and she wants to claim the throne.

“We will give her what she wants and set ourselves up to have control in the process. No matter how we end up navigating the personal parts of this, the public-facing side of the plan is the same in all cases: Invia marries the Princess, we remove the King, Queen, and baby Prince, and then the kingdom is ours.”

Podni laughed. Purity nodded approvingly. Invia tilted her head.

“You were serious those times you promised to give me the kingdom.”

“If you don't want it, we can find a new plan.”

“I want it!” Invia said so forcefully that Purity and Podni giggled.

Patting the templar’s knee, I said, “I know you do. I think we can convince the Princess to accept the marriage on strategic grounds. Now that Invia speaks for the Chastains, she represents the wealth of two influential noble families. Invia's association with Yuni will win over the masses who worship the Goddess.

“I also believe we can trick or bully her into accepting the marriage, but I'd much prefer to bring her into the fold. If she falls in love with the Silk, then the Princess will do this because she's one of us and believes in what we're doing.”

“Is she worthy of being one of us?” Purity asked.

“She's smart, and she's driven. I'm not sure about the rest of how she fits because she wasn't in great shape for most of our time together. We were on the run. She was injured and traumatized. Once she settles in, feel her out and you all can tell me what you think of her.”

“We can do that,” Invia nodded, and the other two girls agreed.

“While you work on that, we need to spread the rumor that the Reapers killed the Princess.”

“We can do that too.”

“And the tower research?” I asked. “How has that gone?”

“No major updates yet,” Podni reported.

“Can we cum now?” Invia asked, pawing at me.

“Did you level up while I was gone?”

“Yes…”

“Penny, Podni,” I said as I went to the bed and sat up against the headboard. “Pants off, and I want both of you on your knees.”

I guided them to bend over on either side of me, their heads toward my feet, their asses up and on display. From behind, I put a hand between each of their legs and started to rub. Podni instantly felt like she was going to turn into a puddle right then.

Purity was only slightly more composed because of all the cum she drank from me earlier.

“Tell me about your unlocks,” I said to Invia. “You can join when you're done.”

“You're so mean.”

I smiled.

Invia quickly read what unlocks she received while I was away:

Ruler’s Hand

Passive Ability

Your presence naturally enraptures and intimidates those within 60 ft you to such a degree that when you give a command they feel fear at the thought of disobeying.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added fear to the thought of disobeying.

Prerequisite: Ruler’s Voice

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increase the radius of Ruler’s Hand to 90 ft.)

(Bonus Pledge: Project the volume of your voice to be heard clearly up to 200 ft away. The back of your throat is as sensitive as and produces as much pleasure as your g-spot.)

Inspired Subject

Passive Ability

When in the presence of your sovereign, receive a 10% bonus to strength, dexterity, and constitution.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the bonus to constitution.

Sovereign’s Prerequisite: Mistress of the Abyss

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain a 5% bonus to damage.)

(Bonus Pledge: Gain a 5% bonus to damage resistance. The back of your throat is as sensitive as and produces as much pleasure as your g-spot.)

Dark Silk

Passive Silk

Any silk sword you summon appears as a shadow while retaining all physical characteristics. Gain an additional Silk Sword summon.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the additional Silk Sword summon.

Prerequisite: Channel Abyssal, Sharp Silk

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increase the durability of your Silk Swords by 5%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Increase the damage of your Silk Swords by 5%. The back of your throat is as sensitive as and produces as much pleasure as your g-spot.)

As I listened, two of Purity’s tentacles appeared. She used one to rub Podni’s asshole and then did the same for herself.

“I was going to take Dark Silk, but I talked it through with the girls. With the Silk growing, it made more sense to go into my ability pool and pick Devotion Rapier.”

I remembered that one:

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.

Sovereign's Prerequisite: Devotion Reaper

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Durability and damage bonus increased by an additional 5%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Gain an additional Silk Sword…

“Did it give you the Bonus Pledge?” I asked.

“Yes… Will you tell me what the Cum Drunk effect does?”

“You'll know it when you feel it.”

“May I have you now, Master?” Invia asked with pouty lips.

“Come here and show me how much you missed me.”

***

Solara jumped from her table at the Capital University library and ran to me. Her breasts pressed into my chest as she squeezed. Sarah, her abyssal python familiar, looped around my shoulders to join the embrace.

“I'm so glad you're okay,” she whispered. She held the hug and buried her face into shoulder. “Don't do that to us again, okay? I love you and don't want to be without you.”

I kissed her cheek. “You're not usually this sentimental.”

“While you were gone, I decided I should do more to make sure the people I care about know how I feel.”

“I always knew how you felt. I never doubted it.”

“Doesn't matter. You're so important to me, Byron. The Silk felt so empty without you.”

“I missed you too.”

As we sat, Solara looked around the library while Sarah watched me, her black tongue flicking in and out. We were on an upper floor, and we were alone.

“So you rescued the damsel and carried her home?” Solara teased. “Such a noble knight.”

“She's using Penny's room in the Water Temple for now. We'll see what happens from there.”

“Anything I can do?”

“I just came from talking with the others,” I answered, “so I'll tell you what I told them. Try to make her feel safe and welcome. I'd like her to make friends and experience our lifestyle. Purity is plotting how to get her into town with a mask on to party in the next few days.”

“Oh, I can help her have fun.”

Smiling proudly, I said, “I know you can. How were things while I was gone?”

“I have news so good that you'll get hard and beg to fuck me right on this table.”

That sentence alone made me hard. “Go on.”

“We may have a way to negate Holy magic and block Exorcism. You were right that those pages you copied were a revelation.”

Solara meant the pages I copied from Godfried's religious text in Lopav. Aurketzu did the translation.

“How hopeful are you?”

“I shared the method with Abby and Stacey. They believe the enchantment will work, and they want one for themselves too, of course.”

“Of course,” I replied.

“The bad news is that the materials we need are very, very rare. We need crystalized hatred and liquid sunlight. One is found in the hells, and the other is from the celestial plane.”

I sighed, resting my elbows on the table as I rubbed my temples. “How hard will they be to find?”

“We might be able to find them hidden in a collection somewhere, but we're probably going to have to source them ourselves.”

“From other planes.”

“Mmhmm.”

Fucking figures. This was going to be hard, and typically, the more difficult a resource was to acquire, the less of it you got. If we did secure crystallized hatred and liquid sunlight, we may not have enough for more than one enchantment.

Abby and Stacey wouldn't get one, but more worryingly, neither would my party members. The Borja Dungeon Lord gave me the ability to turn them undead, but they couldn't blow me for an eternity if clerics came along and vaporized them.

“How confident are you in this working?” I asked.

“65%.”

“For the potential of the return, I’d take those odds.”

“Me too,” Solara said. “Perhaps Samson could help?”

“You're not wrong. He's been less friendly lately, though. I'm not sure it's wise to go to him looking for favors right now. What about the Spirit of Death?”

“The Borja Dungeon Lord?”

I nodded. “Her dungeon connects to the hells like everyone else's. She might have access, and building a relationship with another Dungeon Lord might not be a bad idea.”

“And you want to fuck her mouth pussy again.”

“If I have to.”

Beneath the table, a bare foot ran up my calf. “What do I have to do to get the same treatment?”

“Update me on your unlocks.”

“If I do that, will you fuck me silly right here in the stacks?”

“Deal.”

“Here are the options I received…”

Familiar Friendship

Passive Ability

Communicate telepathically with anyone in physical contact with your familiar. Your target can send and receive messages as well.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the ability for targets to communicate back.

Prerequisite: Familiar Contract

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: The power of spells cast by your familiar is improved by 5%.)

(Bonus Pledge: All benefits provided by a familiar’s touch lasts for 60 minutes regardless of contact with the familiar. When in the presence of the sovereign experiencing pleasure, feel 25% of that pleasure. If you are the one giving the pleasure, feel 50% more pleasure yourself.)

Pale Imitation

Active Ability

Cooldown: 1 Hour

Duplicate any of your summons but the new summon is solid white and only 50% as strong as the original.

Sugar Daddy Bonus improved strength from 25%.

Sovereign’s Prerequisite: Corpse Builder

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: The strength of the new summon is improved by 5%.)

(Bonus Pledge: There is a 5% chance that anytime Pale Imitation activates that it activates twice instead. When in the presence of the sovereign experiencing pleasure, feel 25% of that pleasure. If you are the one giving the pleasure, feel 50% more pleasure yourself.)

Silk Studies

One-Time Ability

Gain a +1 bonus to intelligence and +1 bonus to wisdom.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the bonus to wisdom.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Add an additional +1 bonus to intelligence.)

(Bonus Pledge: Add an additional +1 bonus to wisdom. When in the presence of the sovereign experiencing pleasure, feel 25% of that pleasure. If you are the one giving the pleasure, feel 50% more pleasure yourself.)

“I don't like the idea of Sarah ever being away from me,” Solara said as the snake nuzzled her head against her master's chin. “And I wasn't impressed by Pale Imitation. A second Abyssal Silk Knight would be incredible, but we keep fighting tougher monsters. Adding a weaker summon doesn't sound like moving in the right direction.”

“Both of those explanations make sense to me.”

“Silk Studies is objectively good but boring. I chose Spell Forger instead.”

I recalled that ability from her last level up:

Spell Forger

One-Time

Choose any three of your known spells to combine, creating a new, unique spell.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the third spell. Lose the three spells you chose to combine.

Sovereign’s Prerequisite: Privilege of the Sovereign.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Automatically upgrade your unique spell to a stronger version.)

(Bonus Pledge: Total mana cost is based on the selected spell in the group requiring the lowest mana…

“I was planning to choose Unholy Ray, Summon Abyssal Wraith, and Eye of the Storm, but Purity talked me out of it. I get a good bit of use out of Abyssal Wraith when we need the crowd control, so instead of risking losing that, I used Summon Demon in its place.

“The result was a spell called Demons of the Storm. For every 3 levels I have, it summons one storm mephit. We tested it on a run with the new girls, and it's like someone summoning a swarm of flying Bolt soldiers. And all for the piddly mana cost of Unholy Ray…”

“Why did you trail off like that?”

“The Bonus Pledge became a more difficult version since I went back to my unselected pool instead of choosing a new one. It's mean.”

She read the Bonus Pledge condition to me:

When in the presence of the viceroy experiencing pleasure, feel 25% of that pleasure as well as a growing ache that can only be relieved by the sovereign. If you are the one giving the pleasure, feel 50% more pleasure yourself.

Solara was right. That was mean.

I looked around the library once more and then pulled my sorceress into the stacks. I lifted up her robes, pressed her face against a bookshelf, and took her from behind. Sarah watched the whole time, and I had the strangest feeling that though she couldn't speak, she goaded me to go even harder.

So I added a Tentacle Dick, forced it into Solara's mouth to get it wet, and then slid it into her ass. When I felt that my two dicks were equally as deep, Solara reached back to pull my hips even tighter.

Looking over her shoulder, she whispered, “I've been dreaming about this since you left. Do you want to make it exactly what I imagined?”

“Tell me.”

“Put another dick in my pussy. Yes, two at once. Don't stop even if I ask you to.”

So there in the library, I ran a third dick along my original and triggered Rope Burn when Solara winced from the pain of being stretched by two cocks at once.

“I was so jealous of the other girls at the party,” she gasped. “I wanted every one of those perfect dicks all to myself. Fuck me harder, Father. Please, Father. I'm your slut and need your cum to fill me. Please. Please.”


Chapter 34

Horpus didn’t offer me something to drink when I entered his office. He stood at the back of the room, looking out the window with a nearly empty glass dangling from one hand.

“Please, sit.”

He turned, set his glass down, and leaned forward with both hands on his desk. “Disappearing for a month the moment after I tell you about your membership challenge reflects poorly on you.”

“I was not absent by choice. I returned last night and came right here.”

“Where were you?”

“I can’t say.”

“That doesn’t help your case.”

I sighed with more outward frustration than I should have. “I’m not trying to give you, or anyone in the Guild, a hard time. I’m sorry that my being kidnapped was inconveniently timed. I’ll get right on writing my captors a strongly worded letter about professionalism.”

“Someone overpowered you?”

“No, but they had someone I cared about. I didn’t have a choice but to play along for their sake.”

“Who?”

“No.”

Horpus' jaw shifted forward and back as he ground his teeth. “I’m trying to be a friend here, and you’re being combative.”

“If the Guild is considering revoking my membership, I have to protect myself and my interests. My first approach was cutting the Guild in on what I earned and the intel I found. I helped the Flowst chapter get access to the Bridge, and I’ve given the Grubiit chapter a lucrative bathhouse, a massive amount of profit from dungeon changes, and cuts of mana crystals from dungeon crawlers that I equip and support entirely at my own expense.”

“In between indiscriminately murdering dozens of nobles, disrupting years of work to build those connections and to get that access.”

“The Reapers did the killings. We used that story to our advantage exactly once, and you agreed with the plan as I recall.”

Scoffing, Horpus replied, “Don’t insult my intelligence. The Reapers are your invention.”

“But you don’t have proof?”

“Nothing firm.”

“What am I supposed to do with that?” I scoffed. “You don’t have ‘firm’ proof because it doesn’t exist. It doesn’t exist because I had nothing to do with the Capital killings. This is why I’m so frustrated by all of this. I did my part to be a good earner, and now I’m sitting in your office like I’m in trouble at school.”

“We’re an organization. We have process and procedure.”

“When we last spoke, you gave me the impression that it didn’t look good for me. Did I read that incorrectly?”

“You did not.”

“In a previous life, I was a city guard,” I began. “You could always tell what trouble was ‘real’ by how superiors talked about it. If you messed up and the guard had your back, they assured you that was the case and that the problem would go away before it could hurt you. When the trouble was real, they delivered the notice and then distanced themselves as much as they could. That’s how you know they’ve decided it’s better to let you burn than risk getting caught in the same flames.”

“And you think that’s what's happening here?”

“We’ve worked together enough that I can tell when you’re certain about something and when you’re hedging. When you first told me about my membership being challenged, you hedged about the limits of what you could do. You didn’t tell me it would be fine. You didn’t wave it away as a minor annoyance. You leaned away instead of in.”

“I have a chapter to run,” he retorted. “I can’t risk everyone’s livelihood for one member.”

Pointing, I said, “That’s exactly what I’m talking about. I understand that you’re in a difficult position, and I get why you would decide on lines you can’t cross. It pisses me off, but I’m mature enough to recognize the realities you’re facing. If you look at this from my side, my greatest champion in the Guild has already decided I’m guilty, and the consequences of being found as such would deal a massive blow to everything I’ve worked so hard to build. Were you on this side of the desk, you would fight just as hard for yourself.”

“And you expect me to do what, exactly?”

“If you won’t fight for me to stay in the Guild, then do me the courtesy of keeping me off the blacklist so we can part ways peacefully.”

“Yet you return to implied threats.”

“As opposed to the very direct and literal threats the Guild is making against me? I’m telling you I don’t want this to be a fight, but you people keep trying to make it one. I’ll even be as gracious to offer an exit fee as a show of good faith.”

“That’s not how it works,” Horpus said.

“This works however we want it to work. Since we’re going in circles, let me be clear about my position and my offer. I am not involved in these killings. My first choice would be to remain in the Guild and continue to be a top earner as I have been. If we go that route, I want assurances that this bullshit is quashed for good so I can focus on my work. If my first choice isn’t possible, my second choice is to separate peacefully and amicably with the clear understanding that the Guild and I aren’t enemies. No blacklist. No conflict or bad blood.”

Horpus finally sat. “Very well. Thank you for being direct and practical about this.”

“You’re welcome.”

He rubbed his face and exhaled slowly, as if resetting his mind. “Business is well otherwise, I take it?”

“We can resume those discussions when this is resolved. If I’m going to get fucked over, I’m not going to smile and pay for it.”

“God, Byron. Stop being such an asshole. Withholding the Guild’s cut doesn’t help the situation at all.”

“As long as my membership is in limbo, everything I’m attached to is in limbo with it.” I stood. “Will there be anything else? I have appointments to keep.”

Horpus frowned and gently gestured for me to get the fuck out.

***

With rage simmering beneath my skin, I made several decisions before I was even out of the guild hall.

First up, I used Ruler’s Voice to send a message to all of my followers: “As you continue to brave dungeons for wealth and for power, you are no longer to deposit portions of your crawls with the local guild chapters. Turn the portion you would have paid to the guild into Abby. I’m proud of all of you for how hard you’ve worked and how strong you have become. Everything about you, from your bodies to your actions to your minds, is beautiful.”

When I entered the Swamp Temple, I sent two of my followers to Flowst immediately. One had instructions to deliver a message to Lyle, informing him that I couldn’t take meetings with him until the status of my membership in the Guild was resolved. The other informed the Frozen Fiend that I would be unavailable for several more days due to conflicts I needed to resolve.

I could have gone to see Samson right away, but after my meeting with Horpus, I couldn’t tolerate playing the lesser lackey to anyone else. Samson was a good ally, but if he said the wrong shitty thing about me being a mere human or about him being far superior to me, I was likely to ruin that relationship irreparably with my reaction.

No wonder Aurketzu was such a hateful bitch. A few hundred years of this would destroy every drop of patience I had. When that was gone, every person around me would be both pawn and enemy–useful at times but still a threat and absolutely not trustworthy. No one was a true ally. The moment stabbing you in the back benefitted them, the knife came down.

I needed to think. With a Thieves’ Guild blacklist a real possibility, I had to come up with a plan that wasn’t me killing every single guild master in the organization. That was the least productive solution, but it’s also the one I most desired. Nothing so definitively showed a person their place as a sword through the stomach.

They died too quickly if you went for the heart. The stomach was painful, but more importantly, it gave the victim a moment to see their coming death and to know who delivered it.

Fuck, Byron. Calm your bloodlust.

I’m still not sure why I felt compelled to go there, but I ended up in front of Lilac’s apartment in Grubiit, knocking on the door.

When she opened the door, the first detail I noticed was how healthy she seemed. Rested, nourished, relaxed. When Lilac worked at Nightshade, she always looked drained. The Lilac before me looked warm and full of energy.

“This is a nice surprise,” she said, opening the door wider to invite me in. “What can I do for you, Lord Byron?”

“Make me a cup of tea?”

“Of course. Sit wherever you like.”

Her living room was filled with fluffy chairs and big pillows, but her dining room table felt more appropriate for my state of mind. I pulled out one of the wooden chairs and sat.

Once the kettle was on, she joined me at the table.

“When did you last sleep? I worry for you.”

I chuckled to myself. My last sleep was well over a year ago now. “I have a lot on my mind.”

“My body is yours if you desire to relieve your tension.”

Shaking my head, I said, “Thank you, but no. How are things here? Everything going okay?”

Lilac smiled. “I’m reading a lot of books and learning to grow my own herbs.” She motioned over her shoulder at a row of clay pots on her windowsill.

“Enjoying life?”

“Very much so. Thank you for all you have given me.”

“Please don’t thank me endlessly. Once is enough. I think I came here because it felt… normal.”

“The mask of Byron of Zaglis has grown heavy, I take it? You can be yourself here, if you want. I’m used to being with men who want to forget themselves.”

“It’s that common?”

She nodded. “We all wear masks, and we’re all exhausted by their weight.”

“Why do you suppose they came to you for that escape?”

“Because a prostitute won’t judge you. They don’t have expectations. They want you to be happy and will do whatever you say. No other relationships are so simple, so clean.”

“And then you suck their dick.”

Lilac laughed. “Few men can be unhappy with a woman’s lips around them. That’s very true. One moment. That’s the kettle.”

She stood and returned a moment later with two steaming cups of tea.

“I heard you were traveling for a while. How was that?”

“Miserable,” I answered. “My enemies chose for me to take that trip. Not me.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“What would you think of me if I weren't Byron of Zaglis? Imagine me as a normal peasant. I work a generic job. I live in a shitty apartment. Not special. Not remarkable. Just me.”

Lilac wrapped both hands around her cup and looked down into the water. “If our paths crossed, I would think you were kind and, perhaps, a little sad. The world hasn’t been fair to you, and that pain never stops burning, so you hurt all the time.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What makes you picture me like that?”

“I don’t picture it. I see it. You’re a remarkable person who has accomplished remarkable things, but your heart is still human. You may not open it often, but when you do, the people who care for you see beyond the persona.”

My eyes lost focus and drifted toward the table as I thought on Lilac’s words. I sat like that for a while.

Lilac stood and came around behind me. Her standing and me sitting, she bent over and hugged me, and it wasn’t a come-on or an offer. It was genuine warmth and comfort, her sincerity obvious in the way she squeezed.

“Success is lonely,” she whispered. “The more you have, the more people want to take from you. The whole world can start to feel like your enemy. May someone who is far beneath you offer you a few words?”

“Don’t talk about yourself like that, and yes, please.”

“Find the people who run toward you when you’re under threat. They’re the ones that love you for your heart and not your money or your power. Live for them.”

I put a hand on Lilac’s forearms and squeezed her back. “You always were so good at talking.”

“A used up whore has to evolve to stay relevant.”

When I looked over my shoulder at her, she added, “I’m sorry for speaking that way.”

Leaning forward, I kissed her forearm. “It’s okay. Your former profession doesn’t have to be who you are. People leave jobs all the time. You don’t need to define yourself by one job for the rest of your life.”

She dipped forward and kissed me on the cheek. “Thank you.”


Chapter 35

I visited the Borja dungeon alone late that evening, using the teleporter in my room to warp to the 9th floor, a brief jaunt away from the stairs down to the 10th floor boss room.

As I hoped, the dungeon was quiet, suggesting adventurers had been through to clear the spawn. I descended the stairs but lingered in the doorway instead of stepping through. The body of the boss had long dissolved to black sand and disappeared, but I could see the scuffs and scratches and cinders of a battle waged earlier in the day. At the far end of the room, the boss chest was open and empty.

“Spirit of Death, I have come to speak with you, and I bring gifts from the surface.”

“Step inside,” a voice whispered in my mind. When every other dungeon I visited locked me into boss battles, that instruction felt ominous.

But fuck it.

I entered, and the door did not move.

A chill swept the room, and a 9 ft tall woman with glowing white skin stepped out of fog, the souls acting as her hair fluttering and reaching endlessly without ever leaving her scalp. I knew that just between her legs, beneath that thin white cloth, was a second head and mouth instead of a vagina.

As it was when we first met, her lips did not move when she spoke.

“Why do you call upon me?”

“I wished to have a conversation,” I said, my head tilted all the way back to look up at her. “If you do not desire to speak, I will leave my gifts and depart.”

“I am curious. Proceed.”

“I know little about you and about Dungeon Lords in general, so I apologize if my gifts do not meet your standards, but I thought to bring you the rare and the unusual.”

Death listened.

“First, I give you a fire mana crystal. I am the only person on the surface who knows where to find these in our world. To my knowledge, the few in circulation are all from me.”

I set the red stone in Death’s massive pale palm. She held it up.

“This pleases me. Thank you.”

Her choosing not to say more disappointed me. I hoped for some commentary about what she knew of the crystals and their value. A Dungeon Lord saying “thank you” was a good sign, though.

“I have also brought you a bottle of wine. Only 3 bottles of this vintage are known to remain, and our nobles would both praise and covet its quality.”

She took the bottle but only nodded.

“Lastly, I bring you a piece of myself.” I handed her one of the boxes for Byron’s Blessing. In her hands, it looked like little more than a matchstick box.

She opened the lid and bellowed a deep laugh. “I remember this shape well,” she said, running a finger over the phallus. “You are bold.”

I offered a showman’s bow.

The lid snapped shut, and all of the items I had given Death disappeared.

“What did you wish to discuss?” she asked.

“I have one piece of business, one piece of personal interest, and one piece of curiosity. Which topics we discuss is your choice.”

“Business.”

“I am looking for crystalized hatred and am told it can be found in the hells. Might you know how I could go about acquiring such an item?”

“I do know this. Do you desire to purchase, trade, or gamble?”

“I had expected the first two. I admit I’m curious about the gamble, but I’m not sure if that’s the right path for me.”

“You picture yourself the pinnacle of human fornication, correct?”

I smiled. “I suppose so, sure.”

“I bet you that you cannot exceed my greatest moment of pleasure. If I am wrong, I shall give you what you seek. If I am correct, you give me 10 of your followers.”

“If I make you cum harder than you’ve ever cum before, I win? Am I hearing that right?”

She nodded.

“If we can agree on terms, I will take this bet.”

“Speak them.”

“We define ‘moment of pleasure’ as the collective of all sensations you experience at the same time, not just the orgasm.”

“Done.”

“Good. My other terms: we conduct this challenge at a later date, my party can assist me, you will not fight or impede my efforts or methods, and if I lose the bet, none of the 10 followers you claim come from my personal party.”

“A deal is struck. I sense no doubt in you, yet little hubris. How does a human come to have this nature of confidence?”

“You’ll understand me better when you’re begging for more of my dick.”

“Ha!” Death exclaimed, her mouth actually opening for laughter. When she collected herself, her lips again went still as she spoke. “Very well. Very well. You have entertained me. Proceed to the personal topic.”

“It may not surprise you that there are those who desire my demise,” I said.

“You speak truth.”

“I believe one of my enemies resides on the abyssal plane. He sent soldiers to my plane to kill me. How would I go about identifying who that might be?”

“Summon abyssals and torture them until they reveal what you need. Know that they will lie, so you will have to unravel their deceptions.”

“Is there a more elegant solution?” I asked.

“I am aware of information brokers who could learn what you seek, but they will not speak to a human, nor does a human have anything to offer in payment. Your life, wealth, and power are of no interest to these demons.”

“Have you done business with these brokers before?”

She nodded.

“Can you presently offer what they seek?”

She nodded again.

“I propose we amend our bet. I will give you 20 followers instead of 10 if I lose. If I win, I suspect you would want to feel that good again. I would give you 5 more of those experiences in payment for you trading with the broker on my behalf.”

“You believe I would put such value on my own pleasure?”

“Why else do we live if not for pleasure?”

She narrowed her eyes, and for a moment it looked like every face in her soul-hair stared at me as well. “Very well. I agree to the amendment.”

I grinned.

“Move on to your curiosity.”

“What can you tell me of celestials? An item I seek is in the heavens, and I intend to visit the upper planes in the future.”

“They would not welcome your kind the way I have,” Death replied. “They would pursue your death from the moment they were aware of your presence.”

“I know. I’m not worried about that part yet, though. I need to gather information, and I need a contact who can retrieve the item I need.”

“The celestials divide their ranks into 9 tiers. What humans call ‘angeli’ are the lowest-ranking of the celestials. In the common tongue, they are peasants. Seraphim occupy the highest tier of the celestial order. The low orders–angeli, archangeli, and principalities–are the only celestials who sully themselves with travel to the material plane. If you wish to do business, those are the beings you would pursue, but I do not recommend this path.”

“Why is that?”

“Celestials do not humor the words and desires of anyone from a lower plane. They would be insulted by your attempt to speak with them, and then when they learn what you are, they would seek retribution for the offense.”

“That reaction is absolute? There isn’t a way to be an exception?”

“I can offer one, but know that the beings I speak of make the treachery of demons appear whimsical. They may grant you an audience, but they have no formal power in the way the 9 orders do. These celestials are considered below angeli. Most are the children of traitors, bound to spend eternity suffering for their fathers’ crimes. Where demons judge the individual, celestials punish whole families.”

“Interesting,” I said.

“These are called grigori. Your summoning rituals are unlikely to mention them, but any angeli summoning ritual can be modified to call upon a grigori. Mind their silver tongues, sovereign. All celestials are ruthless, the fallen especially so.”

I bowed. “Thank you for gracing me with this conversation. I am grateful for your insights. When I call upon you next, it will be to win our bet.”

“I welcome the attempt.”

She disappeared, and I was again alone in the Borja dungeon.

***

Late that night, dozens of women poured out of the Grubiit teleporter and into the chapel. Most still wore their masks, but a few of my followers stripped theirs off as soon as they were in my sanctuary. My party was among the revelers, and Purity and Solara were two of those who chose to keep their masks on.

I watched from the rectory as my girls opened bottles of wine and booze and doled out tastes of dreamdust and rolled looseleaf cigarettes.

As usual, some of the groups broke off to play games. A new card game from the Capital was popular, as were a few classic board games and drinking games.

Some of the girls lounged and talked. A few found a comfortable chair and read. A few pairs made out and fondled each other on sofas. Another group pulled out guitars and hand drums to play music and sing.

Occasionally, I would spot one of my followers on their own. A shift in the social current left them alone, not abandoned. Just separate from the chaos for a moment.

If their panties were still on, I treated them to the touch of Silkmancer. Watching their every muscle relax and their sweet lips part to pant was endlessly gratifying. Then they bit their lips and fought to resist the spasms in their bodies.

A few minutes after catching their breath, they rejoined the party, and I watched for another opportunity to torment one of my women.

Princess Ashley hadn't removed her mask, but I recognized her long body, thin figure, and pronounced hips. When she turned and exposed the back of her head, I saw her chestnut bob, making me certain my guess was correct. She joined one of the card games, watching at first to learn the rules before turning into one of the players shouting about the game in friendly competition.

Later in the night, I saw Podni seated and the Princess on the floor between her legs, her back leaned against the lower half of the chair. Podni's strong, tan hands rubbed the Princess' milky shoulders, and every passing second seemed to drive her deeper and deeper into relaxation.

Abby appeared, joining me in watching the scene through the stained glass window in the rectory.

“May I ask a question, Master?”

“Yes.”

“Will I ever get to feel you inside me?”

“I very much want to feel that too,” I said. “I was warned that a liluti was a more dangerous variety of succubus, a demon whose powers of lust were so great that I couldn't hope to defend myself.”

“So you deny yourself pleasure instead of risking the loss of yourself and what you've built?”

I nodded.

“This day alone, I have used Byron's Blessing four times. Even if it's illusion magic, I love how it feels to have your hot cum spray across my chest, or down my throat, or deep within me.”

I swallowed and stared ahead, fighting to keep my composure.

“Just know, I spilled your seed on my ass and used the juice to finger both of my holes. Your taste mixing with mine is extra sweet.”

She licked her pointer finger.

“Does the real thing taste this good?” she asked. “Surely not even the strongest magic could perfectly imitate seed from the source. May I compare? You may spill it on or in me whenever you like, and I will sample it from there.”

Fuck.

“Abby, you're dismissed.”

She bowed and disappeared.

Through Purity's telepathy, I said, “Pick five playthings and bring them to my bed. I need to work out some frustration.”

“What if I want more than five?”

“You can have whatever you want.”


Chapter 36

Princess Ashley sat on a Zaglis balcony the next morning with a cup of tea and a plate of eggs and bacon. She wore an oversized knit sweater and a small pair of shorts, sitting with her knees pulled to her chest, watching the waves roll in and out. The warmth of the day had not fully taken hold, but enough of it had that the chill of the ocean breeze was refreshing. She savored it each time it touched her skin and gently shifted her hair.

“Sorry. I knocked, but I don’t think you could hear out here.”

She offered a soft smile. “It’s okay.”

“I was just checking on you. I can come back later if you’d prefer.”

“No, no. It’s fine,” she replied, sliding a chair out for me. “Are you hungry? I can’t eat all of this.”

“Thank you, but no. How are you holding up?”

Her smile weakened and she shrugged. “Everyone here has been so nice, so please don’t think I’m not grateful.”

“But you are still trying to process everything that’s happened.”

She nodded.

“I wouldn’t expect you to miraculously feel better about your situation. Do you feel safe right now, and are you finding reasons to smile from time to time?”

“Yes.”

“Good,” I said. “I think that’s the best we could ask for, considering. Can I do anything to make you feel safer, more comfortable?”

“You’ve already done so much,” she replied. “And you were right. I do like it here. Getting to go out last night and be one of the girls… I’ve never had that. Not once in my life. That’s the most free I’ve ever felt. It was more than fun, but I don’t know how to describe the rest of the feeling.”

“From how I’ve heard the others talk about it, there’s an absence of pressure in the Silk, like you’ve lived your whole life in a weighted suit and finally got to take it off. Everything about your body and mind feels like it's truly yours for the first time.”

She thought on those words as she sipped her tea. “Yeah. That sounds right. Did Penny say that? Those seem like her words.”

I shook my head. “You’re kind of close, though. We have other members who were deeply invested in the Church of the Goddess, and their experiences in the Silk seem to share common threads because of that.”

In this case, I had paraphrased how High Priestess Yuni described going out into the world in a silk lion mask.

“I’m glad you’re enjoying everyone’s company,” I added.

“Did you come to talk about what happens next?”

“That conversation is always open, but no, I came to check on you. I meant it when I said you didn’t have a deadline. Your place here isn’t conditional.”

“I’d like to discuss it.”

“Okay. Where would you like to start?”

“I don’t know where to start, but I know where I want it to end: me on my throne, my father, mother, and brother dead.”

“Do you have thoughts for how that could come to pass?” I asked.

Nodding, she answered, “The first step is to ask for your help. I thought I understood the world, but I realized, even though I tried my best not to be, I was naive. I’ve studied every second of my life to be a good queen for my people. All of those efforts assumed that the throne would pass to me. I never expected to have to take it.”

“So, ask me.”

“Will you help me?”

+1 Will point.

“Yes, Princess. I will help you. I see a path that ends where you dream. You’ve already mentioned killing your enemies, and you should know that the rest of it won’t be much cleaner. Our enemies don’t play by rules and are willing to do anything to take what’s ours.”

“Ours?”

“Yes. Are we not doing this together? Your enemies are my enemies. Your happiness is my happiness.”

“Yes. That’s all true. Do you really see that path already? Can you tell me?”

I stole a sip of her tea. She smiled coyly as I set her cup back on the table.

“From my vantage point,” I began, “keeping the throne will require having the support of the people, of the Church, and of the noble families. Therefore, a plan to take you to the throne should address all of that along the way. Please stop me when you disagree or believe I overlooked something.”

“I agree thus far.”

“Right now, a rift is growing in the Church of the Goddess. More and more, people inside and outside of the Church are recognizing the corruption and the hypocrisy. They value the teachings of brotherly love and united prosperity, yet church leaders fill their pockets and seek to satisfy their darkest, most twisted desires. We can put you on the right side of that conflict, and the people will love you for it.”

“Do you mean to seek an alliance with High Priestess Yuni so that she supports my claim?” the Princess asked.

“You’re familiar with her?”

“Her words have spread far, and I know Valice spends time with her. More have heard her words than anyone in power wants to admit. I agree with her message, but what makes you believe she would sympathize with my plight? How would we convince her?”

“She is already your ally,” I said.

“I don’t understand.”

“I despise the Church of the Goddess, but I agree with their core tenets. I know that someone like me could never be the one to put the faith back on course, so I’ve supported High Priestess Yuni from behind the curtain. We are close, and I promise you that she would put her movement behind your ascension. That’s assuming you share her values of safety and prosperity for all people, not just the elite.”

“I know you’re not lying…”

I smiled. “But it sounds absurd, and I agree with you. That’s why it’s a particularly good advantage for you to have. She is your gatekeeper to claiming the Church and the people, and she already wants to clear the way for you.”

“That accounts for the Church and for the people,” the Princess said. “You have a plan for the nobles as well, then?”

“I do.”

“Tell me.”

“Say ‘please.’”

“Please.”

+1 Will point.

“The Reapers have thinned the noble herd for us already. I know that three of the largest houses would support you.”

“Who?”

I shook my head. “Revealing High Priestess Yuni to you is already a risk. I can’t give you more names unless we are committed to doing this together, but I can tell you that one of these allies was with you last night.”

“In the Silk?”

“Yes. She came to the Silk for the same reasons you did: Capital politics put her life in danger, we protected her, and she fell in love with the life we live.”

That framing of Invia’s story took a few editorial liberties, but that was more or less the truth.

“Have you been working to claim the throne for yourself?” she asked.

“I don’t want the kingdom. I intend to build my own somewhere else. That’s easier to do if I can be certain this kingdom won’t work against me. That’s what I would ask of you: A promise to let my kingdom flourish alongside yours.”

“That sounds too good to be true.”

“To anyone outside the Silk, yes, it does,” I freely admitted. “You’ve seen that I have gifts and that I use them to serve my people. What sounds impossible to an outsider is not so in the Silk.”

I stood.

“None of this is urgent,” I said. “If you’d like, I can arrange for you and Yuni to speak, but you don’t have to decide that now.”

“Yes, please. I would like that very much.”

I’m not sure how good of a job I did hiding my grin. The plan was working, and its momentum was building.

“I’ll let her know. Enjoy the rest of this beautiful day, Princess.”

On my way out of the suite, I passed the bedroom and was grateful she hadn’t followed me. I definitely didn’t hide the smile I got from seeing Byron’s Blessing sitting on Princess Ashley’s nightstand.

***

Trina and Lyle both sent fresh requests to see me. I held my ground and refused. My business with the Thieves’ Guild would not continue until they resolved the contention around my membership. If that pissed off my allies in Flowst, good. That was the intent. This was a taste of what their lives would be like if I was out of the picture.

Far less interesting and far less profitable.

I was less keen on testing Samson’s patience. I had made him wait already, and I needed to be mindful of delaying so long that he decided we were enemies.

“Your star must rise to great heights if you feel fit to deny me when I ask for you,” Samson said on his patio in Flowst.

“I was away for a month and returned to dozens of matters that demanded my attention. At any rate, I am here now. Is there a problem with your vessel?”

Samson shook his head. “I am pleased with the outcome, though I dislike that I needed to make myself look like this man’s son. The ruse would go poorly otherwise, so aesthetic concessions had to be made.”

“That seems wise.”

“I want you to turn Lopav into a mountain fortress for me. If my position in Flowst ever becomes precarious, I wish to have a retreat where I am protected and have direct access to my domain.”

“I understand what you desire, but help me understand what it is you ask of me.”

“Managing human laborers is beneath me,” Samson said. “I hear too many human voices in the dreamdust business as it is. I cannot put myself through even more such interactions.”

“How big of a fortress do you picture?”

“A castle similar in size to the Church of the Goddess here in Flowst, and then I wish to wrap the town in my walls as well.”

Oh, so something small and manageable then. This fucking demon.

“Begin right away,” Samson said.

“If this is a transaction, I am willing to discuss doing this work for you. If this is an order, I believe I have fulfilled all aspects of any bargains we have struck.”

Samson’s nostrils flared.

Agitating the Frozen Fiend was not something I desired to do, but if I behaved like his subject, then that’s what I would be until the end of time.

“What are your demands?” he asked, finally.

“Not demands. I truly mean for this to be a discussion between businessmen. I’m afraid I don’t have an immediate answer. I can step away to think and return to you at a later date with ideas. If you would like us to begin right away, I would hear your offer.”

This would have been a moment to ask for crystalized hatred had I not already made a bet with the Spirit of Death in the Borja dungeon. Truly, I had no concept of what to ask for. I’d never built a castle before, but I knew it was a massive project. The payment had to match the size of the job.

“You have put teleportation magic to great use,” Samson began after a pause. “The costs are substantial, but I would offer you a gate.”

“As in a permanent Gate spell?”

“Indeed. You use your teleporters for trade already, and a Gate would strengthen that advantage, would it not?”

“How does a gate like that work? How big is it and what are the limitations?”

“The one I offer would be similar in size to the physical gate in the ice wall on the first floor of my dungeon.”

That was pretty big, and I remembered it well. My favorite memory there was watching my followers pleasure Purity to an audience to complete a Divine Quest.

“The gate itself would function like your teleporter. You may decide the criteria for who may pass and who may not. Establishing the link is not so different from the process you use for teleporters, but gates cannot be moved once they are activated, only destroyed.”

A gate like that was a huge advantage, and Samson was right that such a portal would be a major boon to any trading I might do. However, I had a far more impactful use for it in mind.

This was a good deal, but I was negotiating with a demon. I needed to think like a demon myself.

“I have a counteroffer," I said. “I want two sets of gates. One is generous, but as you said, it would be for business. The second would be for pleasure. I’ll need funds to pay workers and to grease palms, and we need to be practical about timelines. Quarrying the amount of stone you need is a massive undertaking in its own right, and that will take time.”

“And funds for your own profits, I take it?”

I shook my head. “The gates are my payment. I won’t take a gold piece from the build budget, but I did want to make it clear that I can’t contribute to that budget either.”

“I will provide the materials with my dungeon cores. You get your gates when the project is completed.”

“One gate when the foundation for your castle is in place and the second when the project is complete.”

Samson stilled for a long time. “Very well. I accept your terms. When will you begin?”

“The ride to Lopav will take several days. If you would like me to begin right away, an additional teleporter would make that possible.”

“I fear you are learning too much from my kind.”

Samson reached behind him and pulled a silk noose from some place I couldn’t see.

“I look forward to hearing of your progress.”

The Frozen Fiend tossed me the rope. The moment I caught it, I found myself standing in a drafty cave.

While I was pissed to have again been relocated against my will, I had to laugh. This was a clever interpretation of starting “right away,” and I respected it.


Chapter 37

The Lopav dungeon was more active when it wasn’t winter, but it was still a small dungeon. I didn’t pass any adventuring parties on my way out, but I did hear the echoes of conversations and the occasional battle. The climb up the hill from the dungeon entrance to the back gate of the town was shorter than I remembered.

The guard at the gate was so perplexed by my appearance as to be distressed. He saw every person that came and went from the dungeon. He checked their passes and logged their comings and goings.

He would remember a playboy going into the dungeon adorned in silk and enchanted jewelry.

I passed him by well before he could recover his ability to speak.

I think I liked Lopav better in the winter, to be honest. The mountains were pretty enough in the sunlight, with leaves on the trees and flowers in bloom, but my happy memories from this place were all forged in snow. Seeing it like this felt wrong.

Itaa’s general shop hadn’t been rebuilt. The ruins of its foundation were overgrown with weeds, but all of the evidence of the fire had been cleared away. A sign for a new general store hung from a building several buildings down the street. I wondered if I knew whoever took it over.

But I wasn’t curious enough to go look.

Instead, I went directly to the Northern Rangers guild hall.

Inside, a dozen adventurers ate and drank. I scanned until I found Mirko. He was a little fatter than when I’d last seen him, but his dark face and unruly beard were as I remembered.

He was among the adventurers sharing drinks and stories when I entered, and he had to look over his shoulder to see who had entered his door. His eyes locked on me. His face wrinkled and his head tilted from intense curiosity. Right away, he excused himself from the table and jerked his head toward the backdoor.

I followed him outside.

“What should I call you?” he asked, offering me a handshake.

“Byron.”

He smiled. “So that one stuck. That must be good news, but my more pressing question is whether or not your presence here is more of such news.”

“I’m here on business, and you were my first stop. Outside of business, I wouldn’t mind getting the perspective of a Guild veteran for another matter.”

“Is the business small or big?”

I laughed. “It’s really fucking big.”

“Come,” he said. “There’s a table with benches up the trail here. We can speak in private there.”

The view was nice. I could see why the path was well-trod. The mountain landscape I admired now was entirely obscured by snow in the winter, so I had no reason to ever come up here when I was here last.

When we both sat, I began, “I have a client who wants to complete a massive build in Lopav. I’ll need someone to help me sort out the property and other legal issues, and I’ll need someone local to oversee the project itself. The profit here will come from your markup for these services. I need to be very clear that cheating this client in any way is off the table. He’s good for the money, but if he gets wind of even a single coin getting skimmed, we’re all dead. No fucking with the client whatsoever.”

“Legitimate profit is still profit. I can respect such a relationship. How big of a build are we talking?”

“Have you ever been to Flowst?”

Mirko nodded.

“He wants a castle as big as the Church of the Goddess, the whole campus, and then he wants to overhaul Lopav’s fortifications.”

He chuckled. “I apologize, friend, but I’m sure you hear how that sounds.”

“I do. If you are open to taking the job of foreman, I can give you the name of the client. You won’t doubt he has the coin after that.”

“The pay matches the project, I assume?”

“It does.”

“Give me the name.”

“Oliverry.”

Mirko belly laughed. “You’ve been busy since last we spoke.”

“There is another stipulation that comes with this job. My membership with the Guild is under review. I’d like my association with this project, and everything you learn about me personally, to be our secret so that the build can continue if I get kicked out.”

“Do they have cause?”

“They believe I’m associated with several killings. I’m not, and for the few where the guard came to me directly, I was cleared of all charges.”

“Sounds like typical political bullshit,” Mirko grumbled. “By the way you dress and based on the name you’ve shared, you climbed the ladder too quickly, and that spooked at least one of the old-timers. They don’t like getting shown up, and they don’t like the idea of someone having more pull than they do.”

“Is that why they stuck you out here?”

“Yep. My options were to take this posting or to hit the blacklist.”

“Trina and Lyle both said you were exceptional. Your recommendation opened their doors. I don’t know how much they would have tolerated if I didn’t show up with proof you vouched for me.”

“They’re good people. We came up together.”

“We ended up discussing both topics at once after all. I’d like to hire you for the build, and I would welcome advice on how to handle this membership review.”

“You earning good for Trina?” Mirko asked.

“Yes, but I’m based out of Grubiit full-time now.”

“Horpus then.”

“Yes, and he seemed exceptionally happy with my returns until this came up.”

Laughing, Mirko said, “Lots of people call Horpus a shark, and that nickname is well earned. He’s good at what he does, but people forget that sharks have no problem fucking the hell off if a situation doesn’t feel right. Sounds like that’s what’s happening here.”

“What do I do about it?”

“Chances are that this drama stems from one, maybe two, bruised egos. They’re probably neighboring guild masters who are salty they aren’t getting a piece of your returns and feel threatened by you. At that level, if someone gets pissed, most everyone else gets themselves out of the way so their business won’t suffer.”

“Makes sense,” I said.

“If you can find those one or two people and speak to them directly, that’s your best chance at resolving this. When I say speak, that’s exactly what I mean. Slitting throats won’t solve your problem.”

“Horpus wouldn’t tell me who it was.”

“Not surprising. I can give you a letter and a contact for a friend of mine in the Capital. They’ll be able to get you that name.”

“I would appreciate that very much, thank you. Does this mean you’re taking the build job?”

“Aye. If the coin is as good as you say, I’d be foolish not to. I’ll keep your name out of everything as well. That’s no problem.”

I pulled the pouch from my belt. “This is everything I have on me. I can come back tomorrow with a proper bankroll. Our client wants to start right away.”

“Tomorrow? Not sure who is going to give you castle money in Lopav.”

“Me reappearing tomorrow with a bunch of gold is going to be the most normal part of this whole project.”

I ended up coming back with the money that day. I hung my end of the silver noose in a Northern Rangers shed, appeared in Samson’s foyer, then returned with the money. Mirko, a consummate professional, didn’t ask questions. He stepped out right away to go about securing land for Samson Oliverry’s castle.

***

Mirko’s contact ran a small pawnshop in one of the poorer corners of the Capital. The ink had scarcely dried on Mirko’s letter before I stepped through her door.

At the back of a shop stuffed with whatever random valuables desperate people pawned for a few coppers, a boy of maybe 15 sat behind the counter.

“Whatcha looking for?” he asked, only half-interested in my answer.

“I’m here to speak with Janelle.”

“Don’t know no Janelle.”

“Mirko from the Northern Rangers sent me. Tell her that.”

He looked me up and down with what was likely his best attempt at intimidation and then ducked into a back office. He returned and motioned for me to go in.

An old woman who was little more than skin and bones wore a set of thick glasses and sat behind a desk stacked with scrolls and parchment. Her head was shaved, and her attire looked deliberately normal. The craftsmanship was still exceptional, however. So much time spent masquerading as a noble made me far too familiar with the hallmarks of fine clothes. The stitching was tighter and more plentiful. The dyes in the fabric weren’t quick to fade. And the fit was perfect.

I handed her the letter.

She opened it, adjusted her glasses, and then set it down.

“Sit,” she said. “Haven’t heard Mirko’s name in a long, long time. Why did he send you to me?”

“I’m in the Guild, and my membership has been challenged. He believed you could help me learn who was behind it.”

“Ah. I should have guessed you were Byron of Zaglis. The outfit alone is a giveaway.” She sighed. “What they say about your senses dulling when you get old is true. How did you come to meet Mirko?”

“He did the first half of my initiation.”

“I see. I see.”

She seemed to drift into her thoughts, so I waited quietly.

“If I got you a name, what would you do with it?”

“I assured Mirko of this as well: I intend to discuss a resolution. I do not seek to harm them.”

“This will be expensive.”

“I assumed it would be,” I replied.

“If you’re willing to pay, I can get you what you want.”

“Name the price.”

She nodded. “Good, good, good. How can I reach you when I have what you seek?”

I gave her the name of the banker who lived adjacent to the Capital boardinghouse.

“You will hear from me shortly. Good doing business with you, and if you see Mirko again, please give him my best.”

***

I was one step closer to learning the identity of my foe in the Thieves’ Guild. While I waited for Janelle to come through with the intel, I turned my attention to learning the identity of my enemy on the abyssal plane.

To do that, I had to win my bet with the Spirit of Death in Borja. Having just dumped a bunch of points into upgrading Darkness, I needed to replenish my pool of unused stat points in order to put my plan into action. Podni was two Borja boss fights away from level 16, so we got her the XP she needed to level and pushed more of the girls to work a little harder. In total, I added 13 stat points to my pool.

The morning before I faced Death, Podni earned me one more, bringing me to 14.

The rest of my party had responsibilities to mind before the Borja run, so Podni and I were alone in my bed. Instead of reaching to stroke me while she read her new unlock options out loud like usual, she sat between my legs, facing me. Her cute little feet pressed both sides of my dick, and she worked the shaft up and down while she pleasured herself.

I wasn’t exactly a foot guy, but the sensation was novel, and her toes were soft and delicate, so I let her continue.

She received these unlock 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 the sovereign inflicts pain upon you, increase the intensity of that pain by 25%.)

Dance of Death

Passive Ability

Gain an enhanced knowledge of acrobatics as well as the ability to jump farther and higher in addition to reducing fall damage. Sugar Daddy bonus added the reduction to fall damage bonus.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Bonuses provided by Dance of Death improve 5%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Fall damage reduction increased by an additional 5%. When the sovereign inflicts pain upon you, increase the intensity of that pain by 25%.)

Blood Draw

Active Ability

Cooldown: 12 hours

The next time you inflict a Backstab, drain the target’s lifeforce. If you are wounded, the lifeforce you drain heals your injuries. The rate of healing is based on your dexterity stat.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the boost of healing based on your dexterity.

Prerequisite: Sovereign’s Blood Feast

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Recover your stamina in addition to your health.)

(Bonus Pledge: If your Backstab slays your target, overheal by up to 25% your total health. Overheal bonus expires after 15 minutes. When the sovereign inflicts pain upon you, increase the intensity of that pain by 25%.)

I had seen Darkness and Dance of Death in my and my party’s unlocks previously, so Blood Draw was the only one that was new.

“I still think we should do what we talked about,” Podni says. “I don’t do enough direct combat for Blood Draw to help us, and I think I’ll come back to Dance of Death later. I’m not sure I’ll ever have room for the Darkness upgrade path. Do you approve, Master?”

“Yes.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

Podni giggled nervously. “I took Air Steering, and it gave me the Bonus Pledge…”

She read the whole ability to me:

Air Steering

Active Ability

Cooldown: None

Push off of the air as if it were a solid surface, enabling you to change directions in midair.

Sugar Daddy Bonus eliminated the cooldown for Air Steering.

Prerequisite: Acrobatics

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain the Wraith effect for a duration of 1 second whenever you activate Air Steering.)

(Bonus Pledge: Gain the ability to activate Dodge when you would activate Air Steering. When the sovereign inflicts pain upon you, increase the intensity of that pain by 40%.)

The base intensity bonus was 25%. An extra 15% on top of that was downright cruel.

“Show me how it works?” she asked.

At this point, Podni always had a few threads of silk wrapped around her nipple rings, so I used Silkmancer to give them a tug. She yelped and jerked so hard that she nearly stomped my balls.

A 40% pain increase was not insignificant. I pulled a little harder and triggered Rope Burn+4.

“Oh goddddddddddddd,” she said, throwing her head back. The abyssal cracks in her skin flared to life and radiated orange, venting thin black smoke. The scales beneath her breasts made them look exceptionally perky as she arched.

“Fuck!” she shouted when the wave had passed. “Are you sure I have to wait for the pledge that makes my nipples as sensitive as my clit?”

“Yes. Finish me so we can go win a bet with Death.”

“Yes, Father.”


Chapter 38

From the moment Death proposed the bet, I knew exactly how to win. No doubt she had a penultimate memory from 7,000 years ago where she met the God of Good God Damn Dickin’ and she believed that moment was the absolute pinnacle of her dick-taking career. How could a human dick compete against the big GGGDD?

By cheating. That’s how.

The door shut and sealed the moment my party arrived in the Borja dungeon boss room. The Spirit of Death, a sheer white giantess with a face and mouth for a vagina, watched us enter with one corner of her lip arched in self-congratulatory glee.

“Do you want a quit clause?” I asked her. “I realized on the way down here that we didn’t discuss how a forfeit works.”

“I have no need of such a clause.”

“That means we stop when I say we stop.”

“I am unafraid.”

“Very well,” I said, knowing she would soon regret those words.

“Which of your toys will we use first?” Death asked me, inspecting the bodies of my lingerie-clad party.

“Are we beginning?”

“Yes.”

I grabbed her wrists and her ankles with silk. I’m still not able to explain how or why, but the system seemed to recognize that there had been an agreement here between consenting adults. Death, despite her obvious strength, could not escape the silks. I twisted her face down on the dungeon floor and spread her limbs.

She giggled.

“We have a lot to get done, but we’re going to start with a curiosity of mine. Ithaca, you may proceed.”

My templar walked to the head of the giantess, stripped naked, and turned around. She raised her ass high, and I loosened Death’s silks so she could more easily reach Invia with her mouth.

“Lick her,” I said.

Death shook her head. I expected that.

So I slapped her ass as hard as I could and stared, mesmerized by the ripple moving across her enormous ass. I was so transfixed that I didn’t pay attention to whether or not she obeyed.

“Lick her.”

“No.”

I really leaned into my spanks this time. It occurred to me that for her my slaps probably felt more like a caning than a spanking. My arm was a horny little twig compared to the butt of a 9 ft incarnation of death. She obviously enjoyed it, though.

“Lick her.”

The giantess leaned forward, her lips drawing close.

This was the curiosity I was talking about before. As a giantess, everything about her was larger than a human. The average person has a tongue a little over 3 inches long and two inches wide, which you know. You’ve seen at least one tongue in your life.

A very uncomfortable scholar at the University helped me to do this math: Death’s tongue was over 5 inches long and over 3 inches wide.

Which she now thrust into Invia’s slit, whose reaction was a sharp yelp followed by a gasped, “What the fuck?”

When Death got into it, I feared I had made a terrible mistake. Death’s tongue outgirthed my dick big time, and my dick couldn’t bend and curl and press in every direction. She had a whole tongue inside Invia, twisting and rolling. On what fucking planet could I compete with that? I should have thought this through.

But it was too late to turn back, so I got to work.

You’re a degenerate like me, so you probably saw the same plan I did:

First, I put 14 points into Rope Burn to bring it up to Rope Burn+18. It had been +4, which meant that pain I inflicted was converted to pleasure and increased in strength 8x. Rope Burn+18 took that to 22x. Applying Rope Burn+18 to something like a nipple bite was near apocalyptic in pleasure.

Then I used Abyssal Permission, which stored Death’s orgasms until I decided to release them.

And it worked even better than I could have hoped.

Sorry, I need to go back to tongues one more time. Death’s face pussy had a long tongue as well. Through experimentation, we learned it was essentially a giant clitoris. As I stroked it, I suspected trying to pleasure a clit that big was what giving a handjob felt like.

Then Solara took over working the tongue for me and immediately said, “Oh, it’s like a weird handjob.”

After so much time listening to my story, you have some understanding of the amount of stimulation Death felt from four people pleasuring her simultaneously. It would have been five, but each of the girls wanted a turn with Death’s tongue.

Anyway, we discovered an unintended cascading effect that we admittedly lost control of.

Denying Death an orgasm made her ache, which triggered Rope Burn+18, converting that ache to pleasure. That pleasure built to become another denied orgasm, which in turn made her ache even more. We were too absorbed in ravaging her to recognize this was happening.

When we got tired of spanking and tongue-jerking her from behind, we flipped her over onto her back. Purity and I demolished her with tentacles while whichever two girls weren’t experiencing giantess head sucked and fondled her giga nipples.

Death was already totally incoherent, but I was up against a GGGDD. I had to be certain I won.

So I went too far.

Purity and I learned a while ago that her Hand of the Sovereign ability, which allowed her to borrow some of my abilities, made it possible to stack Rope Burns. If I told Purity to twist Death’s left nipple with two hands and triggered Rope Burn, having given that order counted for the pain conversion. But Purity was her own person, so she could activate it too.

Every drop of pain was converted x44 into pleasure.

And that was with the whole climax cascade building without us knowing it.

Two hours in, Death was soaked in sweat and drooled out of both mouths. She didn’t speak. Only made guttural moans when she twitched from being far too stimulated. I used the last minutes of the bet for my own entertainment and took a round at drilling each of her mouths before finally finishing in the lower mouth.

As I dumped my seed, I let her stored orgasms go.

Truthfully, I thought I had killed myself and my party.

Death unleashed a deafening screech, and everything went white. I couldn’t see, hear, or feel anything. My world was nothing but a blank page, and the closest sensation I have for comparison was how my soul felt drifting to the underworld before I met Aurketzu.

How strange to have two of that kind of memory.

My perception of time totally unraveled, and each of my girls told me afterward that they had a similar experience. Witnesses on the surface in Borja said that the dungeon erupted in a pillar of light three times as wide as the town church was long, and an ear-splitting high-pitched whine filled the air.

The light and sound persisted for 5 whole minutes.

When I returned to the world, I stood in the boss room, Death saliva dripping from my hands and assorted penises, but there was no Death. The room was empty.

I realized all of me was wet, like a single strong wind of a downpour had rolled through the room. But it wasn’t water. The texture wasn’t right.

“Does this taste familiar to anyone else?” Solara asked timidly, licking her lips.

“Byron,” Invia replied immediately.

“What?”

Podni licked her lips next and nodded. “Definitely Byron.”

Oh.

Purity giggled maniacally. No one has ever been able to explain the mechanics, but every inch of the dungeon had been sprayed by my semen.

Not every inch of the boss room. Every inch of the dungeon. 39 other adventurers were in the dungeon that day, and every single one of them got soaked with my jizz. When they wiped it out of their eyes, they saw a sticky but empty dungeon. Every single mob had vanished.

“Did Byron kill her?” Podni asked, looking around.

I checked my system. “If we did, I didn’t get any XP.”

But I did get 400,000 Will points. That had to trump any record Aurketzu ever had. Not a chance she could compete with that.

“Hello?” I called.

Instead of Death answering, a voice echoed down the stairwell.

“Is someone down there?” they called. “Everyone okay?”

The boss doors were open again, and another party descended, two men and two women. They were soaked, and their boots made gritty squeaky sounds when they walked across the coated floor.

“We’re fine,” I replied.

The visiting party froze. I and my five women were entirely nude. I don’t remember doing it, but I had dismissed my tentacle dicks before they came down. Purity’s abyssal fingers were also put away. Those extra variables would have made this scenario even harder to explain.

The man in the lead squinted at me. “Are you Byron of Zaglis?” he asked, seeming slightly afraid.

“Yes.”

“Motherfucker!” he stomped and spit.

“What?” the other man in the party asked.

“Vicci was right. We’re covered in semen. That’s Byron of Zaglis. This is that crazy dungeon fucking party.”

An armored woman with red hair spoke next. “You’re saying this is his jizz?”

“Yeah.”

“How in the fuck…”

***

A few unfounded theories came out of what came to be known as the first Borja Bukkake, and I want to address one in particular: The changes in the dungeon were not based on my psyche as some scholars have suggested. I hadn’t thought of any of the changes until I saw them for myself.

I had never dreamed about busty female zombies who spit cum. Not when I finished in the Spirit of Death, and not ever. I also didn’t dream up the orgasm wraiths, and that should make it clear how honest I am being. Of cool ideas, orgasm wraith is pretty high up there.

If a normal wraith touches you, you’re subject to the Wraith Touch effect. You’ll be paralyzed, afflicted with the effects of Fear, and you will be in danger of freezing to death if you don’t disengage from the touch.

As soon as an orgasm wraith touches you, boom. You climax. Regardless of what hardware you’re packing, you can’t help splooging right there in the middle of the dungeon. I also don’t condone the tourists who seek out orgasm wraiths for pleasure, but I can appreciate why they’d choose that for a hobby.

Modifying the boss room door was also not my idea. At no point in my life did I wish for door handles in the shape of my dick. I did, however, steal the design. Anyone who entered the rectory had to grab a metal version of my dick to come inside. That might be juvenile, but I don’t care.

The rest of the story you’ve heard is accurate, though. It’s true that the Borja dungeon didn’t respawn for an entire week, but it did delete the Byron batter after the first day. That was probably for the best.

Around day 5 of no dungeon spawn, I began to believe that maybe we did, in fact, kill the Dungeon Lord. That by itself would have been unfortunate, but not getting to collect my dungeon core on top of receiving no XP was too cruel.

When we heard the spawn had returned, I popped into the dungeon with Solara to take a look.

In seconds, an unusually attractive woman with pale and blue bruised skin appeared before me. Her body had the look of a corpse and was composed of half a dozen parts of miscellaneous women stitched together.

“Lord Byron,” she said with a hoarse voice. “This is yours. Never say his name out loud for any reason. If you do, he will hear.”

The mismatched woman disappeared. Inside the box was a green crystal swirling with black and a simple card that read “Abaddon.”

When Solara saw the name, she gasped and covered her mouth.

That couldn’t be good.

***

I felt like I had paced in my room for days.

For the first time, sources on a topic I wanted to research were plentiful, and it felt way shittier than I ever expected.

Motherfucking Abaddon.

He was a big enough asshole that people on a whole different plane wrote books about how cruel and powerful he was.

He had invaded the material plane five different times across the centuries. That was never to conquer us. Rather, he had to use us as a stepping stone to invade the heavens. Our world wasn't worth conquering. He would strip it for everything he could and leave the husk behind to rot.

He had bargained with kings and emperors.

He had unleashed plagues for the joy of watching humans suffer.

He had brought pain to every age of humanity, and his stories weren’t forgotten.

The idea of royalty and nation-states on the abyssal plane isn’t the same as it is on the material plane, but the general ideas are similar. Abaddon was considered by many to be the King of the Abyss. Not a king in the abyss. The king. Of all of it.

I stole Abby and Stacey from the abyss, and around that same time, I unlocked the abyssal sovereign class.

Queens in my world were so concerned about sovereign classes rewarding ruthlessness that they preferred to kill a princess like Ashley. If she was dead, they could be certain her sovereign class would never be a threat to the baby Prince.

If that’s how bad it was on this plane, what the hell was I up against with Abaddon himself after me? How long could I stay hidden with a being of that power on my trail?

His minions had already come close to finding me once before, after all.

Though I was uncertain of what those answers might be, I was perfectly certain that I was pissed as fuck at Abby. I revoked her world-walking privileges. I couldn’t have her out enjoying the sights and sounds of the Capital when abyssal soldiers were searching for both of us. She insisted she was unaware of the true identities of her captors, but that felt like bullshit. She was too smart to be that ignorant. She would have done whatever was necessary to get the information she needed, even if she was in captivity.

Now that I knew his name, I knew intuitively I had taken Abby and Stacey from Abaddon himself. That sounds strange, but I just knew.

For a while, I considered looking for methods to abandon my sovereign class altogether. Whether or not that was possible was unclear. No one had figured it out if it was, and what was the point? Under no circumstances would you have a reason to eliminate a class. That was nothing but downside.

But if you’re dumping loot overboard so your boat can flee a little bit faster? Might be worth it.

That could mean tossing everything I had worked for along with it. Despite the loss that would be for me, I had to consider it as an option. If Abaddon found me, I was dead. If dropping abyssal sovereign had the chance to save my life, that was a worthwhile choice to have at the ready.

The more I mapped the potential ripples of Abaddon coming for me, the worse my mental state became.

Who would the Frozen Friend defer to if Abaddon came calling? Surely he would dump his human errand boy rather than stand against Abaddon.

What would Abaddon’s appearance on the material plane mean for the Goddess? If she was still around, this was the thing to get her attention. Then it was just a matter of time until she got a whiff of my various shenanigans against her.

Could I still trust Abby and Stacey? Abaddon yet had a sister in captivity. If he threatened her, I couldn’t expect them to pick backing me over saving one of their family.

Wait. Why was I asking myself all these elaborate what ifs? Abaddon didn’t need a strategy to beat me. If he found me, that was it. I was done.

And I was undead, so if he took me prisoner, he could torture me for eternity.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

If Aurketzu was level 129, what level would that make Abaddon? Could his sovereign class be broken like mine so that not only was he hundreds of levels ahead of me, but he was also hundreds of stat points ahead as well?

A mechanic like my Loyalty Pledges and thousands of years to grind… That was an unstoppable force.

If Abaddon was that powerful and still failed to conquer a celestial plane, how strong were the beings who stopped him?

I didn't know how much time I had, but no solution to a threat of that magnitude could happen quickly. A trinket at a magic shop down the street or a month of training to get the right unlocks wouldn't protect me from the King of the Abyss. Whatever I came up with would be big and therefore take time to realize. Risking that he attacked sooner was unavoidable. I just had to hope it didn't happen.

And every conqueror knew that hope was the worst strategy of them all.

Should I add a suicide vial to my Legendary Healing necklace? Instead of crushing a potion to make sure I survived, crush the one full of Holy water to be certain I died instead of being captured.

Aurketzu tried to protect you from this.

She knew this would be the outcome for earning sovereign.

She knew you were a greedy child. As soon as you saw it was an option, you would take it no matter what she said.

Keeping it from you entirely was the best way to keep you alive.

I flipped the desk in my rectory and threw a dresser across the room. Her poison was still in my mind. I couldn’t think like that. I couldn’t let memories of her undermine my confidence. My head. My thoughts.

My head. My thoughts.

My head.

My thoughts.

And I continued to rage. I don’t know how much time had passed before Solara tapped gently on the door and poked her head in.

“Master?”

“Over here,” I grumbled.

She tiptoed around pieces of glass big and small to find me on my back next to my bed, surrounded by the wreckage of my tantrum.

I felt her presence lean over me. When I opened my eyes, her long blonde hair hung down around her face. Her eyes were filled with warm concern. Her wonderful breasts spilled out of her silk robe.

That moment, that scene, made me steadfast in the conclusion I reached. It was the only conclusion to reach, really.

“Are you okay?” she asked softly.

“I have to kill the King of the Abyss.”


Chapter 39

With my hissy fit behind me, I locked myself in the rectory to think.

I didn’t come out of that meditation with a complete plan, but I did identify a number of items I could begin to address immediately.

Abaddon had an army. Repelling an army typically required an army of your own, and you needed fortifications to put them behind. I presently lacked both.

Building a human army wasn’t even worth considering. If I got really desperate, I would use Princess Ashley’s influence to send the kingdom’s soldiers into the fray, but I had little hope they would slow Abaddon.

I believed I could buy an army of demons, and I could also use Corpse Builder to summon skeleton knights and captains. The challenge for either option was funding. For the former, I didn’t know how they would want to be paid, but I was absolutely certain they would. For the latter, I had to spend good-aligned levels.

Sending any of my followers into battle was a last resort. Developing those resources was too labor-intensive to do at the scale necessary for an army, so at best I would have 200 to 300 followers by the arbitrary deadline I assigned myself. That wouldn’t be near enough to contend with a demon horde.

The best solution was to acquire a dungeon core and supplement core-grown forces with whatever else I could throw into the grinder to save my skin. That meant that conquering the Grubiit dungeon was still a necessity.

Finding a tower and building around it would serve my fortification needs, especially if we used the Aurketzu soulstone to power a protective barrier, but I didn’t know if I’d find a tower in time or ever.

Whether or not the tower plan came to fruition, I would behave like a proper Dungeon Lord and outfit the Grubiit dungeon to host a potential last stand. If I couldn’t defend my dungeon, my absolute last resort was to create a hidden safe room. I’d need to wait a few hundred years for Abaddon to cool off, but if I took a woman or two with me, I could turn them undead and have something to do. After that, I could poke my head up and rebuild.

Military and foritifications–I could solve both with a dungeon core. Having that much figured out lightened the weight ever so slightly.

For open questions, the following continued to occupy my mind:

• If I could speak with Abaddon, what could I offer him to broker peace?

• If I have to fight Abaddon, do I have any options that have better than a 0% chance of working?

• If I wanted to bring Abaddon’s other enemies into this, how would I go about that?

• Would going to the abyssal plane myself have any advantages?

Like always, everything started with finding more success in the dungeons.

***

I visited Stacey. I gave her orders to hold on selling the silk weapons and armor without revealing that I believed I may need them for my own army. Continuing production and sales of Byron’s Blessing was fine.

I asked her to tell me the absolute best weapons and armor she could make for me and my party specifically.

Our party had been well-outfitted for some time now. We invested in good equipment, but we didn’t go as far to get the absolute best. The jump in costs didn’t justify the improvement over the more affordable models, but circumstances had changed. I would spend whatever I needed to if it meant accelerating my progress in the Grubiit dungeon.

That also meant pushing our recruitment numbers. We had another 30 or so beds. That was 30 additional followers who could earn my Loyalty Pledges. Those returns would come quickly if they were level 1s when we brought them in.

I needed every training return from dungeons I could get, active as well as passive.

Our daily schedule started with a Borja boss run in the early morning to grinding in Grubiit the rest of the day. Like we did in Borja, we abused a silk noose teleporter connection to start our Grubiit runs in the exact place we wanted and progressively moved that teleporter deeper as we felt more comfortable.

The miniboss between levels 5 and 6 was a captain slurp, an extra large, more powerful version of the walking man-slimes we fought earlier in the dungeon. The captain could be of any random base slime color, but most people agreed the worst possible types to encounter were blue (immune to magic), gray (exceptionally fast), and cursed (spit demons and fireballs).

Since my party was with me, we received a more difficult variant.

The doors locked, and we fought two captains, one gray and one blue.

And that fight is when I realized that Solara might be the apocalypse weapon of my dreams. Her new spell Demons of the Storm summoned 6 bolt mephits per activation, which were somewhere between a gargoyle and an imp in appearance as well as size.

Because of the Spell Forge unlock process, Solara needed only as much mana as Unholy Ray to cast, which was a first-level spell. She could send 30 bolt mephits into a battle and barely dent her mana pool, and every one of those mephits benefitted from Solara’s obscene bonus to Bolt-based spells, so they were even stronger than the base summon already was.

She could fill a hallway with them so nothing ever came close to getting us. We used a similar strategy to beat the two captain slurps. Solara coated the fast gray slime with mephits while Invia and I used Unholy Smite on the blue, magic-immune slime.

All of our classes were broken at this point, really.

On the sixth floor of the dungeon of failed experiments was the introduction of greater slimes. The more remarkable part of getting that deep was encountering an entirely new kind of dungeon area. In the lore for the dungeon, the ultra-elite didn’t want to feel like they lived in caves, so they built a miniature city underground, one that almost felt like having sky over your head.

The sixth floor was the first tier of the city, and then the seventh and eighth were the next bottom two. The structures were a web of massive towers linked by bridges. Technically, you could climb down to the next floor without having to find the stairs, but the distance was prohibitively long to do by rope. Adventurers once hauled down ladders made from chains and anchored them between floors, but the stone of the bridges was oddly chalky. The anchors ripped away before long.

The seventh floor had been overrun by mutant green recluse spiders. These appeared earlier in the dungeon as well but only as babies. This floor was almost entirely adults, and their webs and nests took advantage of the wide-open spaces the wizards left behind when they fled the Grubiit dungeon.

Their venom was valuable, so we’d likely have followers farm them eventually.

Floor 8, the very bottom level of the city, introduced what most people called chimera slimes. Animation slimes was another popular term, and I could see the argument for both.

The various colors of base slimes joined with another creature or object to create something new. Some of those slimes absorbed items like armor stands, mattresses, and dining sets to form a crude semblance of bone structure. The more dangerous chimera slimes bound themselves to monsters like hell hounds and ground dragons. Both were popular pets for the wizards who once lived here, and they multiplied like crazy when the wizards were gone.

And the mutant green recluse spiders couldn’t eat either of them, so they were no help in controlling the population. The hellhounds burnt through the web, and the ooze from ground dragons dissolved their webbing. The furniture slimes were safe too because, you know, a hutch could be tasteful in some ways but not in the way monster spiders cared about.

We didn’t encounter any room-filling toxic slimes on these floors, but we did encounter a climbing variant of slime captains that no other adventurers reported. We could manage them alright, but the real threat they posed was dropping on your head. They could be directly under the bridge 200 ft above you, and they’d let go in order to reach you.

The fall didn’t hurt them.

We stopped before floor 9, which was where magic constructs and slimes began to fuse in new and interesting ways.

Clearing all the way to the ninth floor was so easy that it worried me. Solara’s Demons of the Storm made most encounters no more difficult than a casual stroll. We were still under the typical level recommendation, and Solara’s summons could make us cocky. We wouldn’t figure out we had pushed our luck until something really awful fucked us up. That something awful could be the floor 9 miniboss, and I didn’t want to be locked in for the experience.

But level 9 was so close to level 10. Once we reached the settlement, we could set up a new teleporter and begin establishing a base of operations on that level. I pitched Horpus on turning it into a city of sin, and I still intended to do that, but with Abaddon in the picture, setting down roots on the 10th floor had a whole new level of importance and usefulness.

In short order, our routine became running a Borja boss fight in the morning before teleporting into the eighth floor of the Grubiit dungeon to grind from there. The giant recluse spiders on the seventh floor weren’t worth enough XP for how tricky they could be.

Then I ended my day with some form of business. That ranged from checking in with Mirko on the construction project, to stopping by the bathhouse, to a range of bonding activities between me and my followers. You’re aware of my creativity when it comes to bonding, but I also considered preparing for recruitment parties coming up in Flowst and Borja as part of that category.

Yes, Borja. We hadn’t built a Temple there, but Invia suggested that we could find even more motivated followers if we looked beyond the major cities. So we had plans to cart several wagons of them to Flowst, and the ones who washed out got sent home. It was a more expensive process, but I felt I owed it to Invia to try it. Even if it flopped entirely, we would have learned something interesting about recruiting followers in more rural areas.

At any rate, we did 7 straight days of that routine and came out with around 2 million XP apiece, but that was slightly more for my party members since they got an XP bonus for being loyal followers.

When we hit the end of that streak, I checked my progress and then theirs:

Level: 28

Progress to Next Level: (2,403,721 / 3,276,800)

Class: Abyssal Sovereign, Tier 13 (427,312 / 819,200)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 7

Purity: Level 16 (2,608,546 / 3,276,800)

Invia: Level 16 (2,886,762 / 3,276,800)

Solara: Level 16 (2,981,050 / 3,276,800)

Podni: Level 16 (2,110,877 / 3,276,800)

Next to XP, my Will point progress looked slow, but it had actually grown faster in recent days. Previously, I earned 150 Will points from 85 individual followers per day and then a varying number of bonus points from my effortlessly deplorable lifestyle. Since the rollout of Byron’s Blessing, we estimated that around 50 customers used the instrument regularly.

I wish I had a way of knowing how many of those were habitual masturbators who never missed a day, but, alas, the system did not tell me.

With this rate of measurable progress, I would have preferred to continue dungeon grinding. The way of the world, however, mandated that I devote time to other priorities. Working in the evenings while my party slept gave me ample time to complete most of the business work I had, but I felt I owed those projects back-to-back days of my attention.

In particular, I didn’t want Samson’s Lopav construction or my ongoing conversations with Princess Ashley to suffer.

And Janelle had found me the name for the origin of my membership challenge.


Chapter 40

Bruhelmond was the guild master for the Capital chapter of the Dungeon Brawlers. The Thieves’ Guild claimed to be a flat structure for its leaders, no one guild master having more say than another, but the Capital chapter had still become the de facto "headquarters" for the Thieves’ Guild, positioning Bruhelmond as a guild master of guild masters in many ways.

If that position was officially recognized, then I wouldn’t have had any room to work. Since the Guild wasn’t supposed to function like that, my best option was to ride the literal clauses in the Thieves’ Guild charter as hard and as far as I could. That wasn’t a great strategy because the whole point of becoming a corrupt official is so you can make rules not matter when it suited you best.

Bruhelmond was using that play now.

But it's what I had. If appealing to Bruhelmond’s sense of reason didn’t work, then I’d know for sure where he stood with me. If this was a legitimate business dispute, he would be willing to negotiate terms. If he already decided he hated me, he wouldn’t bother with negotiations at all. He would turn me down outright or farcically go through the motions for a few rounds of discussion but with unreasonable terms.

So I went to Bruhelmond’s office in the Capital to resolve this membership dispute at best and to determine where I stood at worst.

“Byron of Zaglis, we finally meet in person,” a muscular man of an indeterminate age said. I couldn’t tell if he was in his 30s with slightly older features or in his 60s and remarkably youthful.

“Your people wouldn’t let me make an appointment. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have come unannounced. I’d like to talk.”

The large man behind me stepped away when Bruhelmond nodded that it was okay for him to leave. He closed the door to the guild master’s office on his way out.

“If you’re here, that means our guild of secrets has again failed to follow its own rules. The identity of a challenger is to be withheld until much later in the process.”

“I’d like to resolve the issue between us. I remember hearing your name before this, but otherwise have no recollection of ever interacting with you or one of your interests, so I’m not sure why you would challenge my membership.”

“Killing marks is against the rules,” Bruhelmond said with tired dryness. “Furthermore, you’ve killed 263 people in my city, many of them who were active sources of revenue or part of ongoing, large-scale jobs. Your disregard for the rules has cost my chapter a great deal of business.”

Hearing his position, I had to admit to myself that it was completely justified. I broke a key rule and screwed with major interests in the process. I could never outwardly admit that he was right, though.

“I’m not an active suspect in any investigation. Any accusations that have been made against me have been dropped due to indisputable alibis. I have not and am not fucking with your business in any way.”

“Do you think you can move around my city without being noticed?” Bruhelmond asked. “I know about the boarding house. I know about your permanent Wraith, Sharpen, and Ghostly Feint abilities. I know that you use teleporters to travel between cities and dungeons, and that’s what you use to build your alibis. Can’t be you because the time between places wouldn't make sense, right?”

This was a natural consequence of living as loudly as I did. I was an easy person to pick out of a crowd and tail, and once you got a good look at my face, doing that again in the future only got easier. In fact, an adventurer had recently recognized me despite having jism in his eyes. People knew who I was, and people talked.

Doubling down on my alibis and endlessly denying the existence of teleporters was the only play I saw, and that plan sucked. Horpus knew I used teleporters, as did anyone who worked on or in the Grubiit bathhouse. The teleporters were far from a perfect secret, and given the conversation I was having, considering them a secret at all at this point would be foolish.

“I maintain my innocence here, but I also acknowledge that your mind will not be changed. I didn’t do this, but in the interest of keeping my membership, I would agree to compensate you in some way. Again, I didn’t do this, but if making you whole again ends the conflict, I’m interested.”

“How could you possibly compensate me for the decades of business you destroyed? You burnt down a whole network of opportunities. I would need 30 years of our annual revenue and estimated growth in one lump sum to be ‘whole.’”

As he implied, that was indeed out of my price range. It was also a fair ask, considering.

“If you aren’t interested in being reasonable, then I suppose I wasted my time coming here.”

“Does that usually work for you?” he asked. “Show up and wave some gold pieces, and the problem is solved?”

“If that doesn’t work for you, then maybe you didn’t have much profit to play with in the first place.”

“Get the fuck out.”

Nice, Byron. Another attempted peace conversation that only made the situation worse. I didn’t judge myself too harshly, though. I doubted a successful path through that conversation existed, but the optics of my attempting to talk it out with him mattered even if the actual content of the meeting didn’t.

I had hoped for a magical option to present itself if only because that was so much cheaper than buying another Legendary Obscurify enchantment and paying a rush fee on top of that, but here we were. That windfall of money from grinding boss chambers would burn up quickly with purchases like that.

At the same time, the lucrative nature of our daily grinding routine gave me another idea. Yes, another project to put on an already lengthy dream list, but you’ll agree with my excitement in a moment.

I could farm another few batches of good-aligned levels and work to build a network of boss room teleporters. That way a day of grinding could cover three or four boss runs. We could start immediately with the daily reset and rush to clear them all before other adventurers got to them.

The Borja boss was worth 200,000 XP. Even two of those a day would be a game changer.

Outside the Capital guild chapter, I ran my fingers through my hair. Lala and Lili were assigned to tail Bruhelmond, and one of them watched me from somewhere right now. My signal told them that tailing Bruhelmond was still on and had become even more important.

I had work to do. If I couldn’t pacify Bruhelmond, then I needed to take him off the board.

***

“Autumn would like to speak to you, sir,” Abby said to me in the rectory.

“She’s here now?”

“Outside your door.”

“Thank you, Abby. I got it.”

I opened the doors for Princess Ashley. Like it was with all of our aliases, we only ever referred to one another by their cover name, and that habit extended to Abby and Stacey.

Ashley wasn’t dressed in anything extravagant, but she was made up. A dab of well-placed eyeliner and a simple but flattering dress was all she needed to look like a princess. As she came across the room, I realized that her poise helped a great deal as well. She kept a strong back and a serious confidence about her at all times.

That had faded a bit following her kidnapping, but she now seemed more like the self-assured Princess who made a Noble Sacrifice bond with me.

“May I sit?” she asked, approaching my desk.

I decided a while ago that I hated using a desk like a podium the way every other important person I’d ever met did. Instead, I put mine flush with the wall, so there was never anything between me and my guest but conversation.

Silkmancer slid out a chair for her.

“I want to move forward with your plan,” she said once she had sat and paused to collect herself. “I’m ready to hear specifics and commit, but I do have a suggestion to add.”

“Even before you’ve heard the plan?”

“The noblewomen you have in the Silk, the ones you believe will support my claim, are either betrothed? A marriage would give their family more motivation to back me and demonstrate stability to the people.”

I laughed.

“What?”

“That is a piece of my proposal, and I can make recommendations, but both would potentially be willing.”

I wasn’t lying, either. I intended to offer up Valice and Invia but encourage Princess Ashley to wed Invia. Controlling a kingdom through a soul contract was possible but far more inconvenient than Invia just becoming one of the queens. Technically, Princess Ashley would be the true royal, but the spouse of the ruler always had immense influence by default.

I told Invia I would make her queen. This was how I planned to do it, and I thought the hardest part would be convincing Princess Ashley to go along with the idea.

This was a fortuitous start.

“Since we already agree on your suggestion, let me run through the rest. Maybe you’ve figured out most of it already.”

“Please proceed.”

“High Priestess Yuni will reveal that you are still alive as well as how your life came under threat. Your little brother will be a part of that story, but we will lean heavily on a religious angle. Not only was your murder attempted to control succession, but it was also part of the King and Queen’s broader efforts to control the Church of the Goddess. They knew the Goddess favored you and tried to kill you for it.”

“How do you make such a story believable?”

“Yuni’s voice will be the most impactful tool there. We’ll also plant evidence of association with the Reapers, something that connects the King and Queen to the other noble slayings–all of whom we report as having been devout worshippers of the Goddess as well as supporters of your vision for the kingdom. Where we go from there will depend on how people react. The ideal is to win with public opinion, but we can do it via force if necessary.”

“No matter what happens, I want them to die,” she said, attempting to hide her hunger for blood but failing.

“Pretty much every permutation of this ends with the King and Queen dying.”

“And my brother.”

“The baby?”

“Yes, is that a problem?”

“Nope,” I replied. I could definitely win a fight against a baby Prince.

That seemed to satisfy her. “Is there more of your plan to share?”

“Doing this puts my people in great danger. This only works if we turn that into ‘our’ people.”

“As in I join the Silk? Would I have to say the prayer?”

“The prayer would be optional, but joining the Silk isn’t. Knowing that we’re tied together will give everyone else the reassurance they need to risk everything for you.”

“A skeptic would read this situation as me being your puppet with you in the shadows being the real ruler.”

“I think that, yes, a skeptic would have that exact reaction. A strategist would see that uniting two sovereign classes in a synchronized effort makes all of our dreams come true. I want to establish my own kingdom separate from yours. You want to be a good ruler for your people. Separately, maybe one of us manages to succeed. Together? We could overcome anything.”

For the first time since entering the room, Princess Ashley’s posture weakened. My words were so persuasive that they physically pressed her downward.

“This is a big decision, and it’s not one you should make quickly. Think on it for a bit, and then let’s continue discussing this.”

She offered a small nod.

“I have a favor to ask,” I said.

“Name it.”

“The royal library has a journal in its private collection that I want to read. How might I acquire it?”

“Do you know it precisely or generally?”

“The Journal of King Axun the 5th.”

She raised an eyebrow. “I’ve never heard that name said out loud. An unremarkable king from 600 years ago typically ends up as little more than a name in a list, but if you're interested in his journal, perhaps the unremarkable bit is wrong.”

“Hard to say,” I replied. “It's a breadcrumb of a lead for a project. Could end up being nothing.”

“The man who confirmed the Noble Sacrifice enchantment when we met that night will help you. He swore an oath of loyalty to me, and he likely suspects I'm alive. You need not mention my name. He will recognize your face and know that helping you helps me.”


Chapter 41

“Are you busy, Master?” Purity asked in my mind with her silk telepathy. It was somewhere around 4 in the morning.

“Reading and thinking. Why?”

“The Princess and I are in my old room in the Ice Temple. I thought you might like to know what’s happening a few feet down the hall from you.”

“Yeah? What am I missing?”

“I’m on top of her now. She’s still in the silver sequin dress she wore when we all went out tonight. She’s looking up at me with big, nervous brown eyes, and her lips are parted in a sort of stunned gasp. I think I understand why you like the cute gap in her teeth, now. There’s something about it…”

I put down my book and my pen to give this my full attention.

“The bob cut is convenient. It’s so easy for me to go from tasting her sweet lips to her neck. Her skin looks so pale against mine. I like it. It’s as though I know I’m getting something special, something very different from me.

“Her hands are hesitant. She has her arms around me with one hand in the small of my back, like she wants to explore but isn’t sure she should. She just moaned a little when I kissed her harder. I think she likes feeling my chest against hers. I can feel her hips writhing beneath mine.

“We’re both on our sides now. Running my hands down a body this long… it’s like slowly sinking into hot water. Down her ribs, over the curve just above her hips… The water only gets more satisfying as you lose yourself in it.

“Her ass is small but tight, like a piece of fruit. She moaned when I squeezed it, and now she’s kissing me faster, harder. There we go. Her hands found my ass. She’s getting braver. She’s grabbing and feeling, learning my body.

“Master, you should run your fingers up and down your perfect cock for me while you listen. Start light, barely a graze. Go from the base to the tip and back down, slowly. Softly. Keep doing that.

“I hope you get to feel her legs someday soon. It’s the smoothest, most delicate flesh I’ve ever touched. Their shape is so graceful, so elegant. She shakes a little bit every time my hand drifts up her dress, and I’ve not gone very far, perhaps no farther than the middle of her thigh. She wants to feel everything, but she’s afraid.

“She shakes a little bit more if my hand glides to the inside of her thighs. This skin is more sensitive, and I love that I can feel that through my fingertips. I know this is forbidden. I know no one else gets to touch this, but here my hand is, enjoying the game of teasing her. Will I go higher? When will I go higher? She doesn’t know, and it’s killing her.

“Master, wrap your hand around your dick with a strong grip. Move it up and down. I wish that was my hand jerking you. I love feeling the skin around your shift as I stroke you. Up. And Down. I like holding the grip for an extra second when my hand is at its highest, around the base of your tip. A little extra squeeze there drives you wild. Do that for me. I need to know you’re hard.

“I just pulled the Princess on top of me to see how far she wants to go. Her lips are so warm against my neck. Every once in a while, I feel the flick of her tongue tasting my skin. We were dancing all night, and she must like remembering how our bodies moved together. I know that’s where my mind goes when I taste the skin of one of your worshippers.

“Oh, fuck. Her dress fell from her chest, and she’s not slowing down. You should see these perky handfuls, Master. Her nipples are so small, but they're so stiff that they point slightly upward rather than straight forward.

“Master, loosen your grip a little bit, and start to stroke yourself a little bit faster.

“Her nipples are as soft as her lips. The moment my mouth closed around their points, she shuddered and leaned into me, her back arching as if she wants all of her in my mouth. She’s pulled my dress down now.

“Aw, she just whispered that my breasts were amazing. She says she likes how big they are. I like feeling her fingertips dig into that tender flesh. Her fingernails are sharp, and the little bit of pain makes me drip.

“Master, you remember what it feels like to have my breasts in your hands, right? I see your face when you grip them, when you know that they are yours and that you can do anything you want with them.

“She’s grinding her hips against mine. I have her. She is my plaything. She wants to feel everything. She wants to cum.

“Master, use your other hand to gently caress the tip of your cock as you keep stroking. I can picture how stiff it is, how engorged that perfect tip is.

“This is a nice surprise. She isn’t wearing panties. I’ll educate her on the rules when she’s a full member, but for now, I’m glad I got to skip the fabric and feel her hot ache with my bare hands. She trimmed herself into a tidy bush. Do you think she did that for me or you? Probably both.

“I wish you could hear the noises she’s making as I rub her. She’s so wet and sensitive, I barely need to touch her, and she ripples with ecstasy. Right now, I’m using only the point of my middle finger. I’m using the lightest of pressures. I bet when I…

“Pushing harder inspired her, I think. She’s standing over me, perfectly nude. Her pale skin around her pussy is so cute.

“Master, I think you should stroke harder now. She’s pulling my dress all the way off. Ohh… Ohh wow… She says she wants to ‘thank me.’ We’ll teach her better foreplay, but she went from sucking on my nipple like it was the fountain of life to having her head between my legs, kissing my sex.

“She just said to teach her how to do it, teach her what I like. I’m telling her to kiss around with her lips first. Learn me. Explore me. Now I’m having her kiss my clit, telling her to move it around between her lips, like the kiss is a delicate massage.

“You will love looking down at her brown eyes staring back when she finally throats you. She’s so innocent, so earnest. Now I’m having her use her tongue, but only light flicks. The taste is making her moan.

“Master, I wish you were here. I could look down, see the Princess between my legs, eating me, and then follow the curve of her back to her tight ass and see you there. I love watching you thrust into one of your treasures while they pleasure me. The jolt of your cock driving deep, pushing her mouth against me. Her moans are vibrating across my skin.

“Jerk harder, Master. I want to know you’ve finished. You deserve it, Master.

“She’s using her whole mouth now. I have both hands on the back of her head, guiding her to the right angles and the right pressure. If you were here, I could look you in the eyes while we both used her. I like how that turns into a competition sometimes. You fuck our toy harder just to see how I’ll react.

“The Princess has potential. Oh, fuuuuck her tongue is good.

“Your prize deserves to feel this good. I’ve spun her around now. She’s still on top, but now she is over my face. She didn’t hesitate to lower herself to my mouth. She sees how good she’s making me feel, and she wants that too.

“If you were here, I’d still want you in her from behind. I love that view from beneath you, watching your cock glisten when it slides out and back in. I love the way your balls swing forward with each thrust.

“Mmm… And then sometimes you share with me, pulling your cock free and giving it to my mouth instead. The taste of a woman’s pleasure on your shaft is divine. Whether you’re gentle and let me suck or forceful and push until I feel your dick bulging my throat… I love it all.

“Harder, Master. She’s cumming. Her whole body is spasming. I have both arms around her hips to hold her pussy to mouth. She’s so sensitive and wants to get away. Like a good girl, she’s still licking me and…

“Fuuuuuuuuck.”

After a long pause, Purity said, “Thank you for this orgasm, Master. I can’t finish unless I’m thinking about your perfect cock in me. Goodnight.”

***

Giving Abby a Legendary Obscurify ring wasn't an investment I ever intended to make. My plan was to eventually give one such ring to each member in my party, and that was years into the future when we were rolling in loot. But I needed Abby to be able to move around the Capital undetected by Abaddon’s abyssal minions.

My confidence in that safety wasn't 100%. I seemed to be safe from abyssal detections the moment I equipped the ring, but I had no actual confirmation of its effectiveness or what potential exceptions could exist.

The risk was necessary, however. Bruhelmond was too close to succeeding in having me removed from the Thieves' Guild.

Abby's job for the indefinite future now included late-night field trips to the guild master’s home. For several hours, Abby filled his head with nightmares about the Reapers, ghostly men who visited to torture him.

When she was available, Purity accompanied Abby. Using Silk Speech, the same ability that enabled her telepathy, she projected her voice through Bruhelmond’s silk sheets, whispering about the Reapers watching him and the horrors they intended to visit upon him.

He escaped one nightmare only to enter a waking one.

When Bruhelmond was at the guild hall during the day, Podni Silk Stepped into his home and dosed everything she could with dreamdust or moonrock, alternating what she planted each visit so that sometimes he got the smooth relaxation of dreamdust or the much harsher jolt of speed that was moonrock. An outside observer would see abrupt, radical changes in mood and behavior, and he would feel like he wasn't in control of his own body.

Any bottled drink, his cologne, his liquid bath soaps, his shampoos, his pillowcases, and his toothpaste–she left no stone unturned. She even sprinkled dreamdust and moonrock onto the petals of the two fresh flowers he always had in a vase on his dining room table in case he stopped to smell them.

Then she rearranged items, inconsequential changes like relocating all of the silverware one drawer over or moving his bookmarks to later pages or rearranging the items he left around the sink. She never took anything, only left him with the feeling that he should remember putting his razor on the left side of the sink–because he usually put it on the right–but when he searched his mind for that memory, he never found it.

The last layer of psychological torture was to combine Podni's Silk Step with Purity's Abyssal Nightmare ability.

That ability made our party appear to be horrors from the abyss in the minds of our enemies. I'm not sure how much the illusion aspect helped in dungeons, but we used it regularly for the damage bonus we got when Purity activated it.

For Bruhelmond, we used that ability in conjunction with Podni's Silk Step to make it appear like an abyssal demon materialized in his bedroom, only to disappear again a moment later. Sometimes the demon simply stared. Other times it hissed or laughed. And in every case it was gone before Bruhelmond could confirm if it were real.

Finally, we brought all of that torment into his guild office.

One day, a wagon loaded with new rugs appeared at the Capital guild hall. No one remembered ordering them for the guild house, but they were all paid for. Even better, the delivery team that came with the wagon would carry every rug inside and swap out the old ones.

The rug that we put in Bruhelmond's office had silk squares sewn into it, perfect for Podni's Silk Step. If our target worked late, a demon might visit him in his office. Or he would step out of the office for a moment and come back to dreamdust in his tea.

To give these efforts enough time to bear fruit, I went to Horpus and asked him to use his pull in order to delay the membership challenge by at least a month. I told him I wanted to make one final effort to make my case to the Guild, but I needed a little more time to put it together.

And he came through, giving us more time to drive Bruhelmond to madness. I worried that wasn't enough time for his instability to become visible to those around him, but we had the time that we had and no more.

So we did as much with it as we could.


Chapter 42

Though 9 women in total were being initiated that night, the only one I cared about was Princess Ashley. After so much time and effort, she finally considered herself one of us, and she wanted to make that commitment official, like every other member of the Silk before her had done.

Her getting to wear a mask prior to being initiated was a necessary exception, and she wore that mask even now for the ceremony. We weren’t ready to reveal her as part of the Silk yet, lest one of our members got sloppy one night and blurted out the secret.

Princess Ashley very much desired the freedom to be maskless within our walls, and that day was coming, but not yet.

Ordering initiates to strip one piece of clothing at a time was always a thrill. That night, however, my eyes stayed on the Princess as every command exposed more of her soft, pale skin.

Now eighteen years old, everything about her body seemed fresh and unspoiled. Her long form was graceful and youthful. The pink of her nipples and the pink between her legs were bright and rosey. She stood proudly when her panties–her last item of clothing–fell to the floor. Even in disguise, she radiated status. This was one of the most desirable bodies in the kingdom, and she knew it.

I knew it too.

When it came time to christen the initiates with my cock, I chose Princess Ashley for myself and put my tentacles to work to penetrate the other girls.

With her on her knees facing the congregation, a crowd of beautiful women in various silks and various states of undress, I knelt behind her. Seeing her bared before me made me so hard that it hurt. At first, I worried she might not be wet enough, but as soon as I parted her lips, I knew that wasn’t a concern.

She wanted this so badly.

And holy fuck was she tight. She winced and whimpered reflexively even though I went slowly. When I was in up to my hilt, I pulled her to me, taking her off of all fours so that she knelt upright.

I held her back to my chest. One hand explored her breasts. The other went between her legs.

I pushed myself in and out slowly but with force, pressing her deep and hard with every thrust.

I whispered in her ear. “Welcome to the Silk, Queen Ashley.”

She twisted to look over her shoulder and replied, “Bless me with your seed, Father.”

Feeling me burst inside her brought her to climax, and the congregation loved the show.

***

“The Journal of King Axun the 5th has been copied and returned to its place in the royal collection,” Podni reported to me in the rectory. “Our scholars believe we secured our copy from an eccentric collector and have no reason to suspect otherwise. Professor Xi believes the first review of the text will be complete in 3 days.”

“Great work,” I replied. “On everything. With Bruhelmond, with the research project, with Autumn, with dungeon crawls.”

Podni shivered from the praise.

“When we first met, I knew you were something special, and I sometimes wish I had the courage to hold onto you back then,” I admitted. “I think about how much farther we could be right now if you were by my side for all of it.”

“I think about that too, but I think more about how lucky we were to reconnect.”

“I have an odd question, if you don't mind lending me your brain.”

She grinned. “Do your worst.”

“The others don't know this yet, but we will have 2 sets of portals in the future. They are permanent Gate spells that connect two points like our teleporters do. Once set they can be destroyed but not moved.”

“So we could move larger quantities of items.”

“That's one of the advantages, yes. Having one for the 10th-floor settlement in Grubiit would make construction easier, which was my initial thought, but now I'm not certain that's a good use for something so valuable.”

“Especially when building your own kingdom is one of your goals.”

“Exactly. I don't know that trade with demons would be lucrative enough. We will still have a teleporter on the 10th floor, and the challenge of transporting materials could be solved by my becoming the Lord of that dungeon. If we have a remote kingdom, what is the best use of two gates?”

“Trade and military.”

“So we put the gate somewhere that makes sense for merchants, but one of those gates being in the middle of a kingdom that isn't ours means we are more beholden to their whims.”

“Even with Autumn and Ithaca on the throne?”

“An enemy could hurt us by hurting our ally. If they cut off the gate because it's in a place that's difficult for us to defend, our isolated kingdom loses all trade. No matter where we put that exit, it's a strategic target, whether that's in the middle of the Capital or isolated on an island or something.”

Podni thought. “I don't know that the problem you describe can truly be solved. As you said, no matter where we put it, the gate will be a target. That makes me think we place it where it's good for trade and where our ally’s military has the best chance of protecting it.”

“The Capital.”

“Yes. If they can’t defend the Capital then many things have gone very, very wrong. We would have time to intervene in most problems before they got that far.”

“That would also be easiest for actually building the kingdom,” I said. “If these towers are as isolated as we expect, a gate is going to be the only practical way to get materials and laborers out to it.”

“That makes sense. Do we have to use the second set of gates right away?”

I shook my head.

“That’s some peace of mind as well. We’ll learn a lot along the way, and having a second chance at gate placement eases the pressure a bit.”

“Very true.”

“Am I allowed to know what you’re envisioning? You’ve mentioned building a kingdom around a tower, but you’ve not shared more than that.”

“Whatever tower we find, we will use the level 129 soulstone for the barrier. We’ll need to protect ourselves from the elements just as much as we need to protect ourselves from enemies. The tower becomes the center of everything. I plan to build the first publicly accessible Silk Temple right on top of the entrance. If we don’t have the manpower to farm the tower entirely on our own, we’ll sell dungeon access like every other city.

“Our private temple will be on top of the public one, and I plan to restructure our teleporter system. Right now, the Ice Temple is the hub for travel. That hub will move to our Temple in the kingdom, so every part of our organization connects directly back to us. No matter where you’re going in the Silk, the main Temple is the linking point.

“Any of the slaves we freed will have the option of relocating to the new city. If they want to work, they can, but they don’t have to. If the tower is open to adventurers, then that sets up a decent economy of craftspeople, inns, taverns, and so on. Keeps money moving into and through the city.

“Then I’d like to gut the Capital University and relocate all of those minds to our kingdom. Our city should be the most prestigious place in the world for scholars to practice their craft. If you aren’t graduating from, teaching at, or conducting research at our University, you can never be the top of your field.”

“We should have lots of trees and lots of flowers,” Podni added.

I laughed. “I suppose I should think about aesthetics too.”


Chapter 43

Valice hosted the largest party of the year at her estate in the Capital, and she dipped lower on the social food chain, inviting people the original Chastain family never would have. The Chastains were careful to only associate with the most elite of nobles, but with the declining noble population in the Capital and with the scope of our goals, we needed a larger audience and more allies.

So the guest list included minor nobles as well as successful merchants and prominent public figures like local aldermen and journalists.

High Priestess Yuni was the guest of honor, and the invitations specifically noted that she had an announcement that “anyone who loves the kingdom and the Goddess should hear.”

The size of Yuni’s sermon attendance suggested she would be taken seriously, but nothing was guaranteed.

I did my best to play the part of joyful party guest, quickly learning who I was and was not popular with. I had the sense that anyone who seemed to enjoy speaking with me found that pleasure in novelty and curiosity rather than the quality of my company.

They wanted to skim close to my story, probe at what I was really like, and ask me to confirm any of a dozen details. How did you kill the Flowst boss? Did you really fornicate on a dungeon throne? What really happened on the road to Gressin with Oliverry's caravan?

Then, having got a glimpse of the zoo animal, they pulled away. They got their entertainment from me, and lingering too long would give people the wrong idea about our associations. Talking to Byron at a party was fine. Being mistaken for his friend or ally was not.

With how much agitating we had done in the Capital, from murder sprees to propaganda dumping, assuming the safety of Yuni, Invia, and Valice would be naive. I had plenty of enemies, and tonight I would make many more. Yuni needed to stay alive long enough for the Princess to become the Queen.

The Princess needed to live that long as well, so I debated getting her a new Noble Sacrifice enchantment since we used up the first. I believed I could survive an ordeal like that again, but if her captors had been a little bit sharper, a second swipe would have been enough to put me down.

My love for self-preservation compelled me to put off another Noble Sacrifice commitment.

Invia was around to help protect our assets and was damn good at her job in every other respect as well. For this party, she wore a long, body-hugging gown made of green fabric lined with emerald. With her light skin and dark hair, the color popped, giving her features and form the highlights they deserved.

Valice was in silver, but I scarcely thought about her as a person anymore. She was an obedient pet who barked when I asked her to.

Yuni's dress was the light blue color common to the Goddess and was likely the most modest outfit there that night. Her beauty was still mesmerizing, and you could watch it work from across the room. People were enraptured by her beauty, and then they got lost in her natural warmth.

Valice stepped up on the stage with the band. Invia and Yuni stood nearby, just off to the side. After a few moments, the guests quieted to hear their host speak.

“Thank you all for joining me tonight,” Valice began. “With so much of my family taken from me, this house feels empty. It's good to hear laughter and friendship within these walls again.

“I've been reclusive recently, and I apologize to all of you for that. The loss of my family broke me, and I used that time away to rebuild myself. My best friend, Invia, has been a tireless supporter and has worked endlessly to be sure that I and my businesses are well cared for.

“Thanks to Invia, my heart healed enough that I was ready to hear High Priestess Yuni’s vision for a better world. I've always been a devout worshipper of the Goddess, but she helped me see the true depth of our Goddess' teachings and gave me a whole new understanding of myself and the world around me.

“The High Priestess was the life blessing I had been waiting for, and I believe she'll do the same for you. High Priestess? Come up here, please.”

Yuni took the stage with just the right amount of shyness. She came across humble instead of afraid, and her smile gleamed with sincerity. For having thrown her lot in with someone like me, Yuni was immensely selfless. That motherly energy was her natural state.

“Thank you, Lady Valice,” Yuni began. “A few weeks ago, the Goddess spoke to me, and I admit that though I knew what she asked of me, I was afraid to step forward. I knew this truth put me in danger, and it was a kind of danger I've never experienced before.

“The Goddess told me that Princess Ashley was alive, and she showed me where to find her.”

The gasps spread right on cue.

“Our Princess is alive, she is well, and she is safely under the protection of the Church. I have seen her and shared many long conversations about how to tell all of you what she endured. She was nearly executed but, through the blessing of the Goddess, was able to escape. She couldn’t go into towns because men still hunted her, so she scraped by on what little she could forage until she finally got to the coast and sailed for 2 weeks to reach one person she knew she could trust.

“As High Priestess in the Church of the Goddess, I do not take any of this lightly. I believe the Goddess guides the right leaders to be our kings and queens. I also believe that the Goddess’ will is not so easily bent by the acts of kidnappers.”

Invia clapped and was joined an instant later by most of the room.

“This may be the last time I speak with any of you because of the truth I must tell,” Yuni continued. “Princess Ashley was not kidnapped by the Reapers. Her own father and mother, our King and Queen, ordered the attack.”

This round of guests neared the sort of shocked outrage I hoped we’d achieve.

“I once believed our King and Queen acted with the Goddess’ will in their hearts, but I was wrong. The Goddess chose Princess Ashley, and her parents sought to undo the work of the Goddess by having their daughter tortured and executed so that a new prince could ascend instead.”

The crowd devolved into dozens of tiny conversations as guests turned to one another to make sense of all they had just heard.

Valice stepped onto the stage as Yuni exited to meet Purity in another room.

“Everyone! Listen, please! Please! Hear me!”

Enough of the crowd returned their attention that Valice saw fit to continue.

“Invia and I hereby pledge ourselves and our families to Princess Ashley. The Goddess chose her. It’s undeniable. We demand justice for what she’s suffered, and we demand the proper line of succession be honored!”

Six or so people departed immediately. Most were likely rushing to report this news to their masters, but I hoped at least one of them sought to spread the story. A few good gossipers could ensure this plan’s success.

Right now, all of the conversations I heard in the room were drenched with shock. By tomorrow morning, they would begin to put thought to how this royal drama affected them and their interests. Was it better for them to support the King or back the Princess?

Forcing someone to pick the Princess against their will wasn’t effective. We needed them to arrive at that conclusion of their own volition, making their own assessment of what the right choice was. If my plan worked, they would even feel like geniuses for piecing it all together and be even more enthusiastic about backing Princess Ashley.

***

The day after next, thousands of leaflets fell from the sky in the late evening:

The Goddess is Dead. The King and Queen killed her.

You blamed the Reapers.

You were horrified by what we might do.

You thought us to be monsters.

The King and Queen took your Princess.

Remember what she endured.

Remember how you believed this to be the act of monsters.

The beasts you imagined us to be were the King and Queen.

All praise be to the Reapers.

The King and Queen went into hiding before morning. The people of the Capital had not reached the point of riot or revolt, but they were outraged, and they wanted answers. If answers did not follow, then the rioting and revolting would begin.

If this worked.

All that I had achieved thus far was not originally part of some grand plan. In the early days of coming back to life, I felt as if I was beneath an avalanche, miraculously dodging stones when I should have been dead. By chance, I ended up stronger and wealthier for how I chose to survive those crises. Even after establishing the Order of the Silk Noose, I didn’t feel stable. I didn’t feel like the rocks had stopped falling.

The move I just made pushed a bunch of fresh rocks over the edge, and I assumed that someday, one of the rocks would get me. One person could only get so lucky.

These thoughts followed me into my meeting with Horpus.

He poured me a drink without asking and set it on my side of his desk.

“Wasn’t sure you’d respond to me,” he said as he settled into his chair.

“You said it was important.”

“Every message has been important.”

“I’m here now. What did you want to discuss?”

“Got good news for you,” Horpus said. “The challenge to your membership will be on hold indefinitely and likely evaporate entirely when the dust settles.”

“Why would a challenge be put on hold? I don’t understand.”

“If the issuer of the challenge is thought to be unfit, any matters they put forward get put on hold.”

“What happened to Bruhelmond?” I asked.

Horpus frowned. “You’re not supposed to know that name.”

“And I know that you already heard I went to see him. No way that didn’t go right back to you when I stepped outside.”

“How’d you get the name?”

“Fuck off.”

Horpus guffawed. “It was only a joke. I’d be embarrassed to have you in my chapter if you couldn’t get the name of the person challenging you. We’re professionals. We know what we would do, and we don’t fault someone for making the same call.”

“Why are you avoiding telling me what happened to him?”

“He’s had some kind of breakdown. His Vice Guild Master reported that Bru did not seem well. Apparently the guy stopped sleeping, sees things, and is high most of the day. A lot of us get pretty paranoid, but this sounds way worse than that. It has to be investigated, but that takes stones for a Vice Guild Master to make that move. Even if Bru was confirmed to be unfit, many would still see the Vice Guild Master as disloyal. If the Guild Master ended up being fine, the Vice’s career was through. You don’t do that unless it’s really bad.”

“Sounds like a mess,” I said. “He was a dick, but I thought he seemed fine. Annoyingly intelligent, actually.”

“Yeah. He was a sharp one.”

Unfortunately for Bruhelmond, his part in this wasn’t over yet. We had to make it continue for another 2 months. If he recovered the moment I got what I needed, that might look suspicious.

“I’ll have the mana crystals we owe you and the Guild’s cut of the bathhouse to you tomorrow,” I said. “This payment will cover the entire time we were on pause.”

“Just like that?”

“Like you said earlier, we’re professionals. I know you were just being a good guild master who had to make hard decisions.” You fair-weather fuck.

“That’s a relief. Any business you got up to that we should discuss?”

“Nothing comes to mind. Did a lot of grinding, mostly. It helped me get the bad taste out of my mouth over all of it.”

Horpus tensed briefly at that comment. “I understand the frustration, certainly. Now, I’m afraid I do have to ask you about one thing in particular.”

“What’s that?”

“There’s a rumor going around that the entirety of the Borja dungeon was coated in your semen.”

“That’s true,” I said.

“How does that happen?”

“You’ve never finished and been like, ‘Damn, that’s a good one?’”

He chuckled. “That’s quite a bit different from painting 10 floors of a dungeon.”

“Yeah, a little bit.”

“I ask this purely in the interest of self-preservation: Should we be worried about that happening again? I’d like to be certain I’m not anywhere near you when it does.”


Chapter 44

“Trina isn’t happy with you right now,” Lyle said from behind the first-floor counter. He had been speaking to one of the associates when I came in. “We can hide in my office.”

“Going incommunicado like that was a bold play,” he continued when his door shut. “I know she felt the hit on our profits, so it worked, but son, she is pissed.”

I set a heavy adventurer's bag on his desk. “That’s all the coin and mana crystals we kept in escrow. This is exactly what we would have paid without the membership business interrupting.”

“You didn’t take an asshole fee?”

I shook my head.

“That’s magnanimous," he replied. “Trina won’t expect this. Good move.”

“Trying to be a good guild member is all. I didn’t like keeping either of you waiting. How can I help?”

Lyle turned to open a desk drawer behind him.

“I heard you were looking for books about ancient civilizations, so I wanted to give you this.”

He handed me a battered hardcover book that was wrapped in checkered green.

“I’m glad you fucked around getting back to me because that gave me a chance to read it,” Lyle said. “I quite enjoyed it.”

“Give me a preview?” I asked as I carefully turned the pages.

“A mountain climbing expedition in another kingdom found these sprawling cave paintings 50 years or so ago. They garnered extra interest because there was a highly detailed map on one wall. Some people thought it was another plane. Others thought it was basic fiction–we all drew dumb maps when we were kids. Another cave in the area with a similar art style depicts a meteor shower, an end-of-the-world story.

“So that spawned another theory, which was that our world used to look like that map, but a disaster changed it. The other fun theory was that all the paintings were faked. Only a few copies of this got printed before the author was accused of staging all of the art for his own gain.”

My heart leapt. I hadn’t considered the possibility that humans were around to witness those changes. Celestials reshaping your world to hide a few towers would look pretty apocalyptic from a human perspective. That painting fit the narrative.

“Do you believe the paintings are faked?” I asked.

“I like to think there is an answer that’s not ‘yes’ or ‘no.’ To me, it’s a ‘possibly true’ category. There’s a chance we’ll know for certain in the future, but right now, it’s a toss-up.”

The book had a two-page-wide recreation of the map in the cave. The artistry was a bit crude, but there were several vertical lines stopping at various points on the map. They were the width of a single finger, and my immediate thought was that those lines represented towers.

Lyle found me a fucking map to the towers.

Two seconds later, I deflated. “If this map used to be our world, how would you tell where we were standing now?”

“As in where is this exact point we’re at now in the old world?”

I nodded.

“Didn’t read anything like that,” he admitted.

The towers didn't move, but I had no way of knowing where we were relative to the towers. With no way to orient my position, the map was useless.

“That's okay. You're right that I'm interested in reading this. Thank you. What do I owe you?”

“This one's a gift. Call it a welcome back present if you want.”

“That's very kind of you. I'm grateful.”

“I heard a mutual friend of ours is supervising a construction project for Samson Oliverry in Lopav.”

“Don't know anything about that.”

“Of course you don't. Well, thank you for catching your account up.”

“There are two more things…”

Lyle smirked and leaned back. “What do you need?”

“Liquid sunlight.”

“Heh.”

“What?”

“You’ve got taste, Byron. I’ve only ever heard of one hitting the market, and I was a shitfuck street rat at the time. So that was a while ago.”

“Know anyone you could ask?”

Lyle chuckled. “Do you want me to ask them for a seraphim handjob too? Might be more likely to get one of those than liquid sunlight.”

“Understood. If it comes up, think of me. That’s all I’m asking. For the next thing… I'm hesitating because it's different from our usual discussions. News will come out of the Capital in the next few weeks about the Princess being found alive and that she accused the King and Queen of orchestrating her kidnapping.”

“How wonderful that teleporters are so swift when news spreads so slow.”

“It just happened, so that's 2 weeks to get to Flowst, unless someone rides really hard.”

“Is this story credible?” Lyle asked.

“I confirmed it myself.”

Lyle stood. “I suppose that means I have work to do.”

“I tried to think of a way to work this to my advantage, and I came up empty.”

“I know some people who try to play the market by buying up what might get expensive if a war breaks out. Like salt or wool. That kind of stuff. I don’t like gambling, though. Instead, we use this chaos to pull jobs. People get distracted and untrusting, so if you nick something from a warehouse, everyone on the inside is likely to point fingers at each other rather than us.”

“That’s smart.”

He paused at the door. “The challenge to your membership would have been voted down if it went forward. You’ve got friends here.”

“So answer my messages,” I said to complete Lyle’s thought.

“Answer your fucking messages.”

***

Sneaking in dungeon crawls in the midst of the kingdom-conquering efforts wasn't possible. The princess play was too fragile and too important for us to disappear for days at a time. The Borja boss room turned into our brief morning workout. After that, we split off to work on our prospective projects.

The Borja Dungeon Lord didn't visit us when we cleared the boss. I promised her five more sessions and wondered when she would cash them in. Eventually, I put together that the Spirit of Death lived for a very long time.

The return schedule she ended up settling into put 200 years between each of her visits. That was as much frequency as she could handle. She still has two sessions to redeem, actually.

I reveal this now so you can know that I spent the next 20 years yelling, “Hello?” every time I ran the Borja boss room. I don't want to mention it again because it makes me sound clingy, but it was really just my attempt at being polite.

Death did communicate in other ways, however. One day, we cleared the boss room, and the woman of stitched-together parts materialized before us.

This is fucked up, but Solara nicknamed her Miss Misc, as in “miss miscellaneous parts,” and it stuck.

Anyway, she handed me a letter and then disappeared again.

“What's it say?” Invia asked.

And I really didn't want to answer.

Lord Byron,

Word of your skill has reached my ears. I wish to test myself. I will pay your fee, and I guarantee your safety.

Rip this invitation vertically to accept. Do anything else to refuse.

-Queen of Glances

What was my fee? If she meant crystalized hatred, then this was good news. Could I tear diagonally for “Probably yes, but we should talk first.”

I would make a good bit of profit selling crystallized hatred if I could find a buyer, though… No, I would keep it. If we succeeded in making me immune to Holy magic, my party members had to be next.

And so what if the client was a demon? I fucked Lady Oliverry for money. What grounds did I have for turning down the Queen of Glances?

On the grounds that maybe this was like getting into a carriage just because a stranger opened the door for you.

On the other hand, I was a little curious.

“You guys head back,” I said. “I'll be along in a bit.”

I regretted not packing a few spare Byron’s Blessings. That was an interesting sales angle: Byron's Blessing, a must-have for every adventurer's loadout.

I tore the paper vertically.

The boss room door slammed shut, and a new presence joined me.

The Queen of Glances was 7 ft tall. Purple and hairless, she had the face of a person except that instead of two eyes for her browline, she had 16. They encircled her skull in a perfect ring. Her figure was slim, and she had one giant eye across her chest instead of breasts.

That was the most eye contact I've ever had during intercourse. I was not a fan.

But before that, I said, “Wait. What do you believe my fee to be?”

She blinked at me. “Crystalized hatred.”

Excellent.

“Is there a lot of discussion about me in your circle?”

She giggled. Happiness expressed across 17 eyes was unsettling. “Yes.”

“Thank you for the gift,” I said, holding up the crystallized hatred. “When you discuss our time together with everyone, please tell your friends that crystallized hatred or a rare item will do for my fee.”

The Queen of Glances nodded.

“Fantastic.”

You know how the rest of this goes. It was the same tactic I used against the Spirit of Death, except I was solo.

One notable detail: the jizz thing happened again. 53 adventurers were inside the dungeon that day. A long time ago, Aurketzu told me that undead couldn’t produce sperm, so I never had to worry about getting my conquests pregnant. I really hoped that was true because if it wasn’t, spraying down strangers with semen was bound to get someone pregnant eventually.

As for the Queen of Glances and the rest of her horny demon friends, I saw this as an opportunity to acquire as many high-value items from the lower planes as I could. Maybe one of my clients would grow fond enough of me that she warned me when Abaddon made a move. Maybe she would even attempt to protect me.

Unlikely in both cases, but I was still networking. Getting a rare item and the name of another powerful demon was worth it. I did not, however, get the big burst of Will points that I received for breaking the Spirit of Death. Paid gigolos couldn’t earn Will points, unfortunately.

The Queen of Glances left mostly happy, by the way. She got some cum in her eyes, and I didn’t really see how that was my fault. She wanted me to finish on her, and there were just so many eyes. I couldn’t not jizz in one of her eyes no matter how hard I tried.

***

We originally intended to clear the bathhouse for our next summoning, but Purity suggested a celestial was more likely to accept a summon to the material plane than to a dungeon. So instead, we used one of the houses I had massacred since no one would be home. If this went wrong, it wasn't our property getting destroyed, and the Capital guard could run down whatever celestial horror we unleashed on the world.

As Solara finished our spell circle, her black snake familiar clinging to her at all times, she said, “This could be a trap.”

“In what way?”

“I couldn't find any texts that mentioned summoning grigori. If grigori are real, then this should work, but grigori might be something other than what we were told. No one else has tested this spell before for us to know.”

“That's always a risk. She could be trying to kill a Dungeon Lord in a clever way. Convincing me to be reckless with a summon would do the trick.”

“But yet…”

“But yet we're still doing this.”

Solara nodded as she referenced a notebook. “It's done.”

This was not a summoning spell Solara knew through the system, so she had to cast manually. She needed a few tries to correctly execute the extremely long incantation sequence, which equated to a couple of hours of me waiting and listening.

The summoning circle turned gold and rotated, neither of which I had seen happen before. It spun one direction and reversed again, the movement akin to opening a combination lock.

A door-sized hole punched through reality, leaking a brilliantly bright light. A woman stepped through, and the door shut.

She was slightly petite with skin the color of marble, a cloudy white with crack-like splashes of a pale gray. Gold chains wrapped her nude body as if forming a toga, and golden manacles bound her feet together.

Her eyes looked like liquid gold, and her hair was a silky white. At one point, she had wings, but they had been broken off at the base, leaving uneven, jagged stumps. She had a sad sort of beauty, like what a young widow might have six months after burying her husband.

The grigori hunched and cowered, holding her arms up as though she expected to be beaten.

“Mercy, Masters. This was a mistake. A grigori is sorry. Please. Mercy.”

Solara shot me a confused yet pitying look.

I stepped back. Of the two of us, Solara looked the least threatening, so I was happy to watch how she handled this.

My sorceress knelt to be at eye level with our summon. “We aren't going to hurt you. We are no threat, and we wish only to talk. If you want to leave, we will let you, but please give us a chance before you decide.”

“Talk of what?”

“You, your world, an item we seek.”

“Grigori have no possessions.”

“I see,” Solara replied. “Are you a prisoner? Why?”

“A grigori’s family was corrupted by a fallen angeli. Grigori serve in chains as penance.”

“Is that why your wings are gone as well?”

The grigori nodded.

“Why did you accept the summon?”

“To escape. A grigori didn't think the notification was real, but a grigori had to glimpse the outside universe. A grigori will never get such a chance again.”

“You can relax here as long as the summon allows. We won’t hurt you, and we won’t send you back unless you ask us to. You are free to ask that whenever you like.”

She nodded again.

“Are you familiar with liquid sunlight? We are trying to learn about that.”

“A grigori knows of it, but a grigori knows little. Grigori do not learn. Grigori serve and pay their penance. Nothing else.”

I saw Solara's eyes spark. That answer must have been very promising.

“How did you come to learn of it?” Solara asked.

“It is used in special prayers.”

“Have you ever seen any? Where?”

“Master's worship chambers.”

Solara smiled. “My Master would like to offer you a contract.”


Chapter 45

“A grigori has nothing to offer,” the celestial said.

Each time she moved, the gold chains wrapping her body clicked and clinked. Though her skin was colored like marble, it must have still been soft. The links of her restraints pressed and pinched her skin as though it were flesh. I wanted to know what she felt like.

Would it be cool like marble? Would it feel stiff or soft? Would her figure have the weight of stone?

“Can you acquire liquid sunlight?” Solara asked.

I'm glad she was here to keep us on topic.

“Not by honorable means,” the grigori answered.

“Leave honor aside for the moment.”

The celestial’s liquid gold eyes blinked. “A grigori would have to steal from their master.”

“Does your master treat you well?”

“Grigori do not deserve comfort or kindness.”

“I disagree,” I said, stepping forward. “You committed no crimes. You are being punished for the choices of someone else in your bloodline. Do I understand that correctly?”

She shook her head. “A grigori was born into a corrupted bloodline. This is a transgression.”

“On most planes, a person is responsible for their own choices. If you were not the one who chose to commit the crime, you shouldn't be punished. Being born is not a choice.”

“A grigori does not live on most planes.”

“What if you could? Leave your plane and build a home on ours.”

“That would bring more shame to a grigori’s bloodline.”

“You are already born into chains, and your family's shame is eternal in the eyes of your people. Your choices one way or another do not worsen or better that plight. You can, however, better your own life.”

Solara nodded. “My Master is kind and fair. The life he offers is a good one. You will know safety and comfort under his roof. You can stand tall and find the strength within to become your own person.”

“If a grigori steals from their master.”

“They do not deserve that title,” Solara said. “They are your captor. Your enslaver.”

“I understand why you're afraid,” I added. “We are making you an offer. No threats. No tricks. You can choose to decline and never see us again. Or you can choose to try a new life.”

The celestial suddenly seemed panicked. Her movements became swift and twitchy, as if an eruption of anxiety had begun bubbling with her.

“What's wrong?” Solara asked.

“A grigori has never made a choice. A grigori does not know how to make choices.”

“This is one of a thousand new experiences you will have with us,” I said. “The unknown is a source of fear, but it's also full of treasures. That's the tradeoff of freedom. When your choices are your own, you have both great responsibility and great opportunity.”

“You would welcome and protect a grigori?”

“Yes.”

“If a grigori brings you liquid sunlight.”

“Correct.”

“A grigori will hear your terms.”

***

Men came to kidnap High Priestess Yuni from her room in the Capital, but she wasn't there. The moment my girls finished a task in the Capital, they teleported to a different city entirely. Yuni, Invia, Valice–they were all too valuable to leave exposed.

A desperate monarch would search every home in the Capital to find a traitorous daughter and her coconspirators, so the best security was to remove my people’s presence entirely. Only we could use our teleporters, and no one would think to search Flowst, or Grubiit, or Borja, or Lopav, or Zaglis. If someone did have that thought, we could shuffle those shells endlessly and even use the Grubiit dungeon bathhouse if it came to it.

If any of my people needed to, they could truly disappear. They would never know what it felt like to be alone in their own city, being hunted by people who were stronger and better connected than they were. I lived that in Borja, and I was proud to spare them that fate.

An attempt to attack Yuni was a good sign. Her declaration was recent, and given the love the people had for her, a retaliation happening this quickly and brazenly reeked of desperation. People with the power of royals typically go to great lengths to avoid looking anything but calm and calculated.

We had drawn them out of their comfort zone and into the chaos where I thrived.

A rift in the Church of the Goddess grew alongside the rift in public opinion. Yuni's actions were unsurprisingly polarizing, but the split played out in a manner Yuni predicted.

Even after all of the revelations I shared with her about the Church, like the slavery and the trafficking, she maintained that the majority of the Church and its followers were goodhearted. They genuinely wanted to do the right thing and make the world better.

I believed her to be naive, but the response to her stand proved me wrong. The old guard, the Father Finlees, called her a heretic, but they were the minority. Increasingly, standing with the royal family looked to be the losing bet. If the pressure held, even Yuni's enemies would have to voice their support for her if they wanted to preserve their own positions.

The next phase was for Princess Ashley to make a public appearance, but our morning boss runs took Purity to level 17, and her unlocks made us rethink major pieces of the plan.

Purity read them to me with her telepathy while she entertained the g-spot at the back of her throat, starting with her reward for completing 10 Divine Quests:

Prerequisite met.

Silk priestess class has been upgraded to the arch silk priestess class.

Which gave her +2 to wisdom and +2 to charisma as well as automatically giving her a new ability:

Divine Presence

Active Ability

When you will it, anyone who looks upon you is struck with awe and the indisputable awareness that you are touched by the divine. The strength of this ability is improved by 1% for every follower of the Silk.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the Silk follower bonus.

And instead of the usual 1% bonus to Healing she got with each level before, she was rewarded with a 5% bonus this time. Everything about Divine Quests had been positive in my opinion, and I know that Purity enjoyed the more challenging quests, like being tentacle-fucked by a sorceress’ ghost in the middle of a dungeon, and I definitely did as well.

“My systems says, ‘Final Divine Quest: Aid your sovereign in defeating Abaddon. Reward: Ascend to be your sovereign's only equal.’ Do you know what that means?”

Purity was deep enough to kiss the base of my shaft. Her tongue tickled as it flicked out to lick my balls, my dick never leaving her throat.

I said, “First of all, never say that name aloud. Not even once.”

“I swear not to.”

“He is the King of the Abyss. Solara knows about this, but no one else does. I would have left her out of it if I were given the choice. I didn’t want to worry anyone.”

“Can I ask for one thing?”

“Name it,” I answered.

“Fuck me on his throne. Even better if his corpse is still in the room.”

This woman was amazing. “Deal.”

“Thank you, Master. Here are my other unlock options…”

Silk Saint

Passive Ability

Any prayers dedicated to you also count as prayers to your sovereign.

Prerequisites: Oath of the Silk Noose, Power of Prayer, Blessing of Devotion

Sovereign’s Prerequisite: Corpse Builder

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain an intuitive sense of how recently someone prayed to the Silk.)

(Bonus Pledge: Anyone who looks upon you and has recently prayed to the Silk automatically feels the sovereign’s Safe Word ability as if the sovereign activated it directly. A second layer of euphoria is added to all of your climaxes. Note: This euphoria is distinctly different from the base pleasure of your climax.)

Advanced Prayers

Passive Ability

In addition to gaining intuitive knowledge of the Greater versions of support spells from Fundamental Prayers, unlock intuitive knowledge of additional spells. For this unlock, learn Antiholy, Zone of Protection from Good, Zone of Silk Blessing, Zone of Silk Protection, Silk Guidance, Prehealing, Overhealing.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added Zone of Silk Protection.

Prerequisite: Fundamental Prayers

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: In addition to the original spell list, learn Detect Good, Disguise Evil, Silk Fortress, and Silk Dispel.)

(Bonus Pledge: All spells from Advanced Prayers have their strength improved by 5%. A second layer of euphoria is added to all of your climaxes. Note: This euphoria is distinctly different from the base pleasure of your climax.)

Summon Silk Succubus

Active Ability

Gain the ability to summon and command a silk succubus. Their strength scales with your level. When a silk succubus drains a target, temporarily gain 20% of the target’s stats as well as fragments of their recent memories. Bonus expires after 24 hours.

Sugar Daddy bonus upgraded the summon from succubus.

Prerequisite:

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Silk succubus’ maximum stat drain increased by 5%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Silk succubus’ maximum stat drain increased by an additional 5%. A second layer of euphoria is added to all of your climaxes. Note: This euphoria is distinctly different from the base pleasure of your climax.)

Forget the second and third options. I locked onto Silk Saint immediately.

I took a fistful of Purity's hair and lifted her off me.

“Am I not doing what you like?” she asked.

“You are, but I have serious questions to ask. How would you feel about becoming the face of the Silk?”

“You are the face.”

“Only by default. You deserve to be worshipped. Your presence puts people at ease. Your beauty feels otherworldly. I am none of those things.”

“I will do whatever you ask.”

“I know, and my ask is for you to decide. Would you accept becoming the Silk Goddess? You would be what people picture when they pray to our Order. You would be the one who appears in public to comfort the masses. You would be the Goddess everyone wants to be real.”

Purity was the sweetest, kindest person I had ever known, but that didn't make her soft. She had a hardness to her that would make the difficult choices and do what needed to be done.

Also, if her telepathic narration of her night with Princess Ashley wasn't enough of a hint, she liked being adored. She was everything a Goddess needed to be, and if prayers to her counted as prayers to me, I would be foolish to put myself in the spotlight.

“I'll do it under one condition,” she said finally.

“Name it.”

“Bring out your other dicks while I finish what I started.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

***

The Capital city square was one solid mass of people pushing to be closer to the stage. High Priestess Yuni was rumored to be making an announcement today, and no one wanted to miss what could be the most important event of the decade.

In addition to Solara and Invia accompanying Yuni, Ashley, and Purity, I and two dozen other members of the Silk were present in plain clothes. If this was where our enemies attempted to silence us, we were ready.

A frame wrapped in silk fabric ran the perimeter of the stage, and three spindles of silk ribbon were tucked under the podium. If someone made a move, Silkmancer would spring the silk wall, and I could use the ribbons to fend off attackers on my way to rescue my women.

High Priestess Yuni took the stage, her pale blue robes wrapping her form with each gust of wind, and stood behind the podium.

A crowd that size being perfectly quiet was eerie, like it was unnatural.

“Friends, brothers, sisters–thank you for being here today. In times of turmoil, nothing is more heartening than people coming together as one. Before we begin, please join me in prayer. Princess Ashley taught me this prayer after it saved her life.”

She paused at the end of each sentence so that the crowd could repeat the prayer back.

“Goddess, we are threads in a silk tapestry. We are stronger together. We are strongest when we are blessed by your love. You are Purity, and you are my Goddess. Goddess, I ask for your protection, and I submit to your will so that your goodness can flow through me. Amen.”

A tingle of energy moved through my body. I felt lighter, more confident.

“Lovely people,” Yuni continued. “I present the rightful heir to the throne, Princess Ashley!”

Ashley emerged and climbed the stage. She wore prisoner rags marred with blood and grime, but the rest of her was immaculate. Her makeup elevated her features. No hair was out of place. A crown made of folded paper sat atop her head.

The crowd had been ready to cheer, but Princess Ashley's appearance put them off balance.

“My people,” Princess Ashley began. “Despite the efforts of evil, I live, and I stand before you today wearing the scraps of fabric my captors left me in to die.”

That wasn't true. We ditched the real ones a long time ago and made this set for the occasion.

“On my head, I wear a crown of prayers. The Goddess spoke your words of prayer to me when I was on the run. I was on your minds in my darkest hour, and your prayers saved my life. I wrote them down on pieces of paper and folded them into this crown. I will carry them with me always. To me, they are more valuable than any metal or gem could ever be.”

Also not true, but the crowd loved it.

“High Priestess Yuni said that the Goddess told her where to find me, but that isn't the whole truth. The Goddess has returned to us in a human vessel, and she led the Priestess to me herself. She put down my captors and tore the door from my cell.”

Purity, dressed in a veil and long silks, stepped onto the stage next to Princess Ashley, and a murmur swept through the crowd.

“You feel it too, don't you?” Ashley asked. “That is the comfort that gave me the strength to survive. She is why I can stand here today and swear to you that I will be a just Queen. I will love my people as they have loved me, and I will keep us on the path of all that is right and good.”

Princess Ashley stepped out from behind the podium and went down on one knee in front of Purity.

“I redevote myself to your teachings. I ask that you guide my hands and that you bless my people.”

Purity bent down, parted her veil slightly, and kissed Princess Ashley on the head.

A small flock of birds came out from beneath Purity’s dress and flew over the crowd. These birds were made from folded silk, and I used Silkmancer to make them fly circles around the square.

With most of the crowd watching the strange birds, Ashley, Purity, and Yuni descended the stage and climbed into a carriage.

I waited until everyone was safe to call it a success because, at the point, it unequivocally was. Adjusting the strategy to take full advantage of Silk Saint had been the right move.

Anyone who prayed to the Silk felt Safe Word trigger the moment they saw Purity, and since Yuni led them through such a prayer, the entire crowd experienced the intense feeling of safety and calm that Safe Word provided.

If that feeling was intense enough, I suspected it would feel like a religious experience, so before Purity ever climbed the stage, I put 24 stat points into Safe Word:

Safe Word+25

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 25%. 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.

That night, the riots started.
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In the days leading up to that moment in the Capital square, Princess Ashley came to me in the rectory to ask how I intended to remove her father and mother from the throne.

“When the riots catch hold, I'll kill them,” I said plainly.

“You're okay with that?”

“Yes. Are you?”

“I am. I want you to kill my brother too.”

“The new prince.”

Ashley nodded. Her eyes burned with hate, and her jaw was stiff with resolve.

Truth be told, killing a baby wasn't part of my plan, and anytime she raised the topic, I attempted to dissuade her. The child hadn't done anything wrong and had no willing involvement in what happened to Ashley. Like the grigori Solara and I summoned, he had simply been born into the wrong family. She cared about none of that. She wanted to be certain he was not a threat to her.

“Will you do that for me?” she asked again.

“Yes,” I said. “Of course.”

Had the Princess been less forceful, I would have fought her request much harder, but she was already beyond convincing. Every day, she gave me more and more Will points, but I still needed to tread carefully. Giving her any reason to dislike or disagree with me was a risk. The life of one prince wasn’t worth compromising everything I had worked for.

I thought about that now as I Silk Walked through the sky to reach the royal chambers.

The streets below were bedlam, and royal guards rushed to defend the gate. At first, they needed only to keep the rioters out, but I had carried my sorceress into one of the watchtowers after choking the man on duty to death with silk.

Solara now filled the castle walls and grounds with summons from her Demons of the Storm spell. With her Dark Lightning ability, they appeared as crackling black figures instead of the bright blue and white of electricity.

A recent drop of Reaper propaganda informed the city that anyone who wished to stand with the King and Queen need only take up arms. If they put down their weapons and bowed, however, no harm would come to them. So even from this height, I could see Solara's demons flowing around bowing figures like river water around stones.

No one guarded the windows to the bedchambers of the King and Queen. They stood on their balcony, watching the battle unfold below. The Prince slept in a cradle a few feet away.

Like most peasants, I had never actually seen the King or Queen in person before. The image of them I had was based entirely on the few illustrations I had seen and the faces emblazoned on the kingdom’s currency.

In person, the King looked much older, but he still had an obvious strength to him. His chin was sharp and held high, a heavy brow to match his hard demeanor. He wore silk pajamas that night and drank wine from a goblet as he pondered the violence knocking on his door.

The Queen looked like Princess Ashley but 20 years older. She even had the same sort of stubborn resilience in her posture as her daughter, like she would never admit defeat or be forced to stray from her course. She too wore silk pajamas and guzzled wine, her nerves far more apparent than her husband’s. Her body didn’t look like she had recently given birth, and I briefly imagined a better world where I got to sleep with Ashley and her mother at the same time. Yes, that’s a fucked up thing to fantasize about, but it being fucked up was a substantial part of the appeal for me.

As for the Prince, he looked like a baby. I never spent much time around young children, and I always found the appearance of infants to be discomforting. Their proportions were too strange, and their misshapen heads looked like something birthed from the hells.

Princess Ashley requested that her mother suffer for what she put her own daughter through, but this moment was too critical to my aspirations to waste any amount of time. I could kill them right then, so that’s what I did. I dropped from the sky and swung my sword.

A moment later, my work was complete, and I Silk Walked across the sky to collect my sorceress.

***

For the 2 weeks that followed, everyone in the Silk was focused on securing Queen Ashley's place on the throne.

I supervised most of it, but by that point, I was sick of playing politics. The planning and the maneuvering and the waiting–I preferred killing monsters and crawling dungeons over those headaches.

When I told Aurketzu that I didn't want to be a conqueror, I meant it.

Now that I was, I better understood the nature of Demon Lords. Before, I couldn't fathom why they did nothing but destroy everything in their paths. After months of managing personalities and carefully positioning all manner of smoke and mirrors, I was tired. The glimmer of the Demon Lord within me was small, but my exhaustion made it more distinct.

That part of me said I should never again dance around the Bruhelmonds and Princess Ashleys of my world. I had tried that path, and though I found success, I loathed every step of the process. Cutting down an enemy was far more efficient and gratifying than placating or deceiving them. Anything that stood in my way should simply be destroyed so that I could move the fuck on with my life.

I committed to step away from politics for as long as I could. Now that Queen Ashley was in place and surrounded by my girls, they could manage all of that for me.

The system didn't quite agree with my resolution, however. When I finished my job with the royals, I received this system message:

You killed an active rival sovereign with the lawful good alignment.

Prerequisite Met.

Pick any unselected sovereign ability and automatically upgrade it to its rare version.

I had all manner of perverted options sitting in my sovereign unlock pool, which included my unselected viceroy abilities by default, that I had long dreamed of using for my entertainment. If there ever was a time to treat myself to the spoils of war, it was now.

The addition of the automatic rare upgrade gave me pause, however. That had too much potential to waste, and my position was not totally secure. The Church of the Goddess was still filled with people who would see me hanged. Any lingering supporters of the dead King and Queen would feel similarly, and who knew if things were really solved with the Thieves' Guild.

Those threats were small annoyances compared to my biggest problem of all: Abaddon, King of the Abyssal Plane.

That made one option far more practical than options like Cum Drunk or Whip Master:

King of the Hill

One-Time Ability

Gain knowledge of the sovereign most likely to overthrow you and unlock a quest to defeat them.

Surely Abaddon would be most likely to overthrow me, right? Intel was a form of power, and perhaps the system quest would offer some indirect guidance on what I could do to succeed. The rare version would have to be even more helpful.

With a sigh, I picked King of the Hill and received this ability after the upgrade and then a notification:

King of Kings

Passive Ability

Gain real-time knowledge of the sovereign most likely to overthrow you and unlock a quest to defeat them.

New Quest: Slay Abaddon. The King of the Abyss moves against you. Defeat him and acquire his power for yourself.

When I was younger, we were taught that the system was fundamentally a tool for good, that it encouraged us to be better versions of ourselves. More and more, the system I had come to know seemed to thrive on conflict, using classes like viceroy and sovereign to pit major powers against one another, inevitably sparking battles and suffering.

How many wars had been waged because the system provided a quest like the one I just received? The system was a machination of greed, dangling greater and greater rewards to sow chaos and disorder. Nothing I had seen from the system suggested it had any interest in improving our world.

But who was I to turn away from opportunity? Even if gaining Abaddon's power was only figurative, I might as well take it since he was likely pursuing the same kind of quest with me as the target.

A new line appeared on my character sheet:

Progress to Your Fall: 39 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

The system provided no context about how this addition worked or what 39 / 100 actually measured. The higher the number, the worse off I was, obviously, but based on what? Could I do anything to lower that number, or was it fixed like XP gain?

I had hoped for something more helpful like “10 easy steps to defeating Abaddon,” but this could be useful if I learned more about how it worked.

In addition to the King of Kings ability, I had unlocks for moving to level 29 and achieving tier 8 antipaladin:

Plague Master

Active Ability

Cooldown: 12 Days

Spend good-aligned levels and other resources to design a unique disease.

Prerequisites: Plague Bearer, Corpse Builder

Devourer

Active Ability

Cooldown: 12 Days

Sacrifice followers whose levels total 50 or more to earn an additional stat point to allocate as you see fit. Levels must all be harvested in close succession. Each use of Devourer adds 25 levels to the minimum necessary to activate the ability.

Prerequisites: Agent of Chaos, Corpse Builder

Ghoul Touched

Passive Ability

All successful attacks inflict necrotic damage. The intensity of the necrotic damage scales with your level.

Prerequisite: Rot

I already knew I would see Ghoul Touched at some point in the future. Devourer would be enticing if I didn't have Loyalty Pledges, and Plague Master was a level of evil I was nowhere near yet.

Design my own disease? I admit I was curious as to how that worked, but I wasn't going to take Plague Bearer and then Plague Master to find out. Then again, would killing people with a disease earn my good-aligned levels? If it did, I could drop a disease in the middle of a city as large as the Capital and sit back, watching the numbers on my system profile tick up with every awful death.

Maybe I was being too hasty by discounting Plague Master.

Dreams of unfathomable suffering aside, I already knew what I planned to pick now that Purity had people praying to her (and therefore to me) with Silk Saint:

Path of the Emperor

If a person has prayed to you within the last 48 hours and they kill a good-aligned target, add those good-aligned levels to your pool of usable good-aligned levels.

Prerequisites: Sovereign Class, 500+ Prayers Dedicated to Sovereign, 200+ Good-Aligned Levels Collected, 5+ Paladins Slain.

Note: If daily prayers fall beneath the minimum, lose this ability permanently.

I tried not to think about all the good-aligned levels Solara could have earned me when she wiped out half the royal guard with her summons. I could very well have had enough saved up to unlock the zombification and ghoulification abilities the Spirit of Death added to Corpse Builder, or I could have dozens of new teleporters made, or I could begin establishing a waiting army to oppose Abaddon when he made his move.

With Path of the Emperor, those levels would never again go to waste.

***

Queen Ashley walked me down the long hallway to the doors of the throneroom. The Capital castle was designed in the spirit of the Church of the Goddess. Every surface was blindingly white stone accented with bright floral colors. Along this particular corridor, the walls were filled with paintings of rulers past, some of whom had been dead and gone for centuries.

Her dress that day was more regal than usual. The shoulders were puffy, and golden embroidery traced elaborate patterns on the blue silk fabric. The skirt reached the floor, widening as it went from hip to foot.

The guards stationed outside the throne room opened the doors as we approached.

“Allow no one to disturb this meeting,” she said to the men.

“Yes, your Highness,” they replied in unison.

When the doors shut behind us, the impact echoed through the chamber. Ahead, a throne sat at the top of a long flight of stairs. Tapestries adorned the walls, and decorative suits of armor stood alongside massive pillars that held up the vaulted ceilings overhead.

I made a mental note to myself that we should put a skeleton captain–or better–in every single suit of armor I saw. Queen Ashley was well-worth protecting, and a small army ready to come to life and fight on her behalf would make me feel a little bit better about not being able to personally watch over her.

And I immediately forgot all about that because I saw Invia standing next to the throne in a dress as regal as Ashley’s, except hers was black.

Without a word, Ashley walked me up the stairs and guided me to sit on the throne. Invia and Ashley both dropped their dresses and hung silk nooses from their necks. With her crown still on her head, Queen Ashley knelt before me. Invia joined her, and both reached to undo my pants.

Nobody spoke, and no one rushed. Both women took their time kissing my thighs and my hips and my stomach. Their kisses climbed my shaft and descended again. The pair kissed down to my balls. When Invia took one into her mouth, Ashley followed suit, sucking on the other.

While Invia returned to kissing my legs, Ashley ran a tongue from the base of my balls, up my shaft, and to the tip, where she offered a light peck of a kiss. She paused to lick the precum from her lips and then gently sucked. She didn’t rush to go deep. She didn’t even suck all that hard.

It was a delicate sort of worship, like she wanted to know how much she treasured the sword in her mouth.

I groaned involuntarily when Invia surprised me by going back to my balls. Feeling myself pulled in those two directions at the same time shot back-arching pleasure through me, as if my ecstasy was a piece of paper pulled taut and the slightest tear would unleash everything I had.

Ashley paused and looked up at me. Her big brown eyes sparkled as much as the silver crown on her head. She smiled sweetly, revealing her dimples and giving me a brief glimpse of the gap between her front teeth.

“You’re my King,” she whispered, and in one slow but continuous motion, she took me into her mouth and went down as far as she could.

Which for her was about halfway. It was the thought that counted, though. When it was that face with that crown looking up at me, hoping I was pleased with her effort, everything felt good.

Prerequisite met: A queen sovereign has declared fealty to you.

Closing my eyes so neither woman would notice me reading my system menus, I looked up the new ability I just earned:

Queen Breaker

One-Time

Choose any unselected sovereign ability to upgrade and acquire.

Two women sucking on me made me feel generous, so I selected Abyssal Reward for the Faithful, and the system doubled the bonus of the original:

Abyssal Inspiration for the Faithful

Passive Ability

Active members of the silk who are in good standing receive a 0.1% bonus to their constitution per total active members.

Prerequisite: Unholy Congregation, Abyssal Reward for the Loyal

I activated Ruler’s Voice and spoke to all of my followers:

“In celebration of Queen Ashley’s victory for the Silk, we have been rewarded with a new blessing. You will all now see a bonus to your constitution, and that bonus will grow as we add more members. Oh, what the fuuuck.”

My cock was fully in Invia’s throat, and she bounced her head up and down to rub the system-given g-spot at the back of her throat, barely pulling away when she did.

Ashley and Invia both laughed.

“Did you like that?” Invia asked.

“Very much.”

“That’s what you get for trying to work right now,” Ashley teased.

***

I spent that night in Queen Ashley’s royal bedchambers with her and Invia. In the morning, Invia snuggled close and whispered in my ear.

“We’ve been so busy I haven’t told you about my unlocks, and I still need to pick,” she said.

“I’m listening.”

After a gentle nibble of my ear, she read what she was offered while I was away:

Frozen Silk Shield

Passive Ability

Any time you would summon a silk sword, summon a silk shield encased in Ice instead. Silk Shields can be manipulated in the same manner as Silk Swords. Any bonus to damage your swords would have received is converted to damage resistance and increased an additional 5%.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added an additional 5% bonus to damage resistance.

Prerequisite: Ice Wall

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Frozen Silk Shields have a 10% to trigger Reflection, reversing the direction of any incoming spell.)

(Bonus Pledge: The chances of the Reflection effect triggering is improved an additional 10%. A second layer of euphoria is added to all of your climaxes. Note: This euphoria is distinctly different from the base pleasure of your climax.)

Tempered Silk

Passive Ability

For every Silk Sword you have active, gain an additional 1% bonus to damage and to durability.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added bonus to damage.

Prerequisite: Sharp Silk

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain an additional Silk Sword summon.)

(Bonus Pledge: Bonus to damage and durability increased by an additional 1%. A second layer of euphoria is added to all of your climaxes. Note: This euphoria is distinctly different from the base pleasure of your climax.)

Self-Succubus

Active Ability

Cooldown: 24 Hours

Duration: 5 Minutes

For 12 hours, any orgasm you would have experienced is stored instead. Once 12 hour window is activated, it cannot be paused or ended early. Activating self-succubus converts those orgasms to a bonus to damage and to damage resistance proportional to the volume of pleasure stored. 60 minutes later, experience the total of your released pleasure. Stored pleasure expires after 24 hours.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the bonus to damage resistance.

Sovereign’s Prerequisites: Intoxicate, Mistress of the Abyss

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Bonus to damage and to damage resistance from released pleasure is proportional to how many climaxes you have given to partners in the last 24 hours.)

(Bonus Pledge: When you release stored pleasure, there is a 5% chance that the output doubles automatically. This affects the strength of the pleasure experienced 60 minutes post-activation as well. A second layer of euphoria is added to all of your climaxes. Note: This euphoria is distinctly different from the base pleasure of your climax.)

“I think I like Frozen Silk Shield best,” Invia whispered when she finished. “I want more ways to defend. I always worry about something slipping by me, and I’d never forgive myself if that happened.”

“And Self-Succubus was never even an option, right?” I teased.

“Absolutely not. Store an orgasm? If people think I’m terse now, I would be absolutely miserable walking around with a few unpopped climaxes stuck in me. No, thank you.”

I laughed. “I could still make you experience that.”

“You like being mean.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

“Yeah, I do. Sometimes,” I admitted. “What’s the second layer of euphoria like from the Bonus Pledge? I know you've talked about it.”

“You know how Healing magic feels like hot water in your veins? It just spreads and soothes?”

I nodded.

“It’s like that supposedly. Penny said it was like a second flavor of orgasm to go with the first.”

“So good, then?”

“Oh, very. You should be jealous you don’t get it.”

“All the more reason to deny you a few orgasms. If I have to suffer, you should too.”

Invia flicked my ear with her tongue. “I’ll be good, Master. I promise. Let me try my new Bonus Pledge, and you can do anything you want to me.”


Chapter 47

The ninth floor of the Grubiit dungeon was row upon row of greenhouses connected to laboratories and storage rooms. The open-air design of the 3 city-like levels above was replaced by the kinds of corridors and long hallways we saw on the earliest floors. The greenhouses themselves lined rooms in a layer of clear crystal rather than the glass I had seen farmers and herbalists use for their greenhouses on the surface.

At one time, enchantments provided sunlight to the plants that grew here, but in the time since, everything that still thrived had long adapted to the darkness. Some by natural selection, but most were the result of deliberate experiments gone awry or accidents involving the wide range of magical waste left behind by the once-residents of this level.

Many of the monsters we fought were carryovers from the previous version of this dungeon, and the array of plant monsters reminded me of grinding in Lopav with Purity and Invia, racing from flaptraps to choker vines to avoid being caught by an undead wyvern.

Greater slimes and slurps were now residents of the ninth floor. Though they looked no different from the same variety of monsters we had seen earlier in the dungeon, we learned immediately that these slurps were of a significantly higher level than what we had already faced. The theory that slurps had system classes like people seemed undeniable within these varieties.

The scale of power between slurps and people of the same class level wasn't equal, but the skill progression seemed similar. A level 5 barbarian slurp clearly had abilities like Berserk, Steadfast, Accuracy, and Shield Bash but likely had the stats of a person level 15 or higher.

In addition to these exceptional slime monsters, two types of plant golems roamed the halls: one was a 6 ft barrel-bodied walking bamboo machine that was believed to be used for heavy labor, and the other was a waist-high crawler that was believed to be used for daily maintenance like watering and cleanup.

Though plant golems sound more impressive than mechanical golems, they are actually the earlier technology. They operate under a similar principle–bursts of mana turn orders into signals–but plant tissue is less customizable and produces jerkier movements.

Once mechanized golem theory took off, nobody continued to make plant golems.

How exactly slimes integrated with golems, plant or otherwise, was not known. When they did, any shortcomings plant golems had disappeared. They hit hard, they used intelligent tactics, and they benefited from the type of slime that did the fusing.

There was an argument that slurps were the ones fusing rather than slimes, but no one could find a way to determine the difference, if there even was one.

The mass made the golems hit harder, gave them additional abilities, and upped the durability that both creatures had separately. A coating of slime strengthened a golem's body, and the slime’s ability to hide much of itself inside of an armored container made them even more difficult to kill.

The miniboss room was the largest greenhouse on the floor. The original version of the dungeon was one big plant golem fighting around pots of monster plants. The updated version was all of that, except every mob in the room was joined with a slime. The plants were all cursed slimes, and the golem's color was random.

Looking up at the golem reminded me of fighting the door guardian in Flowst, except this golem was one and a half times taller. Its body was made of unnaturally wide bamboo, three or four feet in diameter for some pieces. The golem could bend at every segment, and its natural flexibility added a whip-like snap to its strikes.

Rows and rows of raised beds ran the length of the room, and they were filled with choker vines, scorpion trees, and burping bells, and every one of them was covered in cursed slimes, sprouting demon ticks and slinging fireballs.

By this point, you are well aware of our strategy. Solara dumped Demons of the Storm to fill the room with storm mephits while Invia and I charged the golem with Unholy Smites.

Podni threw mega Bolt bombs she could easily make because of Self-Construct, and Purity buffed the shit out of everyone.

I suppose that's the problem with a party full of broken builds. Since that breakage comes from very specific combinations of abilities, there is rarely a lot of variety.

We hit hard with the same overwhelming offense over and over.

Some people have called that “cheap.” I don't give a shit. All I cared about was winning.

***

For how long I had thought about reaching the safe settlement on the tenth floor, I was disappointed when I finally saw it for myself.

I pictured an exclusive ramshackle club frequented by interesting and memorable high-level adventurers. I wanted to party with a bunch of level 30s. Get drunk. Screw a few women with ultra-high constitution and then a few with ultra-high dexterity, just to see how they were different.

The fifth-floor settlement was six or seven times as large as the one on the tenth floor and far better stocked. No drunken partying happened down here because getting that much booze this deep in the dungeon was a huge pain in the ass.

I dreamed of an exclusive club but instead got a crappy hostel populated by grumpy people in expensive armor.

When we were sure no one would disturb us, the girls took turns teleporting home for baths and food. Invia and Podni got to go first, leaving me, Purity, and Solara in the dungeon.

“You seem upset,” Purity said as we settled into a side room.

“I think the idea of a dungeon ‘town’ was far more appealing in my head.”

“That means it has potential, right? If it was already what you wanted it to be, there would be nothing for you to do.”

“Interesting point.”

“There aren't a lot of people here now because it sucks,” Solara added. “If someone made it nicer, people would farm down here for longer stretches. That's what happened on the fifth floor. The same thing would happen here, but you could charge way more.”

Purity nodded. “And if they're staying longer because it's comfortable…”

“They spend more money at the bathhouse,” I said, finishing the thought. “I think my sense of what constitutes good profit got screwed up.”

“Between Chastain money and putting a Queen on the throne, this probably feels like an opportunity for pocket change,” Solara replied. “Bathhouse money is good earning, Byron baby. It's simple. It's predictable. And we don't have competition.”

Purity pointed at Solara to show she agreed. Then she added, “Don't forget about your plans for the dungeon. Once that succeeds, this place could be even more valuable.”

My priestess was referencing my plan to kill the Dungeon Lord and claim the dungeon core for myself.

And she wasn't wrong about that either.

Maybe Lilac would want to run a bathhouse? No, that wasn't a good idea, not when I sold her on being done with this kind of life. She would feel obligated to take the job rather than risk disappointing me.

So not Lilac, but someone other than me could run a place down here. That was always the plan, really.

“Where did you land on making this a place for demons to come as well?” Purity asked.

“I'm putting that on hold for now. Opening that door when we know enemies are looking for me isn't worth the risk.”

By enemies, I meant Abaddon. My idea for a more open border between planes sounded a lot less appealing when it would clearly make me more vulnerable.

“Do you think you could connect this to other dungeons?” Solara mused. “We've never done a dungeon-to-dungeon teleporter connection, have we?”

I thought. “I don't think we have. I don't see why it wouldn't work, though.”

“Imagine the same club at the bottom of every dungeon. You could be crawling Flowst and pop in to share a drink with someone running Borja.”

Purity lit up. “Solara is onto something.”

“I think she is too,” I said. “That approach would make it the exclusive experience we are after. Get a bunch of upper-level adventurers in one place, and I bet they spend a boatload of money.”

“Honestly, that sounds like a place I'd want to party,” Solara added.

“Me too,” I admitted. “You'd want to see it for yourself at least once. We already have four dungeons we can connect to.”

Solara cocked her head. “Four?”

“Flowst, Grubiit, Borja, Lopav.”

“Oh, I forget sometimes that you guys spent a bunch of time in Lopav. Four access points is a pretty good launch number.”

“I like that this gives us an excuse to travel more,” Purity said. “We would have to go visit other dungeons. That sounds as fun as partying.”

“I agree with that too.”

And I was excited about a tenth-floor settlement again. The scope of the concept had changed significantly, but that brought the magic of the idea back for me.

If I got my hands on the Grubiit dungeon core, I might not even have to bother with growing janky crystal walls. If dungeon cores worked how I thought, I could build a setup that was unlike anything possible on the surface.

I couldn't wait to kill this Dungeon Lord.

***

Podni and Solara both leveled up as we neared the confrontation with the Grubiit Dungeon Lord. The morning after the required long rest, Podni sat on Invia’s face and read me her options while Solara rubbed herself to the show.

My silk saboteur had the following options:

Forgery

Active Ability

Once per day, duplicate a style of handwriting perfectly for 60 minutes. You must have an example of the handwriting for the ability to trigger.

Sugar Daddy Bonus

Prerequisite: Silk Security

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Add one additional activation per day.)

(Bonus Pledge: Spend a Forgery activation to duplicate a wax seal instead of handwriting. You must have an example of the wax seal for the ability to trigger. Example wax seal can be intact or broken. When in the presence of the viceroy outside of combat, your sensitivity to any touch from a person is increased by an additional 25%.)

Femme Fatale

Active Ability

Once per day, if the target of your next attack is actively lusting after you at the time of the attack, gain a 15% bonus to damage.

Sugar Daddy Bonus increased bonus to damage from 10%.

Prerequisite: Play a role in 50+ human deaths.

Sovereign’s Prerequisites: Intoxicate, Mistress of the Aybyss

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Bonus damage increased an additional 5%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Add an additional activation of Femme Fatale per day. When in the presence of the viceroy outside of combat, your sensitivity to any touch from a person is increased by an additional 25%.)

Immaterial Disguise

Active Ability

You gain the intuitive ability to create and maintain the voice, tone, and mannerisms of a fake identity. You can automatically and accurately duplicate every accent you've heard.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the automatic accent benefit.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Store one full persona profile for a specific character. When you load that profile, automatically adopt all saved details of that character.)

(Bonus Pledge: Store an additional full persona profile for every oath sworn to 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%.)

“Forgery would come in handy,” Podni said before I could offer an opinion. “Femme Fatale and Immaterial Disguise might be useful, but I think I want to go back for Maker’s Immunity instead of choosing any of these.”

I could still recall the system description for that unlock:

Maker’s Immunity

Passive Ability

You cannot be harmed or affected by traps you created, immunizing you against damage as well as the physical forces created by a trap.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added immunity to physical forces.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain an intuitive awareness of whether or not triggering a trap will affect an ally.)

(Bonus Pledge: During the creation of the trap, gain the ability to apply the Antigood effect–when the trap triggers, the first five evil-aligned targets that would take damage from the trap are instead granted immunity to the trap’s damage…

From hearing about the option the first time, I already had several ideas for how to put Maker’s Immunity to use. Being able to deliver a bomb like the one we used to wipe out the Chastains without fear of hurting the delivery girl removed one of the major complications for deploying a bomb that large, or any bomb really.

“Do it,” I said.

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

“Oh shit,” Podni said with a gasp, reaching between her legs to pull Invia’s face up and into her snatch. “The sensitivity bumped from 25% to 40%. Fuuuck.”

Solara pushed Podni off and threw her leg over Invia’s face. “My turn,” she announced, and Invia wasted no time kissing and licking the sorceress’ desire. Podni started to complain, but Purity and I both sent tentacles her way, and she seemed content with that.

For her move to level 17, Solara had the following options:

Reflective Silk

Passive Ability

All silk generated with Silk Weaver gains a 5% chance to trigger Reflection, reversing the direction of any incoming spell.

Sugar Daddy Bonus

Prerequisite: Enchanted Silk

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Durability of silk generated with Silk Weaver improved by 10%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Improve the chance for Reflection triggering The chances of the reflection effect triggering are improved an additional 10%. When the sovereign inflicts pain upon you, increase the intensity of that pain by 25%.)

Swathe

Passive Ability

For every 1% of the enemy covered by silk, gain a 0.5% bonus to damage to spells cast on that target and through Silk Weaver.

Sugar Daddy Bonus improved bonus from 0.25%.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Bonus to damage increase an additional 0.1%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Durability of silk generated with Silk Weaver improved by 10%. When the sovereign inflicts pain upon you, increase the intensity of that pain by 25%.)

Shaking Silk

Passive Ability

Any silk generated from Silk Weaver alerts the caster when it has been disturbed by a creature. Caster has an intuitive sense of whether or not the creature is an enemy. Shaking Silk effect expires when the Silk expires. Caster can choose to mute Shaking Silk notifications.

Sugar Daddy Bonus: Added the intuitive enemy sense.

Sovereign Prerequisite: Sense Danger

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Silk generated by Silk Weaver lasts an additional 2 hours.)

(Bonus Pledge: Every time a monster touches the silk, gain a 0.1% chance of being able to identify that monster via Shaking Silk alone. This effect is cumulative. When the sovereign inflicts pain upon you, increase the intensity of that pain by 25%.)

“Whatever that was just now, keep doing it,” Solara said, speaking down to the head between her thighs. “I think I should pick up Silk Specialist instead of any of these. Reflective Silk is too defensive. Swathe would take too long and be even less useful against big monsters, and we seem to only be fighting more of those. Pen’s Thread Seer does what Shaking Silk does but better.”

Silk Specialist had been hard to pass up the first time it was offered. We chose Enchanted Silk over it back then, but I agreed with Solara. It was worth going back for:

Silk Specialist

Passive Ability

Increase the strength of any spell in which you are proficient by 10% if it is cast with Silk Weaver. This ability can only be selected once and counts as an instance of Specialist. 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 or its equivalent…

I received a system alert:

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

In my mind, Purity spoke with a devious tone. “Her Bonus Pledge bumped the intensity of sovereign pain from 25% to 40%.”

“She said that to you with telepathy?”

“Yes. I think she’s…”

I slapped the side of one of Solara’s enormous breasts. She screamed and cursed.

Purity continued, saying, “I think she’s a little afraid. Do it again.”


Chapter 48

Prostituting myself to the denizens of the hells became a regular job. I didn't have a client every boss run in Borja, but every three visits or so, we would find a letter addressed to me.

The majority of my encounters were mostly humanoid. Like the Queen of Glances, they had pieces and structures common to humans, but rarely in the same order or orientation. I made do, for the most part. There was only one client I couldn't do anything for, and that wasn't my fault. She was something like a grasshopper, and nothing I could reach gave her pleasure.

Unfortunately, she was not so understanding, and I briefly expected her to attack me. She stared at me far too long with her bulbous, lattice-like eyes, and her dual mandibles–one vertical and one horizontal–chewed the air menacingly.

Then she disappeared. I wasn’t sure that I could have won that fight, and even if I could have, killing a client wouldn’t bode well for the word of mouth marketing I relied on for business. Crystalized hatred was too valuable and too useful for me to be okay with losing this pipeline.

On one particular occasion, I lied on the dungeon floor next to a client who had six arms and a head attached to an exceptionally wide pelvis, giving her body a spider-like look. She had enough of the right parts that I could do my job, but finger-banging her while she sat in my lap was unusual, as was holding two of the six arms to bounce her up and down on my cock.

I made do, and the bundle of limbs seemed happy.

“Human, you are a gift to the hells,” she said, her voice so high-pitched that I almost couldn't hear it.

“I'm glad you enjoyed yourself.”

“Incubi can’t be trusted, and the demons with the right perversions are often tainted.”

“Tainted?” I asked.

“Fucking half the hells makes contracting an illness inevitable, and some such illnesses cannot be cured. They linger, like eternal curses.”

“Pardon my ignorance, but are you describing an STD?”

Her hip-attached head blinked back at me, confused.

“Sexually transmitted disease.”

“You speak as if this idea is new to you.”

“The idea of demons getting STDs is new to me,” I admitted. “I thought they were immune to diseases.”

“Immune to diseases from the material plane. Pestilence and plague are common in the hells.”

“Interesting.”

“This is part of your popularity. Did you not know this?”

I shook my head.

“Undead are truly immune to all diseases. You are not only talented, but you also represent minimal risk. Such a thing is important to those like me who have high standings on our home planes and too much to lose.”

“I’m guessing there aren’t many undead available to fuck?”

Her laugh was like a chittering crab. “None with abilities like yours. A broad agreement has been struck amongst the queens to not bring you harm. Bitter enemies desire your cock to such a degree they made you off-limits. Killing Byron of Zaglis would be a loss to us all.”

My dick was capable of amazing things. I knew that already, but this scenario never occurred to me as being a possibility. Prostituting myself gave me a strange set of quasi-allies. They weren’t doing me favors beyond paying my fee, but I very much appreciated when powerful beings decided not to harm me.

“Does this mean you’ll come back for another round?” I asked.

Six hands reached for my face. “I do not wish to wait for seconds. Feed me now.”

***

In my weaker moments, I desired nothing more than to be normal, and those emotions were the most pronounced when I came down from one of my unusual experiences, like fucking a demon for pay or signing off on another production run of Byron’s Blessings, now with 3x the blessing. Feeling nostalgic for that normal life confused me because I knew, objectively, that being normal sucked.

I knew that fact when I was normal too, yet I now felt a longing for it that I never fully understood.

At first, I thought I might miss being anonymous, but no, that wasn't it. I could be anonymous now, and I did so relatively frequently. When I was normal, I was so anonymous as to constantly be stepped on and ignored.

I didn't want to experience that again.

Did I miss my hobbies? Those were reading. End of list. Most other hobbies required friends.

Did I miss food? Nope.

The atmosphere of my hometown? Not that either.

I missed my dad, and I didn't need nostalgia to remind me. That pain hurt often enough on its own.

Looking back on it now, I think what I really wanted was to not go back to being normal but rather to have all of the advantages of my second life and yet be who I was then.

I wanted to go back in time but bring my levels, my money, and my confidence with me. Normal Byron would have loved this shit, and his life would have been better.

Normal Brenin, I mean.

At the time, I mostly just wanted it to stop hurting, and I was willing to do whatever it took to sate whatever this need was. After fucking the arm-frisbee demon, I decided I needed normal.

I wanted to go back to a cafe in Borja. It became my haunt back then because Invia frequented it, and I got close to a date with a pretty girl who worked there.

That ended with her believing I stood her up intentionally. I was unconscious and near death from a bad dungeon run at the time.

Lubada. That was her name. I needed a minute of mental searching to finally remember it.

I went to the cafe hoping she still worked there. She did. I recognized her tiny frame and barely-there cleavage immediately. She seemed prettier now too, but I couldn't explain why. Maybe that was nostalgia fucking me with me.

I picked a table and sat.

“What can I get you-” Lubada froze when she came over to take my order.

“Hi.”

“Brenin? Wow. I haven't seen you around Borja in a long while.”

I nodded. “I moved. I live in Grubiit now.”

“I wondered what happened to you sometimes.”

“Likewise. How are things here?”

She shrugged. “Still working here.”

“Nothing wrong with that. Do you want to talk sometime? I owe you a date.”

“Oh. Umm… Sure. I'm off in 2 hours.”

“I'll be back soon,” I said.

***

“I didn't mean to stand you up back then,” I said, walking Lubada out the south gate to a park popular for picnics.

“Why did you?”

“I had a bad dungeon run and was laid up for a few days.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I didn't get out of bed for most of that.”

We paused at a park bench.

Lubada frowned sheepishly. “Sorry for hitting you.”

“I survived,” I said, taking a seat and inviting her to do the same. “So nothing interesting happened to you since we talked? Not one thing?”

“Well… I was engaged.”

I laughed. “That's pretty significant, I’d say.”

“It's embarrassing. I thought I was in love. We moved in together, and he proposed with this really romantic dinner.”

“Then?”

She sighed. “He had been cheating on me for a while, apparently. Made me feel like such a fool.”

“That really sucks. I'm sorry.”

“Tough lesson, but valuable.”

“What was the lesson?”

“If it sounds too good, beware,” Lubada answered. “I should have been more suspicious about how perfect it was. Real has rough edges. Only lies are perfect.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because perfect is artificial. Every issue is painted over and carefully arranged.”

“I don't know if I agree,” I said. “Thinking like that would make me suspicious of the good moments. Kind of poisons them, doesn't it?”

“Yeah, it does. I didn't think of it like that.”

Lubada stared ahead for a moment, thinking.

“That's enough about me,” she said. “What do you do in Grubiit?”

“Adventuring, mostly. A little bit of business here and there.”

“Do you have like a party and everything?”

I nodded. “Yeah. There are five of us.” And a couple dozen followers.

“Do you ever get scared?”

“All the time,” I answered. “Getting through it is part of the reward.”

“Is the money as good as they say?”

“It's alright. Fair to say that you're dating again since we're out here now? I don't want to assume the wrong thing and make this weird.”

“Do you want this to be a date?” She asked.

“Depends on what you're looking for.”

“Love, someday. When that happens, a home, a few kids.”

“Then this is just friends catching up,” I said.

“You don't want those things?”

I shook my head. “That life isn't for me. I don't think poorly of that choice, by the way. I'm just not the right person for it.”

“That's a shame. I thought for a moment the Goddess was sending me a sign. You showing up was too random for it not to be.”

“You were already thinking about me like that?”

“I didn't decide to marry you or anything. I thought it might be worth finding out. You made me feel pretty good about myself. If I was curious enough for a date then, I figured why not now?”

“That's pretty flattering.”

“You could have waited to tell me you weren't interested in something long-term,” she said. “If you led me on a little bit, I probably would have fucked you.”

I laughed. “Also very flattering. I would have let you, but I think I really just wanted to tell you I didn't ditch you on purpose. I thought I could be pretty into you back then, but my life was a mess. Getting my ass kicked in the dungeon was the least complicated part of my life at that point.”

“I think about that little game we played with the coins.”

“Yeah?”

She nodded. “That was one of the hottest things that's ever happened to me. It came out of nowhere and was gone just as quick. I think about it a few times a week still.”

Offering to gift her Byron's Blessing would probably be in poor taste right then, so I restrained myself.

“It was fun for me too,” I said.

“What is it that makes you more interesting than any other man I've met? We exchanged maybe 100 words in total, but even now, I'm intrigued by you.”

“We met at a time where I had nothing to lose. I think that gave me a fearlessness I didn't know was possible. Every day of my life felt like bonus time I wasn't supposed to get.”

“Do you have something to lose now?” Lubada asked.

“Very much.”

“You still have that fearlessness, though.”

“Do you think so?”

“I could be wrong. That's just how it seems to me.”

“Well, thank you for the compliment. I appreciate you being willing to talk to me like this.”

Lubada stood and offered me a handshake. I'm not sure how good of a job I did at hiding my cringe.

I smiled. “If you decide you want something meaningless that feels amazing, come find me.”

“How many partners do you have?” she asked.

“A couple.”

“Be careful. Plenty of people have been getting sick that way. If that wasn't a risk, I'd be all over you.”

Another benefit to the Silk. Even if one of the initiates brought something in, I’d never catch it. No risk of venereal disease wasn't an advantage of undeath I appreciated very often. And that was a mistake.

I had a platinum coin in my pocket. If this conversation had been a little less serious, I would have used it to buy a butt-stuff pass.

Closure on something so small still felt good, though.


Chapter 49

Abby appeared behind me. “I'm sorry, sir, but Mistress Solara would like you to know the summoning circle has activated. Shall I tell her you are busy?”

My demon looked down at the seven women with my dicks in their mouths. We were on the back patio of the Water Temple, enjoying each other beneath a warm sun. Each body had just enough sweat to give their skin a wet sheen, and those glimmers of light made the unique curves and details of every subject more visible and easier to appreciate.

I did hate to interrupt this, but the summoning circle activating meant our grigori had returned with her end of our bargain.

I gave every mouth one more deep shove and withdrew. “Finish each other.”

They all whined and pawed at me. Abby shooed them away and followed me into the Water Temple. I had stopped by to boost morale a little with my presence, and then one of my followers asked about leveling. Before I knew it, I was sitting on a patio chair while four girls undressed in front of me.

The last 3 arrived a little bit later when they heard gagging noises and wanted to join.

“Mistress Solara awaits you in the Capital boardinghouse, Master.”

“Thank you, Abby.”

I did the teleporter jumps from the Water Temple to get to the Capital.

“I have one request,” Solara said when I appeared. Sarah, her familiar, slithered up between the sorceress' breasts and flicked her tongue at me.

“Go on.”

“Can we wait until we are outside of the wall before you carry me the rest of the way? My stomach doesn't like the sharp turns of a city.”

I laughed. “Okay, yeah. That's fine. We need to hire and send a carriage to the house anyway.”

Solara scoffed. “Do you think I'm some kind of amateur? The carriage is on its way and will wait outside all night if it has to.”

I raised my hands to surrender. “You're right. I should have expected that. And I'll try to be more gentle.”

“How many just now?” Solara asked with her hand on the doorknob.

“Seven.”

“Did they please you?”

“One of you is better than 10 of them.”

She giggled. “You don't mean that.”

“I do. I'd choose one of my party over all of my followers at once.”

“Would you prove it to me?”

“Yes. Tonight. Me and you only.”

“Don't tease me.”

“I promise,” I said.

Solara wiggled her butt as she let herself out. I happily followed.

***

“Does a dex stat spare you the motion sickness?” Solara asked, her hands on her knees just inside the back wall of a condemned estate.

“I hadn't thought about it, but maybe.”

“I'm so glad I can ride a carriage back.”

“We shouldn't keep our guest waiting,” I said, setting a soothing hand on her shoulder. “Come on.”

Solara nodded and straightened her back.

The house was still in ruins from my attack. We stepped over collapsed trusses and avoided holes in the floor. Charred rubble and barely standing walls had begun to sink and rot, every fresh rain driving the ruins into further decay.

When we came around the corner, I thought she was a statue at first.

She knelt, knees splayed and her head down, the jagged remains of her torn off wings sticking out of her back like white splinters. Gold chains wrapped her naked form, gleaming bright against the dull white of her body.

She was so still.

“Hello. We're here.”

The fallen angel jerked and turned, clutching a small box to her chest.

“It's us. Byron and Solara.”

“A grigori remembers.”

“Are you hurt?” I asked.

She shook her head.

“Master will notice soon.”

“But you succeeded,” Solara said, kneeling at the edge of the circle.

The fallen angel opened the box. A small vial, big enough for only a few drops, sat on a bed of perfectly white fabric, radiating a blinding golden light.

“I'm proud of you,” Solara said. “Does this mean you've made a decision?”

“A grigori has chosen. A grigori will say the prayer.” She reached down for a silk ribbon and a rose petal we had left inside the spell circle. She tied the knot and held up the petal.

“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 and may my soul leave with the Spirit of Death.”

She swallowed, and the ribbon tightened, turning gold. The spell circle dissolved, and Solara stepped forward, wrapping her arms around the grigori.

“You're safe now,” Solara whispered.

The gold chains turned to black sand and trickled away.

“A grigori is free?”

“Yes, but grigori are bound, disgraced celestials, right?”

The marble woman nodded.

“You are no longer bound or disgraced. You deserve a proper name.”

“A grigori doesn't know names. Would Mistress give a grigori a name?”

Solara looked at me. I nodded that she could.

After a moment of studying the fallen angel, Solara said, “Cici. Your new name is Cici.”

I thought I saw Sarah nod that she approved of her Master’s decision.

“A Cici has a name!” she exclaimed. Then she smiled. The gray texture in her marble form glowed a soft gold, and for a moment, she was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen.

She was beautiful in the way a sunrise or a waterfall or a blossoming flower was beautiful. It wasn't lust but rather the feeling that the world was a marvelous place full of wonders.

“A Cici has a name!” she repeated.

Solara offered a warm smile back. “We’ll take our time on your grammar. But yes, welcome to the family, Cici.”

I wrapped my cloak around Cici. She looked up at me and offered me the box.

“Did a Cici do good?”

I accepted the box and closed it. “Yes, you did. Thank you.”

I helped her to her feet. “We have to take you into town in secret. It might feel overwhelming. If it does, put your head down and cover your ears. Solara and I will be right there beside you. Once we get to our house, everything will be quiet again.”

“A Cici understands. A Cici will be strong.”

I wondered how long it would take to rewire that habit. How old was she, actually? She might have talked this way for centuries. Unlearning those speech patterns could take just as long.

The carriage driver held the door open, and I helped Cici inside. Solara joined her, and I sat on the buckboard with the driver. I wouldn't blindly trust a random person to take us wherever.

When we warped to the Ice Temple, 85 followers of the Silk bowed in orderly rows to Cici. Abby and Stacey were among them.

“These are your sisters,” Solara said. “You don't have to meet everyone now, but they wanted you to know you're welcome.”

“For a grigori?”

Solara turned to her.

“Apologies, Mistress.”

“I wasn't mad. It will take time and practice. Try again.”

“For a Cici?”

“Yes, for you. We have a room for you as well.”

Cici waved bashfully and went with Solara upstairs and into Invia’s old room on the second floor of the Ice Temple. Invia, Purity, and Podni stood when we came inside. The room was filled with flowers and pillows.

“Sisters?” Cici asked, tentatively.

Solora nodded.

Cici stepped forward and knelt on both knees, her face down. “A Cici thanks you.”

Purity pulled Cici to her feet. “You don't bow to us. This is your room now.”

Solara whispered to me, “We can take it from here, Master, if you had other matters you wanted to attend to.”

“Don't forget to collect your reward.”

Solara leaned close enough that her lips tickled my ear. With hardly any volume at all, she said, “Make love to me tonight. Please, Father?”

I offered a noncommittal shrug and stepped away.

In my mind, Purity spoke. “She is pretty. Does she please you?”

“Cici?”

“Yes.”

“Not interested. She has the mind of a child.”

“This isn't just her being nervous?”

“Nope. Who knows what she's been through. She's off limits. She doesn't even know she's an individual person.”

“Poor thing,” Purity said. “I'll make sure the others know. We might want to keep her away from the more intense situations as well.”

That was a good point.

“My treasures,” I began, using Ruler’s Voice to speak to all of my followers at once. “We welcome a new member of the Silk from the celestial planes. Think of her as a kid sister, so tame your activities in the Ice Temple for now. She risked her life for us and knows nothing about her new world. Please help me show her the most beautiful parts.”

“Well put,” Purity said in my mind. “You are a sweet man.”

“I think of you as my moral compass. If I'm ever not sure what the right thing to do is, I think about what you would do.”

“I love you.”

“I love you too.”

***

Making love to Solara was like a slow but hard deep tissue massage. She loved to give and receive intense sensations, like just enough of a bite for it to hurt a little bit, and then she soaked in it. Savored it. Closed her eyes and acknowledged every tingle like she was enjoying the notes of a fine wine.

Late the night we brought Cici home, I knocked on Solara's door in the Water Temple.

She answered in her underwear with a silk robe.

“I promised you some one-on-one time,” I said.

“Yes, you did.”

She took my hand and pulled me inside. Her balcony door was open, and the night breeze was chillier than usual.

Yanking a blanket from her bed, she tossed it on the floor right in front of the door. She went to her back and brought me down with her.

She yanked and ripped impatiently at my belt and buttons. When I was down to my boxers she wrapped her legs around my waist and hugged me close. The stitching at the edges of her bra tickled my chest as she squeezed me into her.

“I like getting all of your attention,” she whispered, wiggling her hips against my erection.

“You're allowed to be selfish sometimes.”

“I know. That's why you're going to pull my panties to the side and put yourself inside of me right now. That's all I've been thinking about, and I can't wait anymore.”

With her hands on my hips, Solara guided me into her and had me sink so slowly that I felt every detail, like her grip taking me in, her wet warmth spreading toward the base of my cock, and the stretch as I parted her and brushed over her g-spot.

When I was all the way inside, Solara squeezed me tighter, driving her hips toward me to take every millimeter of dick I had to offer.

She gasped.

I pumped slowly, repeating the gradual but forcefully deep penetration, forcing her to wait, to let her anticipation build each time I slid in and back out.

Looking down on my sorceress, her long blonde hair splayed out across the floor like an ocean of gold, she smiled back at me and bit her lip.

“You're so fucking beautiful,” I told her.

“Can I have whatever I want?”

“Always.”

“Fuck me this slow until I cum. Then use me for yourself. When you're done, finish on my face. Cover me, Father. Give me every drop.”

And she was true to word. When I was about to climax, she pulled me up to her face, me kneeling over her. She sucked and stroked me for a second and then pulled away.

She stared up at me with a devious grin and pointed my cock at her face.

Her lips parted and her eyes closed when I burst, and she leaned into it, rubbing my throbbing tip across her face.

Then she put me back in her mouth to suck out the last little bit.

When it was done, she lay back, panting. “Your cum always feels so fucking good. I can never get enough.”


Chapter 50

Purity and Solara sat on my bed. My sorceress handed me something that was a similar shape and texture to a grape, but something about it felt artificial, like the resistance of its skin was too uniform.

“Mrs. Ferthom finished it with me this morning. Fermenting sunlight is a strange idea, but anyway, I know it took a while. Thank you for being patient. We're as certain as we can be that this will permanently negate Holy attacks. It's still… Well, this is dangerous, Byron.”

“Do you believe in it?” I asked.

She nodded confidently.

I put the object in my mouth, chewed, and swallowed.

My stomach twisted, and I had the sensation of chalk leaking from every one of my pores, caking my body in a dry powder. That invisible dust turned cold and then wet before my body drank it back in.

As though I stood in the sun during a pleasant summer day, my body temperature climbed and held that feeling. It didn't go away.

You have acquired Immunity to Holy magic.

“Ha!” I jumped, pumping my arm. “The system says I'm immune to Holy.”

Solara jumped up too. “Really?!”

I stuck out my arm. “Holy me,” I said to Purity.

Reluctantly–she was against testing it this way–she targeted my arm with Holy Ray. The sensation of small rocks hitting my skin was all the more effect it had on me.

“It worked!”

Purity and Solara leapt to hug me, and I got a notification.

-7 to Progress to Your Fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 32 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

That had to be because of my new immunity, right? Taking Holy off the board meant Abaddon had one less potential weapon to use against me. But if Abaddon had a similar ability telling him about me…

The sovereign paranoia was relentless, and it always felt completely justified, which was a key trait in top-shelf, drive-yourself-mad paranoia.

Forcing my mind to turn away from it felt like physically wrestling with the idea.

With this protection and Legendary Obscurify, no one was likely to guess me for an undead. Living forever might get noticed, but that problem was 80 years away. I could still die the old-fashioned way, however. If my head was disconnected from my body or my brain was caved in, I was done.

Phylacteries. I needed to look into making a phylactery next. If I was going to ask Solara to do that for me, granting her undeath would probably help motivate her. But would I really go through the trouble of getting another batch of crystallized hatred and liquid sunlight for her? For every person in my party?

Fuck, that was going to be expensive.

Then again, they would have centuries to level, and surrounding myself with powerful guardians would be wise.

Yeah. I needed to figure that out. The costs were worth it.

“What's next?” Solara asked.

“We need to make 4 more of those.”

“For us?”

I nodded.

“Does that mean you found a way to take us with you?” Purity asked. That's how she described becoming undead, as if I were taking a trip and they could ride along.

I wasn't ready to reveal that I had the ability to make them undead at this very moment if I wanted. At the same time, putting it off was like having a better piece of armor in my closet but sending them on dungeon runs in gear that was objectively inferior.

Putting this off for too long might cost a party member their life.

“I'm very close,” I said. “Close enough that we should talk about it.”

They waited for me to continue.

“The commitment is immeasurable. Undeath is eternity.”

“Are you worried we would regret it?” Purity asked.

“That's one of the concerns, yes.”

“We’re big girls, Master. We can decide for ourselves and face the consequences.”

Solara nodded that she agreed with Purity.

“Would there be anyone in the party you wouldn't want having the same gift?”

“I would want them to come with us,” Purity said.

“We've been on this adventure together,” Solara added. “It wouldn't be right to leave them behind. Besides, life is more fun when we're all together.”

I smiled. “Right answer. Anyone with gold silk seems like they should be eligible.”

“Did you say ‘eligible’ deliberately?” Purity asked.

“Yes. Is that enough or should there be other requirements?”

Purity shook her head. “The system judges if they qualify for the gold silk. You should be the judge of a gift like immortality.”

Solara pointed at Purity. “That logic explains my feelings exactly.”

“It is hard to argue against. Tell me, how would you spend all that time?”

Solara answered, “Leveling, studying, and enjoying life in any way we want. Parties. Travel.”

“I want all of that too,” Purity added. “I also want to see if a better humanity is possible. It's something that takes decades, and most people don't live long enough to see their work through. They have to hand it off and hope it continues. It almost never does, and someone has to start it all over again.”

Solara hugged Purity. “I love your heart.”

“I like both of those answers a lot.”

“What do you want?” Purity asked.

The word “More” was all that appeared in my mind. More power. More women. More money. More Temples. More. More. More.

“A viceroy is always hungry.”

“What the fuck?”

Purity and Solara looked at each other confused.

Solara asked, “What's wrong?”

“Sorry,” I replied, trying to collect myself. Was I vividly remembering something she would say, or was she still in my head?

No. Byron. You're losing your mind. This was why she messed with you so much. She stirred your brains around on purpose to produce this exact result, to cripple your ability to think rationally. You can't be a threat to her if you don't trust your own mind.

You imagined it. That's all.

“I need some rest. I've been pushing too hard. Like I was saying, each of you needs immunity to Holy. After that, we should look into phylacteries.”

Solara seemed to consider pressing me on my outburst but resisted the urge.

“Want me to start on that?” Solara asked.

“Not yet,” I answered. “You just finished a big project. Relax and take some time to think about yourself for a bit.”

“I don't mind.”

“I know you don't. That's why I'm making you take time off. It's the only way you'll do it.”

“I'm fine.”

“Penny,” I said. “Make her take time off.”

“Yes, Master,” she replied, smiling.

“I am tired, though. I'm going to meditate for a bit.”

Purity and Solara kissed me on opposite cheeks and left the rectory.

Did I hear Aurketzu speak, or did I imagine it? How could I tell the difference? Was she still in my mind?

She couldn't be. The soulstone confirmed it.

I spent 24 hours a day listening to her. I learned how she felt about certain things, and that's all that was. I anticipated an observation from someone who was no longer present. As if they left the room without my hearing, and I knew how they would finish a sentence.

She was gone. She had to be.

***

“You haven't hidden your trick very well,” Mirko said as we walked toward Lopav’s back gate. “Is that trust or hubris? I know you didn't overlook the risk. You wouldn't miss that.”

“Samson wanted this done swiftly, and faking trips to and from Lopav is too tedious. I couldn't do this for him any other way.”

“Tell me to shove off as soon as it's none of my business, but how did you come to work for Samson Oliverry?”

“Not for, with, but he'd probably tell you different.”

Mirko laughed.

“We make trades sometimes,” I continued. “This was just one of them.”

“I'll do my best to make you look good.”

We paused just outside the back gate.

“We staked out the build site already,” Mirko said, pointing to wooden poles hammered into the ground, forming a line that ran into the forest. “I thought he'd have more trouble getting the land, but he bought his way out of any problems there.”

“All of them?”

Mirko nodded. “Town council couldn't wait to take his money and get a new wall out of it.”

“So the property side is done already?”

“Yes, sir. That's no credit to me, though. So far I've mostly delivered messages.”

“Any potential issues?”

“Weather and materials,” Mirko answered. “Samson wants us to plan to build through winter, and he insists materials will arrive on time. He is going to lose a lot of coin with that many workers sitting around to wait out the snow.”

“He has a good sense of things like weather. I know it's not intuitive, but you can trust him on that.”

…Because he's an ice demon with two dungeon cores.

“That goes for the materials too then?” Mirko asked.

“Yes. If he's wrong, easy money for everyone.”

Mirko chuckled. “Honest coin always feels strange to me, I guess. Other than planning to work through a Lopav winter, I have no other concerns. I've also never built a castle.”

We turned to walk back into town.

“The challenge looks like it's going to get withdrawn,” I said after a stretch of quiet. “Bruhelmond lost his mind or got addicted to drugs. I don't remember which.”

“Would have been a shame to lose you.”

“I don't understand why you stuck with the Guild and let them banish you here. Them icing you out was a loss for everyone involved.”

Mirko waved that thought away. “Ancient history. Guild still did a lot for me. Living up here isn't too bad either. There are worse retirements.”

“How are you not more pissed?”

“Losing that bet could have ended a lot worse. I got to walk away from the table while I was still ahead. Yeah, I wanted to play longer, but that's not how it worked out. Besides, if that never happened, I wouldn't have gotten my dream career as a castle designer.”

I chuckled. “Think you still got it?”

“You're an asshole.”

We laughed.

“I liked asking you for advice,” I continued. “Call the first one a freebie and become my advisor of sorts. Paid gig, of course. You don't have to run any of the actual work, but an outside perspective on what we're trying to accomplish would help me a lot.”

“How big are these jobs?”

Well, I kind of acquired the entire kingdom recently. Shame I couldn't reveal that.

“I have legit revenue on top of this, but I run a bathhouse in the Grubiit dungeon and am looking to open a second. I do a good bit of speculating on dungeon markets and sponsor multiple crawl teams. I'm certain I'm missing opportunities above and below the table, but I don't know where to look.”

“What exactly would you want me to do?”

“I want you to run my businesses for me, but I'll settle for an advisor.”

“You trying to retire already?” Mirko asked.

“No, but I do want to spend more time dungeon crawling and less time keeping everything running.”

“Even if the Guild approves that, I’ll have to wait for my replacement to arrive.”

I smiled. “I'm not worried about either of those. Think on it. Like I said, even just having you as a sometimes advisor would be enough for me.”

“Alright. I'll consider it.”

“Thank you.”

***

Cici marveled at Stacey's workshop in Zaglis, her gold eyes drinking in every tool and every detail of the forge.

“A Cici has never seen something like this,” the former grigori whispered mostly to herself.

“Do I not make you nervous?” Stacey asked, the flames of the forge reflecting off of her metal figure.

“Why would you make a Cici nervous?”

Solara leaned over and said something in her ear.

Cici nodded and tried again. “Why would you make… me nervous?”

“I am from the hells, and you are from the heavens.”

“Me not a real celestial. Me is fallen.”

Solara spoke softly again to Cici and she frowned.

“I not a real celestial. I is fallen.”

When Solara started this effort to teach Cici a new way of speaking and the grammar that went with it, she didn't realize how challenging it would be. To her credit, she hid any frustration she might have felt. We all knew that Cici was very new at this.

“You came from the heavens,” Stacey said. “Celestials are those who are from the heavens.”

“Let's move on from this topic,” I suggested. “Cici was curious about where our weapons are made, and she wanted to see your workshop.”

Stacey bowed slightly to me and then returned her attention to Cici. “Hot metal can be shaped. A smith knows how to bring out the best in the metal, how to make it into something stronger than it was.”

Stacey held out an ingot. “These tools,” she gestured at the whole of the shop, “are all part of turning this into something more useful.”

“Like swords.”

“Yes, like swords.”

“A Cici has never held a sword.”

Stacey pulled a sword from her work bench and offered Cici the hilt.

Cici looked at Solara and me for permission. We smiled and nodded, encouraging her.

The former grigori wrapped both hands around the hilt and pointed the tip of the silk steel sword to the ceiling. Every detail of the item seemed to be a source of wonder for her, from her reflection in the blade to the perfectly round pommel.

She turned to ask Solara a question, and the sorceress ducked the blade. When Cici saw her distress, she seemed to panic.

“A grigori is so sorry. A grigori did not mean to be careless.”

I approached Cici from behind and put a hand on her shoulder, triggering Safe Word+25. “No one is upset with you,” I said. “You are in a new place learning a new life, and that's not easy. You are going to make mistakes.”

“A grigori is sorry.”

“No, you don't need to be sorry. This is how we learn. Just keep trying your best. Now when you give Stacey the sword back, be careful not to cut yourself on the edge and offer her the hilt. Any time we give someone a weapon, we want to give them a safe place to grip it.”

Cici did as instructed.

“Abby makes swords?” Cici asked next.

Stacey shook her head. “My sister builds walls out of magic. That is a different craft. I have another sister who builds constructs.”

Cici tilted her head.

“Constructs are machines that move and work by themselves.”

“Wowww.”

The steel demon nodded. “There are many crafts and many different ways to create.”

“A Cici cannot craft. No grigori can craft.”

“None of us can do things at first,” Solara explained. “But we can learn.”

“Does Solara craft?” Cici asked.

Solara smiled. “I work with magic and potions sometimes.”

“A Cici is in awe.”

Solara grabbed Cici’s hand. “I have an idea. Come with me. You're going to make your first potion.”

“Solara can teach a Cici?”

“Yes, I can, and it will be fun.”

As the pair exited the workshop, I mouthed “thank you” to Stacey.

The forgemaster bowed.


Chapter 51

400 miles x 400 miles. On the map, it was so small and so empty.

600 miles directly south of that was a mountain range. After 20 miles of terrain known for bottomless chasms and lava-glass-covered slopes, my home country began. Princess-I mean, Queen-Ashley and I spent several days in that part of the kingdom, eluding her kidnappers.

“How sure are you about this?” I asked Professor Xi, pointing to the square on the map.

“Not very,” he answered with a shrug. “This is an artistic blend of the position notes in the journal and corresponding context clues we assembled from various sources. We can guess this is where they encountered the ‘cube shape in the snow’ but know that we are working from a copy. Old ink on decaying paper is infamous for confusing numbers. Coordinates can vary drastically if a number is transcribed incorrectly.”

I listened as Professor Xi continued.

“If the location of the ruins is fixed as you theorize, we would be able to locate the others if you find ruins here. The margin of error will be much larger with a cave painting reference, but we have time before that's a concern.”

“I’d like to see the versions of this map with the coordinate variations you mentioned. Whatever numbers you think are most likely to be mistaken in a transcription.”

“We can do that, but may I make a recommendation?”

“Of course.”

“You have said you wanted to investigate the area as quickly as possible. That expedition will need significant planning, and the full team contributing will help bring that about more quickly.”

“I see why'd you think that, but no. That won't be necessary.”

“Sir, I must-”

“No.”

Professor Xi glanced to Podni and Solara as if they would intercede as voices of reason. When they didn't, he collected himself.

“Yes, sir.”

“Tell me about the search area,” I said.

“I'm afraid this region is not well studied. We broadly know this to be tundra. You might encounter rocky terrain, but I can't say to what extreme. You're just as likely to find nothing but snowdrifts. We don't know enough, unfortunately."

“How much snow?”

“That's hard to say.”

“Do we know anything about the weather cycles?”

“The north follows our seasons, technically, but functionally it is always winter.”

Keeping track of seasons had become difficult for me, I realized. Never sleeping warped my perception of how much time had passed, and I bounced between permanent winter in Flowst, the temperate Capital, and then the sandy beaches of Zaglis. Sometimes in a single day.

“You would grid search this area, right?”

The scholar nodded. “There is a process to make that more efficient, but it will still be time-consuming.”

“How do you keep track of what you've searched already with frequent snowfall? I'd expect flags to get buried.”

“You're quite right. Challenges like those are largely the reasons why we know so little about this part of our world.”

“So, how would you do it?”

“This is one of the obstacles we would need time to solve.”

“Monster population?”

“That answer is as vague as our maps, I'm afraid. We should anticipate more than what's on the lists, which are largely elementals with the potential for giants, trolls, dire wolves, and dire bears.”

“Thank you for the great work, Professor. Please send word when you have new viable alternatives.”

“How would you like to handle the expedition portion?”

“Don't worry about that yet. Find other viable areas with the coordinate revisit, and then return to hunting for leads.”

He seemed as if he wanted to argue but changed his mind.

I didn't need a full expedition team to search an area for a tower. I could handle that on my own. Once we found something, then we would need the help of scholars.

***

Navigational technology has advanced substantially since King Axun the 5th’s expedition to the north. Where he relied on sextants and star charts, I could use an “astral compass.” The size of a hardcover book, an astral compass showed you the exact direction you're facing as well as the coordinates for your current position.

With my dex in the 30s, my movements, to someone with low intelligence or low dexterity, were perceived as a sort of teleportation. I'm not actually teleporting, but I travel so quickly that normal eyes can't track me. That speed was why I didn't want to bother with organizing a journey for dozens of people to search the northern lands. Just getting them to and over the mountains would take weeks.

I could be way faster than that by myself with Silk Walk, but I quickly learned that I was also faster than an astral compass. I estimated I could run 400 miles in around 15 minutes if I held a sprint the whole way, but in practice, I quickly lost my sense of exact direction–was I traveling north or ever so slightly northeast?–and the rotating dials that communicated coordinates locked up.

I periodically had to stop and wait several minutes for the readings to calibrate and display the correct information. That slowed me down considerably, turning 15 minutes into 3 hours, but once I finished my first line of searching, the process grew much easier.

As I went, I dropped small discs enchanted with permanent warmth. Rich people used them in their gloves or in their pockets to keep their hands from getting cold. In my case, I wrapped each one in silk.

With the weather in the north, even a heavy object would shift locations under the frequent gale-force winds. Anchoring flags and other visible markers with posts could help, but snowfall and simple snowdrifts would cover them up.

But my silk markers sank, slowly melting through the snow because of the warmth, putting them out of reach of the wind. With Silkmancer, I could feel their locations.

I still needed the astral compass, but being able to feel whether I was moving closer to or farther from the silk markers let me run longer without stopping to confirm I was still on the correct course.

When I needed a break, I drove a telescoping pole into the snow and hung a silk noose at the top. I risked the connection breaking or getting buried, but that was better than camping in the tundra.

I needed four days of searching before I found it.

Honestly, I'm lucky I didn't accidentally kill myself. Crashing into a solid wall at that speed felt like breaking every bone in my body, and the force of the impact was more than enough to shatter the Legendary Healing potion around my neck. I'm fairly certain I would have survived without it, but I didn't mind being sure.

With snow blowing and the drifts shifting constantly, the cube-shaped anomaly mentioned in our research was surprisingly easy to miss for how massive it was.

If you didn't view it from the correct angle, the shape the snow formed against the invisible walls looked like any other piece of nowhere in the northern lands.

I traced the perimeter, dropping silk markers as I went. According to the astral compass, each side of the tower was 4 miles long. Keeping my hand on the invisible structure, I hoped my fingers would find a door or a window, but the whole way around, all I felt was one continuously smooth surface. No mortar lines or edges of bricks. One solid object.

Given the environment, the door could be buried beneath the snow, and I could have walked right over it at some point, or the towers could have a less traditional entry that I might not notice with touch alone.

To confirm that what I found was a tower, I Silk Walked straight up. When I felt about as high as I was when I fell on the kraken and still felt a solid invisible wall next to me, I was confident I had found a tower.

The big question: What should I do next?

Greater Truesight wasn't enough to reveal the tower. Legendary Truesight might work, but I couldn't find a single person who had even heard of such an item existing. Lyle said it was possible that no enchanter had gone that far, and why would they? No known illusion magic could beat Greater Truesight, so going beyond that was pointless.

Until I figured out a way to reveal the tower, securing a basecamp would be my first step. I cleared a 20x20 hole in the snow on the southern side of the tower and went down about 7 feet before hitting solid, blue ice. From there, I needed an assistant.

Even with a Bonfire enchantment keeping her warm, Solara despised the weather from the moment she came through my rinkadink teleporter.

Using the same process as we did for the fifth floor of the Grubiit dungeon, we grew crystal walls to create a permanent shelter, and we grew it about 15 ft tall. Solara used water magic to make a crude door of ice at the same height as the snow. Then she made stairs leading from the solid glacier at the bottom of the shelter up to the doorway. I would be the only one strong enough to open it, but at least we weren't having to regrow crystal every visit. More importantly, getting buried completely was still a possibility, but this way the teleporter was never in danger of getting blocked.

I had asked Cici some time ago what she knew about celestial illusion magic, but she didn't know anything at all. Educating grigori was considered blasphemous, so her knowledge of anything technical was zero.

But a thought occurred to me that I hadn't considered before.

Despite her Bonfire enchantment and numerous layers of clothing, Cici shivered the moment she came through the teleporter to base camp.

“Grigori are not-We are not good in the cold.”

“This first part will only take a moment,” I assured her. “We are going to pop our heads out, and I want you to tell me if you see anything other than snow.”

She nodded.

I pushed the ice door aside. The wind was fierce, but other than that, this was one of the clearest days I had seen up here yet.

I pointed straight north and yelled over the wind, “I see snow and nothing else. What do you see?”

She paused to think about her words. “Cici sees a wall, Master.”

“Describe it.”

“The color reminds Cici of pearls. Old master had pearls.”

“Do you see any doors or windows? Or perhaps writing or images?”

“No.”

“Any seams in the surface or visible bricks?”

“No.”

“How tall does it look?”

“Cici not know. It goes beyond the clouds.”

Taking her back into the shelter and closing the door, I asked, “Have you seen structures built like that in your world?*

“Cici has never been outside in my world.”

“So you've never actually seen the exterior of any building before joining us?”

“No.”

I thought. “Tell me about doorways and gates. How different are those in our world compared to yours?”

“Alike but not the same. Your doors must be moved. Theirs move.”

“They open and close by themselves?”

Cici nodded. “Only for those with permission and with desire.”

“Desire? What does that mean?”

“You desire the door to open.”

“Thank you. You may return home now.”

She bowed and activated the teleporter.

For the next three days I dug along the length of the tower, all the way down to the blue ice, and periodically asked Cici to look it over. I dug out the whole southern side, 4 miles of 4 to 7 ft deep snow, and found nothing of note.

I began to worry that the door was beneath the ice. If that was the case, I wasn't giving up. The fire crystal swords Stacey made could carve through the glacier, but the scholars warned me that it might be as thick as four or five miles in some places. I might need another few lifetimes to uncover it in that case, and a wait that long didn't help my Abaddon problem.

As I cleared the western edge of the tower, I debated what was best for my long-term survival. The obvious answer seemed to be to double down on becoming the Grubiit Dungeon Lord. Once I had the core, I'd build the safe room I planned and gradually expand it, stockpiling resources, supplies, and soldiers.

For now, most of those soldiers would be undead. If I used Corpse Builder to create a skeleton captain, it could stand at attention for the next 1,000 years and still jump into a fight if I asked it to.

I didn't actually know how a dungeon core worked, but I did know Demon Lords used them to grow armies. I hoped that was as straightforward as it sounded. I would save a lot of good-aligned levels that way.

A human army wasn't very effective against demons, but I could go about building one of those as well. Queen Ashley would give me hers, so in a way, I already had a human army, but was it enough?

Fuck. Even with my broken stats, digging up all this snow was boring.

And then, two doors swung inward, revealing an indoor garden of all-white construction–benches, planters, pillars, pathways, and the ceiling 50 ft overhead–lit with the warmth of an invisible sun.

***

“Fill it with demons,” I said to Solara, both of us standing in the doorway of the tower’s first level.

No creatures of any kind had appeared to greet me when I first opened the doors, but I wasn't foolish enough to go inside to explore by myself, not when doors had a habit of sealing behind me.

“Do you want them to avoid the plants?” she asked.

“Fuck the plants. I want your demons to run over and bump into every square inch of surface they can. See if they trigger traps or if anything comes out to greet them.”

In the demons went. Searching 16 square miles from the doorway like this wasn't feasible, but we could at least learn more about the immediate interior.

Roughly 1,500 storm mephits later, none of them had been stopped or slain by any force. We also learned that Solara's range for controlling summons capped out at half a mile. The closest we ever came was during the Capital riots, and we didn't need that much distance even then, but in this case, that left a lot of tower floor unsearched.

“When do you want to start exploring?”

“This is your new project,” I said, “but I don't want you to step through this door until I say so.”

“Yes, Father.”

“You're too important to me. Let's put a few parties of level 10s to 15s together and have them map it. Based on what they found, we decide next steps.”

Solara nodded. “I like that plan.”

“We will have to grow another crystal shelter. It's quite a walk here from the original.”

“I'm here when you need me.”

“I know.”

She smiled. “Shall I let Abby know to prepare her wards?”

“Yes, but I'm going to map the area around the tower a bit more after the new shelter is up. Once we set the barrier, I don't ever want to move it again.”

***

“I'm afraid we don't have anything new to report just yet,” Professor Xi said. “I'm sorry if that's what you were hoping for.”

Podni and I sat across from the Professor in his University office.

“The project has changed,” Podni said. “We need you to halt all current work immediately.”

His face fell. “No, no, I understand this is frustrating, but it is far too early to abandon the work. These things take an extraordinary amount of time, and I can assure you that-”

Podni held up a finger. “We aren't unhappy, and you're not in trouble. The project has changed, not been cancelled. The situation has become more delicate, and we need to revisit what can and cannot be disclosed outside of your team.”

“I believe we can accommodate whatever would make you feel the most comfortable.”

She produced an envelope with the royal seal and handed it to Professor Xi. Curiosity and mild confusion tensed his face as he opened and read the letter.

His eyes grew wider with every line he read.

“We will of course honor the Queen’s wishes on this matter,” he said, reading the letter a second time. “I was not aware her Majesty even knew of our project or that you had connections with her.”

“Will any members of your team have a problem with keeping our work a national secret?”

“No one nefarious, but I can think of a few colleagues who very much enjoy gossip. They wouldn't do it maliciously, but they might let something slip.”

“Take them off the project.”

Professor Xi nodded. “Very well.”

“We want every document and every piece of research you have that mentions any specifics about the search area, including the cave painting research. Turn them all into us, and please press your colleagues to turn in personal notes and writings that have this information as well.”

“You found something.” He leaned forward. “You actually found something, didn't you?”

“Yes,” Podni said. “And we want your team to have exclusive research access. This find is too big to let another researcher scoop it from us.”

And that was half-true. Professor Xi would have exclusivity, but we cared more about keeping the secret. If they had a personal interest in keeping the secret as such for their own interests, they were more likely to follow through, so we played up what the scholars got out of keeping their mouths shut.

Now that we found a tower, I wasn't sure we needed the scholars for much else other than identifying where the other locations might be, which we were putting on pause for the time being. I didn't want anyone even thinking about where another one of these locations could be found until we had this one entirely secured. If towers were like dungeons, one could be more lucrative than another, and I wasn't willing to share any of them.

“Understood,” Professor Xi replied. “I’m glad that you see us stakeholders because we share your passion for this work. When do we depart for the site?”

“Once it's secured,” Podni answered. “We don't have a timeline for that but are working quickly. We visited you today for help with that, actually.”

“Anything you need.”

“We need you to design a fully functioning city that does not need to be connected to outside resources. We need fresh water, sewage management, urban planning, and suggestions for how to establish farmland from scratch. Assume you have 4 square miles to work with. One quadrant is the city. The other three are farmland.”

Professor Xi took down notes as quickly as he could. “Is this to be built in the northern lands?”

“Yes. Think of it as a bubble on top of the glacial ice. The area will be contained within a magic barrier, so disregard surface weather. We do, however, want a foundation that protects everything above it if the barrier goes down for any period of time.”

“Shipping the materials alone-”

Podni put her finger up again to silence the scholar. Watching her in action was a turn on.

“We aren't asking for a build plan. We are asking for a design. For materials, assume you have access to anything you'd use for construction in the Capital. Similar available quantities. Please be liberal with your use of enchantments. Assume indoor plumbing for every structure and give us redundancies.”

“Disregard costs as well?”

“If a material is rare, we are more concerned about sourcing enough of it than we are the cost.”

Professor Xi wrote that down too. “Should this city accommodate a fortified castle?”

“Yes, at the center of the eastern border. Please account for its footprint and basic needs but do not design the structure itself. That's a separate design we aren't ready to commit to.”

“Form follows function, but have you given thought to that? What kind of aesthetics might you want?”

“Have you seen any of the churches for the Glass Heart?”

“Yes.”

“Similar to that but more open. Leave lots of room for trees and parks.”

“May I send word if I have more questions?”

“You may,” Podni replied.

“I will keep you apprised of the progress.”


Chapter 52

“An exceptional soulstone has made an exceptional barrier,” Abby reported.

We stood on top of the tundra of the northern lands, but for the first time, I didn't feel wind, and no snow was falling. This strange calm encompassed 4 square miles, and the nature of the barrier made it especially eerie.

I had pictured a visible wall, like a bubble of sorts, but no such thing was present. The snow and wind whipped across the frozen wasteland until it couldn't, stopping at an invisible line as though it were a solid wall. We were sheltered inside of a snow globe, surrounded on all sides by arctic weather with dark gray clouds always overhead.

Yet I felt the warmth of a sun and could see its light reflecting all around me.

“The wards simulate sunlight,” Abby explained. “You may choose whatever climate you wish, Master. For now, the temperature is low enough that the snow does not melt.”

“Good thinking. What else does the ward do?”

“One would need an army to break the barrier. All manner of scrying is blocked, and there are two other additions from the books you gave me.”

“Oh?”

“One is the increased potency of drugs and alcohol, like we have in the Temple. That effect blankets the entire area. For the other, do you have your astral compass?”

I did. It was tucked in the messenger bag over my shoulder. Removing it, I watched as the readings turned and turned, never settling on a direction or on specific coordinates.

“Visitors will be unable to divine their location. They cannot find your city even if they stand within it.”

I chuckled. That was better security than any walls or barrier could ever provide. How could enemy forces lay siege to a city they couldn't locate? Scouring the northern lands would be a feat in itself, but if they found us, they would have to move an army through miles and miles of unforgiving terrain and weather.

Our isolation was our defense. Our biggest vulnerabilities would be sabotage to the gate we planned to establish between here and the Capital or sabotage of the barrier generator itself.

“From now on, we never discuss the soulstone source. Not ever again. You and I will know the truth, but before we bring workers here, Solara and I will grow several crystal structures around the border. We will say those are what keep the barrier active, and station guard patrols for each of them as if they were critical points to defend.”

“You are a wise tactician, Master.”

“I often think how lucky I am that you came through for the summoning,” I said. “Your efforts have protected us hundreds of times over.”

“You honor me.”

“Fool. Demons cannot be trusted.”

“Master?” Abby asked. “Are you okay?”

That felt real, not imagined.

“Are we certain Aurketzu is in the soulstone?”

Abby nodded. “Yes. The barrier would not have the mana to function otherwise.”

“Could any of her been left behind or released?”

“I know little about soul possessions and even less about the forces the sorceress used to bind hers to yours. To my knowledge, though, no. A soul cannot be divided or fragmented. Such attempts destroy the soul.”

“I see.”

“If my Master desires it, I can check for signs of her presence.”

“How?”

“Dreams are a mechanism of the soul,” Abby explained. “I need only to reach for your dreams to see if you have more than one soul yearning within you.”

“A liluti will claim your mind for herself. She plans to betray you.”

“I'll think about it,” I said. “Good work on the barrier, Abby. I'm grateful.”

Abby bowed.

***

Typically, one of my followers ran messages between Mirko and Samson, sometimes multiple times a day if the Frozen Fiend felt like being exceptionally controlling. Mirko understood the nature of the ultra-rich, so for him, managing Samson’s mood swings was little more than a game.

He might not feel so at ease if he knew Samson was actually a powerful demon, but he didn't, and I was never going to tell him.

Today, however, I played messenger, starting with the Frozen Fiend.

“How do you feel about the progress so far?” I asked, joining Samson at a long dining room table in his Flowst estate.

Two naked women lie on their backs with little sandwiches perched on their bodies as though they were serving plates. Another woman sat between his legs, her head bobbing as she slurped.

“Help yourself,” Samson said. “The sandwiches or the girls, whichever hunger strikes your fancy.”

I did like the shape of that one's mouth…

“I'm fine, thanks.”

“Your man Mirko was a good selection. He understands that rules and laws are simple obstacles to navigate. Very shrewd for a human.”

“I'm glad to hear it. The project seems to be ahead of schedule, and I put him at ease about the weather and material concerns he had. You won't hear about those topics again.”

Samson nodded approvingly.

“I suspect you have a solution for this already, but one of my people is exceptionally gifted with wards. If you'd like her to ward your new castle, I can arrange that.”

“I assumed she was mine to use whenever I needed. I saw no reason to bring it up.”

“Cool your anger, viceroy.”

Not now. Not now.

“She is not yours to use whenever you need,” I said.

Samson’s brow furrowed. “Mind your tone, human.”

The bodies on the table tensed, and fear filled their eyes. Since Samson didn’t argue against my assertion, I left the topic behind and moved on.

“In addition to checking in on your project, I came to ask what you knew of the Grubiit Dungeon Lord. That time nears.”

The Frozen Fiend leaned back and considered me.

If this mother fucker gave me a hard time about this, I wasn't sure I had the patience to keep up the dancing monkey routine.

“Grubiit has three Dungeon Lords,” he said.

“I'm sorry?”

Samson nodded. “Three brothers put their minds into one golem. The rumor has always been that some sort of failed phylactery process put all three of them into soulstones. Those soulstones power their shared body.”

“How strong are they?”

“Were it me, I would not fight them. Not at my level and definitely not at yours.”

“How much stronger would I need to be?”

“150 levels more would do it.”

“Why are you only telling me this now?”

“I told you that you would find the Grubiit dungeon bosses challenging.”

I fucking remembered what he said. At the time, I was torn between targeting the dungeons of Orthlox and Grubiit. He told me I would find Grubiit’s dungeon easier but the boss harder, whereas Orthlox was the reverse.

The traps are always hidden beneath vagueries. I should know that by now, and I still fell for it. I should have asked for specifics instead of accepting my own interpretation of a demon’s words.

Worse yet, the Borja Dungeon Lord was afraid of me. I should have just killed her and taken that dungeon core for myself instead of assuming Grubiit could be mine.

Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

“How pathetically naive.”

“Can you tell me anything else about them? Strengths? Weaknesses?”

“They use blue and yellow slime material in the body of their golem. It is immune to physical and magical damage.”

“That's possible?” I asked.

“Only they have succeeded in the feat, though many of us have tried to replicate it. Such is one of the reasons they are Dungeon Lords.”

“How do I beat it?”

Samson laughed in my face, delighted by my stupidity. “If I knew such an answer, I would be Lord of the Grubiit dungeon.”

“Thank you for your time,” I said as I stood and pushed my chair in.

“Godspeed in your battle!” Samson’s cackle followed me all the way out the door.

***

The Queen joined me and my party in the rectory. My bed wasn't big enough, but at this point, a bigger bed than the one I had was more like a padded floor. By my estimate, 4 king mattresses sewn together would be ideal.

Purity had Solara tied standing up, arms and legs spread, and Podni joined the priestess in tormenting the sorceress. She was gagged with Purity’s panties, and she bent and contorted in a desperate attempt to escape the pieces of ice in the hands of the other two girls.

Invia sat next to me in bed. Ashley lay between her legs, resting her head on her thigh. We enjoyed the show.

Solara's nipples looked painfully hard. Her breasts bounced and swayed as she squealed.

“We should talk about your build,” I said to Ashley.

“What do you want to know?”

“Let’s start with classes and levels.”

“Rogue at 10 and sovereign at 15.”

“Do both of those level with XP?”

She shook her head. “XP and Perception points.”

She was level 25, and she benefitted from the same leveling quirk I did. Confirming that I wasn't totally unique in that was helpful. I wished that I was the only person who leveled that way, but knowing that Abaddon could have the same advantage was useful information. However strong I thought he was with traditional levels, he was actually way fucking stronger.

Ashley read me the requirements for earning Perception points from her system:

Successfully persuade someone to follow your direction with poise and intelligence. Someone following your direction largely because of your social status does not count.

That wasn't too different from Will points, but I was fascinated by the variations the system put into a sovereign class. My life would have been so much different if Aurketzu hadn't been an epically perverted nymphomaniac. While I was smacking Invia's ass raw, Ashley was learning to be an actual leader. In the former King’s case, his sovereign class had him earn Faith points by leading as a Goddess-chosen ruler.

This was Ashley's unlock list for 15 sovereign levels:

• Student of the People

• Royal Presence

• Negotiation

• Social Grace

• Debate

• Inflict Doubt

• Heart of the People

• Never Misheard

• Never Misunderstood

• Ripple Reader

• Social Mastery

• Royal Insight

• National Economics

• International Economics

• For the Queen

Most of those are self-explanatory, but a few of them did make me jealous. Student of the People, for example, enabled Ashley to “retain historical, political, and geographical memory without error.”

Social Mastery gave her benefits like never forgetting names or faces, Ripple Reader improved her ability to read the potential long-term consequences of a choice, and Royal Insight was the ability she used to identify me as a sovereign.

And her supporters got a flat +5% to all of their stats as a reward for their loyalty.

I wanted everything on her list, really. With those system-driven advantages, royals had a massive edge over normal, solo classes. Their ability to retain power made much more sense.

When she officially sat on the throne for the first time, her class upgraded to Queen Sovereign, unlocking Kingdom Builder, which was similar to Corpse Builder. Instead of good-aligned levels, she paid Adoration points.

The class bump came with a second ability called Kingdom Vision. When she described the future she saw for her kingdom, her audience saw what she saw. Literally. They didn’t have to interpret her words for themselves. She could be certain that her exact vision entered the minds of everyone who followed her. That was an incredible leadership tool.

Purity and Podni flogged Solara. Purity kept threatening to trigger Robe Burn+25, and Solara begged her not to through the panty gag.

“You should multiclass,” Invia suggested. “See if you get a Silk class.”

“That's not a bad idea,” I added.

“You'd have to promise to take me leveling,” Ashley said, looking up at Invia.

Invia smiled and ran a finger through Ashley's hair. “Hard to imagine you dungeon crawling.”

“I’m level 10.”

“I know. I'm just saying you're so dainty.”

“Byron will tell you,” Ashley said.

“She was pretty tough when we were on the run,” I said.

Invia grabbed both sides of Ashley's head, looked her in the eyes, and spoke with faux frustration: “I know you're tough. I said you look dainty. You should already know I think you're tough anyway.”

Oh man. Podni was not messing around with fingering Solara. I could hear her wet fingers moving in and out of the sorceress from across the room.

“I’ll try multiclassing, though,” Ashley said. “If it's something interesting, I want to dungeon crawl.”

I was not thrilled by the idea of taking Queen Ashley into a dungeon. She was too important to lose in a crawling accident.

“Where do you intend to take your sovereign class?” I asked.

“Whatever helps my people the most,” she answered. “Once the City of Silk is done, we will be a few steps away from ensuring a foreign invasion isn't a threat for decades to come. Along the way, we can make the kingdom more prosperous.”

If the tower lived up to the wealth I heard about, we could fund a more advanced military and build stronger, layered defenses.

The City of Silk–I wasn't sold on that name, but the girls started calling it that–was my shell inside of a shell. If the phylactery plan came through, I would add another shell to that collection.

Eventually, getting to me would mean invading the kingdom to reach my gate in the Capital. Then they had to invade my city. And then they had to find my phylactery.

Queen Ashley had the right goals for my plan even before we met. Our basic leadership philosophies were the same: Reward your people for doing their part, and make their lives easier so they can do better work for you because everything else isn't so damn hard.

“Ithaca and I have a wedding to plan, though,” Ashley teased. “Someone hasn't even proposed to me yet.”

Solara held a long yell. Purity and Podni each twisted a nipple, and an evil smile spread across Purity’s face.

Solara shook her head no, trying to beg.

Ashley and Invia stopped talking to give this their full attention.

My sorceress tensed from head to toe. She panted. She screamed a deep, low moan and gushed, her ecstasy squirting in pulses.

I looked next to me. Ashley whimpered and moaned as she licked Invia. My templar leaned toward me. Her lips locked mine.

Invia paused for a moment and whispered, “Thank you for giving me everything I wanted. Please, Master, can I have more?”

“Always.”


Chapter 53

The bathhouse was cleared for yet another abyssal summoning. I hoped this was my last knock on the abyssal door for a while. Daddy Abaddon was already searching for me, and I had to assume he caught on that someone would free Abby's remaining sister eventually.

The others expected resistance as well, so we were all ready to fight or flee if this summoning didn't go as planned.

Soon, a portal ripped a hole in reality.

The demon that stepped through the tear had a body of lime green scales and quills of quartz jutting from her scalp like thick hair. Her neck had flaps like an iguana, her eyes were vertical slits, and a long lizard tail trailed behind her.

Of the sisters, she was the shortest by far, perhaps 5 ft 2 or so. I was wondering how much of a scrape risk scales were when I saw black claws coming through the portal behind her.

Shit.

This was always a possibility with summons and was exactly the reason enchanted circles were used. If the wrong thing came through, the summoning circle protected you from being attacked.

In our case, our intended summon would be trapped in a tight space with nasty enemies, so we had a choice: drop the circle and save Abby’s sister or leave the circle up to protect ourselves and watch her die.

Since this risk was known, we decided ahead of time what we would do if it happened.

We dropped the circle. Four demons that looked like chimpanzees with turtle shells burst from the tear behind the green sister. One tackled her, and the other three jumped at us.

Abby and Stacey leapt forward to intercept two of the demons while Solara’s Abyssal Silk Knight blocked the third. Invia dropped an Ice Wall on the portal to block it, preventing more demons from rushing into our plane.

The fourth had its eye on Purity. The demon never stopped babbling and had slobber running down its chin.

I wrapped its ankle with silk and pulled.

The demon didn't move.

Monsters had resisted that tactic before, but they were usually visibly large and heavy, like the clobbers we used to fight in the Flowst dungeon. This demon was just outright stronger than I was.

I activated Sense Weakness and learned that these demons are most vulnerable in their armpits. Most everywhere else was well-protected by the shell.

Invia, in her abyssal form, leapt at the demon from behind, her barbarian rage fueling her ferocity. The demon spun and blocked, and I seized the opportunity to stab it in the back, coming under and up its right arm.

I glanced across the room. Solara’s Silk Knight was down an arm and staggered to stay upright. While her summon tanked for her, Solara had wrapped the demon in silk. She had just begun casting Bolt through the thread when I looked up.

The demon cooked where it stood.

Typically, I would wait until the wrapped monster was definitely dead before snatching some of the silk for my own use, but this was a tight space for this many combatants, and the demon I just ran through hadn't slowed.

He came down on Invia with strikes heavy enough to bring my templar to her knees.

So I yanked a batch of Solara's still electrified silk and wrapped the demon’s head.

The momentary stun gave Invia and me another opening. We thrust from opposite sides and felt our swords scrape against each other inside of the demon.

Then the room quieted. Abby, Stacey, and their lizardwoman sister had killed their two demons while my party killed ours.

In my mind, Purity said, “I'm sorry I couldn't help much that fight.”

“Don't worry about it.”

Podni probably felt similarly. She couldn't deploy her bombs in here, and she didn't have durability to risk squaring off with a conspicuously strong demon.

She’d get over it, and so would Purity.

“Where are we?” the new sister asked as I tried to estimate how much fixing this place up was going to cost me.

That battle obliterated the furniture, and every bottle behind the bar was broken. We had been discussing an upgrade anyway, so maybe this was the push we needed.

Right. I got off track. A new Abby-grade demon was in my life, and she was not bound by a summoning circle, a contract, or an oath.

“The material plane,” Abby answered. “You are safe.”

The sister glared at me. “Is this your new captor?” she asked Abby.

If Abby and Stacey sat back and watched their sister kill me, they wouldn't have broken their contract to me because they didn't participate. Then I would be dead, and they'd be free.

I believed that if Abby and Stacey didn't love me as they said, then our mutual enemy in Abaddon would motivate them to stick with me. I owned the Queen, so I had a whole human army at my disposal. Despite how strong the sisters were, their best chance of being free of the King of the Abyss was with me.

Would they see that wisdom in the instant they saw that I was vulnerable?

I was about to find out.

“Byron summoned me with a viceroy ability,” Abby explained, stepping between me and her green sister. “He has kept every promise he made to me and given me a good life. He summoned both of you at my request.”

The demon looked at each human face in the room.

“Take the contract, sister,” Stacey said. “And say the Oath of the Silk Noose. This human is an ally who offers sanctuary.”

“We have mutual interests,” I added, stepping slightly to the side to see around Abby. “Your captors are my enemies, for instance.”

“Has he made you sex slaves as our captor did?” Her neck flaps fluttered as she spoke to her sisters.

They shook their heads.

“I have begged him to bed me,” Abby answered. “He will not. He contracted a grigori and will not touch her either.”

That made me sound far nobler than the reality: I didn't know if fucking Abby and Stacey would kill me, and as for Cici? Ew.

“What do you ask of me?”

“Use your mind and skill to help me protect us all from our enemy,” I answered.

“We live comfortably,” Abby continued. “We work to help other sisters like us. Humans are just as lost as demons. These are our people even if their race is not.”

I had never made that comparison myself before, but when I heard Abby say it, I didn't disagree. Humans were just as lost as demons. Sometimes even more so, I’d argue.

“Master fucks Dungeon Lords and demon queens,” Stacey said. “He aims to invade the heavens to defile the Goddess. He is a lover of chaos and a sinning savant. We deliver pain and earn pleasure. That is our lives.”

I wasn't sure if I mentioned wanting to pin the Goddess down specifically or if they inferred that conclusion from my typical life choices. I didn't remember saying it, at least.

I hadn't thought of that as a true goal until then either, but that went onto the wishlist immediately. With how often I stamped my passport with demon partners, I might as well go across the aisle and see what the celestials and divines had to offer.

“What will you do if I refuse?” the green sister asked.

“She wishes to slit your throat, viceroy.”

“I don't have an answer to that because I trusted your sisters that much when I agreed to do this. Do I need to come up with one?”

“You never said exactly what you want from me.”

“The first thing I want to do is talk to you about how to defeat a three-soulstone golem with immunity to physical and magical damage. From there, my primary interests are protecting my people in every way I can. And… I have side project ideas.”

“Such as?”

“May I whisper it?” I asked. “I'd like the idea to be a surprise to everyone else in the room.”

The sister let me lean in. She burst into laughter when I finished the high points.

“I hear no jest in your voice.”

“There is none. You can watch the testing if you want.”

“I would like to administer the testing.”

I thought. “Some of the testing.”

“I agree to enter a contract with you.”

We agreed to terms, and the sister accepted a ribbon of silk and a rose petal from Abby.

“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 and may my soul leave with the Spirit of Death.”

The black silk went snug and turned golden.

“I do not understand why the universe favors you so. Again and again, your foolish gambits succeed.”

I coughed as if that would quiet the voice in my head. “Your new name is ‘Drae.’”

“Thank you for accepting me into your service, Master,” Drae said as she knelt.

“We are happy to have you. Ladies, how about giving Drae a tour?”

As my girls hit the teleporter, I sat in the wreckage of my bathhouse bar, trying to squeeze Aurketzu out of my head with my bare hands. I felt the chill of Frost entering the room, but she left again rather than disturb me.

***

I sat in Stacey's workshop with Abby and Drae. Outside, workers added a second structure to the Zaglis property. That space would be dedicated to Drae’s projects when it was complete.

“I take it your enemies are the Gol-Gol brothers,” Drae asked in between swigs of vodka taken directly from the bottle.

“I don't know their names, only that they are the Grubiit Dungeon Lord.”

“Grubiit is a place?”

I nodded.

“Dungeon Lord sounds like something they would do. Dungeon core experiments would get their jollies swinging. That's for sure.”

“How well do you know them?”

“Before my enslavement, the Gol-Gol brothers were one of my main competitors. We fought for the same clientele, so we were always out to murder one another. They're smart assholes. Really smart.”

“Were they soulstones at that point?”

Drae shook her head. “They disappeared, and then the soulstone story floated by later. They really messed up with something or someone if becoming soulstones was their solution.”

“Explain that to me, please.”

“Typically, a soulstone is made from someone offering their soul as payment for a debt. It's less painful than being alive and in your body after your soul is gone.”

Yeah, I could see that. Valice actively hated every waking moment of her life.

“The brothers may have chosen to become soulstones to escape tracking magic or to escape a life debt, since they are technically dead.”

“How much does knowing the ‘why’ affect our ability to strategize?” I asked.

“Not much,” Drae answered. “A technique for accessing thoughts in a soulstone is not known, but soulstone batteries are common.”

“Can the soul inside communicate with the outside world through any known means?”

Drae shook her head. “The Gol-Gol brothers are the only ones rumored to have accomplished even the barest amount of soulstone communication. That’s what makes their golem possible.”

I thought hearing that answer would make me feel less crazy, but I didn't feel any more in control of my mind than before. Aurketzu escaped the underworld. If anyone could figure out a soulstone workaround, it was her.

All this did was confirm no one could help me. The Gol-Gol brothers might be the lone exception, and I had to kill them. Any knowledge they had would be lost.

“Does this mean you don't have any ideas for how to beat it?”

Drae appeared in my face, looking up angrily. “I said no such thing.”

“I didn't hear you say a solution either.”

“Master is sassy,” she said with a grin. “The technique for making their slime armor is also unknown. It is a good thing that breaking is typically easier than making.”

She licked the side of my face with her lizard tongue.

Stacey grabbed Drae and yanked her away from me by her tail.

“Beg forgiveness!” Stacey bellowed as she pinned the lizard demon to the floor by her head.

“It's fine,” I said. “Let her up.”

Stacey did as instructed.

“Drae, you will be punished later. For now, back on topic. Do you have ideas for beating it?”

Her head dropped. “I will pay my penance. I could not resist tasting you.”

“We can worry about that later. Tell me how to beat the Gol-Gol brothers.”

“I believe they would least expect an attack on the soulstones specifically,” Drae answered. “Overloading them, or maybe disrupting the communication.”

“If it's using a scrying mechanic to transmit messages in and out of the soulstone, introducing an antiscrying effect might work,” Abby proposed. “Lure the golem into a warded trap.”

“The armor would defend against such an intrusion by default,” Stacey said. “The shell would be as warded as any of Master’s Temples.”

“Are we saying the golem is one seamless piece of armor?” I asked.

Drae wobbled her head. “If the story about slime armor is true, the material will be seamless. Liquid, but impervious to damage and magic.”

“Say we could get through the armor,” I pressed. “Would antiscrying still be the best bet?”

“And Silence,” Drae replied. “Introducing Silence into the system could disrupt the soulstone communication also.”

I rubbed my face and stood. “I have an idea, but I need to test something. Please work on another strategy without me.”

“What's the idea?” Drae asked.

I shook my head. “I don't even want to say it out loud yet.”

I never wanted to say it out loud, and part of me wished the experiment had failed. If it did, I would have never had to tell anyone about it.

***

The Grubiit dungeon boss–the boss, not the Lord–was a flesh golem with 4 giant legs and 4 giant arms inhabited by hivemind slimes. Each unique piece of stitched-together meat had its own color slime, and like the other bosses in the dungeon, the types of slimes were random for each boss fight.

The battle took place in a gargantuan stone chamber that was entirely empty, save for the monster. Our strategy was the usual combination of Unholy Smites, Bolt demons, and Bolt bombs. We hit hard and fast, avoiding the damage-resistant slimes.

I thought the randomness of the slime types would make the boss more difficult, but that worked in our favor. Since they weren't organized strategically, one vulnerable patch could lead to the loss of a full limb in one gold strike.

Though it was not exceptionally grueling, we were drenched in sweat and panted to catch our breaths. Instead of resting, we had to go right from downing the flesh golem to facing the Dungeon Lord.

Or so we thought.

The boss room door unlocked, the doors opened, and nothing else stirred.

“Hello?!” I called.

No reply.

I supposed a Dungeon Lord wasn't obligated to show up and fight me. The Flowst Dungeon Lord didn't choose to interact with me, and the Borja Dungeon Lord arrived proactively to parlay to avoid a battle.

“Are you listening?” I asked aloud again.

This was going to be really frustrating if we came all this way only to not fight. I supposed it was time to try the classics.

“I heard this dungeon had the toughest golems in the world! I defeated the door guardian in Flowst, and I smashed every golem in this dungeon. I thought that maybe the Brothers Gol-Gol would show me the true potential of golems. I was wrong. Little bitches know their golem can't survive Byron of Zaglis.”

The dungeon quaked.

Fucking predictable.

All four walls of the chamber fell, opening up a larger room. Steaming pipes and spinning gauges lined the walls, bending and twisting in every direction.

“Cocky piece of filth!” three hollow voices hissed.

A golem with 6 wheels and 4 arms rumbled and groaned. Its torso rotated freely, and each arm occupied one of four sides to its body, and each had total range of motion, far superior to human elbows and shoulders.

The body looked like a kind of brass, but that felt too benign for one of the multiverses’ best golem constructors. A light green sheen coated every inch. At a glance, it looked like polishing wax, but if you looked closely, you could see it flow and ripple.

“Come, golem hunters!” the three voices echoed. “Put steel to your final words!”

I triggered Darkness and ran to the ceiling of the boss room with Silk Walk while Solara dumped summons and silk, Podni threw bombs, Invia dropped Ice Shields, and Purity buffed us all.

None of those attacks would hurt the golem, but we hoped the physical forces would slow the monster somewhat. We needed to buy enough time for me to get within melee range of the Dungeon Lord. My plan for beating a monster with over 150 levels on me required that proximity.

The Grubiit golem was immune to damage and to magic. So I would break through it with pleasure.

I dropped onto the golem, and my tentacle dicks whipped out, each responsibly covered by a silk condom.

My cocks went through the slime and into the joints of the machine. Then I brought out the biggest dirtbag move of them all: I let the condoms slip free.

With my penises clear of the slime, I used Silkmancer to tug a loose string in each of the condoms, activating the enchantments within–Antiscrying and Silence.

The golem went limp, and the slime armor slowly ran off its body and onto the floor.

My sword passed through the brass armor like it wasn't even there, and I saw a beautiful system notification:

You are now the Lord of this Dungeon.

As soon as those words passed through my mind, I knew that my dungeon core was in the room with me.

I pried open the golem, picking a chest plate at random to peel back. Drae wanted me to salvage as much of the body as I could, but I had to claim it. I needed to hold my dungeon core in my hands.

And I finally found it.

A coil of white metal wrapped around a crystal sphere the size of a grapefruit. I pulled it free.

A wash of stale heat came over me, and I felt my system, as if it were a physical part of me, wrench apart and expand. With it came a comforting system update:

-10 to Progress to Your Fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 22 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

***

As a Dungeon Lord, you determine who of the material plane is worthy of descending into the hells. For fulfilling this duty with excellence, you earn Dungeon points. You can spend Dungeon points to grow and improve your dungeon.

Dungeon points are earned daily based on excellence in the following:

-Number of Adventurers

-Total Monster Levels Slain (Adjusted for Difficulty)

-Number and Quality of Heroic Deaths

-Volume of Adventurer Blood Spilled

-The Smoothness of Difficulty Curve

Improve in a category to increase total DP earned.

Current Daily DP Gain: 14,007

Grubiit Dungeon

Lord: Brenin of Borja

Level: 1,378

Available DP: 19,678,900

Progress to Next Level: 781,004,876 / 999,999,999

Status: Tethered

I already had dozens of questions. As a general curiosity, how many types of points did the system have? So far, I had heard of Experience, Will, Perception, Faith, and now Dungeon points.

More practically, was 14,007 Dungeon points a day good? The Gol-Gol brothers had clearly been stockpiling theirs for some time, given their total, but I had no frame of reference to evaluate with.

Closing the basic status screen pulled up the main dungeon core menu. I had the following options:

Status

Write the Next Chapter (1 Unspent)

Construction Menu

Spawn Menu

Unlock Menu

Travel

There was so much here to learn. Too bad Samson had been such a prick recently. A tutorial from a veteran user would have saved me a great deal of trouble, I imagined.

Though they were filled with nuances and peculiarities, the Construction and Spawn menu allowed me to spend Dungeon points to modify my dungeon, and I quickly saw why Demon Lords liked dungeon cores.

I could tell the core to create a new corridor or room, but I could also tell it to generate materials like stacks of smoothly masoned limestone or timber beams. That confirmed what I suspected for how Samson used the core to create construction supplies.

The same was possible to do with mobs. I could make a monster a permanent part of the dungeon respawn by spending Dungeon points, or for much, much cheaper, I could spawn a mob that was basically an indefinite summon. When it died, it was gone.

The army-building potential of that was obvious enough.

In the Unlock menu, I could spend Dungeon points to expand my spawn and construction options, to acquire new special conditions (like the Trials floor in the Lopav dungeon), and to grow the dungeon. At level 1400, I'd be able to buy a 14th floor.

The Travel menu seemed to be how Dungeon Lords teleported around their dungeons and granted passage to denizens of the hells. I could also buy permanent means of travel. “Permanent Teleporter” was the only thing I could spend points on, but I wondered if this menu was where I could buy teleporters like the one the Frozen Fiend gave me.

That might be one of the unlock options. I'd have to sift through them to see. It was like I just inherited a level 1300 character sheet and had that many unlocks sitting in my selection pool. Who knew what I might find in there, so I kept exploring.

Status displayed the same message I saw when I first touched the core. The most unusual of the options, by far, was Write the Next Chapter. When I clicked into it, I was met with this message:

Evolve the whole of your dungeon by writing the next chapter in its story. System may reject incompatible suggestions or the entirety of the new chapter. Any costs for making that attempt are not returned.

A New Era

One-Time

For defeating a Dungeon Lord and acquiring their dungeon core, submit a new chapter at no cost.

“I'm going to be down here for a while,” I said to my party.

“We will wait with you,” Purity replied.

I untied the silk rope around my neck. Ever since Noble Sacrifice yanked me across the kingdom, I had found it prudent to always carry one end of a teleporter connection with me.

I'd always have a way back to my Temples any time I needed it.

Like now.

After a few minutes away, my party appeared again, Abby and Drae in tow. If the boss popped back up, I didn't know if it would still attack or not, so my abyssals could help bring the flesh golem down if necessary. If any passersby wanted to cause problems, I'd be covered there as well.

While I figured out what to do with the dungeon core, Drae set about trying to repair the Gol-Gol Golem.


Chapter 54

A succubus fled a pack of demon hunters and ran into the Grubiit dungeon out of sheer desperation. She fought to get as deep as she could, hoping to hide from or to lure her hunters into the paths of monsters.

She battled all the way to the bottom with her unique flavor of magic and combat and finally arrived at the flesh golem boss. The succubus was so striking that the flesh golem felt lust for the first time.

The pair fell in love and used their combined power to annihilate anyone who dared threaten their home.

All pleasure in the dungeon increased by 25%. The poisonous hallways are now home to white slimes. Demons moved into the underground city, driving out the spiders and taming the slimes, hellhounds, and ground dragons to obey their commands, sometimes becoming something more than they were as a result. The golems on the lower level became more advanced. They now expressed hate and anger, and they used more intelligent tactics.

The worst golems, however, are the ones built from the corpses of the demon hunters. They now fight on behalf of their once-prey.

Was this what the system had in mind for writing a next chapter? It didn't give me any other clues about what it wanted, only the warning that my attempt could be rejected.

If I screwed it up, I could spend Dungeon points to try it again.

I submitted the chapter.

New chapter accepted. Dungeon will update after the next reset.

Spend 5,000,000 Dungeon points to write another chapter?

No wonder dungeons went so long without changing. Who would want to waste the dungeon points if the present version was running fine? I was pretty sure I wouldn't.

I didn’t know if my chapter being “accepted” meant that I'd get everything I asked for exactly as I worded it. If pleasure went up 25%? The bathhouse was about to make a killing.

Lastly, I used the construction menu to add a duplicate boss chamber next to the existing one, divided by a wall that anyone with Freeze Brand could freely pass through but was otherwise solid for everyone else.

Drae needed nearly 2 full days to bring the Gol-Gol Golem back online, but this time with a logic system of her own design. The soulstones acted as batteries, and they no longer had the ability to communicate with the golem.

Once we powered it back on, the golem regenerated its slime armor as if summoning it. I wanted to know more about how that worked, but now that a Dungeon Lord level golem was under my control, I could feel a lot better about leaving the dungeon core in its care. It sat in the expanded room, which Abby swiftly warded, waiting to defend my claim.

We'd take him apart eventually. Right now, though, I needed a badass guard dog.

The dungeon boss appeared with the reset, a pink succubus sitting on its shoulder. They didn't attack us, though, and my party killing the duo didn't earn us any experience. No mana crystals dropped either, and the boss chest didn't reveal itself.

The succubus was cute, though. Very sporty little body.

Was I allowed to fuck her or no?

That shit should be in some kind of manual. I hated not knowing and wasn't horny enough to risk it… yet.

Owning the Grubiit dungeon made me wish I had kept the Flowst dungeon core for myself. Having this sort of power back then would have solved a lot of problems for me.

Regardless, I had that power now.

Building materials were insanely cheap. For 1 Dungeon point, I could buy a 5 ft x 3ft x 3ft block of limestone, great for fortifications and foundations. Samson was getting his Lopav castle for a steal by spending Dungeon points for materials instead of coin. My city would be no different.

The scholars hadn't finished their designs yet for construction to start. When I did approve the plans, I wouldn't saddle myself with overseeing it. I would generate the materials needed and let my followers do the work.

As for me and my party, we had a tower to explore. I was serious about wanting to spend less time playing politics and more time killing and fucking. I had earned the kind of life I wanted by this point.

***

Our scouting parties encountered no enemies and no traps on the first floor of the tower. It was 16 square miles of white brick paths and strange but beautiful flowers in bloom. The only remarkable feature was a grand staircase leading up to the next floor at the exact center.

No one in my party, including myself, had stepped through the door of the tower, so there was a chance that all changed as soon as a Dungeon Lord crossed the threshold.

With the Grubiit dungeon under my control, Queen Ashley on the throne, and a dungeon core at the ready, I had made a great deal of progress in readying to repel or defeat Abaddon. I could spare a few days for tower climbing.

So our party geared up to be the first humans to climb a tower in what might have been millennia. For me, the first step of that process was to choose unlocks for tier 14 of abyssal sovereign:

Demon Lord Charisma

Passive Ability

Any creature from the hells whose level is equal to or less than your level divided by 25 feels compelled to follow your orders. Target’s ability to resist compulsion is based on their intelligence and wisdom.

Prerequisite: Dungeon Lord

Restraint

Passive Ability

Adjust the strength of sovereign abilities at the time of use instead of defaulting to the ability maximum.

Abyssal Dominion

Passive Ability

Your abyssal spells and abilities are improved by 10%. All sovereign abilities are improved by 2.5%.

Demon Lord Charisma wouldn’t be useful to me for a long time, but knowing that Abaddon could have something similar was good intel to have. I had no idea what level he was, but the number 500 stuck in my mind if Aurketzu was level 129. If Abaddon could easily compel level 10 demons and below to follow his commands, that gave him access to an uncountable number of potential soldiers.

Abyssal Dominion was a nice straightforward boost to my build, but Restraint was an easy pick this round. Every time I brought my dick out, I worried I might fry the brain of a valuable follower or party member. Being able to control the intensity of an ability like Rope Burn+25 would bring a lot more fun back into my hobby.

I made my choices and reviewed my character sheet:

Level: 30

Progress to Next Level: (1,703,000 / 6,553,600)

Class: Abyssal Sovereign, Tier 14 (7,312 / 1,638,400)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 8

Alignment: Chaotic Evil

Strength 51

Dexterity 35

Constitution 42

Intelligence 46

Wisdom 10

Charisma 10

Loyalty Pledges: 261

Oaths of Devotion: 11

Followers of the Silk: 102

Progress to Your Fall: 22 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness+1, Abyssal Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word+25, Rope Burn+4, Ghostly Feint+4, Unholy Smite+10, Darkness+14, Wraith+5, Abyssal Permission, Blood Feast+10, Corpse Builder, Shadows of Death+1

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+11, Devotion Reaper+11, Intoxicate+3, On Behalf of the Viceroy, Dark Champion+2, King of Kings, Path of the Emperor, Restraint

Shared Abilities: Greater Touch of Ice, Touch of Abyssal Undeath

Equipment: Ring of Strength +1, Bonfire Amulet, Immunity to Poison Amulet, Ring of Legendary Obscurify, Ring of Mind Fortress, Ring of Magic Resistance, Necklace of Resistance to Holy, Bracelet of Nightsight.

Grubiit Dungeon Core

Lord: Brenin of Borja

Level: 1,378

Available DP: 19,678,900

Daily DP Gain: 16,007

Progress to Next Level: (781,020,983 / 999,999,999)

Status: Tethered

I had 42 unspent stat points in my pool, mostly from Loyalty Pledges, and I also noticed that my daily DP gain went up 2,000 points from when I first acquired the dungeon core. That had to be from the new chapter I wrote, and I still had no idea whether that was a good or bad amount of daily DP. I did know, however, that more was an improvement.

With so many types of points to spend and a number of radical changes occurring alongside–like acquiring a dungeon core and finding a tower–I opted to think about how best to use those resources instead of spending them right away.

When we finally stepped into the first floor of the tower, nothing happened. The doors didn't shut. No monsters appeared. No traps went off. Given the nature of my entire existence, I expected something built by celestials to identify chaotic evil and trigger a defense response.

But nope. None of that happened.

So we walked 2 miles to the stairs, climbed 100 steps–I counted–and emerged in the center of the second floor. This level turned out to be a labyrinth with a church cemetery aesthetic, filled with wrought iron, weather-worn stones, and ashen babies with claws like paring knives who snarled and leapt dozens of feet to stab you in the face.

They attacked in packs of 6 or 7 at a time, and after our third encounter, Invia mumbled, “I don't think I like towers.”

We laughed and pressed on. Solara mapped the maze in her mind and would put it down on paper when given the chance. If this was anything like the Capital dungeon, though, this labyrinth would routinely change. No single map would be relevant for long.

In about 2 hours, we encountered 3 different traps. One fired arrows. The next released overhead spears. The third dropped a wall. Of all of those, the wall drop worried me the most.

Once it fell, it didn't go back up, and none of our attempts to force it or lift it succeeded. The threat of a party getting divided was serious, but I wondered if a tower labyrinth had rules about fairness.

For example, was the maze guaranteed to be solvable even if a wall trap triggered? If it wasn't, one wrong step could put everyone on the floor at risk. I wouldn't want to be trapped in the labyrinth through a reset. Figuring out a new maze when you were right in the middle of it would be a nightmare.

“We can't assume anything,” Solara said when the topic of resets came up. “Towers might follow different rules or cycles. We know very little about where we are right now.”

“That's a good reminder,” I agreed.

We encountered two more types of monsters on that floor: wall paintings that peeled themselves free and attacked as if they weren't 2-dimensional and floor tiles that Purity suggested might be some variation of a mimic. Their toothy mouths opened to bite off our feet and then hopped upright onto their thin edges and rolled after us.

We needed 7 hours in total to find the stairs, and to our surprise, a miniboss guarded them. A house-sized version of the baby-like monsters leapt at us with the agility of the smaller ones. When one of us landed a hit, pieces broke off the baby like chips of stone and came to life as independent baby monsters.

Did that mean every floor of the tower had its own boss? Between the monsters and the obstacles, the difficulty of this level was somewhere around a third floor in a typical dungeon. The presence of a miniboss bumped that difficulty up to fourth or fifth.

When the mini died, the door at the top of the stairs unlocked, but more curious was the appearance of a rip in reality next to the base of the stairs. We could see the floor below us as if looking through a window.

“Maybe this enables us to warp back to the beginning?” Solara proposed.

I was naturally hesitant to step through a strange portal, but I recognized the area. That wasn't a place that simply looked like the base level. That was for certain the way we had come in.

I stepped through.

“It’s safe,” I said through Purity's silk telepathy. I wasn't sure if she could hear me. “There's no portal back, though. The trip is one way.”

The rest of my party joined me a moment later.

“That's better than trying to reverse your way through a labyrinth to get out,” Invia observed. We all agreed.

“In terms of challenge and effort, I'm pretty certain we came out of that with a better mana crystal haul compared to what the same work would have gotten us in a dungeon,” Podni said, rummaging through our loot bag.

“XP too,” Solara added. “Minus the boss, I'd say that was about as difficult as the third floor of Grubiit. We for certain beat that XP by 30% or so.”

Podni cinched the loot bag closed. “Might be about the same difference in mana crystals, actually.”

A 30% improvement on profit and XP was huge. I believed, however, my party was underselling the threat that the maze and traps posed. Getting lost was deadly, and many traps didn't offer second chances. A split-second mistake could end it all.

But 30%.

Maybe someday we'd open the tower to all adventurers, but for the immediate future, the better move seemed to be keeping it for ourselves. Our followers would run typical dungeons for only as long as it took to ready them for the tower. Then they would run nothing but the tower from then on.

On top of the improved returns, we would never have to worry about competing for monster spawns or about strangers stabbing our people in the back.

We needed to confirm the upper floors were just as good. We had to keep climbing.


Chapter 55

The Darlifs, Invia's parents, lived in a Capital city penthouse. In one direction, they could see the castle, and in the other they had a view of the city’s largest park.

For a noble family's home–one of them, rather–the decorating was surprisingly minimalist. They had paintings on the wall and freestanding sculptures throughout the suite, but they avoided more elaborate and garish touches like gold accents all over or chandeliers that were too big for the size of the house they hung in.

That night, I was a bodyguard rather than a guest. I accompanied Ashley and Invia to the dinner as their security.

A butler answered the door and escorted us to a parlor. Lord and Lady Darlif stood near a bar talking to Esita and another man I didn't know. It was obvious he had levels, so perhaps he was an adventurer as well. Esita dating another adventurer wasn't that surprising, but her presence was.

Nobody told me Esita would be here.

“Esita?” Invia asked as she stepped into a hug.

So Invia didn't know Esita would be here either.

“Welcome to our home, your Majesty,” Lord Darlif said as he bowed. Lady Darlif, Esita, and Esita’s boyfriend all bowed as well.

“Thank you for the gesture, but we do not need to be so formal tonight. One of Invia's gifts is her ability to make me forget my duties even if just for a few minutes.”

Lord Darlif dipped his head. “Of course.”

Lady Darlif was too short to look over Ashley's shoulder, so she leaned slightly to one side. “I had heard you employed a colorful adventurer for your security. Is it his novelty that piques your interest?”

Ashley fought to suppress a grin that came dangerously close to becoming a laugh. “He’s effective and never hesitates. I feel safest when he is in my detail.”

“It's a pleasure to meet you,” Esita said with a curtsy. “I'm Esita, and this is my boyfriend Marco.”

Ah, Marco the Steadfast. I had heard of him. He was known for his skill and athletic prowess and neared level 44 if I recalled my gossip correctly. He was a legit adventurer, and he had good taste if he was with Esita. That little freak probably made him very happy.

“Your Majesty,” Marco said, bowing again.

Esita elbowed him as a reminder he didn't need to do that.

“Who do you suppose wins in a duel, Byron or Marco?” Lord Darlif asked.

“Dad!” Esita exclaimed with a huff.

“Marco would win,” I answered. I wanted to get away from this third-party dick-measuring contest as quickly as I could.

Lord Darlif looked between Marco and me, as if assessing our mettle right there. “Why do you say Marco?”

“First of all, he's far more experienced. He's been dungeon crawling for 10 years, I think it was?”

Marco nodded.

“Yeah, see? 10 years of experience versus my 1? He smokes me no problem. If that wasn't enough to beat me, he’s got 20-some levels on me too.”

“I'm surprised to hear you be humble, given your reputation,” Lord Darlif said.

“There are a lot of fights out there I couldn't win. I intend to avoid all of them.”

Lady Darlif put a hand on her husband's arm. “My apologies, your Majesty. Boys will be boys. Can't resist talking about blood and violence.”

Ashley raised a reassuring hand. “It's quite alright. Invia has helped me appreciate the art of dungeon diving.”

Invia's parents looked at their daughter dubiously, but that expression lasted less than a second before they covered it up.

“Both of our daughters becoming adventurers was the opposite of what we wanted,” Lady Darlif shared. “They were both so smart and so driven.”

Invia breathed deeply for a moment. “We still are.”

Lady Darlif continued as if Invia hadn't said a word. “We believe the Goddess will guide them out of this phase.”

The butler appeared in the doorway. “Whenever it pleases you, dinner is served.”

Soon, the party passed salad and hot rolls around the table. I stood against the wall and watched them eat.

Lady Darlif locked eyes with Marco. “Tell me, Marco. What are your aspirations?”

Esita stared daggers at her mother. Lady Darlif ignored her.

“I'll adventure for another few years,” Marco happily answered. “I've been using the profits to buy up land and a few businesses.”

“Very wise to recognize that dungeon money isn't forever,” Lord Darlif praised with an olive on the end of his fork. “Every man should be a business man in some form. And then have a few sons to continue your legacy.”

“I think Invia will do a great job,” Esita interjected.

“Please, not tonight, Esita.”

“It's true, though. She is wickedly smart.”

Lord Darlif nodded. “I agree. She will be a great asset to the right husband.”

“She doesn't need a husband. She can do it herself.”

“Both of you remember my rule,” Lord Darlif scolded. “If you can't achieve a title equal to or better than mine without the family’s money, then you definitely aren't equipped to manage that much money either.”

Lady Ashley frowned and changed the subject. “Invia mentioned to me you race horses.”

That set off a chain reaction of awful rich-people topics. They went from jerking themselves off to expensive horses to jerking themselves off to theater, or wine, or art.

Through the course of the night, Marco managed to appear interested and knowledgeable in any topic that arose. He was so good at being a great guest that I genuinely couldn't tell if he faked it or not. Maybe he came from a rich family and did all the same nobleperson shit, but I was relatively certain that wasn't the case.

Eventually, the party returned to the parlor for tea and dessert, everyone sitting in highback chairs around a small coffee table. The sun had set, so the penthouse view was now a starry sky overhead and a city of torches and lamps below.

After a debate about the tax rates on imported goods in which Ashley stumped Lord Darlif multiple times, the Queen looked around the room before pausing to center herself.

“Lord and Lady Darlif, we have talked many times before, but tonight was different. This felt more personal. More intimate. I’ve had a lovely time.”

Lady Darlif’s eyes widened. “Oh, your Majesty, the night is young. We would be blessed to have your company for a while longer.”

“I do mean to stay, but I need to say something before I do.”

Everyone quieted to listen to the Queen as she stood.

“I said before that Invia has been a gift to me, but I didn't do her justice. She is an incredible person, and she gives my life balance, the perfect kind that is only possible with equals.”

Ashley stepped toward Invia and took her hands in hers.

“Invia, you're the best thing that's ever happened to me. If it weren't for your strength, I would have never come this far.”

Ashley knelt. Esita gasped, her hands covering her mouth. Lord and Lady Darlif were perplexed, and Marco appeared moderately entertained.

“Invia, I don't ever want to let go of what we have. Will you marry me?”

Esita gasped again, but twice as loud.

With tears in her eyes, Invia nodded. “Yes. Yes, I'll marry you!”

She pulled the Queen to her feet and wrapped her in a hug. “I love you so much,” Invia whispered.

“I love you too,” Ashley replied.

For me, the most beautiful moment of the night came a few minutes after Ashley's proposal. As if struck by an arrow, Lord Darlif stiffened and stared blankly ahead.

He had a rule. His daughters had to meet or surpass his title to earn control of the family’s interests.

That dead, unfocused gaze? That was the moment he realized that Queen outranked Lord.

That night, Ashley and Invia went to Invia’s suite alone. They thought they were being sneaky.

I think they had fun.

***

Professor Xi helped another scholar unfurl drawings of the city design I requested.

“My colleague, Professor Hreti, has been on the project from the beginning. He's a civil engineer who uses that knowledge to better identify and assess ancient structures. I cede the floor to him.”

“Thank you,” Professor Hreti said before turning to me and Podni. “I'm happy to finally meet the wonderful people backing this research. May I proceed with showing you the design, or do you have questions for me first?”

“Please proceed,” Podni replied.

“As you can see, we followed your quadrant request but perhaps not in the way you imagined.”

The map was a square with one quadrant dedicated to the city. Instead of three quadrants of open farmland, much of the quadrant diagonal to the city was drawn as water.

“Building a reservoir like this will make it far easier to mind your most essential resource. If you prefer, we can relocate it beneath the city, but that comes with a number of risks. Such as-”

“I like the lake,” I said. The utility of the water placement aside, I liked how much more my city looked like an oasis because fresh water was so clearly visible. That was far more magical than all dirt.

“Excellent!” He set that map off to the side to reveal a layout of the proposed city. “Most cities grow over time, so true planning almost never happens. This design accounts for up to 40,000 people and ensures that every resident can see the sky and see plant life. Every side of the city is an equal distance from the center, so no one location is objectively the least convenient.”

I had seen very few build plans and blueprints in my life, but the city depicted on paper looked and sounded nice enough.

“This view is too zoomed out for all of the details,” Hreti said, “But we intend to use enchantments for street lighting as well as interior lighting. Reducing the number of lamps and candles in the city will prevent fires and make the city equally appealing since no place is left in the dark. This next page is infrastructure, water and sewage for the most part. All of this will be beneath the city. The particulars aren't as exciting, but I can walk you through the details if you like.”

“That’s alright,” I said. Addressing Xi, I asked, “What are your thoughts on the design?”

“The comfort of your subjects matters not. They live to serve your interests and nothing else.”

She's not really in your head. These echoes are just your imagination.

“I am not an expert in this field,” Xi replied, “but I can say that the ideas proposed here are frequently the heart of city planning discussions in the Capital. Implementing them in a city that's already built is much more difficult, so such improvements end up discarded for cheaper, more practical options. You have a unique opportunity to bring the ideals to life.”

“Podni, please share these drawings with the others. If no one has major concerns, we can approve the design. Professors, please work up a build plan and a materials estimate, and assume money and supply are not an issue. Tell me the absolute best options for construction. We can compromise later if we have to, but for now, suggest what would be the ideal option.”

The professors nodded.

“We shall begin at once,” Professor Xi assured us.

“Thank you, gentlemen. As always, if Podni says it, assume that's the same as my saying it to you directly.”

They nodded again.

On our way back to the boardinghouse, I asked Podni what she thought.

“If it turns out half as nice as they made it sound, it will be an amazing place to live.”

“I think so too,” I said. “We have a few big choices to make. We need to decide where in the city to locate our gates. One will be used for getting materials out of the dungeon and into the hands of our builders. The other is the permanent connection between our city and the Capital. We need to choose locations for both sides.”

“Buying up property in the slums would be the easiest for the Capital side.”

I shook my head. “I'd rather pay more and displace 5 rich fucks instead of go cheap and displace 500 peasants.”

“Have you really learned nothing from me, viceroy? So much time spent under my wing and you still cling to your silly ideas of right and wrong.”

“Understood. I can think of a few options that fit your criteria and are near the merchant district.”

“Great. Make it happen. For exits… I want our side to be defensible. If enemies find a way to come through, stopping them should be swift and effective.”

“For the Capital connection, locate it outside the city, surround it with water, and use one bridge to and from. If something does get through, we can disable the bridge to strand the enemy at the gate. If that doesn't work, we still have our city walls. For the dungeon gate… What if we put it in a warehouse? Move the materials through, and then block the gate. Very few people would need to know how we stock the warehouse.”

“Even fewer if Drae’s golems do the labor.”

“I like that a lot,” Podni said.

“Great. Let me know if you need anything else from me.”

“Of course, Master.”

“She will soon realize that you aren't worthy of being her Master. You are too weak-minded. Too naive.”

***

High Priestess Yuni and my silk priestess, Purity, stumbled through the door of the rectory. They still wore their ceremonial robes from the service they just oversaw, and that effort exhausted them.

By the time they crossed the room, their dresses, veils, shoes, and slips were on the floor. They flopped, faces-first onto my bed in just their underwear.

“I couldn't do what you two do,” I said, rubbing Yuni’s smooth back. “I wouldn't have the energy to get through it.”

“I doubt that running a church service would be the ultimate weakness for Byron of Zaglis,” Yuni replied, her voice muffled by the sheets. “Don't stop doing that. Your hands feel so nice.”

“You don't have to be there every time,” Purity said, turning to her side and propping herself up on her elbow.

“You are both too important to me. If something happened and I wasn't there, I would never forgive myself.”

Purity smiled warmly, using her free hand to rub the back of Yuni's thighs. “Did you have any concerns about the service?”

“None. The people love both of you, and more people show up each time. What you're doing is working.”

Yuni turned her head so she could speak more clearly. Her eyes fluttered open and closed as she enjoyed the hands on her. “Some people have said to me that people around the city feel nicer and more polite since Purity appeared. Do you think that's true or in their heads?”

“Doesn't sound so far-fetched to me,” I answered. “If people feel safer, I’d expect them to be nicer too.”

“Is it that simple?”

Laughing, I said, “No, probably not, but it has to help, right? All of the other problems are still problems, but when I was a guard… a lot of times people were just desperate and afraid. You make certain kinds of choices with that frame of mind.”

“It matters not if the rats in their cages feel fear.”

“Byron?” Purity asked. “What's wrong?”

“I have a bit of a headache. That's all.”

“I can Heal you if you want.”

I shook my head. “No, that's okay. It will pass in a little bit.”

“The Empress Aurketzu is eternal. Not even the underworld could contain her power.”

Purity's big brown eyes were full of concern, but she didn't force the issue.

Yuni moaned softly when Purity went from rubbing her thighs to massaging them.

“I'm interested to see what the response is like in other cities,” Yuni said.

I rocked my head side to side, thinking. “We will see similar turnouts, I think. Word has been going around the kingdom about your services. That will bring in the curious as well as the devout.”

“I like seeing people have hope,” Purity said. “Especially the kids.”

“Can we expand the outreach we've done in the Capital to other cities then, officially?" Yuni asked. “Purity mentioned that earlier today, and I don’t want to let that fall by the wayside. She had good ideas we should consider.”

“I'm listening.”

“You can tell him,” Yuni said to Purity, “but please don't stop what you're doing.”

Purity giggled. “All I was saying was that a few mana crystals can feed and educate a lot of people. We have the follower count on top of that. Endear more people to the Silk.”

“A viceroy does not need to be liked.”

“Do it,” I said aloud. “Put a school in every city we have a teleporter, and figure out the best way to feed the hungry.”

Yuni reached for my leg. “You're so sweet. My life would be so empty if we never got to meet.”

I squeezed her hand. “Likewise.”

With her silk telepathy, Purity said to me, “Look at her cute butt. Don't you want to climb on top of her right now and destroy it?”

“So you can watch?”

“Come on. You know what I like.”

“You want her to eat you out while you watch me use her.”

“Mmhmm. Her squeals make it feel so much better somehow.”

“Are you afraid to take what's yours? Has your cock shriveled in my absence?”

I stood and spoke out loud. “You two should rest. I have a few items to tend to.”

And I excused myself from the rectory. Purity’s sad, disappointed eyes followed me out.

The Gol-Gol brothers were the first people known to crack soulstone communication, and that was with advanced magic machinery they perfected over centuries. Aurketzu couldn't be invading my mind from her soulstone.

Not only was her speaking outside the soulstone impossible, but I was in Flowst and she was in the northern lands. Even strong telepathy had range limits. We were so far beyond the most optimistic estimate that she shouldn't be able to reach me.

“Couldn't” reach me. Not “shouldn't.”

“Couldn't" was a more definitive conclusion.

I was losing my mind. I knew it but couldn't stop it. If Aurketzu was behind this, I would have an enemy to target. But what could I do when my own brain was the problem? Booze? Dreamdust? I tried copious amounts of selfish, meaningless sex and would try copious more just in case, but that didn't help either.


Chapter 56

Using a dungeon core to customize a dungeon feels a bit like building a diorama with only your mind. I pictured what I wanted to change or add, and the system gave me a total Dungeon point cost.

I built a bathhouse, an inn, and a bar with the dungeon core, attaching it to the tenth-floor settlement. The door couldn't actually open yet. I fused it with the dungeon wall to build excitement and word of mouth. The door had “Penny’s” scrawled on it in lipstick and said nothing else about what Penny's actually was. That would drive adventurers crazy for a while, and everyone would talk about it.

The bar was a room suspended in a room. In every direction except for the door was a seemingly impenetrable darkness. Technically, a boundary was out there in the black, but that larger room was so big as to have the illusion of being infinite. I spent DP to disable Nightsight enchantments in the bar so no one would ruin the atmosphere by seeing dungeon brick in the distance. Eventually, I wanted to make that feel more otherworldly, but for now, the sense of being in a void was enough.

With the dungeon core, I could build out of most anything, so the interior of the bar was a gaudy combination of onyx, quartz, and mahogany. I used the Swamp Temple baths as inspiration for the individual baths and their rooms, and then I made 20 luxury bedrooms.

All of that only cost roughly 150,000 DP, so I added a private office for myself that looked down on the bar, because why not?

Having experimented with the Build menu a bit, I felt more comfortable evaluating my unlock options. I knew at least something about how this worked.

Since I didn’t need sleep, I had the time to read all 2,756 available. Many of them expanded the options for spawnable monsters, so I could, for example, add undead or wolf-type monsters or blintani monsters–whatever those were. There were at least 50 types of monsters I didn't recognize, so I had more library time in my future. Something awesome could be in there, and I'd never know.

The creature unlocks had a progression similar to schools of magic. They started at a base level, and then each upgrade opened more and better spawn options. The progression went Lesser, Improved, Greater, Legendary, Mythic, and Cosmic.

I didn't know if a tier came after cosmic because that was the highest this dungeon core had gotten.

I had Improved Plant Monsters, Greater Slimes, and Legendary Constructs already available. If I had the Dungeon points, I could unlock:

Cosmic Constructs

Cost: 100,000,000

Gain the ability to spawn cosmic-tier constructs and related materials.

The base level was 2,500,000 DP. I suspected the Gol-Gol brothers were saving up for that absurd unlock cost to get cosmic in their favorite type of monster.

Getting another dungeon floor wasn't cheap either:

14th Floor

[Locked]

Cost: 14,000,000

Add a 14th floor to your dungeon. In addition to a 10% bonus to daily Dungeon points earned, gain access to a new tier of unlocks.

And that was after getting level to 1400, which was half of an eternity away in itself.

I saw three options in my immediate future:

Basic Soldier Intelligence

Cost: 2,500,000 DP

Untethered monsters understand and follow fundamental military orders and maneuvers.

Improved Transportation

Cost: 5,000,000 DP

Gain the ability to create single-creature movable teleporters, automatic teleporters, and conditional teleporters.

Acquire Creature

Cost: 2,500,000 DP

One-Time

Sacrifice a creature in your possession to make it available as a spawnable creature option in your dungeon. This ability can be selected more than once.

The terms “tethered” and “untethered” came up frequently in the dungeon core menus, indirectly explaining significant disparities in costs and function.

“Tethered” meant bound to the dungeon. My dungeon core was presently tethered. If I made a run for Demon Lord and took the core out of the dungeon, its status would change to untethered, and the core’s functionality would change.

The moment a dungeon core was untethered, you lost access to the build menu entirely, and the core could no longer gain levels, earn DP, or purchase new unlocks.

That helped me understand a part of history I never understood: If Demon Lords had dungeon cores to generate armies, how could they ever lose with such an extreme advantage?

DP became finite the moment the core untethered and would inevitably run dry. I wondered how many wars ended because the Demon Lord was out of DP, and I wondered what happened to the dungeon core when that happened. I knew that destroying an untethered dungeon core would cause it to regrow in its original dungeon, so I suspected dropping a core’s DP to zero would have a similar effect.

But did the dungeon core restart at level 1, or would it keep the progress that had been made? I couldn’t find an answer in the menus. Best to assume the worst, I decided. Untethering my dungeon core would be a very big decision if I ever untethered it all.

That idea of being connected or unconnected from the dungeon applied to other core options as well.

Basic Soldier Intelligence, for example, sounded mandatory for my efforts to manage the Abaddon threat, and the tethered versus untethered differences were why.

If I made an untethered monster without the Basic Soldier Intelligence unlock, the monster would be completely wild and would never respond to orders. In the dungeon, when the same monster was tethered, that was no issue. I could order any tethered dungeon spawn to attack or to fuck off or to tear out their own eyes. My control over tethered monsters was absolute.

The Transportation unlock path as a whole seemed like my solution for eliminating my dependence on Samson, and that was just as important as building an army. If I could make my own gates and teleporters, the Frozen Fiend would have far less leverage on me.

For as much as I've complained about the way the Frozen Fiend treated me, I should acknowledge his exceptional gameplay. He bet on a nobody human in Lopav, and then when I came through on the dungeon core, he dangled teleportation in front of me. Like a proper drug dealer, he gave me the first taste for free.

He knew I would have to come back for more, and he knew I would go to great lengths to maintain access to those items.

My Sugar Daddy and Enthrall abilities weren't so different. My followers could only get bonuses from me, so they had to put up with my shit.

The last ability on my list, Acquire Creature, was the most exciting to me. I hadn't decided between acquiring Solara’s Abyssal Silk Knight or asking Drae to build some badass guardian construct and duplicating that.

Constructs were the smartest way to go, given my enemies in the Church. I knew that. Constructs weren't vulnerable to Holy, and growing them with a dungeon core solved all of the major drawbacks of relying on constructs: They were complicated to make, they took a lot of time to make, and they required expensive materials.

They were not nearly as badass as Abyssal Silk Knights, though. An army of oversized inky black undead from the abyssal plane? That might not impress Abaddon, but every kingdom in the world would shit itself.

Then it hit me.

I absolutely had to choose a construct.

***

Note to self: Provide Drae aesthetic direction for future projects.

“Do you like it, Master?” she asked.

Solara and Invia had to turn around to stifle their laughter.

Functionally, the construct did everything I asked for. It had advanced polearm fighting abilities, was built from heavily enchanted silk steel, and it had a launching mechanism hidden in its chest. The ammo for that launcher was hidden within the golem as well: 4 Podni-Solara Bolt bombs, and one normal strength Unholy bomb.

With this design, they could use their melee combat skills to address most threats, like guarding Queen Ashley on her throne. But if the situation became extreme, they had an enormous amount of fire power hidden with them.

I pitied the enemy who chose to be the first to discover that twist.

And we considered going bigger, but restrained ourselves. If we armed our soldiers with an apocalypse-grade Unholy bomb like we used on the Chastains, we would end up destroying whatever we meant to protect.

This mechanical soldier represented the combined excellence of Drae, Abby, Stacey, Podni, and Solara. If dungeon bosses fell to Bolt bombs, they were our best choice for protecting ourselves. Without the bombs, Drae rated the performance as level 30. The bombs bumped that up to 40.

I was less excited about the exterior design, however. The constructs themselves shone like the flat of a sword and were 7 ft tall with long legs, pronounced hips, and enormous metal breasts.

“What if we keep the breasts but remove the nipples?” I asked.

“Can't,” Drae replied.

“Why not?”

“The golem will not function properly.”

“Without nipples? I don't understand.”

“I cannot explain it in common,” she said with a shrug.

“I speak abyssal.”

When I saw that Drae was about to share another excuse, I decided I didn't care enough to fight about the presence or absence of metal nipples on giant metal boobs.

“It's fine,” I said. “This is excellent work. Really well done, Drae.”

“Thank you, Master.”

“What happens next?” Invia asked.

“Solara, you saw the construct in action?”

She nodded. “Very impressive.”

“So the next thing to do is to take the…” I didn't realize I had opened the floor to naming the constructs until it's too late.

“Silk sluts,” Invia said with a shit-eating grin. Drae’s eyes lit up with excitement, and Solara laughed.

“Silk soldiers. We're calling them silk soldiers, and the next step is to take this one into the dungeon and feed it to the dungeon core.

Spend 2,500,000 DP to acquire target creature as a spawn option?

-2,500,000 DP.

Silk soldier is now available in the spawn Menu.

Spend 100 DP to create an untethered silk soldier?

-100 DP.

-100 DP*100.

After acquiring Basic Soldier Intelligence and Improved Transportation as well, on top of building the first draft of Penny’s, my available DP went from 19,678,900 to 9,455,993. With my current daily DP gain, I would need about 2 years to recover everything I just spent.

I had time, but I didn't want to wait to buy the next level of the transportation path:

Advanced Transportation

Cost: 10,000,000 DP

Gain the ability to create permanent doorways between two locations. Cost of the doorway is dependent on its size.

I couldn't afford it now, and I didn't have a good estimate of how much DP I would spend building my city or how many points I should keep in reserve for emergencies, so I was even less sure about how far off that unlock was.

For now, I still needed Samson if I wanted to use gates.

***

“Tell Byron what Ashley did,” Invia encouraged Purity.

We had just cleared the giant evil baby floor boss on level 2 of the tower and paused to rest before venturing to level 3. We all sat on the stairs while a waterskin and jerky made the rounds.

Purity smiled. “Yesterday, Queen Ashley had a meeting with nobles from around the kingdom, sort of like an annual report for how each region was faring. She told them that the silk soldier was the result of your ‘divine inspiration.’ You met me, and by the end of the night, you had a design for an even better way to protect our people.”

“She said that? That you, the embodiment of the Goddess, ‘gave’ me the design?”

Purity nodded, and I laughed.

Ashley improvising made me nervous as it opened up the possibility of our stories contradicting at some point, but I liked this one. In a single dumb lie, she further elevated Purity, me, herself, and the kingdom. When word spread that I designed an advanced golem, anyone who knew even the slightest bit about me would be left scratching their heads.

Byron the dungeon fucker can make constructs? They wouldn't know what to make of that.

“Our mythology grows,” I said.

“And we haven't even gotten to the wedding,” Solara joked.

“I think Invia just blushed,” Podni teased.

Invia hid her face. “We just had a boss fight. Of course, my cheeks are red.”

Solara piled on. “It's cute.”

“Is Yuni doing the ceremony?” Podni asked.

“I don't know. We haven't really talked about wedding plans.”

Every other girl in the party froze.

Solara leaned in. “Like at all?”

Shrugging, Invia said, “So?”

No one wanted to touch that.

Invia looked around. “What?”

“You should talk to Ashley about it,” Podni said with a mouthful of jerky. “Probably soon.”

Everyone else nodded that they agreed.

Solara sighed when she saw that Invia still didn't understand. “She's excited to have a wedding. She'll want you to be excited too.”

“I am excited.”

“You’re clearly overjoyed,” Purity needled.

“I'm not trying to be funny,” Invia said. “I am excited. I'll look hot in a wedding dress, but I hear you, everyone. I will talk to Ashley.”

“I’m expecting over-the-top," Solara added. “Ashley and Invia together? I can't think of anyone else who has more expensive tastes.”

Invia shrugged. “I like what I like.”

Solara bumped my foot with hers. “Are the rest of us getting weddings?”

“I think we should get back to the dungeon run.”

After some giggling, we returned to our tower climb.

The next floor up was another labyrinth. We didn't see a single trap the whole time, and that started to mess with our heads after a while. The longer we went without finding one, the more convinced we became that we were about to make a deadly mistake.

The monsters on this floor were sparse, and that screwed with us too. They moved with slow, heavy stomps and dragged a bundle of chains with them. The labyrinth was exceptional at carrying sound, so you were always aware enemies pursued you.

We didn't see a source for the noise for 4 hours.

It was a 6 ft tall version of the nightmare babies on the floor below. The humanoid was so fat that its stomach dragged on the ground between its legs. The chains we heard were attached to the monster, embedded and fused with its flabby flaps, as if it was bound when it was skinny and grew over the links.

They could hit hard but were incredibly slow. To compensate, they burped a variety of wraith. We didn't allow this to happen to us, but the danger seemed to be getting paralyzed by the wraiths, so you couldn't move as the big man plodded over to smash you to death.

The floor boss was 30 of those in one room, gradually closing in. That specific variety of claustrophobia was new for me, but Chain Lightning cooked them after a few applications. The room smelled like grilled hamburger when we were done.

Like the second floor, a portal back to the bottom of the tower appeared when the floor boss encounter was over.

“I wish we could keep climbing,” Purity said, looking longingly up the stairs. “This is too interesting.”

I squeezed her shoulders. “I want to run the labyrinths a few more times to see if they change. Once we start setting teleporters, progress will feel faster.”

“If they work,” Solara added.

Podni bumped Solara. “Don't jinx it.”

***

“I can't believe you're down here alone,” Yuni said, sliding her silver mask off of her face.

Instead of the robes of a high priestess, she wore simple peasant clothes: a plain blouse with a green but equally plain long skirt. I wondered what time it was. Was she just getting back from another night on the town, or had she been out during the day shopping?

“I'm a little surprised myself, to be honest,” I replied. “I didn't tell anyone I would be down here, but a few girls are usually in the baths already.”

“I have news to share.”

I was a bit bored. If we had to discuss work, I could make it more interesting.

“Quiet,” I commanded. “Undress. Everything.”

Yuni blushed. I had seen her naked dozens of times, but she still got shy every time she bared herself for me.

She unbuttoned her blouse and shrugged it off her shoulders. It fell to the floor. She reached for her hip and loosened the knot on her skirt. Watching a skirt drop was like a magician revealing a trick. Every time.

It never got old.

Yuni reached to unhook her bra.

“Stop. Turn around.”

The red in her cheeks flushed even more. Facing away from me, she dropped her bra and shimmied out of her panties. The bounce combined with her reaching for her toes was lovely.

“Face me.”

She obeyed.

“Hands behind your head. Kneel.”

Yuni lowered herself to her knees. Her back arched, and her chest thrust forward. She was perky to begin with, but this pose was exceptional.

“Proceed,” I said.

She smiled when she saw my eyes going up and down her body, then her face fell. “The news isn't positive.”

“Out with it, but keep your arms up.”

“Not long ago, I mentioned that paladins had been more active recently. I learned today that they are searching for an antipaladin. I don't believe they have confirmed a target. They seem certain about the antipaladin, though.”

I waited for a spike of stress to hit, but nothing came. Instead, I felt… tired? Or was that bored?

“Are you upset, father?”

“No. We’ll deal with them. Thank you for looking out for us. Turn around again.”

Yuni obeyed.

“Face on the floor, reach between your legs. Before you start, I have an offer.”

“Yes, Father?”

“If you entertain me, I'll let you pick a prize.”

“Anything?” she asked, her ass still up in the air.

“Name it.”

“I want you to take me on the beach in Zaglis.”

I tilted my head. “Is that all?”

“Not our private beach. The public beach.”

“Alright. Proceed.”

Yuni licked her fingers and started to circle her clit. This was a good start.


Chapter 57

“I prefer this to the royal bedchambers, any day,” Ashley said, looking up at the ceiling of the rectory. “I feel like myself in here.”

“I'm sorry that you have to hold up the queen mask so often. This Ashley is my favorite Ashley.”

“You're just saying that because I'm naked.”

I rolled her away from me for a moment to slap her ass. She yelped playfully.

“I like how honest you are like this, and that's more than not hiding your opinions,” I said. “You let yourself be vulnerable, and we can talk for hours.”

Ashley rolled back and threw an arm across my stomach. “Kidnap victims are known to fall for their rescuers. Part of the trauma.”

“I'm sorry if you feel like this isn't a choice for you.”

I felt her shake her head. Her shifting hair tickled my skin like a faint breeze.

“I don't understand why that's always framed as a bad thing,” she began. “I used to think it was negative too, but then I lived it. I went through something awful and incredibly intense, and I'm expected to not bond with the person I shared it with?”

“I've never thought about it that way,” I said.

“You make me feel safe because I am safer with you. Why wouldn't I feel that way? You proved that I am safer with you over and over. Any person will feel more protected with a sword because they know they can address a threat if one arises. You are my sword.”

“You implied it wasn't a choice before. Was that intentional?”

“More like the choice is so easy that it doesn't feel like a choice at all. You decide to step under a roof when it rains, but it's not a decision you have to think about.”

I kissed the top of Ashley's head. “I like your mind.”

“I know.” When she finished giggling to herself, she added, “Can I share a darker part of it without you thinking less of me?”

“I won't think less of you.”

“The kingdom isn't enough.”

“What do you mean?”

“I'm 18, and I've accomplished my life goal. Already, our people are thriving, and the likelihood of an attack on the country is barely less than zero. Not with the silk soldiers guarding our borders. I will continue improving the kingdom but…”

“You have a whole life ahead of you, and not having a clear goal for it feels wrong to you.”

I felt her nod.

“I don't see the darker part.”

“I want more,” she said. “And the Silk teaches us that we can have anything we want.”

“I think your argument for how you feel about your rescuer applies here. It's human to be attracted to someone who has proven they can take care of you. It's also human to always look for the next mountain peak. If you climbed one, why not another?”

“I suppose that makes sense. To me, it feels like greed.”

“You taking the throne has already improved the kingdom, correct?”

“Yes.”

“People's lives are better because of your ambition. If ‘greed,’ as you call it, leads to helping more people, is that bad?”

Ashley sighed. “I guess not.”

“What more do you want, specifically?”

Her long fingers grazed my cock. “I want more of this feeling of being the steward of my own destiny, of knowing that I decide my future and that I will bring it to fruition. I love that power. It's so much different from military or economic power. It feels bigger, somehow.”

She started to softly rub me with her fingertips.

“I want to unite the kingdoms or be the first to conquer the ocean or establish an embassy on another plane. Something like that. The more difficult, the more I want it.”

“I feel the same way about my life,” I admitted. “If my legs still feel this good, why wouldn't I see how much farther I can run?”

“Exactly.” Her fingers slid under my cock so she could take all of it in her hand.

“You and Invia seem to be getting close. She thinks like this too but maybe a touch more ruthless.”

“We are getting close. Planning a wedding together has made her feel like even more of a partner. Is it wrong for me to feel closer to her than the others? I still love them, it’s-”

“It's not wrong,” I assured her. “All of the love goes to the same place. That's how Penny described it to me once, actually. If we try to measure and count every interaction, we will drive ourselves crazy. Enjoy yourselves. Don't second-guess feeling good about something.”

“That helps a lot.”

“Invia is a born conqueror. She would do anything to realize a goal.”

Ashley squeezed me a bit harder and upped her tempo only slightly. She kept working as she climbed onto an elbow to kiss me.

“I want another kingdom,” she whispered when our lips parted. “We can take it together.”

I couldn't repress my grin.

Ashley pulled back and took on a grin of her own. “What?”

“You can have anything you want.”

She set her forehead against mine. “I want another kingdom, and I want to use your dick like a toy for the next half hour at least.”

Without any encouragement, Ashley straddled my hips and slowly, really fucking slowly, sank onto my sword. Closing her eyes, she rested her hands on my chest and rocked her hips back and forth, keeping me deep.

Her long body exaggerated every movement. A roll of her hips traveled up her stomach, through her back and shoulders, all the way to the top of her.

“This is for me,” she said, opening her eyes only slightly. “I'm taking what I want.”

“Good. I like watching you use me.”

***

Purity bowed. “Thank you for coming, Master.”

Cici stood with Purity in the middle of the hidden boss room extension. The rewired Gol-Gol Golem stood in the corner, protecting my dungeon core within himself.

“What did you want to discuss?” I asked.

Purity put a hand on the former grigori’s shoulder. “Cici and I were talking. How much do you know about what she did before?”

“She did whatever her Master asked her to.”

“How did you ask her?”

“‘What are some of the things your former Master had you do?’ Aw, son of a bitch.” I winced.

Purify nodded. “She told you some but not all. Cici, what did you do the most often?”

“Slay enemies.”

“She was never taught how to level,” Abby explained. “Her chains gave her former Master access to her system somehow, but after a lot of talking, we figured out that she got her stat point allocations but never accepted a level up or chose abilities.”

“So her system read level 1 when she was really level…”

Solara pointed to Cici.

“63,” Cici said.

“Wow.”

The angeli smiled. “Mistress says Cici is strong.”

Purify was happy too. “She has the pit fighter class, which I've never heard of. From the ability descriptions, the class is somewhere between fighter and barbarian, but to an extreme. Most of her unlocks are as good as ours are with all the bonuses.”

“That's interesting.”

My priestess continued. “She agreed that we should wait to decide what she actually chooses. We have 63 levels to sift through but can read every option ahead of time.”

“Might as well take our time to map it out.”

Purity nodded.

To Cici I asked, “Have you thought about what you want your life with us to be?”

“Whatever Master needs.”

“That's not how we're doing this, and I know this way of thinking is new to you, so I'm not mad. I need you to practice deciding what you want, what you desire. We aren't picking abilities until you're comfortable sharing what you like and don't like.”

“I want-” Cici cut off when she saw Purity shaking her head.

“Byron will always tell you what he wants, and he knows that you will do what he asks of you. What he desires in this situation is for you to become stronger by understanding more of yourself.”

“You don't have to answer now,” I added. “I want you to take your time, as much as you need.”

“How does wanting a thing make Cici stronger?” she asked.

“When does water taste the best?” Purity responded.

Cici’s marble brow furrowed. “When Cici- me- is thirsty.”

Purity nodded proudly. “Wanting something is like being thirsty. You will hunt for it and savor it because it's that important to your body. Wants will make the rest of your life taste even better.”

“Nicely put,” I said to Purity via her silk telepathy.

She twinged from the pleasure and blushed.

“Once we figure out what you want, figuring out everything else will be easier,” I added.

“Cici show you fight?”

That was a good idea. Seeing how she fought would be useful information no matter what she chose. Her offering to demonstrate made me more comfortable with the idea. Her former Master had messed with her head so much that I wasn't willing to ask her about fighting for me.

Even if she hated every little bit of violence, she would do it because she wanted to make me happy.

Her offering without prompting was a good indicator of what she actually wanted, which could be a step in the right direction.

Or she was digging for any possible way to serve me and demonstrate her loyalty.

Purity, via telepathy, said, “It's okay, Master. She is being herself. I promise.”

To Cici I said, “If you want to show me, I want to watch.”

“Summon her a flesh golem,” Purity said aloud.

“Did you say ‘flesh’ golem?”

Purity nodded.

It would cost me 400 DP, but I could spare it. I used the dungeon core to spawn a flesh golem, what once used to be the boss of the Grubiit dungeon, and commanded it to fight Cici.

Judging by the hole that exploded in the golem from Cici’s strike, her strength was comparable to mine. Her dexterity, however, far exceeded any speed I was capable of. It is no exaggeration when I say I estimated that her agility was double mine.

To someone with low dexterity or low intelligence, it would have looked like Cici disappeared and the flesh golem exploded. The former grigori was a formidable foe. That explained the manacles and all the chains. They didn't want her to have any chance of fighting back.

“You are an impressive warrior.”

“Me- I do not deserve Master’s praise,” Cici said, kneeling.

I lifted her chin and guided her back to my feet. “If I gave it to you, you deserve it. Do not question my judgment.*

“Cici am sorry, Master.”

“I forgive you.”

“I know what Cici want,” she said meekly.

“Name it.”

The former grigori looked at Purity. “Cici wants wings like Mistress Purity.”

Purity was proof that it was technically possible. I didn't know how they would work with 2 stumps from her old wings still jutting out of her back, but that was an issue separate from whether or not Cici could get the wings in the first place.

The exact Purity path would mean a lot of fucking and a lot of leveling to get Cici all the way to that Bonus Pledge, and Cici was already decently high-leveled anyway.

I wasn't comfortable bedding Cici, and we would need years to gain those levels with where her XP requirements were, which was years of dungeon crawling without enjoying the best perk my party had to offer.

“Listen carefully, Cici. I do not want to get your hopes up, but what you ask might be possible. I am willing to look into that for you. If it's possible, I will give you wings. It might take a long time, though.”

“I- I understand, Master.”

A wonderful thought crossed my mind.

“You deny her your cock to protect her but then wish to train her to give her life in service of yours.”

I closed my eyes. This wasn't real.

“Your soul is already black, viceroy. You have no use for morals. Your soul is already damned. No good deed will change that.”

Breathe.

“I knew you were too weak. I had prayed to every god in the hells for the soul I found to be strong. My prayers were not answered.”

Purity put a hand on my back. “Are you okay?”

“Huh? Fine. I'm fine. When we get to the other side of this wedding, remind me about my Cici plan.”

“Of course.”


Chapter 58

I walked along the street nearest to the Zaglis beach, Purity and Podni on either side. Though I was present, I had contributed little to the conversation and had mostly listened from the moment we stepped out of the Water Temple.

“I'm impressed they're putting it together so quickly,” Purity mused.

“A royal budget helps with that,” Podni countered.

Purity laughed softly. “Very good point.”

“It'll be beautiful, I'm sure.”

“You didn't strike me as someone who would like weddings,” Purity teased.

Podni shrugged. “I didn't think I was the kind of person either. Watching this one come together, though, I get it now. It's sweet.”

“I was one of those dumb girls that planned her dream wedding at 7.”

“Aww, that's cute.”

Purity playfully bounced her shoulder off of Podni.

Podni held Purity's arm reassuringly. “I was being serious. I wouldn't have guessed that, and it's adorable.”

“Really?” Purity asked. “Why not?”

“Because you're a force of nature,” Podni replied. “You’re gorgeous, but it's elegant, not girly. You’re fearless and get shit done. Wedding fantasies usually come from girls who want to be traditional wives, so it's surprising from you.”

My priestess furrowed her brow, thinking hard. “You're the first person other than Byron to see me like that. It's usually the opposite. Penny the shy and subservient.”

Podni glanced back at me, confused. “You should do a fresh survey, sweetheart.”

“What do you mean?”

“Everyone around here sees the Penny I described. You're the only one who sees you as anything else.”

Purity turned to me, and I shrugged. “She's right.”

“See? Maybe you used to be like that, but all the girls know you're a badass now. They look up to you so much.”

“I had no idea,” Purity replied, sincerely.

“It's true. And that doesn't mean you can't want a girly wedding.”

“It’s fine. That life is behind me anyway.”

The twinge of sadness in her voice concerned me. It was small, but I knew it was there.

“Do you still want a wedding?” I asked.

“No, not at all.”

In my mind, I said to her, “You don't need to lie to me.”

She sighed and answered out loud. “Yes, I do, a little bit. It's alright, though.”

An answer to a question I had from the moment the Borja Dungeon Lord granted me Touch of Abyssal Undeath slid into place right then.

“This is hard to explain, but for one of my abilities, I couldn't figure out how to solve ‘a personally meaningful ritual of connection.’ For Penny, that's a wedding.” I turned to Podni. “I bet you would want to express that in a different way.”

Podni pursed her lips. “You're right. A wedding ceremony wouldn't be right for me.”

With her telepathy, Purity asked, “Are we talking about undeath?”

“Yes.”

“The way you said it… You have the rest of it figured out, don't you?”

“I do.”

“Will you marry me?” I asked.

“Every day, if it pleases you.”

Podni looked up at the sky and smiled. “I know what I would want instead of a wedding.”

“Tell us,” Purity pleaded excitedly.

“It's silly.”

“No, it's not. Tell us.”

“A trip with Byron and matching tattoos.”

“I think that's cute,” Purity said.

“It's stupid.”

“I agree with Purity,” I interjected. “It's cute. You should know we're talking about-”

Podni rolled her eyes. “I know what we're talking about. Penny can talk to me too, you know.”

“You both should know it comes with another abyssal trait,” I warned.

“That's a plus for me,” Podni replied. “I love how mine look. I'd take another, no question.”

Purity nodded. “Same. So we each get to pick what ritual we want then?” Penny asked. “Is that what we just decided?”

“I guess we did. I like this idea. Let me be the one to tell Ithaca and Solara?”

“Of course.”

“If we're sharing ideas…” Podni began as we stopped on a pier to look out at the water.

“We're listening,” Purity said.

“If I'm butting in, tell me to fuck off, but I think we’re missing an opportunity.”

Purity and I waited.

“There's a mess of street kids who need help. They're not going to a church or school to get it. It's a weird kind of stubbornness, but it exists.”

“I’m in,” Purity said. “Tell me how.”

“I wish it was easy. My best idea is to adopt them all.”

“Like an orphanage?” Purity asked.

Podni deflated. “Oh. I guess you're right. That idea exists already.”

“That's not a bad thing. I didn't mean for it to sound that way. You think most orphanages are awful.”

“Yeah.”

Purity offered a warm smile. Seeing her caring side always reminded me how lucky I was to have her.

“We know we need to do it better,” Purity said. “That doesn't mean the base idea is bad.”

“And sounds expensive,” Podni replied. “We can afford another project like this?”

I wrapped my arms around both of them. “We have the money for it, but the kingdom will pay for this. Don't worry.”

***

“Will the Silk City have a beach?” Solara asked, turning face down to tan her back. Bless her for laying on those squishy gifts without a top on.

“I want that too,” Invia added from her towel. “Every Temple should have a beach.”

I wasn't much for laying on the beach to tan, but I had to read anyway. Doing it surrounded by oil-soaked mostly naked women was as nice a place to read as any. I was trying to study up on international history for Ashley–who wasn't present–but found it difficult to focus my attention.

On that front, the slippery bodies didn't help, but really the issue was disinterest. I conquered a kingdom. Having another would be productive but boring. I really thought it would be exciting to conquer the world, but two hours into thinking about how to do that was enough for me to change my mind.

If Ashley wants a second kingdom, she could bring a complete plan to me and then manage the execution.

If she wanted to follow through on conquering the ocean, I could be convinced to do something like that. Someday, I would finish this tower and want a second, and Ashley would get her second kingdom. Two stones, as they say.

“I don't want to call it the Silk City,” I said.

“What do you want to call it?” Podni asked. She was at the end of the row and had to speak up a little to be heard. She was on her back, by the way, and I liked that she chose to keep her bikini on when she tanned. The tan lines would be exquisite.

“Not the City of Silk or the Silk City.”

“You have no ideas?” Invia asked.

“One, but it would mean paying off every scholar we worked with. ‘Sanctuary South.’”

“Ha!” Solara coughed.

“Right now, very few people know the site is in the northern lands,” I continued. “We might never need it, but if we make it an accepted fact that our city is near the South Pole, we would be even harder to find.”

“That would probably work really well,” Ashley said. Other than me, she was the only person in a chair. She had her legs crossed and a book in her lap.

“Sanctuary South it is,” Purity said. Mumbling, she added, “...a City of Silk.”

Everyone laughed.

I closed my book. “Since we are making big plans, I have an announcement.”

Solara nudged Purity. She sat up with a bottle of lotion and began rubbing it into the sorceress’ legs.

“I can make us all undead. That's not what any of you signed up for, so I want you to know it’s optional. This is our secret, and I don't intend to offer it to anyone outside of our party–which includes you too, Ashley. In your case, you would also have to say the prayer.”

“How does it work?” Invia asked.

I hit a system button.

“We perform a commitment ceremony. When you accept, you also get a new abyssal trait.”

“What does the ceremony entail?” Ashley asked.

“It has to be a representation of our deep commitment together, and we believe you’re supposed to pick it for yourself. Purity wants a wedding. Podni wants a trip and matching tattoos.”

“Aww, that's cute as fuck,” Solara said.

Podni couldn't hide her blushing, not even with us squinting from the sun.

“Like I said, it's optional. Think for as long as you want. Know that the ability locks you at whatever age you are. That doesn't matter to me, but I want to be transparent.”

“Whores for eternity. Oh how far you have bent these weak minds.”

“So the ceremony can be anything?” Invia asked.

I answered, “As long as it's truly meaningful.”

“Do we have to share it with everyone?”

“Nope.”

Invia thought. “Will it bother you if it’s… unusual?”

“I'm sure there's a line if we look hard enough, but I'm in for unusual. If it's special for you, it's special for me.”

Ashley raised a hand. “Sorry, I need to go back to the undeath part. We're locked at the age we are, but what about other undead qualities? Does our skin rot or something?”

“The undeath is like mine. You look like a typical human, don't need to eat or sleep, are immune to disease and poison, and will live for as long as I do. Never sleeping sucks sometimes, and food won't taste like anything after a while. And… well, I can't promise that it comes through because the ingredients are rare, but I would make you immune to Holy like me.”

Invia sat up abruptly. “Really?”

“Yes.”

She started to giggle. When Ashley gave her a confused look, Invia said, “I've been watching Byron do the impossible for a while now, and he still surprises me.”

“Solara figured out the immunity. I can't take credit.”

“Ithaca’s talking about your leadership,” Solara suggested.

Invia nodded. “Exactly. We're building a magic city for fucksake.”

“This life forever sounds really nice to me,” Purity said, settling on her back again.

Podni shouted, “I'll drink to that.”

The girls laughed.

Ashley put her chin in your hand. “What's the next impossible achievement? I think we'd all like a preview.”

“I think following through on our plan for the dungeon will keep me busy for a while.”

“Booooo!” Podni bellowed.

“Yes, viceroy. Share your grand plans.”

She's not really there. She's not really there.

“Shoring up our defenses will have my attention after that. That needs to be thorough.”

“Pleeaaaseee,” Solara whined. Podni and Purity joined her.

“On your backs, all of you.”

As soon as the words left my mouth, I realized I wasn't going to wait. Except for Ashley, Silkmancer grabbed each of their necks and pulled them to the ground. Ashley was in a chair, so I made sure she sat up straight and paid attention.

Five of my dicks emerged from my form and slid down the bikini bottoms of each of my women.

I squeezed the silk a little tighter. “I encourage you to continue being persuasive, but if I need to make it clear my answer is no, I will do so.”

I relaxed my grip as my cocks rubbed each of their slits, their skin glistening in the hot sun as they tensed and bent to the touch.

“Close your eyes, and don't cum without permission.” I was going to use my ability on them anyway, so they definitely wouldn't. I thought it would be fun to remind them how helpless they were.

My dicks slid in, overwhelming my mind with the sensation of 5 different pussies encasing me at once.

I had closed my own eyes without realizing. When they opened, Ashley crawled toward me and held up a finger to ask me to be quiet. My tentacle dick was still in her, pumping as she approached.

She put her head between my legs, but I stopped her. Guiding her with the silk, I spun her around.

I had never been in her ass before. And that bright pink target pointed up into the air, offering itself to me.

Queen Ashley deserves a reward for being daring.

The dick in her pussy pulled free and swung around. Her surprised yelp was cut short by the taste of herself. She didn't have the throat g-spot, but she moaned like she did.

If I was taking this ass for the first time, I wanted it to be my original dick that stretched her open. A special occasion deserved special treatment.

When I looked up to take in the scene, I saw Purity and Solara kissing and rubbing each other. I thought about punishing them, but on the other side of Solara, Podni spread her legs wide and pleasured herself.

In the other direction, Invia was on her knees with her face in her towel, fingering her own ass.

The show was good enough that I decided to allow it.

Since I'm a gentleman, I triggered Rope Burn+25 at half strength and pushed the rest of my cock into her Majesty’s butt.

In my mind, Purity said, “You're being too gentle. You own that ass. Take what you want and fuck your Queen unconscious if you want to.”

I summoned another tentacle for Purity's ass. I couldn't pass up that chance to reward good behavior.


Chapter 59

“What are the chances our next grigori has access to liquid sunlight?” I asked as Solara redrew the celestial summoning circle.

We had success in the ruins of this mansion before, so we came back again.

Solara waited until she finished drawing a complicated runic symbol to answer. “And is willing to contract with us.”

“Yes, we need that too. I wish we had a better way to do this. We're going to have 5 grigori living with us so that we can all block Holy. I don't mind taking them in, that just feels…”

“Excessive?”

“Cici is sweet and all, but I haven't thought of any way she can contribute. She really wants to, but how? She doesn't have skills. She's too innocent to join our recreational activities. And I'm worried she will fight but deep down not want to.”

“What about asking her to level?” Solara asked.

“I'm intrigued. Go on.”

“Crawling is lower stakes than defending your domain. We might be able to tell whether she actually likes combat or not. If she is interested in crawling or being a guardian around the Temples, let her level. Since she is basically going to live forever, she will only get stronger. 100 years of casual leveling?”

“She would be badass,” I said, completing Solara's thought.

Solara nodded. “We all love her anyway. You could make her a party member even, and I think we would all be okay with it.”

“I don't want Cici watching what we get up to on crawls.”

“Okay, that's reasonable.”

“The idea is still a good one, though,” I said. “She could get really strong.”

“I think she'll surprise you. How she talks can make her sound unintelligent, but that's not so. She learns quickly. It's a shame no one taught her anything.”

Solara stood and rechecked the circle three times.

“Ready?” she asked. When I nodded, she began the lengthy incantation to summon a grigori.

The summoning circle went gold and then heavenly white. The summoning circle twisted to one side and then spun in the other direction, like the dial on a safe. A figure with Cici’s marble-like skin stepped onto our plane. Like our grigori, her wings were broken off, leaving only splintered nubs, and her hair was a silver white as well.

Unlike our grigori, the celestial in our summoning circle was muscular. Beneath her gold chains were strong shoulders, sharply defined abs, and bulging thighs.

Her liquid gold eyes moved slowly from Solara, to me, and back to Solara. The grigori was suspicious, rather than fearful. That expression alone told me that this grigori was quite different from Cici.

“My Master wishes to offer you a better life on the material plane,” Solara said.

When the grigori didn't say anything, she continued.

“If that interests you, we can discuss a contract.”

The grigori did not reply.

“Do you speak common?” Solara asked.

“Yes.”

“Are you interested in our offer?”

“No.”

That off-balanced me as much as it off-balanced Solara. She recovered.

“Can I ask why?”

“A grigori does not stoop to walk with humans. A grigori is your better, and your plane smells of piss and shit.”

“I'm sorry to hear that,” Solara said.

“Open the circle so that a grigori may eat your throat and rip free your entrails.”

Solara spoke an incantation, and the grigori disappeared.

I was in a state of mild shock. “She seemed nice.”

Solara laughed.

“The way she talked doesn't bode well for what our next attempts will get us.”

“Because of her categorical disdain for mankind?”

“Yeah,” I answered. “She talked as if that was common knowledge for her, like all grigoris would believe that.”

“That was my impression too. Shame she wasn't friendly.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“What? Don't act like you weren't into that.”

“I never denied it.”

“Those muscles. I just wanted to hang off of them. Read them like a relief sculpture,” Solara drooled.

I grinned.

“What? I can appreciate a girl with muscles. You bringing Podni home taught me something about myself, and I'm embracing it.”

“I'm not judging. I'm not ashamed to admit I was intrigued.”

“I took us off task. Want to try again?”

“How do you feel?” I asked in reply.

“I can do it.”

“That wasn't my question.”

When Solara turned to answer me, I put a hand up to stop her.

“We're done. You're exhausted.”

“I can push through it.”

“Come on,” I said. “You've been going nonstop since the boss run this morning. You've pushed plenty far for today.”

“Are you sure?”

I waved for her to come to me. “Yeah. Hop in.”

With a sigh, she held her arms open so I could throw her over my shoulder and carry her back.

Once Solara was over my shoulders, I said, “I can get Podni wound up for you tonight if you want.”

“Yes, please.”

“Then we better get home.”

***

“When do you think the foundation will be complete?” I asked Mirko.

The mountain wind already had a stinging cold, and the snow was still weeks away yet. Three dozen workers wrestled to set foundational blocks for Samson’s new castle.

“Not for a few weeks, at least,” he answered. “Your frown makes that sound like bad news. We are actually ahead of schedule.”

“No, no, there's nothing wrong with your progress. I get my first payment when the foundation is in. I'm impatient.”

“Sorry, friend.”

“It's really alright. I'm not being reasonable.”

“I've given some thought to your offer, if it still stands.”

“Working with me, you mean?”

“Aye. What specific kinds of business would you put me on?”

“I'm opening a second bathhouse with an inn and a tavern. Entrances will be at the bottoms of dungeons, starting with Grubiit, so clientele would be high-level adventurers. Then we've got weapons, armor, replica penises, and killer constructs. National and international distribution for those.”

Mirko chuckled and turned back toward town. “I think I'm going to need a pint to go with this discussion.”

“I understand.”

After a few quiet steps to think, Mirko said, “Let's start with the bathhouse, which really means ‘brothel,’ I take it.”

“More or less. The first entrance is on the 10th floor of the Grubiit dungeon. Then we'll connect Borja, Lopav, and Zaglis. All of the entrances go to the same tavern. Adventurers pay in mana crystals, and we overcharge because of the location. Might as well sell dreamdust too.”

“Seems simple enough.”

“If you want to be the general manager or oversee someone who is, that's up to you. Our weapons and armor are better than anything on the market. Byron’s Blessing is the best dildo available, and we produce constructs that are equivalent to level 30 adventures. Again, you can focus on any one in particular or manage the people who do.”

“Besides the girls and drugs, are the rest legitimate?”

“Technically, the girls aren't illegal since that business happens in a dungeon. For the drugs, we aren't big-time buyers or suppliers. In that respect, we aren't different from the exclusive clubs in cities who do the same thing.

“Everything else is legitimate, but now that we're talking about it, you make me think I'm missing money on the table. If you see an opportunity, tell me. I'd gladly pay you commission on those sorts of things.”

“I've been holed up here for a while, you know.”

“Doesn't matter,” I said. “I need your eyes and brain more than your contacts, and I have a feeling you have more connections than you're letting on anyway.”

“Lots of large-scale efforts on your list. How much bigger do you want to get?”

“I think we can be the equivalent of a small nation. I'm building my own city, but that's going to take a little bit longer yet.”

Mirko stroked his beard. “If I didn't see literal tons of building materials appear overnight, every night, and regularly use a messenger that can travel between here and Flowst multiple times a day… I'd think you were a lunatic.”

“We haven't gotten to the least believable pieces.”

“Lay it on me.”

“This is the last morsel for now: three of my most valuable people aren't human, and you would have to work with them regularly–and not fuck them, by the way. That's not a marking my territory thing. That's for your safety. But also, you can't fuck any of my girls. If they are in the silk, they are off limits. If you want a few girls, I can get you whatever you want. But for real, fucking these 3 is especially dangerous.”

“You're describing a succubus.”

“Pretty much.”

Mirko covered his mouth for a moment before breaking into laughter.

“If you're still interested, I can tell you the perks.”

“By all means,” he said.

“Your own penthouse in my city, and I promise you, there's nowhere else like it. You get access to my travel network, so you'll be able to get around like I do. And you'll travel in the same circles I do, so fancy parties, dinners, what have you.”

Holding the door to the Northern Rangers guild hall open for me, Mirko quickly looked inside to see if anyone was around to overhear us. This early in the day, everyone was in the dungeon, so Mirko poured ales for both of us and enjoyed the privacy of an empty guild hall.

“What growth expectations would you expect from me?”

“First of all, profit is secondary. Your most important objective is to protect me and my interests. I want to spend coin wisely, sure, but we won't be hurting for revenue. My real worry is one of these projects being a foothold of sorts for an enemy. Otherwise, I want to be able to focus on my interests instead of keeping everything running.”

Mirko wiped his mustache on his shirt sleeve.

“I didn't expect to get to this question,” Mirko began, “but what kind of enemies will I inherit by working for you?”

“Right now a group of paladins and demons from the abyssal plane are actively hunting me. Nobles despise me, as a rule, and a significant percentage of the Church of the Goddess would celebrate my untimely passing. I still have a bad taste in my mouth over my membership being challenged, so might be problems there too. Full disclosure.”

“Does this gig come with security?”

“Yes. All my places of business are well-protected, and you can have 2 constructs follow you everywhere you go if you'd like.”

A burly hand reached out. I shook it.

“Happy to have you aboard.”

***

“Smack her until she cries,” Purity commanded.

Two of our silver masks had come to blows. That by itself wasn't terribly uncommon. We lived and loved in close quarters, and all families fought.

One of the girls was a redhead with head-to-toe freckles and wild bushy hair, above and below. The other was a brunette who shaved the side of her head, leaving the rest long, and collected tattoos, mostly flowers, oddly enough.

When Purity spoke to them separately, each girl demanded that the other be removed from the Silk. They were each certain that the other deserved it. My first thought was to boot both of them, but Purity suggested we give them the chance to atone and to withdraw their demand.

The redhead was gagged in my rectory, her hands together above her head, bound by my silk, and her legs tied by silk also but spread rather than together. The brunette circles her, wearing loose travel attire, pants, and a shirt.

Her ass had gone dark red from all the smacks. Soon, it would start to turn purple.

“Your half hour isn't up,” Purity barked. “Give the slut all the punishment she deserves.”

The brunette started to get sadistic. She caned the redhead's hard nipples and then followed it with a crippling twist.

So far, the show was decent. Purity sat between my legs speaking to me with telepathy while we both watched.

“We need to run the other dungeons in the kingdom to connect them to Penny’s, so that leaves Orthlox, Jivais, the Capital, and Hightown.”

Orthlox was snake-man themed. Jivais was fire-themed. And you already know the famed 100-floor labyrinth is in the Capital.

I had visited Hightown without intending to. That's where my Noble Sacrifice pact with Ashley landed me. The Hightown dungeon wasn't very popular because it was all status-afflicting monsters. Poison, Paralysis, Petrification, Sleep, Blind, Slow, Confusion–Those sorts of debuffs.

My naked, many-dicked jaunt increased the intensity of all those by 2x. I wasn't in town for long, but I was a Dungeon Lord.

Oh, this was interesting. The brunette had Byron's Blessing in her hand and gave the red head some very aggressive deepthroat training.

In my mind, I continued, “If all dungeon cores work the same, that’s a level 100 dungeon core, potentially. If that was true and we got our hands on it… But that's insane, right? We cheated the Gol-Gol brothers. If that was a fair fight, we would have gotten smoked.”

“We could cheat again.”

“I think the window to cheat a fight gets narrower the greater the level disparity. If the same Dungeon Lord has been with the core for 100 levels of unlocks, the difference could be massive. We have enough enemies for now.”

“I believe you answered your own question. What about the other dungeons? Do you plan to conquer them?”

“Not yet. That would motivate the other Dungeon Lords to be proactive in protecting themselves.”

The brunette relocated Byron's Blessing to the redhead's asshole.

Purity turned and looked up at me with a grin that dripped evil. “Samson has two dungeon cores and thinks you defanged.”

“That has a few risks, but…”

“But tell dungeon cores.”

“You do not need an excuse to cut the fiend down for disrespecting you.”

Get out of my head! You're dead! You're gone!

To Purity aloud, I said, “Start the second half of the punishment. As soon as it's over, you're going to drain me.”

“Yes, Master.” To the brunette, she yelled, “Stop!”

The girl listened.

Purity walked to the brunette and stood behind her with her hands on her shoulders. She guided the brunette to stand a few feet in front of the still bound, sobbing red head.

“You both told us to remove the other,” Purity said. “You were both certain that the other didn't deserve to be one of us. First, Byron decides who deserves what, not you. Second, since you were both insistent on punishing the other, we’re punishing you both.”

Silk ribbons grabbed the brunette’s wrists and ankles.

The brunette started to protest, but I gagged her with silk.

Purity drew a knife. She cut the clothing off the brunette as she spoke. “I remember how you spent every second of your half hour. Every spank and whip.”

The brunette’s shirt dropped to the floor in tatters.

Purity stood behind the brunette as she cut her pants away. To the redhead, Purity said, “Now you get to watch. Everything she did to you, I am going to do to her. When I'm done, you can decide if she deserves more punishment.”

Hopefully the red head understood how this worked now. If she insisted on additional pain for the brunette, she would get the same punishment. When the two were done trading punishments, Purity would offer them a choice: They could change their minds.

If one now believed the other should be allowed to stay, they could volunteer for more punishment. They couldn't save themselves. Only each other. The right answer was to choose more punishment in order to save their sister. That same choice also demonstrated remorse.

I wondered if either would figure it out.

The brunette yelled through her gag.

“30 minutes isn't that long,” Purity said. Then she whispered in the brunette’s ear. “You said that was no time at all. Remember?”

“Love,” I said to Purity telepathically. “Would you be offended if I ordered something for myself?”

“Not at all.”

To Abby, I said, “Go downstairs and ask who wants to suck me the most. Pick one. Blindfold them, and bring them in here.”

“Yes, Master.”

I smiled at Purity. “Don't wait on my account.”

So she started spanking the brunette.


Chapter 60

When Queen Ashley announced that she was engaged to Invia, the shock was relatively low. In the build up to this point, the general public was well aware that the two were close. Invia represented a wealthy family, so it made sense in several ways for them to wed.

The announcement included their wishes for the special day.

Under no circumstances were guests to bring gifts for the new Queens. If they chose, they could make a donation to their local Church of the Goddess for whatever amount the gift would have been. If they included, “Thank you, High Priestess Yuni,” even better. They both owed a debt to her religious guidance in their times of need.

The wedding was public. Ashley announced that in place of an over-the-top royal wedding, they would throw a four-day, city-wide festival so everyone could celebrate. She was the people’s queen, so it was only right that the people be invited.

The wedding ceremony would be brief so that the festival could truly begin, and then she would retire to a reception with “close friends and loved ones.”

Any noble who got an invitation was told explicitly that they were a close friend. We had to placate the ultra-wealthy with some degree of special treatment. Those types were prone to convincing themselves they had personally been insulted. When they got like that, conflict followed.

So they got to go to the special party.

The city’s largest park was the only space that had a hope of being big enough for the event. A massive force of silk soldiers, Drae’s badass construct that I added to my dungeon core, patrolled the city. With guests traveling in from other nations, this event was an excellent opportunity to discourage anyone from trying to dethrone Ashley.

A giant-chested fembot was on every corner. Queen Ashley's military might would be on display for her enemies to see.

When it was time for the wedding, I was one of the guards in Ashley's protection detail, but I was dressed the same as all the others. Byron of Zaglis didn't need to make an appearance in this part of the story, but I would still be close enough to protect what was mine.

Invia walked down the aisle, a path in the park, in this case, first. She wore a strapless long black wedding dress of silk lace. It achieved a semi-opaque effect where her naked body was visible beneath but blurred in shadow.

Ashley wore white and opted to be more conservative. Her wedding dress was lace as well, but it had elegant long sleeves covering her shoulders and arms, and she wore a long white veil.

I don't know if I should admit this, but I was happy for them. This marriage was a strategic decision on both their parts, but they had come to like and respect each other. They were giddy for this day like any other brides-to-be would.

Ashley joined Invia and High Priestess Yuni on a square wooden platform. Two silk soldiers gripped either side and hoisted the stage over their heads, their movements so perfectly synced that the women barely wobbled.

That drew a happy gasp from the crowd, and now the people had a better chance to see the ceremony.

They exchanged vows, and Yuni blessed the union. Invia lifted Ashley's veil. I was happy to see Ashley had kept the silk around her neck like a loyal member would.

My two beauties leaned in and locked lips.

The crowd gasped again, but not from the kiss. Purity, wearing her goddess silks with a closed veil of her own, appeared beneath the stage. She looked up at the platform overhead, bowed her head, and locked her hands like she was praying.

Silk birds flew out from beneath Purity's dress. Since that Silkmancer trick worked so well before, we decided to make it a regular feature.

While the silk birds fluttered over the crowd, Purity slowly bowed to the crowd. At the exact moment she disappeared, the silk birds went limp, becoming simple squares of silk that floated down to the crowd.

Anyone who had prayed recently felt Safe Word+25 activate at the sight of Purity on top of her Divine Presence ability, adding a religious experience to the wedding ceremony of the century.

And all we needed to pull it off was a teleporter I bought with Dungeon points.

***

The Duke of something-or-other excused himself from my table at the royal reception. I turned my head to admire the ass of someone’s wife or daughter waiting in line at the bar. I hadn't seen her face yet, but based on the curvature of her cheeks, I was hopeful.

“Lovely wedding,” a man said next to me.

I didn't hear him sit, and I didn't recognize him either. He had slick-backed blonde hair and devilishly chiseled features. His shirt was half unbuttoned, and he sipped his wine with honed smugness.

How did I not notice him?

“Are you for the bride or the bride?” the man laughed at his own joke. “I only kid. Obviously you and Invia Darlif have similar values. Easy enough to pick out.”

“Do I know you?”

“Ludwig the Lawful.”

Oh, fuck.

“What can I do for you, Ludwig?” I asked.

“You are Byron of Zaglis, the first known antipaladin in 75 years. I'm sure about 153 of your kills, but there's obviously more I haven't found yet.”

“What is this?”

“The honorable thing to do in this situation is for me to approach you man-to-man. Your ilk would never look a person in the eye before you kill them, so this might be difficult to understand. Do your best.”

I waited for him to continue as an intense dread wrapped my heart. Looking about the reception, at least seven other faces watched me like hunters from various corners of the room. Ludwig had serious-looking friends.

How did they all get in here?

No, that didn't fucking matter right now. Getting out of here alive was the only thing that mattered.

“Oh, don't start thinking like that,” Ludwig said, wagging a finger. “We don't kill innocents. That's what you would do. Not us.”

“Okay…”

“I'm offering you an honorable death. We duel. You lose. Nobody else has to suffer, least of all the guests at this celebration of young love.”

The dread started to ease. He should have just stabbed me in the back and been done with it. If he was going to give me time to be a douchebag, I could win this.

“I don't want anyone else here to get hurt either,” I said. “Taking me out here would have been the better move, though.”

“See, that's exactly what I mean. The honorable path is the better path. It's not complicated.”

“For the duel, do I kill you one at a time, or will I fight all the boys at once?” I asked.

Ludwig chuckled heartily. “Just me. I think I'll manage on my own.”

“Humility is a virtue, isn't it?”

“I enjoy sending cancer like you to meet the Goddess for judgment. Every tribute is deeply gratifying. Each and every time. But you, an honest-to-Goddess antipaladin? I will treasure this memory.”

“This one deserves to suffer.”

I waved for a waiter to refill my wine.

“I think it should be me versus all of you,” I said, finding my mental footing. “I'm going to get you all eventually, so you might as well split the carriagefare. Save us all a lot of time.”

“They might not have been antipaladins, but I've shared many conversations like this one. Every one of them postured and blustered, thinking they were intelligent and intimidating. Many of them attempted to stab me at about this point in our chat. I figured you for one of those, so color me surprised that we're still talking.”

I drank my wine. My ability to taste even this was fading. How long until I couldn't taste vodka or whiskey either?

“You asked me for a duel,” I said. “I told you I'm open to that. Are you going to discuss terms or are you going to keep stalling?”

“I've heard no terms.”

“I can number them for you. One: me versus every paladin you can find. I said that already, and it’s nonnegotiable. If they want to not engage so you can have your duel, that's their choice, but they are still in the fight, and they are still fair game.

“Two: no observers or nonparticipants in the area. No one is jumping in for a cheap shot, and no one will be around to become collateral damage.

“Three: This is a dungeon duel, which assumes the agreement that the duel is being honored and that either of our people isn't around a corner to launch an ambush.

“Four: we stake our souls to ensure this is done with honor. Loser becomes a soulstone. If you break the agreement, you become a soulstone.”

The left side of Ludwig's face tensed. “A duel does not warrant a soul pact.”

“The fuck it doesn't,” I countered. “You want to talk about honor, yet you come to threaten me at the Queen’s wedding? If I was the monster you say I am, all of these lovely people, including her Majesty, would be in danger. You're using innocent people as shields. Not me.”

“I heard you had a silver tongue. You are masterful at twisting ideas into the shapes that suit you. It's very impressive.”

“Offering a duel only to withdraw when it is accepted is dishonorable.”

Ludwig shook his head and breathed heavily out his nose like he was a fucking bull in a children's book, readying a charge.

“Do you have terms or not?” I asked. “What do you need to hear to follow through on the duel?”

He thought for a long while. I would need another glass of wine at this rate.

“No traps. No ambushes. No outside help. When you lose, the grigori girl goes back to her home plane.”

I tilted my head.

“I serve the Goddess. Of course I know you kidnapped an angel.”

“Points of clarification: Actual, physical traps. I think about combat as mental traps and won't go down on a dumb technicality. And I wasn't aware betting was part of an honor duel. What are you putting up against my angel?”

“I am not making bets,” he said. “I am asking for what is right.”

“I'm a selfish piece of shit, remember? Why would I offer you a bonus prize without getting anything out of it for myself?”

“I have nothing to wager.”

“Make it known that you insisted on this duel. Killing all of you isn't murder. No having your friends treat me like a criminal because you lost a fair fight.”

“Fine. And I'm fine with your definition of trap. Are we agreed, then?”

“One last thing,” I said. “We should agree to late day so the spawn is clear, but if you are too shit to deal with second-floor monsters, don't go calling it cheating if a slime or whatever other dungeon monster gets you before I do.”

Ludwig pondered that one for a long time. He was a prick but not an idiot. He knew I was setting him up, but he couldn't figure out how. And he hated me for it.

“This is a duel,” Ludwig finally said. “That’s a commitment to an honorable fight.”

I laughed. “No, that's not what a duel is. A duel is me agreeing to kill only the paladins present and not extend their suffering to their families. Once the fight starts, I am fighting with everything I have. Not friends or party members. Me. My weapons. My power. I am not holding anything back.”

Ludwig forced a laugh. “Fine. We do this tomorrow. You can have one last evening of sin before you depart this world.”

“Tomorrow?” I asked, frowning.

“You expected more time to scheme?”

I stood and pushed my chair in. “No, I’m wondering how you intend to travel to Grubiit in a single day.”

“What?”

“We agreed to a dungeon duel. Grubiit is my home, so I’ll meet you there.”

Ludwig followed me to a side room. “You are a snake and a coward. I will-”

I smiled. “See you soon.”

I activated the teleporter before he could argue any more.


Chapter 61

The location for our duel was once a dining hall, making it one of the largest rooms on the second floor of the Grubiit dungeon. Doorways on either end connected to the rest of the dungeon, and the ceilings were higher here than anywhere else on this floor. Very little of the original furniture survived–only scraps and splinters, really–so most of the chamber was open, the kind of space you need when it's you versus 22 paladins.

As I requested, we met in the evening when the majority of the spawn had been cleared.

Ludwig the Lawful and his entourage entered through both sets of doors as if they needed to be sure I couldn't run.

“How was the trip?” I asked, grinning.

“Enjoy your taunts, hellspawn.”

“Are these all the paladins you could find?”

“I grant you the courtesy of saying your last words, and that is a gift given your dishonor,” Ludwig said, drawing a white blade. The other paladins stepped backward.

So Ludwig intended to do this one-on-one like I predicted. Not that it mattered for how this would end, but one last display of overconfidence gave me a little smile.

“Draw your weapon, hellspawn.”

“Do you hear that?” I asked.

“Draw. Your. Weapon.”

“Come on, you don't hear what I'm hearing?”

Concern splashed across the faces of the other paladins as they glanced between the doorways. Countless soppy clinks and claims grew louder with each passing second.

“You swore on your soul that you would fight alone.”

“That is very true,” I said. “We also agreed it's not cheating if a dungeon monster kills you instead of me.”

Ah. There it was, a crack in Ludwig's unshakable confidence.

“You said you had fought many men like me,” I continued. “But I'm the first antipaladin you have ever met, so that can't be true. You've never seen anything like me.”

The cacophony grew. The monsters would be here any moment now.

“I've seen paladins, though,” I continued. “Killed five of them, and so far, you're all fucking idiots.”

Ludwig stepped forward and roared, breathing a torrent of Holy magic like it was dragon fire. I waited for him to finish.

“Uh oh. Your big Holy spell didn't work. If you slit your own throat right now, I'll let your men live.”

He spit at me, which didn't seem very paladin-like either.

We never had the chance to discuss that, however. Slurp captains of blue, gray, yellow, and cursed varieties poured through both doors and into the dining hall. 75% of them had 5 levels of barbarian added to their base, and the rest were black mages.

The paladin lunged a thrust at me, revealing that his speed was comparable to mine. I threw my silks forward and sidestepped. Activating Silk Walk, I rapidly ascended toward the ceiling.

“You fucking coward,” Ludwig hissed.

And then the room was nothing but slurps and paladins.

At first, the good guys held their own. They blasted through swathes of slurps with spells and special abilities. Ludwig felled 10 with a single attack at one point, and two or three of the other paladins appeared to be nearly as strong as he was, cutting down my miniature army in broad, devastating sweeps.

With a dungeon core in my pocket and a few million banked DP, however, I was in no danger of running out of spawn. Every slurp they killed was replaced by another. The strength of my enemies would falter eventually, and I could see in their terror-stricken eyes that they knew this to be true as well. They could only fight for so long.

One of the younger paladins made a mistake. He overcommitted to a strike on a yellow slurp, the ones nearly immune to physical damage. As the boy's weapon bounced off, the slurp severed his sword arm. His screams of agony were cut short as demon ticks swarmed his body.

With the weakest link destroyed and a hole opened in their defensive line, the others began to fall, one by one. They were strong men, too, but the slurps were never ending. The dining hall scarcely had room left to move. The moment one slurp died, another lunged in to continue the fight.

The flow of monsters was relentless, and the paladins were only human.

“You cheated!” Ludwig yelled, blood dripping down his face from a head wound. “Your soul be damned!”

Shouting about unfairness wouldn't change the fact that he agreed to these terms, so I didn't bother arguing. Instead, I waited for his full focus to shift to the battle. When he stared down three yellow slurps, each with Berserk active, I dropped to the floor and stabbed him in the back.

“I would ride you to completion with their blood all over our bodies.”

I ignored the voice, and for a brief instant, I wondered if the shades stored in my Shadows of Death ability were aware of their plight. When I released them to fight on my behalf, would Ludwig or the former King or the Queen be aware that their spirits fought for me?

I hoped that they were. A gem bounced off the floor at my feet.

Oh, right. I wouldn't acquire Ludwig's shade. I picked up the soulstone and savored its weight in my palm. I could power something useful with this, or I could attach it to the bottom of the latrine in Penny’s so adventurers would piss and shit on Ludwig for an eternity.

That could keep me minorly amused for a few decades, at least.

Your voracious commitment to your antipaladin oath and the slaying of a paladin who has collected 600+ evil-aligned levels has earned you a new ability: Unholy Devastation.

Unholy Devastation

Active Ability

Spend 2 or more activations of Unholy Smite to trigger Unholy Devastation, an area-of-effect attack that destroys anything in its path. Strength of Unholy Devastation is based on the strength of your Unholy Smite ability.

Ludwig wasn't entirely full of shit it seemed. That was a relatively impressive number of evil-aligned levels to have collected in his conquests, so he probably did have many conversations like the one we shared at Ashley and Invia's wedding.

Unfortunately, as fun as it was to watch and listen to 22 paladins die, killing them only delayed an inevitable problem. The paladin book club or whatever the fuck they called their organization would learn that Ludwig died and send more paladins at me.

No one would ever really know what happened here, but that didn't matter. Ludwig came after me and didn't come back. That's all I would need to know were I in their shoes.

“Frost,” I called.

My naked frost demon appeared in the room of carnage with me. “Yes, Master?”

“Search the bodies for anything worth keeping. Discard the rest.”

“What shall I do with the bodies?”

“Destroy them.”

“May I eat them instead, Master?”

“Yeah, sure,” I answered. “Go nuts.”

***

“You don't look as tired today,” Lilac said as she beckoned me into her home. “I hope that means you're resting?”

“It's been a busy few days, but they were good days.”

“I'm happy to hear that. Would you like some tea?”

“Yes, please.”

“Tad will be waking up from his nap soon if you want to say hello,” Lilac added as she filled the kettle. “He’ll be teething before long. Now's your best chance to see him before the misery starts.”

“That's okay,” I replied. “Sounds like he's healthy, though.”

“He's a perfect, sweet boy.”

“Does that mean you've decided?”

Lilac poured me a cup with a smile. “You had been gone for maybe an hour before I was certain I wanted to keep him. He warms my heart.”

“Good to know that I made the right choice to bring him here.”

“Does that mean he gets to stay with me?” Lilac asked.

“If that's something you want, I think that would be really good for him. For his safety, we can't discuss where he came from ever again. He was abandoned by a working girl and you took him, and that's it. Don't mention me or discuss the night I brought him to you.”

Lilac nodded. “He will have a good life because of your kindness.”

I shook my head. “You're the one giving him a life, not me. It's clear you love him already. He’s lucky to have that.”

“Do I need to worry about the ring?”

“No,” I said. “When he is old enough to read his system, he'll see it's there. As long as it's equipped, no one will find him, and it will automatically adjust as he grows.”

“I can't believe anyone out there is capable of killing an innocent baby,” Lilac mused, glancing in the direction of the other room where the baby slept.

“The world is full of cruel people. He's lucky to have a chance to escape his old life.”

“I will care for him as if he was my own.”

I kissed the back of Lilac’s hand. “I know. Thank you.”

+26 to Progress to Your Fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 59 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

“Are you okay?” Lilac asked. “You just went white all of a sudden.”

“Yeah, sorry. It's nothing. I just remembered that I have a lot of work to do.”

“Yes, we do, viceroy. Yes, we do.”

***

Book four is coming soon!
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