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Chapter 1

+26 to Progress to Your Fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 59 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

I read that alert in Lilac’s apartment. I had just murdered 22 paladins in the Grubiit dungeon using a dungeon core. No, “murdered” isn’t the right word. Massacred. I savored their whines about honor and fairness as my army of captain slurps overwhelmed them and cut them down.

How could I not feel like a god in that moment? I was an abyssal sovereign. I possessed the power of creation. I owned a whole kingdom of men already and was building myself a second.

I knew those kinds of thoughts were dangerous. This was the hubris before the fall that Aurketzu so often warned me about. The more of it I tasted, the more I realized the true threat of that kind of thinking wasn’t overestimating yourself or underestimating your opponent. That’s not what got leaders like Aurketzu killed.

That lack of judgment was the byproduct of the real problem: addiction.

That feeling I had watching Ludwig the Lawful die was like nothing I had experienced before. The blend of thrill, power, and cruelty was the happiest I had ever been. While that might read as an exaggeration, the fact that it’s not is part of why this addiction consistently kills those who contract it. The high of that moment, the soaring feeling of total joy and contentment, I would do anything to feel it again.

Addiction helps you tell a story about why another hit of the transcendent is just around the corner and why you deserve to have it, but addiction also knows that logic is ineffective. To have achieved that level at all meant that you had a rare mind, and such a mind was not so easily tricked into making mistakes regarding facts and reason. So, the addiction targets your ego, filling your mind with sweet words until the reality in your mind is different from the one outside.

When you know you’re smarter and more powerful than anything in the known universe, your logic becomes poisoned. Your brain feeds it what it now believes are objective facts, and your logic misses the trick. All it cares about is feeling thoughtful and in control, so it doesn’t stop you from making choices with bad information because well-structured logic is just as much about pleasure as it is rampant chaos.

Awareness of your intelligence is a joy. Having control over a situation is gratifying. Having a sense of what the future holds well in advance is reassuring. By the time overconfidence comes into play, addiction has already won a critical battle, and you’re not aware that there ever was a fight.

That’s why I say overconfidence is not the killer people think it is. When someone dies by a sword, we ask who wielded it because that’s where the power came from. The sword didn’t slay the enemy. The user did. Overconfidence is just a sword. Addiction is the killer.

I visited Lilac with the hope that a retired prostitute could give me some normalcy and provide a sense of grounding to my heady thoughts and fears, none of which had anything to do with the ongoing threat of paladin attacks. That group of enemies would be a perpetual annoyance. The danger they presented was a stiff breeze compared to the forces bearing down on me from the abyss.

Ludwig the Lawful would have informed his order the second he confirmed the existence of an antipaladin. The secret was out, and more paladins would come for me. Hiding was pointless. Any effort or resources that could go into concealing my identity were better spent getting stronger, and I needed to fix that thought in my mind if I was to keep addiction at bay.

Strength solved all problems. And the message about Abaddon was a reminder that someone far more powerful than I believed me to be a problem. The King of the Abyss was a fellow sovereign, and the system gave us competing quests. Whoever survived won.

While my desire to have a conversation with Lilac like we were two regular human beings had initially been great, I lost interest in talking when I read the notification that Abaddon had made a massive leap forward in his plans to end me.

I needed to be alone to let the notification process. Hearing her middling thoughts or listening to her adopted baby coo and cry wasn’t the backdrop I needed at that moment, not anymore.

Since Penny’s Bar and Bathhouse, my brothel on the 10th floor of the Grubiit dungeon, wasn't open yet, I stepped away from Lilac’s and back into the dungeon. I used the dungeon core menu to teleport myself to the empty business. No one knew where I was, and presently, the bar was sealed off to the outside world. I had yet to even install a working door to the rest of the dungeon.

I soaked in one of the baths to help myself think.

The festival to celebrate the union of Queen Ashley and Queen Invia was going strong in the Capital, so most of the Silk were still in a party mindset. Choosing work in those times for humans was usually difficult. The lure of a few dozen women lusting for my cock was hard for me to ignore, but they would want to talk and laugh and fuck. I wasn’t in the headspace to celebrate, and surrounding myself with people who were would only stoke my growing rage.

Instead of savoring my victory against the paladins, I needed to plan.

I earned 483 good-aligned levels when I drowned the do-gooders in slime monsters. That had me thinking about making a purchase with my Corpse Builder ability, choosing something that would either make my position more defensible or give me an advantage over one of the many beings in the universe who wanted me dead.

For a while, I thought I wanted to unlock the zombification and ghoulification abilities the Spirit of Death made available to me. With those, I could gather up a bunch of humans and turn them into obedient minions. But I had a dungeon core now. I could buy an army with Dungeon points. Good-aligned levels were much harder to come by in comparison, and the monsters I could grow with the dungeon core were far smarter and stronger than ghouls and zombies.

Unfortunately, the majority of the lower-cost options I could actually take in Corpse Builder were less appealing because I had other abilities that offered the same, or better, benefits already.

These were the only options I wanted, and they were still well out of reach:

3,000 Levels - Create an exact shadow duplicate of your build to fight on your behalf.

5,000 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.

10,000 Levels - Upgrade your class from sovereign to dark emperor.

Viceroy abilities were excellent, and I learned that sovereign abilities were even better. Dark emperor, therefore, had to be incredible.

That class upgrade was so far away, though. I would need an army sweeping through the countryside of an unfortunate nation, razing villages and culling resistors, to collect 10,000 good-aligned levels. The least problematic part of that plan was that innocent people would suffer and die. The logistical and political headaches that would come with launching an invasion of that scale and viciousness?

Absolutely awful.

Sanctuary South, the kingdom I planned to build under a force field in the northern lands, had to be the immediate priority. I didn’t need Corpse Builder unlocks for that kingdom to be official, but giving my citizens blanket buffs and immunities was the foundation for a series of other kingdom-based perks, such as the ability to receive a system notification the moment my kingdom was under attack. Too often, wars were won because an invader worked faster than messengers could travel. By the time the King was aware he was under threat, important chunks of his kingdom were already in flames.

I wouldn’t let that happen to me.

In parallel with building Sanctuary South, Penny’s would open for business, which should bump my daily DP earnings. Dungeon core unlocks weren’t cheap, most of them with costs in the millions when my DP gain was only 17,821 per day. That was up from about 16,000 but still prohibitively small compared to what I wanted to spend.

Penny’s should help with that.

Should.

I was still learning how dungeon cores worked, and I loathed the lack of information available to me. My dungeon core was the cornerstone of my survival strategy, and the potential for me to misunderstand or misuse it could cripple everything I attached to it. That was another of a thousand reasons I could fail to protect what was mine.

And then Abaddon would kill me, or more paladins would find me, or the Frozen Fiend would see the wisdom of placating the King of the Abyss by stabbing me in the back.

Or the Church of the Goddess burned me at the stake. I couldn’t forget about the threat they posed.

Right. Celestials were also a concern. They could become a problem as I continued my search for more liquid sunlight. I had all the crystallized hatred I needed from banging elite demon women, and that was one half of the rare ingredients needed to craft an Immunity from Holy potion. Once I acquired enough liquid sunlight, I could turn my party undead and give them the same protection I had.

I groaned and leaned back in the tub.

Maybe someday I could breathe easy and do nothing but adventure. If you’re thinking that I should have done that instead of scheming, then you have already forgotten how often my solution for one crisis simply set the stage for a bigger, more dire crisis to take its place. For example, I didn’t really need to install my own shadow monarchy, nor was that my original intention, but in defusing a threat that the now Queen Ashley once posed, I bound my fate to hers, so her enemies became my enemies.

I traded one royal threat for a whole family of them, and that snowballed into having to convince the public that Purity was a goddess before I staged a coup to slay the whole royal family.

I splashed water over my face. I needed to think, but the number of variables to account for was maddeningly high. Leaving myself exposed to any one of my enemies, even in a seemingly minor way, could be the end of me.

“You are pathetic, viceroy.”

“Fuck off!” I yelled aloud as if Aurketzu could hear me.

She couldn’t.

She was locked in the soulstone that powered the barrier around Sanctuary South. The Gol-Gol brothers were the only people known to have succeeded in delivering messages into and out of soulstones. They had to design elaborate technology that no one else knew or understood to achieve that feat. A sorceress from a forgotten time couldn’t accomplish that, especially from within the soulstone that bound her.

“Trust, trust, viceroy. My guidance will save us both.”

Her voice had to be my imagination. It never actually replied to me when I shouted back, but every time it snuck up on me to whisper in my ear, it threw me off balance, making thinking clearly all the more difficult.

Focus, Byron.

Breathe.

I fixed a truth in my mind, a North Star of sorts, that I came back to whenever I felt overwhelmed by the scope of my problems: Look to the dungeons. Any challenge or threat could be overcome if I leveraged their power. That was just as true for me now as it had always been. The dungeons always had a solution to share with me if I looked closely enough.

“You overestimate yourself again, viceroy.”

Trust your connection to the dungeons, Byron. That’s where you thrive.

“You thrived because of my guidance.”

When you rely on dungeons, you can fuck over anything and anyone.

“Never on your own. I lent you my mind. I gave you viceroy. You have done nothing but dance when I tugged your strings.”

No one can stop you. Women. Demons. Dungeons.

The whole of the material plane.

Nothing is beyond your ability to dominate. You can kill them all if you have to, if you want to.

Ah, finally. A semblance of calm descended on my raging mind, so I asked myself again, what advantage did dungeons offer me that I could exploit at this point in time?

The dungeon core was my most powerful weapon. I knew that, but I still caught myself thinking of it as a tool, something with utility rather than a blade that I could sharpen.

The dungeon core had its own character sheet. It could level and unlock new and better abilities. It had a litany of obvious uses, and at least one impressive synergy had to be hiding in the 3,000+ unselected abilities, but I realized even that was shortsighted. My dungeon would be the absolute best place to make a last stand, so why wasn’t I thinking about making the dungeon core as strong as I possibly could? Looking for useful synergies was the least I could be doing.

I needed to do more.

Leveling it was something I already wanted to do, of course, but I now saw it as the focal point of my whole strategy. The dungeon core was my strongest weapon. Every effort I made had to feed into making it stronger and more useful.

And from that came the clear direction I needed: Complete and then open Penny’s, and then do the same with Sanctuary South to maximize the potential of my greatest weapon.



“Welcome home, Master,” Abby said, appearing before me in the rectory.

“Update me.”

“The celebrations for the wedding yet continue,” she replied. “Mistress Purity and Mistress Invia have both said the ceremony was a smashing success. The people found the appearance of the Silk Goddess in the midst of the nuptials very moving and saw it as the ultimate sign of blessing and good fortune.”

Good. That was the intent.

“Stacey’s production of silk steel weapons and armor is ongoing, as is the production and sale of Byron’s Blessing.”

Byron’s Blessing was a dildo fashioned after my penis. Every day, women around the kingdom prayed to me to receive the blessing the toy provided. With several of my abilities benefiting from increasing the number of prayers made to me, Byron’s Blessing was good for Will points and for buffs. I recently unlocked an ability where prayers to Purity counted as prayers to me, so the success of the Silk Goddess charade was immensely useful for the same reason as the dildo.

Philosophically, was there a commonality between women masturbating to the thought of me and using a wedding to manufacture faith and, therefore, prayers? They both had the same outcome, but that was obvious. I mean the emotional pieces. Was there something about having a spiritual moment of extreme clarity that was the same as an enchanted dildo nutting on your chest?

Abby continued, saying, “Drae would like your permission to test the machines you asked her to build. Her progress in duplicating the Gol-Gol golem continues. She is not ready to put a timeline on that, however.”

The Gol-Gol golem was the body the three demon brothers built for their soulstones. It was the most powerful construct ever made, and it was immune to physical and magical attacks. We got the original running again–it guarded my dungeon core, currently–but we still didn’t entirely know how it worked.

Once we did, Drae could build a second version to our specs, and I’d feed it to the dungeon core so I could create hundreds of duplicates of the strongest golem the material plane had ever seen.

“Lastly, Mistress Penny intends to host a recruitment party this weekend. She believes that capitalizing on the momentum of the wedding excitement would be wise.”

“And I agree,” I said. “Thank you, Abby. When the festival is over, I want you, Drae, Stacey, and Solara focused full-time on building Sanctuary South. Do you believe you four are capable of handling something that big?”

“Yes, Master, and it would be an honor to serve you in this way. Do you have other tasks you’d like me to see to?”

I nodded. “Also, after the festival, tell Lala and Lili I want them to learn as much as they can about paladins in the kingdom–who they are, where they are, how strong they are. Please tell Podni to post a bounty with the Thieves’ Guild, asking for the same information. Once that’s complete, I want her to prepare to sell property in Sanctuary South. Milk the nobles for all they’re worth but give the working class a fair chance at moving to the city.”

“Your will shall be done, Master.” Abby bowed and poofed away.

A soft, sweet voice spoke in my mind. Purity said, “Are you home, Master?”

“Yes.”

“I’ve missed you. May I visit?”

“Always.”

As soon as Purity entered the rectory, she stripped down to her bra and panties. Though her abyssal wings folded up perfectly as to be unnoticeable to the common eye when she was dressed and in public, she said it felt good to stretch them. Besides, she knew how much I liked how they looked when they spread open behind her. She was a dark angel, a thing of fantasy, a perfect woman that I created with my power.

“I’ve been worried since the reception,” Purity said, approaching to wrap her arms around me. “Did the duel happen?”

“Yes. That’s done.”

“Good.” She released the embrace. “Ithaca and Autumn say the Capital has never been this happy and optimistic, so the festival is a success. The official one technically ended days ago, but the parties keep going.”

We referred to Invia and Ashley by their silk names in conversation to avoid mistakenly revealing their identities to the wrong people. Queen Ashley, especially, treasured the anonymity the Silk provided.

“Very good,” I said. “You’re going to entertain me for the next half hour.”

Purity grinned. “I will do anything you ask. You know that.”

“I am going to lie on my back, and you’re going to ride me. I want you to focus on getting yourself off. I want to watch you enjoy your body and the pleasure it holds.”

My silk priestess reached to unbuckle my pants for me. “May I use Abyssal Fingers as well?”

Abyssal Fingers was an ability Purity learned from an abyssal slurp. She could summon tentacles and command them with her mind. I had something similar, but I had exact copies of my dick on the ends of my tentacles.

“Use everything at your disposal,” I answered. “If it increases the pleasure, I want you to do it.”

Her grin took on a sheen of sadistic glee. “Everything?”

“Everything.”

Purity guided me onto the bed and had me sit up against the headboard. When she sat in my lap, she looked over my shoulder and out the rectory windows. The Ice Temple chapel was below, and that common area usually had a few of my followers lounging around.

“I like this view,” Purity said. “It would give me pleasure to watch you torment any of the women below you choose. Or am I not allowed to use you and your Silkmancer powers?”

I reached out with my mind and found a silk ribbon around the neck of one of my followers. I gripped it with Silkmancer and pulled her to the floor. I couldn’t see who it was. I could only feel the silk on her throat and the silk of her underwear.

Holding her down by her neck, I used Silkmancer to rub over her panties.

“Like that?” I asked.

Purity moaned, grinding over my shaft. Her desire grew with each motion, painting strokes of wet lust up and down me. I wasn’t inside yet, and I already wanted to bust.

“That’s pretty good,” Purity whispered with a coy smile. “You can control 11 pieces of silk at once, right? There are 3 more of your treasures down there.”

“Would it give you pleasure to add them to the show?”

“Mmhmm.”

“How would you like me to do it?” I asked.

“Rough.”

A shudder ran through my body. Purity was so fucking hot.

“I love you,” I said.

“I love you too. May I start now, Master? I want to cum.”

“By all means.”

Purity’s silk wings spread and fluttered as she lowered herself onto me. She pressed her hips tight to mine and rocked, taking every bit of my dick as deep within her as she could.

She leaned forward and whispered in my ear, her breasts pressing against my face as I looked up at her. “It would give me pleasure to feel your seed fill me. You don’t have to wait for me. I like how fucking with your seed leaking out of me feels too. Now, do you think you can get any of those helpless girls down there to scream?”

This was what I had to protect. Not even the King of the Abyss was going to take this life away from me.


Chapter 2

The silk soldiers, or the silk sluts as many of the girls called them, moved all of the snow, four square miles and however many cubic feet of it, to a corner of the warded kingdom. That snow would eventually be melted to fill our reservoir, but right now, Abby had the ward temperature set to below freezing to protect the snow.

Everywhere else, from one end of my kingdom to the other, was bare glacial ice, radiating an otherworldly blue. The only exceptions to this empty expanse were 8 crystal towers arranged around the perimeter and a crystal shelter along one of the borders.

The towers were decorative, but we would make it known that they powered the city’s barrier, and we would guard them as if that were true. An enemy would have to go to great lengths to damage them, and if they succeeded, they would discover it accomplished absolutely nothing.

The shelter housed the original teleporter and was attached to our invisible tower. That crystalline structure would be torn down and built over eventually, but for now, that teleporter was convenient for tower runs. Finishing the climb to access the heavens was yet another objective critical to my survival, so those runs would continue in spite of construction.

I placed a magic gate, as large as a castle drawbridge, on the ice. The other end was in the Grubiit dungeon. I made something like a warehouse near Penny’s on the 10th floor to house it, and my thinking was that I might want to make that gate usable by the public someday. I hadn't decided on that completely, but since gates couldn’t be moved once they were placed, I wanted to keep that option open from the start.

As soon as the connection was made, the silk soldiers went to work, moving massive blocks of stone out of the dungeon to lay the foundation for Sanctuary South. At one DP per block, I was in no danger of running out of materials.

Abby, Drae, Stacey, and Solara oversaw construction. They followed the plans the scholars provided, but we added a subterranean level that no one outside of my party would know about. Not only would that give us a secret network of passages for moving about the kingdom, but I planned to fill that level with an army that never needed to eat or sleep. My army would always be ready to protect me, waiting right beneath my feet, while being wholly unknown to my enemies.

According to Solara’s calculations, if we stored nothing but silk soldiers in that secret level, we would need approximately 16 million constructs to use all of the space. I didn’t have the dungeon points to do that right away, but little by little, I would grow my army in secret, and silk soldiers were only one type of unit I intended to create. My final army would be as versatile as it was overwhelming, even if I needed 200 years to fully realize that vision.

I spent 300,000 DP to summon a few hundred silk soldiers at the start of this project. When they were finished with construction, I could repurpose them for any number of tasks, so I didn’t mind the investment.

Work went swiftly with golems as laborers. They never tired, never complained, and were far stronger than humans. Viewed from above, my kingdom looked like a growing anthill as the lines of constructs moved across the ice and assembled my new world.

When the foundation was set, the golems built the frame for the reservoir out of the same foundation stone and continued to layer upward across all four square miles. They established sewers that used enchantments to cleanse water before feeding it back into the reservoir. They ran waterlines that could deliver hot or cold indoor plumbing with the touch of a rune. And they layered wards to protect and alert us if anyone tried to access or sabotage these vital resources.

On a slightly more paranoid note, these same wards would alert us if something tried to come at us from below as well. The moment a foundation stone was disturbed, we would know exactly where.

Since we couldn't move the gates once they were set, the gate into the Grubiit dungeon stayed on the glacier level, the lowest layer of our build. That meant bringing materials out of the dungeon required moving them up a ramp that steadily grew longer and taller as construction progressed. Human laborers had proven that they could overcome a challenge like moving a city’s worth of stone uphill, but constructs made it so much simpler. I had worried that this challenge would slow our progress, but it ended up being a non-issue.

Once the street level was in, the massive project of filling 2 square miles with 40 ft of soil began, all dungeon-generated. Some of the soil went inside the city for parks and whatnot, but the majority was intended to support farmland outside of our walls. Half the constructs wheeled load after load of dirt up from the Grubiit gate, and half continued to assemble the city.

It was at this moment that the unique character of Sanctuary South started to come to life.

The whole city was based on the Gothic style of the Ice Temple, which was originally built by the Cult of the Glass Heart. That meant a liberal use of arches, spires, and stained glass. Since our city would never see weather, slate tile rooftops were unnecessary, so every structure had a flat roof to maximize usable surface area. Because we could, we added tall arching frames over those spaces to give the cityscape more variety. Some of those elements looked like the bones of domes, while others formed more spire-esque points. In all cases, no actual roof was attached, only frames that outlined their shape, giving the whole city the character of ancient, mysterious ruins.

The majority of Sanctuary South was built from what the dungeon core called silverstone, a granite-like material that was pale gray with flecks of quartz that caught the light. The roads were made from oceanstone, which was as blue as the glacier the city lived on top of, and bricks of onyx accented walls and arches.

When the waterways on the surface level of the city were complete, and all the dirt had been hauled to the proper places, Abby raised the temperature to a permanent 72 degrees Fahrenheit. The snow melted into the reservoir, where it was automatically cleansed with Prestidigitation enchantments. We could have filled what the snow couldn’t with Create Water, but growing blocks of ice with the dungeon core and dropping those in the water to melt was faster than having mages stand around casting and recasting for days.

As the finishing touches went into the city, like planting trees and grass for the parks, I gave Solara my blueprints for my castle design. Once the castle was built, then we would finish the walls.

My castle. I enjoyed watching the idea come to life.

The ground floor was the first public church for the Order of the Silk Noose. All were welcome to visit that level, and it looked like a far larger version of the Ice Temple chapel. Stained glass was used throughout, depicting scenes of my party members posed like divine figures.

The next level up, which was about 50 ft because I liked tall ceilings, was my throne room and other administrative offices. This floor was also designed after the Ice Temple as well, so it matched the aesthetic of the first floor.

From there, I got artsy.

The third level was open to the air, like one giant rooftop deck, which was a significant amount of space, as it was as large as the footprint of the entire structure.

Each corner had its own tower, and the space in between towers was filled with grass, flowers, and trees. The statue garden at the center became our new teleporter hub. Eventually, my followers would be able to teleport to every major city in the kingdom, but for now, they had access to the Capital, Flowst, Grubiit, Borja, and Zaglis.

We liberally used teleporters in general, actually. The only way to access anything above the second level was to have the mark of an official member. If someone hadn’t earned Freeze Brand by becoming an initiate, the teleporter didn’t function.

Two of the four towers were styled like dormitories in the spirit of the rooms in the Ice Temple. The other two towers were for apartments, full living spaces meant to feel like permanent homes. The girls would still be encouraged to keep roommates, but this luxury space would be a gift to loyal followers and keep them close.

Multiple penthouses topped each tower. My party would claim 4. High Priestess Yuni and Queen Ashley would both get their own as well. The twin rogues Lala and Lila would have homes here too, as would their old party member Kierka. The demon sisters Abby, Stacey, and Drae had their own apartments too, of course.

My personal space was above those 4 towers.

Columns of stone rose out of their tops and climbed high in the sky. Near the ceiling of our barrier, perched on those columns, was a platform. My private quarters had the most magnificent view in all the world. I could look out over my kingdom. up at the stars, and across a frozen wasteland–when it wasn't snowing, that is.

Like my rectory, no one on the outside could see into my space. To the citizens far below, it looked like stained glass with no way for any normal human to access.

The absence of stairs as a defensive measure was also how we secured access to the invisible tower standing at the edge of our blossoming city.

Anyone who couldn't access the statue garden couldn't access the tower. Other than the doorway into the vertical dungeon itself, the staging area had no other entry points. Not a single door or hatch. I was not going to risk someone finding my biggest secret by accident, and what room was more secure than one without doors?

For some time, I debated going to great lengths to dispel the illusion that made the tower invisible to human eyes. I imagined its enormous size would further humble visitors to Sanctuary South, and that pleased me.

“Do not feed your vanity at the expense of your strategy.”

Aurketzu was right. Revealing the tower for the sake of my ego was a mistake. No one knew that 100 floors rose into the sky, linking the material plane to the celestial plane. We already saw that XP and mana crystal drops were better in the tower than they were in dungeons with comparable difficulty. Rare drops were rumored to be more likely as well, so we had several reasons to want to climb in secret.

I gained more from protecting the illusion than I did from undoing it.

The Silk would make good use of the tower, relying on it for leveling as well as wealth and resources, and no one but the Order of the Silk Noose would know it existed.



In total, the construction of Sanctuary South took 17 days. That sounds unbelievable, I know, but we had 100s of silk soldiers working 24 hours a day and had a blank slate to build on. Other than moving the snow, we had no foundations to dig or inconvenient rocks to move.

In that time, we trained, and I used Ruler’s Voice to deliver daily messages to my followers. Since I could only use the ability once per day, I saved it for just before midnight. That way, I would have it available if there was an emergency.

Sometimes I reminded my treasures how beautiful they were. Other times, I ordered them to seek out fellow members they didn’t know very well to spend a night with each other. I told my followers they could have anything they desired. I reminded them that all of humanity was beneath the Silk. I encouraged them to serve themselves and one another. On one occasion, I ordered every member of the Silk to get themselves off. No matter where they were or what they were doing, they had to stop and cum to the thought of my cocks dominating them in every way they could imagine.

For training, my party ran the Borja boss every day, and no one leveled up. We were in the upper levels where XP requirements rapidly went out of control, and I pitied the regular adventurers who couldn’t so conveniently grind a boss room for a morning workout. If I was frustrated by the massive amounts of XP we had to earn, then normal shitheads had to be miserable.

But my party and I made progress:

Level: 30

Progress to Next Level: (5,488,091 / 6,553,600)

Class: Abyssal Sovereign, Tier 14 (843,871 / 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: 346

Oaths of Devotion: 11

Followers of the Silk: 102

Progress to Your Fall: 59 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness+1, Abyssal Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word+25, Rope Burn+25, 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: 8,810,334

Daily DP Gain: 17,821

Progress to Next Level: (781,197,529 / 999,999,999)

Status: Tethered

Purity: Level 17 (5,420,041 / 6,553,600)

Invia: Level 17 (5,671,555 / 6,553,600)

Solara: Level 17 (5,481,721 / 6,553,600)

Podni: Level 17 (5,449,030 / 6,553,600)

200,000+ XP a day was phenomenal by any adventurer's standards, but I had a plan to push that beyond a million per day. No, I couldn't gain XP in my own dungeon, nor could any of my followers, so abusing the dungeon core wasn't what I had in mind.

A few other pieces had to fall in place before our leveling habits could change, and one of those pieces was moving the Sanctuary South project forward. We had to connect my kingdom with the Capital, so we had construction progressing in that city as well. When that was finished, gates, like those we used to move materials from the bottom of a dungeon to an isolated corner of the northern wastelands, would make it possible for visitors to freely travel between the Capital and Sanctuary South.

I was preparing to visit our site in the Capital when a message arrived: Horpus wanted a meeting. The dust hadn't settled from my membership challenge, at least not for me, but Horpus would act like we were best friends again so he could profit off my earnings.

As much as I wanted to tell Horpus to shove it, the Thieves’ Guild was still a valuable ally. One of the tips we got from the bounty board played a part in finding our first tower, so it would be foolish to burn that bridge right now. I could coast on my existing Guild contributions for years, I suspected, but directly disrespecting my guild master would put that in jeopardy.

So observing the construction of our Capital gate could wait. Though, childishly, I wanted to be there for the initial demolition. We had purchased a noble’s house in the city, one whose line was ended by the Reapers. With no family to pass the property on to, it went up for auction.

Buying property in the slums would have been much cheaper, but then I wouldn't get to see every noble in the neighborhood wince at the destruction and then despair when they realized what would replace it. With the only gate to Sanctuary South on their street, the wealthy elites would see far more traffic, from mules pulling wagons to chatty tourists who wanted to see this rumored magic city.

The nobles would hate it so much.

But keeping up appearances with the Thieves’ Guild was more important than my entertainment. I had to miss the show.

So I sat at Horpus’ desk in Grubiit and watched him pretend to be my ally again. Mere weeks ago, he left me out in the cold for fear that my reputation would taint his. Seeing him flip that charm back on made me lose more respect for him. His manipulative nature and his showmanship were now obvious, creating the feeling that this wasn’t a real conversation. It was a pointless game of pretend.

“Haven't seen or heard you around the last few weeks,” Horpus mused as he gave me a glass of bourbon.

“I was in the Capital for the marriage of Queen Ashley and Queen Invia and then had a good deal of business to attend to.”

“I heard about a small army of paladins going into the dungeon but never coming back out.”

“Are you going to accuse me of being a killer again?”

Horpus shook his head. “No, and the implication was out of line. I apologize.”

I found few things more suspicious than Horpus apologizing.

“Thanks,” I said.

“I've called you here to ask a delicate favor for me personally. This is not guild business.”

“I'll hear you out.”

He looked down at his glass and swirled the liquid inside. He seemed to steel himself and looked up.

“My niece is an adventurer in the Minsic chapter of the Brawlers. She had an… encounter with one of the city’s top adventurers. He invited her to crawl with him…” Horpus took another sip of his drink. “He hurt her, Byron.”

I could fill in the blanks without Horpus having to come out and speak the words.

He continued, saying, “For all my supposed influence, he’s getting away with it. No consequences for him, all the consequences for her.”

Was he really about to ask me to murder this adventurer? My membership was challenged because a few believed that I zealously broke the Guild's rule about killing marks. He couldn't really be that bold to turn around and ask me to break that rule on his behalf, but yet…

“All come to kneel at the feet of a viceroy eventually. Make this one beg.”

I tried to focus on Horpus instead of Aurketzu.

“The hypocrisy is thick,” Horpus admitted. “I am aware of how this looks from your side of the desk, and you are right to think that. It's true, and I have no excuse.”

“What are you asking of me?”

“End him. Slowly and painfully would be my preference, but I would settle for being rid of him, however you go about it.”

“Or is this a test to see if I'm actually a cold-blooded killer?” I asked. “Maybe even entertaining the idea of breaking a sacred rule would mean I failed to uphold my duties, and there goes my membership.”

“Again, I fully admit this is the pinnacle of hypocrisy.”

“He should prostrate himself. He should throw himself upon your mercy.”

I stared at Horpus for some time, thinking. “Given what I just went through with the Guild, I think the safest thing for me to do is to walk away from this and pretend it never happened.”

“Name your price,” he said.

“I can't put a price on my membership.”

Horpus slammed both hands down, splashing liquor across his desk. “Goddammit, Byron. The fucker needs to die, and assassins won't touch it because of his levels. I don't give a shit about the Guild right now. She’s my niece.”

“Desperate men sing such beautiful songs.”

“I don't know how to put a price on something like this,” I replied.

“I have 1,005,092 gold in my account. You can have it all.”

That was a significant amount of coin, but I had gold. I needed DP and good-aligned levels far more than money. I also had a budding side project where I intended to kill every paladin in the world. That was both business and pleasure, really.

“I don't need money,” I replied. “I can think of an ask, but I don't think you'll like the scope.”

“Speak.”

“I need ongoing intel on the locations, capabilities, and interests of paladins.”

“How ongoing?” Horpus asked.

“Until they're gone.”

His brow furrowed. “The paladins? All of them?”

I nodded. “Down to the man.”

“You believe they all deserve to die?”

“I won't wait for my enemies to attack again,” I said. “22 paladins came after me at the same time. That's a declaration of war.”

“There has got to be another 100, maybe 200 paladins out there, at least.”

“22 against 1,” I reminded him. “They won't let that loss be the end of it.”

He sighed. “No, I suppose they wouldn't.” After a deep pause, where Horpus seemed transfixed by the spill on his desk, he continued, “Counter proposal: I'll commit to 50 paladins if you kill him. I'll commit to 100 if it's slow. If you break him, if you bring indisputable justice down upon his shit stain of a life, I'll see this through until every paladin is gone.”

“How broken are you asking?”

“Byron, I know what you are,” Horpus said. “You are a kind of evil I've never seen before. I don't understand you. I can't read your tells, and I can’t anticipate your next move. But I trust you and your expertise. If you come up with something that you know fits what I'm asking, do it. I won't dispute it. Not for a second.”

“He does not know what you are. Only I know how pathetic and weak Brenin of Borja truly is.”

I replied, “That’s what I’m trying to get at. You need to tell me more about what you want, so you can’t pull some bullshit about how I didn’t do it the right way.”

“I want him begging to die. I want him to cry about how sorry he is.”

I offered Horpus my hand.

He shook it.


Chapter 3

“This is your office in Penny’s,” I explained to Mirko. “You can look down on the operation, but no one can see in. My office is on the opposite side of the bar.”

“This is the 10th floor of the Grubiit dungeon?” Mirko asked, inspecting the new world around him. This was his first day using teleporters, so his mind had yet to adjust.

“Yes. This is the bar, obviously. Then out that end, there are the private baths and the private rooms. The other end of the bar leads to the teleporter chamber. Every dungeon with access to Penny's dumps there. Then we bleed ‘em dry of mana crystals with booze, women, and luxury.”

“Can they get supplies here as well?” Mirko asked.

I laughed. “If they can restock and get repairs, they wouldn't have to go back to the surface as often. Fuck.”

Mirko eyed me cautiously.

“That's why I wanted to hire you. We've been down here for 30 seconds, and you have already improved the concept.”

“What do we do if a fight breaks out? It's all high-level adventurers.”

“Silk soldiers will be all over when we open,” I answered. “You won't have to worry about security.”

“Very nice,” Mirko said with an approving nod, his eyes still taking in the bar.

“You already know that the first teleporter in your office connects to the Northern Rangers guild hall in Lopav. Let me show you the other.”

A blink later, we stood in a penthouse in the middle of Sanctuary South. Mirko had a view of the city in every direction and three floors in total to do with as he pleased.

“Gods…” He stepped toward the glass windows with wonder. “You built all this?”

I nodded. “No one has moved in yet, so it probably feels pretty empty.”

“No, it's incredible. Not only did you build this, but you did it in the southern lands. It doesn't feel real.” Mirko saw the castle across the city and belly laughed. “I take it that's where you live.”

“That’s correct, and I know I'm asking a lot of you,” I said. “You deserve to be compensated accordingly. Anything you want is yours. If you decide you want a summer home in Zaglis, you get that too. Women? Demons? As many as you want. You'll never be bored.”

“I'm a bit older than you. I enjoy a rowdy night or two, but I don't think I'd be able to keep up with your level of revelry.”

“Only my party can keep up, so don't feel bad. I don't care what you do as long as it's what you want. Your life, your call.”

“I might need some time to acclimate,” Mirko began, “but I'll manage. In the meantime, I've been giving your business situation a great deal of thought.”

“I'm listening.”

“To protect you, we should build a book of legit business by buying up active operations in major cities. All such business will be conducted under an alias. If Goddess forbid you get burned and have to go to ground, you still have a money machine at your disposal. Until then, it’s a money machine your enemies won’t know to target.”

“I like it,” I said.

“The usual recommendation that comes next is to try to attach yourself to the highest-ranking people you can. For most guildies, that ends up being people like aldermen, mayors, merchants, and so on. We should skip right to kings and queens in your case. Get them placing big orders for our merchandise.”

Mirko’s thinking was in line with what mine used to be, and that had changed only recently. The day prior to my tour with Mirko, I was in Queen Ashley’s bed in the Capital castle. Her body glistened from the romp we just shared.

While we basked in that afterglow, Ashley suggested we think more about international trade. She was like that. Business and pleasure were no different to her, so there was never a divide between topics and subjects that you might expect from a typical person. She could ride my cock and talk about this or that political negotiation and still cum just as hard.

Perhaps, harder.

On that day, she argued against selling any of our new merchandise directly, which was a big pivot when Stacey had been slaving away at churning out gear for potential customers.

“We should consider reversing the decision to distribute our silk weapons and armor,” she said.

“Tell me more about that.”

“We need people to travel to this city if you want anyone to open businesses here. Make the merchants come to us. They use our inns, drink at our taverns, and go to our shops for supplies. That bit of profit we lose gets made up for a hundred times over if the city thrives.”

“If we ship all of that product out of the city ourselves, merchants have far fewer reasons to ever come to us. Yeah, I think you’re right.”

“That approach benefits the Capital as well. The nation protecting Sanctuary South will be more successful and prosperous because of that trade, since that’s where the only gate is, and that makes the new city safer as a result.”

“You’re so fucking sexy,” I said to the Queen.

I decided right then I wanted to finish on a Queen’s face. I grabbed the silk around her neck and guided her head to my lap. She smiled and pulled back that blanket.

At any rate, because of Ashley’s reasoning, I told Mirko we were going about trade a little differently.

“We will let the merchants come to us,” I said to him that day in his penthouse. “We need that traffic in the city, even if we lose a little bit of coin on the merchandise. Go ahead and get our existing interests streamlined with city traffic in mind, then we can get into building the book of legit businesses. That's plenty to keep us busy for a while.”

“Agreed,” Mirko said, turning to take in his view. “Being the only person in a whole city is a strange feeling.”

“I’m looking forward to seeing that change. How is Samson’s castle coming along, by the way? If this is going to impede that, we can wait. His getting testy is bad for both of us.”

“You and I are on the same page,” he replied. “As it is now, I need an hour a day at most. Check the site. Compare blueprints. Get a rundown from the foreman. Write Samson an update. Done.”

“If that changes, tell me.”

“Understood.”

I sighed. “I should probably pay him a visit, actually.”

If I wanted more trade to happen in Sanctuary South, I had to consider expanding my horizons.



“An interesting surprise,” Samson Oliverry said, sipping a cocktail.

He sat with his feet up on a couch. In the middle of the room, about where a coffee table would go, a woman was tied facedown to a wooden spanking horse, the hard, pointed peak pressing into her while a second woman flogged her. Both were naked. Samson sipped casually as he watched.

“Do you bring business?” he asked.

“Pleasure.”

Samson raised an eyebrow. “Even more interesting.”

“How would you like to see more of the material plane?”

“Go on.”

The girl on the horse whined and lightly sobbed when the other girl put down the whip and started to use her bare hand.

“Grubiit is now open to you,” I said. “I’ve already extended the dungeon aura for your presence.”

“So it's true. You defeated the Gol-Gol brothers.”

“Yes.”

“How did you achieve such a thing?”

“You expected me to die.”

“Of course,” Samson said as if that was a dumb question.

“We should bleed this one slowly.”

I shrugged. “I hit him with my sword.”

“Nonsense.”

“Because of the physical damage immunity?”

Samson nodded. I don't know where it came from, but he produced a large paddle and handed it to the woman doing the spanking. The woman on the horse shook her head in fear.

“I figured out that there's actually a cap on that immunity,” I explained. “If you exceed that cap, all the damage goes through.”

To be clear: None of that was true. I used silk condoms and tentacle dicks to defeat the brothers. But Samson was a prick, and I saw an opportunity to make him reconsider his assessment of me. If I could smash the Gol-Gol brothers, and the Frozen Fiend feared them, then he should fear me too.

He couldn't make sense of how I managed to succeed, and he hated that fact.

I changed the subject with the hopes of avoiding further agitating the demon. “Can I ask you about cities in the hells?”

Samson thought for a moment. “What interests you?”

“People on this plane describe those cities as if they are raging warzones. I have a hard time believing that's the case.”

Samson nodded, “Our way of life is difficult for humans to fathom. Many demons are Lawful Evil by nature, but even those who aren't understand the value of neutral ground.”

“So like a human city?”

“Demons have more respect. Your cities are full of killers and thieves. In the hells, no one would dare betray the terms of a neutral zone.”

“So your cities are more orderly with stricter enforcement?”

“In a way, but I don't believe our definitions of orderly are the same,” Samson said. “Our streets are filled with sex and violence, a luxury that human cities lack. Such things are either consensual or delivered upon prisoners and slaves.”

“How is a neutral zone established?”

“A demon who is feared and respected guarantees and enforces it. That is the basis for our monarchy. Any who call themselves kings or queens have achieved this."

“Fool. Fool. Fool. Demons will be the ruin of you, of us.”

“Thank you for humoring me,” I said. “If you need any suggestions for a visit to Grubiit, let me know. If you'd like, I can set up a teleporter node. Give me the half I need, and I’ll do the rest.”

Some very aggressive fingering began in my periphery, distracting me for a moment.

I stood. “That was all I needed. I shall leave you to your hobbies.”

“If you're hungry, you are welcome to consume one or both of them,” Samson said, gesturing at the naked women. “I think the one who is unbound will make delicious noises when she suffers. She fancies herself a woman of confidence, and those are always the most fun to break.”

The woman froze.

“I'm afraid I can't stay,” I said, “but thank you.”

Samson raised his glass as I departed. “A friend bringing good news is always welcome.”

Controlling my reaction required enormous effort. Fucking demons. The consistency was admirable in a way. The moment he decided I could be a real threat to him, his self-preservation instincts adapted.

Now he called me friend only to ensure that we did not become enemies. He was no better than Horpus, but watching the Frozen Fiend make the same pivot brought me an enormous amount of satisfaction.

I met this particular Dungeon Lord when my levels were in single digits, and I was always aware he could snuff me out with barely a thought. Now, he worried I might be capable of doing the same to him. I loved the reversal of our dynamic.

At the same time, I needed to be careful. If my real strength was discovered, which is to say I had much less of it than I let on, I would end up worse off than I was before, especially if I embarrassed the Frozen Fiend in any way. Few people appreciated being played for the fool, archfiends least of all.

Relying on a perception of strength would only invite people who wanted to test it, and I would fail. Until I was strong enough, I needed my foes to think about anything other than violence against me. For Samson, that meant making him feel unthreatened.

“Watching a being of power kowtow to you is orgasmic, is it not?”

“Yes, it is.”



“I understand what you're asking, but I don't know how to go about it,” Podni said, chewing her cheek as she thought intensely.

“I'm not expecting you to. I need your help to figure it out.”

Ashley’s talk about giving people reasons to visit Sanctuary South had stuck in my mind because she was right. I had initially assumed that building something impressive, beautiful, and novel would attract residents and tourists in droves, but that was naive.

We had to have something to offer merchants, a business opportunity that justified making the trip. Refusing to ship silk weapons and shields would get a few caravans coming and going, but we needed more than that.

One of my solutions hinged upon having a steady supply of high-level magic items, particularly aspect tomes. I knew how to do that, and my grigori Cici would play a part, but I needed to travel to the bottom of every dungeon personally for that plan to work.

And the plan would, in fact, work. It just wasn’t ready yet.

My other idea for bolstering the economy of Sanctuary South was one I had before but discarded, but I now saw reason to fish it from the trash and dust it off.

Cities at major crossroads often flourished as trading hubs, and port cities benefited from a similar effect. Merchants met and conducted business in these places because they were natural halfway points for dozens of scattered communities. I needed Sanctuary South to become a major hub, and the only secret to that was being between two high-value places.

When I originally envisioned my city of sin, I pictured it in the dungeon and frequented by humans and demons alike. I changed my mind because opening a road to the material plane for demons to travel seemed unwise with Abaddon on the hunt.

That was still a concern, but at the same time, I needed to make radical progress to have any chance of beating him.

I had to take the risk. Access to goods on the material plane would draw demons, and access to goods from the hells would draw humans. Owning the trading grounds would generate revenue as well as political capital on two planes.

But how would one go about starting that from nothing? That was the conundrum.

“My real estate sales weren't typical, so I don't really have experience selling property the traditional way you're describing,” Podni added. “I feel like I can figure out selling to people, but I don't know where I'd start with selling to demons.”

“How about this: Prepare a summary of what's available, commercial and residential, with high points on space and features.”

“That's already done,” Podni said.

“Yeah?”

Podni thumbed through pages in a leather pouch and removed two. I noticed it was in her handwriting.

“You did this?” I asked.

She nodded.

“You're pretty prepared for someone who wouldn't know where to start.”

Podni blushed.

“This is exactly what I needed. Thank you.”


Chapter 4

I ventured to the Borja boss room, hoping to find a request from a client waiting for me. When none was to be found, I called out for the Spirit of Death to send me a messenger.

A woman made from various parts of several people appeared. We called her Miss Misc., and I found her quite attractive. She was an A and a C cup at the same time–two different chests stitched together. She also had two different hands. I wondered if it would feel like two women touching me instead of one if I bed her.

She took my letter and told me to return the next day.

When that day came, I found a letter addressed to me on the floor of the boss room. It read:

I have heard your inquiry for a merchant from the hells. If you wish to discuss this business, tear this letter vertically. Do anything else to decline.

I initially thought that the demon who appeared before me was a lamia–a beautiful woman with the body of a snake from the hips down–but I was wrong. Her lower half had the shape of a snake's body, but when I looked more closely, I saw that it was a sort of living clay. Vaguely slime-like in its sheen, the demon had the ability to reshape her lower half at will.

She slithered through the tear between planes and was initially a little shorter than me. When she noticed the height difference, she stretched her lower half to make herself taller.

The demon looked down, her gray hair flowing as if underwater. Her face was human, but with the eyes of a snake. Her naked torso reminded me of Ashley's, long and slender, but the demon's breasts were much smaller, gumdrops that were just shy of being totally flat. Everything below her waist was her malleable half, and I had a thought that was incredibly common for me: what it would feel like to have my dick in that?

“I am intrigued, human,” she said, her voice a permanent whisper. “No one from the material plane has proposed a neutral zone before. You believe demons would respect you and humans would trust you for their safety?”

“I do.”

“Demons do not fear humans. Therefore, they do not respect humans.”

“I killed the Gol-Gol brothers and claimed their dungeon.”

The demon's lower half condensed, lowering her to my eye level. “I heard such rumors. You did this?”

I nodded.

“Demons would respect this. Such a thing is true indeed. You believe humans to be the same?”

“Yes,” I answered, “but it is not respect for me that will bring them to the table. Greed will.”

“I see. I see. Demons have no use for human coin. Have you considered this?”

“Yes. I expect the transactions to be trades, with both parties returning to their worlds to sell what they acquired. If the hells have goods that would interest humans, that is.”

“Weapons, armor, magic items, books, art, slaves-”

“No slaves in Sanctuary South. Non-negotiable.”

I knew slavery shouldn’t be such a sticking point for me. I didn’t actually care about whether or not people or other beings were enslaved, but I knew my dad did. Of all the mental gymnastics I could perform to convince myself that he would still be proud of me, I couldn’t get around how he felt about slavery.

He would undoubtedly be ashamed of me if I betrayed him on that.

The demon’s head tilted slowly as she studied me, and she continued, “reagents, metals, gems, potions, drink.”

“Drink?” I asked.

“Distilled debauchery is a favorite among our kind. It tastes like the satisfaction of bedding the wives and daughters of a defeated rival.”

“Can humans drink it safely?”

“If its potency is reduced. I believe even a human alchemist could manage such a feat.”

My mind raced with ideas over the potential of distilled debauchery, and I had to remind myself it was too early to celebrate. We were far from agreeing on terms. Yes, I could fund a kingdom on the sales of one beverage alone, but that didn’t change the fact that I needed to move carefully.

“Does our plane have items that would interest the hells?” I asked.

“Virgins, the first-born, some enchantments that do not appear in demon systems, your silk weapons, reagents, cotton, wool, meteorites, fruits, candies.”

“We will have to strike anything that entails buying or selling people, but the rest would be in great supply. It sounds to me like there is an opportunity here. Your thoughts?”

“Perhaps, perhaps,” she mused. “How would such a venture operate?”

“No different from any other market,” I replied. “Traveling merchants work out of wagons or stalls, and the permanent merchants open shops and warehouses.”

“With a tax, one would assume.”

“No tax. The rewards that come with active trade will be enough to fill my coffers.”

The demon tilted her head back in the other direction. “The lack of greed is suspicious.”

I laughed. “I made that choice because of my greed. I will make more money doing it my way. If taxes were the best path for profits, I would use them.”

“Very well. What terms do you propose?”

“I will pay you to invite your merchant network to Sanctuary South. If you want a shop there, you can have first pick, and I won't charge you for it. I get exclusivity to distilled debauchery sales on the material plane. And absolutely no offering oaths or soul contracts to anyone in the city. That goes for every being in the city.”

“Our kind is not to blame for human folly,” she replied.

“I didn't say they were. I know humans are not intelligent. If I don't ban soul contracts, I'll lose all of them before the week is over. I need them free and healthy to profit off of them.”

“Clever for a human.” Which I think she meant as a compliment.

“I already said no slaves or buying humans, but I should repeat that for clarity.”

“I have decided the fee for my services,” she said, straightening up again.

Already? That was a good sign, so I waited for her to continue.

“One of your cocks.”

“Huh?” I retracted the belief that it was a good sign.

“If you give me one of your cocks, I will agree to your terms.”

I had 11 extra dicks, and I loved them all equally. Parting with any of them was out of the question.

Wait.

Byron, if Abaddon kills you, then you will have no dicks. Having no dicks is worse than having 10 dicks.

“You are weak, viceroy. You are a disgrace to stoop to this.”

“Will it hurt, and do I get to pick which one?”

Her grin spread. “No and yes.”

Sanctuary South had to succeed for my plan to protect myself from Abaddon, and this demon…

“Will you give me your name?” I asked.

“Mammoni, Mistress of Covetous.”

“Alright. I will give you one of my dicks.”

“A pathetic decision for a pathetic human.”



Invia and I walked through the streets of Zaglis on a pleasant morning, basking in cool saltwater air and a warm sun. We were on our way back to the Water Temple after an aimless stroll through the markets, looking at whatever this or that caught our attention.

“Do you ever think about hurting me anymore?” I asked.

“No. Do you doubt that?”

I shook my head. “That was the wrong way for me to come at this topic. You once described it as something primal, like you didn't have complete control of the impulse. What was that like? Did it come as a feeling? Some kind of inner dialog?”

Invia didn't speak for several steps.

“I didn't mean to upset you. I'm sorry.”

She shook her head. “I'm not upset. I was thinking about whether to admit this, but you deserve to know everything. I don't feel it for you anymore, but sometimes I catch myself fantasizing about choking one of the initiates to death with my hands or putting a knife between the ribs of a random stranger walking in front of me on the street. I realize something is possible, and a part of me latches on to it like it was the best idea I ever had.”

“So the words and reasoning are your own?”

“I think so. Sometimes it comes on so strongly that there is no inner discussion. I feel the… need. I need to breathe. I need my heart to beat. And I need to stomp on this girl’s jaw to hear what noise it makes. Other times, it’s like a second me encouraging me to act on those impulses, justifying it for me.”

I put my arm around her waist. “You were worried I would be upset to hear that?”

Invia nodded.

“I have thoughts like those too. I want to do it just because I can.”

“What makes you ask?”

“Sometimes it's more like a whisper for me,” which was as close to admitting I still heard Aurketzu as I was willing to get.

“That's how it was for Valice,” Invia said. “We talked about it once. She heard the ideas and the reasoning like that and heard them often. She decided it was her own voice in a different form, even if that's not exactly what it felt like.”

“What did it feel like?”

“Something close to another entity but not. That's the clearest way she ever described it. I didn’t admit this to her, but my whispers were like that too, sometimes.”

After a long pause, Invia added, “Becoming queen has made them stronger for me. The feelings I get, I mean. I know I can do anything I want. I could round up a thousand people and have them run over by horses if I desired.”

“I understand. Any person with power can't help but imagine how far they could take it.”

“You think that's true? Any person?”

I nodded. “I do.”

“What does your whisper say?” she asked.

“Awful things mostly. It's more like an enemy to me most of the time.”

“That sounds really hard,” Invia said.

“It can be.”

“Does anything quiet the whisper?”

That was an interesting question. Were there times when Aurketzu’s voice was weaker? How could I tell if the voice was being repressed versus just not happening?

I knew that fighting it or trying to force it from my mind didn't work. Raging against it or talking to it didn't work either. I could out-fuck Aurketzu’s voice sometimes, or I could drown her in dreamdust.

But that wasn't controlling or silencing Aurketzu. That was just surviving.

“I don't know if anything helps,” I admitted to Invia.

We stopped on the road that ran from the Zaglis gate to the Water Temple. Between us and the ocean was a sea of tall green grass, bending and rippling in the wind.

Invia told me one time that she liked the view, so I made sure we stopped here on our Zaglis walks when we could.

“Will being undead make me worse?” Invia asked.

“Are you afraid it will?”

The breeze blew dark hair across her face. She didn't seem bothered by it.

“I know it will,” she admitted. “Does that mean I shouldn't do the ceremony? That I should stay mortal?”

“Let me ask you the same question. Does anything you do quiet the whispers?”

Invia thought. “When you're rough with me. Feeling helpless to your power in every possible way satisfies it, and I mean deeply and completely. But…”

“Speak your mind.”

“Bring me on your paladin hunts. Let me help you.”

“So you can take part in killing them.”

Her face fell. “Yes.”

“Why are you ashamed about that?” I asked.

“Because I know I'm not supposed to want to spill blood, to deliver pain.”

“But saying the words quickens your heartbeat and lifts your senses.”

“Yes, and quiets the voices.”

“In the Silk, you get what you want,” I said. “That’s our rule. If I'm going into a fight with paladins, you can accompany me and kill as many as you desire.”

“You don't think I'm broken? Humans aren't supposed to think like I do.”

“You won't be human for much longer. Maybe that's why human doesn’t felt right. You were already something more, so that skin was never going to fit.”

“I'll never understand why you protected me and put up with me for so long,” she said.

“Because from the very first moment I saw you, I knew I wanted something I could never have. I hated you for it, and then you were shit to me on top of that. When I came back, I wanted to break you, but the whisper encouraged me to bend you instead, to mold you into whatever pleased me.”

“Did you get what you wanted in the end?” Invia asked.

“Kneel.”

Invia dropped to her knees, her eyes already on my crotch.

“Obeying me quickened your heartbeat in the same way violence does, didn't it?”

She nodded.

I ran my hand down the side of her face and gently lifted her gaze to mine.

“I still hate-fuck you sometimes,” I admitted. “I’ll take out every ounce of frustration on your body, and you’ll beg for more. You love power, Ithaca. You love it so much that you want to experience it in every way possible, even when it's used against you.”

“I love when you fuck me like that because it's so pure, so raw.” She leaned forward and kissed me over my pants. “It's a special kind of passion, and I've seen you fuck a lot of girls. You don't use any of them the way you use me.”

“Because you want me to break you.”

She kissed again. “I need it. I love how that snap feels inside of me. It's freeing to finally let go of the edge when you've held on for so long. To have no choice but to surrender. To give in.”

Invia leaned back to undo my pants. She pulled me free of my underwear and started to stroke.

“I'm a toy to you, right?” she asked. “You want me to be a trophy, a conquest. No, not anymore. I won't let you.”

She released my cock and pushed away from me. She started to turn as she stood.

I reached for her shoulder.

“You don't get to touch me,” Invia hissed, swatting me away.

I grabbed her arm and spun her. She stared at me with gleeful defiance.

“Get off of me,” she spat. “You're disgusting.”

She pulled back again.

I snatched her by the waist and carried her into the field. She kicked and flailed and pounded on my back.

“Fuck you, you bastard! I'll fucking kill you!”

I smacked her ass.

“You're a piece of shit!”

I threw her onto her back with enough force that she wheezed. She kicked and punched as I tore at her clothes. When she tried to crawl away, I dragged her back and pinned her down.

Her eyes were still defiant. “Don't you fucking dare.”

But I did, and that little freak came after only four forced pumps. I liked this new kind of roleplay, and Invia did too.



I had an appointment, and I didn't remember that fact until I finished pumping my seed into Invia’s ass.

I was going to be late.

But Drae asked me to bring a test subject to her workshop in Zaglis, so this was a good excuse to bring Invia. I didn't tell her why I wanted her to come along.

The lizard she-demon purred as I entered. Her workshop felt like a sculptor’s studio, but aside from the few in-progress construct concepts, every piece of art was a variation of my dick. One version was bigger than my arm. Another had normal proportions but was double-ended. Drae caught me looking at it and wiggled an eyebrow, or what would have been an eyebrow if she had hair and wasn’t all lizard skin.

“Master,” the demon said, bowing. “Thank you for coming. Mistress Ithaca, welcome.”

“What can I do for you?” I asked.

“Take me here and fuck every hole,” Drae hissed. “Then use a knife to make a new hole and fuck that one too.”

Invia coughed.

I needed a second to recover. I was a piece of shit with dark tastes, but Drae made my fucked-up ideas seem like minor deviations.

“Why did you ask to see me?”

Drae frowned. “I have work to show you.”

“Wonderful. Ithaca, please sit on the table there.”

She eyed me suspiciously but obeyed.

“Lay back, arms up.”

Her gaze narrowed, but she listened. She jumped a little when my silk grabbed her wrists and her ankles, pulling her back to the table and pinning her there. I took out my knife, which made Drae gasp in anticipation at first. Her eyes fell when she realized it wasn't for her.

I ran the blade under Invia's shirt, still sandy from our romp a moment ago, peeling the fabric away to reveal her bare breasts. They gently rose and fell with each breath, the stretch of her arms overhead making them even perkier. I left the tatters of her clothes on the table behind her and then ran the blade down her pants.

She didn't protest, but she breathed harder. Her eyes never looked away from mine, and they blazed with lust.

“Like this?” I asked Drae.

“Yes, Master. May I begin?”

“Please.”

With a grin, Drae turned and flipped open the lid on a small chest. She removed what looked like two shot glasses with rounded bottoms.

“More blood, more sensitive,” the demon announced.

She flipped them and put one over each of Invia’s nipples. They suctioned in place, and the pink pokes of flesh stretched, as if straining to reach the bottom of the glass.

“Oh shit!” Invia yelped and writhed before forcing herself to calm. Her breathing grew sharper and more rapid as the strength of the suction increased.

I grinned, and Invia started shaking her head, quietly begging. With a thought, I could make both of those perfect points as sensitive as her clitoris. I wanted to see her reaction, to hear her scream, but I restrained myself. Anticipation was good for both of us, and Drae’s presentation had only just begun. Interrupting would be rude.

“Excellent work,” I said, praising Drae.

The demon bowed and returned to her box. When she turned back, she held a Byron's Blessing in her hands, but the testicles were four times as large as the original product.

Drae sucked on the dildo, liberally coating it with her saliva, and then pushed it into Invia with no pretense of being gentle. Invia yelped and tried to pull away from it but had nowhere to run. Drae patted the base to make sure it was all the way in.

Invia groaned and then squealed when Drae stopped patting the dildo to flick the suction cups. The demon watched the toys bounce back and forth, the force of even those slight swings adding an extra stretch to my templar’s nipples.

“May I continue?” Drae asked after enjoying the wobble of two more flicks.

I nodded.

The demon squeezed the testicles, and Byron’s Blessing started thrusting in and out as if it were a dick attached to a person. The enchantment or device that made that possible was likely the reason for the enlarged scrotum at its base, but I didn’t immediately understand how the movement was possible.

It was fun to watch, though.

“What the fuck?!” Invia yelled.

“Very impressive,” I said.

Drae squeezed again, and the fake dick started to thrust harder and faster. Invia went quiet, fighting to compose herself.

“Tell me there's a third setting.”

Drae nodded and squeezed again. Now the dildo pumped so hard into Invia that it slapped every time it smashed forward, which was now a few times a second. The speed had gone up with the power. My templar bucked and kicked.

“F-uh-uh-uh-uck,” she moaned, the vibration of the fucking bouncing her voice.

“That's spectacular, Drae.”

The demon tapped the ends of both of the glasses, and the suction started to pulse instead of holding steady. Invia’s stretched nipples rose and fell as the strength of the suction cycled in and out.

“I have one more item,” Drae said, “but not for Invia.”

I looked down at Invia. “I'm going to leave you here for a minute.”

“No, no, no, no.”

“Yes. And you can't cum.”

I triggered Abyssal Permission and then willed her nipples to be as sensitive as her clitoris.

“Byron! Wait!”

Drae and I stepped to the other side of the workshop. Otherwise, we would have no hope of holding a conversation. Invia’s screams were all panicked babbles shouted at the top of her lungs.

The lizard demon handed me something that looked like an opaque flower vase. The end of it had a set of lower lips I recognized instantly.

“Women have Byron, and men have Penny,” Drae explained. “It is a perfect replica of her vagina.”

“So a guy fucks this?” I asked.

“Yes. More prayers to Mistress Penny.”

And thus, more prayers for me.

That was an interesting angle. The Order of the Silk Noose had never tapped into the male demographic. I lacked the necessary appeal as well as the interest to pursue such a direction. But this? Men would pay to pray to Purity, and I would be richer and stronger for it.

“This is genius.”

“I was worried you would not want to share,” Drae admitted.

“This isn't sharing,” I replied. “I assume that people jerk it to my women all the time. This is just more productive.”

Invia begged to cum. “Pl-pl-pl-ease.”

“Make more of these,” I told Drae. “Good work.”

“Praise me by showering me with your cum,” the demon begged.

“Maybe someday,” I teased. In truth, I still heard Aurketzu’s warning about the danger of fucking demons. I wanted to ravage Drae as well as her sisters, Abby and Stacey, but I feared them seizing control of my mind and my kingdom. Was Aurketzu being truthful with her warnings, or was that one more of her manipulations?

I couldn’t decide, and the risk was too great.

Invia was soaked in sweat when I returned to the table. I released Abyssal Permission and watched as she convulsed in stiff, seizure-like thrashes.

She went limp, and Byron’s Blessing kept fucking. Every once in a while, Invia twitched.

Drae appeared next to me, smiling.

“May I show you something?” she asked.

I nodded.

The demon turned off Byron's Blessing but left it in.

“The nipples get very sensitive. So much blood in one small place.”

Drae yanked the cups off of Invia and lightly pinched her pink points, each surrounded by red hickies from recent abuse. The bound woman came back to life with frantic screams.

“Suck on them,” I commanded Drae.

The demon didn't hesitate. She wrapped her lips and sucked.

+4 to Progress to Your Fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 63 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

What timing. Abaddon advanced 4 points closer to my defeat.

This fucking asshole. Not only was he aiming to kill me, but he was a boner killer too.



Later that night, with my boner restored and tended to, I lay with Purity and Solara on the roof of a Sanctuary South home, looking up at the stars on a rare, clear night in the northern wastelands. We had a pile of blankets, a few pillows, and several bottles of wine.

“We need your perspective,” Purity said to me. If she had needed that long to work up the nerve to raise this topic, she was worried.

Which made me worried.

“I'm listening,” I replied.

“You promised me a wedding,” Purity continued. “I want to set a date, and… I want Solara to be a part of it.”

“I want that too,” Solara added.

Purity lowered her eyes. “We're worried the others would feel left out, and we don't want to hurt anyone's feelings.”

“So the wedding is me, you, and Solara instead of just me and you?”

She nodded.

I thought for a moment. “Your concern is sweet, but we all agreed that each person got to pick what they wanted this to be. That comes with the agreement of not judging what others choose. They’ll understand. Ask them to be maids of honor, and stop worrying about it.”

“You don't think they'll feel strange about Solara and me doing this together but not with them?”

“I don't,” I said. “They’re secure enough in themselves to understand that you two have a different kind of connection. The relationships between our whole group… they are all so different. We all connect to each other, but not in the same ways. They understand that too.”

“It’s that easy?” Solara asked.

“It is. Are either of you jealous of the road trip Podni wants to take for her wedding?”

They shook their heads.

“Invia’s ceremonial orgy or whatever you want to call it?”

Invia’s concept involved a lot of women, but calling it an orgy wasn’t perfectly accurate either. She had her heart set on it, though, so we would do whatever she wanted for her undeath ritual.

“Well, no,” Purity admitted.

I squeezed both of them closer reassuringly. “All that matters is that the moment is meaningful for you. Worrying like this is not the best way to start your lives as undead. That's a long time to live with that kind of anxiety.”

“You're right,” Purity said.

“You didn't mention a wedding with Ashley,” Solara observed.

“She knows the option is there, and she knows the oath has to come first.”

Purity’s voice lifted with her smile. “You wouldn't have brought her this far if you didn't plan to keep her.”

“She’s on her own path,” I replied. “She'll know when the time is right for her.”

“Ashley's gotten really close to Ithaca and Podni,” Purity said. “She's definitely in the circle for life.”

I nodded. “I agree.”

“I'm marrying a god and a goddess,” Solara giggled. “How lucky am I?”

I kissed the top of her head. “So pick a date. I'm excited too.”

“You're so good to us,” Solara said.

Purity poked Solara. “Tell him about that girl.”

I looked down at my sorceress.

She looked back up and pulled a lock of blonde hair out of her eyes and tucked it behind her ear. “At the last recruitment event, one of the washouts told me she was disappointed to see strong women bow to a man. I don't know why she came in the first place, but she was insistent that I betrayed my gender by being a part of the Silk.”

“What did you say to her?”

“I asked her how many men were above me. She didn't understand the question, so I told her the answer was ‘one.’ I am above every man in the world except for one, and you're something more than a man now anyway. No human male tells me how to live my life. How many women can say that?”

That warmed my heart.

“Every woman in the Silk can say the same thing,” Solara said. “The Lady Sarahs and Lady Marias of the world bow to dozens of men a day. We have taken women farther than anyone else ever has.”

“I don't disagree with any of that.”

“That will be more obvious to everyone when Sanctuary South opens, and even more obvious every day after, but that was the first time I ever put words to what we’ve accomplished.”

Purity kissed my ribs. “And more people are fed, housed, and given the option of education than ever before. We’ll know in another year if crime is down because of all of that too, but we already see that it will be. The Silk is responsible for so much progress.”

“Thanks to your leadership,” I replied. “Thanks to all of you, really. It's hard to divide up credit at this point.”

Purity nodded. “I agree. The success belongs to all of us.”

“We are doing well,” I said. “We still have challenges ahead, but we’re doing well.”

I mentally pulled up the only progress tracker I checked more often than XP:

Progress to Your Fall: 63 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

That had angered and frightened me when I first read it, but evenings like this reminded me of how capable my people were. This wasn’t a challenge I faced alone, and thus far, my women had been able to overcome every challenge we ever encountered.

Fuck Abaddon. History would laugh at how his long legacy of fear and war ended. I wouldn’t just defeat him; I would taint every accolade he had ever received. All anyone would remember was how terrible he fared against Byron of Zaglis.

I slapped Solara’s ass. “I’m looking forward to more victories.”

+4 to Progress to Your Fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 67 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

Another 4 points? Well, I deserved that, I suppose.


Chapter 5

Minsic sat at the edge of a sandy desert in the far east of the kingdom. The town was a mix of sandstone and dark granite mined from the nearby mountains. The larger, more luxurious buildings had the hallmarks of deep desert construction: light tan with domed rooftops, airy walkways, and breezy courtyards. Scattered in between were squat gray houses of granite. Though they were less impressive, those smaller buildings represented the bulk of the city’s citizens and businesses.

The dungeon in this city was fire-themed, and it was often listed in the top 3 most profitable dungeons in the world. Profitable didn’t mean easy, however. Most of the adventurers in this city were at least level 20. Entering the dungeon any weaker than that was so likely to end in tragedy that the city prohibited it. You couldn’t buy a dungeon pass without a guild certifying that you met the minimum requirements.

That unfortunately meant that my party wouldn’t be allowed in, so I opted not to bring them and traveled alone. My dexterity and constitution were high enough that I could run the whole way. I had covered an even greater distance in my tedious search for the tower, and that was in below-freezing temperatures. I needed every set of hands to stay busy building my defenses against Abaddon, and I could make progress on our paladin problem on my own.

Sit in a carriage for weeks or go for a jog?

That was an easy choice to make when a run to Minsic was nothing.

The speed was convenient, but it felt… undignified. I was an abyssal sovereign. Only peasants traveled anywhere on foot. But pissing into a chamber pot in a carriage for 2 weeks wasn’t all that dignified either.

When I arrived in the desert city, I decided against hiding my identity. My target, Higcliff the Mighty, was a standout member of the Dungeon Brawlers. Since I was too, I reasoned that was my best chance of getting access to Higcliff, but first, I had a few chores to do.

I rented a hotel room, hung a silk noose, and welcomed Mirko to Minsic.

“Can’t say I’m getting used to traveling like that,” Mirko said as he tugged on his collar, already hating the heat. “Gods. People choose to live here?”

“I like the weather,” I said.

“Then you can keep it, but forget that. Has anything about the plan changed?”

“Nope. Dungeon will update tomorrow. Grab as many of the girls as you need to buy up the enchantments we want.”

“Excellent. I am going to go see about buying us our own shop.”

Mirko shared this part of his plan with me earlier that day. He insisted he could find a down-on-its-luck shop, ideally one that specialized in adventurer provisions or enchanted items, and buy it in time for the dungeon change in the morning. That didn’t sound possible to me, but Mirko knew what he was doing. If he said he could do it, great. Having that shop would expand my legitimate business portfolio and help us more quickly flip whatever magic items would be in demand when this dungeon’s story advanced a new chapter.

I was still pissed at the Thieves’ Guild for not backing me up with Bruhelmond, so I didn’t tell anyone outside of the Silk about my trip to Minsic or the coming dungeon change. I was done trying to be a good contributing member. I would keep up appearances with existing revenue streams, but they weren’t getting more sources of profit from me until they made me feel valued. My hopes for that were low.

While Mirko made offers on shops, I found the Minsic chapter of the Dungeon Brawlers and ventured inside.

In terms of size, this guild hall was comparable to Grubiit, but it was far fancier. Horpus didn’t cut corners on quality or aesthetics, but the Minsic guild hall seemed almost deliberately garish. The sandy walls were painted with elaborate geometric designs and then covered with paintings, trophies, and memorabilia, like an old guild master’s sword or the chapter founder’s shield.

The polished wooden tables, benches, and chairs gleamed beneath the mage lights hung overhead. The air smelled of cinnamon, not like sweat and stale ale like most any other guild hall.

My favorite touch: Every girl working the counters was an exceptional beauty, and because of the heat, they wore thin, flowing, toga-like outfits. None of them had any silk on their bodies, and judging by the total absence of bras, I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that none of them wore panties either. Did extreme heat make nipples hard too, or was that a function of the breeze fabric shifting back and forth over them all day?

The girl who greeted me at the counter had golden brown skin and wore her black hair in a high ponytail. The slightest of movements made her hair bounce in every direction before it settled back at its center.

“Welcome to the Dungeon Brawlers,” she said. “How may I assist you?”

“I’m visiting from another chapter and was wondering if any of the local members would show me around the dungeon.”

“What level are you?”

“I meet the requirements.”

“Yes, but what is your level? We need to know that to verify your dungeon credentials.”

“I can work that out with your Guild Master or Vice Guild Master. I don’t disclose anything about my build.”

After being assured by several people in the Thieves’ Guild that my build secrets would be protected and respected, I wasn’t expecting to have to convince a counter girl that I was strong enough for this run. My reputation should have been proof enough.

“They are very busy, sir,” she replied. “I can try to make you an appointment.”

“Sure. Is there a party that would take me, though? If we’re going through this trouble, that would be good to know.”

“Yes, there are two who might be willing, but I will warn you that they’re selective.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “I wouldn’t mind speaking with them while I wait for my appointment.”

“Their earliest available appointment is in two and a half weeks. The Guild Master’s is four weeks.”

“Could you let the Guild Master or Vice Guild Master know Byron of Zaglis is asking to speak with them?”

The girl, who had been looking down at an appointment book, froze. Her eyes darted to my clothing and then whipped side to side and up and down, taking in every detail of my attire.

“I’m sorry, sir,” she said. “No one told me you were coming, and I meant no offense. I was only following our process.”

“I’m not upset, and you deal with a lot of personalities, I’m sure. So really, it’s fine.”

“Still. For me to be unaware of your arrival is inexcusable.”

“I didn’t tell anyone I was coming here,” I assured her. “You’re the first in the Guild to know.”

“Thank you for your graciousness, sir. Please wait one minute.”

In a jiggly hurry, the counter girl disappeared into the back. The other two girls working that day hadn’t been close enough to hear our conversation. They eyed me with equal parts suspicion and curiosity. The first girl returned a moment later.

“Right this way, sir.”

She led me to an office and held the door open for me.

A man who was four and a half feet tall, at best, stood behind his desk with his hand out. “Welcome to Minsic, Byron. This is a welcome surprise, to be sure. Come in. Come in.”

“I didn’t mean to make a fuss,” I said, accepting his invitation to sit.

“No fuss at all,” he said. “You can call me Alexi, and I would be delighted to connect you with an adventuring party. Is your visit purely for brawlers, or do you have other guild business?”

That was his way of asking whether I was here just for the dungeon or if I had something in the works for the Thieves’ Guild.

“Brawlers only,” I answered. “I know better than to work in a city without cluing in the local guild master.”

“I suppose you would. How is my old friend Horpus faring these days?”

“You know him. If he’s making money, he’s happy, and he seems pretty happy to me.”

“I must confess that he and I have had a bit of a falling out recently,” Alexi said. “I was worried he may still hold a grudge.”

I resisted the urge to laugh. Yes, how surprising that Horpus would still be upset that you helped a profitable member get away with raping his niece. Can’t imagine why he would hold a grudge about that. It’s a mystery.

“I’m not aware of anything like that, and I’m not even sure he knows I’m here,” I replied. “I try to travel quietly if I can, so few people are aware I intended to come this way.”

“I see. Well, when you do see him, give him my best.”

“Of course.”

“Okay, back to the matter at hand. You want to join a local party while you are in town.”

I nodded. “That’s correct. I’m happy to help a party grind, but my primary interest is learning about the dungeon.”

“Considering a move to Minsic, perhaps? Your eye for business is not unknown to us. We would welcome you with open arms.”

“No, I’m just visiting, but thank you.”

“If you change your mind…” He added a wink for effect. “At any rate, yes, I believe we can accommodate you. Do you have a preference for who you’d like to escort you?”

As much as I wanted to request Higcliff specifically, I felt that would arouse suspicion as to the real motivations for my visit. Byron the Oblivious wouldn’t even know who Higcliff was.

“Whoever you recommend is fine, I’m sure,” I answered.

“That will make this easier, yes. I will need to confirm with the adventurers. Given the hour, I doubt I’ll see them tonight to share your request. I believe two parties who fit the task will be checking in first thing in the morning, however. I can speak to them then.”

“I’m not in a hurry,” I assured Alexi. “I showed up unannounced and don’t expect you to move mountains on my account. I’ll swing by in the morning, and if it takes a few days for a run to be available to me, it takes a few days. I can explore the city in the meantime.”

Alexi relaxed. “I appreciate you being reasonable. You are a polarizing figure, and the truth of a person is hard to discern when that is the case.”

“There was an effort to defame me as a murderous psychopath, yes. I’m not happy about how successful that effort really was, and I’m afraid I’ll be having conversations like this for years to come because of it.”

“A shame indeed. Other than your request for a tour guide, can I assist you with anything else? Food? Girls? Drugs? Business opportunities?”

I smiled. “You know I have to ask what you mean by business opportunities.”

“Well, Byron of Zaglis is the kind of person who naturally attracts the interest of the wealthy. You may be offered a degree of access that other members of the guild would need years to develop.”

“I’m listening.”

“Duke Ulric is the wealthiest man in the city, and his security is pristine. His family owns a map that I would pay significant coin for. If he were to invite you to his home, you could collect the map for me while you’re there.”

“I’m not opposed to the work, but coin isn’t very exciting to me these days. Perhaps you would offer a trade? I have a few items I’m always looking for.”

“Such as?”

“Liquid sunlight is my number one interest, but I am also open to rare books on wards, rare books on the heavens or hells, legendary-grade enchantments, and anything with abyssal enchantments.”

“I’m ashamed to admit I have never heard of liquid sunlight,” Alexi replied. “And your other tastes are quite refined, and I shouldn’t be shocked by that. If I have no such items available, would you work in advance of my securing appropriate payment? A gentleman’s agreement.”

Alexi was an asshole.

“Poking a Duke comes with too many risks for us to work with terms that loose. When you have an item to offer, I would hear you out.”

And that was the first crack in Alexi’s mask. His left cheek twitched. He did not like being rejected.

“I suspect your arrival is already generating interest,” Alexi continued. “My worry is that you will be offered an invitation in the coming days, and I would hate to miss the best opportunity to secure the item. If a new opportunity does not present itself later, we would both lose out.”

“Such a risk is a necessity for me, and I’m afraid I’ve taken up too much of your time already. Thank you for receiving me, Guild Master Alexi. Your hospitality is greatly appreciated. I’ll be back in the morning.”

On my way out, the counter girl smiled sheepishly at me, her face still red from embarrassment. What would it hurt to bend here for the evening, give myself a little treat?

No, Byron. This Minsic trip had two objectives: Do Horpus this favor to secure a steady stream of paladin intel and, since I was here, scout the paladin order that had a barracks on the Church campus. The quick profit on enchanted items was simply a welcome bonus.

Teaching an innocent counter girl about the wonderful world of anal was not the most productive thing I could do with my time.

Or was it?

Fuck. No, it wasn't.

As soon as I was out of the guild hall and the guild girl’s swinging breasts had left my mind–or drifted to the back of it, rather–I set off for the Church campus. Having Immunity to Holy magic made me cocky, so I didn't bother to be covert about the visit, but cocky was different from stupid. I wasn't bold enough to go directly onto campus, but someone alerting the paladins that I prowled the perimeter would actually be welcome. My targets coming to me would simplify this whole process.

If the paladins in Minsic were like Ludwig the Lawful and couldn't wait to swan dive into the shallow end of the pool, I would save so much time.

No such luck, though. I did learn that these paladins weren't popular with the Church, which surprised me. The barracks were technically on the campus, but it was at the very corner, tucked in the shadow of a mausoleum. A fabric dyer ran a shop next door to the barracks, and those were notorious for smelling like piss.

Ammonia was a key part of the fabric-dying process, you see.

The most telling sign of all that the Church didn't like these paladins was that their grass wasn't cut and their flowerbeds were overgrown. For that to happen with the army of gardeners and groundskeepers employed by the Church, someone would have had to tell them specifically not to take care of that corner.

Lala and Lili had learned that 33 paladins called this rat hole barracks home, but they weren't likely to be present all at once. Paladins frequently traveled for missions and pilgrimages, and our sources guessed that only 15 or so were actually in Minsic at any given time.

Unfortunately, this part of town was far from quiet. Two taverns were across the street, and around those were several homes, many with large families. Witnesses were a 24-hour problem. No matter the time of day, someone was out and about.

My preferred method of slaughter, walking right inside with my sword drawn, was too brash for this environment.

If the killing couldn't be done here, how else was I going to get that density of paladin fodder? Luring all of them anywhere risked one of them not being an idiot and realizing they were heading into a trap. Hunting them down individually would take forever, so that was out too.

As an aside, I should pause to make it clear that I am not trivializing the murder of paladins. I hate the term “mass” murder because it suggests a bulk production mentality, which has a reputation for sacrificing individual quality for greater productivity. The nature of combat, however, does not lend itself to drawn-out moments. The act is quick. It has to be. So whether it was 1 at a time or 100, the deaths would come too swiftly to enjoy any of them.

I still did my best to savor every paladin I ever killed because I respected the individual and what it meant to end someone’s life. I didn’t let numbers obscure my view of how serious it was to silence a living mind full of hopes and dreams.

So, I thought of those paladins screaming for their lives at least twice a week. Sometimes the initiates couldn't take me to the finish on their own, and those memories gave me the boost I needed. A blowjob plus the pained cries of your enemies?

It never disappointed, and I appreciated every individual voice in the chorus.


Chapter 6

Alexi met me early the next morning as he promised. My favorite guild girl wasn't working yet, and that was more disappointing than I expected it to be.

A long-legged vixen with thick thighs and high black leather boots stood at the counter with Alexi. Her butt was like two halves of a globe, threatening to burst through her leather pants. When she turned, I saw she had full lips, green eyes, and black hair tied into pigtails.

Alexi welcomed me back. “Byron, this is Wistia.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said, shaking her hand. I activated Sense Weakness and learned her weakness was self-confidence. That was odd for the leader of an adventuring party, I thought.

Wistia cut right to the matter at hand. “Alexi tells me you want a tour of our dungeon.”

“If it's not too much trouble.”

“Thinking of relocating to Minsic?” she asked with a hand on her hip. “Should I be worried about more competition?”

“No danger of that. I'm just being a tourist.”

“You don't think you could keep up with me?”

I smiled. “I asked Alexi for a guide, not a trash talker.”

Hunger flashed across her eyes. “Sounds like you're avoiding the subject.”

Alexi looked around for an excuse to exit this conversation. In fairness to him, I was also surprised by the hard flirting from the very start–especially at 6 a.m. Wistia practically tackled me on the playground and pulled my hair.

Also, fuck Alexi. I wasn't letting him get away that easily.

“Guild Master Alexi,” I said. “Is everyone in this chapter this cocky, or is it just Wistia?”

“Well, uhh-”

She dipped her chin and looked up at me. “Is everyone in Grubiit as cocky as Byron?”

Alexi visibly sweat. “Happy to have introduced you two. I have appointments to keep, I'm afraid.” He spun on his heel and retreated to his office.

“We have a three-day crawl ahead of us,” Wistia said, attempting to be serious. “Give us a day off and come on the next run? I'd invite you today, but I don't want to surprise my party with something like that the morning of. I try not to mess with their heads, if that makes sense.”

“It does, and it's not a problem. If you happen to come back early, look me up.”

“We're not the kind of party to pull out early,” she countered.

“Maybe be extra careful this run? For me?”

She searched my face. “What makes you say that?”

“I've got a bad feeling about the dungeon today,” I cautioned. “I'm not trying to disrupt your confidence, but I would never forgive myself if I didn't say that and something bad happened.”

“Okay, Byron,” Wistia said with slitted eyes. “I'm intrigued, and thank you for caring. I'll leave word for you with the Guild when we get back.”

“Good hunting.”

She looked as if she wanted to say something but decided to teasingly withhold it instead.

I lingered as she collected the other 5 members of her party, 3 of whom were men. I didn't know what Higcliff looked like, and he could be in this party, or he could not be. In the few minutes they needed to pack up their things and leave, no one in the group referred to each other by name.

I turned to the nearest counter girl, a full-bodied blonde. “May I borrow a pen and paper?”

She handed me one of each with a smile. Standing at the counter, I started writing a letter and got as far as “Wistia,” when I paused.

“This is embarrassing,” I said to the girl. “Wistia just told me everyone's names, and I've forgotten them already. I wanted to leave a thank you for the hospitality they showed me.”

After a brief saunter, she leaned on the counter. “You're so thoughtful. It's Gale, Hixxi, Klein, Higcliff, and Zane.”

Oh wonderful. A little bit of luck was on my side. Alexi having the idea to recommend them without my asking for anyone specifically would go a long way toward making me less suspicious. Being from Grubiit on the heels of Horpus not getting what he wanted would raise any reasonable person’s eyebrow, but I had somehow avoided that completely.

At least so far.

How much Wistia knew about Higcliff’s behavior was difficult for me to gauge at that point in time. Alexi, meanwhile, must have shit a brick when he first heard I was here. The Fiend of Flowst. The Kingslayer. The man accused of being the sole force behind all the killings done by the supposed Reapers. That same person was loyal to someone with good reason to be angry with Alexi and the Minsic chapter as a whole, and he just paid a surprise visit.

Alexi seemed to buy the story I was here for the dungeon, though. Otherwise, I doubt he would have put me in a group with Higcliff.

I was pleased with how this day started and the good fortune it suggested was in the future. For me, personally. Every adventurer in the dungeon was going to have a difficult time today.

Wistia's party was about to discover that the Minsic dungeon had changed, and she wouldn't be able to stop thinking about how I knew. A little intrigue would make her more forthcoming on dungeon intel and less likely to consider me a suspect in Higcliff’s inevitable murder.

Until then, I decided to have an ale and hang around the guild house. In a few hours, adventurers would run through those doors to talk about the weird things they saw in the dungeon. I passed the time until then mentally reviewing recent events and recent learnings. Revisiting old ideas helped me to spot connections I didn't see before, so I made it a point to reflect regularly.

Thinking about the possible ways the Minsic dungeon might change that day got me thinking about my dungeon core.

When I inherited the dungeon core from the Gol-Gol brothers, I was gifted a no-cost chapter submission, which meant I got to write the next part of the dungeon’s story without spending DP. If the system accepted that submission, the dungeon updated to match.

I used that as an opportunity to inject more of my brand into the Grubiit dungeon experience and also to add new monsters to my spawn options. My story added a succubus, upgraded most of the existing monsters, and added a new type of combat golem based on the reconstructed bodies of the demon hunters who chased the succubus into the dungeon in the first place.

That made me think of the Lopav dungeon story being about lizardmen forging a contract with an ice demon. When Samson first acquired his core, it was probably a lizardmen-themed dungeon, but Samson liked ice, so that's what he added. As soon as I gave him the Flowst dungeon, he did the same thing there, too.

Which led me to a larger realization: at 5,000,000 DP, paying to submit a new chapter was a big and very expensive decision. For my daily DP gain, I would need 281 days to bank that much, and I couldn't see myself choosing a chapter over the more specific and less costly unlocks I could acquire instead.

I doubted I was the only Dungeon Lord to reach the same conclusion.

So why then did every Dungeon Lord blow the DP on a new chapter when I came to town?

Then it occurred to me. They weren't spending any DP. For dungeon changes to be this consistent at that cost, the more likely explanation was that those Dungeon Lords got a free chapter because I showed up. No way would someone like the Gol-Gol brothers, who were saving up points to unlock Cosmic Constructs for their spawn options, blow DP like that.

This whole time, I thought I was pissing Dungeon Lords off, but really, I was giving them a free upgrade chapter, or 5,000,000 free DP. Visiting their dungeons was a favor!

Except for the Gol-Gol brothers and the Flowst dryad, that is. Killing them wasn't much of a favor, but Lopav, Zaglis, Borja (twice!), the Capital, and now Minsic: You're welcome, you ungrateful pieces of shit.

If I hadn't received a bonus dungeon chapter yet, did that mean Samson hadn't once visited Grubiit after I opened my doors to him? Was not wanting to give me a bonus dungeon chapter enough reason to deny himself access to a whole city? Yeah, the Samson I knew would prefer me to be as weak as possible. I was certain of that.

Now that I knew how chapters worked, I was going to force him to visit Grubiit. I wanted my free upgrade.

Eventually, news of the dungeon change reached the guild hall, forcing me to turn my full attention away from scheming.

Prior to that day, the Minsic dungeon was a fire biome inside an active volcano. Fire and lava elementals were common, as were a few different reptile-type monsters, a goblin variant, fire worms, and a juvenile dragon that served as the dungeon’s boss.

The new chapter added a whole new first floor: an overworld city that had been encased in pyroclastic flow as if the dungeon volcano had erupted. Somewhere in that city was a path down to the biome that used to be the first area of the dungeon. Or so it was assumed.

No one had gotten through the new first floor yet. All of the dungeon townspeople who had been encased in hardened lava reanimated, breaking away from their prisons to pursue adventurers. The adventurers in the guild hall that day described them as nearly invincible zombies because the stone exterior made them difficult to kill. They weren't exceptionally quick, but they didn't need to be.

In the expanded dungeon story, no one slayed the young dragon at the bottom of the volcano. It matured and triggered an eruption when it climbed to the surface.

That dragon, now a fully grown adult, patrolled the first floor. One party wiped because the stone zombies forced them out of hiding as they tried to sneak through the city. The adventurers had been waiting for the dragon to pass when the stone zombies caught up. The dragon heard the fighting, flew in, and burned them alive.

Maybe I needed to rethink this dungeon tour angle I had taken. A stronger version of the previous boss was now a first-floor mob? Fuck that.

Shit. If Higcliff got himself killed, I wouldn't get the help I wanted from Horpus.



Once I had a read on what the dungeon changes were like, I took that information to Mirko at our new shop. The enchantments we could flip for profit were limited to various forms of fire resistance in this case, so it wouldn’t be the windfall of revenue that usually came from a dungeon change. We could, however, buy fire resistance enchantments in other cities and instantly put them on sale in Minsic. That gave us an inventory advantage at a time when interest in the dungeon was suddenly renewed, so we would still come out ahead.

Wistia’s tan skin was cherry red from booze when I returned to the guild hall late that evening. Her party had pulled out of the dungeon, and she sent a messenger to my inn to let me know.

In that same message, she invited me to join her for drinks. The message didn’t mention it directly, but I suspected she wanted to talk about my hunch, which was good. My being around was even less suspicious if people saw Wistia and me together socially.

She dipped her head shyly when she saw me approach the table with her party. “I didn't think you'd come.”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

“Because-” she caught herself about to say something. “Because you're a popular man.”

As if to reconfirm that fact for herself, she looked around the guild hall. When I did the same, several people jerked their heads away, attempting to hide that they had been watching.

“Let's go somewhere else,” Wistia suggested.

The men in her party booed her for wanting to leave. I still didn't know which chode in particular was Higcliff, but that was only a matter of time at this point.

Wistia took me by the arm and pulled me to the door. She paused before we stepped outside.

“I need to tell you that I'm not a prude, but I just… I'm not looking for anything physical right now.”

“I don't have a problem with that,” I replied.

She studied my face, her hips twisting back and forth nervously. “Okay. How would you like to see a few touristy spots in Minsic?”

“That sounds great.”

“That doesn't sound lame?”

“Not at all. Lead on.”

Wistia did as I requested, and I followed her round butt out the door. The heat gave her skin a sheen and her cotton summer dress just the right amount of sweat for the fabric to cling to her form.

Outside the guild hall, the desert heat retreated with the sunset, and mage lamps started to click on.

“The oasis is the most popular part of the city,” Wistia said, guiding us down the street. “The mage lights look really pretty on the water. If the sunset is right, the whole oasis looks like watercolors.”

“Do you go there a lot?”

“Not often enough,” she admitted. “This is a nice excuse to change that.”

When Wistia described the attraction as an oasis, I pictured a small pool of water shaded by a few palm trees, but the Minsic oasis was quite large, actually. It wasn’t a lake exactly, but it was vast enough for rowboats on the opposite shore to look small in the distance.

The palm trees were more plentiful than I expected as well. While they were certainly densest near the water, the bounty of the oasis spread green outward for a full block and a half. With the sun setting and the gentle ripples of distant rowboats, the water looked like recently spilled paint, dozens of reds and purples swirling into each other.

Wistia looked at the water with sincere wonderment, the ripples of the oasis reflecting in her eyes. Her love for this place was endearingly wholesome.

“How did you know?” Wistia asked finally. She had held it in for an impressively long period of time, I thought.

“Know what?”

She scowled. “About what? The dungeon. How did you know it would be different?”

“I meant it when I said it was a hunch.”

“People talk, you know,” she said. “Anyone who thinks you're not calculating every little move you make is an idiot. You're not here by accident, and that was not just a hunch.”

“You decided that based on rumors?”

“Everything about you is a misdirect, but I can play along if you’re going to hold back. Now that you've seen the most popular part of the city, how about I show you my favorite place in the city?”

“After you,” I said. “I'm intrigued.”


Chapter 7

Wistia led me into an alley and down a set of stairs to a speakeasy with a drab, signless door. Inside, two stages were surrounded by tables and chairs. On one stage, a woman reclined, resting on her elbows, while another woman knelt to lick her. On the second stage, both women were on their knees. One was behind the other, eating her out.

“Interesting choice,” I mused.

“Too much?”

“Not at all. I just didn't expect it.”

Wistia picked a table toward the back, and I noticed how quickly she slipped into a depth of ease I had yet to see. This was a safe place for her, and she seemed particularly interested in the two girls on their knees.

“I didn't think this would make you uncomfortable,” she said.

“I feel very at home, actually.”

“Good. I don’t know anyone who knows how to appreciate this kind of entertainment. The women in my party are disgusted by it, and the men turn into feral dogs. Those aren’t the moods I’m looking to soak in.”

“What moods are you looking for?” I asked.

She thought. “Unjudgmental pleasure. I can sit back and appreciate the art, and nobody cares who I am or why I’m here.”

“No one in your party gives you that?”

She shook her head.

“Tell me about them. What kind of adventurers am I crawling with?”

“You still want a dungeon tour? With the craziness on the first floor, I’m not confident we are qualified to be guides for the rest either.”

“I’m not worried about deciding that tonight,” I said. “Besides, I'm always curious how other parties operate.”

“Well, I don't think we do anything all that different from any other party. Klein and Zane frontline. Hixxi is a ranger, so she's a bit of a floater. Higcliff and I are on offensive magic, and Gale is on support.”

“Been running together for a while?”

“We were separate parties at first, but then we both had a few members drop out of the life. We combined who was left. Me, Gale, and Klein had been with each other for five years by then, and it's been about two years since we linked up with the others.”

“Working out?” I asked.

She bit her cheek. “It's been okay. I really liked the party I started with, but drama ruined it. I don't know that I'll ever find something like what we had, you know?”

I really didn’t know. I never had something like that to know what it felt like to lose it.

“Do you think about your old party often?” I asked.

“Every day. Have you ever had big disagreements with your party? Sometimes I wonder if I’m overreacting or am too sensitive.”

The girls on the stage rotated positions, so everyone got a turn. It was always heartwarming to see fairness in the workplace.

“My frontliner stabbed me once,” I said. “No, that's not a joke. It's a true story.”

“Like out of anger?”

“Yep. We worked it out.”

“By fucking?” she guessed. “No offense, but I've heard a lot of stories about you, and they all come back to that.”

“Is that why you made sure I knew you weren't interested in anything physical?”

“We’re working together. I don't mix those parts of my life.”

“You've never had a party member fall for you?”

She blushed a red so deep it was visible in the low light of the club. “Dungeon crawls make people loopy… and horny. That's why my first party fell apart.” She looked around, looking desperate to get away from this topic. “Anyway, you want some dreamdust?”

“Sure.”

As Wistia waved a waitress over, she asked, “So why are you really here?”

“I'm opening a bar.”

“In Minsic?”

“Not exactly,” I said. “You will think I'm crazy, but I'm opening a bar with entrances in every dungeon.”

She stared blankly at me. “What are you talking about?”

“That's why I didn't bring it up. No one will believe it's real until the doors are open. I need a tour of the dungeon to find a place for the teleporter.”

Wistia sipped her wine. “I don’t get the joke.”

“Soon, there will be a bar only available to adventurers who can reach the deep levels of dungeons. That place will have rooms, food, drink, and girls. Someone running the 10th floor of Grubiit can share a game of cards with someone on the 9th floor of Borja. They can have a bath and a warm bed too.”

“That sure beats dried jerky,” Wistia said.

“That’s the idea. I’ll buy you a drink when you visit for the first time.”

“It’s still hard to believe.”

“That doesn’t offend me.” I gestured toward the stage. “Do you ever join or do you just watch?”

“Wouldn't you like to know?”

“You probably pretend to be dominant but secretly want to be pinned down and torn apart.”

Wistia recrossed her legs to the opposite side but didn't say anything.

“If your party wants an extra perspective on how to get by the dragon, I'd be happy to help,” I added. I liked flirting with a beautiful woman, but the sooner I delivered justice for Horpus’ niece, the sooner I could get back to my party and our real work.

“You do have a reputation for solving tough fights,” she said, a finger on her lip as she considered the offer. “Okay, tomorrow morning at the guild hall.”

“Great,” I said, standing. “I'm pretty tired right now, though.”

“Aww. You're going to leave me all by myself?”

“I already know how your night ends.”

“I don't get it.”

I came around behind Wistia's chair and leaned down to whisper. “When you go home tonight, you'll picture yourself up on that stage. You’ll imagine your face pressed into that sticky floor, your naked ass up. My dick is so deep that it hurts exactly how you like. The crowd of people around the stage sits back to watch how your face changes when I thrust into you.

“If that gets boring, you can picture one of those girls sitting in front of you, holding your head at their favorite angle while you lick her, and I keep fucking you. Thank you for the evening. Goodnight.”

She recrossed her legs again. “Goodnight.”



I met Wistia's party at the guild hall early the next morning. When I came in, a man with a bald head and a sharp black beard stood.

“You and I should talk,” he said, indicating with a glance that he meant in the hallway away from the party’s private meeting room.

“Sure.”

Outside the door, the adventurer leaned in. “I gotta know, did Horpus send you?”

Ah, this must be Higcliff. “Alexi asked me the same thing. What am I missing?”

He stared me down. Sense Weakness said that his biggest vulnerability was rejection, and that tracked with what I knew of him already. That weakness was why I was here to see him in the first place.

“Is there something I should know?” I asked.

“No, not really,” he said, relaxing. “I had a disagreement with Horpus recently, and I've been worried he might have taken it hard.”

Calling the matter with Horpus’ niece a “disagreement” was appropriately disingenuous for the kind person I expected this mage to be.

“Hard enough to send me here to what? Beat you up?”

“Yes.”

I looked Higcliff up and down. “No, I think I'll pass on picking a fight with you.”

Higcliff laughed and clapped me on the back. “Likewise. Looking forward to hearing your thoughts about this dragon.”

He held the door open for me to let me go back inside first.

Was Higcliff smart enough to pretend he wasn't threatened to get me to drop my guard? I really didn't want to give him that kind of credit, but assuming I fooled him completely would be akin to self-sabotage. I had sated his worry for now, but I needed to be vigilant. If he got the idea to kill me before I killed him, I couldn’t allow myself to get caught flatfooted.

When we finished all the usual introductions, Zane, one of the party's frontliners, stood in front of the chalkboard. He was a muscular, good-looking blonde with a hard jaw and aesthetically pleasing beard stubble.

A simplified version of a village map was drawn on the board already.

“This is the new first floor,” Zane said, his voice a little raspy. “Parts of this are probably not accurate, but this is the best version we have so far.”

He pointed to one side of the city and then the other.

“We need to get from here to here without drawing the dragon or getting swarmed by the stone zombies. The way I see it, letting another party draw the dragon’s attention and then running for it is the best move.”

“Except that's how one of the wipes happened,” Wistia said. “One party was the distraction while another bolted for the second floor. They ran into each other because of the monster spawns, and both got roasted.”

“That's more an issue with dungeon traffic than the strategy itself,” Higcliff pointed out. “Trying to cross at a slower point in the day probably ups our odds with timing alone.”

Zane thought. “Yeah, I think that's a fair point.”

An idea hit me that was so good I had half an erection already.

“The quality of the distraction might be a variable we can control,” I suggested.

Every head turned to me, confused but curious.

“If the distraction lasted longer and was more reliable while also less dangerous, the quick cross tactic would be the best option, right?”

“Do you have an idea for how we accomplish that?” Zane asked.

“It's not a permanent solution, but I have constructs who might do the job. I’d like to see how they do against a dragon, and their performance will give us a relative idea of how strong the dragon is.”

Zane looked at the board for a minute before shaking his head. “I don't know that we should try a strategy we can't reuse. This problem will still be here when you’re gone.”

I countered, “Or maybe we learn something from this that points us to a better solution. We've all bitched about not having enough information. On top of that, if this gets us through, no one else will have a way to get themselves across. That makes the dungeon exclusive to the brawlers until someone else figures out a solution.”

“Whole dungeon to ourselves does sound nice,” Zane said. “Are you charging us for the constructs?”

“Nope.”

“That makes things easy for me. Anyone opposed to this?”

No one spoke up.

“When will the constructs arrive?”

“I can have them ready for the morning.”

Zane nodded approvingly. “Sounds like a crawl to me.”


Chapter 8

Wistia's party was not thrilled by the attention the silk soldiers and their big breasts attracted. I decided to bring 8 of them with us, which led to a minor argument with the guards over whether or not the constructs needed individual dungeon passes, and that was more fanfare on top of the gawking adventurers passing us by.

They didn't need individual dungeon passes. They counted as summons, as extensions of the adventurer, but it took an hour for a supervisor to show up and confirm that.

A few dozen adventurers got to see my busty, halberd-wielding robots while we waited for the supervisor. Some of them twice. Several parties ventured inside only to retreat the second they saw the dragon. They stared at the golems just as much on their way out.

Great marketing was not the idea that gave me an erection. It was a welcome side effect. The real inspiration for the victory boner was a ways off. Getting constructs into the dungeon was only step one.

When I finally descended the long, steep slope of the cavernous entrance and saw the city on the dungeon's first floor, I was in awe. I had heard a dozen different descriptions of what the hardened lava looked like, and none of them did it justice.

I stood beneath a raised gate as if I had just passed through city walls and not a cave stuffed with three different parties arguing about how to get by the dragon.

The city was like an incomplete sculpture. All of the edges were rounded, and the people still needed their bodies shaped and faces revealed. The final form of this place was somewhere beneath, if only you took the time to chisel that way. Delivering this scale of destruction to an entire city… I saw that as a unique expression of power, and I couldn't help but marvel.

The volcano had frozen a moment in time, and that moment would never get to conclude. It would always be almost finished and nothing more. Human mages had sought that level of destructive power for millennia and never came close to stopping time as this volcano had done.

The parties already waiting at the city gate froze when they saw us. Rather, they froze when they saw the silk soldiers, but the effect was the same. They watched us walk by in silence.

“These constructs really have a chance against a dragon?” Higcliff whispered. His tone sounded more curious than doubtful.

“I've never fought a dragon before, so I don't really have a frame of reference. We'll know pretty quickly if they'll last long enough, though. We just turn around if it looks bad.”

“Your sense of ease is impressive,” Zane said, talking over his shoulder. “I wish I could be as relaxed.”

“I wish I had something tough to reply with, something like ‘I’m not afraid to die because I'm already dead.’”

The party laughed.

“Are we ready to do this?” Zane asked. When everyone nodded, he said, “Byron, on your mark.”

I sent four silk soldiers to our right, ordering them to attract the attention of the dragon and draw it away from the route we planned to take on our left. We kept the other 4 soldiers with us so we could use the same tactic to exit the dungeon when we came back through.

The constructs jumped to the rooftops and leapt across the city in great bounds. One fell through a roof on its second jump but recovered admirably to follow the others. Since they were so soon out of sight, each of the machines produced an unending whistle. When the whistling stopped, I would know none of the constructs were left.

And no, these constructs weren't armed with bombs. We removed them and stored them for later. The bomb capabilities were best kept secret for as long as possible. A first-floor dragon wasn't worth revealing that arsenal to the world.

Dragon wings reminded me of the snapping noise the sails of a ship made in strong winds. For a moment, I was on the deck of a boat on its way to Zaglis, but then I was back in the dungeon.

I didn't actually see the dragon, but its shadow crossed over our party, and I could feel the beat of its wings in my chest.

The whistling grew distant, but it never weakened. All four golems sounded very much alive.

“Go!” Zane called, and we sprinted through the strange statue city.

As we moved between buildings, across streets and down alleyways, stone zombies staggered in our direction.

Ahead, a pack of them blocked the road. Higcliff uttered an incantation and summoned a stone barrier, except he laid it on its side like it was a ramp. That was clever, I thought. I had never seen that trick despite it seeming so obvious in hindsight.

We ran up the ramp and jumped off the other side.

A few turns later, we found a chasm with stone stairs running down its walls. I spared a glance over my shoulder. The last whistle of the lone surviving construct cut out. The dragon needed less than 8 minutes to defeat four silk soldiers. That was pretty good, actually.

A full-grown dragon needed zero seconds to vaporize adventurers with minimum levels of 20, so surviving 8 minutes was fantastic.

We ducked into a tunnel at the bottom of the stairs and paused to collect ourselves.

“Those stairs are new,” Zane said. “Does anyone recognize anything about the layout?”

Everyone shook their heads, except for the silk soldiers. They just stood there with their big metal breasts.

“Byron, you've seen dungeon changes,” he continued. “How much can be different?”

“A few features seem to stick around from dungeon to dungeon, but this could be a whole new floor.”

Zane sighed. “Alright, everyone, we can't assume we know anything about what we’ll find. If there was a dragon on the first floor, we could run into anything down here.”

So we proceeded with caution.

Lava and fire elementals flooded the second floor, so we were too distracted to notice at first, but the tunnels we passed through were lava tubes, and they took us back beneath the city. We found a set of stairs with an iron hatch at the top. From above, it probably looked like any other building floor covered in hardened lava.

If you knew where it was, though, you might be able to dig through and free the hatch. I suspected that was the solution for the dragon on the first floor. Get to this building and then go down instead of trying to cross an entire open city.

We left that hatch alone for the time being to preserve our exclusive access to this floor and set about exploring.

The original dungeon was pretty large in its own right, but the party seemed convinced it had grown. We wandered for two days through caves and occasionally found small shrines like you might see on the side of a highway. They varied, but each was some version of two decorative pillars holding up either end of a rectangular stone.

Sometimes those columns were raw rock. Other times, they were bricks. Or individual sculptures, or stacks of several smaller sculptures.

They struck me as something religious, but I couldn't point to any specific reason why. I wasn't the only one who was curious about them. The first night we made camp, Wistia’s party debated their significance.

“Maybe the eruption revealed them somehow?” Higcliff proposed.

Zane shook his head. “They're built on top of the dried lava flow, like they were added later.”

“No, you're right,” he admitted. “That's a good point.”

“I wonder if we will find more,” Wistia mused. “Or maybe something more elaborate. Travel shrines are always between places, so is there a place at the bottom?”

“That's an interesting thought,” Zane said. “City on top? Maybe a city on the bottom too?”

“If there is a city, that means more than beast types and elementals,” Higcliff suggested. “We might see more sophisticated humanoids.”

Gale and Hixxia laughed.

Higcliff raised his arms. “What?”

“‘Sophisticated,’” Zane teased.

Wistia leaned toward me. “This is a bit of an inside joke. Higgy hired live-in maids and called it ‘sophisticated,’ and we've been giving him a hard time ever since.”

“He’s right!” I argued. “That is sophisticated.”

Higcliff grinned. “Thank you!”

God, it was so easy to fool people. Agree with someone on something dumb, and suddenly they forget you might want to kill them.

“Getting maids was the best thing I ever did,” I said with a shrug.

Wistia hit my shoulder. “You're no fun.”

“I won't stand for bullying.”

Higcliff laughed. “You’re alright, Byron. You can take Zane’s job if you want it.”

“I don’t recommend it,” Zane joked. “It's a shit gig.”



Higcliff and Wistia both ended up being right, though that wouldn’t be confirmed until weeks after our run. The bottom of the dungeon wasn’t so much a city as it was an incredibly large temple, but there was a humanoid civilization down there.

We reached the third level on the fourth day and weren't provisioned to be in the dungeon much longer. In the half day we had to explore, we encountered the outer edge of the underground temple. We searched halls and chambers covered in artwork depicting naked women worshipping a red dragon. The temple was guarded by female dragon kin of all colors, but the red dragon kin appeared to be superior to all the others. They gave the orders, and they were always the most protected.

I would have liked to spend more time investigating than that, but we had to turn back.

That journey gave me a lot of time to think about how the Minsic dungeon had changed. This new chapter moved the dungeon story further forward than I would have thought possible. The other dungeon changes I witnessed truly felt like a single chapter, but the Minsic dungeon was far more than that.

In Lopav, the kobolds conspired with the Frozen Fiend to overthrow their lizardman masters. In Flowst, the dam near a troubled kingdom broke and flooded everything, awakening a dryad seed deep beneath the castle. In Grubiit, constructs and slimes took an evolutionary step forward, going from abandoned science experiments to strange new hybrids.

But Minsic went from a juvenile dragon sleeping underground to an adult dragon lording over a destroyed civilization, while an elaborate temple full of worshippers lived under the volcano.

Didn't that sound like a chapter was missing? Perhaps even three or four? I would have expected at least one chapter before this one, such as a version of the dungeon where the city was intact, or one where the city was destroyed but the temple hadn't been built yet.

That made me wonder if, perhaps, I had been too conservative with the new chapter I wrote for Grubiit. If I received another free chapter, would it be better to play it safe to be sure the core accepted it, or should I be bold and try to get a bunch of new monsters in my spawn menu?

I didn't have an answer for that yet, but it was worth pondering.

By the time we reached the surface, I did succeed in answering a more pressing question: how to serve up Higcliff to Horpus.



We emerged from the dungeon midway through the last day of our crawl and went our separate ways for baths and naps. We reconvened that evening for a celebration of our success, starting with food and drink.

Of the women in the party, Wistia was the only one who interested me. I would bang Gale and Hixxi if they asked nicely, but I had no intention of pursuing them. What desire I had for Wistia waned, however, when I entered the tavern and saw her sitting on Higcliff's lap. Her fit form shone in her thin sundress, draping and wrapping every muscular curve. She wasn't wearing a bra, and probably wasn't wearing panties either.

Setting a generous pouch of dream dust on the table made me the hit of the evening. From there, I coasted on my party boy persona and pretended to enjoy myself.

This side quest to Minsic was taking too much time. Paladin intel from Horpus was only so useful, and I knew at some point the effort I invested here would have been better spent leveling.

So I hammed it up as much as I could, pushing everyone to drink and snort everything in sight in the interest of moving this along.

I held myself at a comfortable but functional degree of buzzed. The food didn't matter to me, and I briefly considered how awful my life would be if I lost my ability to get drunk or high the way I lost my sense of taste.

Fuck, that would suck.

Sometime around 1 a.m., with the party in the tavern still raging, Wistia draped herself over me from behind, her breasts pressed against my back, and her voice was breathy in my ear.

“Fuck me,” she slurred. “Come with me. Now.”

No one else from the party had left yet, and I really wanted to see Higcliff out if I could. Dreamdust had him walking in another dimension, so his decision-making was poor. Furthermore, this was the lowest I had ever seen his guard. Even without the drugs, he wasn’t thinking about Horpus sending someone to exact revenge.

I might not get this good a chance to snatch him ever again, so I couldn’t leave with Wistia. Not yet.

“How about a game?” I proposed.

“What game?”

I guided her to sit on the bench next to me.

“If I could make you finish right here, do you think you'd be able to hide it?”

“How could you do that? Everyone would see.”

“Say they couldn't. Humor me.”

She grinned. “It'd be fun to try.”

“I have an… ability. I can hide what I'm doing, but I'm not confident you could hide taking it.”

“What is it?”

“I'm putting something between your legs. Reach under the table and gently–please, gently–feel it.”

She slid her hand under the table and jolted a little bit. Her fingers fumbled, but as soon as she recognized what it was, she grabbed the shaft of the tentacle dick and started jerking as if out of habit.

“How… I don't…” she stammered.

I whispered in her ear, “If you spread your legs just a little bit, I'll do the rest. Guide me down if that's what you want.”

She looked around the tavern. Most of the people there were either watching an exceptional game of cards in the corner or standing at the bar, yell-talking to each other and to the barman. Her hand never stopped pumping as she considered her options.

Then I felt her press me down between her legs.

Nope. She wasn't wearing panties. She was already so wet that it had soaked into her bush.

Wistia attempted to sit upright for less than 5 seconds. As soon as my tip parted her lips and rubbed across her clit, she put her head down on the table and pretended to be asleep.

I felt her flex, trying to keep herself from bouncing each time I thrust. I kept the force and tempo reasonable, though. She deserved a fighting chance.

When I looked up, Higcliff lingered near the door, as if he was preparing to leave. I couldn't let that happen. Not yet.

I raised a pouch of dreamdust to catch his attention. “One more for the road?”

“It's rude to refuse a gift,” he said with a grin and ambled over.

I used my knife to line up a run for each of us.

“She asleep?” he asked of Wistia.

“Really drunk, I think.” And also very distracted, and I was starting to get distracted too. Every time she flexed her abs to steady herself and suppress her moans, her sex tightened around me. That might have been a tentacle dick rather than my original member, but it was no less sensitive. I needed to play it cool as much as she did.

Having to look at Higcliff's bastard face messed with the mood a bit but not enough that I didn't enjoy myself.

He chuckled and bent forward to put his face in the dreamdust. “Great way to cap off a great run. You should stay a while longer, friend. Do more crawls with us.”

“I don't want my vacation to end either, but I'll be leaving the day after tomorrow. I have work to get back to. But…”

“What’s that look in your eye?” Higcliff asked, bearing a mischievous smile.

Under the table, I added a second dick, so that was one reason for “that look.” Since I couldn't reach Wistia’s ass, I rubbed the tip of the second cock on her clit. She jumped as soon as I touched her.

The other motivation for my smile, the one I was willing to share, was the evening entertainment I scheduled for myself and for Higcliff.

“You good, Wistia?” Higcliff asked before I could reply.

“I'm druuunk.”

Higcliff laughed.

“I have a post-crawl tradition,” I said, picking our conversation back up, “and it feels wrong not to do it even if my main party isn't here. I’m looking forward to it. That's why I'm smiling.”

“What's the tradition?”

“I handpick four girls based on what my party members like and have them delivered to their rooms. Tonight, I get all four to myself.”

He tilted his head. “I thought your party was all women?”

“It is. And I have to say, I have a talent for making those picks. Whatever city we are in, I just know the right desserts when I see them.”

Higcliff raised an eyebrow.

“I picked out four for myself already but saw other contenders. Do you want a batch? My treat.”

Higcliff hesitated but recovered. “If you're offering, sure.”

I waved a barmaid down and asked for a pencil and a piece of paper. When she brought it back, I had her wait. A few moments later, I handed her a list of names and dropped a gold piece in her palm.

“I thought you handpicked them?” Higcliff asked.

“Higgy, Higgy, Higgy.” I patted the adventurer on the back. “I am a professional. I spent my afternoon browsing over 30 different women to pick what I wanted. I have a good memory, so I have an idea of which ones would be best for you.”

He laughed and tossed back his beer.

“They'll meet you with a carriage at 2:30 a.m. They'll park in front of your place and wait for you.”

“You're for real?” he asked.

“I just paid for them. If you don't want them, tell me now so they don't go to waste.”

“You would try to get your money back?”

“No way. I would add them to my pile.”

Higcliff laughed.

Wistia hissed, “Fuck,” and whimpered. Beneath the table, I felt her juice dribble down my tentacle dick.

Higcliff looked at her curiously but didn't say anything.

Four scantily clad women came in the tavern door just then. “That's my order,” I said, withdrawing my dicks to stand. “Enjoy your evening, Master Higcliff.”

I offered him a sloppy, drunken bow. I patted Wistia's head and went up to my room with my multiple alibis in tow.


Chapter 9

A knock came at my tavern door a few hours later. I sent one of the girls to answer it.

“A friend wanted to send you this,” a barmaid said, holding up a bottle of champagne.

“Yes, we’ll take it,” I replied.

That champagne was a signal from Podni. Having the bottle delivered to my room meant that the plan was a success.

While I was teaching four sad prostitutes how to fuck, a carriage pulled up to Higcliff's house at the exact time I promised.

Four feminine hands beckoned him inside. Drunk, high, and tired, Higcliff realized too late that these women weren't what he expected. They were copies of the succubus boss from the Grubiit dungeon, and the carriage was warded to the tits. If he could somehow overpower the monsters, he still wouldn't be able to escape the carriage, nor would any of his cries for help.

If he hadn't fallen for the hooker ploy, I would have kidnapped him with a dozen silk soldiers, but he was gullible and horny, and this method was far quieter. I was sad I didn’t get to see it happen, though.

Now Higcliff was locked in a cabin down the road from Minsic, away from the desert and in a forest. A succubus was on hand to keep him weak, and if that didn’t keep him from escaping, the silk soldiers standing guard inside would. Ideally, he survived long enough for Horpus to get whatever satisfaction he wanted out of this exchange, but if Higliff had to die, he had to die. My constructs could handle that much.

In a just world, I would have been able to shake off the working girls hanging from me and go see the captive Higcliff in person, maybe cut him up a little bit before Horpus arrived. You know, a little treat for myself after all this fucking work. But no, I had to keep up appearances.

The tavern shook just enough that every woman in the room paused. The force didn’t physically shake anything off the walls or spill the beer I had on the nightstand, but the vibration was tangible for an instant, and then it was gone.

Notifications for earning good-aligned levels streamed in, one after another, for a total of 133.

That should have been good news too. A whole barracks of paladins had just been disintegrated by an Unholy bomb. They were no longer a threat to me, and I reaped the spoils via the system.

But I wasn’t the one to kill them. My sword didn’t cut them open. I didn’t watch them bleed out or hear their final gasps of curses and insults. Reading about my success via system notifications was like only seeing profits from a business via a ledger. Never talking to a customer. Never negotiating a deal. Just opening a page and reading a number in a box.

Fuck. It was so boring.

“You continue to overestimate yourself, viceroy. Your own arrogance is already bleeding you dry.”

I tried to ignore her voice.

I looked down. Two of the girls slowly licked me. We had fucked all night, and now they were running out the clock until their shift was over. The other two girls sat in a plush chair on the other side of the room, making out with no enthusiasm. They too were doing the job, counting down the minutes until they were free.

“Even the women you pay don’t want to be with you.”

I grabbed one of the girls tonguing my shaft by the hair. She yelped in surprise and pain.

Maybe pounding her until she cried would make me feel better. If it didn’t, maybe getting the second or third to whimper and bawl as well, smearing their makeup down their faces with their tears, would give me the gratification I wanted.

The one I held looked up at me with terror in her eyes.

No, little one. You’ve had bad clients before. You think you know what’s coming, but I promise you, the intensity of the next hour will be something you could never imagine.

I’m going to fuck the soul out of your body and make you lick it up when I’m done.

And that got Aurketzu to shut the fuck up.



I intended to spend one more full day in Minsic before I officially vanished. Ghosting the day Higcliff disappeared would be suspicious. Normal people took a day off after a multi-day dungeon run, so that's what I would do too.

On the off chance that books on topics like demons and celestials, or even Abaddon specifically, were in a Minsic shop or library, I had to look. When I returned to the inn empty-handed early that afternoon, I was given a message Wistia had left.

She asked me to come to the guild hall as soon as I could and didn't say why.

I could guess, though.

As soon as I stepped through the door, Wistia pulled me into a side room so we could speak in private.

“Do you know what Higcliff's plans for the evening were?” she asked.

Wistia was there for that conversation, but she was also pretty distracted at the time.

“He was still in the tavern when I went to bed,” I answered. “I bought him some girls, so his next stop would have been home if I had to guess.”

Wistia nodded. “His maid confirmed he came home and stepped out later. She said a bunch of girls came looking for him around 3 a.m., but he hadn't returned, so she sent them away.”

“I can give you the names of the girls I hired if you think that would help.”

“It might. Confirming the maid’s story about girls visiting is a good start.”

I put a hand on Wistia's arm. “I'm all for looking out for a friend, but it's the day after a major drinking event. He's probably sleeping in a corner at some friend's place and will come home when he wakes up.”

“He's always the first in the guild hall the day after a run because he wants his money that badly,” Wistia explained. “Two years of running with him, he has never not been here first. Today? He didn’t show for his cut, not even late. Just never came. You're probably right, but something about it feels wrong to me. I can't ignore that.”

“I get it. I don't know him or the city very well, but I'd be happy to search with you.”

“The others think I'm being paranoid.”

“For me, those gut feelings usually have some truth to them,” I said. “We can go to the brothel first, or I could go if you don't want to be in that kind of place.”

Wistia rolled her eyes. “I'll manage.”

The brothel I hired from was several blocks away from the Dungeon Brawlers guild hall. The specific girls I requested for Higcliff weren't there, but the madam confirmed she sent girls for an appointment, and the client no-showed. I stopped her before she started her “no refunds” speech.

We checked a few of the taverns Higcliff sometimes frequented. We dropped in on friends and acquaintances. We even visited the guard station. No one had seen Higcliff or had any idea of where he might be.

“Asking Alexi for help is probably the next best step,” I said as we paused at the oasis late in the evening. “I was planning to leave tomorrow, but I see how worried you are. I can stay longer and help if you want.”

Wistia leaned into me and put a tired head on my shoulder. “No, you've done a lot already.”

“I don't mind.”

“It's like you said. He probably passed out somewhere with whatever girl he met and will turn up tonight or tomorrow as if nothing happened.”

“That's probably true,” I agreed. “Does Higcliff have enemies? Should we be thinking about that as an explanation?”

“He rubbed a lot of people the wrong way.”

“Really? He seemed nice.”

Wistia laughed. “He gets childish when he doesn't get his way, and he's had some pretty public disagreements with guild leadership.”

“You two seemed close.”

“Why do you say that?”

“You were sitting on his lap at one point last night,” I said.

She sighed. “I was on my way to making a mistake. Hooking up with party members only creates problems. I know that, but… Anyway, I haven't slept with him, or any of the other men in the party.”

I noticed she specified “men,” which left sleeping with the women in the party, but I didn't point that out.

“So he made enemies. Should we look into any of them?”

“No, this is probably a lot of nothing. Thank you for keeping me company today.”

“I didn't mind,” I replied.

“Are we not going to talk about last night?” she asked without lifting her head.

“What about it?”

“Your very long and flexible dick. Or two dicks. I remember two, but I was really fucked up because that can't be right.”

“Sounds like you have it figured out,” I said.

“Is it like a spell?”

“Yes.”

“The toy is surprisingly accurate,” she added. “Now that I've had the real thing, I don't know that I can go back.”

“You use Byron's Blessing?”

“More than I should admit.” She pulled away from me. “Want to come back to my place?”

“I normally would. I'm pretty tired, though. I don't think I've recovered from the crawl, let alone the afterparty.”

She pouted. “Okay, fine. Toy it is.”

I kissed her on the cheek. “He'll turn up. I'm sure of it.”

You know I wasn't tired, but I was horrifically bored. Pretending to give a shit was so draining that finishing in Wistia wasn't enough of an incentive to extend our time together. I wanted to get back to Grubiit so I could conclude this Horpus project and move on to more interesting things.

I turned onto the street my inn was on and felt foreboding wash over me like a stale summer breeze. Sense Danger told me something was off.

I triggered Wraith+5 and dodged to the side, putting every point of my 51 strength into pushing off the earth, turning my sidestep into a great leap.

The heat of a Holy spell blew by me as I moved. I was immune, but that trick was more useful if I hid it. Paladins could still kill me without Holy magic. As soon as they knew Holy didn't work, they would switch to something that would.

I counted four-no, seven paladins. They were dressed like average sellswords, but laying eyes on them was like tasting bile. Their very existence repulsed me on a deep and spiritual level.

I hadn't felt this strongly when I saw paladins before. What did that mean?

Was I more sensitive and more aware, or were they easier to spot because they were exceptionally high-leveled? That didn’t matter right now, though.

I bolted down an alley, turned into another, and then jumped to the rooftop of a cobbler’s shop. Two paladins flickered across my peripheral vision. The seven of them had tracked my movements and maneuvered to surround me. That was annoying, but I wasn’t concerned about my ability to survive this.

Until a beam of golden light came down from the night sky, lighting up the town with an unnatural dawn.

The earth shook in tandem with a boom, the shock originating where the light ended. That point was obscured by the city around me, so I didn’t know what had landed until it took to the sky. A man carved from white marble flapped silver wings as he climbed. His white hair was longer than he was tall, and it rippled from the wind of his flight.

This was an angeli, a being like Cici that had not been demoted to grigori and thus still had their wings. As a slave, Cici was incredibly powerful. How much stronger would a free angeli be? No, not just free, but the kind of angeli that came to the material plane when paladins called for aid. I had to assume this was a true celestial warrior.

I should run, I thought to myself, but then the bloodlust hit. I wanted to watch these paladins suffer, but 7 paladins and 1 celestial versus a single Byron wasn’t fighting fair.

I activated Shadows of Death, an ability that released the shades of my slain enemies so that they could fight once more, but this time on my behalf. 21 spirits of dead paladins poured forth, jumping off the cobbler’s roof in every direction to fight men who used to be their brothers in arms. Spikes of heat erupted around me as my enemies activated Turn Undead and other Holy magic to combat my shades.

Sending paladins to kill paladins was so deeply satisfying.

Good-aligned levels increased by 22.

One paladin down.

I jumped to the next roof, dodging the meteor of a celestial as he crashed into the spot where I had stood moments before. He burst through the wall as he sped to pursue me. This angeli didn’t give a shit about the innocent people living here, and the hypocrisy of these so-called “good” paladins destroying the homes and livelihoods of simple peasants fed a burning rage in whatever was left of my soul.

Good-aligned levels increased by 16.

A level 16 paladin was after me? That was almost insulting. Of course, he was going to die.

5 paladins and 1 celestial to go.

I dropped to the ground to dodge the angeli. He wasn’t wielding a weapon, I realized. The edges of his wings were like razors, and he seemed to use those in lieu of a sword or a spear.

With low expectations, I triggered Darkness.

Judging by the way the celestial dove, he could see through the illusion, but a paladin who had just come around the corner could not. He was confused and flatfooted. I cut off his head.

Good-aligned levels increased by 22.

I rolled through the dirt to dodge the celestial’s next pass. Goddamn, was he fast. He took to the air again and banked, preparing another attack. If he got a hit in, I wasn’t sure if I’d survive it.

The only way to outrun this angeli would be to make a break for my inn room to hit my teleporter out. If I could get there in time, the angeli would no doubt destroy most of the inn, killing the people who happened to be inside. Whether or not it was my fault, being associated with the deaths of civilians was bad for my goals.

Running was out, so I had to win.

I had a Podni bomb on my belt, but we had only just detonated a similar bomb in the paladin’s barracks the other day. If I used a bomb like that here, my connection with those murders would be confirmed.

Think. Think. Think.

I dove, and the celestial crashed through a hostel.

When I came back to my feet, four paladins surrounded me. In the air, the celestial was about to dive bomb me again.

I really wanted to save them, but I had 197 unspent Loyalty Pledges in my system. I dropped 50 into strength, 50 into dexterity, and 50 into constitution, bringing them to 101, 85, and 92, respectively.

Grabbing one paladin by the neck, I threw him into a second, and then my sword cut through the remaining two. I cleaved them in half at the stomach, but my weapon ignored armor, so their breastplates held their torsos together as they crumpled into the expanding lakes of their own blood.

Good-aligned levels increased by 83.

A wing flew in front of my eyes. I parried, the force of the blow spinning me in place, my arm feeling as if it might rip free from my shoulder. Fighting this angeli one-on-one did not look promising, even with my god-like stats. He was too fast. Too mobile. And too strong. Worse yet, I wasn’t convinced he was even trying all that hard. From what I had read, angeli could use magic, and most wielded weapons. This celestial, meanwhile, was basically fist-fighting me while I threw everything I had back at him.

How would I fare when he gave it his all?

I triggered Shadows of Death again, loosing the shades of four newly dead paladins. I used Silk Walk to run into the air as I barreled toward the inn. I crashed through the window of my room and slapped the dresser where a silk noose hung.

I landed in my rectory in Flowst.

One celestial had me on the run with my tail between my legs. I wouldn’t survive a group of them hunting me down.

I had to get stronger. Much, much stronger.



“How certain are you that you aren’t a suspect in his disappearance?” Horpus asked, standing outside of a rundown cabin a ways outside of Minsic.

A carriage I provided was behind him, and I assured him that both the cabin and the carriage were warded for sound. Unless someone was standing right here with us, no one inside the carriage or the cabin could hear us speaking. Not Higcliff, bound to a chair and blindfolded, and not Horpus’ niece as she waited for her uncle to open the carriage door and explain where they were and why they had come here.

“Certain,” I answered. “I spent yesterday and the day before helping to look for him. My whereabouts were confirmed by a dozen witnesses, and no one is aware that any of my people ever came to the city. Given what’s at stake here, does that really matter, though?”

“No, I suppose not.”

I offered Horpus a wooden box. “Healing potions. In case you want to make it last longer.”

He nodded and took them, his eyes locked on the door to the cabin.

“Byron,” he said after a time. “I need one more favor.”

This fucking guy.

“Name it,” I replied.

“Come inside with me, and don’t let me kill him. Not yet. I’m not sure I have the self-control to keep my emotions steady on this one.”

“I can do that for you.”

“Thank you.”

I opened the door for Horpus and followed him in. Knowing that Horpus would be visiting, I made sure that a succubus or other type of demon wasn’t here to spook him. Four silk soldiers waited inside to subdue Higcliff if necessary, and Podni was with them to supervise. She sat in the corner reading a book.

Higcliff was tied to a chair, blindfolded and gagged, his arms bound to the armrests. His head lifted and jerked side to side as if hearing a little bit better would reveal who had just entered the room.

Podni looked up, saw Horpus, and offered a small, respectful nod. He did the same in return, and she stood to quietly make her exit, picking up a sheathed sword leaning against the wall next to her as she did. She handed it to me and ran her fingers along my waist as she passed, a reminder that she had earned several rewards for her efforts in Minsic and looked forward to the payout.

Horpus pulled the blindfold off of Higcliff. As soon as the mage saw whose face stared down at him, he started to scream and jerk in his seat, a desperate attempt to free himself that he knew wouldn’t work. But when death looked upon you and smiled, you knew you had to fight with everything you had left for there to be any hope of survival.

“The eyes can say so much without even a blink. One of life’s beautiful oddities.”

“It’s good that you understand,” Horpus said. “You hurt someone I deeply care about, and then you paraded around the city to celebrate getting away with it. Every time she saw your face, it was like she got hurt all over again. I’m glad I don’t have to explain it to you.”

Higcliff thrashed, his words muffled by the gag.

“You thought you knew who I was,” Horpus continued. “You thought you could get away with it and hide behind laws and guild rules as if I gave a shit. Or maybe you weren’t even smart enough to think about the consequences. You saw something you wanted, she said no, and you took it anyway. I don’t know which explanation makes me angrier.”

Horpus drew a small dagger from his belt. Higcliff’s breathing quickened, his fear driving him toward hyperventilation.

“I long for the day when I can touch myself in moments like this.”

“If this was only about me, I would start by tying off tourniquets for each of your limbs. You don’t feel as much pain that way, which is a fair criticism of the method, but you would get to watch pieces of you disappear, chunk by chunk. I prefer that kind of pain, and I don’t have to worry about you bleeding out. I’m going to give you a choice, though. Shall I tell it to you?”

The prisoner offered a muffled “yes.”

“Instead of torturing you, I can kill you quickly. All you have to do is nod your head, and I will grant you that mercy.”

The fight in Higcliff’s eyes went dim. He had underestimated Horpus once, but now his future had no room for misinterpretation. A veteran member of the Thieves’ Guild, someone so good at navigating the kingdom’s underbelly that aspiring villains looked to him for guidance, wanted him dead. Higcliff knew that delaying his own demise would only mean more time to suffer.

So Higcliff nodded. He would take the quick death.

Horpus bellowed a laugh right in his face. “Did you give her a choice? No, you didn’t, but I will.” The guild master turned to me. “Please put his blindfold back on while I step outside.”

“I would bed that man and use his rage to fill myself with bliss.”

“Fucking stop it with that shit,” I said.

Higcliff looked at me, even more confused than before.

Great. I was embarrassed in front of a prisoner. Aurketzu’s whispers were getting to me, wearing away at how certain I was that she was actually gone, that these were just stray moments of my imagination.

I retied the blindfold as Horpus requested, and he returned a few minutes later with his niece. She was small and frail, like her strength had been stolen from her. Her movements were furtive, but her eyes didn’t have the softness of defeat. They were sharp and resolute. She was wounded but not ready to quit.

She carried Horpus’ dagger.

“Take as much time as you need,” Horpus said with the calming voice of a father encouraging a child to try and swim for the first time.

The wait lasted several minutes. She stood there, blade in hand, looking at the man bound before her. She didn’t move, and her face didn’t change. This was her life and her decision. She didn’t have to go through with this if she didn’t want to.

So that was the question she had to answer right then: What did she want?

She stepped forward and pulled the knot on the blindfold. Higcliff went wild again when he saw her face, yelling through the gag and rocking and jerking in every direction, trying to find a way out of his bindings.

“I can do anything I want?” she asked her uncle.

He nodded.

To Higcliff, she said, “Don’t worry, baby, we both know you want this. Let it happen, and enjoy it.”

She stabbed the dagger through the back of Higcliff’s right hand and into the armrest of the wooden chair.

“That’s the hand you choked me with. Remember that?”

Higcliff reeled from the pain.

“You should beckon this one to your chambers. She is broken. There is bliss for both of you in her hopelessness. You can fill the hole in her heart with your cock, viceroy.”

I did my best to ignore Aurketzu’s words.

I held up the sword Podni left with me and pulled a few inches of the blade from the scabbard. The metal was a searing red, a permanent heat that came from the fire mana crystal Stacey used to forge it.

“It's as hot as it looks,” I said. “It's yours if you want it.”

She accepted the sword, drew it, and inspected the blade. She dropped the flat of the blade on Higcliff's wrist, a few inches up from where the dagger was still embedded in his hand.

He held a long cry of pain this time. His flesh sizzled from the burn, and the room smelled like burnt grease. If it wasn’t already, the enchantment would eat through the flesh to begin burning bone. That was an interesting pain to imagine, one of your bones burning. In a way, I knew that feeling. Getting hit with Holy magic felt like I burned up from the inside. That had to be similar.

I thought watching this would give me some sense of pleasure, but no, I was bored. I stepped next to Horpus and spoke softly.

“Since this is a family matter, I’m going to give you some privacy,” I said. “I have to ask: How many dead paladins did this earn me?”

Without looking away from Higcliff, Horpus answered, “I’ll help you kill every last one of them.”

I put a reassuring hand on his shoulder for a moment.

As soon as I stepped over the threshold and outside Abby’s wards, the world was quiet again. No screams. No cries. No scraping of a chair bouncing across the floor. All I heard were birds in the tree and wind rustling leaves. What a beautiful day it ended up being.


Chapter 10

Podni smiled as my seed splashed across her face and ran down her cheek. She looked up at me from her knees, her eyes full of pleasure and wet from gagging on my sword. I liked this angle for a view. I could see her breasts, pushed forward from her posture and her chest heaving from exertion.

Or I could lean ever so slightly forward and look down the curve of her bare, tan back to her muscular ass. I could stare at her beautiful smile and hypnotizingly deep eyes for hours, and I never tired of running my hand along the hard definition of her gymnast shoulders.

With a single pointer finger, she wiped my cum from her cheek and into her mouth. She never looked away. She wanted me to see her lick up every drop, so I watched, giving her the audience she wanted.

Then she reached forward, squeezed my cock with one hand, and forcefully pulled.

“This is my favorite part,” she whispered. “See that little bead?”

A glistening drop of cum sat on the tip of my dick.

“It’s like the last bite of a dessert,” she continued. “I could eat it and enjoy it, but that would be such a waste. I think it should be savored.”

She wiped my cock around her lips like she was applying lipstick. She closed her eyes and moaned as her tongue licked her lips, taking two full revolutions to be certain she had gotten it all.

“Mmm. I can’t believe I lived so much of my life never feeling this good. Thank you, Father.”

As she stood, Podni guided me to the bed and slid her naked body next to mine. She propped her head up on one hand while the other rolled my testicles in her palm.

“Is it too soon to talk to you about business?” she asked after a while.

“What’s on your mind?”

She continued her slow but forceful massage as she spoke. “I had to wait in that cabin with Higcliff for a long time. I got myself off six times because I had nothing else to do, and I missed you. I thought about bombing those paladins and how happy it would make you, and that helped, but it gave me an idea. Do you remember my ability, Silk Mastermind?”

I did:

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.)

“It says not all spells and abilities are compatible,” she continued, “but what if Intoxicate was an option?”

I definitely remembered Intoxicate. That was one of my favorite unlocks from my time as viceroy:

Intoxicate+10

Passive Ability

Your blessing is so satisfying that it becomes addictive, like a drug. Strength of addictive properties increased by an additional 10%.

Ohh.

Podni saw the realization on my face and grinned. “We’ve been thinking so much about how to do the most damage with my bombs that we might be missing something even more useful.”

“Like detonating an Intoxicate bomb to make whole cities addicted to me.” I bolted upright. “We could even pack smaller versions in with Byron’s Blessing.”

She nodded. “That’s if the system allows it. We can try making some and then test them at a recruitment party. You know how we pulled all the bombs out of the silk soldiers for the Minsic dungeon run?”

In distracting the dragon, I didn’t want to reveal that my constructs had mega Bolt bombs and one ultra-mega Unholy bomb hidden inside of them. I also didn’t want those items to go to waste, so I had Drae remove them and put them in storage.

I laughed. “If we make an Intoxicate construct, we can grow an unlimited number of Intoxicate bombs.”

If we built the bombs as part of the construct and added the construct to the dungeon core spawn menu, I could spend DP to make more bombs. We wouldn’t have to worry about Podni’s cooldown, materials, or availability.

Open the dungeon core menu and select the construct with Intoxicate bombs built into its design. Poof. More bombs.

“Fortune favors you yet again. Such a wasted opportunity that should have been given to me.”

“Imagine how peaceful the world would be if the only thing that mattered to anyone was getting you off?” Podni teased. “We would sell plenty of toys to keep the public placated, and since we would have so many bombs, we could use them as often as we wanted. The design I’m picturing isn’t destructive, so no one would even know when one detonated.”

The biggest expense in this plan was the Dungeon points I would have to spend to add this new Intoxicate construct to my dungeon spawn menu. 2.5 million DP was not a small amount, especially when I was saving to upgrade my Transportation options to include physical gates instead of just singular teleporters–an upgrade that would cost 10 million DP–while also trying to grow an army at the same time.

Podni was right, though. If an Intoxicate bomb were possible and wholly undetectable, I wouldn’t ever need an army. Anyone who would have been my enemy would be busy fucking themselves with Byron’s or Penny’s Blessing instead of coming after me.

“Let’s do it,” I said. “Besides the good-aligned levels, what do you need from me?”

Her hand slid from my balls to my shaft. “I’ve already talked to Drae about my idea. She says she can make what I’m asking for, but she’ll need a liter of your seed to make it work.”

I frowned.

Podni shrugged. “I know, I should have saved what you just gave me, but I couldn’t help myself. We have no choice but to extract more.”

“I suppose if we have to,” I said. “You should get to work, then.”

With a grin, Podni lowered her head into my lap and took me back in her mouth.

Being a sovereign was so damn demanding. A weaker man wouldn’t be able to keep up.

“Would you put your cock in my mouth, viceroy?”

Maybe I was the weaker man, after all. What kind of man was not in control of his own mind?



I stepped out for an early morning walk along the Zaglis beach. When I returned to my rectory, I expected to find Purity and Solara asleep in my bed, their bare limbs entangled. Instead, they were both awake, sitting against the headboard with their legs spread. Each of them had a silk initiate lying on their stomachs, their arms underhooking their mistress’ thighs to pull their faces deeper. Sarah, Solara’s abyssal serpent familiar, seemed just as interested in watching the show as her master.

“Would you like a morning snack?” Solara teased as I approached the bed.

Both of the initiates’ asses were appealing. One was wide and round, and the other was small and sporty. What was I in the mood for?

“You both have level-up selections to make, right?” I asked. They had done a few runs to help our weaker members in my absence, and that was finally enough to push them over the edge to level 18.

My women nodded.

I climbed onto the bed, standing on the mattress. I straddled Solara, standing over her hips as well as the head of the initiate, licking between them.

“Suck,” I commanded.

Solara smiled and opened her mouth, but she didn’t reach for me with her hands or lean toward me with her mouth. She stayed put as a small act of defiance. If I wanted her, I would have to take it. My sorceress was in a feisty mood. I could play along.

I rested the tip of my cock on her lower lip. Her tongue flicked at it, and her lips pressed on me, but she still didn’t move her head. With a slight thrust of my hips, I gave her more to suck on. Her cheeks shrank inward when she sealed her mouth around me.

“Penny,” I said, turning to find that Purity enjoyed watching Solara and me together. “Tell me about your unlocks.”

“Yes, Master,” she replied.

Her options included the following:

Summon Abyssal Servant

Active Ability

Cooldown: 10 minutes

Summon a random abyssal demon to fight on your behalf. Demon’s level is equivalent to yours. This ability does not include a contract and does not affect your minion count.

Sugar Daddy Bonus improved the demon’s level from 75% of your level.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Reduce cooldown to 5 minutes.)

(Bonus Pledge: Instead of summoning a random abyssal demon, summon an orgasm wraith instead. At will, the sovereign can temporarily control the tightness of your pussy and your ass.)

Heard Prayers

Active Ability

When active, hear the prayers of anyone praying to you at that time.

Sugar Daddy Bonus removed the cooldown.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain intuitive knowledge of the praying follower’s faith in you.)

(Bonus Pledge: Make those prayers audible to anyone within 30 ft of you. At will, the sovereign can temporarily control the tightness of your pussy and your ass.)

Abyssal Retribution

Active Ability

Cooldown: Once per day

Deliver a cataclysmic amount of Abyssal damage to every enemy within 30 ft of you. You cannot cast spells or use prayers again until after a long rest.

Sugar Daddy Bonus reduced cooldown from once per week.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Add Unholy damage to Abyssal Retribution.)

(Bonus Pledge: Increase distance of affected area by an additional 15 ft. At will, the sovereign can temporarily control the tightness of your pussy and your ass.)

Purity was on her thirteenth Bonus Pledge, and they continued to grow in extremes with every level up. Recent Pledges included the ability for her nipples to be as sensitive and functional as clitorises, while another put a new G-spot in the back of her throat. The implications of this new Bonus Pledge opened the door to all sorts of creative opportunities.

I felt a throb as my erection hardened even more in Solara’s mouth.

“Does Heard Prayers sound useful?” Purity asked. “I would like to help our people, but I’m doubtful that hearing individual pleas would be all that effective.”

“I agree, especially when Penny’s Blessing gets full distribution. You’ll hear a lot of horny prayers in those cases.”

Purity nodded. “Abyssal Retribution makes me useless until the next day, so that one’s out. I think Summon Abyssal Servant has my interest.”

“Didn’t you get Summon Silk Succubus for your last level up?”

“Yes.”

“But that’s not in the running as a choice?” I asked.

“No…”

“Why-” I grinned. “You want the orgasm wraith.”

“Yes.”

“In the Silk, you can have anything you want,” I said.

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

An amorphous and ghastly figure appeared in the middle of the rectory. A skull wrapped in a tattered robe, the wraith had no visible legs, and its skeletal hands faded at the wrist bones instead of connecting to a visible arm.

The wraith drifted forward and touched the initiate licking my archpriestess. The girl immediately moaned and writhed, her pleasure muffled by Purity’s snatch.

I pulled out of Solara’s mouth, and this time she chased it with hungry desperation. I claimed the same position straddling Purity but didn’t give her time to tease. Purity’s groan vibrating my shaft told me that pushing all the way to her throat G-spot from the start was exactly what she wanted.

The orgasm wraith drifted over to Solara’s initiate and touched her next.

“Read me your level 18 options,” I commanded Solara.

“Yes, Master,” she gasped.

I noticed then that she hadn’t wiped up at all during or after her fellatio. Her saliva ran down her chin and dripped on her plump breasts. When she lifted a hand from the initiate’s head, I thought she meant to clean it up. Instead, she ran her fingertips across her wet chest and used the same fingers to pinch and rub her own nipples.

Her options:

Virgin Harvester

Active Ability

Sacrifice a virgin woman to gain a 2% bonus to a school of magic you know. Sacrifice does not need to be willing, but ability holder must deliver the killing blow. Virgin must be at least 18 to trigger this ability.

Sugar Daddy Bonus improved the bonus from 1%.

Sovereign’s Prerequisite: Corpse Builder, Blood Harvest

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain 1% of resistance to a school of magic that you know.)

(Bonus Pledge: Increase bonus by an additional 1%. When in the presence of the sovereign outside of combat, your sensitivity to any touch from a person is increased by an additional 25%.)

Summoning Savant

Passive Ability

If you have correctly drawn a spell circle, knowledge of the circle is stored in your system. You can place any of those spell circles at will as long as you are not in combat. Summoning circle takes 30 minutes to fully draw itself.

Sugar Daddy Bonus upgraded ability from storing only one spell circle.

Prerequisite: Draw 50 summoning circles by hand, Specialist

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Summoning circle draw-time reduced by 25 minutes.)

(Bonus Pledge: When you draw a new spell circle for the first time, gain a 25% bonus to your accuracy. When in the presence of the sovereign outside of combat, your sensitivity to any touch from a person is increased by an additional 25%.)

Unholy Storm

Passive Ability

For an additional mana cost of 25% of the original cast, add Unholy damage to any offensive spell. Unholy damage is equivalent to 25% the strength of the base spell.

Sugar Daddy Bonus reduced mana cost from 50%.

Prerequisite: Demons of the Storm, Silk Specialist

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Spend 25% of your lifeforce to add an additional 25% to the Unholy damage calculation. Lifeforce spent in this manner is equivalent to physical damage.)

(Bonus Pledge: Add abyssal damage equivalent to Unholy damage by spending another 25% of your life force. When in the presence of the sovereign outside of combat, your sensitivity to any touch from a person is increased by an additional 25%.)

Virgin Harvester was an interesting twist. For the low price of cold-blooded murder, we could buff an entire school of magic indefinitely. I immediately felt an understanding with Solara about that unlock: We should discuss it, but not in front of initiates.

“Summoning Savant would be-Mmm,” Solara paused to writhe a moment, her eyes closed. “Summoning Savant would be useful, but I’m not that lazy. Do we need Unholy damage?”

I shook my head.

An unusual sensation distracted me for a moment. I looked down to see Purity’s Abyssal Fingers wrapping my balls and the base of my shaft, massaging gently. That was new. I let her know I liked it with a few hard thrusts.

“I’ve thought about this a lot already,” Solara continued. “I think I should take Silk Summoner or another bump of Specialist.”

Specialist would further enhance her Bolt damage, but I could see why Silk Summoner appealed to her:

Silk Summoner

Passive Ability

All of your summons receive an additional 10% to damage and damage resistance.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the bonus 10% to damage resistance.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: All summons receive an additional 5% bonus to damage resistance.)

(Bonus Pledge: All summons receive an additional 5% bonus to their base speed…)

These days, Solara used Demons of the Storm to summon hundreds of storm mephits, drowning our enemies with electric monsters. She also frequently used Abyssal Silk Knight, an exceptionally strong summon, even if it didn’t benefit from her Bolt buffs. It would benefit from Silk Summoner, though.

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

Solara groaned and doubled over, clutching her head. She screamed, her back stiffening. Long and twisted white horns, like those of an impala, sprouted from the top of her head. They were nearly identical to Abby’s but white instead of black.

Sarah slithered around Solara as if worried for her master. After a few moments, Solara’s body relaxed. She lifted her head, her eyes wet from intense tears, and prodded at her horns with her fingertips. Her other hand found the back of the initiate’s head and pushed it back between her legs.

“I love them,” Purity whispered. “They suit you perfectly.”

“Really?” Solara replied.

“They’re beautiful,” I said. “I don’t recall an abyssal trait being in the unlock options.”

“The Bonus Pledge went from making me 25% more sensitive to touch to 50%,” Solara said. That was the system’s ‘punishment’ for having passed on taking a Bonus Pledge for that ability previously. “Then it offered me the option to add another 10% to my summoning damage by taking an abyssal trait.”

“You made a good choice,” I added while Purity nodded.

The orgasm wraith alternated touching the initiates. Left, right, left, right–triggering a climax in the young women each time.

Via Purity’s silk telepathy, I told her, “I want to try something.”

I stepped back to the very edge of the bed, giving me a clear view of all four of my treasures. I brought out all 10 of my Tentacle Dicks. I slipped one under the initiate-licking Purity and slid another into my archpriestess. Activating her new Bonus Pledge to tighten her snatch gripped my dick like an angry hand. Purity jumped at the change in sensation, and I gave her a hit of Rope Burn+25 in case my cock in her tinier pussy hurt.

In my mind, I told Purity to touch me with the orgasm wraith.

She smiled and complied. All 10 of my free dicks blew their loads, drenching my women in a rainstorm of cum. The tentacle inside Purity withdrew. She grabbed her initiate’s head with both hands and pressed her tight, forcing her to lick up the finish that dripped out.


Chapter 11

We held our first Capital recruitment party and made it completely open-door. We had hosted similar recruitment events in Zaglis and Grubiit, but we capped the attendance in both cases. Since the Capital was the most populated city in the kingdom, it was the largest pond, and the University added even more depth to the pool. As much fun as endless sex with dozens of women could be, this night was important for several important, practical reasons as well.

We were about to open up a bunch more recruitment living spaces because more followers would make me more powerful, and Podni had bombs to test.

So we rented a banquet hall large enough for 400 people and wouldn't close the doors until it was packed full. The night of the event, I talked with my party as well as my liluti, Abby, in a back room as we waited for the event to start.

“Once the hall is full, Byron will start the event,” Solara explained. “Abby will tell us how horny they feel at that point, and we'll observe their reactions too. Then Byron will go back out of sight. Podni sets off her device, and Byron reappears to see how they react after.”

“How quickly will it take effect?” Purity asked.

“I wish I knew,” Podni answered. “If the system accepted the ability, it should work, but we don't know what the mechanics are like.”

Solara nodded. “Could be instant or take days. There's no way of knowing.” I meant it when I said I liked her new horns, but I still wasn’t used to seeing the ivory-white spikes extending from her head.

“If it works too well, we’re going to have a room full of cum-hungry zombies,” Invia said.

Solara giggled. “That's actually a real possibility.”

“I'll survive,” I joked.

“We know you would. They wouldn't, and we need them in one piece to milk for Will points.”

Purity closed her eyes. She did that sometimes when speaking telepathically so we would know why she was distracted.

When she opened them again, she said, “Kierka just let me know we're ready to start.”

“I'll be right back,” I said.

The venue wasn't built to host shows or performances, but there was a small stage for a band to play during dinner or dances. I climbed the few stairs backstage and stepped around the curtain wearing my golden lion mask and a set of my fanciest silks. Given the occasion, I thought all black was appropriate.

I looked out over a dense crowd of mostly young women in various types of dresses. The less well-off did their best to dress up for the special occasion, while the rich girls often thought of these recruitment events as beauty pageants, but you didn't need money to be attractive, and even then, looks were only a part of the criteria.

“I'm happy to see all of you today. Tonight is about finding the right people for the Order of the Silk Noose. We are a demanding group, but our members will tell you the rewards match the effort. Anyone you see wearing a lion mask of any color is a member. For this first phase of the night, make friends with each other and with our existing members. Learn about each other and learn about the Silk, and enjoy yourselves. You can have as much drink and dreamdust as you want.”

And I stepped backstage.

“They are slightly more aroused than an average human female in heat,” Abby said, sniffing the air. “I would expect this reaction from seeing our Master for the first time.”

“That’s our baseline,” Solara stated. “Let’s see how it changes.”

Podni smiled. “2… 1…”

The two bombs went off but didn't make any noise or produce any noticeable blast. They released a pulse of Intoxicate, and then an ultra-aerated mist of my cum was released into the room, its gaseous state helping it to spread.

Solara flushed. “Well, I can definitely feel it.”

Invia, Podni, and Purity nodded.

“We get the first batch of blessings when we reach the last phase for the party,” Invia said. “Please don't make us wait.”

“Or give us each at least two of your dicks right now,” Podni suggested. “Two each.”

I shook my head. “Go run the party, and we’ll see who has earned it by then.”

Podni paused on her way out to whisper to me, “I want so much cum in me that it leaks out my ears.”

And then she moved on. She loved to say fucked up shit like that, and I loved to listen.

Invia came up behind me, wrapped her arms around my waist, and groped me over my pants. “What about a little blessing right now?”

“Go earn it,” I said.

She pouted. “You're mean.”

I used Silkmancer to grab the ribbon on her throat and turned her around, pressing her face against the wall. I lifted her skirt, revealing two bare butt cheeks divided by a silk thong, and gave her two stinging smacks.

“No Rope Burn?” Invia asked, doing her best to look back at me.

I slapped again. “Only pain.”

Stopping on an odd number felt wrong, so I gave her one more smack and then enjoyed a squeeze of her small but athletic ass. Feeling that taut skin with a welcoming cushion beneath never got old.

“Go help Podni,” I commanded.

Still controlling Invia by her silk, I yanked and pulled her out of the room.

“Both of you too,” I said to Purity and Solara. I watched them consider defying me just for the fun of it, but they did as I commanded.

Solara gave Purity's ass a feel on the way out. As much as I wanted that to have been for my benefit, I knew those two tremendously enjoyed each other's bodies.

When I turned around, Abby was on her hands and knees with her night-black ass in the air. Her three tails danced about but stayed raised so I would have a clear view of her ass and her slit.

“If you can't give me your seed, punish me with your hands instead,” she cooed, wiggling her hips. “Spanking a demon is safe for a human. I promise.”

I had thus far resisted touching any of the three demon sisters. Would Abby’s abyssal skin feel like a human’s? Would it be warmer, colder, or maybe something wholly alien, a sensation that didn't exist on the material plane?

If Invia's abyssal tongue was so good for head, how much more amazing would Abby’s be after a few centuries of practice?

Could I even fuck Stacey's chrome pussy? Would the texture of Drae’s lizard skin feel good on my cock?

But I always heard Aurketzu warning me that sex with any demon would be my downfall. Not all of her words were pure manipulation, and she had offered me life-saving advice on multiple occasions. I couldn't tell which this was, and anything on the human plane that had ever been written or said about humans boning demons assumed it was a bad idea.

People were prudes, though. Homosexuality used to be criminal, and that was enough for me to doubt anything humanity had ever believed. The first time I saw a girl eat out another girl was the closest I ever came to a religious experience in my life, a triumph that ended up standing for the many centuries of my extended life.

Any man who looked at that spectacle and vowed to keep it from ever happening again–robbing the world of immeasurable joy for all genders–should have been executed on the spot, not held up as a leader.

I liked it so much that it became background entertainment for me. I spent many nights reading and studying while two or three women pleasured each other somewhere nearby. Yes, sometimes I interrupted for my own direct satisfaction, but not always. It was like living art. Just being in its presence lifted my mood.

The same men who decided women shouldn't fuck each other probably also decided that humans shouldn't fuck demons.

And Aurketzu definitely didn’t get to decide for me either.

“Finger yourself,” I commanded Abby.

She didn't hesitate. She kept her ass high and reached back between her legs, rubbing two fingers up and down on her clit.

“Foolishness. Pure foolishness.”

I was wondering when the sorceress in my mind would speak up.

“Count to five,” I said, stepping forward and smacking her ass as hard as I could. Her levels were likely in the 100s. She could take it.

“One.”

Slap.
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“Two.”

“Put two fingers in,” I ordered and brought my hand down again.

“Three,” Abby moaned as she reached inside herself.

“Weak. You are weak.”

Smack.

“Four.”

“Finger yourself harder.”

She started to move her hand faster.

“Harder than that. I want you to hear your fingers fucking you.”

Abby grinned and started to pound herself, her palm clapping off her lips and clit each time she shoved her fingers deep.

I gave her one more spank.

“Five.”

And triggered Rope Burn+25.

Abby immediately squirted, and her moan felt like a siren's call, as if the whole of reality was sucked toward her in that moment, caught in the implosion of her orgasm.

“You have begun your undoing.”

Purity stepped into the room right then and froze, staring at Abby’s wet ass in the air and her drool on the floor.

“I didn't mean to interrupt,” she said before biting her lip. Her eyes hadn't left Abby’s holes yet. Purity felt the gravitational pull of the demon’s ass as well.

“She just finished,” I replied. “Are you ready for me?”

Purity nodded. “Can she still sense arousal in this condition?”

I frowned. That was a good question. I snatched the silk on Abby’s neck and pulled to bring her upright.

“Can you?” I asked.

“Yes, Master,” she answered with a pleasure-filled coo.

I followed Purity on stage, and the tone shift was as distinct as a thunderclap. This was two doses of Intoxicate+57–yes, I put 47 more Loyalty Pledges into Intoxicate–and they hadn't all turned into sex-crazed zombies. No one rushed the stage begging to suck my dick, which would have been nice, but my presence got their attention, as if they could smell that I entered the room.

Each face had the hungry, confident focus of a woman who had decided she was going to fuck me tonight. That might be a few hours away yet, but she knew it, and she couldn't help imagining what it was going to be like.

“How about some entertainment to go with the evening?” I asked.

Three dozen women in silk lingerie and lion masks marched into the banquet hall and climbed onto the tables in pairs. They were all told they could do whatever they wanted as long as they actively pleasured each other in the process.

One pair lay down in a missionary position, making out. Another pair left one girl standing while the second dropped to her knees to use her mouth. One pair sat side by side and fingered each other. Another pair used all four hands to finger just one of the two. And on and on the creativity went.

“If anyone feels inspired,” I added, “the Silk teaches us that we can have whatever we want. If what you want is standing next to you, you don't need to wait.”

And I made my exit. I found Abby where I left her. She was slowly fingering herself again. I was alive. I was still in control of my fate. Aurketzu was wrong again.

“Are you going to say anything about that?” I asked in my mind.

No response.

Why did I keep doing that? I had caught myself speaking back to the voice before, and I had long decided that was a bad idea for a number of reasons, but I couldn’t help myself.

Aurketzu didn’t speak, but it was like I could sense her sulking in the corner of my brain.

“A third of the women salivated when they saw your cock enter the room,” Abby said before I needed to ask. “Nearly all of them got a little bit wet, and they all imagined themselves taking your cock. Their willingness to act on that desire immediately varied because of social pressures, but in their minds, every one of those women was getting fucked by my Master’s perfect dick.”

That was the kind of outcome we hoped for. Repeat users of Byron’s Blessing, now with a dollop of real jizz in the magically generated load, would dose themselves with Intoxicate+57 several times over. If this was the reaction we saw with only two Intoxicate Bombs, someone who exposed themselves to the force of 7 or 8 of those bombs over the course of a month or two would think about nothing other than my dick.

Podni was a genius.

Solara and Sarah appeared backstage. “We were talking, and we’re not sure if the hotel suite will fit everyone for the final phase. We could end up with close to 200 new initiates at this rate, if that's okay.”

“If they make it through the process, they're worthy,” I replied. “However many that ends up being is fine.”

“Are you okay with keeping the recruitment party here?” Solara asked. “I would send a few of the girls to fetch the drink and the dust from the hotel, and then send a few to go get us extra. We're going to need it.”

“Yes, that's fine. We can distribute the party favors now too.”

“Yes, Father,” Solara said with a bow and an evil grin.

I watched from the shadow of the stage curtain as members of the Silk marched into the banquet hall, carrying armfuls of Byron’s Blessings like they were firewood. Behind them were girls carrying baskets of the suction glasses.

They offered them to every girl they passed, and they stopped at the tables where the entertainment still pleasured each other, dropping off toys for each pair.

The candidates in the room were shy, hesitant, and nervous as they inspected the replicas of my cock. The girls on the tables, however, didn't hesitate. They were as creative with the toys as they were with their positions.

One pair with a particularly strong sub and dom dynamic took four of Byron's Blessings. One pulled the head of the other girl onto her thigh as if offering a pillow. She reached down, stuffed a dildo in her ass and her pussy, and turned them on to the max thrust setting. She shoved a third in her mouth, and I thought it was interesting that the girl chose to manually thrust the dick in and out of her throat instead of letting the enchantment do the work.

The enchantment would have been gentler.

She put the fourth in herself and set it to steady but slow pumps.

An hour later, we were down to about 180 girls, and we moved into the final phase of the party, which would have typically happened in a fancy hotel suite.

I sat on the stage, and we started to play our usual party games, but this was a lot of bodies. The sense that I was missing opportunities grew by the minute, but I didn’t know how to properly take advantage of this. My limber saboteur saved me.

Podni hopped on my lap and wrapped her arms around me. “How would you like some dessert?”

“Very much so.”

The rest of my party climbed on stage.

“Fuck us, please,” Invia said while Purity, Solara, and Podni begged me with their eyes.

I stood and unzipped my pants. “Only because you asked nicely.”


Chapter 12

-2 to Progress to Your Fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 65 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

The Order of the Silk Noose gained 171 members, and the system's agreement that such an achievement was progress was reassuring. In addition to our new recruits, 11 existing girls said the prayer, but 2 of them had their souls sent to the Spirit of Death when the silk strangled them. The last time that happened, the mood of the party quickly soured.

This time, even with the new recruits, the reaction was far more mundane. The moment was awkward, but once their bodies dissolved to nothing, the 9 survivors started hugging each other to celebrate their achievement, and the party recovered from there.

After the event concluded, we started moving members into the Silk Towers in Sanctuary South to make room for the influx of recruits. The city wasn’t officially open yet, but my people could begin to travel there and back as they pleased.

It was time we opened Temples in Orthlox and Minsic, expanding our housing that way as well, so I asked Mirko to work up some options in both cities. Podni would usually manage that, but she was overloaded with work as it was. Getting new residents from two different planes into Sanctuary South was all-consuming, and asking more of her wasn't fair.

Everyone was busy, really, so I went by myself to see Drae in her workshop.

Stacey was with her when I stepped inside. Both demons turned to me. Stacey ran a hand up her metallic body while Drae licked her own lips with a long, slithery tongue.

“Hello, Master,” Stacey said in her tinny voice.

“Is Abby your favorite?” Drae asked.

That off-balanced me for a moment. “What?”

“Is Abby your favorite?”

“Why do you ask?”

Drae stepped forward and glared, her green nose brushing mine. “You spanked Abby. Us? You shun.”

I should have expected this.

“I'm not shunning you.”

“Master, we have begged. Did we offend you? Fail you? Is this why the Silk does not give us what we want?”

Drae might have been out of her mind in many ways, but she was a keen manipulator. She wasn't wrong, and she expertly framed her argument to box me into a corner.

I hopped onto an empty workbench to sit.

“Do something I haven't seen before, and I'll give you what I gave Abby.”

Stacey cocked her head. “What kind of something?”

Shrugging, I answered, “Entertaining is a good bet.”

The two demons looked at one another. Drae looked around the workshop and whispered in Stacey's ear as a wicked grin spread across her face.

Stacey nodded, smiling back.

Drae marched over to a shelf full of Byron’s Blessing prototypes and returned with a double-ended dick that was two feet long.

Okay, good start. She had my attention.

Stacey swiped tools and several partially assembled construct arms off a table and crawled up onto it. Drae joined her a moment later. The silver demon and the lizard demon faced opposite directions, and each inserted one end of the toy into themselves.

They started to crawl backward, pushing themselves deeper, their asses tensing and flexing as they drew closer.

They looked at me the whole time, one with eyes of solid metal and the other with the eyes of a reptile.

When only four inches or less were visible, their moans and groans grew in strength and betrayed twinges of pain, but they kept backing up, pushing off the table harder with each step as the resistance grew.

Then their cheeks pressed together, squishing so close that their lower lips kissed deeply. They rubbed against one another, their rhythm quickening. Their moans grew sharper. Their cheeks came together so hard they slapped.

And then came a twist I didn't expect.

The demons separated suddenly, tossing the toy aside, and turned so they both faced me, still on their hands and knees like the table was a stage.

One of the silk soldiers came up behind the demons and pushed a fist into each of them. The demons gripped the edge of the table to brace and pushed themselves back into the penetration. Soon, the silk soldier pumped both of its arms violently, as if the construct meant to hurt them.

Okay, that was impressive. I had to give them that.

I went behind the construct, pulled it away from my demons, and slapped their upright asses with the same brutality as the robot’s fists.

Drae’s skin wasn't rough like I expected. She was soft, as if she were covered in invisible peach fuzz.

Stacey’s ass felt like exceptionally malleable metal, like the surface was cold chrome over a layer of dense clay, yet it rippled like flesh with each smack.

Rope Burn+25.

I have never heard a deeper, more primal growl. It rose like a distant chant until the rumbling shook the room. Tools fell, and unfinished soldier constructs tipped over. Drae shouted in glee and lost herself in a high-pitched cackle. Stacey, meanwhile, pinched and twisted her own nipple so forcefully I thought she might tear the metal from her body.

“Take a minute and collect yourselves,” I said when the demons finally went limp.

“Thank you for the gift, Master,” Drae whispered, dipping and tasting her fingers again and again like she was having a meal.

“I will depart,” Stacey said, starting to pick herself up from the table. She slipped slightly in her own juice.

I raised my hand. “Wait. You being here could be helpful. Drae, how close are we to finalizing the new construct design?”

“Two days.”

“I want to make some changes.”

“What do you desire, Master?”

“We are redesigning the bomb harness, and then I want to talk about the weapon options and the mobility design,” I said. “If this pushes the timeline back, that's fine.”

Drae looked at her fingers sadly.

“If you do a good job, I'll spank you again.”

She smiled. “What does Master have in mind?”



Abby let me know that Invia requested my presence in her Zaglis penthouse, which wasn’t unusual. My women weren’t undead, so I often stepped away at nights to occupy my mind with another task. On that morning, I expected to hear from Invia the moment she woke because she and Podni had leveled up the day before. They had taken advanced members of the silk on a Borja dungeon run to help everyone, including themselves, level.

Our early members had trained with us for some time now, and many of them had gone beyond level 10. They wanted to keep leveling, and the Silk was happy to provide guidance and mentorship.

I let myself into Invia’s room, and a warm ocean breeze greeted me. Her balcony doors were open, looking out over blue water.

Oh, Invia and Podni had quite the celebration, it seemed.

Podni was asleep on the couch with an initiate sleeping to her left. My saboteur was topless, making her abyssal scales and her piercings easy to appreciate. Another girl slept in a chair, three more were on Invia’s other couch, and two were on the floor. Invia was in her bed with Ashley, Lala, Lili, and High Priestess Yuni. I counted five plates of dreamdust and nine Byron’s Blessings sprinkled amidst the chaos. Nice to know my women were still thinking of me.

My templar wore a shit-eating grin. Invia was proud of the aftermath scattered about her suite, and I didn’t blame her. This looked like a proper party.

Invia extricated herself and jerked her head toward the balcony, suggesting we should speak outside to keep from disturbing the others. While I sat to enjoy the view of the water, she stepped into the kitchen to brew a pot of tea. When she joined me a few minutes later, she was barefoot, wearing a pair of pink panties, and wrapped in a small knit blanket. She could be adorable sometimes.

“Did you work all night, or did you give yourself some time to relax?” Invia asked.

“I let a few of the girls feed while I read,” I said, and Tentacle Dicks made that convenient.

I could sit in a nice chair and study up on celestial lore while five of my dicks bent around the room to find five mouths. Getting casual head while I worked on something else was good for my mental clarity.

“They should be thankful,” Invia replied. “They’re lucky to get to suck even one of your cocks.”

“Agreed. Now, I'm curious. Tell me about your unlocks.”

She read me her options:

Vow of the Silk Templar

One-Time Ability

Spend 1,000 good-aligned levels to absorb a sword of your choice into your system. The equivalent of that sword will appear every other Silk Sword summon. This process destroys the sword. All bonuses to silk weapons still apply.

Sugar Daddy Bonus improved the appearance rate from every 4.

Prerequisite: Prayers of the Silk Templar

Prerequisite: Sovereign’s Corpse Builder

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Absorb a shield as well and add it to your system choices. This process destroys the shield and does not require more good-aligned levels.)

(Bonus Pledge: Absorbed sword or shield can be summoned in place of any Silk Sword at any time. At will, the sovereign can temporarily control the tightness of your pussy and your ass.)

Silk Armory

One-Time Ability

When you summon a Silk Sword, opt to summon a Silk Spear, Silk Axe, Silk Flail, or Silk Whip instead.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the Silk Whip.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Add a Silk Bow to your summon options.)

(Bonus Pledge: Gain the ability to summon an additional Silk Sword. At will, the sovereign can temporarily control the tightness of your pussy and your ass.)

Silk Handcuffs

Active Ability

Cooldown: 5 minutes

Inflict the Slow effect on an enemy, draining their agility by 15% for 2 seconds.

Sugar Daddy bonus increased the drain from 10%.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increase duration of Slow effect to 3 seconds.)

(Bonus Pledge: Reduce cooldown to 2.5 minutes. At will, the sovereign can temporarily control the tightness of your pussy and your ass.)

“Our fights don't last long enough for Silk Handcuffs to be useful,” Invia began. “The bow from Silk Armory is interesting, but…”

“Vow of the Silk Templar is the clear winner,” I said. “No doubt.”

“You would spend those good-aligned levels on me?”

“I'm picturing all of your Silk Swords being replaced by fire crystal swords.”

Stacey made those from the fire witch mana crystals we harvested, creating a blade that was always red hot, capable of melting through most any armor. If Invia took Vow of the Silk Templar, we would have another of those swords made and enchant the shit out of it.

From then on, Invia would go into battle with a swarm of overpowered magic swords whipping about. As for the shield option, we would definitely take advantage of that too, but I wanted to talk to Stacey about our best approach there. She would know better what materials and enchantments were best.

“If you don't mind spending the levels…” Invia trailed off.

“I'm a few short of a thousand,” I replied. “You can help me collect those. Shouldn't take long.”

Invia shifted in her seat. Thinking about spilling blood turned her on. Interesting, she hadn't mentioned the Bonus Pledge requirement. Did that mean she was especially excited or afraid about how that would feel?

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

I was about to ask Invia if she wanted to test the new Bonus Pledge when a naked Podni hopped into my lap. Truthfully, the more abyssal traits my women acquired, the more beautiful I found them. Podni’s black scales beneath her breasts and the way glowing black seemed to flare within her when she was aroused–like now, as soon as she rubbed her bare ass on my lap–set my heart racing.

Queen Ashley followed, wearing a long but open silk robe. She didn’t fight Podni for my attention but still paused to kiss my cheek.

When she did, she whispered, “Good morning, my King.”

Ashley ran a hand along the back of Invia’s shoulders as she borrowed my templar’s cup of tea. She leaned against the railing, looking toward the horizon as the wind gently blew her robe back, giving me a view of her long, lithe body. When the wind stopped, the fabric fell back in place like a curtain drawing closed.

“Tell me about your unlocks,” I said to Podni.

“Remember how Solara got offered Virgin Harvester?” Podni asked.

I nodded.

“Listen to what I was offered.”

She read from her system menu:

Cloak of Disinterest

Active Ability

Duration: One Minute Per Character Level

Cooldown: One Minute Per Character Level

When you will it, anyone looking at you will feel the compulsion to look somewhere else instead. Effectiveness of the Cloak of Disinterest is based on your intelligence stat versus the viewer's. Ability’s effectiveness is influenced by the environment.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Incorporate your dexterity stat into the check of whether or not Cloak of Disinterest fools a viewer.)

(Bonus Pledge: Extend your Cloak of Disinterest to another person within 5 feet of you. If they are ever more than 5 feet away, Cloak of Disinterest automatically disables. When in the presence of the sovereign outside of combat, your sensitivity to any touch from a person is increased by an additional 25%.)

Virgin Enhancement

Active Ability

Sacrifice a virgin woman to add a 10% bonus to the damage delivered by a bomb. Sacrifice does not need to be willing, but ability holder must deliver the killing blow as part of the bomb’s crafting process. Virgin must be at least 18 to trigger this ability.

Sugar Daddy Bonus improved the bonus from 5%.

Prerequisites: Sovereign’s Corpse Builder, Sovereign’s Blood Harvest

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increase bonus by an additional 5%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Increase bonus by an additional 5%. When in the presence of the sovereign outside of combat, your sensitivity to any touch from a person is increased by an additional 25%.)

Greater Silk Step

Passive Ability

Add an additional 120 feet to your maximum Silk Step distance.

Sugar Daddy Bonus increased bonus from 90 feet.

Prerequisite: Silk Step

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Add an additional 15 feet to your maximum Silk Step distance.)

(Bonus Pledge: Add an additional 15 feet to your maximum Silk Step distance. When in the presence of the sovereign outside of combat, your sensitivity to any touch from a person is increased by an additional 25%.)

Another ability that used the sacrifice of virgins for enhancing power. Interesting. Given that Solara’s was permanent, Podni’s seemed less desirable. We could make Podni’s bonuses permanent with some clever uses of her Self-Construct ability, golems that Drae built, and the dungeon core’s ability to permanently add a mob to the spawn menu.

That was quite the long way around, though.

“Sacrificing virgins seems like such a waste,” Podni observed.

Invia shook her head. “They’re awful in bed. Not a waste at all.”

“But they’re blank slates. You can train them to do exactly what you like.”

Invia nodded to acknowledge the point, seeming to agree with Podni on that.

For our purposes, we did not have a steady supply of virgins to sacrifice for bomb-making. If we had any supply at all, my first thought would be to buff Solara with them, not build bombs.

“Greater Silk Step has to be the pick, right?” Podni asked.

“I think so.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

Abyssal sovereign class has advanced to Tier 15.

Character level has advanced to 31.

New abilities and status points to allocate.

That was a nice surprise. The Will points flowing in that morning and my treasures leveling moved me to my next level.

“We’re getting interest in silk soldiers and the opening of Sanctuary South,” Ashley reported. “The other kingdoms seem nervous about our sudden jump in influence.”

I really wanted to focus on my system menus, but this topic was important. “That sounds promising.”

“It is. We’ve had other developments as well.” Ashley turned to Invia, as if inviting her to speak.

“What?” Invia asked.

“You have to tell him.”

Invia sighed. “My parents want you, me, Autumn, and Penny to come to dinner. The rest of Penny’s family is invited too.”

“Penny’s siblings only, or her mom and dad as well?”

“All of them,” Invia answered.

I groaned.

Invia pointed at me and said to Ashley, “I told you he’d feel the same way I did.”

Having dinner with the parents and siblings of women in my harem would be awkward, and it got more awkward when you considered that the only reason Ashley’s mother and father weren’t invited was because I killed them.

In fairness to Invia's and Purity’s families, I could understand why parents weren’t fond of me bedding their daughters. I was a deplorable degenerate, and I turned their sweet innocent little girls into cum-hungry degenerates as well. If I wanted, I could command any of them to drop to their knees and deepthroat me right there in the middle of dinner. My women were well-trained and wouldn’t hesitate to do what I asked. Parents didn’t need to see that happen to sense that it was possible.

“Their support isn’t essential,” Ashley added, “but having both Invia and Purity’s family continue to pledge fealty to the crown would be easier than them turning on us.”

“We can do it after our next tower climb,” I said. “We can all survive one dinner.”

While the girls talked about how weird the gathering would be, I turned my focus back to my system. I had abyssal sovereign unlocks to select.

These were my three newest options:

Abyssal Seed

Passive Ability

Prerequisites: Intoxicate, 150+ Followers

Any ability based on the strength of your seed or blessing is improved by 25%.

True Punishment

Active Ability

Prerequisite: Rope Burn, Abyssal Permission

Convert pleasure the target is feeling to pain.

Bequeath

Active Ability

Prerequisite: 200+ Followers

Spend 1,000 good-aligned levels to bestow the viceroy class on a willing target.

As always, I wished I could select all three simply because I was greedy, but Bequeath caught my eye immediately. That was the ability Aurketzu must have used to grant me viceroy when my soul was on its way to the underworld.

Would I benefit from giving out viceroy classes? Aurketzu did everything she could to keep me from discovering the sovereign class because she feared I would turn against her. Given how the system actively encouraged sovereign conflicts, I had to admit that her fear was justified. She might have been able to handle it in a way that didn’t get her soul locked in a soulstone, but I was hesitant to find out if I could succeed where she failed.

Selecting Bequeath could wait, I decided.

Abyssal Seed was interesting, but I already intended to buff Intoxicate+57 even more. Speaking of which, I might as well do that now, I thought. I dipped into my unspent stat point allocations and dumped them into Intoxicate, giving me:

Intoxicate+100

Passive Ability

Your blessing is so satisfying that it becomes addictive, like a drug. Strength of addictive properties increased by an additional 100%.

Hopefully, that would be enough for Podni’s Intoxicate bombs to play their part in my plan. For now, it was enough to take Abyssal Seed off the table as an unlock option.

True Punishment could be the cruelest ability I had ever been offered. I thought about the Borja Bukkake and how the Spirit of Death had to go into hiding from cumming so hard. What if I had turned all of that pleasure into pain? That would be as mentally devastating, if not more so, than a bunch of buffed climaxes stacked on top of one another. In theory, I could use my Restraint ability to throttle how intense that effect was, but still.

With Sanctuary South’s grand opening on the horizon, maybe I should consider something more befitting of a king, so I scanned my pool of unlocks for an ability that might be more useful.

I found a good candidate:

Abyssal Gaze

Passive Ability

Anyone who looks upon you feels a sense of enraptured awe at your presence, as though you could fill the emptiness in their lives.

I put 30 points into wisdom, 30 into charisma, and then 50 into intelligence, leaving me with 32 unallocated stat points. I decided to save those for now and reviewed my character sheet:

Level: 31

Progress to Next Level: (6,378,083 / 6,553,600)

Class: Abyssal Sovereign, Tier 15 (726 / 3,276,800)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 8

Alignment: Chaotic Evil

Strength 101

Dexterity 85

Constitution 92

Intelligence 96

Wisdom 40

Charisma 40

Loyalty Pledges: 401

Oaths of Devotion: 20

Followers of the Silk: 273

Progress to Your Fall: 65 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness+1, Abyssal Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word+25, Rope Burn+25, 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+20, Devotion Reaper+20, Intoxicate+100, On Behalf of the Viceroy, Dark Champion+2, King of Kings, Path of the Emperor, Restraint, Abyssal Gaze

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.

No human would be able to touch me now, not with stats like those. At the same time, I needed to remind myself that Abaddon could have system perks very similar to mine, and he was several thousand years of leveling ahead of me. Furthermore, a single angeli had just given me enough of a challenge that I fled the battle entirely.

“Good. You should remember that you are weak.”

Thinking about strength in mortal human terms no longer served me. I needed to think like someone who desired to conquer whole planes. My next antipaladin level-up was just a few XP away, so I would need this mentality again soon.

“Nothing you do can save you from annihilation.”

“Can we play with my bonus pledge now?” Invia asked.

I stood, picking Podni up off my lap and setting her on the ground as I did. “No,” I answered. “Maybe later if you’re good. We have a tower climb ahead of us today, so let’s focus on that.”

Invia pouted but didn’t outright complain.

“Good girl,” I whispered to her, just to watch her shiver.


Chapter 13

Daily Borja boss runs were far better for XP, but we had 90 floors of tower to explore yet.

Well, we believed we had that many left. All of our sources said that a tower would be 100 floors tall in total, but that was no guarantee that the information was accurate. We wouldn’t know for certain until we cleared all of it. Regardless of what ended up being true, we likely had a great deal of climbing ahead before we finally reached the plane of the angeli, the lowest celestial plane.

The plan that had begun to coalesce in my mind required that access to succeed, and celestials coming to the material plane to attack me made access to their home for counterattacks even more important.

So we climbed and brought a stash of silk noose teleporters along with us so we wouldn’t have to re-run the crap lower floors again.

We blazed through floors 1 through 10, making easy work of the evil mutant babies roaming the halls.

Floors 11 through 15 had a snake theme, progressing from small, normal snakes to giant snakes so large they struggled to turn around in the labyrinthian corridors. The worst part about that variety was not so much the size of the snake but rather the size of the mites that leapt from where they fed on the snake to attack us instead. Then we fought snake-humanoid hybrids and finally a mega viper with a bunch of those snakemen serving as some sort of royal guard, like they worshipped the mini-boss snake.

Floors 16 through 20 were elemental-themed. Fire, water, wind, and earth each got their own floors full of elemental monsters, culminating in a floor with all four elements and an elemental boss that reminded me a bit of the Gol-Gol golem–in appearance, not strength.

Thus far, no enemy in the tower could harm me, nor could any of the spear and arrow traps. My stats were so far beyond the challenges of these floors that I could walk through all of them on my own with no issue.

Staying humble was going to be hard.

The floor 20 mini boss was the first to have a chest full of boss loot, and it was noticeably better than dungeon chests. We pulled out 3 aspect tomes from that one chest alone. In dungeons, a single aspect tome was a huge stroke of luck. If this wasn’t a fluke, then the rumors about tower loot being substantially better than dungeons were definitely true. We had already seen that reflected in mana crystals, but better boss chest loot was a whole new level of return for my party.

Another interesting observation: the maze floors didn’t appear to change. That didn’t mean they wouldn’t at some point in the future, but we had done enough runs through them that we were reasonably confident we could start to send parties of followers into the tower to level on the lower floors. They would have maps of the spawn points and traps, and eventually, we would optimize routes through the maze.

In total, we needed 24 days to reach the stairs up to the 21st floor. We hung the teleporter noose outside of the boss room on floor 20 and popped back to the Ice Temple to check in on our active projects.

As an additional bonus for a productive month, I also advanced to tier 9 of antipaladin and level 32 overall. I reviewed my options while the girls checked in on their responsibilities to the Silk and me, and I wasn’t terribly surprised to see the sacrificial virgin theme continue:

Hymen Harvester

Active Ability

Take a willing woman’s virginity and bring yourself to completion to earn 1,000 good-aligned levels. The woman dies as a result of this process. Virgin must be at least 18 to trigger this ability.

Prerequisite: Corpse Builder

Blood Drinker

One-Time Ability

Become a vampire. This cannot be undone.

Prerequisite: Blood Harvest

Paladin Hunter

Passive Ability

Intuitively sense the presence of any nearby paladins.

Prerequisite: Kill 25+ paladins.

I needed 10,000 good-aligned levels to upgrade my sovereign class with my Corpse Builder ability. For the low, low cost of 10 virgins, I could become a dark emperor. If I built a pipeline of willing virgins, I could easily buy all of the Corpse Builder unlocks I salivated over. Yes, a lot of women would die, but like Invia said the other day, virgins were really bad at sex, so the loss wasn’t that substantial.

Blood Drinker was a non-option. If I weren't already undead, becoming a vampire would have been appealing.

Paladin Hunter, however, gave me pause. Prior to achieving Immunity from Holy and prior to moving my stats into the hundreds, a surprise attack from a paladin was a perpetual concern. If Paladin Hunter detected celestials–not that the giant pillar of light beaming them down from the heavens was easy to miss–it would have been more useful. As it was now, a paladin ambush would actually be helpful. If they came to me, I didn’t have to go looking for them.

I skimmed through my unselected antipaladin abilities for other candidates.

I didn’t need to add Unholy to my weapon, and I didn’t need the necrotic damage provided by the Rot ability. The same was true of spreading disease with Plague Bearer. Agent of Chaos and Devourer both allowed me to use kills and sacrifices to bolster my strength, but the returns were minuscule compared to the daily number of Loyalty Pledges my followers earned for me.

This option caught my eye, though:

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

That sounded useful for Sanctuary South, and I could potentially buff it with additional point allocations, but I had discovered disappointing upgrades in the past. If I could choose, I would eliminate the decay mechanic on Unholy magic entirely, but the system decided that, not me.

After a good bit more thought, I came to the conclusion that access to good-aligned levels was a bottleneck for me. I needed 1,100 good-aligned levels to give Invia an upgrade to her silk weapons. 1,000 allowed her to absorb the sword, but I wanted to spend the extra 100 to add at least one more ability to the weapon with Corpse Builder. Presently, I only had 846.

Four of the kingdom upgrades in Corpse Builder required 5,000 good-aligned levels each, and then, of course, there was the upgrade to dark emperor that I really, really wanted. That would cost 10,000 good-aligned levels.

I chose Hymen Harvester.

-2 to Progress to Your Fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 63 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

A little bit of positive feedback was nice.

I checked my character sheet:

Level: 32

Progress to Next Level: (378,083 / 13,107,200)

Class: Abyssal Sovereign, Tier 15 (984,944 / 3,276,800)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 9

Alignment: Chaotic Evil

Strength 101

Dexterity 85

Constitution 92

Intelligence 96

Wisdom 40

Charisma 40

Loyalty Pledges: 477

Oaths of Devotion: 20

Followers of the Silk: 273

Progress to Your Fall: 63 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness+1, Abyssal Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word+25, Rope Burn+25, Ghostly Feint+4, Unholy Smite+10, Darkness+14, Wraith+5, Abyssal Permission, Blood Feast+10, Corpse Builder, Shadows of Death+1, Hymen Harvester

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+20, Devotion Reaper+20, Intoxicate+100, On Behalf of the Viceroy, Dark Champion+2, King of Kings, Path of the Emperor, Restraint, Abyssal Gaze

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 tried upgrading Hymen Harvester with stat points, but the system wouldn’t let me. That was a disappointment, but I was too happy with my progress for that minor letdown to ruin my mood.

“You work too slowly, viceroy. You lose ground to your enemy with every passing hour.”

She’s not really there. The voice was just the strange side effect of having my soul held hostage by a sorceress. Aurketzu was effectively dead.

“I saved your soul and mine from going to the underworld. Death has never been effective against me.”

Don’t engage. That only makes it worse.

“If you bring me back, I can save you from him.”

I focused on my work, hoping that would quiet the voice. The two biggest items I needed to address prior to returning to the tower climb:

First, Horpus had leads on paladin movements. I passed those to Lala and Lili so the twin rogues could learn more and report back to me. Eliminating paladins had the dual benefit of taking enemies off the board and harvesting good-aligned levels at the same time.

Second, Lord Ulric of Minsic had sent word requesting a meeting, saying it was “regarding the safety and prosperity of the kingdom’s most beautiful city” and that it was “of significant urgency.” I doubted the angeli was still walking around looking for me, yet I was hesitant to return. Even if the chance was small, the celestial could lie in wait, and I had caused quite a bit of trouble in addition to the paladin battle, like detonating an Unholy bomb in a paladin barracks or inspiring an already difficult dungeon to become even more dangerous.

Somehow, delivering Higcliff to Horpus to be tortured and murdered became one of the smaller infractions I committed on that trip.

I sent a letter back to Lord Ulric saying that I was on my way and to expect my arrival by carriage in 15 days or so.

Since I didn’t actually need to ride a carriage to get to Minsic, I turned my attention back to the tower. When we resumed our climb, we soon learned that that pattern of 5 themed floors culminating in a mini boss was no longer the norm. Floors 21 to 30 were all related and were themed after the virtues of the Goddess. That suggested to us that the intervals would be 1 boss for every 10 floors moving forward.

At any rate, the floors broke down like this:

21: Compassion – A race of rabbit people fought against the snake people from previous floors. We had to heal them and keep them alive to advance through this level.

22: Honesty – A floor of illusions, both traps and monsters.

23: Honor – A series of duels with various demon knights.

24: Humility – We had to flee battles deliberately in order to open locked doors.

25: Justice – Nothing but demons. So many fucking demons.

26: Sacrifice – We had to willingly endure injuries to open locked doors, which was an extra pain in the ass because of my constitution. My skin was impenetrable to the knives we were supposed to use for the sacrifice, but we managed.

27: Spirituality – A ton of wraiths, specters, and other undead.

28: Valor – This floor was one giant pit–a feat of magic-defying dungeon physics–with invisible platforms weaving about like a maze. Truesight enchantments made this nothing more than a long walk.

29: Chaos – A mixture of all the virtue floors prior, which was a massive headache to navigate and manage because of the variety of potential solutions any one door might have.

30: Ascension – A single floor with just the boss room, we fought a grigori who seemed maybe twice as strong as the Borja dungeon boss.

We looted another 3 aspect tomes and a few rings of +1 to various stats. On top of the boss chest, we had all the mana crystals from the hunt and a little over 1,000,000 XP to take home.

Only 70 floors–maybe–to go.


Chapter 14

Now that I owned a dungeon core, summonings didn't have to be done in the bathhouse anymore. If the target was a demon, I could make a sealed chamber inside the dungeon with escape teleporters for my people and me. Since I had the three sisters, I didn't see myself calling on more demons any time soon, but I did need to summon celestials.

I was short on liquid sunlight, so I had to continue reaching to the heavens even if it was risky. Immunity to Holy wasn't directly beneficial in eliminating Abaddon, but keeping my party alive was nothing but upside. That would always help me.

The difference with summoning celestials was that they would be more comfortable with an exit in the material plane than they would be with an exit in a dungeon.

So I built a summoning chamber in Sanctuary South with the premise I would use in a dungeon: completely sealed with teleporters only my party could use for a quick escape.

As always, Solara drew the circle and said the incantation. The arcane symbols spun in opposite directions at varying speeds before shining gold.

A grigori with white marble skin stepped through the tear between planes. Her wings were clipped like the other grigori we had seen, but this one had a body very much like the sorceress standing next to me.

The fallen angel had wide hips and exceptional breasts. Bound by gold chains, her captors had wrapped her mounds three times, the gleaming metal pinching her skin, her flesh squeezing painfully through the gaps. The chains wrapped her ass and then her thighs individually, so she could actually walk, I assumed.

Her silver hair had been shaved, and her eyes were the liquid gold I had come to expect from angeli.

“You insult a grigori's master by summoning her here,” the fallen angeli said. “No grigori is so low that a human is above them.”

I was afraid this would happen. Cici was beginning to look like an anomaly among her people. Her spirit was broken, and she welcomed a chance to escape, even if it was hard for her. Every grigori we had summoned since appeared before us, already spewing insults.

In our last attempt, I dangled the offer of freedom, but that only upset the grigori more. I began to worry that the majority of grigori summonings would go exactly the same way, so in the days leading up to this summoning, I made a decision. If another grigori stepped into the circle already cursing me, I wouldn't offer a contract.

“I mean no insult to your master,” I said. “I have summoned you so that you may return with gifts.”

“A grigori is no fool.”

“At your feet are two boxes. You may inspect them if you wish. You are right that I am a humble human, and that is why I seek to trade with my betters so that I may learn from their grace. If your master likes these gifts, they are welcome to meet me to discuss trade.”

The grigori eyed the packages suspiciously. As she did, I pictured Solara in the same chains. She would look just as good, I realized, if not better. Yes, I needed to chain her up soon to see for myself.

“What is inside?” the grigori asked.

“Byron’s Blessing and Penny's Blessing. They are relaxation toys.”

“A grigori knows that humans lie and use traps.”

“You do not have to return with them if you think denying your master their gifts is wise,” I said. “If you wish to leave your master’s property on this plane, I understand.”

I should have felt bad for manipulating an emotionally stunted grigori. I didn't.

The grigori continued to stare at the boxes.

“You shouldn't tarry,” I said after a minute. “Your master will wonder where you are. Returning late and without their belongings would be dangerous for a grigori.”

With a huff, the buxom grigori grabbed the boxes and disappeared. The Intoxicate Bombs inside the toys and hidden inside the frames of the boxes were far smaller than the city-enders we tested on recruits, but they would still spread Intoxicate+100 into the heavens. Little by little, celestials would grow addicted to my seed, and addicts were nothing if not predictable. Once the need was strong enough, they would do absolutely anything to satisfy it.

When Podni first proposed the idea of these bombs, her vision did not extend beyond the material plane. Using small Byron Bombs as my first foray into invading the celestial planes had come from my own mind. If they worked as I hoped, a few masturbating angeli would give me the foothold I needed to permanently defang any celestials who would harm me.

“Wow,” Solara said, staring at the now-empty summoning circle. “That was well done. I didn't think she would take them.”

“It's her master’s fault for not educating her. Treat her well and teach her critical thinking? She doesn't go back to the heavens with 2 sex toys from a strange pair of humans.”

“Somebody once told me rewarding good behavior is a powerful leadership tool,” Solara said.

She dipped her head and bit her lip, wiggling her body to add a little extra tease.

I smiled. “Whoever said that sounds pretty smart. You should listen to him. Now, let's summon another.”



Promoting a club at the bottom of a dungeon was a unique marketing challenge. For normal people, a crawl that deep was a significant undertaking. Even the crawl teams who did those runs regularly spent relatively little time at the very bottom of a dungeon. Most of the run was getting there and back.

I couldn't pass out flyers with a date on them and expect to have enough people for the kind of opening an establishment like Penny’s Bar and Bathhouse deserved. Very few crawlers, if any, would go through that kind of trouble to check out a bar they had never heard of, assuming they believed it existed at all.

I took inspiration from moonrock and dreamdust salesmen and offered a first taste. Low barrier to entry. So accessible, they couldn't help but try it.

For one week and one week only, adventurers could access Penny's from the first floors of the Borja, Flowst, Grubiit, Capital, Minsic, and Zaglis dungeons. After that, only the elite adventurers who crawled deep enough were welcome.

With first-floor teleporters in place, flyers felt more worthwhile. We fired up our printing press and hit every guild hall in the cities where we had teleporters, papering them with the announcement that Penny's Bar and Bathhouse was holding a grand opening.

If your paranoia is well-honed, you will have wondered why I would make myself and my property that accessible when I knew paladins were after me. What was stopping them from rushing the teleporters and overrunning my bar?

I could use the dungeon core to warp to safety if I felt I was in danger, but that assumed I was at the bar in the first place. I barely saw Byron’s Bathhouse as it was, and I hoped to spend even less time in Penny's.

Paladins who went through the trouble of breaking into Penny's would be functionally killing themselves, whether or not I was there to greet them. All of the teleporters emptied into a room separate from the main establishment. I assigned two silk soldiers for each teleporter, and if they couldn't stand up to a threat, they had orders to detonate the Unholy Apocalypse bombs hidden in their chests.

Ludwig the Lawful’s soulstone powered the wards, and Abby was mostly certain we could vaporize the teleporter room with bombs without hurting the rest of the establishment. As I said, I didn’t plan to be there often, so the risk of getting blown up didn’t bother me either.

On opening night, a few minutes before the teleporters went live, I sat at the bar with Mirko and talked through the legitimate businesses he had purchased on my behalf. Abby appeared next to me.

“A messenger from Lord Oliverry delivered this to the Ice Temple,” she said, offering me a sealed letter.

I opened it and read:

To celebrate your new venture, I offer you a gift: 10 of my demons. Their soul contracts are yours to do as you wish, but I do remember you fucking one of my demons quite often. Perhaps other humans would enjoy the same delicacy?

Here's to an eternity of success for us both.

Tear this letter vertically to accept the soul contract transfer. Do anything else to decline.

I grinned.

“Good news?” Mirko asked.

I looked around the bar. Mirko had it staffed with a bevy of desirable escorts, prostitutes with enough sophistication to make conversation but not so much that they would recoil at the idea of bathing an adventurer. They were recruited from all over the kingdom. Not Silk-grade, but still exceptional.

“How would you feel about a few more working girls? Say a more exotic offering?”

“What do you have in mind?”

I tore the letter.

10 frost demons, their bodies as blue and bare as the first demon I ever fucked, appeared in the bar. They dropped to their knees and bowed.

Mirko's eyes went wide, and his mouth went still. This was a bit much, even for him, but oh well. They were here now, and they were all superb with a decent variety in sizes and body types.

“Welcome,” I said, “You can stand. Now that you serve me, you will be working here as waitresses, bath attendants, and entertainers. No hurting guests, and do anything that Mirko tells you.”

I pointed to the bearded man behind the bar.

“He's your boss, and he reports to me. Now, I treat my women like treasures. You will each have your own private quarters in my city, and you will have the freedom to roam that city and do as you please on your days off. You will get paid for your work, and that money is yours to do with as you wish. Any questions?”

10 blue heads shook.

“Good. Mirko, get them up to speed.”

I used the dungeon core to blink to my office overlooking the bar.

“New hires?” Purity asked.

She lay back on my office couch, flipping through the script for a sermon. She would make regular appearances as the Silk Goddess once Sanctuary South opened, and she didn’t want to waste any opportunities to spread her philosophy of kindness. An initiate to the Silk ate Purity out while she worked.

“Yes, unexpected but welcome,” I said. “Gifts from Samson.”

Purity grinned. “I'm glad he finally understands his place. Would you like any, by the way? I don't mind sharing.” She gestured to the girl between her legs.

“I have a better idea.”

Below my office window, Penny's had just officially opened. Adventurers streamed inside, shocked and amazed by the strange place they now found themselves in. Those emotions deepened when naked ice demons greeted them, offering them drinks and inviting them to enjoy warm baths.

The human girls did the same, except they were all in their underwear rather than naked. I let the girls decide what to wear, so the styles ranged from seductive lace to sporty cotton.

“Purity, put your pet on the floor. Worship me while she worships you.”

A moment later, Purity sat on the face of the initiate. She stroked my cock and cupped my balls, drawing me into her mouth.

“Abby.”

My abyssal appeared.

“I don't like that the customers get to see everything on our new girls. Tell Stacey to make them undergarments immediately."

Purity twisted her head as she took me deep, sloshing her tongue side to side all along my shaft as she went down.

“And bring back a Byron's Bliss,” I managed to add.

A moment later, Abby reappeared and offered me a replica of my cock. Byron’s Bliss was what I named the Byron's Blessing upgraded with the auto-fucking feature.

I grabbed a fistful of hair to pull Purity off my dick. She panted for breath.

“Abby, put that in the initiate and turn it up to its max setting.” I smiled down at Purity. “I think you'll like how her screams will feel.”

“Thank you, Master. May I continue?”

Purity had me halfway into her mouth when the initiate’s squirming hit her. She moaned deeply on my cock, and I could feel her vocal cords vibrate through my shaft.

The initiate’s stomach pulsed as Byron's Bliss slammed deep into her; the faint outline of the toy’s tip appeared beneath her skin each time the enchantment thrust.

I looked back out the window at the bar floor. The majority of these adventurers were lower-level. When the teleporters permanently moved deeper into the dungeons, they wouldn't be able to reach Penny's until they leveled up.

And that was by design. Not only would these single-digit nobodies tell everyone about what they saw and experienced here, but the upper-level adventurers would hear again and again about how lucky they were because they could still visit Penny's.

The primary attraction of an exclusive offering was basking in the jealousy of all those who knew they couldn't have it.

The doors had only just opened, and half the baths were already claimed. The girls working the bar could barely keep up with drink orders. The girl with the dreamdust tray was on her third resupply. Part of her popularity came from the upsell. For a few coins more, customers could snort it right off her body. The customer chose which part.

I pulled Purity off again. She gasped for air, her own slobber running down her chin.

“Remind me to tell Mirko that one of the ice demons should be a dreamdust girl,” I said.

That would sell even more dreamdust, I imagined.

Purity nodded and reached with her mouth to resume her work. I held her hair so that her tongue was a breath from my tip.

She whined. “Please? Let me finish.”

As you well understand now, my Intoxicate+100 ability made the desire for my blessing a compulsion. Purity's desperation wasn't playacting. She needed her fix.

“Convince me,” I said. “Do something I like.”

Puriry bounced her head forward a few times, trying to close the distance but failing. She looked up at me with her big brown eyes when I held her back.

Leaning to reach behind her, Purity gripped the initiate’s nipple and waited to see if this would please me. I nodded.

She pinched.

“Harder,” I commanded.

My arch priestess obeyed, and the initiate yelped and then whimpered. She had been a good girl and played along with this, and I always said the Silk rewarded good work.

So I triggered Rope Burn+25 on the initiate, turning all that pain into pleasure. She immediately came. That put Purity over the edge, and seeing–and feeling–two beautiful women climax did it for me. I pushed Purity's head as deep as I could and blessed her throat.



The next morning, after the dungeon reset, I couldn’t wait to check my dungeon core to see if my theory about opening Penny’s ended up being correct.

As you may recall, the dungeon core gave me five areas that determined my daily DP gain:

-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

I believed that packing Penny’s with adventurers would increase my DP since technically they were in my dungeon, even if all they did was drink and fuck. The system agreed and bumped my daily DP gain by a little more than 4,000 additional DP a day:

Grubiit Dungeon Core

Lord: Brenin of Borja

Level: 1,378

Available DP: 9,918,995

Daily DP Gain: 21,988

Progress to Next Level: (782,166,906 / 999,999,999)

Status: Tethered

At 10,000,000 DP, I could unlock a major, game-changing upgrade:

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 would hit that goal in 5 short days, but I couldn’t risk running my DP to zero. I needed to leave myself a cushion so I could summon an army if I needed to.

But soon.

By all accounts, the opening night of Penny's was a success.



Solara visited me in the rectory as I prepared for my trip to Minsic to see Lord Ulric.

Even though it was finished, I decided I wouldn't stay in my Sanctuary South bedroom until the city officially opened. The city was gorgeous, but I didn't like looking at it when it was empty and lifeless. I wanted to have a view of my boundless success, and I hadn't earned that yet.

“I thought you might be interested in this,” she said, setting a book on my desk.

When I turned to open it, Solara came up behind me and began rubbing my shoulders. We had known each other for a while now, and I still couldn't decide if she brushed her boobs across the back of my head on purpose or by accident. I liked both possibilities for different reasons.

If she didn't mean to do it, then I was getting a free touch. Like seeing a glimpse of a woman's panties in public, the sensation was a forbidden surprise.

If it was intentional, that was sexy too. I liked flirting and foreplay.

When the initial euphoria of my shoulder massage and all that it entailed passed, I gave the book my full attention.

“This is a strange source,” Solara said, as if sensing I was ready to shift my focus. “This wizard assembled these stories by summoning countless demons and asking them questions.”

An Oral History of the Hells. The topic was worthwhile reading, but hearing the methodology gave me concern.

“How would you ever fact-check something like that?” I asked. “I would bullshit my ass off if a strange man ported me to another plane to ask me boring questions.”

I could hear the smile in Solara's voice. “That's the strange part. I haven't decided how to navigate the potential of it all being lies, but I thought you should see this.”

Solara leaned forward to turn to a bookmarked page. Now that had to be intentional. Her bending over put a breast next to my cheek, and I felt the gentlest push, as if she pressed herself into my face.

I looked at the page and read where Solara indicated:

“Abaddon, the King of the Abyss and one of the most feared demons across multiple planes, has held power in part because of his harem. His nine wives manage the kingdom and are shrewd, powerful demons in their own rights.”

“Maybe we could get to him through one of his wives?” Solara suggested.

“Do you mean to arrange a meeting?”

“I was thinking more along the lines of getting them to deliver the biggest Podni bomb in history. Whether that’s a normal bomb or an Intoxicate+100 Bomb is up to you.”

I laughed. “That option is on the table. You were right to bring this to me. Even if none of this is true, it highlights an angle we haven't explored. There might be an opportunity in his inner circle.”

I continued to skim. This book listed their names, their demon types, and their responsibilities in the abyssal kingdom.

Sneaking a bomb close to Abaddon wasn't a terrible idea. I would certainly prefer to eliminate him from a distance, but I would need a plan that was exceptionally slick to pull off a covert bomb delivery. Abaddon was likely well-practiced in countering as well as preventing sabotage. He would have effective security measures in place.

That didn't mean a bomb-based plan was not still a possibility. I just had to acknowledge what the realistic challenges would be.

“Do you think we can find a way to pull a win out of this fight?" I asked.

“Yes,” Solara answered without hesitation.

“His level is probably deep in the hundreds.”

“I knew the plan would never be a head-on assault,” Solara said. “We win the biggest fights because you’re smart enough to not go after levels. You win by making the battle about something else.”

“I've been searching for an angle like that.”

Solara kissed the top of my head. “We’ll find one soon.”

“For all the times he has invaded the heavens, I don't understand why they never killed him,” I mused.

“I have yet to find any detailed descriptions of the wars he supposedly waged. Three possible explanations for that: the scope and scale of those wars are grossly exaggerated. He never put himself near enough to the fighting to be in actual danger. Or he had a failsafe like a phylactery or something similar if he did fail.”

I sighed. “I hope it's not because he's cautious. Of all the possibilities, that would be the hardest to work with.”

“Can't get him if he never leaves the hole.”

“Exactly. You're right, though. An opportunity will present itself.”

“You delude yourself, viceroy.”

“I'm not deluding myself.”

“You were always a fool. Always destined to fail.”

“How do you still underestimate me?”

Solara shook me. “Byron. Who are you talking to?”

“What?”

“Who were you talking to just now? Was it Aurketzu?”

I shook my head. “No. I’m just tired and thinking out loud.”

Solara frowned but didn't argue. “Get some rest. I'll let you know when I find more.”


Chapter 15

The first person to know Byron of Zaglis had returned to Minsic was my favorite guild girl working the counter. Guild Master Alexi, whom I liked much less than the guild girl, was the second.

I stepped into the small man’s office, and he invited me to sit. Alexi seemed even more anxious and uncomfortable than usual. He sometimes forgot we were speaking and instead stared blankly at me.

Oh, that’s right. My new Abyssal Gaze ability made it so that mortals like Alexi would feel “enraptured awe” when they were in my presence. Adjusting to that would take time for me.

Probably for Alexi too, but fuck him.

“I visited Penny’s to see what all the fuss was about,” Alexi said, attempting to make small talk. “I can see why you built that place in a dungeon, though. Those ice demons?” Alexi whistled. “Quite the staff you assembled.”

“Thank you for the kind words.”

“Don’t suppose you can tell me how you built teleporters in all those dungeons?”

I shook my head.

“I imagine lots of folks are curious about that. Has anyone tried messing with them yet?”

I shook my head again. We had two silk soldiers on the dungeon-side of each teleporter. They did nothing but stand there to mark the entrance to Penny’s, but if anyone attempted to deface or modify the teleporter, they had orders to kill them. Someone would be dumb enough eventually, but no such person had stepped forward yet.

“Lord Ulric requested an audience with me,” I said. “I thought you might know what about, and, of course, there was that business you mentioned to me before.”

Alexi had once asked me to acquire a map from Lord Ulric but didn’t have anything worthwhile to offer me in return.

“He is aware you were attacked by assassins on your last night in Minsic,” Alexi replied. “I believe he intends to offer you an apology on behalf of the city as a preamble to proposing to do business with you.”

The choice to call them “assassins” was intriguing. “Has anyone figured out who attacked me or why?”

“I’m afraid not. Most of them weren’t recognizable following the battle, and we haven’t identified the few who were. I don’t believe anyone has.”

I sighed. “I would very much like to know who set that up.”

“I will let you know the moment I hear,” Alexi offered.

“Thank you.”

“Pleased to be of service to a valuable guild member. Now, as for our previous discussion, I can offer you this.”

Alexi unlocked a drawer and set a monstrously thick and incredibly old book on his desk. “You said you wanted books on the hells. This is a collection of accounts from witnesses to Demon Lord invasions. Most of them detail attacks from a demon known as Aba-”

“Stop!” I yelled. “Never, and I mean never, say his name out loud. Not to anyone.”

The guild master looked at me the way one assesses a strange drunk to see how seriously they should take the person slurring before them.

When Alexi recovered, he asked, “Would this be of sufficient interest to you?”

“Yes.”

Visible tension drained from Alexi’s body. He had expected this conversation to be more difficult, I gathered. “The Minsic Merchant’s Guild has an underground vault where members can store their most valuable items. Engineers in the employ of Lord Ulric designed it, and we know that he keeps all of his blueprints in his own personal vault.”

“Blueprints? Not a map?”

“I’m afraid that revealing I was in the pursuit of blueprints would have given too much of the job away. Now that we have an arrangement, I am comfortable sharing these details with you.”

Alexi fished a folder from a desk drawer and set it on his desk for me to take.

“These are the floor plans for Lord Ulric’s estate. His vault is in his first-floor study, and to our knowledge, only Ulric knows the combination.”

I briefly wondered if my strength stat was high enough to simply punch through the vault door, but that wasn’t something I could sneak off and do in the middle of a dinner party.

“I’m not likely to get vault access with one visit,” I said.

“I agree. We are not under a set deadline, so you can take as much time as you need in order to do this properly.”

Signing up for a new project wasn’t what I had in mind, but I needed more intel on Abaddon. For all the times Abaddon was mentioned in human history, I had yet to find many specifics about him as an individual or as a leader of the abyssal plane. Solara’s source that described the demons in Abaddon’s harem was the most detailed intel we had found, but it being an oral history collected from demon interviews made it dubious.

It’s what we had, though.

“When I get access to the vault, are other items inside fair game, or am I limited to taking the blueprints?”

“We would prefer not to betray our interest in the Merchant’s Guild,” Alexi answered. “If Lord Ulric knows that we took these blueprints specifically, the rest of the job will be in jeopardy.”

“So the answer is ‘yes’ as long as I don’t give away that we wanted the blueprints.”

Alexi nodded.

I flipped through the files inside the folder. At a glance, Lord Ulric’s fortune looked comparable to what Samson Oliverry’s had been prior to losing his soul to the Frozen Fiend. All sorts of loot could be in that vault, but the only items Alexi’s research detailed were blueprints.

“Have we reached an agreement?” the Thieves’ Guild Master asked.

“Almost. If I get into the vault and the blueprints aren’t there, I still get the book.”

Alexi scoffed. “Ludicrous.”

“Does that mean you don’t trust your intel?”

“Well, no, that’s not it. The intel is solid. Making payment for an incomplete job is not good business, however.”

“I see your point,” I said. “If I have to verify the intel and confirm the location of the blueprints before I hit the vault, then the price is three books, not one. If I can skip right to cracking the vault because your intel is trustworthy, then this single book as payment is acceptable, and I get that payment even if your intel ends up being wrong.”

He struggled to contain his impatience, his jaw flexing, nostrils flaring, and teeth grinding as he glared.

“I do not have three books to offer,” Alexi replied after a time.

“Then accept my terms for the single book payment, or we can hold on this deal until you acquire the other two, assuming the quality and rarity are what I’m looking for.”

“You are a difficult man to work with, Byron.”

“My terms and my price are clear,” I said. “If you believe I’m overcharging, that’s your right. You can find someone more affordable instead. That won’t offend me.”

“Fine,” Alexi spat. “If the blueprints aren’t in the vault, return with proof that you succeeded in confirming that, and I will give you your payment.”

“Deal.”

“I have another appointment, I’m afraid.” Alexi stood to further emphasize that he wanted me to leave.

“When I was here last, Higcliff had gone missing. Did he turn up?”

Alexi shook his head. “Don’t suppose you would know anything about that?” he asked me.

“Wistia and I spent a whole day searching the city for him. We didn’t learn anything new.”

“I see.”

“Well, you have that appointment. I’ll be back with your map soon.”



Deserts are not ideal for the sprawling garden estates I had come to associate with nobility.

Instead of elaborate trimmed hedges and seas of flowers, the nobles in Minsic reduced the garden sprawl to carefully designed lanes of trellises, terraces, and courtyards that could carry a cool breeze for far longer than it ever would have managed alone.

The homes themselves were similarly airy, with high ceilings and domed rooftops. Their tan walls were adorned with rows of embedded stones and elaborate, repeating hand-painted patterns of vibrant colors.

The interior was no less ostentatious than that of nobles living anywhere else in the kingdom. Gleaming silk curtains. Ornate rugs. Sculptures and paintings.

As soon as I arrived at the estate, I knew this dinner with Lord Ulric would be a quiet, private affair because my arrival was the sole source of activity that night. I didn’t see other carriages parked down the lane, and Ulric didn’t have a small army of servants waiting to receive more guests.

I was led to a sitting room where a stocky man in his 50s with close-cropped blonde hair waited for me. I used Restraint to disable the effects of Abyssal Gaze. Nobles tended to be sensitive when they were intimidated, so that could wait. Sense Weakness said that his wealth was his weakness, which I took to mean he was either dangerously obsessed with growing it or terrified to lose it. Or both, perhaps.

“Thank you for making the trip,” Lord Ulric said, shaking my hand.

“I needed to visit my guild chapter here anyway.”

We both sat in red velvet chairs.

“What can I do for you, Lord Ulric?” I asked.

“You were attacked by assassins in my town. That is unacceptable, and on behalf of Minsic, I am truly sorry.”

“I don't blame anyone in Minsic for that. I upset people from time to time.”

Ulric laughed. “I know how that goes. Well, I take that back. I've had a singular assassin make a play for my life. Never more than one, and never with a celestial summon.”

“I don't recommend it.”

“It's a symptom of something larger, I'm afraid. You were attacked. A paladin barracks was bombed. And a celebrated adventurer went missing. All in the span of hours.”

“I don't like to think of myself as a victim,” I said.

“Minsic is becoming a warzone,” Ulric continued. “We've had a couple of quiet weeks, but people are worried.”

“I'm sorry, I don't know more about my attackers. I really wish that wasn't the case, for multiple reasons.”

“You struck me as someone who solved their own problems, and this is my attempt to solve mine. I would like to ask you two favors, Byron of Zaglis.”

I set my silverware down and sat back to listen. I was grateful to have an excuse to stop eating. Everything tasted like paper.
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Ulric continued. “I would like your help in eliminating these threats. Whoever is behind this has strength and means, and I am not so prideful as to admit that my enemy has me outmatched. Second, I know you have the Queen's ear. Perhaps you could put in a word for her to lend us aid.”

“What kind of aid?”

“Funds for increased patrols and improved equipment to manage these larger threats.”

That big preamble was all to set up an ask for money. No doubt some of those funds would end up in Lord Ulric’s coffers. Probably a good bit of them, actually.

“You haven't had any issues since, though,” I said. “Maybe the threat has passed.”

“I believe in being prepared.”

If I had actually taken a carriage all the way from Grubiit to get here, I would have been pissed. Dragging me to Minsic to scam the kingdom out of some tax money was a shit move. Barely minutes into it, I was ready for this dinner to be over, but I wanted to get a look at the vault. Worse, we were on the opposite side of his house from his study, and I couldn't think of an unsuspicious reason to suggest moving the conversation there, especially with dinner courses still coming and going.

I needed to stretch this out, if I could.

“I don't have any influence on kingdom finances, I'm afraid,” I said.

“I've been led to believe that you are quite close with the Queen.”

“Whether or not that's true, why would I do what you ask?”

“You would have a new ally in the kingdom.”

I was tired, so tired. I had done this dance many times before. Having to lead at the right times. Knowing when to step back and follow. The doublespeak. The posturing.

“Lord Ulric, offering to be my ally implies that you would be the opposite if I decline.”

“I wouldn't put it in those words. A group of paladins has offered to help Minsic, and they believe you were the problem. I told them that it couldn't possibly be true. I told them surely Byron of Zaglis was a hero and would help us if I asked.”

“Do not accept this disrespect, viceroy. You are above him in every way.”

I agreed.

“Give me the names of the paladins, and tell me where to find them,” I said.

Ulric raised an eyebrow, his salesman smile slipping for the first time. “I know you're a big deal in the adventuring world, but you are punching above your standing, young man.”

“Because you have more power than I.”

“In simple terms, that is correct,” Ulric replied. “Speaking that way is too gauche for my taste, however.”

“Well, you don't mean more powerful by stats and levels because I have you beat there. Wealth? I win. Women? Me again. Politically? You think you definitely have the upper hand, but I promise you don't.”

“Adventurers do not scare me,” he said.

I released the Restraint I had on Abyssal Gaze.

A tinge of green spread across Ulric’s face as he gripped his chair to steady himself. His sense of awe for me had come on so strongly as to be nauseating. He swallowed and did his best to collect himself.

With 85 dexterity, I could get behind Ulric faster than his weak eyes could track, so I did.

He jolted, but my hand on his shoulder was enough to keep him from turning.

“Flexing your biceps like this is primitive,” he said.

“You're shaking.”

“You won't hurt me. Your life would be over if you did.”

“Break him. He is to become an example.”

I triggered Darkness, filling the room with impenetrable black that only I was immune to. Lord Ulric jerked again.

Releasing his shoulder, I stepped away from his chair to leave him alone in his personal void.

“You had me come all the way here to shake me down. Then you insult and threaten me. If this is how you operate, I'm amazed you lived this long.”

Ulric twisted in his chair. He couldn't muster the bravery to stand.

“Pathetic.”

“The Queen wouldn't stand for you killing nobles,” he said, sounding as if he was also convincing himself. “Not even you can get away with murder. You would be in hiding the rest of your life.”

“You have only talked about consequences that come after killing you,” I said. “Maybe try some arguments that motivate me to keep you alive. Be solution-oriented.”

“My guards would come as soon as I called them.”

I poked the side of Ulric's head. He startled so hard he fell out of his chair.

“I don't like to go in circles,” I continued. “Here are your options: Keep talking nonsense and see if you survive the beating I give you. I would try not to kill you, but who knows how that goes. Or, you tell me where your valuables are, and I'll forget how you spoke down to me tonight.”

He opened his mouth to speak, but I wrapped his head in silk before he could.

“These words are your answer.”

The silk went limp and fell away.

“My family’s jewelry is upstairs,” Ulric said. “You can have it all.”

I tapped his skull again. “Another insult. I'm not some neighborhood burglar. Try again.”

Ulric whimpered and fought the urge to hyperventilate. His face was gone already.

“Gems and gold. I can give you gems and gold. Just don't kill me. Please don't kill me.”

“Where?” I asked.

“I have a safe in my study.”

“Show me.” I disabled Darkness, and Ulric needed a moment to realize I stood behind him. He gasped when he finally found me.

The nobleman scrambled to his feet. I followed.

“Sir?” one of the guards outside the sitting room asked. “Are you okay?”

“Y-y-y-yes. Perfectly all right.”

We passed through a dining room and into a library. A heavy iron door stood in the corner between bookshelves.

Ulric’s hands shook so badly that he needed three tries to get the combination right. He spun the handle and pulled the door open.

A sizable room was on the other side, perhaps twice as large as a walk-in closet. It had shelves and shelves of rolled parchment, each labeled with tags.

“I'm not interested in a bunch of fucking paper,” I said.

“In the back! The drawers in the back. You can have it all.”

“Stop fucking with me.”

“I'm not! I promise!”

I wrapped Ulric's whole body in silk as if making him a cocoon. This would be easier if he couldn't see what I was doing.

I put in a loud performance searching the drawers in the back and pretended to take inventory of what I was stealing.

“100 platinum pieces… sapphires… emeralds…”

Blueprints for the Minsic Merchant Guild.

I used Silkmancer to pull Ulric to the ground and dragged him around to disguise the sound of paper going down my pants.

“What are these? Diamonds?” I asked. “Oh, you can't see.”

When I pulled the silk from Ulric's eyes, he saw me leaning over him with a pink gem between my fingers.

“Dhhhhmmmnd.”

I hadn't uncovered his mouth.

Leaning on Ulric's desk while he watched me from the floor, I started tossing coins and gems on the ground, one at a time.

“You're going to be really tempted to turn this into a grudge,” I said. “Your best move, though, is to never bother me or my interests ever again. I don't give a shit about your city. You can have it. Since I know how hard it is for men like you to manage wounded pride, I'm only taking half. You're not ruined. You can pick up and continue your life. Nod if you understand.”

Ulric nodded.

“Good.” I finished dumping what was roughly half of the coins and the gems on the floor and kept the rest. “I've been accused of murdering dozens upon dozens of nobles. If you can be a good sport about this, you won't be one of them.”

I covered his eyes again and made my exit. I wanted to get my book and get the fuck out of Minsic.


Chapter 16

Solara and her familiar, Sarah, were the first of our party to move into their Sanctuary South penthouse full-time. She still had her suite in Zaglis for whenever she wanted to enjoy the beach, but for her studies and projects, she very much preferred the otherworldly environment of a city surrounded on all sides by brutal tundra and fierce monsters. To her, that felt more magical.

And I had to agree. No other place on the material plane had a view like the one I now enjoyed, looking out her floor-to-ceiling windows on my kingdom.

Wherever Solara was, typically, I would find Purity also, but my archpriestess was busy at present making appearances as the Silk Goddess to calm and inspire the citizens of the kingdom with her enrapturing presence.

I turned away from the window to face Solara at her desk. It was covered in books, papers, and parchment.

“I know you’ve only had a day to look at the book, but I’m curious to learn whether or not Alexi bullshitted me,” I said.

“From what I’ve skimmed,” Solara began as Sarah looked at me and licked the air, “the source seems legitimate. There are over 1,000 pages here, so attach an asterisk to ‘seems’ for now.”

“Our enemy is mentioned, then?”

Solara nodded. “Several times. He is something of a main character amongst a cast of lesser Demon Lords.”

“That sounds promising.”

“It could be. What I’ve seen so far drifts strangely close to gossip for a text that aims to be scholarly. For example, one of his invasions of the material plane was a result of internal conflict within his harem. A few of the wives were jealous, and they invaded our world to get his attention and approval.”

“Wow,” I said, unable to keep myself from chuckling at the absurdity of that scenario.

Grinning, Solara added, “Oh, it gets better. This text suggests that his harem used to be larger–11 instead of the 9 we read about in the other book–but 2 of the wives fell in love with a celestial and ran away. One of his attacks on the celestial planes was specifically motivated by that offense.”

How could a being with Abaddon’s power have discord within his own harem? I couldn’t imagine any of my women betraying me like that, but no, that wasn’t true. I could see Invia stabbing me in the back, and a few hundred years of polyamorous marriage was a lot of time for grievances to fester. The Oath of the Silk Noose guarded me against such traitorous behavior, in theory, but I knew so very little about how the universe actually worked. I couldn’t be certain that a workaround, a fix, or a cheat didn’t exist somewhere out there.

“I have a lot left to read,” Solara continued. “Is any of this sounding useful so far?”

“Potentially. I’ve been thinking about his inner circle ever since we learned that he had a harem. We broke Valice by exploiting the people she kept around her, like her uncle, her brother, and even friends like Grettie.”

That was a pair of names I hadn’t thought of in a while. I owned Valice’s soul. The husk of her body lived in the Capital palace. As for Grettie, maybe I could get her and her mother in bed at the same time? When I had more availability hobbies, yes, I would do that.

“So, perhaps, such an opportunity could exist here,” Solara added, freeing me from a very nice daydream.

“Yes, but sometimes I can’t tell what’s brilliant scheming and what’s wishful thinking,” I admitted. “A history of conflict among his top people sounds good for us, though.”

“I can see why you’d want to fuck your enemy’s wives, but…”

I laughed. “No, that’s not the strategy here. I wouldn’t want him coming at me with his full wrath like that. I don’t like how an all-out war could go for us for all kinds of reasons.”

“Like?”

“I’ve never managed a military,” I said. “Our enemy has way more experience and knowledge on that front, and I think we’re better off assuming he has more war-ready resources than we do. If we did win such a war, it would be a long and painful journey. I’d much rather spend the next 100 years getting laid and getting high than agonizing over troop movements and supply lines.”

I paused to think.

“Now that I say those words out loud, I realize that he also has me beat on patience. He’s accustomed to long timelines, whereas that’s entirely new to me.”

“All of your logic seems sound,” Solara replied. “I should have the rest of the text read in the next 6 or 7 days. Well, no, maybe 8 or 9. I forgot about the family dinner.”

A weighty dread hung from her last few words.

“You’re not excited about an evening with Ithaca and Penny’s families?” I asked.

Where Invia was Ashley’s partner for this affair, Solara was Purity’s. I was attending as a security escort for those four, but I knew that Godfried, Purity’s father, was wise to my role in recent events being much larger than most people suspected. Invia’s father wasn’t an idiot either, so he likely had similar suspicions.

Despite what their families believed they knew, they didn’t think I was anything more than a gold digger, manipulating rich women. My grander ambitions were invisible to them. As long as that’s what they believed, my women were still my front, and that was still intact.

I owned them, so I owned their achievements. Wearing a crown didn’t matter to me, so I was happy to have Ashley and Invia be the public faces of the kingdom. If someone made a play for the throne, I preferred them to kill Ashley or Invia over killing me. Even if people suspected differently, admitting to my true level of influence brought more risk than benefit.

“Penny doesn’t speak fondly of her home life," Solara answered. “I don’t want to smile and play nice with people who I know for a fact treated her poorly.”

“When I told her she didn’t have to do this, she said she had put it off for too long. I hope she gets the closure she’s looking for.”

“When has a shitty family ever given the kid they hurt closure?”

I didn’t have an answer for that.

“She doesn’t owe them anything,” Solara said. “If she’s doing this for herself, I support it. I’m just worried about her.”

“How do you feel about Ithaca and her family?”

“Ithaca has been punching back at them her whole life. She understands what she’s getting into now when she punches again. Penny hasn’t done this before, so she has no idea what the water is really like.”

“And won’t until she’s jumped in.”

“Right. She’s strong enough to do whatever she wants, but her being strong has nothing to do with how much her family could make this suck.”

“Did you tell her these things too?” I asked.

Solara shook her head. “I didn’t want to create a problem if there wasn’t one already there. These are just concerns I have, but the only moment I really have to go on is how her siblings reacted to you when we were new to Grubiit. Charity was all about slinging her righteous anger around. Do you think this will go smoothly?”

“Absolutely not,” I said, laughing. “The family conflicts will probably play a part, but I think the bigger issue will be all the hurt egos in the room. Ithaca and Penny were told there were limits on how much they could accomplish because of their gender and because of their natural potential. Ithaca’s parents believed she should find a good man and stand in his shadow. Penny’s family believed she wasn’t strong enough to stand up to the world and make a difference.”

“And now one is a queen and the other is a goddess.”

“Yep. They have achieved more than anyone in their families. In my experience, when a person who was previously above you in standing has to admit that they are now beneath you, emotions can run hot. Not only did they both prove their parents wrong, which people also don’t like–Ithaca and Penny found more success than their parents ever did.”

“Sounds like it will be a fun evening all around,” Solara joked. “Should I leave Sarah at home for the sake of keeping the peace? I’m not sure a family from the Church would appreciate an abyssal familiar, but I’m also walking in the room with horns.” She indicated the white spikes that extended from her skull.

I reached out with a finger and scratched Sarah’s head. She closed her eyes and pressed upward to show she enjoyed it.

“Sarah’s a part of the party, and she’s an extension of you,” I answered. “I see no reason to leave her behind. Did Penny say something?”

“No, she didn’t. I knew she would tell me to bring Sarah no matter what.”

“Good, so bring her. The more the merrier.”

Solara giggled. “Sure. This dinner will be full of merriment.”



Queen Ashley hosted the multi-family dinner in one of the Capital castle’s dining rooms, selecting this one specifically because the table was round instead of long and rectangular. If no one was at the head or foot of the table, egos were slightly less likely to come to blows. Both Invia's and Purity’s parents were present, as were Invia’s sister, Esita, and Purity’s twin siblings, Justice and Charity.

Esita had the same dark hair as her sister, but she was shorter. When we first met, she was in priestess robes, and I was enamored with how the cloth hung from her chest. Only the shadow of their shape was visible, and the suggestion of what was beneath was its own kind of erotic.

On this night, she wore a low-cut top with a high-cut midriff, revealing her gentle and full curves from above and below. She looked at me with the same fuck-me eyes she gave me way back then in Borja.

Esita not bringing a date along was interesting. I often thought about how she thanked me for saving her in the Borja dungeon, and I often lamented how many things I didn’t get to do to her body. If she were dateless for this evening of couples, perhaps that door wasn’t closed completely.

Justice was a dude, so I wasn’t interested in boning him. My attraction to Charity was soaked in loathing. I would enjoy hate-fucking her but wouldn’t want her around long enough for her to speak.

Queen Ashley and Invia sat together as a couple, as did Purity and Solara. I stood against the wall for security. Godfried glared at me when he entered, but he held his tongue. Lord and Lady Darlif, meanwhile, acknowledged my presence with a brief nod but were preoccupied with the night ahead. The guests seemed to have prepared themselves for the potential of my uncomfortable presence, and it showed.

Judging by the shifting glances at Sarah, the abyssal serpent wrapped around Solara’s shoulder, they weren’t ready to have a demonic familiar join for dinner and never dreamed they would have to prepare for such a thing. Sarah enjoyed the attention.

Royal servants filled drinks for guests as they claimed their seats, and soon, Queen Ashley stood to address the full table.

“Welcome, friends and family,” she said with a smile and a glass of champagne in her hand. “I know we’ve all met and spoken with one another under different circumstances in the past, but I’m excited to have a night where we speak as a family. The chef has prepared a multi-course meal for us tonight, so all we have to do is enjoy the company while plates of food appear.”

“We are grateful for your generosity, your Highness,” Godfried offered, ever the dutiful suck-up.

Ashley waved the words away. “Queen Invia and I would prefer we not worry about titles. We can be casual here.”

Invia’s father flinched at the reference to Invia having the title of queen but didn’t say anything.

Her mother, meanwhile, said, “It’s good to see you again, Invia. I don’t think we’ve gotten a chance to see each other since your lovely wedding.”

“I’m happy to see you too, Mother,” Invia replied. “Work for the kingdom has been demanding, as I’m sure you can imagine.”

Ashley added, “I rely on your daughter a great deal. She’s been a phenomenal partner.”

“That’s lovely to hear, your High-I mean, that’s lovely to hear, dear,” Invia’s mother replied. “So much has changed and so quickly.”

“Which changes are you thinking of?” Invia asked.

“The construct army is the most visible, I’d say.” She glanced toward the door where two silk soldiers with massive metal breasts stood guard. “Trade seems to have strengthened. And there’s this news that an entirely new sister kingdom will be opening soon. That one is exciting, but I’m afraid it's hard to grasp.”

Lady Darlif was being surprisingly complimentary and had clearly been paying attention.

Invia smiled proudly. “Sanctuary South is beautiful, Mother. If you and Father would like to relocate there, I’d be happy to help with that.”

Invia’s father coughed.

“You talk like the construction is done,” Esita observed.

Invia nodded. “It is. We’ve begun to help merchants and other permanent residents move in early already.”

“Is it true that the city is built in the wastelands of the south?” Esita asked. “That sounds so fantastical.”

Ashley sipped her champagne. “The sight is stunning to behold. Inside the barrier, it’s a permanent spring afternoon, yet snow is always falling all around the city. We’re very excited about the traffic this alliance will bring to our Capital, and it’s already improved our standing in international matters.”

“What matters, specifically?” Lord Darlif inquired.

“Every nation in the world has sent envoys to confirm that we were happy with our various treaties and trade agreements. Nobody wants to be cut off from Sanctuary South, and the silk soldiers guarding our borders have motivated leaders to be certain that there is no tension between our nations.”

“Why are we discussing the Fiend of Flowst and his city like he isn’t standing right there?” Charity asked. “What sort of king moonlights as a bodyguard for another monarch? If we’re going to do this dinner, we should at least be honest with each other.”

Justice put a calming hand on his sister’s wrist, but she swatted it away.

Looking at me, Charity added, “How stupid do you think we are?”

Very.

Purity spoke before I could. “Nothing about the last six months has been conventional. I do not speak for anyone but myself, but I will say that we’ve been able to achieve what we have because we weren’t dogmatic about traditions and protocol.”

“It’s so cute how he pulls the string, and the words come out of your mouth.”

“Charity!” Justice hissed.

“Claiming to be the Goddess is blasphemy,” Charity responded, searching the faces around the table for support. “Am I the only one who is willing to acknowledge the facts, or will you all play dumb for the rest of your lives?”

“What facts, sister?” Purity asked.

“The Church has never been weaker than it is now. You manipulate and exploit innocent people for your own gain but dress it up as faith and prayer. You call yourself Penny instead of being proud of the name Mom and Dad gave you, and you stood in front of the city and claimed the Goddess entered your body to help you free the Princess. We all know that’s nothing but lies.”

Solara was about to speak but closed her lips when she saw the seriousness in Purity’s eyes. My archpriestess didn’t need anyone to stick up for her. She could do that just fine on her own.

“Crime, homelessness, and hunger are down and still dropping,” Purity declared. “More people in the kingdom have access to education than ever before, and as far as I’ve heard, the kingdom’s economy has never been more prosperous.”

Ashley nodded to confirm that was true.

Purity continued. “We have had to root out the corruption in the Church for those things to come to pass. Would you rather the Church be strong, or would you rather all those people live happier lives?”

Godfried clicked his tongue. “That’s a false equivalency. The Church has very clearly been a source for good.”

“Were you friends with the late Father Finlee?” Purity asked her dad.

“Of course. He was a pillar of the community.”

“He bought and sold slaves and kept the youngest for himself. I suspect other people in this room are aware of this truth, though they need not say it aloud.” Purity was referencing the Darlif’s family’s longstanding stake in the slave trade. Invia’s father may have even sold some of those slaves to Father Finlee directly.

“It’s true,” Ashley added. The glint in her eye told me she backed Purity in part to see if Charity or Godfried had the gall to dispute the Queen.

“The Reapers seemed to specifically target slavers,” Invia said, holding her father’s eyes. “Not enough people talked about that. Any family involved in such a business would be wise to cease operations immediately.”

Lord Darlif sat back in disbelief. “Nobles built this kingdom. Any leader would be wise to recognize the influence of noble families.”

“Like the Darlifs?” Ashley asked, casually cutting into a tomato in her salad.

“Precisely.”

“A Darlif is Queen. Is there a greater recognition than that?”

Esita caught my eye from the dinner table. She seemed to implore me to step in. I shrugged.

Godfried dropped his napkin on his plate as if already preparing to leave. “You’ve all been brainwashed. The evil oozing off of that man is so great that I struggle to breathe, and the harm he has done is immeasurable.”

Solara spoke with her mouth full of salad. “I like measuring things. Purity has already explained all the ways the kingdom is better off, and those seem straightforward to me. What variables aren’t I seeing?”

“Faith, honor, tradition,” Godfried barked while Invia’s father and Purity’s sister nodded their agreement.

“Those don’t sound as important as food, housing, and education,” Solara observed.

“Potential good is not a reason to bed evil,” Godfried growled.

“Father,” Purity said calmly. “How much evil did you sense from Father Finlee?”

“That has nothing to do with this.”

“Of course it does. You call a good man evil and praise the memory of an evil man. If you believed Father Finlee to be good, and the Goddess supported that, maybe you're really just feeling and hearing what you want to be true.”

Invia's father leaned across the table to address Purity. “Your father is a great man, and he deserves your respect.”

“Do not speak to my guests that way,” Invia said.

Charity stood from her seat, sending it sliding across the room. “I can prove Byron is evil.”

“Silence,” Ashley boomed to quiet everyone. After a beat, she addressed Charity. “You can prove he is evil?”

“Yes.”

“Yes, your Highness.”

Invia smirked at Ashley's display of power.

“Yes, your Highness,” Charity repeated. “I can prove it.”

“Say you can’t,” Ashley continued. “What will you do if your test proves that Byron is not evil?”

“I don't understand,” Charity stammered.

“How will your behavior change if you discover that you were wrong?”

“The Goddess is telling me he is evil. Her guidance has never failed me.”

Ashley dabbed her lips with a napkin. “If you find he isn't evil, then it is like Purity suggested. The voice you hear is not, in fact, the Goddess but your own.”

“Your Highness,” Godfried forced himself to say. “Even with differences of opinion, there is no need to demean our faith.”

“You demeaned mine.”

Godfried paled. “What?”

“I believe that your daughter is the incarnation of the true Goddess. You spat on that idea mere moments ago.”

“Well, I.. It’s…”

Ashley turned back to Charity. “If you fail to prove Byron is evil, then I think you should try our faith. Pray to Purity and see what you feel.”

Charity hesitated.

“Or you can withdraw your statement, and we can return to our dinner.”

In my mind, Purity asked, “Would you like me to stop this?”

“Only if you want it to stop. I don’t mind letting it play out,” I answered.

“I believe in the voice of the Goddess,” Charity said, her own voice wavering.

Ashley addressed me next. “Do you submit to this test?”

“Yes, my Queen.”

“Good. Then Charity may proceed.”

Charity walked around the table to where I stood. “My test is to subject you to Holy magic,” she said. “I won't hold back, so I'll give you the chance to admit your evil and spare your life.”

“Go ahead.”

That response set Charity to blinking in surprise. “Fine. Holy Eruption is the strongest spell I know. The ground where you stand will be purified entirely by the Goddess’ love.”

“Ready when you are.”

Charity cast her spell. The room brightened, and I had the sensation of sunlight warming my skin, but nothing else happened. Seconds later, the spell was over. I offered Charity a pitying shrug.

“I believe you owe Byron an apology at a minimum,” Ashley declared.

Godfried grabbed his wife's wrist. “We must go, your Highness. Thank you for your hospitality.”

Invia's father stood to do the same. He bowed to Queen Ashley. “Your Highness, we must depart as well. I offer you my sincerest apologies.”

Ashley raised an eyebrow. “There are two queens in your presence.”

Invia didn't hide her grin, and her father didn't hide his disgust.

Slowly and with great reluctance, he bowed to Invia. “Thank you for the meal, your Highness.”

In that moment, I knew Invia was going to fuck my brains out. Nothing could ever turn her on more than that moment just then.


Chapter 17

The Flowst dungeon was finally defeated, but not by me. My party hadn't gone farther than the demon mini-boss guarding the castle gate at the top of the stone pillar. News of the triumph got us curious again, so we returned to the dungeon, killed the demon guarding the gate, and started to explore the castle.

When the Dungeon Lord dryad was still alive, my party explored this structure extensively, looking for a four-pronged keyhole. The floodwater had since drained, and technically, the layout of the castle itself hadn't changed, but the sculpted ice made it feel like a whole new place.

Icy spikes and columns coated the old castle, turning the drab gray stone into a sparkling pale blue palace. Ice sculptures of armored knights patrolled the halls, wielding frozen polearms and casting Ice magic. Another ice sculpture joined them sometimes, but this one was unarmored and unclothed. And had a shiny frozen erection.

This is difficult to explain.

Well, not difficult. Uncomfortable.

Adventurers called them “boner knights.” The new boss of the dungeon was responsible for their creation, and until the recent success of another party, nobody knew what that boss was. When I learned it was someone I had encountered before, the boner knights made more sense.

The new boss was once a disgraced sorceress queen whose spirit was imprisoned in the depths of the royal tomb. No one outside of my party knew this, but that queen and I tag-teamed Purity once. I supplied the dick. The queen provided the tentacles. We all finished.

That technically made the Flowst dungeon boss an old hookup.

She must have enjoyed the dalliance because those stiff-cicles were recreations of yours truly, accurate down to the vein. With how much we had invested in Byron's Blessing and Byron’s Bliss, the shape of my dick felt like proprietary property. This sorceress duped my competitive advantage and couldn’t even be bothered to let me know.

If she had, I would have complained immediately and stopped these monsters from ever being made. Since that possibility had long since passed, all I could do was laugh at the absurdity of copies of my dick running around the Flowst dungeon. No one but me had put together who the boner knights were based on, and that was good because the sorceress queen had dark tastes, and she designed the monster accordingly.

Ice Byrons targeted and assaulted female adventurers. I never had to resort to forcing myself on a woman, not once in my life, so I didn't appreciate that representation of me, and I was even less enthused when strange stories started to spread. Female adventurers were rumored to surrender to it willingly on a regular basis, and one all-women guild was believed to have incorporated the monster into a new hazing ritual.

At any rate, the point is the Ice Byrons were never approved products. More importantly, the new intel on the Flowst boss gave me what I needed to feel comfortable adding the sorceress queen to our dungeon rotation, so we hung a teleporter noose near the boss room. We could now pop in for that fight as easily as we could the Borja boss room.

I had yet more boss XP to claim.

For the low and simple cost of a few gold coins, a Dungeon Brawler carried a silk noose to the bottom of the Zaglis dungeon, adding that to our shortcut list as well.

That was the easiest fight yet. The Zaglis boss was an amphibious, kraken-like horror that dragged adventurers into the water to drown them if it didn't rip them to pieces first. Podni and Solara fried it with Bolt damage, and the only job the rest of us had was to not touch the water while it happened.

We hired another brawler to hang a teleporter for the Lopav dungeon so we could add that encounter to the loop too. That boss was a frost demon, a weaker Frozen Fiend essentially.

Borja, Flowst, Lopav, Zaglis–That boss rush route netted us 850,000 XP in about an hour.

Eventually, Minsic and the Capital would join the route, and once we climbed high enough in the tower for the kind of big XP return I was after, I would incorporate tower encounters as well. With Solara's Demons of the Storm, Podni’s mega Bolt bombs, my Unholy Smite, and Invia's Unholy Smite, we could overwhelm any of those bosses in seconds.

The Minsic dungeon boss had yet to be defeated, and the elder lich boss at the bottom of the Capital dungeon was believed to be the strongest encounter in the world. Even if we could get to that boss room, the rewards didn’t justify the risks. I needed XP, not challenges.

In addition to the XP, we collected the boss crystals and all of the boss loot. That meant we had a partial monopoly on aspect tomes and magic items coming out of dungeons, giving Sanctuary South a steady supply of exceptional merchandise.

If, for some reason, my party was ever unavailable, perhaps because we were climbing the tower, Cici did the boss rush by herself. That way, all of the XP was fed into a weapon I controlled, and I still got all of the loot. After a few years of Cici pitching in during our off days, she would be strong enough to end worlds all on her own.



XP wasn't the only resource we needed to grind for. I needed good-aligned levels for Invia’s Silk Sword upgrade, and I needed them for Corpse Builder as well. Thanks to my new ability, Hymen Harvester, I could gain 1,000 good-aligned levels if I fucked a virgin to death.

Well, the system description sounded more like the process of creating the levels killed her rather than my dick, but the outcome was the same.

Anyway, we needed a high density of willing virgins to do this efficiently. Invia's suggestion was to prowl the various university campuses, but that was too scattershot for my tastes. I proposed a different idea, and that took us to Orthlox.

I needed to add a new entrance for Penny’s in the city anyway, so that made it easier to endure the brief run from Flowst.

When the teleporter was active, Invia joined me because she wanted to spill blood, which will make more sense when you hear the whole plan, and Podni joined because she wanted to do more tests with Intoxicate+100 Bombs. We were still making them by hand because of the delays in our construct creation, but that also meant more time to experiment and gather data.

The three of us stood in front of the Orthlox nunnery and next to a wagon half-filled with baked goods.

I flew a square of silk through a window into an empty room. Podni Silk Stepped inside and detonated four bombs, each enchanted with Intoxicate+100 twice over.

When she returned, I knocked on the main door.

A small, wrinkled woman opened the door. “Yes?”

“We have a donation for you, sister,” I said. “Food for the convent.”

“We didn't order any food.”

“That's why I said donation. This food is courtesy of Valice Chastain. Let us inside so we can drop it off.”

She opened the door.

+1 Will point.

And that was ultimately the sisters’ undoing.

Tell me your name.

Tell me where you're from.

Take this treat.

Sit down.

Say, “Thank you.”

The Will points trickled out of them and into me until I was brave enough to say, “Take me to your bed” to one of the nuns.

The old bag blushed and led me to the closet of a room she shared with another sister. And I started to grind for good-aligned levels.

A couple of things to note: It was a toss-up whether or not they got wet enough to fuck. Sometimes it was a rainforest, and other times I gave myself cotton mouth from having to spit so much. I had to climax for Hymen Harvester to trigger, so this was also a lot more work for me than I expected it to be.

The biggest surprise of the evening was how few of the nuns were actually virgins. I expected a few priest-fuckers in the mix, but out of 22 nuns, only 5 triggered Hymen Harvester.

Who was in charge of quality control around here? Abstinence was the whole point!

Whenever Hymen Harvester triggered, the nuns turned into black sand like dead dungeon monsters and dissolved to nothing. When it didn't trigger, Invia took the confused old woman into another room and killed her. Every nun we killed, minus a single exception, was level 1.

Podni didn't stick around for the whole night of grinding. She saw how well the bombs worked, and that was all she needed, so she left Invia and me to finish the rest of the job.

When the night finally ended–and goddamn was it a lot of work–we had 5,021 more good-aligned levels.

“You look as disappointed as I am,” I said to Invia as she dumped a few bottles of lantern oil along the top floor of the convent. “Didn't really scratch the murder itch, huh?”

She shook her head. “And we earned way fewer levels than we hoped.”

“Indeed. Indeed.”

“Stacey said she finished the sword but wouldn't tell me what enchantments she put on them,” Invia said, changing the subject.

She tossed an empty bottle on the floor and let it shatter. She pulled another from her pack and uncorked it, resuming her dousing.

“I thought I'd make it a surprise,” I replied.

“Can I be surprised now? I'll earn it if I have to.”

“You already earned it,” I said. “In addition to the fire crystal base, I spent some of the levels I had for other enchantments.”

Which was a Corpse Builder option:

100 Levels - Imbue a target weapon with an ability or spell that you know.

“I wasn't sure if the system would allow me to do what I wanted,” I continued. “But it did. When you use your ability to add that new sword to your Silk Sword summons, each of them will also have Slow, Ghostly Feint+5 and Sharpen+27.”

“No fucking way.”

I smiled.

“Nonstop Ghostly Feint activations and a 100% chance to ignore armor?”

I nodded. “Correct. Our enemies will see the illusion of the Silk Sword attacking one way when really it's attacking in another. And none of their armor will matter.”

“That makes my build as broken as Solara and Podni’s,” Invia said with a touch of awe.

“I'd say so.”

Invia threw her arms around me. “You're the sexiest man I've ever met. Once we wash all the old bitch off your cock, I'm going to thank you.”

When we separated, I held up a box of matches. “Would you like to do the honors?”

She gleefully accepted and laughed softly to herself when the lamp oil caught fire.



In preparing for our next tower climb, I revisited a point of concern that had bothered me before.

My over-juiced stats made it difficult for me to realistically assess danger levels. That had been a problem for a while now, but my recent dump of Loyalty Pledges pushed it to a new extreme. Instead of continuing to agonize over it, however, I opted to accept failure. If I couldn’t resolve that problem when it was relatively small, I had little hope of fixing it now that the issue had ballooned to absurd proportions.

I would still avoid putting my party in extreme danger, to be clear, but stressing over it wasn't productive. Instead, I decided to focus on strategies that would make a fuck-up more forgiving. For example, I originally planned to spend my virgin convent coupons on this Corpse Builder unlock:

3000 Levels - Create an exact shadow duplicate of your build to fight on your behalf.

That duplicate could accompany us on runs or remain in Sanctuary South to protect the city. I wasn’t clear on how intelligent the shadow duplicate would be, but I expected it to be able to handle basic commands like any other summon.

But if I really wanted to keep my party safe, I would be better off using this option:

1000 Levels - Duplicate an ability you own and transfer it to a target of your choice. They learn the ability automatically.

To give them this ability from my character sheet:

Devotion Reaper

Passive Ability

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

With 20 Oaths, the damage negation Devotion Reaper provided felt like having a force field. I couldn't remember the last time I had been injured in a fight, actually. That was more a result of how quickly we ended encounters than the protection Devotion Reaper provided.

But still. That protection was incredible. Invia could swing a sword at my chest, and I would barely feel it. Damage negation nullified the force of the blow entirely. A punch in the stomach might not break skin, but it could still do damage. Punching into damage negation, however, was like reaching for your toes. You can push and strain for a few extra millimeters but still not get much further.

I wouldn't be able to give Ashley the ability until I had more good-aligned levels, but I could protect everyone adventuring with me, and that benefit would only improve as our kingdom grew.

My harem growing in strength meant that I, too, grew in strength. If I wanted my soldiers to fight for me, it was in my best interest to arm them.

After all, we had a tower to climb.


Chapter 18

I had Unholy Smite and my absurd stats.

Solara had Demons of the Storm and any other Bolt spell she pleased.

Podni had her spell bombs based on the strength of Solara's Bolt spell.

Purity buffed us so our overpowered attacks were even stronger.

And Invia had my Unholy Smite as well as a swarm of Silk Swords. Every sword had a red-hot blade enchanted with Slow, Ghostly Feint+5, and Sharpen+27.

I highlight these advantages so you believe me when I say levels 31 to 40 were dull for our party. We walked through them in 12 days and came away with roughly 1.2 million XP a piece, which was abysmal compared to the XP our boss rush teleporter chain could net us, but it was progress.

This set of floors was based on character classes. Floor 31, for example, was all humanoid monsters–from orcs to lizardmen–with the barbarian class. Every single mob.

The floor after that was rangers. Then fighters, wizards, monks, and rogues.

Levels 37 through 39 made me glad I had waited to grant any of my party undeath. Whole floors of clerics, priests, and paladins could have been deadly if any enemy got a Holy spell off.

Acquiring the liquid sunlight I needed for more Immunity to Holy potions was a must, and those floors only made that belief stronger.

The final floor didn't have a singular boss. We fought an entire party–one enemy per class–of human-adjacent monsters. They looked, moved, and fought like humans but didn't have faces.

They died like humans too. All of these battles were instant thrashings, so I don't even have fights to describe, just annihilations.

Unfortunately, we had other work to tend to, so we hung a silk noose, grabbed our boss loot, and warped home.

I should have enjoyed this run, but Aurketzu never stopped whispering to me.

“Abaddon is coming for you, viceroy. You will wish for death.”

The moment I felt happiness, her words struck. Every time.



I was in the rectory poring over the tome Solara had been reading, trying to solidify a plan for eliminating Abaddon, when I received a system notification.

A summoner on the plane of dominions invites you for an audience. You cannot receive or deliver harm for as long as you remain within the summoning circle, and you may return to your home plane at will. These rules cannot be broken or cheated by either party.

Do you accept the invitation?

Yes / No

The plane of dominions was one of the celestial planes. Thus far, all of my celestial summonings had targeted the plane of the angeli, the lowest of the heavenly planes, and the beings I summoned were fallen angeli, or grigori, as beings like Cici were known. If I succeeded in climbing the tower to break into the heavens, the angeli plane was where I would find myself.

From there, I would have to travel another 8 planes to reach the top of the celestial power structure, progressing in this order from least to greatest:

• Plane of Angeli

• Plane of the Archangeli

• Plane of Principalities

• Plane of Powers

• Plane of Virtues

• Plane of Dominions

• Plane of Thrones

• Plane of the Cherubim

• Plane of the Seraphim

The summoner requesting my presence was from the plane of dominions, three away from the plane of the seraphim, where the strongest celestials lived. From watching Solara draw so many summoning circles, I also knew that targeting one specific individual for a summon was vastly more complicated and expensive than summoning a random being of a certain type. Furthermore, the more distant a plane was from the summoner further increased the spell’s difficulty.

As a resident of the dominions plane, my summoner was on the upper end of celestial influence, but their not being the most powerful made me more willing to take the risk of accepting.

A seraphim had nothing to gain by speaking with me. If they were interested in Byron of Zaglis, that could only be because they felt threatened. The creatures on that plane were presumably strong enough to repel Abaddon. If they saw me as a threat, killing me would be the easiest and simplest solution. A conversation wasn’t even worth a thought.

But a summoner from a lower celestial plane was more likely to have aspirations of climbing higher. To reach the plane of dominions, this celestial had already demonstrated a high degree of competency, and why would they want to stop? I could be incredibly useful to a being like that.

That didn’t guarantee my safety by any means, but I thrived whenever greed was involved. Enemy or ally, the thirst for more made them vulnerable.

I selected Yes.

I found myself standing at the very top of a white tower. The sky was filled with strange stars and colorful moons, and all around me were islands suspended in the darkness, as if the most beautiful parts of Earth had been divided into puzzle pieces and hung by strings. I felt no wind or temperature in this place, but the scent of blooming flowers was almost overwhelming.

A humanoid rivaling the scale of the giantess Spirit of Death stood before me. The muscular male form gleamed like solid gold and had six arms and two primary sets of wings. The wings were a silky silver, one pair mounted on his shoulder blades like Cici’s stumps and the other attached to his lower back and tailbone. Each of his ankles had a single smaller wing sticking straight out, reminding me of rudders on a ship.

His hair was the same gold as his body, but his eyes were a shimmering platinum instead of the golden eyes I was used to seeing on grigori.

Should I risk Sense Weakness on him? No, starting on bad terms would be disastrous, considering the strength of my host.

“Thank you for accepting my invitation,” the angel boomed. “I wish to discuss a business proposition.”

Interesting.

“So you summoned me specifically?” I asked to confirm my earlier suspicion.

“Indeed.”

“Then I fear I am at a disadvantage. You know who I am, but I don’t know who you are.”

“I am Arcturus, merchant to the heavens. I have learned of your products escaping the material plane.”

“I do not mean to be disrespectful with my caution,” I said, “but do you consider me your enemy?”

“That may be true of some of my kind, but I am my own person with my own interests. I searched for evidence that you harmed celestials, and I didn’t even find rumors of such.”

“That’s true. I haven’t harmed anyone from the heavens.”

Not for lack of trying.

“Then you are no enemy. You can kill as many of your kind as you like. You are a lesser being from a lesser plane harming other lesser beings. Though you are lesser, that does not mean we cannot profit together.”

Lesser being. Lesser plane. I hoped I had the chance to kill Arcturus when his usefulness ran out.

“I will hear your proposal,” I said.

“I wish to be your exclusive distributor to the heavens. You cease sending samples through grigori and sell to me instead. I suspect you hoped your efforts would lead to an opportunity like this one, and I am happy to open the door for you. Have I read the situation correctly?”

I nodded.

“How much gold do you require to agree to my terms?”

“I would prefer a trade,” I answered. “I seek 5 doses of liquid sunlight. Once I’ve acquired those, I’d rather be paid in a resource unique to the heavens, something I couldn’t find on the material plane.”

“What need does a human have for liquid sunlight?”

“I’m not sure you could afford the price I would charge to share that information.”

“You are shrewd indeed. Provide me guidance on what would interest you so that I may make a compelling offer.”

“I desire knowledge of the hells. I am particularly interested in histories of conflicts with the material and celestial planes, as well as beings from the abyssal plane. When that has been exhausted, we can agree on a gold amount for ongoing business.”

Arcturus stilled as he thought. No part of him moved save for the slow rise and fall of his folded wings. Reading a celestial’s facial expressions was difficult for me. Their eyes, lacking irises and pupils, seemed especially empty when I had spent a lifetime speaking only with humans. My impression was that he wanted to know why I was so interested in the hells, but he also knew better than to ask.

Or he was trying to intimidate me. I couldn’t decide.

“And these terms give me exclusivity,” he said after a time. “You would no longer send product to my planes through other means.”

“Reaching new customers with my products is important to me. If you aren't hoarding the merchandise and are actively promoting it, I would have no desire to send product any other way. I value the simplicity of a motivated distributor.”

“I am surprised a human of your nature has come to this decision so easily.”

“I do have questions if we are to be business partners,” I said, deflecting the hard sell. “Is doing business with the material plane common?”

“I wouldn't use that word, but such business happens more often than most humans would believe.”

“For what sort of items, and how does the exchange work?”

“I have humans at my disposal to facilitate these sorts of transactions, which is how our trades would work as well. Goods can vary. A few foods, a selection of wines, and a substance called dreamdust, which I understand to be popular in your world.”

I held back my laughter. If Arcturus knew I was connected to Samson, he didn't say so, and I couldn't tell if he was hiding that knowledge or not. His face didn't move enough when he spoke, and I didn't know if that was normal for whatever species of ascended angeli he was. I also knew better than to ask him anything about it.

“I'm familiar with dreamdust,” I said.

“I had heard it was popular, yes.”

“Does doing business between planes make me new enemies I should be aware of?”

“No more than is typical. My enemies would view any of my associates unfavorably, just as your enemies would do the same for your associates.”

“Fair.”

Arcturus smiled. “Then I believe we have an accord. In what city should I direct my people to meet you?”

“Zaglis.”

“Excellent. They will deliver your payment as well.”

“If I have other business opportunities, should I call on you?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Excellent. Good speaking with you.”

I reappeared in the rectory with the biggest grin on my face. I had my source for liquid sunlight, and just in time.

And I had more work for Drae.

Talking with Arcturus connected the dots on a few of my recent experiences, and the result was another dozen notes to share with my construct expert. She had only just begun closing in on completing the last round of revisions I provided, so she would surely attempt to extort at least one more round of spanking from me, but I could live with that as well as the delay these pivots would cause.

This design was the one. This construct was how I brought the celestials to heel, and their surrender to me would give me even more resources in my war against Abaddon.

But first, Drae had to finish the final build.

-4 to Progress to Your Fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 61 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)



For my plan with the constructs to succeed, I needed a way to get them to the celestial plane. The only path I knew was through a tower, so again we climbed.

The next ten floors seemed to be themed around sins. Even if they weren't particularly challenging, they were interesting.

The floor for the sin of slothfulness had sticky floors, waist-high mud, and several sorts of monsters who could apply the Slow debuff, from poisonous flowers to giant leeches.

Envy was trickier, and we needed two encounters to catch on. Every monster on that floor wielded duplicates of our weapons, but their weapons were 50% more powerful.

+5 to Progress to Your Fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 66 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

We were preparing to move up to the next floor but had stopped to rest when that update came through. What bullshit. I only just reduced that by 4–and felt pretty good about it–and Abaddon recovered and then some. Was he waiting for me to make progress just so he could immediately demoralize me?

“Your spirit is easily demoralized.”

She wasn’t real. The voice was my imagination.

“You need me, viceroy. Every day, you see it more and more. If you admit it now, I can still help you. I can keep you alive.”

I would rather die than risk you taking over my mind again.

“Is that so? We both know the truth of that as well.”

While I argued with the voices in my head, Purity used the break as an opportunity to check in on the Silk, so she hung a noose and blinked away.

She was back almost immediately.

“The Water Temple is under attack,” she said. “The wards are keeping them out, but Abby looks really tired. I've never seen her tired before.”

I had never seen the liluti tired before either. Any force strong enough to exhaust Abby had to be serious. We jumped through the teleporter right away, appearing in Sanctuary South for the brief seconds we needed to cross the garden and teleport to Zaglis.

We found 130 of my followers armed and ready for battle. Kierka, Lala, and Lili had stepped up to lead the defense in my absence. I needed to remember to reward them for taking the initiative.

The missing members were on dungeon runs or in towns, and that wouldn't do. We were safest if everyone was home.

I used Ruler’s Voice to speak to all of my followers at once. “Return to Sanctuary South immediately and prepare for battle. The Water Temple is under attack. We may need your help to defend it.”

Lala or Lili updated me on what had transpired thus far. Yes, or. I couldn't tell them apart when they were in full gear.

“Abby described the demon force as being like the whole Grubiit dungeon organized into an army twice over,” one of the fuckable twins said. “She meant that both in terms of quantity and difficulty of mobs. We have one dungeon’s worth coming at the Temple and another dungeon’s worth attacking the city.”

Comparing the army to a dungeon was a clever way to communicate the nature of the enemy we faced. I understood immediately what we were up against.

And it wasn't that bad.

“One moment,” I told everyone and popped back to the rectory to grab a few items.

When I returned, I asked where Cici was. “She is outside with Abby, Drae, and Stacey,” said a twin whose breasts I had–and wanted to again–put my dick between.

My demons and my grigori were indeed waiting outside, and I was pleased to see they were armed with spears, ready to defend my domain.

Not armored, though. They were all still naked.

A dozen feet away, a mass of twisted demonic horrors pounded at the barrier. If the dungeon comparison was as literal as it sounded, 10,020 demons of varying strength were out there.

“All abyssal, I take it?” I asked the sisters.

“Yes, Master,” Drae replied. “When the battle concludes, I will lick you clean.”

Drae didn't care much for segues.

“Everyone but Cici and I are waiting behind the barrier,” I said. “Penny, keep me informed on how things are looking here. We will thin these ones out, but there’s a chance another group comes knocking before we’re done.

“Ithaca, Solara, Podni, if I need you to help with boss monsters, I'll let Penny know. I may also ask you to help protect Zaglis. From there, make a judgment call on who and how many of our people to send. Do not put the Temple in danger under any circumstances, so make sure we are well defended first.”

I turned to Cici and tossed her a gray robe with flaps of extra fabric hanging and dangling from its edges. I didn’t need a disguise for this battle, but my grigori did.

As Cici dressed, I asked, “Are you ready to show us what that boss fight training was for?

“Yes, Master,” Cici replied giddily, her voice muffled by fabric.

I had to help her get the robe all the way over the stumps of her broken wings. When the fabric was situated properly, Cici looked as though she had an unusually sharp hunchback.

“Listen carefully,” I said. “If Penny tells you to return to the Temple, listen right away. She might need your help. Otherwise, if it isn't human and it's outside the walls, kill it.”

Cici shook her head excitedly, wearing a big grin. The liquid gold of her eyes seemed to shimmer more brightly.

“Okay, Cici, activate Wraith+5 and get to work.”

Cici was through the barrier in a flash, pulverizing dozens of demons each second, her spear sweeping the battlefield one moment and skewering a slew of demons the next. She was a beautiful fury of violence, and using Corpse Builder to give her Wraith+5 was clearly a wise choice on my part.

I triggered Wraith+5 and joined her.

We shredded through the demon army, turning them into a spray of abyssal blood and guts. As I ripped back and forth across the battlefield, I realized I had never fought like this before. Never before did I have so many foes to slay, not all in one place like this.

And I didn't need any abilities. I mutilated the army with the power of stats alone. The effort took time simply by virtue of my enemy’s number. I killed so many that moving my sword began to feel unconscious, like I had taken my hands off the reins and let the horse run as hard and as fast as it could, except the beast was myself.

The boss-level demons were colossal humanoids with cloven hooves, wings larger than ship sails, and claws like great swords. An abyssal black fog wafted off their bodies at all times, and when they spoke to one another, those small movements revealed crack-like lines in their neck skin, through which the light of flames glew. Every other inch of the monsters was covered in onyx-black armor platemail.

Their defenses were noticeably better than every other monster, but that didn't help them. Cici beheaded both of them while their attention was on me.

Perfect quiet descended on the fields outside of Zaglis.

Except for Cici. She bounced and giggled next to me.

“Did Master see a Cici?”

I smiled. “You were excellent. It's obvious how hard you worked.”

She beamed.

-7 to Progress to Your Fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 59 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

These notifications weren’t helpful, I decided, and I wished I had a way to disable them. What I thought was a system-driven advantage over my enemy was actually a vehicle for stress and self-doubt. The numbers were abstract and always would be, so every advance Abaddon made, I imagined hundreds of explanations for what new edge he had gained. When I made positive progress, I felt like I had only delayed the inevitable rather than improved my situation.

The system was trying to drive me mad.

“You are already mad.”

At least the sorceress bitch didn’t bother me during the battle, I thought.

“Is it over?” Purity asked through telepathy.

“Yes.”

“The whole city will be watching you. Let them bask in your power.”

“How?” I asked.

“Walk slowly toward the city and let Abyssal Gaze work.”

So that's what I did.

I marched toward Zaglis like a proud conqueror. The moment I came into view, cheers went up from the walls, the gratitude of an entire city blowing across the plains to wash over me. They knew the city’s defenses couldn't hold out forever, and I saved them before a true calamity struck.

They might have felt differently if they knew the demons came for me.



“Lord Oliverry declines to meet with you,” the guard at Samson's door said.

“What do you mean? He's the one who set this meeting.”

“I have no other information to share.”

“Is it possible you're confused?”

“You are Byron of Zaglis, correct?”

“Yes.”

“No confusion,” the guard said.

I realized what this was, and it pissed me off.

“Move,” I told the guard.

He shook. “No, sir.”

“Let him in,” a voice shouted from inside, and the guard opened the door as quickly as he could, happy to end the conversation.

Samson was just inside. He had never met me at the door before. Such behavior was beneath him.

“Our work together is concluded,” he said. “You are never to contact me again.”

“Why?”

“I am no fool. Do not treat me as one.”

“The abyssal attack on Zaglis?”

Samson shook his head. “The attack on you. I know who sent that army. I do not wish to be his enemy by being your ally.”

“Just like that?”

“If that shocks you, then I am even more certain of my decision. You tasted minor success on the material plane, and it made you arrogant. I will not have my fate tied to yours.”

“Very well. Give me two more sets of gates, and I will be gone from your life.”

“You lack the standing to make demands,” Samson spat.

“I could stand here for a while longer and talk about our friend by name. He can hear when that happens, I'm told. And who would he find me talking to? He's probably reasonable, though. He would give you time to explain yourself and would undoubtedly believe your explanation.”

Samson glared. “You would not be so foolish.”

“You're my most powerful ally. It would be foolish not to force your hand in the final moments of that alliance.”

“Fine. Take your gates, and never speak my name again.”

I couldn't suppress my smile on my walk back to the Ice Temple. I may have angered Samson enough that he would look for a cunning way to cripple me, but all of my best assets were behind Abby’s wards. He could pick off a few of my followers if he really wanted to, but that was the worst he could do.

So fuck him.

No.

Wait.

Mirko spent a lot of time outside of the wards, and Samson knew I valued him.

Shit.

I Silk Walked across the sky at full speed and left a crater in the street in front of the Ice Temple, where I landed. I burst inside, teleported to Sanctuary South, and then warped to Lopav.

I was too late. I was one step out of the shed where the teleporter was hidden when I saw the guild hall.

The entire structure was encased in ice. Mirko couldn't survive that. He would be entombed inside the Northern Rangers guild hall until summer came to melt his prison.

Fuck.

Who was going to run Penny's for me now?



With the immediate threat of Abbadon’s army behind me, we returned to climbing the tower. Do not mistake that for the kind of arrogance Samson accused me of harboring. I knew that attack had been nothing more than a probe, Abaddon’s way of using a quick jab like a boxer to gauge the distance between us. Now he had a sense of how strong I was.

I didn't learn nearly as much about him as he did me, but the Zaglis attack demonstrated that Abaddon had substantial resources. Few generals would expend that many soldiers on an experiment. Most importantly, it revealed he could move armies around the material plane with relative ease.

Every member of the city watch working the night he arrived said that Abaddon's army “just appeared.” My guess was that the upper levels of the sovereign class had something to do with troop movements. I had planned to ask Samson, but I never got the chance. Two sets of permanent gates were an okay consolation prize for the loss of that relationship.

With a recent reminder of how much stronger Abaddon was in every way, I was motivated to push my plan forward, so we resumed the climb with the next sin in the set: Wrath.

Wrath felt like a repeat of the barbarian floor we ran previously. Every enemy had permanent Rage.

Greed was dozens of the most obvious traps ever. Treasure rooms were scattered about the floor, and they all featured highly desirable items. Outside every room was a probability. For some rooms, you had a 1 out of 4 chance of triggering a trap, and others were strange numbers like 1 out of 33.

Gems the size of coconuts. Books written in languages none of us recognized. Every weapon, accessory, and piece of armor you can imagine. We couldn't tell what enchantments they had, but power billowed from them like heat out of an open oven.

Even as obvious traps, they were tempting, but we restrained ourselves and worked through the floor.

Pride was a series of surprisingly powerful monster variants, like goblins who fought like top-tier demons or kobold shamans who seemed to be level 15 to 20 wizards. I gathered that the idea was to trick you into underestimating enemies or overestimating yourself.

Or were those the same thing?

Lust was all hot demons and succubi, and they were relentless, promising me more pleasure than I could fathom. They grinned as they showed me what they meant on each other. That floor was challenging. We had to stop five times for one of the girls to relieve my painfully hard erections.

Gluttony was a variety of monsters who wanted to eat us, ranging from toxic slimes to vampires, but nothing too challenging.

Blasphemy was all undead who used Unholy magic and attacks. Also, a breeze.

Floor 49, however, was the strangest yet. We fought our fathers.

Hundreds of clones of each of our fathers ran at us like crazed monsters. The experience was pretty upsetting to everyone but Invia. She enjoyed killing her father. But I couldn't have a bunch of trauma messing with my party’s heads. I ordered them to wait while I cleared it myself. Invia wasn’t happy, but she obeyed.

Killing copies of my father bothered me at first. Eventually, my mind agreed that they weren't really him. At that point, seeing his face again was kind of nice. My memories of exactly what he looked like had aged just enough that details were muddied, and grew muddier with each passing day.

I had forgotten about the mole on his neck, and the corners of his eyes were more rounded than I remembered.

But these were still just monsters.

We couldn't immediately figure out what floor 50 represented. We were mobbed by warriors, guards dressed like they were from Flowst, men and women dressed in evening wear, and old men in pajamas.

Then I recognized one of them. Good old Father Finlee was part of the horde. These were all people we had murdered. The majority of them were my victims, but if the previous floor’s mechanics applied to our whole party, the people my party members killed had to be in the mass somewhere as well.

We didn't encounter a boss at the stairs, but the passage to the next floor was still blocked. We burned another 4 hours searching the floor for a way to open the passage and came across one nun we hadn't killed. When she died, we heard the grate of stone dragging on stone.

“Maybe the objective was to kill every enemy?” Solara proposed.

“Logic seems right,” Podni replied. “It's interesting that the tower customizes floors based on us and our lives.”

Solara nodded. “Which begs all kinds of great questions, ‘how’ being the biggest. But what about other parties entering behind us? Do they see our floor? Does the floor change instantly the moment they enter?”

“And we're only halfway,” Purity said. “If the trend continues, what will more challenging floors entail?”

For my part, I didn't devote much thought to that genre of question. We would find out for ourselves very soon.

As we walked back to the stairs, I took a look at my progress:

Progress to Next Level: (3,290,083 / 13,107,200)

Class: Abyssal Sovereign, Tier 15 (2,781,694 / 3,276,800)

Seeing how much XP I still needed made me wonder if I should have been doing boss rush runs instead to level faster. After some thought, I decided that I was already on the right path.

I had to reach the heavens as soon as possible. Staying the course was critical.

“Level-up party tonight?” Podni asked. “Level 19 is worth celebrating.”

“I agree,” I said. Even if it wasn’t my level-up, party progress was as good for me as it was for them.


Chapter 19

“This will be our last morning like this in the rectory,” Purity said, her head on Solara’s bare stomach, her feet in Queen Ashley’s hands. Ashley pressed her thumbs into Purity’s soles and pushed up through the arches, lulling my archpriestess’ eyes closed.

“What do you mean?” Invia asked. She lay on her chest on top of the sheets next to a sleepy Podni.

“After the wedding today, we’ll all be moving into Sanctuary South,” Purity answered. “It’s a new chapter in our lives. I’m excited to see where the story goes, but it’s bittersweet to know it won’t be exactly the same.”

“You and Solara are about to become immortal. You have an eternity of new chapters ahead.”

Purity thought for a moment and nodded. “That’s true. We’ll be surrounded by change with each other as the only constants in the world.”

“I love how that sounds,” Solara added, idly stroking Purity’s hair.

My archpriestess smiled warmly and tilted her head to look up at her future wife.

“Today is a big day,” I said. “We should accept that it's starting.”

“Unlocks first!” Invia interjected. “Listen to mine.”

She read from her system menus:

Bloody Little Princess

When you trigger Rage or its equivalent, your enemies see the illusion that the blood of all the people you have killed follows behind you like a wave. Any enemy seeing the wave has a chance to be afflicted with Stun, Fear, and Clumsy. Enemy's ability to resist is based on their intelligence or their constitution, whichever is higher, but their chances of resisting go down as you accumulate more murders.

Prerequisite: Sovereign’s Blood Harvest, 25 Murders

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: The chance for your target to resist the effect of Bloody Little Princess is reduced by 50%.)

(Bonus Pledge: For 1 minute, any target affected by Bloody Little Princess will receive the Bleed effect when they are struck by a weapon. If the sovereign wills it, anyone sucking on your nipples will taste a beverage of the sovereign’s choice as if you were lactating.)

Hungry Mistress

For every 10,000 Will points you harvest on behalf of your sovereign, gain a 0.05% bonus to an attribute of your choice. Once a target attribute is chosen, the choice cannot be undone.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Bonus increases by an additional 0.05%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Every 50,000 Will points, gain a 0.2% bonus to an attribute of your choice. If the sovereign wills it, anyone sucking on your nipples will taste a beverage of the sovereign’s choice as if you were lactating.)

Barbarian Queen

Your firstborn will receive a copy of your Rage and Rage-related abilities, buffs included, when they turn 13. This ability must be selected prior to conception to apply.

Prerequisite: Sovereign's Hand of the Viceroy, Recognized Queen

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Your firstborn receives 3 bonus stat points when they turn 13.)

(Bonus Pledge: Your firstborn receives one of their father’s abilities, selected at random. If the sovereign wills it, anyone sucking on your nipples will taste a beverage of the sovereign’s choice as if you were lactating.)

The Bonus Pledge conditions were always a bit absurd, but now that we were 14 levels in, the system had to go to twisted extremes to keep the difficulty moving upward. Even more fucked up: I loved the idea of this one. I immediately decided that this was a great way to deliver distilled debauchery, and how convenient too.

“You’d look hot pregnant,” Podni mumbled, her eyes still closed.

“Shut up!” Invia shouted, pushing a giggling Podni toward the edge of the bed.

They all knew I was infertile, but in a fucked-up way, I agreed with Podni. Picturing Invia with a baby bump was kind of a turn-on.

“Bloody Little Princess is worth remembering for a future level, but Hungry Mistress has the best long-term return for how long we’ll all live,” I said.

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

Podni wiggled her head under Invia, her hair tickling the templar. When Invia rolled back, confused by Podni’s sudden attack, the saboteur closed her lips on one of Invia’s nipples and sucked.

I could choose whatever beverage I wanted, right?

Invia writhed as soon as I activated the Bonus Pledge. “Fuuuck, I didn’t know it would feel good too.”

Podni sat up, swallowed, and started to laugh hysterically as she licked her lips.

“What was it?” Invia asked.

“See if you can guess,” Podni said. She dropped her head and sucked so hard on Invia’s breast that the skin tensed and stretched, painfully so.

With her mouth full, Podni crawled up and pressed her lips into Invia’s, passing the drink with her mouth.

Invia coughed and started to laugh as well. “Your first idea was to shoot your own cum out of my nipples?” she glared playfully.

Solara, Purity, and Ashley laughed along as well. And no, it was technically my second idea, but I didn’t see the need to explain myself.

“Let me taste,” Ashley said, not giving Invia a chance to respond before sucking.

I triggered the Bonus Pledge that gave Invia’s nipples the sensitivity of a clitoris on top of making my semen the beverage of choice.

“Holy shit,” Invia groaned.

“We’re getting off track,” I declared. “Podni, your unlocks.”

“Yes, Father,” Podni replied and read from her options:

Hungry Mistress

For every 10,000 Will points you harvest on behalf of your sovereign, gain a 0.05% bonus to an attribute of your choice. Once a target attribute is chosen, it cannot be changed or modified.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Bonus increases by an additional 0.05%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Every 50,000 Will points, gain a 0.2% bonus to an attribute of your choice. If your sovereign wills it, your nipples are as sensitive and produce as much pleasure as your clitoris.)

Silk Artificer

Your deep knowledge of traps enabled you to craft a unique hand cannon and accompanying ammunition.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Automatically learn how to turn any of your explosive or magic-based traps into cannon ammunition.)

(Bonus Pledge: In addition to traditional ammunition, gain the ability to add the effects Delayed Activation, Piercing, or Fear to the ammunition you craft. If your sovereign wills it, your nipples are as sensitive and produce as much pleasure as your clitoris.)

Amateur Poisoner

Gain the intuitive knowledge for crafting and applying basic poisons. Basic poisons can apply the debuffs Fear, Slow, Dark, and Confusion or deal damage. At this tier, your poison is deadly to anyone with 5 or fewer constitution.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increase the duration of your poisons by 30 seconds.

(Bonus Pledge: Anyone with a level lower than yours has a 20% chance for their Cure spell to fail to nullify your poison. If your sovereign wills it, your nipples are as sensitive and produce as much pleasure as your clitoris.)

Hungry Mistress still seemed the winner here for the same reasons it was a smart choice for Invia: when Podni became undead, she would have decades to collect bonuses to her stats.

“Could we use poison to eliminate our enemy?” Podni asked, meaning Abaddon, of course.

And that was a good question. Sending Abaddon a poisoned bottle of wine and that being the end of our war would be spectacular, but you likely wouldn't live and rule for centuries if you were dumb enough to drink whatever you found lying around.

“From what I understand, their immunity to disease and poison is a material plane distinction,” I said. “There are diseases and poisons that can hurt demons, but I’m pretty sure we don’t have access to any of them.”

“If this is Amateur Poisoner, then it stands to reason there will be upgrades,” Podni pointed out. “Maybe one of those upgrades would be strong enough to do the job?”

“Also a fair point,” I conceded. “How about this: if we can come up with a plausible means of delivering the poison, we can come back for this unlock later. The strongest poison in the universe wouldn’t help if we had no way to actually put it to use.”

“May I take Silk Artificer, then?” Podni asked. “I know Hungry Mistress is the smarter choice, but Silk Artificer sounds-”

“Take it.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

I used Silkmancer to send a silk ribbon under the bed. It popped up from below and wrapped Podni’s ankle. I reached out and grabbed one of her wrists with a bare hand. She yanked and flailed, but her strength stat was so far below mine that it was pointless to fight.

But Podni knew what was about to happen, so she had to try.

I triggered her new Bonus Pledge, making her nipples as sensitive as her clitoris, and then tugged on the silk thread tied to her piercings.

Stretch, stretch.

Stretch, stretch.

“Fuck you, Byron!” Podni cursed between yelps and squeals. The fire within her blazed, the cracks around her abyssal scales going dark, venting abyssal fog.

I smiled back at her. When I nodded at Invia, Podni went into full-blown panic. The templar rolled one of the saboteur's nipples between her thumb and pointer finger and brought her mouth down on the other pointy tip of pink.

That was when I realized I could still Silkmancer her piercings even when they were in Invia’s mouth, so I could continue my little tug-tug game even as Invia’s cheeks collapsed inward from how hard she sucked.

“Solara? Purity? Who wants to go next?”

In my mind, Purity said, “Make Solara go.”

“Solara, you go,” I commanded aloud.

“Yes, Father. I’m curious if your thoughts will be the same as mine,” Solara replied.

Her options:

Spell Forgemaster

Active Ability

Spend good-aligned levels to design new spells.

Prerequisite: Sovereign’s Corpse Builder

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Hold a blank book with at least 50 pages and spend 10 good-aligned levels to instantly transfer your intuitive knowledge into a spell manual.)

(Bonus Pledge: Hold a blank spell scroll and spend 10 good-aligned levels to create a spell scroll usable by other mages. If your sovereign wills it, your nipples are as sensitive and produce as much pleasure as your clitoris.)

Stormborn

Passive Ability

Accurately predict the weather for the next 7 days, and gain a +25% strength bonus to any variation of the Bolt spell when in the presence of an active lightning storm.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Increase the bonus to your strength by an additional 10%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Meditate in a storm to gain a 10% strength bonus to any variation of the Bolt spell for the next 24 hours. If your sovereign wills it, your nipples are as sensitive and produce as much pleasure as your clitoris.)

Silk Slinger

Change the properties of any silk created with Silk Weaver at will. Any silk you have already summoned is unaffected.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Change the properties of silk you have already summoned.)

(Bonus Pledge: Spend mana to increase the lifespan of any silk you summon. If your sovereign wills it, your nipples are as sensitive and produce as much pleasure as your clitoris.)

Solara and Podni both were getting the clit-nipple pledge today, and just in time for the wedding. Fantastic.

Wait. Practical choices first. Play later.

“Stormborn is interesting, but the bonus is too situational,” I observed.

Solara nodded that she agreed.

I continued, saying, “Spell Forgemaster and Silk Slinger are both really vague.”

“I should just take another level of Specialist for my build,” Solara thought out loud. “Would it be wrong to want to have some fun on my wedding day? Spell Forgemaster has me really curious, and we’ve had success creating unique spells before.”

Solara was right. Demons of the Storm was a spell she made with the Spell Forger ability she unlocked a little while back, and that had become one of our party’s deadliest attacks. If the spell maintained the same power when she turned it into a scroll, we could equip an army with Demons of the Storm scrolls. Low-level mages could cast with those, so with just the followers we had, we could go into a battle with 50+ casters flooding the battlefield with Demons of the Storm.

And that was without considering the potential to create a spell even better than Demons of the Storm.

“I support it.”

Solara grinned. She lay back and put her hands behind her head. “I know what happens as soon as I make this selection. Do your worst.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

“Ashley,” I commanded. “Suck on her until she comes.”

Queen Ashley crawled across the bed, over Purity, who still rested her head on Solara’s stomach, and did as I ordered. Solara closed her eyes and enjoyed the pressure of Ashley’s mouth around her nipple.

I activated the Bonus Pledge to make them as sensitive as her clit.

“This is like a dream come true,” Solara managed to say after a moan.

Purity, instead of joining Ashley in tormenting Solara, slid lower instead. She put her mouth beneath Ashley and started to lick. Ashley lowered her hips to push her pussy against Purity’s lips.

Purity used telepathy to read me her unlock options so that her tongue could continue to flick Ashley’s clit.

Hungry Mistress

For every 10,000 Will points you harvest on behalf of your sovereign, gain a 0.05% bonus to an attribute of your choice. Once a target attribute is chosen, it cannot be changed or modified.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Bonus increases by an additional 0.05%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Every 50,000 Will points, gain a 0.2% bonus to an attribute of your choice. If the sovereign wills it, anyone sucking on your nipples will taste a beverage of the sovereign’s choice as if you were lactating.)

Divine Visions

For every consecutive day a follower prays to you, their chance to trigger your Divine Presence ability increases. When a follower has a Divine Vision, they can feel the idea of any word you choose. Word can be changed every 24 hours.

Prerequisites: Silk Saint, Divine Presence

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Add a simple visual of your choice to the Divine Vision.)

(Bonus Pledge: Choose a word, visual, and physical sensation to create a second Divine Vision revealed to followers who pray to you 30 days in a row. If the sovereign wills it, anyone sucking on your nipples will taste a beverage of the sovereign’s choice as if you were lactating.)

Generous Mistress

Active Ability

Cooldown: 7 Days

Trigger this ability to share what you are feeling at that exact moment with your followers. To be affected by Generous Mistress, a follower must have prayed to you daily for the last 7 days.

Prerequisites: Sovereign’s Sugar Daddy, Sovereign’s Enthrall, Sovereign’s Hand of the Viceroy, Silk Saint, Divine Presence

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: The minimum number of consecutive prayers is reduced by 2.)

(Bonus Pledge: Deliver a brief message, spoken in your voice, to anyone affected by Generous Mistress. If the sovereign wills it, anyone sucking on your nipples will taste a beverage of the sovereign’s choice as if you were lactating.)

This was a situation similar to Solara’s and Podni’s. Hungry Mistress was difficult to ignore, but the other unlocks were compelling enough that Hungry Mistress wasn’t the obvious choice.

“I would like to take Generous Mistress, Master,” Purity said in my mind. “I believe it will aid us the most.”

“I trust you.”

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.


Chapter 20

The wedding was held on the rooftop garden of Sanctuary South, surrounded by statues of beautiful women with silk nooses around their necks–our teleportation network.

The city wasn’t open yet, but a few hundred civilians and demons had already moved in. On the human side, we had a mix of merchants and nobles who wanted the first-mover advantage of living in a new city. Slaves we had freed and other less fortunate people from the slums of the Capital had homes in Sanctuary as well. In terms of demons, the majority of those were merchants, though a few of my high-profile demon clients had bought homes as well.

Abby couldn’t immediately tell me if the Borja Bukkake phenomenon could repeat itself outside of the dungeon or if it posed any danger to our critical barrier. Until she could, I made it a point to avoid running into horny demon queens. If they wanted me, they had to meet me in the Borja boss room like always.

Despite this burgeoning population, the city was far from busy. Making my wedding with Penny and Solara a relatively private affair.

We invited Purity’s family, but none of them came. The aftershocks of our lovely family dinner still reverberated, it seemed, but that was probably for the best. That meant every guest was a member of the Silk. Though our membership was over 200 now, that many followers were rarely in the same place at the same time. They all had their own lives and schedules, and the urge to party never hit every single member all at once.

But if you did feel like partying, you could always find at least a few accomplices.

My treasures loved an excuse to dress up, so each of them was dolled up in their own way, wearing the most expensive gowns and dresses available. Cici and the demon sisters were among them. They wore the least fabric of anyone present, but for beings who existed naked the majority of their lives, a bikini was a lot of coverage.

Purity and Solara weren’t interested in traditional wedding dresses. Both of them walked down the aisle with an arm hooked in mine, hidden beneath long white veils and carrying white tulips. They wore permanent gold silk chokers and white lace underwear. Purity had her abyssal wings on full display and chose a cute pair of boy shorts that accentuated her ass. Solara went with a white thong, and that did wonders for how her ass looked as well. I’d never be able to pick a favorite.

High Priestess Yuni met us on a small stage. She stood to the side while Solara and Purity faced each other, with me standing in between them. We all held hands.

When we got to the vows, we said them in unison: “One life is not enough for our love. I pledge myself to you and to us, a vow I will carry into eternity. May we still be together when time itself stops, and everything ceases to be.”

We kissed. The audience cheered and clapped.

When our lips separated, I pulled our foreheads together so no one could hear us speak. I handed Purity and Solara each a golden ball about the size and texture of a grape.

“One life is not enough,” I repeated and triggered Touch of Abyssal Undeath. Wings of white silk burst from Solara’s back, unfurling in a brilliant, shimmering display. At the same time, black abyssal scales began at the base of Purity’s skull and flowed down her back, forming a river of shiny black all the way to her tailbone.

Smiling, Purity and Solara ate their grapes.

My first undead wives. They were wise investments from the start, and now I could grow those returns far into the future.

From there, we celebrated in typical Silk fashion: rampant hedonism enhanced by too much alcohol and dangerous levels of dreamdust and distilled debauchery. Due to the aforementioned hedonism, the gowns and dresses didn’t stay on for long. Once one pair of girls kissed passionately, their hands exploring, it wasn’t long until other girls were inspired to do the same.

Distilled debauchery was an exceptional beverage. It had a slightly sweet taste akin to a rosé wine, and it stung like vodka. A single drink of distilled debauchery filled your body with a feeling akin to a post-sex afterglow. I say “like” because the refractory period was usually a wind-down or a pause in the madness, a time when you were noticeably less horny. Distilled debauchery gave you the afterglow but didn’t lower your horniness. The opposite, actually. Your inhibitions went down, and the pleasure you felt from physical touch was amplified.

A second drink of distilled debauchery was like your brain getting a slow blowjob on top of all the other wonderful effects. A third added the sensation of floating on a cloud.

I had high hopes for distilled debauchery sales in Sanctuary South, and the wedding reception pushed them higher.

Purity’s one wedding request spurred another sort of fun for the wedding reception. I had to burn 2,500,000 DP to make it possible, but if anyone in my party deserved a special reward, it was my archpriestess. So I spent them.

Besides, her idea was pretty good.

As you may recall, an orgasm wraith triggers a climax upon touch, and Purity learned an ability recently that enabled her to summon one. She summoned one, and I added it to the dungeon core–hence the DP expense–and then spawned several of them. With the Basic Soldier Intelligence upgrade, they followed simple commands.

Purity wanted orgasm wraiths at the reception, and she requested everyone wear enchanted glasses. These glasses were Cursed Truesight. Where plain old Truesight was useful for seeing invisible creatures and other hidden oddities, Cursed Truesight made you see less.

So no one at the reception knew where the orgasm wraiths were. A trio of young things could be enjoying cake and a conversation, and just before the next bite, an orgasm wraith floated through. At least one of the girls would moan involuntarily, and they leaned on one another to ride out the wave of pleasure. In some cases, a second orgasm wraith wasn’t far behind.

My archpriestess was correct. Orgasm wraiths were an excellent addition to a party and well worth the 2.5 million DP they cost to add to the dungeon core.

I caught Invia and Ashley getting touched by the wraiths on purpose. Since they couldn’t see them, they watched for new victims suddenly climaxing and then hustled to their sides, hoping to catch the wraith before it moved too far along. Solara pushed Purity into an orgasm wraith on three separate occasions. The first one looked like an accident, but by the third, the sorceress couldn't help squeezing her own breast and reaching between her legs as she watched Purity erupt with pleasure.

Solara’s wedding request was to have a pair of glasses that looked like they were enchanted but weren’t. She wanted to be able to see the wraiths moving about the party. In the Silk, you get whatever you want, so Solara got her fake glasses.

I had to agree that her idea was a good one. Watching her masterfully maneuver Purity into the path of a wraith while making it look completely unintentional was an art in itself. I would have to remember this party game. I quite enjoyed it.

My castle, covered in my naked women, in my city.

If Brenin hadn’t died, he would still be in Borja, crossing his fingers that a promotion was coming soon. Until it did, he would go home to that shit apartment or meet his dad for a cup of tea and listen to conspiracy theories. If Brenin were still alive, he would never believe that this was possible, especially for him. This kind of life was implausible for anyone, really.

Anyone but Byron.

I would soon blow my load in the material plane and then use my still-throbbing boner to fuck the heavens. I could do anything I wanted and have anything I wanted.

“Purity,” I said via her telepathy. “Would my beautiful wives like to retire with me?”

“Please. We have a request, though.”

“Name it.”

“Can we bring a few toys with us?”

I had to admit, I was curious about where this was going. “Anything you want. I’ll meet you there.”

My new wives threaded through the throng of followers as though they were at a market, casually picking apples, and selected 8 to take along. They took their favorites through the teleporter to my bedroom. In a blink, they were high above us, looking over all of Sanctuary South.

Invia came up behind me and wrapped her arms around my waist. Her breasts pressed into my back, and her dark hair tickled my neck when she leaned forward to whisper.

“May we say our vows next?” she asked. Her fingers slipped down my pants, her manicured nails scratching me as she gently glided to my sword.

“Are you ready to say them?”

“Mmhmm. I know how I want to say them, too. It will be quite a bit… different from this, though.”

“I knew it would be,” I replied.

She cupped my balls with one hand and gripped my shaft with the other. “I promise it will be more memorable than the fun you have tonight.”

“It’s not a competition.”

“But I want it to be,” Invia said. “So it is, right? You know I like to be competitive. It motivates me.”

“Very well. I need to go judge the first entry to see what you’re up against.”

“I can control your mind, you know.”

I chuckled. “Yeah?”

“You’ll be powerless to stop me.”

“I’m intrigued,” I said.

“When you finish in or on your new wives, I want you to picture my face smashed into the dirt and my ass up, waiting for your cock.”

Good god. If Invia was this fucked up now, how far would she go 100 years from now? I was glad she would be around to entertain me for eternity. But at that moment, I had two new wives waiting for me. I extricated myself from Invia’s arms and rubbed her with Silkmancer the whole way to the teleporter. Before I blinked away, I grabbed the silk around her throat and pulled her into the path of an orgasm wraith.

Then I yanked her out and put her back in.

And again.

Fuck, I really had to be going. I released my grip and appeared in my bedroom.

My bed was in the center of the all-glass room. Purity and Solara were in my bed, already naked and making out. I didn’t mind them starting early. The eight followers my wives selected stood in a circle around the bed, their bodies bare except for silk thongs. They stood with their legs spread and their arms bound to their sides. The same silk ropes that kept their hands at their hips went over and under their breasts, the pinch squeezing their boobs forward.

Additional lengths of silk and a dozen Byron’s Blisses–all with silk at their bases–were scattered around the room.

Purity and Solara smiled at me and beckoned me into bed.

Telepathically, Purity said, “We want them to watch us consummate our marriage, and we like when they make noises.”

“Noises, huh?”

“However you please.”

The fabric and toys made even more sense now. I replied, “As you wish, my love.”

Controlling their necks with Silkmancer, I guided my wives onto their backs. “You’re both perfect,” I said as I bent over to kiss Purity and then Solara. “I want to watch your faces the first time you cum as my wives.”

My treasures grinned up at me. I knelt between Purity’s legs and rubbed the tip of my dick on her clit. That always made her shiver, so I could never resist. Then I guided myself into her. Between the anticipation the wedding had built and her foreplay with Solara, she was slick with desire.

I summoned another cock and repeated the same for Solara. Instead of shivering like Purity, her reaction was always to close her eyes and smile, gasping softly with an arch in her back. It was cute.

I started gently pumping both of them, savoring the way their breasts drifted up and down with my thrusts. They each grabbed the back of the other’s head and pulled in to interlock their tongues.

With Silkmancer, I picked up fabric and whipped the asses of every follower at the same time. They all yelped in their own ways, some deep, some high-pitched. Some of them clamped their mouths shut the moment the noise escaped them, while others didn’t try to muffle their reactions.

Still kissing Solara, Purity grinned and glanced at me out of the corner of her eye. Her look sparkled with the joy of a devious thrill, and she went back to tasting her wife.

I whipped again and thrust, doing both harder. As my tempo quickened, I brought the whips around to the fronts of the women, slapping their skin the whole way, and started to strike their breasts, coming down on them from above in audible snaps, streaks of tender red appearing with every smack.

In my mind, Purity said, “Solara gets really turned on when she hears someone gagging on your dick, but she also doesn’t want to share you with anyone else right now.”

I understood.

Silkmancer picked up a Byron’s Bliss for each of the eight followers and guided the tips into their mouths. I unfurled the silk on the bases of each and wrapped them around the girls’ heads. Then, I activated the pumping feature, triggering a chorus of gulps and groans and gags as the toys pushed in and out of their mouths.

They couldn’t escape the toys, and they couldn’t escape the whips that now struck with even more force, leaving long welts behind with each swing.

“You know what turns me on?” Purity asked in my mind.

I summoned another dick and slid it between the mouths of my wives. Solara immediately turned to devour it. She loved to do it rough, taking advantage of the G-spot at the back of her throat. If Solara had telepathy, I knew she would tell me about something else that turned her on, but she didn’t need to remind me. I put a cock in Purity’s mouth, and Solara shuddered at her wife’s first moan, reaching over to squeeze my archpriestess’ breast with enough force to juice an orange.

Surrounded by the yelps, moans, and gags of eight other beautiful women, both of my wives gushed on my cocks, their yells vibrating through me.

When I heard a chorus of moans loud enough to be heard from the city below, I was confused. Had the entire reception timed their orgasms with Purity and Solara’s? How was that possible?

Anticipating my question, Purity spoke in my mind.

“I activated Generous Mistress,” she said.

I recalled the ability description:

Trigger this ability to share what you are feeling at that exact moment with your followers. To be affected by Generous Mistress, a follower must have prayed to you daily for the last 7 days.

Purity, the Silk Goddess, just shared her orgasm with every loyal follower of the Silk. Not just the official members who lived in our Temples, but anyone who prayed to Purity, which meant all of the normal people praying to her for guidance, as well as the masturbation addicts who used Penny’s Blessing four or five times a day, experienced that feeling.

And she used the Bonus Pledge to add a voice message. In addition to being struck by Penny’s wave of pleasure, they heard her sweet voice whisper in their minds, “The Silk loves you…”

I think I was going to like being married.


Chapter 21

The grand opening of Sanctuary South attracted a wide array of people from the material plane as well as the hells, which included the namesake plane known as hell, the infernal plane, and the abyssal plane, respectively.

Mammoni did her part in bringing demon merchants to the city, using the Grubiit dungeon gate as the highway. In taking that route, visiting demons also got to see how much fun they could have at Penny's when they passed through. Human adventurers would have to be high-level enough to get there via the dungeon, but any demon with access to Sanctuary South–a neutral zone that their culture recognized–had equal access to Penny’s Bar and Bathhouse.

My reasoning: More demons at Penny’s would attract more of the adventurer audience I was after. Those demons would want to meet interesting humans, not level 5 nobodies, so filtering out the nobodies with dungeon access was better for everyone.

Especially me.

My reputation, the curiosity that Penny's Bar and Bathhouse original launch generated, and my influence over Queen Ashley ensured that plenty of humans made the trip for Sanctuary South’s official opening day.

Podni’s sales efforts established a founding population of permanent residents–open-minded demons and humans, rich and poor–so there were people to receive the visitors.

I set the ambiance with succubi liberally spread throughout the city as living decorations, spawned by my dungeon core. They were living, writhing statues that decorated rooftops, courtyards, and crossroads. At Purity’s request, I established a few dozen orgasm wraith booths to help keep everyone in good spirits. Having a rough morning? Pop into the booth for a pick-me-up. If you don't clean up after yourself, you're guilty of a punishable offense under Sanctuary South law.

Disciplinary ideas came from Invia, and I looked forward to using them when the need arose. None of my punitive actions would be a surprise to anyone, by the way. The laws and punishments were written on massive stone tablets at the entry gates for all to see.

The Capital side of that gate was in one of the bourgey neighborhoods, and the Sanctuary side was on an island in the middle of our lake. Though the island was large enough so it could accommodate additional gates in the future, it was still relatively small. From there, visitors had to cross a bridge and walk down a small cobblestone road to the city’s main gate.

If the Capital ever fell and the gate was compromised somehow, our invaders would find themselves in a vulnerable position when they reached the other side. If they survived being exposed and restricted on an island like that, they would still have to cross the bridge and lay siege to a walled city.

In siege warfare, starving the defenders of resources was a major strategy. Eventually, the people inside would run out of food, and they would have to surrender. Sanctuary South had teleporters and a dungeon core. We would never run out of resources, and with my daily DP gain, I could add 100+ units to my army each day. No matter how big the force at my walls was, we could outnumber them. With my next construct design nearing completion, an army of Frozen Fiends wouldn’t be enough to make Sanctuary South fall.

Watching the city come to life from my bedroom in the sky was like watching a flower blossom. The world was brighter when a flower spread its petals, and I felt that lightness here. Now that Sanctuary South had come to life, the material plane got a little better and a lot more interesting.

My jewel of the tundra. My oasis. My stepping stone to the celestial planes and beyond.

And I made it possible. All of this, a whole new domain, was built by my own hands.

“My hands built this. You were a puppet.”

-11 to Progress to Your Fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 44 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

Never had a system notification delivered me so much relief. Even with my doubts and frustrations with the system, I was so elated that I had no problem ignoring Aurketzu.

Putting so much effort into Sanctuary South and Penny’s had been the right move, and the city’s history hadn’t even really begun. The long-term benefits I built it for had yet to come to fruition and would need time to come to pass. As those were realized, I hoped to see more and more Abaddon notifications, praising me for pushing my enemy farther from his goal with my every success.

Abby appeared behind me. “A Trina, Lyle, and Horpus are here to see you, sir.”

“They’re here? Inside the castle?”

“Waiting outside your throne room.”

“Looking up at me on a throne would only agitate people like them,” I said. “Direct them to my office instead. I'll speak with them there.”

Abby bowed and puffed away.

I wasn't sure my Thieves’ Guild colleagues would visit Sanctuary South, but I had made sure they knew they were invited.

“Quite the housewarming party,” Horpus said. Trina and Lyle nodded in agreement while their eyes took in every detail of my castle.

“Please, come in and sit.”

This office was purely decorative. Though the walls were lined with books and a grand stained glass window depicted a small-breasted red head bound and stretched by ropes, I never actually worked in this room. This was on a public floor of the Silk Temple, so it was meant to be a meeting place for guests like Trina, Horpus, and Lyle. It felt official, like a throne room but was less aggressive in its celebration of my grandeur.

“Advising us not to drink your new flagship beverage was an interesting note,” Lyle mused, settling into his seat. “Worried we can’t hold our liquor?”

Oh, right. Of all the variables at play for an opening day, I had forgotten entirely about the launch of distilled debauchery on the material plane. Today, every person in Sanctuary South was entitled to a free drink of the new spirit. By tomorrow, half the kingdom would know about this amazing beverage. Just as merchants would come to Sanctuary South for our armor and our weapons, so would they for the debauchery.

Not wanting my contacts in the Thieves’ Guild to embarrass themselves, or me, I suggested they try distilled debauchery in private rather than during the public festivities. They had images to maintain and too many secrets to keep.

“I’d encourage you not to think about it like liquor,” I told Lyle. “If you drink more than one glass, you could wake up to a very different life tomorrow.”

Lyle chuckled. “My curiosity is piqued.”

“You’ll have fun. So, welcome to Sanctuary South. What can I do for you all?”

“For my part,” Trina began, “I was too curious not to come. I didn’t believe it when I heard this was built in the southern lands. Stepping through that gate is an experience, Byron. Seeing rolling green grass with snowstorms in the distance is tough to process at first.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

“Your magic item shops are well-stocked as well,” Lyle observed. “Interesting that the supply here seems perfectly healthy but has started to diminish everywhere else.”

“That is interesting,” I agreed. “I hadn’t heard that.”

The Silk monopolized most of the boss rooms in the kingdom, so we were claiming the majority of the magic items produced by dungeons. I couldn’t tell if Lyle was simply suspicious or if he had actually caught on to my boss rush teleporter loop. Not that it mattered either way.

“I have to say that seeing demons in the flesh will take me time to get used to,” Trina added. “You believe this peace will last?”

“In the hells, Demon Kings demonstrate their power by hosting neutral zones, places where no acts of aggression are permitted so that demons can trade freely with one another. This is the first neutral zone on our plane.”

Trina tilted her head. “Are you suggesting you’re a Demon King?”

“Not at all. The title isn’t what matters. It’s your ability to enforce the rules of a neutral zone. If demons don’t fear and respect you, they will violate the agreement, and the neutral zone will collapse.”

“So demons believe that you’re strong enough to smite them if they step out of line in your city?”

“Basically, yes.”

“And other Demon Kings fear you enough that they won’t attack?”

“Correct.”

Trina widened her eyes and then restrained herself, attempting to project confidence and comfort.

“Does this make you the founding member of a new Thieves’ Guild chapter?” Horpus asked jokingly, attempting to lighten the mood.

But I wasn’t amused. “The Thieves’ Guild can’t operate here. It would break its own rules.”

Horpus tilted his head. “I don’t follow.”

“We aren’t allowed to steal from fellow members, correct? Sanctuary South is mine. All of it.”

“We’ve never had to apply that rule at this scale,” Trina said. “Enforcing that would be difficult to do.”

“Did you see the laws at the gates?”

They each nodded.

“The punishments are quite extreme,” Horpus observed.

“I’m not worried about my ability to enforce rules,” I continued in my response to Trina. “I can’t have shortsighted mortals disturbing the first neutral zone between humans and demons.”

“...mortals?” Lyle asked, an eyebrow raised.

I ignored his question. “If any of you would like a home or an apartment in Sanctuary South, we still have a few for sale. Because you’re friends, I’ll share this secret with you: Sanctuary South will eventually become a nexus point for trade between every kingdom on the material plane. They will all have a gate like the one in the Capital.”

“You’re the center of all of it, and if people want to travel between kingdoms quickly, you own the highway,” Trina said.

“Also correct.”

Abby appeared next to me and bent to whisper in my ear, making my guests jump in surprise. Technically, she could have spoken to me with her telepathy and never shown herself, but I wanted people to see what I had, to put on a show. They had already understood that I was something different, but Sanctuary South and everything in it revealed the scale of that difference. The guy who not long ago whored himself out to a rich businesswoman for a free apartment now had his own city. That was difficult to fathom for human minds.

Seeing Abby’s void black naked body, whipping tails, and darling horns helped that along.

“Mistress Mammoni is here to speak with you,” she said softly.

I thought for a moment and addressed my guests. “I have another business partner who requests my attention, but it occurs to me that introducing you all to her could be helpful to everyone. Would you be okay with that?”

They looked at one another, shrugging and nodding.

To Abby, I said, “Please ask Mistress Mammoni if she would like to meet friends from this plane or meet with me in private.”

Abby nodded and disappeared. A moment later, she stepped into the room and held the door.

“I present Mistress Mammoni,” she proclaimed.

The demon merchant strolled proudly into the room on legs fashioned from her magic clay and seemed to enjoy the expression on my guests’ faces as much as I did.

“Lord Byron didn’t tell you what I was, did he?” she asked playfully. “Such a scoundrel.”

I smiled. “Mistress Mammoni was instrumental in making trade between our planes possible,” I explained. “Everyone in this room has a taste for the rare and unique, so there could be opportunities for trades, as you all have access to different inventories.”

“I would be very excited to have a conversation like that,” Lyle said, making him the first of the trio to compose himself.

I had expected him to recover more quickly than anyone else. He was too good a capitalist to let a little shock sour an opportunity.

“Are you worried that humans might be hesitant to trade with you?” Horpus asked. “Most of us were taught to fear demons.”

“Oh, sweety, that’s so cute,” Mammoni teased. “The conniving deception often attributed to my kind is a falsehood. We simply have minds for business. Besides, Lord Byron has forbidden the forging of soul contracts in his city. The greatest of business follies is not possible here.”

I sat up and clapped my hands. “I’m pleased you all have gotten to meet. Mistress Mammoni, please pardon me for a moment as I see my other guests out.”

She dipped her head.

In the hallway, Lyle patted me on the shoulder and shook his head in disbelief. “Whenever I think Byron of Zaglis can’t top something, he not only proves me wrong, but he does so with an achievement that makes the first look piddly. Bravo. Bravo.”

“Congratulations, Byron,” Trina said as she passed. “Quite remarkable.”

Horpus, however, lingered.

When the Flowst thieves were out of earshot, Horpus handed me an envelope. “Someone is giving a lot of money to paladin orders all of a sudden.”

I broke the seal and skimmed the notes.

“Vista Trade and Loans,” I read aloud. “Should I know them?”

“That business is owned by a Lord Ulric.”

This is what I get for not killing him. When would I finally learn my lesson?

“I’m listening for more details,” Horpus added. “I’ll let you know if I learn of more specific intentions.”

“Thank you for sharing this with me.”

Horpus nodded in response, and I returned to my other guest.

“Apologies for the delay,” I said to Mammoni as I stepped back into my office.

“I do not fault a businessman for seeing to business.”

“I appreciate that, but you are a valued partner. I never want to give you a reason to doubt that, not even small ones.”

Mammoni grinned.

“I reached out to you because I have some business questions to run by you. If you have time.”

“Go on.”

“Hypothetically, would demons buy real estate in the heavens if they could?”



Sanctuary South was a masterpiece. The glittering silver buildings with green fields and a lake of glacial water beyond the walls were new wonders of the world. More days than not, the weather in the northern lands was nonstop blizzards, giving the city a sort of coziness I hadn’t expected. On all sides, we were reminded of the harsh world outside our barrier, and that ever-present reminder added a depth to the warmth inside, like how a cabin with a fire feels in the midst of brutal winter.

That warmth was less apparent in the dark of night when the city was lit only by glowstones, but that transformed my kingdom into an oasis of a different kind. The depth of the black on a cloudy night made Sanctuary South feel like the only bastion of humanity in all the universe. When the skies were clear, it was as though the city existed on a different plane entirely. The harshness of the tundra and the mountains looming in the distance seeming more alien than material.

For the learned citizens and visitors, Abby’s location-cloaking wards not only confused compasses and navigation spells, but they also scrambled the stars in the sky. Otherwise, the true location of Sanctuary South would inevitably be discovered. Skilled navigators would be able to figure out exactly where we were based on what constellations were visible.

So for the people who knew how to read stars, they looked up at constellations they had seen nowhere else before. Come tomorrow night, the sky would be totally different.

Bringing my gaze down from the heavens to the glowstones in the city made it look like its own sea of stars. This new world was mine. I was its god.

“May we join you?” Invia asked, appearing in the room with Ashley at her side.

They both wore pale blue gowns like they were ice princesses. That seemed appropriate for the grand opening of a kingdom built on a glacier.

“I'd love the company.”

They stood on either side of me and hung from my shoulders, looking down on the city.

“You should be proud of this,” Invia said.

“How does it feel to be the king of two kingdoms?” Ashley asked.

I squeezed them both close. “Good, but we have a great deal of work to do.”

“Ambition is best fed by the spoils of success,” Invia said, with Ashley nodding that she agreed as well. “You should eat what you’ve harvested so that you have the strength to plant more.”

“That’s good advice,” I replied. “The spoils in my arms are worth pausing to enjoy.”

My two treasures pulled me to bed and threw themselves on the mattress first, looking up at me expectantly.

“As soon as we kiss, I won’t be able to stop,” Ashley said, propping herself up on her elbow.

I can’t quite explain why, but there was something about the combination of the short straight hair of her bob cut and the small gap in her teeth. She had a beauty that made sharp lines especially fetching. A little bit of winged eyeliner on her light skin was enough to drive me mad.

Ashley held up a rose petal. “I’d like to say the oath, if you’ll have me.”

“You know I want you.”

She smiled sheepishly and slid her leg across my hips, pushing herself up to straddle me. Invia did the same so that she was behind Ashley. Invia reached around to hike up Ashley’s dress and to help guide my shaft into the Queen’s slit. While Ashley rocked her hips back and forth with the slow rhythm of water dripping from a faucet. Invia’s fingernails grazed the base of my penis as she rubbed Ashley’s clit with one hand and squeezed her breast with the other.

Ashley held my gaze and spoke. “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 put the petal in her mouth and swallowed. The silk around her throat formed to her skin and turned gold.

“Congratulations,” Invia said with a grin and sank her teeth into Ashley’s neck.

The Queen’s quivering tightened her grip on my chest and gave our shared friction a vibration we both enjoyed.

Invia smiled down at me deviously from behind Ashley, her hands still working the Queen. Invia ran her long, abyssal tongue up the Queen and bit her again just to watch my reaction when Ashley repeated her shudder.

I loved that woman.

Invia’s fingers rubbed harder. Ashley put her hands over Invia’s and cooed, her hips rocking more quickly, with a steady downward pressure to ensure that I stayed as deep as possible, my tip never separating from her G-spot as she worked. Her long body flowed like wind-blown fabric, and her moans were soft and reserved.

The moment was so simple, yet so beautiful. Other than the presence of a third, this was no act of hedonism or depravity like our usual orgies of lust produced. Instead of ravenously chasing pleasure, we wallowed in the details of what we shared. Savored the sensations. Allowed the full profile of the flavor to settle before taking the next taste.

When Ashley started to cum, she slowed her hips and pressed down as hard as she could, filling herself with every bit of every inch I had. Invia took Ashley’s lips into hers, kissing the Queen deeply as the satisfaction of a climax flooded her senses.

Ashley flopped off to the side, drenched in sweat. Short of breath, she said, “Invia, it’s your turn. What would you like?”

The Queen tugged on Invia’s thigh, trying to get her to straddle me next.

A flash of inspiration crossed Invia’s eyes.

“What is it?” I asked.

She blushed, an extreme rarity for Invia.

“You told me a story a while ago about your night with Grettie when you got her home. Not her sucking you off in the closet, but the one a couple of days after the bugbears.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Yes. Put your spin on it, but yes. Exactly that.” Invia looked down at Ashley. “Maybe make her a part of it too?”

“In the Silk, you get whatever you want,” I said.

Invia pulled the straps off her dress off her shoulders and wiggled her hips, helping the fabric to slide down her body to the floor, revealing a body adorned only by a pair of silk panties. I used Silkmancer to roll those down too. I wanted to see every inch of my prize.

She grinned and posed, folding her arms over her head to stretch her body, pulling her already perky breasts even higher, exaggerating their soft but distinct shape. Invia knew I loved that view. She gave me a twirl.

I sat up, taking Invia into my arms with ease. She giggled as my grip tickled her ribs, and I briefly considered abandoning her request to instead tickle-fuck her unconscious. That could be fun. Thankfully, my intelligence was high enough that I would never forget the idea. Invia had been very good as of late. Rewarding her in times like these was important for her training. I could explore tickle torture another time if I desired.

Like it was in the rectory, everything in my Sanctuary South bedroom was designed to interface with Silkmancer. Pushing against the silk thread around the handles, I opened two floor-to-ceiling windows–two of several in my bedroom. I carried Invia to the edge of the room, my templar with her back to the open air of Sanctuary South. I held her legs off the floor as I parted her lips, penetrating her with a standing missionary position.

With nothing between her and the city far below, Invia’s hair dangled into nothing. I held her hips and thrust. If I lost my grip and she fell, she had no chance of surviving. She threw her arms above her head and arched her back like she was on a carnival ride, trusting me completely not to let go.

“Fuu-uu-uuck!” she yelled as I pulled her hips toward me and thrust, our skin thwapping from the force of the impact.

When she lifted her head again, she smiled widely with ravenous, giddy hunger.

Without turning to look, I wrapped two lengths of silk ribbons around Ashley’s ankles and cinched them tight. I lifted her off the ground, dangling her upside down, and dragged her out into the air behind Invia.

Ashley yelped and muttered a confused, “No, no, no.”

My templar leaned back, arching even harder than before, to look at the Queen, still fully naked, panicked by the sudden absence of a floor.

I wrapped one arm around Invia’s waist and pulled her off my dick. In my hands, she was no heavier than a doll, so flipping her over was quick and simple. She giggled at being manhandled and grunted happily when I slid back inside from behind.

Silkmancer tightened the fabric on her neck. Her face went dark, and her eyes took on a wet sheen as the struggle to breathe peeled her lids back. Or maybe that was from my grabbing her hair and bending her backward so I could look into her eyes. She smiled, her grunts of pleasure and pain deep and grated from the lack of air and from the tension in her body.

I relaxed the choke and released her hair so she could look at the upside-down Ashley. With the Queen wiggling in the open air, I sent a tentacle dick out and between her legs. She was still wet from cumming a moment ago, so she accepted me readily. I knew Invia liked watching Ashley’s face struggle.

And I squeezed again. This time, I held it tight even when Invia spasmed involuntarily against my cock, her body's last panicked attempt to find air. Like pinning her down on the beach some days ago, the feel of her body struggling, her muscles tensing and fighting back against me, produced a unique wave of pleasure. She was powerless, and I could take whatever I wanted.

Her arms went limp.

I withdrew from her pussy and forced myself into her ass. Since she wasn’t awake to fight it, she took me in with little resistance, and I made sure to push as hard and as deep as I could.

Some time ago, I had told Invia about how Grettie requested this exact treatment. The spoiled noblewoman wanted to regain consciousness with my dick already in her ass as deep as it could go. Invia, apparently, had liked the idea too.

When Invia regained consciousness, her asshole locked tight around my cock as her whole body jerked at the surprise and intensity of me stretching her wide. I thrust in and out of her until I finally heard her yelp with pain. I triggered Rope Burn+25, and Invia came immediately. Her climax was all maniacal laughter with moans in between desperate breaths.

“That was wonderful,” Invia gasped. “Fucking amazing, Byron.”

When the last aftershock finished coursing through her. I pulled her back into my bedroom.

I started to bring Ashley back in.

“Since her mouth is already at the right height, she might as well clean you off, right?” Invia asked.

Ashley opened wide.


Chapter 22

Dean Yanni at the Capital University had just finished shaking me down for a sizable donation, which was in addition to what I paid to have several of his professors on retainer for research. Presently, they were tasked with finding information on any wars related to Abbadon. At first, they fussed about not being allowed to say his name aloud, even when I wasn’t around, but then they remembered how much money I gave them and said, “Yes, sir.”

In the early days of planning Sanctuary South, I resolved to assemble all of the top scholarly minds in the world, making my city the pinnacle of knowledge in the material plane. I intended to gut the Capital University by hiring away all of their key staff, but I eventually realized that was counterproductive.

The Capital was just as much my city as Sanctuary South. The public didn’t know that, naturally, but functionally, the Capital University and all of the knowledge it contained belonged to me. Uprooting all of the faculty and generating that much conflict just to say that they lived in my other city was counterproductive. Acquiring knowledge was the goal. Optics only mattered in terms of the role they played in recruiting top talent.

So, I met with Dean Yanni and asked for his help. I suggested he open an extension of the University in Sanctuary South in a space I built expressly for that purpose. No cost to the University, of course. In fact, I offered a sizable donation for the trouble in addition to a war chest of funds for recruitment. Since this project would make him quite busy, I also included a private apartment for the Dean and his wife in Sanctuary South.

In exchange, he would spearhead recruiting new faculty from all around the world. I didn’t know who those people were or where to find them. The upfront costs of bribing the Dean to acquire them for me would result in massive returns when all the newest and most important ideas of our time came out of my city.

The meeting was a success, but I despised the dance.

Whatever. It was over. I could move on with my day.

“Byron?!” a feminine voice called from across the street.

Esita, wearing a pair of tight shorts and a baggy croptop, smiled and waved. A few seconds later, she stood in front of me.

“What brings you to the Capital?” she asked, teasingly. “Another family dinner, perhaps?”

Laughing, I said, “No, thankfully not. I had a meeting at the University.”

“Oh? Hunting for coeds to pass the time?”

“Much less exciting. The Dean wanted me to make a donation.”

Esita frowned. “That is much less exciting. Where are you off to now?”

“To see a friend in Grubiit, actually, but I’m not in a hurry. Care for some tea?”

She needed a moment to understand. “I forgot that you can travel much more freely than the rest of us. Sounds very convenient, but yes. Tea sounds lovely.”

I led the way, taking us toward the neighborhood where our undercover boarding house was located. That was within a few blocks of the University, so in no time at all, Esita and I found a cafe. We sat on the patio to enjoy another temperate Capital day.

“I’m sorry about my parents,” Esita said as she poured honey into her tea. “They’re very set in their ways.”

“It’s fine.”

“It doesn’t bother you whatsoever that they don’t like you?”

I shook my head. “I don’t want to be the kind of person they like.”

“Appearances are everything to them,” Esita explained. “We can’t let ourselves be embarrassed in front of the other families. Ever. What people saw from the outside was always far more important than what was actually happening on the inside.”

“Invia has told me a little bit about it. The pressure they put on the two of you seemed extreme.”

“I became a priestess to get away from it. As soon as I turned 13, father started talking about who I should marry to secure this interest or that alliance. A priestess is allowed to marry, but they don’t run businesses or head up families. That makes any sort of arranged marriage pointless. At the time, I didn’t think about what that would do to Invia.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“The pressure my parents spread across two children was all put on her.”

“That’s not your fault.”

“Maybe not technically, but I still played a part. We don’t need to dwell on my family, though. You’ve come a long way from fighting skeletons in the Borja dungeon.”

“I’ve done okay,” I replied.

Esita rolled her eyes. “Strongest adventurer in the world. Owns a kingdom. Women across the continent masturbate to him, which he also profits from. Surrounded by beautiful women who positively worship him. Yeah, you’ve done ‘okay.’”

“I haven’t figured out when I’m supposed to be humble and when I’m supposed to brag about myself.”

“Whatever you’re doing seems to be working just fine.”

I laughed. “Yeah, it is.”

“How did you cover so much ground?”

“This is not me being humble, but a lot of it was luck. The stuff that wasn’t were times when I bet big on myself despite the risks, but you could call that lucky too.”

“I have a thought.”

“What’s that?”

Esita paused as if debating whether or not to say what was on her mind. “You’re ruthless. You will do whatever it takes to get through. That’s why you’re successful.”

“You think so?”

“I saw that in our dungeon run together, and it stuck out to me then,” she said. “You never stopped making choices, and every one of them was decisive. You never froze. I’ve since learned how important that decisiveness really can be. No hesitations. No doubts. Fully committed to your next move. Normal people can’t do that.”

“I still think you’re giving me too much credit.”

“Byron, seriously? You tamed my sister. I love her, but I never thought she would find a man who could survive her claws.”

I tried to hide my smile behind a sip of tea. “Do you mean ‘claws’ figuratively or literally?”

“Come on. You know I mean both.”

We laughed.

“She was like that even when we were kids,” Esita continued. “She would get lost in these moments where she just raged and destroyed everything in her path. She beat the shit out of a few maids and some kids at school too.”

“And you?”

Esita shook her head. “We fought, but she never hurt me, thank the Goddess. I heard what she did to boys she liked and saw what she did to those who didn’t. I wouldn’t have survived.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What did you hear?”

She blushed and cleared her throat. “Umm… Well…”

“Now you have to tell me.”

She leaned in and dropped her voice to a whisper. “Our rooms shared a wall. And-Gods, I can’t believe I’m admitting this. And I could hear when she brought a boy home. Well, you know what she’s like in bed.”

I grinned, doing an even worse job of hiding it this time.

“I touched myself to those sounds sometimes,” she admitted.

“Sometimes?”

Esita sighed, the red in her face deepening. “All the time. Ugh, that makes me sound like a whore or some kind of pervert. Or both.”

“What would you do if you had the chance to listen to her and me together?”

A playful kick bounced off my shin beneath the table. “Stop it.”

“You’ve thought about it, haven’t you?”

She turned her chair away from me and hid her face with a hand. “I’ve thought about our time together in Borja on several occasions. It’s one of my biggest regrets.”

“You regret helping me?”

Esita shook her head. “No, I regret not going all the way. I was so in my head at the time, and it messed me up. I… I don’t know. I like sex.”

“We have that in common.”

“No, I mean, I’ve always liked it. The other priestesses thought I was a slut for sleeping with too many guys. When I thought about it with you, I heard them making fun of me.”

“You’re not a slut,” I assured her.

“You wouldn’t say that if I told you how many men I have been with.”

I hooked the leg of her chair with my foot and pulled, turning Esita back to face me again. “I don’t care.”

“You would.”

“No, I wouldn’t. I’ve never asked any of my girls how many men they’ve been with because it doesn’t matter, and it doesn’t do anyone any good to arbitrarily decide what numbers are acceptable and what aren’t. The only thing to ever come out of that is people feeling bad for letting themselves enjoy life for once.”

“All guys care,” she countered.

“Would I want to swirl my dick around in another dude’s jizz? No, I wouldn’t. Otherwise, all I care about is that she wants me in that moment. If that desire is sincere, and she’s as present as I am, the past is irrelevant.”

“And the future?”

“That can be more complicated,” I admitted, “but not by much. If we want to share that again, then we share that again.”

“So you would sleep with me without knowing how many guys I’ve been with since Borja?”

I raised a finger. “I’m not sure it’s my place to tell you, but I’m going to marry your sister soon. That makes being with you, specifically, more complicated than normal.”

“But she’s married to Queen Ashley.”

“I know.”

“So it’s one big open relationship?”

I wobbled my head. “We’re all committed to each other, yes. Out of respect for Invia, I would want her to approve before you and I did anything. I’d want Purity to do the same. If you were a stranger, then no, it wouldn’t be an issue.”

“I was aware you all slept with each other, but I didn’t realize it was… organized. Purity is okay with this arrangement?”

“Loves it.”

Esita went quiet, her eyes looking down, shifting back and forth to avoid mine.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Umm… Geez, I don’t know how we have ended up on this topic, but… I pray to the Silk Goddess. I was one of the biggest skeptics at first, but when I prayed to her, I felt the connection. It was more real than anything the Goddess ever gave me. A little while ago, she whispered in my mind that ‘the Silk loves me.’”

She looked up to see a smile so big I didn’t bother trying to hide it.

“That was the best I’ve ever felt in my life,” she said. “Wait. Was that you? Did you give her that feeling?”

“I had a little bit of help.”

“I debated with friends for hours about whether or not it was sexual because it was so much more intense than anything any of us have ever had.”

“It was sexual.”

“Fuuuck,” Esita exhaled, flopping into the back of her chair.

I glanced at the sun. “I do need to get going to my next appointment. You’re welcome to come along if you want.”

“To Grubiit?”

“Yeah. I never took your name off the teleporter network. We can pop over, and you can pop back whenever you want.”

“Really?”

“You don’t have to go.”

Esita started to condense our plates and signalled the waiter that we needed our check. “I would love to go.”



A toddler staggered toward me, sucking on a binky and giggling at the same time.

“He’s grown so much,” I said, patting the child’s head.

“All that boy does is eat and walk,” Lilac said, smiling. “He’s not even a year old, but he’ll run around the house for hours and hours. I’m Lilac, by the way, since Byron won’t remember to introduce us.”

“Esita,” the priestess replied, shaking Lilac’s hand. “Umm…”

Lilac rubbed her Esita’s back. “Don’t worry. The baby isn’t his.”

Esita exhaled. “I didn’t mean to suggest-”

“Honey, I’m not offended. Assuming someone like him wants someone like me? That’s a compliment.”

“How do you two know each other?”

“I used to whore, and Byron was my best customer,” Lilac answered. She cackled at Esita’s pale, shocked expression before turning to me. “Bringing a date to see me is an interesting choice, or are you testing her?”

“Not a date and not a test,” I answered. “Just ran into an old friend when I was running errands.”

“Surprised you have the time for errands. Everything I’ve heard about Sanctuary South makes it seem like those should be beneath you by now.”

“I like to get out, and some things need a personal touch.”

“Always lovely to have you. And no, I haven’t changed my mind.”

“I offered to move her to Sanctuary,” I explained to Esita. “She declined, and for the record, I had no intention of trying to convince you.”

Lilac sighed. “I have a life here. Friends, routine, and a home where I feel safe.”

“I think that’s great.”

“And I know the city is beautiful. It’s also very generous for you to offer, but I promise, I’m happy here.”

“I had a philosophical question for you,” I said, hoping to regain control of the conversation.

She elbowed Esita. “This is also part of his routine. Go on, ask your question, and I’ll give you the wisdom of a comfort girl.”

“Why can’t I stop by just to say ‘hi?’ Why do I need any other purpose?”

Lilac rolled her eyes. “Because you have a cock. A man always wants something.” To Esita, she added, “I hope that’s not news to you.”

“It’s not,” she replied, smiling.

“I wanted to show you that you were still on my mind, even with everything going on.”

Lilac walked over and gave me a hug. “Now I just sound like a bitch. You’re such an asshole.”

I chuckled. “It’s fine.”

Pointing to me, Lilac told Esita, “This one is a rare find. I’ve never met a man more loyal than Byron. If I did right by him, I never had to worry about him keeping his promises. He’s worth sharing since it means getting a piece of him, at least. That’s much better than none of him at all.”

“Esita is Ithaca’s little sister,” I said.

Shaking her head, Lilac replied, “I don’t believe it.”

“Why not?” Esita asked.

“No way an upbringing that produced her also made a girl like you. Your sister might be the scariest person I’ve ever met.”

“And you can tell from a glance that we’re different?”

“Certainly,” Lilac answered as if it were obvious. “She’s got an edge in her eyes. I learned to see it in clients. Doesn’t mean they’re a bad person, but you can tell when they like to fight. If that makes sense.”

“Oh, it does.”

“So you don’t get the wrong idea, you should also know that I’m very grateful to Mistress Ithaca. She has worked very hard to serve Byron. I know she was part of making this possible.”

Esita offered a quizzical look.

Lilac pointed up. “I don’t care if it’s tacky to say, but he bought me this house.”

“I’ll come back and see you another time, Lilac,” I said, attempting to usher Esita out the door.

“He doesn’t want you to learn what a softy he is,” Lilac shouted after us. “He doesn’t like to admit it, but he’s a good man.”

“It was nice meeting you!” Esita yelled back as I dragged her down the street.

“Come on. Let’s get you back to the Capital.”

“Aw. Already? Don’t you want to treat me to a fancy dinner first?”

“I know what those dinners entail, and I know better than to drink that much around a woman I desire.”

“So you do want me.”

“I never said anything to the contrary.”

“Right,” Esita replied, “but you did give me the talk about needing permission.”

“I do not need permission. I am being considerate.”

“You’re right. I could have worded that differently, and I’m being selfish, but now that I know for certain that was you…”

“What was me?” I asked, pausing our walk to face her.

“When the Silk Goddess shared her love, I told you how good that felt.”

“Ah.”

“The way you fit inside me… It was right at the edge of me being too big. I didn’t know if that was you or something different. Now I do. It filled me so perfectly. You can’t blame me for wanting more.”

I put my hands on Esita’s shoulders. “Hang on. You physically felt my dick in you, as if I was there with you?”

“Well, yeah.”

I was not aware that the experience included me. The way I understood it, Purity shared her orgasm with all of our worshippers. That feeling alone. I didn’t know worshipers also felt my cock in them.

Thanks to the Silk Goddess stunt and explosive sales numbers for Penny’s Blessing, the Silk had no shortage of male worshippers.

Therefore… Shit. How many dudes did I unknowingly spirit-fuck in that moment? System-fuck? I couldn’t even decide what to call it, and I definitely didn’t want to do the math.

But my intelligence stat was too high. The moment I thought about not wanting to do the math, I did it immediately.

Given the scope and scale of our reach and marketing, that number was, conservatively, in the realm of 13,000 to 14,000. And Esita was worried about her body count? Mine was outrageous. Hers was a rounding error in comparison.

“I do have to get going,” I said. “Maybe we’ll talk again soon.”

“How do we get permission?”

I shook my head. “That’s up to you.”

“Huh? What should I do?”

“No idea, but I have a city to run. Bye-bye for now.”

“Byron!” Esita yelled through the door of the Capital boardinghouse.

I hated to dump her back in the city like this, but I also didn’t want to continue thinking about mass-fucking half the continent.

“Just like that?! Really?!”

“Yep!” and I hit the teleporter.


Chapter 23

I had a tower to climb, but after the stress and fanfare of opening the doors of Sanctuary South, I opted to reward my party with a level-up. Running our boss rush loop was far more productive, in terms of XP, than climbing another 10 or 20 floors in the tower.

On day 2 of those runs, we stepped into the Borja boss room to find a letter. My party knew that meant I had a client to see, and I briefly debated whether prostituting myself to the elite demon women of the hells was still worthwhile. I only started this work to get crystallized hatred, and I had plenty of that now. As soon as my other party members wanted to move forward with their vows, I could make them undead and immune to Holy magic on the same day.

The rare items I had collected met the definition in that they were few and hard to find, but none had caught my interest in some time. Any miscellaneous enchantments I received, like a necklace that provided bonus effectiveness to the Stealth skill and other such trinkets, I gave away to one of my followers.

A contest for who could take the most tentacle dick–for depth and duration–was one of my favorite methods for distributing loot. The girls pushed themselves to extremes on that one, so much so that I can tell you that the tip of your penis entering a stomach via a girl’s throat feels a bit like sticking your dick in wet, acidic putty. The sensation is more one of pushing through a malleable substance than it is sliding in and out of a hole.

At any rate, I could debate my continued prostitution at a later date. A client was waiting, after all.

When I opened the letter and saw the name, I knew I absolutely had to agree and tore the paper vertically.

Mammoni, the Mistress of Covetous, my business partner in bringing commerce from the hells to Sanctuary South, appeared before me. Most of the other times I had seen her, her clay-like lower half had always been in the shape of a snake, like that of a lamia, or stacked under her torso as if she had a pillar pedestal where her legs should be. Today, she had two legs that were convincingly humanoid, holding up her elegant torso and tiny, barely-there breasts.

“Always lovely to see you, Mistress,” I said, looking up into the slits of her snake eyes.

“I had begun to think you would ignore my request.”

“Never,” I replied. “I haven’t visited this boss room in some time. If you desire time with me, leave a message with one of my assistants in Sanctuary South, and I’ll oblige. They will be discreet, and you won’t have to wait. What do you desire from our meeting today?”

A long tongue circled her lips. “I have information to trade for your services as well as a business proposal.”

“You have my full attention.”

“Would you grant me ecstasy in exchange for information about your strongest enemy? In your mind, you are asking yourself if I mean him, and I do indeed.”

“If your information is not already known to me, I would agree to the trade.” I was happy she didn’t ask to take another one of my dicks.

Mammoni’s tongue came out again and unfurled to a length that allowed her to lick her own nipples without strain. She flicked at one with the tip of her tongue and then pressed and rubbed in hard, wet circles. She did the same to her other nipple, and then she looked down to admire how hard and pointy she had made them.

“Few are old enough to remember that your enemy was born a seraphim, and he spent centuries slaying any who would speak that fact aloud. Any who have lived long enough to remember have seen more value in forgetting.”

Abaddon was a fallen celestial? Interesting.

The demon merchant continued, saying, “Though most accounts speak of his 9 wives, in truth, he has had 13. Of the four not in books, three were from the hells. He killed two out of anger, and a third for betrayal, but the final wife was his first. She too was born a seraphim.

“She cast him out when she found him consuming virgins in the lower celestial planes and the material plane. Feeding on such women made him more powerful, and his first wife felt both envy and fear. She was jealous that other women had brought her husband pleasure, and she was afraid that he would someday betray her.”

Virgins were something of a delicacy among demonkind, but I had also learned that several system abilities offered rewards for seeking out virgins and using them in various ways. I had Hymen Harvester, and each of my women had been offered some version of an ability that required virgins for fuel.

I suspected Abaddon had at least one such ability if his first wife feared he would grow too powerful. I had long assumed that Abaddon could boost his stats and abilities in a way similar to me. This only confirmed it.

Mammoni continued, “She yet lives on the plane of the seraphim.”

“Is there any conflict or strife among the other 9 wives?” I asked.

“They fight and feud amongst themselves,” Mammoni answered. “I am unaware of any significant conflict beyond their insatiable desire for their husband’s cock. They are always desperate to feel filled.”

This information was indeed new to me, but I couldn’t immediately see an exploitable opportunity in what I had learned. Attacking Abaddon via his wives in some manner had been on my mind for some time, and knowing that they bickered with each other suggested that idea might have merit. What Mammoni shared, however, did not illuminate how I could carry that idea forward.

“Have I earned the legendary performance of Master Byron?”

I nodded.

She grinned. “Before I share my proposal, a question: I know you desire your enemy’s defeat, but does this desire stem from a want of his property or the necessity of eliminating a threat?”

Having dicked down a few dozen demons at that point in my life, I believed that these visits could no longer shock or surprise me. Penetrating otherworldly genitalia would have that effect on any reasonable person, I think. But Mammoni put me off balance with a simple question.

Yes, Abaddon was a threat who needed to be neutralized, but now that Mammoni asked, I wasn’t sure if I desired to own the abyssal plane. When I thought more about it, I sought to take the abyssal plane from Abaddon simply because it belonged to him. I felt more strongly about not wanting him to have it–or anything at all–than taking it for myself.

When I imagined the scope and scale of what would be required to maintain control of the abyssal plane, I was repulsed. The politics and the thousands of rivals and having to administer this initiative and that project… Fuck that. I didn’t want to run the abyssal plane. I just wanted to take it away from Abaddon.

“I enjoy acquiring wealth like any being,” I answered, “but my primary interest is in removing an enemy who intends to harm me. I would have left him wholly unbothered if he hadn’t moved against me first.”

Mammoni’s grin widened even further. “I desire his domain.”

Finally, fortune chose to favor me. “And I desire to be free of an enemy and to enjoy profitable trade with the hells.”

She nodded, her head dipping and rising to an extreme that reminded me of a horse shaking to escape its bridle. “I am willing to trade so that we both realize the futures we envision.”

“The demon speaks lies, viceroy. I know this. Trust. Trust.”

“In exchange for helping me defeat my enemy, I would recognize you as the new ruler of the abyssal plane?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“My conditions: This comes with a promise of continued peace between you and me so that trade may continue, and, unless you have a specific item you desire, I would like first-pick of his treasure.”

“We have an accord,” Mammoni announced with a menacing hiss.

Her legs melted together, her lower half transforming into a solid pillar. A vagina took shape where one would be, were Mammoni human, and then another appeared next to it. And another. And another.

When she was done, her lower half had 20 vaginas in total, wrapping all around. I was impressed to see that Mammoni made each of them unique. Some were tucked in tight like little change purses. Others were pronounced with curtains to part on your way in. And every variation of labia shape and style in between. I considered myself something of a connoisseur, so for me to be impressed by her breadth of knowledge on the human vagina was a true feat.

I’ve been asked this a lot, but no, I don’t have a favorite type of lips. I’ve found every one of them to be devastatingly beautiful. I loved that I could close my eyes and slide my hand down the front of a pair of panties, knowing by the feel of the flesh in my fingers who I was about to finger.

Absolutely incredible.

So I got to fucking Mammoni’s pussy collection, appreciating the sensation of my 20 dick tips all converging on one point. They touched in the way that one dick in a pussy and one dick in the ass of the same woman touched, and all of the dicks belonged to me. I suspected my enjoyment of moments like this one would have been much different were that not the case.

“Test me, Master Byron,” Mammoni whispered between moans. “Can you make me quit?”

I pulled two of the tentacle dicks free and forced them both into her mouth. She shouted at first–the noise muffled by my meat–and then went limp, her body overcome with pleasure.

When I defeat you, Abaddon, I’m going to do so much worse to every one of your wives, and they will love me for it.




Walking a kingdom you created does wonders for your ego. A lesser man would lose perspective.

Who else could say they single-handedly built a city? I not only had the vision, but I created every brick with my own power. I put each of them in place. I did in a month what would take humans hundreds of laborers and years of effort.

People recognized the opportunities my city created, so its citizens came from far and wide to make Sanctuary South their new homes. My subjects represented 4 different planes and the spectrum from nobles to the working class.

I was especially proud of that diversity.

For how new it was to both sides, the humans and demons of Sanctuary South meshed with ease. Despite the strange horrors that emerged from the hells to do business in the city, humans adjusted quickly to this version of normal. The natural energy felt as if these beings had lived amongst each other for decades.

Demons and humans alike bowed as I passed them in the street.

Now that I was on the ground on a normal day, it was obvious to me that I needed more succubi decorating the city. A set of demon tits should be in view no matter where I looked. This was a situation where overdoing it wasn't really possible, so a few dozen more couldn't hurt.

I had yet to decide, however, how frequently I would show myself to my people. I suspected that many of these walks would be done in disguise if only to get a more honest view of how my people lived and how they felt.

Today, sculptors from Goowa, the port city Ashley and I sailed out from during our escape, surprised me with a delivery: A statue made in my honor.

I had received a fair number of gifts from all manner of people who wanted to curry favor. The shortsighted ones did so to keep up appearances. The wise ones saw that Sanctuary South was on the verge of becoming a major trade nexus, so building a rapport with me was simply good business.

But this was my first statue.

The shrouded piece of art attracted curiosity that had grown to something of a crowd by the time I arrived. Four sculptors, two men and two women, stood on either side of the 20 ft piece, radiating pride for their achievement and looking a little nervous to be in my presence.

Then again, Abyssal Gaze had that effect on people.

“You honor us with your presence, my Lord,” the oldest of the four said.

“I am grateful for your kindness,” I replied.

“But you have not seen the kindness yet! Let us earn that gratitude.”

They pulled the curtain away, and I looked upon myself, standing proudly in my silks. Though the medium was marble, masterful craftsmanship made the fabric look as though it were real and frozen in place by some kind of magic.

It was beautiful. I was a majestic figure worthy of worship.

A broadsword chopped down into my right shoulder. A Sharpen ability enabled it to pass through my silk damage reduction. My collarbone separated with audible snaps. For a brief moment, I felt sharp cold accompanied by an awareness that all sensation from my right arm had disappeared.

Then the cold roared into scorching pain when the sword stopped partway through my third-to-last rib. The blade had traveled more than a foot through my torso. The sculptor who was flattering me just a moment ago lunged forward with a knife, furiously stabbing at my stomach.

He didn't have Sharpen.

I activated Blood Feast and tore the sculptor with the knife in half with my bare hands. All of the alleged sculptors had knives now, I realized.

Good-aligned levels increased by 22.

And I had overlooked another, even more critical detail: the sword was still in my chest. Blood Feast knit me back together with the weapon embedded in my body. How foolish of me to be so easily lured into a trap. These sellswords understood my character and played me to perfection.

How embarrassing.

“A fool deserves a foolish death.”

Four angeli appeared from out of the crowd, shirking off cloaks to reveal their white physiques and wide white wings, each carrying glowing white swords and round glowing white shields.

“If only the gods had sent me someone truly worthy of the viceroy class. We both may have survived.”

A dry heat washed over me but did no damage.

Fuck. These weren’t sellswords. These were paladins, and they could summon celestials.

“Your death approaches. I will finish myself to your death cries and lick every drop of the taste from my fingers.”

I twisted into the sword buried in me, the torque yanking the weapon free of my attacker’s grip. As I attempted to draw my own weapon, another blade smashed into my right arm, and the thrust of a third and then a fourth crashed into my stomach. Of all those attempts, only one of the thrusts had Sharpen activate and bypass my silk.

+3 to Progress to Your Fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 47 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

That notification only enraged me more.

“Aurketzu could save you. Your limited intellect dooms you.”

I triggered Shadows of Death, releasing the handful of shades I had stored, and spent 100 good-aligned levels to summon 20 skeleton knights with Corpse Builder. They wouldn’t last long against wielders of Holy magic, but they would force my enemy to divide their attentions.

Wraith+5.

Darkness+14.

I cocked a fist back and activated Unholy Smite+10. The other male sculptor saw me throw a cross, but that was Ghostly Feint+4. A sharp hook to the body pulverized half of his ribcage, the force turning it to mist. The rest of him launched sideways, crashing into the two female sculptors still trying to stab me, toppling them like bowling pins.

Good-aligned levels increased by 25.

I’ve admitted before that my build was simplistic. I hit hard, and I hit fast. So, I yanked the sword out of my stomach–still carrying the first sword in my back–and triggered Unholy Smite+10 again.

The blade exploded in my hands.

These were paladins. I just pumped Unholy Smite into a sword enchanted with Holy. I should have expected that.

At either extreme of my periphery, I spotted celestials charging in, their speed comparable to mine and their strength potentially greater. I wheeled away to keep from leaving my back exposed as I drew my own sword and launched another Unholy Smite+10. The celestial saw through Ghostly Feint+4 and brought his shield up to block.

It ripped in half, and my sword continued, biting into the angeli’s ribs.

Good-aligned levels increased by 41.

A white blur smashed into the other, nearest celestial. The force of Cici’s tackle sent the angeli skidding across the park. Cici started punching down on the celestial well before their momentum stopped.

A twisted black blade cut down the third celestial. Abby grinned maniacally at the spray of golden blood. She spun low and cut the knee of the last angeli. Cici leapt on it from behind and ripped its head off with her claws.

Good-aligned levels increased by 43.

Good-aligned levels increased by 37.

On the other side of the battlefield, a skeleton knight stabbed one paladin in the back while a shade leapt for his throat.

Good-aligned levels increased by 18.

Another two paladins were bleeding, swatting away five of the skeletons. The paladins must have used up all of their prayers if they fought that limply.

I drew my sword and was about to decapitate everyone within a 60 ft radius, but a moment of clarity reached me.

“Stop!” I commanded my people. They froze instantly.

I wrapped the survivors–all human–in silk, binding their arms to their sides and smashing them to the ground.

Three women and two men from the original ambush lived. I counted 12 corpses, but 3 of them were townspeople who had been killed in chaos.

“Abby and Cici, good work. Now heal any wounded innocents, and then make sure none of my attackers slipped away on me.”

They dipped their heads and went to work following my commands.

I looked down at the nearest paladin–a man with a long mustache and defiant brown eyes. I recognized the style of fabric beneath his platemail, an airy and light white linen that contrasted against his well-baked tan skin.

This piece of shit was from Minsic.

“What does Lord Ulric have on you that would make you do his dirty work?” I asked.

The paladin spat. “I did it gladly, fiend.”

Fuck! He admitted it already? I expected at least four rounds of torture, and he caved immediately. That wouldn’t do.

I cut off his right hand.

No, that didn’t feel the same at all. That was disappointing.

I stomped his head, collapsing it like a watermelon. The next nearest paladin was the other male. I cocked my leg back like I was a schoolboy playing a game and kicked his head across the park.

Good-aligned levels increased by 21.

Good-aligned levels increased by 20.

The three lady paladins still alive were in various stages of acceptance. One wept quietly. One had a blank, empty expression. And the last stared at me as if the Goddess herself would come to her rescue if only she hated me enough.

“I’m willing to bargain,” I said, squatting next to them. “I’m a practical kind of person.”

“Fuck off,” the angry one said.

“Does she speak for all of you?” I asked the other two. They didn’t speak, only stared wide-eyed.

“That’s it? I would let you go for the right trade. I’m a fan of information most of all, but your man over there already gave up your sponsor, so that takes the easiest offer off the table. Maybe you can think of something else?”

“We’re not giving you anything,” the same paladin hissed. “Just kill us and get it over with.”

Seeing and hearing this exchange, Abby giggled, and Cici smiled so wide she was on the verge of drooling.

“By entering Sanctuary South, you agreed to our laws,” I explained. “I made sure those laws couldn’t be missed, and our guards remind every traveler to follow them. And you still didn’t read them.”

I clucked my tongue.

She sprayed spit at me, and the other two paladins worked up the courage to start shouting curses. I wrapped all their mouths with Silkmancer, which made me realize that none of them were wearing silk anything. I wondered if that was part of their preparation, making sure no one wore silk, especially the women. It could also have been simple coincidence.

“For minor crimes, like petty theft or vandalism, banishment is the consequence. Disturbing the peace, insulting the sacredness of a neutral zone, and killing innocent people? These are not minor crimes, ladies. Anything that’s not a minor crime is subject to one of two punishments: death or public service. My choice. Your third option is to swear a soul contract to me.”

The angry one tried to speak. Her tone had the lilt of a question, so I lowered the silk from her mouth.

“Death or public service? You mean that?”

I turned to Abby. “That’s what’s written in our laws for all to see, right?”

“Yes, Master.”

I turned back to the paladin. “See? It’s true.”

“Public service.” The other two paladins nodded.

“Good choice. Abby, Cici, please take these women to the Stocks of Glory.”

“Stocks? What do you mean by stocks? You said public service.”

I smiled. “I did. In Sanctuary South, prisoners become what could be called ‘free to use.’ The Stocks of Glory are in an open square. Citizens–only citizens, not visitors, that’s important to remember–may use you as they see fit for the next 7 days. You’re all pretty cute, fit too. You’ll be popular, I think. Oh! More exciting for you, nearly half of our citizens are demons. You’ll get to experience a range of genitalia and love-making techniques.”

“I change my mind,” the weepy one said. “I want death.”

“No take-backs," I replied, shaking my head. “When your 7 days are up, we’ll talk again and decide what the next steps should look like.”

I nodded to Abby and Cici. They picked up the women and carried them away. I opted to leave the angry one’s mouth uncovered so she could yell to her heart’s content. That would save me the trouble of making sure the city knew what happened here today.

I had a reputation to uphold. No one could get away with violating the neutral zone.

Similarly, no one could get away with sending assassins after me.

It was time to pay Lord Ulric another visit.


Chapter 24

Podni unlocked a balcony door in Lord Ulric’s Minsic mansion. I jumped his wall, landed on the second-floor patio, and ventured inside with my silk saboteur holding the door open for me. Lord Ulric was in his bedroom, bound to a chair and gagged. He started to kick and yell when he saw me enter, but all he could manage was to wiggle forward a few inches.

“She has a rare silk class,” I explained. “It gave her an ability called Silk Step, which allows her to travel between pieces of silk. If you’re wondering how she got inside, your own expensive tastes were your undoing. I wanted to speak with you before I decided what to do next.”

Lord Ulric’s breathing quickened, creating a cadence of soft hisses as he forced air through the fabric in his mouth.

“Love,” I said to Podni. “Lift your shirt.”

She bunched the cloth into both of her hands and raised the front, revealing her generous breasts and nipple piercings, as well as the abyssal scales highlighting the curves of her ribs.

“They’re perfect, aren’t they? I’ve seen those pieces of art thousands of times now, and every time is fucking amazing. Do a little bounce for me.”

Podni obliged, and I savored the ripples of motion moving across her chest.

“Mmm mmm mmm. Incredible. Thank you for the show. I can take it from here.”

Podni sauntered over to me with Lord Ulric watching with wide-eyed confusion. “I’ve finished myself seven times to a new fantasy I came up with,” she purred. “Do you think I could survive the full force of your fucking if Penny were nearby to heal me? And I mean everything you have, as many dicks as you want.”

“My strength stat is a bit high,” I replied.

“I’m willing to take the risk. Dying with three of you in every one of my holes sounds beautiful.” She kissed me on the cheek. “With your Silk Walking and my Air Steering, you could destroy me hundreds of feet into the air, literally amongst the stars. I’ll miss you, Father.”

She touched a silk pillow and disappeared.

Air Steering was one of Podni’s relatively new abilities, but our generally overpowered nature on crawls and climbs hadn’t given us much need for it. In short, Podni had mobility similar to Silk Walk–she could jump in mid-air as if another surface appeared beneath her, and she could change course while in motion too.

“This is awkward,” I said to Lord Ulric. “I came here to threaten you, and I’m going to have to do it with a full-on erection the whole time. Shame you don’t have any wives or daughters to help me with that. Oh, is your mum still around? How about grandma? Grandmothers fucking love me. It’s the weirdest thing.”

Ulric managed to replace much of his visible fear with hate, but desperation still swam in his eyes.

“If you’d like to speak, I can remove the gag, but if you yell for help, it’s only going to get your people killed. No, wait. You wouldn’t give a shit about what happens to a few servants, so that’s not a very good threat. How about this: if you yell for help, I will kill the people who come, and then I’ll bring them back as zombies. They’ll be hungry, but I’m undead, so none of my flesh will do the trick. We can carve off pieces of you instead.”

The nobleman stared.

“Do you understand?”

He nodded.

I removed the gag with Silkmancer.

“You won’t get away with this,” Ulric spat.

“Talking like that won’t keep you alive.”

“I’ll give you everything. Take it all. I’ll empty my accounts. I’ll sell my lands.”

I frowned. “That’s also not very convincing. You’re tied up. I can take anything I want already.”

“Then what the fuck do you want?”

I sat on the edge of Ulric’s bed. “You know, that question gets harder and harder for me to answer. ‘More’ and ‘everything’ are still true, but the specifics are difficult to nail down. I own this kingdom, and I’ll have the rest of the plane under my control in short order. From there, I plan to conquer a few other planes to be certain my position is secure, but what does that get me, really?

“I own a bar and a bathhouse, and I hardly visit them. I have Temples all over the kingdom, but now that I have my own city, I won’t see much of those either. Who has the time, really? Yes, yes, being king over multiple planes has advantages, but what fun do any of those provide?”

“You’re a psychopath,” Ulric said.

“Leveling and debauchery are the only things that bring me genuine joy. I should clarify that I don’t mean the beverage in this case, but drink and dreamdust fall under the debauchery category in my mind, so I guess I do mean it in a collective sense.”

“My men can help you level.”

I laughed hard at that. “How about you tell me where to find more paladins?”

“All of the paladins I know attacked you in Sanctuary.”

“I don’t think I believe that,” I said. “Paladins are becoming harder and harder to find. That’s partially a supply issue caused by yours truly, but the ones who are still around seem to have gone to ground. Any suggestions for how to find them?”

“If I tell you, do I get to live?”

“My philosophy hinges on a key idea: Good behavior should be rewarded. Right now, you’re definitely going to die. If you help me, you could choose between dying and becoming a soulstone. Help me even more than that, and you can live if you swear a soul contract to me. In theory, if you were good enough, you could take that progression all the way to true safety and freedom, but that’s a high bar to reach, and you’re a very little man.”

Lord Ulric studied me. “Paulson the Pure is the leader of all paladins. I contacted him for help with you.”

“Good boy. Continue.”

“He is rallying every paladin in the world to defeat you, and he’s pleading to the Goddess for more divine support.”

“How do I find him?” I asked.

“He operates under Tailwind Merchants Incorporated. That’s his cover. They have offices in every major city, and they can get messages to Paulson.”

I clapped. “Well done. You’ve earned the option to become a soulstone instead of dying a painful death.”

“What? That’s all? I just told you so much!”

“Trying to kill me puts your balance well into the negative, I’m afraid. You had to dig yourself out of that first and then earn the soulstone option. Is that where you want to stop, or would you like to keep trying?”

“I’ll work for you. Anything you want.”

“You don’t have the competency I’m looking for. Are you out of ideas?”

“Please. Please don’t hurt me.”

“Would you like to take the soulstone option?” I asked.

“You’ll never get my soul.”

In my mind, I said, “Abby.”

My liluti landed on the balcony and strolled inside. I had her waiting outside of Lord Ulric’s walls for this exact moment.

Ulric went back to screaming and rocking in his chair when the void-black demon stood before him, her tails dancing and the stars in her eyes twinkling, so I gagged him again.

“My beautiful treasure,” I began. “This is a gift for you. My only stipulation is that he not be able to interfere with my work ever again. Otherwise, do whatever you want.”

“Whatever I want? Truly?”

I nodded. “I know your tastes. Nothing is off the table. Have fun.”

“Thank you, Master,” Abby replied with a grin.

I patted Ulric on my shoulder on the way out. “Should have taken the soulstone option.”


Chapter 25

I tasked Horpus, Lala, and Lili with looking into Paulson the Pure and the merchant company Ulric claimed the paladins used as a front. I wondered, if I was the first antipaladin in some time, as Ludwig the Lawful had told me, what need did paladins have for fronts? Disguising their identities made sense when people like me were about, but in that era of peace, what did they gain from that secrecy?

Dumb question. They disguised their lifestyle from the judging eyes of the public. Priests did the same thing when they went into town in plainclothes to drink and whore. You weren’t held to the standards of the Goddess if no one knew what you were.

Now that a new antipaladin appeared, the covert behavior was practical, a good way for paladins to keep their movements hidden from me. Trusting someone as weak-willed as Lord Ulric, however, was the stuff of amateurs. They gained nothing by revealing that information to Ulric, and now their secret was spoiled.

Abby appeared next to me as I looked out over Sanctuary South from my bedroom.

“Mistress Solara would like to know when you are next available. She requests an audience.”

“Where is she now?” I asked.

“Her penthouse, Master.”

“Thank you, Abby.”

I had a direct teleporter from my Sanctuary bedroom into the rooms of all of my party members. They wanted that ease of access to me, and I wanted the same from them. We had no secrets from each other. If I were to teleport to her room and find her fucking 10 of my followers, she wouldn’t flinch at me pulling up a chair to watch or at me opting to join in myself.

No such hedonism was at work when I arrived at Solara’s. My silk sorceress sat at her desk surrounded by books, studying and taking notes, but a curious piece of glass mounted on the wall in front of her caught my eye.

“Is this…” I began.

Solara grinned. “The Stocks of Glory,” she said proudly. “Abby set this up. It’s nice to have some entertainment on in the background, you know?”

Presently, a crowd of people–men and women, human and demon–surrounded the free-use paladins in the square. All three were in the middle of getting spit-roasted while a dozen other citizens groped, fingered, spanked, and pinched their bodies.

“I want a dozen of these,” I muttered. What a fantastic invention this was.

“It’s a scrying ward,” Solara explained. “Purity and I like to have it on when we’re warming up, getting each other in the mood. You should get one for each of our rooms. That way you can watch us any time you want.”

“Your mind is so twistedly sexy.”

“Before we get too distracted and you’re finishing on my face, I want to have a serious conversation,” she requested.

“How can I help?”

“I have been messing with Spell Forgemaster, and I thought you might have heard of a mechanic like this one. I’m not quite clear on how this works.”

The ability Solara referenced was her unlock for level 19:

Spell Forgemaster

Active Ability

Spend good-aligned levels to design new spells.

Prerequisite: Sovereign’s Corpse Builder

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Hold a blank book with at least 50 pages and spend 10 good-aligned levels to instantly transfer your intuitive knowledge into a spell manual.)

(Bonus Pledge: Hold a blank spell scroll and spend 10 good-aligned levels to create a spell scroll usable by other mages…

But she had selected that the morning of her wedding day and then got wrapped up in the chaos of opening Sanctuary South. This was likely the first long moment she had to give it proper thought.

Though she was undead and no longer needed to sleep, she thus far used that extra time to get off several more times a day. The more she enjoyed her new life, the better, so I didn’t mind her focusing more on pleasure than business for the immediate future.

“Walk me through it,” I said.

“For Spell Forger, I had to pick from spells I knew and combine them to make something new. For Spell Forgemaster, the prompt says, ‘Design every detail of the spell of your dreams to leave your mark on history. Spend 100 good-aligned levels to have the system assess your spell. System will assign costs and requirements for making your spell a reality, but the system may also reject incompatible suggestions. You may only have one Spell Forgemaster quest active at any given time.’”

Some of that language sounded familiar, reminding me of the Write the Next Chapter mechanic of the dungeon core, which allowed me to write a freeform entry in the dungeon’s story to update and upgrade the entirety of the dungeon’s design–if the chapter was accepted.

That language read as follows:

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.

Speaking of similar language, the description for Spell Forgemaster sounded like one of my previous unlock options as well:

Plague Master

Active Ability

Cooldown: 12 Days

Spend good-aligned levels to design a unique disease.

Prerequisites: Plague Bearer, Corpse Builder

Did that mean Plague Master had the same open-ended design mechanics as Spell Forgemaster? I didn’t even have the prerequisite Plague Bearer, but having more insight into what unlocks did before I selected them would make my future choices smarter.

“The dungeon core has a mechanic called ‘Write the Next Chapter,’” I explained to Solara. “It’s open-ended like what you’re describing, but I’ve only gotten to use it once. That doesn’t give me much data to share with you, though.”

“I’ll take what I can get.”

“Wait. Actually, there is something else. The Minsic dungeon update was a new chapter, and seeing that made me believe I could have been much more aggressive and far more bold with what I submitted for our dungeon. The next chance I got to write one, my plan was to go as big as I could to see what happened.”

“You wouldn’t mind burning 100 good-aligned levels on a potential spell rejection?” Solara asked.

“Not at all, especially now when we have everything to learn. No matter what happens, we get something useful out of trying.”

“I might have a spell design written up already…”

“Tell me.”

Solara got distracted by the free-use scrying mirror for a moment. One of the paladins was getting her pussy spanked by the open hand of a very fuckable middle-aged woman.

My sorceress remembered herself and offered me a piece of paper.

It read:

Spell Name: Seraphim Slayer

Description: Caster can devote the quantity of mana and lifeforce of her choosing to cast an exponentially powerful Bolt spell capable only of harming those from the plane of the seraphim. Learning this spell requires the caster to sacrifice a full element of magic forever.

Targeting: Line of Sight

Base Spell Bonus: Bolt

Casting Time: 1 Second

Cooldown: 7 Days

Spell Reagents: ???

Verbal Components: ???

Blowback Penalty: ???

“My thinking is to try and ‘play along’ with how the system usually weights variables, benefits, and concessions,” Solara began. “I know that this spell is a big ask for the system to accommodate because it’s so powerful and so specialized. That’s why I baked in the element sacrifice, gave it a long cooldown, limited it to only a certain category of creature, and gave the system permission to fill in what it felt was fair for what it took to cast the spell and what the consequences might be.”

“Why seraphim?” I asked.

“I want us to have as many tools as possible for taking on our biggest threats. We know that seraphim repelled our enemy before, so we know they’re strong. If I can make a specialized spell as a trump card, and it works how I want, we can make another spell specific to our abyssal enemy.”

Not being able to say Abaddon’s name out loud was so tedious sometimes, but an Abaddon Slayer spell was an appealing idea, even more so if Podni could turn around and make the bomb version of Abaddon Slayer. Suddenly, my low-stat party members would actually have a chance at hurting the King of the Abyss.

Thanks to Mammoni, I knew that the King of the Abyss was really a fallen seraphim. If Solara’s plan worked, and it sounded like it could, we could even build constructs specifically designed for Abaddon hunting.

“How you went about this seems smart to me,” I said. “I have the extra good-aligned levels. Want to submit it and see what happens?”

Solara nodded. I watched her out-of-focus eyes navigate her menus and confirm the entry.

Solara read what the system spat back:

Spell Name: Seraphim Slayer

Description: Caster can devote the quantity of mana and lifeforce of her choosing to cast an exponentially powerful Bolt spell capable only of harming those from the Plane of the Seraphim.

Targeting: Line of Sight

Base Spell Bonus: Bolt

Casting Time: 3 Seconds

Cooldown: 7 Days

Spell Reagents: Sovereign Seed (Consumed on Casting)

Verbal Components: N/A

Blowback Penalty: Acquire a random abyssal trait.

To unlock Seraphim Slayer, you must spend 5,000 good-aligned levels (one-time), forget a full element of magic permanently (water, earth, and air available for selection), acquire blood or bone recovered from a living Seraphim, and bring 10 virgins from any of the celestial planes to climax.

Do you accept this quest? Yes / No

Note: You may only have one Spell Forgemaster quest active at any given time. Abandoning a Spell Forgemaster quest after you have accepted it incurs a penalty.

“What is a Blowback Penalty?” I asked.

“That means the spell is powerful enough that it has a chance to trigger a side effect. The more mana the spell costs, the more likely the Blowback Penalty is to trigger.”

“So you’re almost guaranteed an abyssal trait every time you cast this spell.”

“Probably. That aside, the system mostly gave me what I asked for. The quest objectives are pretty unfair, though.”

I agreed. “Yeah, how are you supposed to get ‘blood or bone from a living Seraphim?’ That’s pretty difficult.”

“Would Arcturus be able to acquire something like that?”

That wasn’t a bad idea. Sales of Byron’s Bliss and Purity’s Blessing had gone well on the celestial planes. Of any being I knew, Arcturus was the most likely to have access to seraphim blood and bone.

“He might,” I answered.

“So the next question, given the costs of the quest, would be: Do we commit to the Seraphim Slayer and then do the other spell after, or should we skip to the other spell now, knowing we might not be able to pull off both?”

“About that… Guess who is actually a fallen seraphim?”

Solara’s eyes went wide. “Really?”

“Yes, so your spell would work, or should work, rather. But I do think we should move carefully if cancelling a spell quest incurs penalties. Do you have to answer right now?” I asked.

“Doesn’t look like it. I can’t propose a new spell until I accept or decline this quest, though.”

“How would you feel about leaving that question open for a bit so we can think on it? Or do you have another option you want to try right away?”

Solara shook her head. “I think it’s worth waiting for now. We know the system can accept very specific spell requests. That alone is worth putting much more thought into.”

“Tell me more about where you’re going with that.”

“What if the system let us make exceptionally powerful spells with the condition that they only worked in Sanctuary South? Or maybe they can only be cast once a year. Or cost 1,000 gold or time off your life with each cast. The potential is high, and I know how this works, Byron. You’ll come back tomorrow with a genius idea. When you do, I’ll give you my ass as a thank you.”


Chapter 26

We did 9 days of boss rush grinding, foregoing a return to the tower in favor of reacting quickly to any potential intel we might uncover about the paladins working against us.

Could these paladins defeat me? Anything was possible, and giving them the time and freedom to plan another surprise attack was unwise. As soon as I could, I would slit the femoral arteries on every paladin and enjoy watching them bleed to death.

On runs, Podni still used her bombs for the majority of her damage, but she had been practicing with her new artificer weapon, which was something like a blowgun with a handle that didn’t require air to shoot. Though the projectiles it shot weren’t as powerful as full-blown Podni bombs, the range, speed, and accuracy were far better than manually tossing explosives.

My saboteur was underwhelmed at first, but I assured her that the weapon would feel far better in the context of a normal dungeon crawl when we had multiple mobs to manage rather than just one big boss.

Two days into the boss rush marathon, I earned enough Will points to advance sovereign to tier 16 and my overall level to 33. One of the unlocks offered to me was an obvious win:

Harem Master

Passive Ability

Gain a 5% bonus to all stats for every wife you acquire. Additionally, you and your wives feel a strong collective connection to one another that creates an intuitive understanding of each other’s feelings and a permanent awareness of each other’s physical locations.

Prerequisite: More than one wife.

Dutiful Heir

Passive Ability

Your firstborn child will be a male whose sovereign class will never compete with yours.

Prerequisite: At least one wife.

Harem Manager

Passive Ability

Gain view access to the character sheets of your wives.

Prerequisite: More than one wife.

Harem Master had too many benefits to pass up, and Harem Manager was convenient but not enough to spend an unlock when the most I had to do now was ask my wives what their current stats were. I had never micromanaged their individual stat allocations anyway, and that seemed like the primary goal of an ability like that.

Dutiful Heir, however, outright angered me. It read like the system itself issued a threat about my hypothetical unborn children. How much of the lunacy associated with royal families was a result of the system’s meddling? I already knew the answer was a ‘great deal,’ but Dutiful Heir just attempted to influence my relationship with a son who didn't even exist yet.

I chose Harem Master, and I watched my unspent stat points tick up to 263. My followers were Loyalty Pledge machines, just as I planned, but I had been less confident about how to use them as of late.

One angeli in Minsic was enough to get me to turn tail. I fared better in the Sanctuary South ambush, but my victory was not as easily secured as I would have liked.

Because of those experiences, I couldn’t decide if I should continue to invest in upgrading abilities or dump everything into my stats. Raw stat upgrades were always helpful, but they didn’t give me tactical advantages the way that Wraith+5 and Ghostly Feint+4 did.

I consistently defeated powerful enemies by outwitting them, but then again, celestials were a different class of powerful. What was best for my survival?

I couldn’t fucking decide, so the points went unused. That was wasteful, I know, but I was stuck.

On day 7 of boss rush training, Purity and Solara visited me in my bedroom well into the night. Solara paused briefly to look at the three women making out with one another in the middle of my floor in a pile of pillows and blankets. I liked having the background entertainment while I read and worked, and I was learning that Solara had similar tastes.

“This new life is a bigger adjustment than I expected,” Purity admitted, sitting on my desk in a shirt and panties–and nothing else. “I didn’t realize how much sleep dictated everything about my day.”

“And now you have all that time to fill.”

She nodded.

“For what it’s worth, I’m glad I get to share those extra hours with the two of you,” I said. To Solara, I added, “If you see something you like, help yourself.”

My sorceress bit her lip but ultimately shook her head and flopped onto my bed. I loved the way her chest bounced and swung when she wasn’t constrained by a bra.

“Maybe in a bit,” she replied. “We leveled. Help us decide what to choose, Father?”

She rolled onto her stomach, propped her chin up in her hands, and batted her eyelashes.

I pushed my chair away from my desk and pulled Purity into my lap.

“Go ahead,” I said.

“Penny should go first. She has seniority.”

I saw no reason to argue with Solara, so I turned my attention to Penny. I could feel the curve and shape of her strong ass as she shifted on my thighs.

“I got a bonus ability for reaching tier 10 in silk archpriestess,” she began before reading the unlock from her system:

Touched Silk

Active Ability

Any silk in your presence is imbued with the blessing of your aura. Anyone touching that silk gets a 5% bonus to constitution, a 5% bonus to damage resistance, and a deep sense of clarity and belonging. The duration for how long silk retains your blessing is dependent on your level.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the 5% bonus to damage resistance.

“That’s befitting of the Silk Goddess,” I said.

Purity smiled. “I thought so too. Here are my new choices…”

Create Sin

Passive Ability

Choose one action or idea and make it a sin. If someone who prays to you engages with that action or idea, they will feel your disappointment. The intensity of that disappointment increases based on their current prayer streak. This ability can be selected more than once.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the ability to select Create Sin repeatedly.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Sins committed repeatedly increase the intensity of the disappointment.)

(Bonus Pledge: Anyone who has acquired a sin penalty can have that disappointment partially relieved and the long-term penalty of that sin erased by performing an act of penance of your choice. Additionally, pleasure from anal penetration is increased by an additional 25%.)

Abyssal Vessel

One-Time Ability

Selecting Abyssal Vessel immediately impregnates you with your sovereign’s child as if his seed had done so manually. That child will be born with 3 of your abilities, 3 of the sovereign’s abilities, and 3 abyssal traits–all selected at random.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added your 3 abilities to your child’s inheritance.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Your child receives 12 bonus stat points when they turn 13.)

(Bonus Pledge: Your child receives an additional ability of your choice from the sovereign. Ability must be selected at the time of conception. Additionally, pleasure from anal penetration is increased by an additional 25%.)

Harem Honor

Gain a 2% bonus to all stats for every person in your harem.

Sugar Daddy Bonus increased bonus from 1%.

Prerequisite: Undead, Harem Wife

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain a 1% bonus to damage resistance for every person in your harem.)

(Bonus Pledge: Physical pleasure given to you by a member of your harem incorporates spiritual pleasure akin to enlightenment. Additionally, pleasure from anal penetration is increased by an additional 25%.)

I again questioned the motivation or purpose behind the system. The system seemed intent on pushing me to have children. Invia was offered Barbarian Queen in her last level-up, which provided our firstborn offspring with a number of bonus benefits. Even if I wanted children, that ability was useless since my undeath did not extend to my sperm. I couldn’t have children.

But Abyssal Vessel “immediately impregnates you with your sovereign’s child as if his seed had done so manually.” That made it sound like my infertility was irrelevant in this case, and that bothered me immensely. If Purity wanted to insist on bearing my child, she could select Abyssal Vessel now or at any level-up in the future to force the issue.

If that ever happened, I’d likely have to kill both mother and child. I didn’t need an usurping ankle-biter complicating my life, and I couldn’t keep a wife around who was that willing to defy me.

That conflict simply wouldn’t exist if the system weren't an asshole, but more sovereign-on-sovereign conflict didn’t shock me. I shouldn’t have been surprised by the Create Sin ability either, as we had already seen several system-driven mechanics for spreading a religion, but seeing the system going as far as to manipulate a person’s morality called into question every inner conflict I ever experienced.

Of those conflicts, how many of the thoughts weren’t really mine but were instead planted into my mind by an ability like Create Sin?

“If I chose Create Sin,” Purity began, “I could make it a sin to doubt the Silk or to think about any dick other than yours. More practically, we could make it a sin to skip worshipping the Silk once a day.”

She hadn’t mentioned the 25% bonus to anal pleasure, but I guessed she didn’t need to. Purity already loved having my dick buried up to the hilt, so she was probably looking forward to this Bonus Pledge.

“Do you have any old unlocks that might be interesting?”

“Answered Prayers gives me a new spell for every oath-taker, so that would be 21 new spells. Advanced Prayers would give me new prayers as well, with a focus on stronger versions of what I already have. And Hungry Mistress would be good to take sooner rather than later, so I can benefit more from Will points.”

“Harem Honor isn’t exciting, but the return is big,” I said.

She frowned. “I know, but…”

“But what?”

“In the past, if we picked an old unlock, we were offered the Bonus Pledge again but with a more intense version.”

I laughed to myself. Purity wanted to turn a 25% bonus to anal pleasure into something larger.

“Take Hungry Mistress,” I commanded.

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

Purity grinned.

“How big is the bonus?” I asked.

“50%.”

Good for her. “Go on the bed, and put your ass in the air.” As Purity obeyed, I shouted to the tangle of women on the floor, “One of you lick Mistress Penny’s ass. After the first orgasm, use your finger. When you finish the second, keep it nice and wet for my turn.”

A brunette separated from the mass without hesitation. She pulled Purity’s panties to the side and started to work the rim.

“Solara?” I asked.

She didn’t reply. Her eyes were on Purity, and one of her hands was in her panties.

“Solara,” I repeated.

“Yes, sorry. I received a bonus ability for tier 10 of silk sorceress, like Penny. Mine is called Conduit.”

She read me the description:

Conduit

Passive Ability

Your intense study of Bolt magic connects you to the currents of the universe. You can draw energy from the natural electricity in your vicinity, and you can use those currents to heighten your senses and quicken your reaction speed.

Sugar Daddy Bonus made this a Passive Ability.

That ability was light on specifics, so much so that I likely would have discouraged choosing it deliberately, but the concept was sound and supported Solara’s Bolt specialization well enough.

Next, she relayed her new unlock choices:

Hungry Mistress

For every 10,000 Will points you harvest on behalf of your sovereign, gain a 0.05% bonus to an attribute of your choice. Once a target attribute is chosen, it cannot be changed or modified.

Sugar Daddy Bonus increase attribute bonus from 0.025%.

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Bonus increases by an additional 0.05%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Every 50,000 Will points, gain a 0.2% bonus to an attribute of your choice. The back of your throat is as sensitive as and produces as much pleasure as your G-spot.)

Legendary 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 the offering 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. The back of your throat is as sensitive as and produces as much pleasure as your G-spot.)

Harem Honor

Gain a 2% bonus to all stats for every person in your harem.

Sugar Daddy Bonus increased bonus from 1%.

Prerequisite: Undead, Harem Wife

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain a 1% bonus to damage resistance for every person in your harem.)

(Bonus Pledge: Physical pleasure given to you by a member of your harem incorporates spiritual pleasure akin to enlightenment. The back of your throat is as sensitive as and produces as much pleasure as your G-spot.)

“Harem Honor can wait,” Solara said. “There’s no real penalty for delaying there. Hungry Mistress makes the most sense for immortality, but my mortal frame of mind wants Legendary Elementalist because, well, Bolt spells.”

“In the Silk, you get what you want.”

Solara grinned.

+1 Loyalty Pledge.

+1 Unallocated stat point.

Purity moaned to herself, her eyes closed in bliss. The follower licking my archpriestess slipped her middle finger all the way in, the saliva lubricating the entry while the ongoing climax made everything relaxed and welcoming.

“What spells did you learn?” I asked Solara.

“Static Levitation, Lightning Elemental, Ball Lightning, Conjure Storm, and Absorb.”

Solara floated off the bed and hovered in mid-air.

“This is Static Levitation, and I like this a lot. I always wanted to fly.” Without lowering herself, she continued, “Lightning Elemental is what you think it is. Ball Lightning is a high-powered Bolt spell that adds concussive force to the damage it deals. Conjure Storm is self-explanatory, and Absorb allows me to consume any electric-type attacks used against me. Instead of taking damage, I can add that to the base damage of my next spell.”

“If you had a bunch of bonus damage stored and you applied that spell to, say, a Podni bomb, would the bonus damage go with it?” I asked.

“Ohhhh. Detonate 100 Bolt bombs with me in the middle so I can Absorb all of them, and then we put that super-buffed Bolt spell into a new bomb.”

“And repeat.”

Gleeful violence danced in Solara’s eyes. “We could end the world if we wanted to.”

After a few more seconds of quiet meditations on apocalypse-creation, my floating sorceress looked at me and smiled. My sorceress drifted toward my desk and then rotated herself so that she was upside-down. Her long blonde hair fell around her face, and she opened her mouth.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“Test my new G-spot, please, Father?”



Invia and Podni leveled up as well. They weren’t undead yet, so they had to wait until the morning to share their unlock options. We discussed them as we did more boss rush runs.

Podni’s tier 10 reward for silk saboteur was pretty slick:

Silk Passenger

You may bring one human with you when you Silk Step. You must be in physical contact with their body for Silk Passenger to activate.

Sugar Daddy Bonus removed the requirement that the passenger be willing.

Silk Step was already a powerful ability with an enormous amount of utility. The option to bring someone with her opened up all manner of possibilities. If we ever needed to get someone out of a precarious situation, I could Silkmancer fabric through a crack in a door, and then Podni could go get them.

Having Silk Passenger back when we framed nobles as being part of the Reapers, or when we were driving Bruhelmond to insanity, would have been amazing. No doubt more such opportunities would arise eventually.

Her other unlock options:

Homing Traps

Passive Ability

Add a homing effect to any trap you create that explodes or fires projectiles, increasing the chances of hitting the nearest living targets. Maximum homing distance is 10 ft.

Sugar Daddy Bonus improved distance from 5 ft.

Prerequisite: Silk Artificer

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Speed of Homing Traps improved by 10%.)

(Bonus Pledge: When you set a trap, choose whether it should trigger immediately or after the target has passed by. The back of your throat is as sensitive as and produces as much pleasure as your G-spot.)

Artificer Finesse

Passive Ability

Gain an intuitive understanding of wielding artificer weapons, providing an immediate bonus to accuracy and reload speed.

Sugar Daddy Bonus improved depth of knowledge.

Prerequisite: Silk Artificer

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain a bonus +1 to dexterity when holding an artificer weapon.)

(Bonus Pledge: Vision is significantly improved when aiming with an artificer weapon. The back of your throat is as sensitive as and produces as much pleasure as your G-spot.)

Long-Range Artificer

Passive Ability

Create a weapon that can fire 200 ft accurately.

Sugar Daddy Bonus extended the range by an additional 40 ft.

Prerequisite: Silk Artificer

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Gain an additional 40 ft of range.)

(Bonus Pledge: Gain an intuitive understanding of long-range factors like wind and gravity. The back of your throat is as sensitive as and produces as much pleasure as your G-spot.)

Podni chose Long-Range Artificer because it expanded our options as a party. For range, Podni had her bow, but that was best for enemies within 90 ft. With a range of 200 ft, Long-Range Artificer gave us a way to attack from so far away that many enemies wouldn’t know they were in danger.

Invia’s bonus for tier 10 was even better than Silk Passenger in my mind:

Sword Swap

Active Ability

Cooldown: 5 Minutes

Swap places with any of your Silk Swords within 60 ft. You may activate Sword Swap once for every oath taken for the Silk. The cooldown does not delay activations of Sword Swap, but that use will not be available again until that individual cooldown has expired.

Sugar Daddy Bonus decreased cooldown from 10 minutes.

That was basically Silk Step if it were limited exclusively to Silk Swords. Mobility would never again be an issue for Invia as she could now teleport around a battlefield at will. Her swarm of Silk Swords already overwhelmed and confused enemies–and that was before we added the fire crystal blades to the mix–and now she could introduce even more chaos into a fight.

Someone who could teleport was hard to attack and even harder to defend against.

Her other level 20 unlock options were pretty intriguing as well:

Violent Display

Passive Ability

The crueler and bloodier you are in combat, the greater your bonus to speed and damage.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added the bonus to damage.

Prerequisite: Sovereign’s Blood Harvest, Rage

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: The more fresh blood coating your body, the greater the damage you deal.)

(Bonus Pledge: The results of your attacks are exceptionally bloody. Pleasure from anal is increased by an additional 25%.)

Saint Suffering

Passive Ability

Enemies you kill experience a delayed death. During that delay, they experience the full pain of their injuries. Their suffering provides a bonus to your damage and damage resistance based on the volume and intensity of suffering.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added damage resistance.

Prerequisite: Life Steal

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Amplify the pain of someone experiencing delayed death by 25%.)

(Bonus Pledge: Anyone experiencing delayed death exudes an aura of hopelessness and despair that has the chance to inflict the Fear debuff on enemies within 15 ft. Pleasure from anal is increased by an additional 25%.)

Martyr

Passive Ability

If you die in service of the Silk, resurrect with full health, full stamina, and a Protection buff.

Sugar Daddy Bonus added Protection buff.

Prerequisite: Channel Abyssal

(Optional Upgrade with Loyalty: Resurrect with Channel Abyssal activated.)

(Bonus Pledge: Your recovery inspires your party, granting them a 10% bonus to all of their stats for 60 seconds. Pleasure from anal is increased by an additional 25%.)

The choice wasn’t difficult for Invia. As soon as she read me those descriptions, I knew she wanted to take Saint Suffering. It fit her bloodlust too perfectly to pass up.

I already looked forward to watching her enjoy it.


Chapter 27

“Am I disturbing you?” Invia asked when she appeared in my chambers. She carried a bag and a smallish box in her arms.

I looked across the room at the lone follower keeping me company. I had acquired a wooden horse like I had seen Samson’s girls using during one of my visits. That name was stupid in my mind, however. Yes, it was made of wood and was designed to be sat on, but that’s where the horse-like qualities ended.

A horse didn’t have a triangular back. Where a rider would sit comfortably in a saddle, this wooden horse had one long peak extending from end to end. That hard point was meant to inflict consistent discomfort on the girl on top. Simply, gravity forever pulled her down into the point, and if she was bound, there was no escaping it. The pain would build and build and build.

The follower in my room at that moment was one of the most muscular women in the Silk, her sculpted bulk rivaling mine in size. She straddled the horse, her arms tied behind her back, a silk gag in her mouth. The silk ropes wrapping her ankles pulled her toward the floor, forcing more pressure between her legs. Her breasts had red hickeys around her nipples where Drae’s suction cups had worked.

That had bored me, though, so I added an extra rope to her neck to force her to lean forward a few degrees. Every few seconds, hot wax from a candle suspended over her dripped onto her back, forcing her to writhe and grind on the horse, further enhancing her pain.

“I can send her away if you like,” I offered.

“How long has she been on the horse?”

“Something like 30 minutes.”

“Have you given her Rope Burn?”

I shook my head.

“Good. Make her earn it.”

“What can I do for you?” I asked.

“I have a private matter to discuss, but I don’t want to interrupt a work in progress.”

I tugged downward on the follower’s ankles to hear her scream. Silkmancer slipped a Byron’s Bliss between into her mouth, activated the toy, and then strapped it to her, blindfolding her at the same time. I decided to be merciful and kept it on the slowest setting–for now.

Invia licked her lips.

“I have been thinking about the conversation we had regarding voices,” she began, her eyes locked on the helpless follower.

“Oh?”

“Does yours come at random times or always in certain kinds of situations?”

“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “I hadn’t thought about it that way.”

“For me, it was whenever I was afraid or was doubting myself. When I felt my most powerful, when I was reveling in victory, the voices were quiet. They only spoke in moments of weakness.”

That was interesting and, upon reflection, aligned with when Aurketzu’s voice chose to make itself known. “Go on,” I said.

“My voices always said I was weak and pathetic, that no matter what I did, I was the lowliest being in the world. But I never heard the voices when I was in battle with you or when you were inside me. Knowing how much greater I was than our enemies gagged the voices, but they always came back, until recently.”

I leaned forward, nearly forgetting about the muscle mommy getting mouth-railed by a Byron's Bliss on the other side of the room. She whimpered.

“The voices stopped at the last recruitment party,” Invia continued. “I was slapping an initiate’s ass until it was black and blue, and the oaths began. Part of me wished that some of the girls would fail the prayer, that they would choke and die right in front of me. I used to feel guilty for those kinds of thoughts, but you’ve shown me I can be myself. I don’t have to be ashamed, so I let go and enjoy their suffering.”

“And that stopped the voices?”

She nodded. “I drowned them in blissful violence.”

Now that Invia had described it, I realized that I had never heard Aurketzu when I felt my most powerful. When I was cutting enemies to pieces and fucking a dozen women, she was quiet. She typically emerged when I faced a great challenge or experienced a setback.

Moments of weakness. Moments of doubt.

“What makes you think we can drown mine?” I asked.

“I am Aurketzu. I cannot die.”

“I want to do an experiment,” Invia said. “If we can prove certain feelings inspire the voice and other feelings quiet it, then we can take those feelings to a new extreme, reaching a height where the voice can’t reach. We have to make her talk first.”

“She kind of is already.”

“What if I remind you how it feels knowing the King of the Abyss wants you dead? What if I point out how foolish your plans are? You’re weak, Brenin.”

“She’s right. You need me, viceroy.”

Invia must have seen my reaction to my old name. “Brenin of Borja, the pathetic little guard, the laughing stock of the whole city–You think someone like that can conquer the King of the Abyss?”

“You are not Brenin of Borja. I made you something more, molded you into the perfect servant.”

“Everything you love will be taken from you when you inevitably fail, and history will laugh at you. I will laugh at you.”

“History will not laugh when we have claimed the material plane for ourselves. Together, we are unstoppable. Trust. Trust.”

My neck stiffened involuntarily at the hate and doubt roiling within me. “I hear it,” I said. “Now what?”

Invia reached into her bag and produced two sets of manacles. She clamped one set around her ankles and the other around her wrists.

“This box is full of Healing potions,” she explained. “I want you to take a knife, cut off my clothes, and carve your name into me–your true name–and keep cutting if that’s what you want. Don’t feel guilty. Enjoy your power, and don’t stop until you want to.”

“Foolishness.”

I drew the knife from my belt. Invia’s eyes blazed with passion as I wrapped her manacles in silk and stretched her arms high over her head.

“Fuck you, Brenin,” Invia spat. “You’re too weak to deserve any other name. If you think I’m wrong, make me admit.”

“She is not the way. I am the way. You know this to be true, viceroy.”

So I tried Invia’s idea. I gave in. I let myself sink into what and who I was, and I sank deeper with every flick of the knife, with every pained scream.

Invia was right. The more I embraced it, the less Aurketzu spoke. I needed to find a way to make this relief permanent, but for now, I was having too much fun to think about anything other than the woman dangling in front of me.

Which also means I forgot about the follower getting fucked by a magic dildo while tied down to a horse. We relieved her eventually.



A summoner on the plane of dominions invites you for an audience. You cannot receive or deliver harm for as long as you remain within the summoning circle, and you may return to your home plane at will. These rules cannot be broken or cheated by either party.

Do you accept the invitation?

Yes / No

Arcturus had awful timing. I was in the middle of hosting a contest: a team of 6 blonde followers and a team of 6 raven-haired followers raced to see who could get six of my dicks to finish first, using only their mouths, hands, and feet. My boss rush runs had been going well enough, but the repetition of the same fights over and over had become dull.

So, the afternoon after another lap around the material plane’s boss rooms, I selected 12 lucky followers to accompany me to my Sanctuary bedroom.

Team blonde had an early lead. They went right to deep-throating tentacle dicks while team raven started more sensually, taking the time to build me up.

Team raven had only just switched to a new technique that had me intrigued: while one woman rubbed my dick between her soft feet, another sucked on the tip, sometimes licking down my shaft and between the toes of her teammate before taking me back into her mouth.

That creativity had just put team raven a few strokes ahead of team blonde when I received the notification that Arcturus summoned me. I debated ignoring him, but the simple thought of the six-armed specimen of celestial masculinity was a boner killer. Whether or not I accepted the invitation, this little distraction was ruined.

“To be continued,” I told my treasures and selected “Yes” with my mind.

I stood at the top of what I believed was the same white tower from my first visit, surrounded by stars, moons, and islands floating in the distance.

“I was informed you requested an audience,” Arcturus said, his giant form towering over me.

Right. I had done that, passing a message via one of his material plane errand boys.

Solara’s Spell Forgemaster ability offered her a quest to create Seraphim Slayer, a spell she designed specifically to prepare for our battle with the celestial planes. Arcturus had no idea such a battle was coming, so I hoped he might help with one of the more difficult parts of the quest. If he knew my true intentions, he would be more interested in killing me than aiding me.

“I need to acquire blood or bone recovered from a living seraphim,” I said. “Is this an item you can procure for me?”

“An unusual request.”

“You should know by now to expect the unusual if I’m involved.”

“What need will such an item fill?”

I shook my head. “If I share that information, you will make much less profit. Would you still like me to answer?”

A smirk crossed Arcturus’ golden face. We had done this before, so I was less entertained.

“I rescind my question,” he replied. “The profit for securing such a difficult item would be substantial.”

I knew this would be expensive, but Arcturus’ excitement worried me. How much profit did it take to intrigue a being so close to the top of the celestial hierarchy? He likely had more gold than all of the material plane. Nothing about this transaction would be cheap.

“What is your price?” I asked.

“Truly, I do not know. Blood and bone are so often used in hexes and curses that a seraphim is unlikely to part with either willingly, and neither you nor I has the means to forcefully acquire those items.”

“I suspected as much myself, which is why I came to you. I believed you had the savvy to see opportunities that lesser beings like myself could not.”

“Flaterry transcends the plans, it seems,” Arcturus replied.

When he didn’t continue, I waited to speak, choosing instead to let him ruminate on my request.

“Suppose I could offer you proximity to a seraphim,” he began. “I cannot acquire these items myself but could put you in a position to do so.”

“I have neither the desire nor the means to harm a seraphim.”

“I have heard whispers of powerful she-demons paying for the privilege of Byron of Zaglis’ attention.”

Well, now that was interesting.

“The hunger you sate exists on all planes and all worlds. Were I to broker such an encounter, my payment would come from the fee charged to the client.”

Celestials were masters of enjoying all the same vices as the lower planes but dressed them up in flowery language to hide the sin and the dirt beneath. In Arcturus’ case, he described himself as a “broker” when “pimp” was far more accurate.

I thought. “So our transaction would get me close to a source for the items I needed, but the actual acquisition would be up to me?”

“Indeed. A word of caution from one business partner to another: You have the stats to potentially survive such an encounter with a seraphim, but know that every facet of a seraphim exudes powerful Holy magic.”

“So sticking my dick in a seraphim would be like sticking it in Holy water.”

“That is not a comparison I would use, but yes.”

Arcturus didn’t know I was immune to Holy, and it was best he didn’t. The time enemies wasted attacking me with Holy spells made my victory all but assured. If word got out that Holy could not harm me, that advantage was destroyed.

“That is a problem for me to solve,” I said. “Your words of caution are appreciated, but I would still like to proceed. In exchange for arranging a meeting, you are entitled to the entirety of the fee paid by the client, a fee that you yourself can negotiate directly with them. Does that capture our terms?”

“If you kill or seriously harm the client, my business will suffer. However you procure what you desire cannot create new enemies for me.”

“I had assumed as much, so I have no problem agreeing to that, but I must ask for an exception.”

“Go on.”

“The Dungeon Lord of the Borja dungeon went missing for some time due to the intensity of her climax. Please advise the client that they are responsible for knowing their own limits. I cannot be held liable for any harm that comes from a consensual act.”

“I believe that tale is precisely what will bring us a client,” Arcturus said. “And I agree. Such a concession is reasonable.”

“Then we have a deal.”


Chapter 28

On the evening of the 9th day of our boss rush grinding, my twin rogues requested a meeting.

According to Horpus intel, which Lala and Lili verified, a collection of paladins was scheduled to assemble in Orthlox. Paladin orders described it to each other in letters as a training retreat to prepare for “the tests that lie in all our futures,” but it sounded more like a paladin summer camp.

Leveling, lectures, group meals, mentorship–Puke. I was doing the world a favor by crashing this gathering.

63 paladins from all across the world were reportedly attending the retreat, and I suspected I would be one of the topics they planned to discuss. They knew for certain I killed Ludwig the Lawful and 21 other paladins, and no doubt they knew about the paladins I felled in Minsic. Then, of course, there was their attempted ambush in Sanctuary South that included a 20 ft statue of me as bait. The sculptor captured my likeness so well that I hoped one of the paladins could tell me who the artist was before they died. I wanted to hire him, and who could begrudge the opportunity to refer work to artists who were so often underappreciated?

The surviving paladins weren't much for talking after 7 days in the Stocks of Glory, though. I had no choice but to send them back for more discipline. How long had they been freely available now? Was it four weeks? Five?

At any rate, I wanted to be rid of paladins, and as a byproduct of doing the world such a service, I hoped that others would take note of how thoroughly I pursued their defeat. They rose against me, and that was their end. Wiped out. Every last rat purged from civilization.

Minus the ones bearing their holes for Sanctuary South citizens, if they were still alive.

Setting a strong enough example with paladins could spare me the bother of terrestrial conflicts as I pursued enemies in planes high and low. By the time anyone on the material plane worked up the nerve to try me, hopefully, my other threats were long resolved.

Invia practically begged me to bring her along for my next paladin-slaying adventure, so she joined me in scouting Orthlox. We had a noose hung in an inn room so we could come and go as we pleased, and Invia, bless her heart, had a weakness for hotel sex. A working vacation didn’t sound so bad.

Orthlox was a bit of a shithole. If it’s still around and you think it’s nice there, put this book down and get the fuck away from me. But I imagine it probably isn’t.

We scouted around, found the local office for Tailwind Merchants Incorporated, saw their enormous warehouse in the merchants’ district, and got a feel for the routes guards used for patrolling the city.

We returned to the inn, Invia had a snack, and then we inhaled a small mountain of dreamdust. She had just undone the buttons on my pants when a knock came at the inn room door.

“Sorry to disturb,” a young woman’s voice said. “Someone is here to see you, Lord Byron.”

That was a bad sign. I had never given the inn that name. Invia crawled on her knees across the ground to stay head height with my crotch, continuing to undo my pants as I opened the door.

“Yes?” I asked.

The woman turned cherry red at the sight of Invia pulling my cock out. Invia let it flop onto her face and laughed.

“Yes?” I repeated.

“A man by the name of Paulson the Pure is downstairs and wishes to speak with you.”

That was the king of all boner-killers right there.

A spark of fear burst in my chest. A paladin had caught me off guard. Was I growing overconfident, or was I facing an exceptionally competent foe? First, I skipped and whistled my way into an ambush simply because strangers offered me a gift. Now I had scouted a whole town without noticing I had a tail.

My life was too important to me to allow these mistakes to continue.

Fuck. The dreamdust was starting to hit me too.

I closed my pants and grabbed my sword. “Ithaca, if a fight starts downstairs, pop back to Sanctuary and get reinforcements.”

“Yes, Father.”

After a deep breath, I descended the stairs as nonchalantly as I could.

“I come in peace, Lord Byron,” a man with a long, perfectly white beard said. “I do not wish to fight.”

“You’re armed.”

He chortled to himself. “You of all people know that peace is simply a time to prepare for war. What kind of opponent would I be if I so easily offered you my throat?”

I activated Sense Weakness. This man’s greatest weakness was his desire to spare innocent people suffering.

“What do you want?” I asked.

“I am Paulson the Pure, and I wish to share a drink and speak with you.”

“To what end?”

“By the time a man has grown old, he has seen many young men die. Just because the system gives us a quest does not mean we have to complete it.”

“I didn’t know the system assigned such a quest.”

Paulson tilted his head and raised an eyebrow. “You’re speaking the truth. If a man with your mind had received a quest to eliminate all paladins, surely he would assume that enemies were assigned a similar quest. But you don’t have a system quest to kill us, do you?”

I shook my head, and that was also the truth. My class certainly encouraged me to murder paladins by rewarding me with unlocks when I did, but the system never specifically assigned that objective to me.

But it gave the paladins a quest to eliminate me. How was that fair?

“Well, now you know why paladins have been particularly aggressive in pursuing you,” Paulson continued. “For a paladin, completing such a quest can offer the chance to ascend, to rise beyond our human potential to be closer to the Goddess. Such quests are also rare. This is the first quest I’ve seen in my lifetime, for example.”

“Back on topic, please,” I said.

“Right, right. Of course, of course. My proposal assumes you would reject an offer of a peace treaty. Is that a correct assumption?”

“It is.”

“Understandable, given the position we’ve put you in. My proposal then: To spare the civilians of this city, people who have no stake in the conflict we share, I offer to meet you outside of the walls in an open field. We can have our fight and close this quest out one way or another.”

“Just you?”

“Ha!” Paulson slapped the table. “No, I’ll bring everyone I have, thank you. Your attempt to cheat or manipulate this situation is inevitable. I’ll need all of my men to overcome your trickery, I imagine.”

What was this guy’s angle? His manner and his flattery were surely an act, but he seemed genuine and honest in everything he communicated. Even the words that went unsaid felt sincere.

Unspoken sentences like, “We both know what happened to Ludwig the Lawful,” or “This offer is its own form of trick.”

Paulson knew that a fight with me meant taking on every resource and advantage I had at my disposal. If he was willing to put his men out in the open like that, his plan surely accounted for me being a piece of shit. But how? I knew the trick was there, but I couldn’t see it.

“If you know I will cheat, what sort of battle are you really expecting?” I asked.

“I’m willing to pay you for the privilege of a fair fight with Byron of Zaglis.”

Another move I didn’t expect. “Go on.”

“I understand that you collect soulstones,” he explained. “If you agree to a fair fight, I will put my soul on the line. If you defeat me, it is yours.”

“That’s a bet, not a payment.”

“True enough.” He reached into a pack hanging on the back of his chair and set a stack of letters in front of me. “I was sorry to hear your father had passed. He was a good man.”

“Using a dead man as a ploy isn’t against the paladin’s code of honor?”

“This is not a ploy, Brenin.”

I froze, failing completely to hide my surprise at hearing my old name.

“Tad and I met when we were both much younger. I was visiting Borja to level, and we bumped into each other at a tavern as strangers so often do. We stayed in touch. Losing your mother was hard on him, and having met her, I can understand why. She was sweet and kind, willing to help anyone in need, even when she barely had anything herself. You and I met a few times when I happened to be in Borja, but you were too little to remember.”

Paulson pushed the letters to me. They were in my father’s handwriting. These were real, without a doubt.

“I’m ashamed to say we lost contact over the years, but as you can see, we corresponded with some regularity for a while. He was quite interested in the work paladins did, and though he would have started at an older age than most, he considered becoming one himself. Then he gained you and lost the love of his life on the same day. He couldn’t go off on adventures with you to care for, and hear me on this: He did not regret that choice. Tad chose being your dad over being an adventurer without hesitation.

“He talks about you quite a few times in those letters. When my father passed, a family friend gave me a stack of letters like this. Reading them for the first time was as close to resurrection as we can hope to get. For a few seconds, you can hear their voice as if they’re right in front of you. Were other lives not at risk, I would give you these freely. I’m afraid, however, that too many people are counting on me, so I must be unsavory and use them to bargain.”

What…

How…

I…

My hands shook. I heard Aurketzu’s lips part to speak, and I smashed her jaw closed.

The spasms stilled.

Paulson the Pure was a snake of the worst kind. His performance was masterful, an act so convincing that I didn’t feel him tugging at my strings, methodically setting his grips with every careful word.

Aurketzu always said that the Holy and the divine were far more cruel and conniving than demons. Paulson the Pure exemplified that fact better than anyone I had ever met. He would have done very well with the viceroy class. It suited his talents far better than paladin.

He was right that I wanted what he offered.

“I will accept the letters as payment,” I said, finally. “There is enough here that I’m willing to offer you this concession: I will swear that only I and my partner upstairs–no doubt you saw her when you had me followed–will participate in the battle, and we will not intentionally spread the destruction beyond the battlefield. In exchange, you will inform the city that this is a lawful duel. Every paladin in the fight agrees to become soulstones if we kill them, and you swear on penalty of every woman alive in your bloodline becoming my property that no celestials or other outsiders will interfere with the battle in any manner.”

The old paladin swallowed. Ah, now he was the one off balance. Getting off my heels and back on the offensive felt wonderful.

Or was that the dreamdust?

Oh fuck, I did a lot of dreamdust. I hoped I was actually as sober as I believed myself to be.

But I had seen him swallow. I had to remember that. Paulson failed to hide that my blow landed, and that proved I was in control of myself and this situation.

“Your demands are too great,” he replied, releasing a defeated breath. “I cannot ask my men to make such a sacrifice.”

“Let it be their choice. They can renounce their paladin class and walk away, or they can agree to the soulstone wager and fight. If you aren’t willing to accept that offer, then we can have it out right here, collateral damage be damned.”

“You will truly agree to make the battle only you and your woman?” Paulson asked.

“If you agree, it’s only your paladins, no celestials or other outsiders.”

“I can see that pushing for better terms is foolish,” the paladin admitted. “I will bring this to my men and give them the choice you described. Thank you for showing mercy on the uncommitted. Giving them the opportunity to step away is a kindness.”

“If they aren’t paladins, they aren’t my enemies.”

Paulson offered his hand. I shook it.

He glanced one last time at the letters on the table, as though they held sentimental value for him, and then he was gone.



Invia had two fingers in herself when I returned to the inn room.

“How was your meeting?” she asked, not slowing.

“Stay there, and keep going.”

I teleported to my bedroom in Sanctuary and grabbed one of my few Immunity to Holy potions. When I returned, Invia was still going. Based on the wetness smeared around herself from her fingers splashing, she had enjoyed our brief time apart.

“Eat this,” I said.

Invia stayed on her back but opened her mouth. She grinned when she saw my incredulity. I set the golden grape on her tongue. She bit down and tossed her head back.

It was completely like Invia to get more turned on because of a system notification. Seeing that she was now immune to Holy was like a shock to her clit.

“Fuck, yes,” she said, fucking herself harder. “Why are you giving me this early?”

“Slow down, but don't stop,” I ordered.

Invia obeyed.

“You and I are fighting up to 64 paladins tomorrow. I would rather you have it if you need it.”

“That many? Oh, fuuuck yes.”

“No intentional civilian casualties. Otherwise, tear the paladins apart.”

“This is your chance,” Invia said. “Drown the voice with this moment. Become a new kind of person so it can't follow.”

“You’re that sure this will work?”

“I know that it worked for me. Pour all of that paladin blood in Aurketzu's mouth and drown her for good. Let bloodlust cleanse you.”

Those words echoed in my mind all the way through the next morning, not quieting until I stood in an old wheat field outside of Orthlox.

Paulson telling the guards about the duel must have turned into news. Several dozen civilians had come to watch the battle. Or had the paladins invited them intentionally to hinder my most powerful attacks?

Whatever the source, people were everywhere. Our deal was only that I wouldn't hurt them intentionally. I could work around that easily enough, but any collateral damage would disturb my reputation with the public. Having their support made everything on the material plane easier.

Paladins were such dicks.

“If you're in our way, you won't survive!” I yelled. “Get the fuck out, or you'll probably die! Byron of Zaglis wishes you well!”

I was loath to spend the good-aligned levels, but I summoned 30 skeleton knights and ordered them to chase people off. That took care of the few who were bold enough to linger in spite of my warning.

“Their numbers have dwindled,” Invia observed. “What is that, 23 total?”

I laughed. “That many renounced the class? Those are the smartest paladins we’ve heard of yet.”

“Enjoy the blood, Father. Play with me and drown the voice.”

“You are nothing without me, viceroy.”

Paulson the Pure walked out from the mass of armored paladins as if to offer one final parlay.

Silkmancer pulled 8 Podni bombs from my belt and flew them into the mass of paladins waiting behind him. Pieces of them sprayed upward and outward like a celebrating crowd throwing their hats into the air.

+166 good-aligned levels.

I triggered Shadows of Death to send 13 newly acquired shades back into the horde.

Darkness+14.

Wraith+5.

I Silk Walked into the sky while Invia triggered Channel Abyssal and charged forward in her abyssal demon form. Four paladins were steps away from engaging Invia when Silk Swords materialized in the gap. Two of the paladins were too slow and impaled themselves on the blades. The two who managed initial parries, seeing through the Ghostly Feint enchantment, were overwhelmed a moment later, their skin sizzling like burnt bacon as the fire crystal blades passed through their armor and cooked their innards.

Invia finished each of them off with an upward slice of a blade that didn't have the Sharpen buff, spraying more gore into the air with each swing.

+87 good-aligned levels.

In seconds, the paladins' numbers were reduced to 3.

Scorching air blew across the field in repeating waves. Paulson the Pure had bright white eyes, and divine light radiated from his form as he continued to cast what was likely a very impressive Holy spell.

Poor guy. He didn’t know that Immunity to Holy was even possible, and he didn’t know that his own peers, other worshippers of the Goddess, provided the framework. If Godfried hadn't been a pathetic drunk, Paulson the Pure might have had a chance to win this fight.

I saw the moment doubt crept into Paulson’s posture. Even more of his confidence drained when he saw the last paladins with him turn tail and flee.

Without direction from me, Invia went after them, leaving the old paladin to me.

The light radiating from him disappeared, and he dropped his head. “Humor an old man. What are your stats?”

That morning, I had invested 200 of my unspent Loyalty Pledges. I wanted to be absolutely certain that my victory here was assured.

“151 strength and 135 dexterity,” I answered.

Paulson shook his head. “Our defeat was certain long before the battle began, it seems.”

And he was right. I was level 33, which for most people would mean somewhere around 100 stat points in total, depending on the unlocks they chose and whether or not they multi-classed.

Let me emphasize: 100 points in total, spread across all of their stats. At that strength, a person was a legendary adventurer, perhaps one of the strongest humans to have ever lived.

I pulled up my character sheet:

Level: 33

Progress to Next Level: (10,409,083 / 13,107,200)

Class: Abyssal Sovereign, Tier 16 (1,113,694 / 6,553,600)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 9

Alignment: Chaotic Evil

Strength 151

Dexterity 135

Constitution 142

Intelligence 146

Wisdom 40

Charisma 40

Loyalty Pledges: 557

Oaths of Devotion: 21

Followers of the Silk: 273

Progress to Your Fall: 47 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness+1, Abyssal Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word+25, Rope Burn+25, Ghostly Feint+4, Unholy Smite+10, Darkness+14, Wraith+5, Abyssal Permission, Blood Feast+10, Corpse Builder, Shadows of Death+1, Hymen Harvester

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+20, Devotion Reaper+21, Intoxicate+100, On Behalf of the Viceroy, Dark Champion+2, King of Kings, Path of the Emperor, Restraint, Abyssal Gaze, Harem Master

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 654 stat points allocated and still had 64 sitting in my system unused.

“Tad always wished for you to grow up strong,” Paulson added. “In all of this evil, at least one good man’s dream came true.”

“Stop using his name.”

“So a piece of you still feels remorse,” Paulson replied. “As long as that survives, Tad is still with us.”

“This paladin sees you for what you are. Pathetic. Weak.”

I lifted my sword.

“Wait!” Invia said, still in her abyssal form.

She dragged the two paladins who attempted to run behind her. They were unconscious but alive.

“This is perfect,” she continued. “If you’ll have me, love, I would like to marry you today, and we can drown Aurketzu at the same time.”

“How?” I asked.

“Keep him alive for now. Where do you think a girl could find some privacy around here?”

“Brenin, it’s not too-” A silk gag silenced Paulson the Pure.

“We would have to go into the woods,” I said, looking around at the many witnesses watching us from what they hoped was a safe distance.

“Grab him. Let’s find a place.”


Chapter 29

The cabin had not been used in some time. A corner of the floor had begun to collapse, and all three windows were broken.

Invia tossed her two paladins against the wall, and I threw Paulson on top of them. They were still gagged but had given up on begging for mercy by this point. Other than grunts of pain and labored breathing, they were quiet.

She pulled the one surviving chair to the center of the room and had me sit. Straddling me, she sat in my lap and kissed me deeply, finishing the exchange with a bite of my lip. If my constitution weren’t broken, she would have drawn blood.

“I’ve had this fantasy for a long time,” Invia began, looking down into my eyes, her dark hair framing her face as I looked up. “That day in Flowst when the Temple was attacked, I only got to imagine what the fight was like since I was inside. When I finally got to see the carnage…”

She gasped. She paused and closed her eyes, as if taking a moment to collect herself.

“She will betray you again. It is inevitable. Trust me. Trust Aurketzu.”

“It still turns me on to think about,” she admitted. “I saw all of you that day, all of those displays of your power. I wanted you to take me right there, to throw me onto that pile of corpses and fuck me until I joined them. I wanted to feel your cock slice me in two, and I wanted to look up at you and see the pleasure it brought you to watch me die.”

Invia started to kiss me again. She moved to my neck and spoke between more kisses and bites.

“She is using you for her own gain. You are a pawn, viceroy.”

“Then Autumn told me about how you saved her,” Invia continued. “I’ve made her tell me the story so many times, about how you tore a man in two, about how you ran naked through the streets, every one of your dicks out and rock hard, about how every inch of you was painted red from the enemies you slayed.

“She told me what it was like to be in your arms, to feel your strong grip holding her close despite the slickness of the blood that drenched both of you. She told me about feeling your erection when you released your shades and cut down more enemies. She told me how you steamed in the night air, all that heat from you and your fallen foes billowing off of you like white smoke as she looked up from the safety of your embrace.”

Invia began to grind her hips against mine.

“You need me to survive your war. You know this as well as I.”

“I don’t want to imagine anymore, Master,” she whispered in my ear, her breath hot and moist. “Let me prove to you that I love all of you. Let me show you that I love the deepest, darkest parts the most.”

“Get undressed,” I commanded.

Invia gleefully stripped, and I did the same. I picked up one of the paladins who had attempted to flee.

“You are nothing, Brenin of Borja! I gave you everything you have! You cannot succeed without my mind guiding your hands!”

“Death will never do us part,” I said, looking into the eyes of my future wife. “Death has always brought you and me together. Invia, your deepest darkest parts? Even before you killed me, I wanted to bend you over your desk at that stupid guard station and fuck all of those parts again and again. You’ve always been my fantasy.”

I held the paladin up between us, drove my fingers into his ribs, and ripped him apart.

+24 good-aligned levels.

The two paladins still alive, one of whom was Paulson, screamed through their gags and struggled against their bindings. Invia, meanwhile, basked in the spray like someone enjoying a rare rain in the depths of a hot summer. She smeared the red over her naked tits and down her flat stomach.

“Drown that sorceress bitch in blood,” Invia said. “I’m the only dark voice you need.”

A few hours later, our kidnapped paladins were in pieces. Invia had become my wife, earning her Touch of Abyssal Undeath. When the effect took hold, she grew three whip-like tails, similar to Abby’s except blood red.

She was so beautiful.

And Aurketzu had nothing more to say.



Paladins remaining: 3

That notification came and went the moment Paulson the Pure died, but I was too preoccupied at the time to give it the attention it deserved.

Three paladins remained in the whole of the world. Three! What a marvelous turn of events.

With paladins nearing extinction, celestials and Abaddon were my gravest threats, but I doubted they would be as considerate as paladins and bunch up in a nice little group for me to massacre. Were fate truly kind, celestials would see what their paladin friends on the material plane got for poking me and retract any aggression they might still hold.

Unfortunately for them, routing the celestial planes was still a cornerstone in my plan against Abaddon, so peace with the celestials wouldn’t last long if it ever came at all.

In happier news, Aurketzu hadn’t whispered in my ear since my wedding night with Invia. My templar’s method for quieting the voice had me dubious from the start, but I had been willing to try anything to escape the hiss of the dead sorceress. Drowning Aurketzu in blood and debauchery might have actually worked.

Time would tell. The sorceress had often gone several days without speaking, only to blindside me in the middle of a key negotiation or critical battle. If a month passed without her harassment, I would consider the ritual a success.

For now, my attention was best devoted to my remaining threats.

I wondered how Drae and Stacey’s progress was coming along. The construct I commissioned would have been completed weeks ago had I not repeatedly modified the design. I also hadn’t checked in with the demon sisters in some time, I realized.

Now that I thought about it, I hadn’t visited Penny’s Bar and Bathhouse or Byron’s Bathhouse in some time, either, but what was the point? My women and my demons didn’t need my supervision to fuck all the money out of adventurers. I could leave day-to-day management to…

Who was in charge of those operations now that Mirko was dead? I could picture her face but could not recall her name.

Whatever, someone I picked was looking after them both. If there was a problem, I would hear about it.

Drae and Stacey’s work was more directly impactful, I decided. If they had misunderstood any part of my requests, the constructs could need yet another round of retooling, so visiting sooner rather than later was wise.

A summoner on the plane of seraphim invites you for an audience. You cannot receive or deliver harm for as long as you remain within the summoning circle, and you may return to your home plane at will. These rules cannot be broken or cheated by either party.

Do you accept the invitation?

Yes / No

Had Arcturus found me a client already? Motivated business partners were such a blessing.

I had cleaned myself thoroughly since my bloody romp with Invia, both with traditional baths and with several rounds of Abby’s Prestidigitation spell, but I still worried a little bit of undead cunt juice had dried on my balls somewhere and the seraphim client would notice.

But I shouldn’t keep such a high-value client waiting.

I grabbed a bag of supplies and selected Yes.

I appeared in a room that felt like being inside a geode. Instead of amethyst or quartz, these crystals were like polished mirrors, turning any one point in time into thousands of reflections.

The floor was made of the same material but had been polished smooth, and a round bed sat at the center. The piles of blankets and pillows were like a fluffy white cloud crossing the sky on a lazy summer day. The woman on the bed was the first seraphim I ever saw in person, and my simple human mind struggled to comprehend what I was seeing.

I was aware of a powerful presence, but the being on the bed had no physical form. They were a blindingly bright light that seemed to bend the very fabric of reality, warping and distorting the air around it.

With a flash, the light disappeared, and a woman with perfectly white skin took shape among the pillows and blankets. She had a voluptuous figure, like a sculpture with exaggerated proportions. Her hips were almost twice as wide as Solara’s. One of her ass cheeks was the size of Wistia’s entire butt, and her breasts were closer in scale to bags of grain, far larger than any I had ever seen on a human.

The seraphim’s eyes were like polished diamonds, reflecting and refracting light across thousands of intricate facets, and her hair never became entirely physical. It kept the same glow as her original form, as if sunbeams had begun to turn into a sort of gel. When I looked, I saw her nipples were the same sort of semi-material light, and though her legs were closed, the brilliance of what lay between her legs could not be fully contained.

Sense Weakness.

She was weak to humiliation. That I could work with. Curiously, she betrayed no reaction to my ability. In the past, stronger beings could sense when I probed their minds in that manner, but had my stats reached a point where that was no longer the case?

“Do not be afraid,” a voice like the chorus of 100 angeli said. “One such as you has never seen real beauty, but fear not, I will not harm you.”

“I do not fear you. I am, however, ignorant of the heavens and what it means to be a seraphim. Any hesitation you see is my attempt to understand what I’m experiencing.”

“One who does business with Arcturus does not understand the supremacy of seraphim?”

“I understand that seraphim are the highest ranking celestials and have the strength to match, and I vaguely understand that such a thing must be earned. Beyond that, as I said, I am ignorant.”

I wasn’t entirely ignorant of what it meant to be a seraphim, but if her weakness was humiliation, nothing was more humiliating than someone so obviously your lesser bending you completely to their will, forcing you to debase yourself again and again. The less educated she believed me to be, the more shame she would feel giving in to the pleasure I offered.

Her ability to change forms already revealed she was an ascended seraphim and not a born seraphim, and that distinction was important to celestials.

A seraphim could come to be in one of two ways: They were the offspring of full-fledged seraphim and were, therefore, born as seraphim, or they were born on lower planes and earned the right to ascend to the seraphim plane.

The concept of ascension took me some time to grasp in terms of mechanics and philosophy.

Paladins like Paulson the Pure saw ascension as a reward for being exceptionally noble. If you were a really, really good person, a celestial would invite you into the heavens where you could reap the rewards of your dutiful commitment to righteousness, but that was a naive oversimplification. The actual process was far similar to Solara’s Spell Forgemaster quest in that one had to meet several criteria before ever setting foot on the next plane up.

Any physical being could travel between planes regardless of what they were and what choices they had made in their lives, but the ascension process specifically forbade visiting an upper plane prematurely. If you attempted to do so too early, your ascension would be forever tainted, and you would never progress further than you had at that point.

Again, the physical act of moving from one world to another was always possible, but the ascension process was like an esoteric secret society. You weren’t allowed to go through that door yet because an unseen force said so. If you did it anyway, you were banned from the club for life. No do-overs. No second chances.

If you moved to the next plane up and met the unspoken requirements of becoming a higher being, that new plane rewarded you with a litany of system-based benefits that were akin to unlocking a class upgrade. You could, at will, take the physical form unique to the plane, access new spells and abilities, and receive several extreme stat buffs. Most beings who ascended stayed in their highest form because of the status it reflected, but in practice, they could take their original form whenever they liked.

The angeli depicted in most religious texts were humans who ascended to the plane of the angeli. They could fully transform into the Cici-like statue forms, or they could transform in pieces, hence why these illustrations had a human body with angeli wings. They chose partial transformations so that humans were more comfortable interacting with them.

I didn’t know his actual history, but if Arcturus was born on the plane of angeli and ascended five times to reach the plane of dominions, he would have six total forms, his original and then one for each of the new planes he reached. If he were born on the plane of dominions, then he had but that one form.

The exact requirements for a successful ascension were not publicly known, but the general path seemed to be an extreme amount of leveling, a great deal of prayer and meditation on the virtues, socially significant actions and achievements, and an unwavering faith in yourself and the heavens.

The seraphim before me had worked to reach her station, toiling to meet the requirements of ascension.

“In truth, your rank or status or title doesn’t matter to me,” I said. “Regardless of where we start, I know this will end with you begging me for mercy.”

The beginnings of a mischievous smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “You believe you can satisfy me?”

“My specialty is breaking powerful women. My cock doesn’t care what accolades you’ve earned.”

“Ha! You are the animal Arcturus promised.”

“Come here,” I commanded.

“No.”

“Disobedience will be punished.”

“I will never submit to a human.”

My silk bracers unfurled and shot forward, snatching her wrists. With a stiff yank, I pulled the seraphim toward me and onto her stomach. Her full cheeks jiggled from the force when she landed.

“If you dare to touch my skin, you will burn,” she said with sadistic glee. “You are evil incarnate, and I am the pinnacle of holiness. Your party tricks-” she paused to tug on the silk around her wrists. “Your party tricks don’t scare me.”

Her diamond eyes followed me as I walked around the bed, but the rest of her remained still.

“That weakness works both ways, from what I understand,” I replied. “Holy hurts me. Unholy hurts you. What we’re really debating is who is more capable of managing the pain.”

That last part was a lie. I had Immunity from Holy. The only person who would suffer here was face down on her bed, believing she was entirely safe.

“Of the two of us,” she began, “I believe it is I who is more capable.”

I brought a bare hand down on her ass with a quarter of my strength. The sting was sharp and loud, like the crack of a whip.

“Ah!” she cried, twisting to look over her own shoulder. “What? How-”

The second spank was half of my strength.

“Oh gods…” she whimpered.

Sensing that another strike was imminent, she turned to roll to her back, to hide her ass from punishment.

“Tisk tisk,” I scolded. “You’re being a bad girl.”

I sent two more ribbons of silk out and latched onto her ankles. I tugged her arms and legs in opposite directions, stretching her body taut on the bed. Her breasts were too large for her to lie perfectly flat, their mass squeezing out from either side of her ribs, like balls of dough pressed flat. I threw the pillows and blankets aside until she was the only thing left. If she wanted comfort, if she wanted soft and gentle, she would have to earn it from me.

Reaching out, I rubbed and squeezed the ass cheek I just slapped.

“You’re getting welts already,” I teased. “Your skin is so soft, so fragile.”

“Release me.”

Smack. “I tell you what to do,” I explained. “You don’t give me orders.”

“Fool. You-”

Smack.

“Stop it-”

Smack.

“Gods! Please.”

I slid my hand up the back of her neck and into her angelic hair. It felt like thousands of silk threads that had sat in the warmth of the sun. With a fistful, I gently–relatively–pulled back on her head and leaned over to look her in the eyes.

“We’ve barely started the first act,” I said. “If you’re struggling this much already, I’m worried you won’t last.”

“Your soul be damned.”

I grinned. “The game is simple. If you follow orders, you will be rewarded. If you endure my tests, you will be rewarded. If you disobey or if you fail, you will be punished. This is going to be hard no matter what, but it’s up to you just how hard it gets. Tell me you understand.”

“I understand.”

My grip on her hair relaxed. “Now you’re getting it.”

Since this was a paid session, I wouldn’t earn Will points. If ever there was an exception to that rule, this should have been it. Even without the Will points, however, bending a seraphim was incredibly rewarding.

I ran my hand down her back, a delicate caress slow enough to appreciate the arch of her spine between her wings. I continued that gentleness, over her ass, along her thighs, and finally to the soles of her bare feet.

The spanking resumed. She thrashed and yelped and cried out, but I didn’t stop. Ten slaps later, I paused to let her rest. Her butt was a collage of red handprints.

“Say, ‘thank you,’” I commanded.

She glared but seemed to think better of defying me. “Thank you,” she grumbled.

With Silkmancer, I lifted her from the bed. Hanging from her wrists and ankles bent her like a hammock, gravity pulling her hips low while my restraints kept her hands and feet high. I paused a moment to sample her boobs, their enormity fascinating me. Two hands weren’t enough to contain all of one breast, and it seemed as if her very skin wasn’t quite enough to contain them either. They were taut like overfilled waterskins, like milk could surge forth if I squeezed too hard.

I released my grip and slapped one of her dangling tits.

“No, please,” she managed, the strain of her suspension reflecting in her voice.

I smacked again just to hear her gasp.

I dipped into the bag I had brought with me and produced two small glass cups.

“One of my girls made these,” I told the seraphim as I set a cup to suction one of her big nipples. “The blood flow really amplifies how sensitive the skin can get,” I added, as I set the other.

She fought to swallow her moan.

“We can make that a little bit stronger… There.”

The seraphim bit her lip.

“What do you say?” I asked.

She stared at me with defiance, and I shook my head with disappointment.

Two more ribbons of silk came out of my bag, and I used Silkmancer to whip her breasts from both sides. I didn’t swing them as hard as I could. The snap of fabric against skin was faint. Her breasts were sensitive enough already, and really, the light whipping was more meant to strain the suction on her nipples. Even the smallest whip sent her tits swaying, a motion that traveled all the way to the end of the dangling glasses.

The silk around her ankles separated to spread her legs.

As I walked around behind her, she shouted, “Thank you! I-Ah! I said, ‘Thank you.’ Please, please. I said it.”

“I decide the punishment. Not you. Your lips are beautiful, by the way.”

I paused to admire the paradise between her legs. I gave her mound a soft pat. She jerked away, but the restraints kept her from getting very far.

“You’re nothing but a slut, my dirty fuck toy,” I said. “You exist for my pleasure and my pleasure only.”

“Damn you.”

The silk whipping her breasts picked up speed and intensity. “What was that?”

The seraphim grit her teeth.

“I think that mouth has done enough talking.”

Silkmancer held her in the same position but lowered her so that her head was level with my crotch. I dropped my pants, and she recoiled away from my cock, disgusted by the flesh in her face.

The whipping quickened. With one still smacking her breasts, the other rotated around her body, abusing her back as it drifted toward her ass.

“It will be between your legs soon,” I warned. “You know how to stop it.”

She shook her head.

I shrugged.

The first strike of her lips drove her to desperation. By the second strike, she had her mouth open, chasing the tip of my dick like a fish after bait. As soon as her lips closed around it, I pushed my sword deep. Her throat resisted. She coughed and gagged and gasped when I withdrew, spit running out of her mouth. I wiped it over her face and into her hair.

“You look better like that,” I said. “Would you like to earn a reward now, or do you want the punishment to continue?”

“...reward, please.”

“Suck me. If it doesn’t feel like you mean it, you get punished.”

The head she gave was frantic. Still suspended by silks, she whipped her head up and down, moaning and groaning as she slobbered and sucked.

This would be even more fun with my harem here, I thought. They loved this kind of show.

“Good girl,” I said, removing my cock.

I flicked one of the suction cups.

“Gods! Fuck!”

“Oh, celestials curse? That’s new to me.” I tapped the glasses, setting them to pulse.

Reaching between her legs, my finger slid into her with no resistance. Despite her protests, she seemed to be enjoying this.

“Have you ever tasted yourself?” I asked as I put that same finger into her mouth. “Suck on it.”

She obeyed.

“You’re getting the hang of this,” I praised, taking the finger out to go back between her legs and rub her own spit on her clit. She purred, and her eyes fluttered. “You’ve felt pain, and you’ve felt pleasure. Have you ever had so much pleasure that it hurt, or have you ever hurt so much that it felt good?”

She didn’t reply.

I smiled. “I’m going to bring you to climax but never actually let you finish.”

My finger circled her clit a little bit faster. She pulled against the silks and grunted and went limp again.

“Why…” she gasped.

“Were you about to cum?”

“Uh huh.”

“Already? Wow, but you didn’t, did you?” Abyssal Permission saw to that.

She shook her head.

I tapped her clit, sending the seraphim into panicked thrashes. “It’s still as sensitive as if you had, though, huh?”

She nodded.

I lifted her up and flicked her clit with my tongue.

“Gods… Oh Gods… Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuuuuuck.”

I paused. “Really? That was like 30 seconds.” Laughing, I added, “You’re not just going to break, you’re going to shatter.”

A few minutes later, using only my tongue and my fingers, Abyssal Permission had stopped and stored 10 of the seraphim’s climaxes.

“Do you want to cum?” I asked her.

“Please… Please… I’ll do anything.”

“Do you surrender to me?”

“Yes. Please, let me finish.”

“Completely?”

“Everything!” she pleaded. “I’m your slut! I’m your fucktoy! I need your cum. Please… please…”

I positioned myself behind her. She flinched when my tip grazed her lips.

“Fuck me, please. Give me that dick! Please!”

She shivered as I slid inside. I debated unleashing more of my cocks, but finishing her like a human felt more appropriate. With hands gripping her hips, I pulled her into me.

Thrust. Thrust. Thrust.

“Tell me when you’re about to cum again.”

“Mmhmm.”

I increased the tempo. Now her ass and thighs clapped with every penetration. Her breasts swung back and forth, the weight of the suction glasses pulling down on her nipples.

“I’m going to cum,” she gasped.

“What do you say?”

“Please let your little slut cum. Please, Master. I’m your slut. I’m your slut. I’m your slut.”

Her desperate shouts sounded like a chorus of voices coming together to sing my praises, like an entire heavenly host could feel my shaft stretching and pounding each and every one of them.

I released Abyssal Permission as I finished. As the pleasure surged through her, I yanked a feather from one of her wings, the point dripping with golden blood.

Then the room filled with white light, and I was back in Sanctuary South with a seraphim feather in my hand and seraphim juice dripping from my dick.


Chapter 30

Solara, sitting at her desk, greeted me wearing nothing but a short silk robe and her abyssal snake, Sarah. I preferred her wings to the seraphim I had recently met. Wings looked much better with horns, I thought. A warm Sanctuary day passed outside her Sanctuary windows while a snowstorm ravaged the world beyond the barrier.

“I was just thinking about you,” she said, glancing down at my package. Since I was standing, she was eye level with my sword.

“Am I interrupting?” I asked.

“Not at all. I’ve been researching phylacteries. I can take a break to satisfy you, of course.”

I took in my sorceress’ penthouse. She had a dozen paintings of Purity in various seductive poses hung around. In one, the archpriestess bared her ass to the viewer and looked back over her shoulder with a coy smirk. In another, she was seen in profile, her back arched and head back like she was riding a cock. The pose pushed her tits forward, making her erect nipples look even harder.

“They help me think,” Solara explained. “I like watching the Stocks of Glory for the same reason. The increased stimulation is good for my process, but don’t worry. I keep a Byron’s Blessing and a Byron’s Bliss on my nightstand.”

Smiling, I said, “I’m not worried.”

“She is beautiful, isn’t she?” Solara asked, looking longingly at a painting of Purity on her stomach. The curves of her dark-skinned ass rose up in the background, contrasting against the white sheets beneath her.

“She is exquisite,” I agreed. “Like all my treasures. Speaking of, I have a gift for you.”

I held out the seraphim feather.

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” Solara said, carefully accepting the feather.

"It's from a seraphim, and her blood is at the base.”

Solara’s eyes sprang wide. “Truly?!”

“Truly.”

“You’re incredible. The next challenge is finding 10 virgin celestials.”

“That’s already taken care of,” I assured her. “We’ll have access to those ingredients in the future. That may be some time away, but you don’t need to devote any attention or effort to solving that problem.”

“I can’t wait to fry some angels,” she said, her gaze going distant for a moment as she imagined the carnage.

“So the feather will do?”

Solara shook her head emphatically. “Absolutely. Thank you, Master.”

“What work did I interrupt with my visit?” I asked.

“Phylactery research. If you’d like, I’d love to tell you about what I’ve learned.”

“Please.”

“As we expected, resources on phylacteries are difficult to locate,” Solara reported. “Most of the sources we’ve found speak about the process broadly but don’t explore specific mechanics. It’s a bit like reading an encyclopedia on different types of bank vaults and only seeing illustrations of the exteriors, none of the inner workings.”

“But you wouldn’t have asked to see me if you weren’t excited about something.”

Solara grinned. “Maybe I felt pent up and needed release?”

I stroked her panties with Silkmancer.

She closed her eyes. “Mmm.”

I stopped.

“What did you find?” I asked.

“You’re so mean,” Solara pouted playfully. “Well, according to Micah’s Magical Oddities and Peculiarities, the phylactery process isn’t as straightforward as popular myth would lead us to believe. What we hear about, the lich-grade phylactery that regrows a whole new body when the user dies, is the ultimate expression of that magic. This source talks about less powerful phylacteries.”

“How could a phylactery be less powerful?”

“Recreating a copy of your body requires an enormous amount of mana and dozens of high-precision enchantments. A weaker phylactery creates a scenario like you and Aurketzu, where the soul isn’t sent to the underworld but remains on the material plane. You’re not dead, but you don't have a body either. To fully resurrect, you have to find a vessel to hold you.”

“How similar to what Aurketzu did to me?”

Solara wobbled her head. “Depending on the method, nearly exact. With that kind of phylactery, your soul is held in limbo until someone agrees to ‘carry’ your soul, at which point said someone finds you a body.”

“Interesting.”

She nodded. “This source also details phylactery methods that bind the soul to an object, so legends about talking swords or talking paintings might have actually been phylacteries at work. The weaker version of the same method binds your soul to an object, absent the ability to speak.”

“That sounds like sentencing yourself to an eternity in prison,” I said.

“I agree,” Solara replied. “The spectrum of potential phylactery solutions is fascinating, though. According to this source, phylacteries have been made from bottles of wine where whoever drinks it automatically accepts the soul into themselves, a forceful version of Aurketzu’s hitchhiking on your soul, basically. A weaker version of that mechanic makes the acceptance voluntary for the living person in the equation.”

“So they could drink all of the wine and decline the soul passenger?”

“Correct. At which point the soul is lost forever, since the wine is destroyed by the body’s digestion.”

“Wow.”

“See what I mean about a spectrum of types? The actual rituals aren’t included, but the author suggests that it’s a classic magic tradeoff. The easier the phylactery is to make, the less robust it becomes. Someone might choose a wine phylactery because they can’t–or maybe don’t know how to–make the ultimate phylactery that clones your entire body automatically on death.”

“Quite the gamble,” I observed.

“Indeed, and reading this makes me wonder how many lesser phylacteries were outright discarded. This author suggests that books, full scores for symphonies, musical instruments, whole homes, and even sailboats can be phylacteries. In our case, lesser-strength phylacteries could be less risky since we have each other to help if one of us loses their body.”

“And that’s better than no phylactery if we can’t achieve the best version for whatever reason.”

“Exactly.”

The idea of my soul attaching itself to someone else’s deeply disturbed me. As soon as Aurketzu’s attempts to drain me of Will points were foiled, she became entirely beholden to me and my choices. She could only sit by and loudly complain while I did what I wanted. That was a unique form of helplessness I never wanted to experience.

But was that really worse than death?

I found that question difficult to answer.

Solara pulled a strand of hair from her eyes and tucked it behind her ear. “I can’t decide if I would want a phylactery like that,” she admitted.

“I was having the same thoughts.”

“So I’m not crazy?”

I kissed her on the forehead. “Of course not. Good work on this.”

“I’ll keep researching.”

“I know. Would it help if you had a team of scholars working under you?” I asked. “We have the Capital University team in our pocket still. They have been waiting for a new project from us since the tower search concluded. I should probably kill them sooner rather than later to be certain they don’t leak any of our secrets, now that I think about it. Until then, could they be of use?”

“Yes. Absolutely.”

“Consider it done,” I said.

Solara reached for my hand. “Byron, thank you.”

I gave her a puzzled expression.

“Thank you for this life and for the future you’ve given me,” she said. “I would have been so ordinary if I hadn’t met you. You’ve done so much for me, for all of us. I want you to know how grateful I am.”

“You shouldn’t thank me.”

“Why not?”

“For my part, the choice was entirely selfish. I never wanted to be without your company. The idea of living forever but not getting to hear your voice again? What would be the point?”

“That does sound lonely,” Solara said.

“And less fun. A victory is sweeter when you have people you love to share it with. In 100 years, you’ll be the only ones who can appreciate how far I’ve come and how much I’ve accomplished. Every human I’ll meet will be shortsighted, uneducated, and temporary. Without minds like yours to engage mine, living forever would be a prison sentence.”

“Somehow, I fall more in love with you every day,” she cooed.



Having promised Solara that the rest of her Spell Forgemaster quest was all but in hand, I was relieved when Abby informed me that her sisters requested my attention. I owed them another check-in, but if they were reaching out to me, their work on the construct must be complete.

Drae and Stacey’s expert craftsmanship were critical for acquiring the virgins we needed–among other objectives–so I joined them in Drae’s shop right away to see the completed construct I had ordered and revised several times over.

The lizardwoman tasted the air around me with her long tongue while her metallic sister stood nearby with a shiny hip popped and her arms crossed beneath her chrome breasts.

“Do you intend to change my design yet again?” Drae asked.

“I do not.”

“Do you promise, Master? I am proud of my creation, and it will sadden me to discard it.”

“I have no changes in mind,” I assured her.

Drae walked to one of two white sheets draped over a statue-like form that was exactly my height. With a flourish, she yanked the covering away to reveal an exact duplicate of me fashioned out of silk steel that was almost as seamless as Stacey’s body. This Byron was entirely naked and carried a round shield and a fire crystal spear enchanted with Sharpen+27 and Ghostly Feint+4, just like Invia’s sword.

Where the rest of the construct’s body was hard metal, its erection was a duplicate of Byron’s Blessing, a hard but slightly forgiving material designed for comfort, pleasure, and performance.

“Prepare for battle,” Drae commanded the construct.

A thin layer of silvery green spread across the construct, encasing the entirety of the machine.

“The Gol-Gol slime armor,” Drae explained. “Nullifies magic damage and physical damage, as my Master requested.”

“Have you tested it?” I asked.

Drae glared, and Stacey’s giggle sounded like an echo coming from inside a platemail helm.

“The armor is functional, Master,” Drae answered.

She yanked the sheet off of the other construct, revealing the exact same design except for a shroud of large beads covering it from head to toe and a centaur-like back half attached to its lower back.

But those weren’t beads. Every one of those little spheres was an Intoxicate+100 bomb, and the centaur half was filled with them as well. When I added this construct to the dungeon spawn menu, I would use this version as the base. Each time I generated one with the dungeon core, I would have all of the bombs removed–which was a simple and quick process, thanks to Drae’s design–and then the Byron bot could go on and serve its purpose.

Every time I spawned a Byron bot, I would add 125 Intoxicate+100 bombs to our strategic reserves.

“Excellent work, Drae and Stacey,” I praised. “Very well done.”

Drae bent over her workbench and lifted her tail. “Reward me, Master.”

I had too much on my mind to play this game right now. “Byron bot, fuck that demon until she’s unconscious. If that one,” I pointed to Stacey, “hasn’t gotten herself off 3 times by then, do the same to her.”

The hard-on-wielding construct did as I commanded and marched toward Drae. Stacey didn’t waste time and reached between her metal legs.

“Have fun!” I called as I made my exit and ventured to my office in the Grubiit dungeon. Thinking about how I had ignored my businesses made me feel guilty, so I decided an appearance was warranted.

Standing in my office, looking out over my bar full of adventurers, demons, and beautiful women, I debated my next move.

As soon as I cleared the tower, Byron bots would claim the plane of the angeli for me, the lowest of the 9 celestial planes. We had already shipped more than 500,000 copies of Byron’s Blessing, Byron’s Bliss, and Penny’s Blessing through Arcturus, and he sold them to customers on every celestial plane, all the way to seraphim. With that infiltration of the heavens still ongoing, the stage was well set for the Byron bots to deliver the coup de grâce.

Adding the Byron bot to the dungeon core spawn menu would cost 2.5 million DP, and individual units would cost 250 DP a piece to spawn.

I intended to grow 10,000 Byron bots, so in total, this part of the plan would cost 5 million DP, bringing me down to 3,042,671. Saving for the 10,000,000 unlock that gave me the ability to create permanent gates was still a priority, but with my daily DP gain of 21,988 and the costs of war, that goal only drifted farther away.

Advanced Transportation would help me solidify my place on the material plane, but it wouldn’t help me in a war with Abaddon the way soldiers would. Having an enormous reserve of DP that I could use to spawn thousands of units in the event of an invasion would be helpful, however.

Penny’s Bar and Bathhouse did its job every day by attracting high-level adventurers to my dungeon. Even better, my teleporter network allowed me to borrow adventurers from other dungeons as well, taking DP from those Dungeon Lords and making it mine instead.

I would always need more DP. Should I double down on attracting dungeon traffic, or should I invest in one of the other areas that generated DP? I couldn’t decide.

I mentally reviewed the criteria the dungeon core shared with me:

-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

Spilling adventurer blood or pursuing “heroic deaths” worked against my goal of having more adventurers in my dungeon. People couldn’t crawl my dungeon if they were dead. I didn’t know how the core evaluated a dungeon’s difficulty curve, but the number of adventurers and total monster levels slain were simple enough.

More was better. Easy as that.

I already lured adventurers to the Grubiit dungeon with drink, drugs, and sex. What else would make adventurers choose to crawl my dungeon over any other dungeon in the world?

Having reviewed the few thousand unlock options stored in the core some time ago, one possibility came to mind:

Improved Monster Drops

Cost: 1,000,000 DP

Monsters in your dungeon drop larger mana crystals with a small chance of dropping rare magic items.

Adventurers would find that appealing, I believed, and they were likely to spend much of that bonus loot at one of my establishments. I would make more DP and more money at the same time.

I spent the DP to purchase Improved Monster Drops. The next unlock in that sequence appeared in the dungeon core menu, and I was intrigued:

Improved Mini Boss Loot

Cost: 2,500,000 DP

Monsters in your dungeon drop larger mana crystals with a small chance of dropping rare magic items.

If that progression continued how I thought it would, Improved Boss Loot would appear in that sequence eventually. That could definitely help as well. If I saw a return from Improved Monster Drops, I would come back and take Improved Mini Boss Loot next.

As long as my dungeon core hummed along, maintaining a military shouldn’t be an issue.

I had to plan to defend against Abaddon’s armies, but I didn’t have a plan for defeating him. The best idea I had on that front was to create an absurdly powerful Podni bomb with Solara’s Absorb spell, but I didn’t know how I would actually get it near Abaddon. Could I, perhaps, create a bomb powerful enough to destroy an entire plane? If I could do that, how would I ever go about testing it? Or maybe Solara could answer that question with math alone.

I made a mental note to ask her about that.

Going that route wasn’t out of the question, but my business partner, the Mistress of Covetous, might not appreciate my vaporizing the plane I promised to her. Yet, it was the best strategy I had.

So far.

Regardless of what the final plan ended up being, I believed that the good-aligned levels and resources I pillaged from celestials would give me an edge over my abyssal nemesis. It would earn me the dark emperor upgrade from Corpse Builder, and then I could afford several city-scale upgrades as well.

The grand idea that won me this war was supposed to come to me along the way. No such inspiration had struck me, and I hoped it would soon.

If I didn’t use bombs, I could send Byron bots and silk soldiers to the abyss, taking on a seasoned military strategist who had centuries to prepare–and on his home field no less.

If I had constructs armed with an abyssal version of Solara’s Seraphim Slayer design, that might give me an advantage, especially with the Gol-Gol slime armor in the mix. Whatever quest her Spell Forgemaster ability assigned, I was sure we could complete it to unlock the spell. If the tradeoff logic of narrowing targets to increase the power potential of the spell applied, we could potentially go as far as to design a spell that only hurt elite abyssals, the ultra-strong members of Abaddon’s army most likely to pose a threat.

Those possibilities made me slightly more confident in my ability to win an all-out war with the King of the Abyssal plane, but the reality of launching an invasion was the same. Abaddon was likely to be far more adept at warcraft than I could hope to be.

I knew that Abaddon had a harem and that his first wife was a seraphim. Sowing discord within his inner circle could destabilize the demon king, but that alone wasn’t enough to ensure my victory. Even if two wives went to war with one another, it wasn’t like I could convince one of them to slit Abaddon’s throat for me. I would still have to invade and kill him myself.

Given his history with celestials, I could, perhaps, offer one of the celestial planes to him as a means of brokering peace, a gift to precede a permanent treaty between our forces. Of any potential offering, that was my best thought for what would actually appeal to Abaddon, but that created new problems, the least of which was having to acquire that plane in the first place.

If I gave him such a gift, he would have a whole new plane of resources to use against me whenever he desired, and Mammoni would be furious. If I could even get him to ignore a system quest in the first place, that is.

Fuck. All of my ideas were variations of two concepts: One, I magically became powerful enough to defeat him, or two, I bent the knee and begged him not to kill me.

Maybe I should return to the idea of poisoning him, as Podni suggested? That was more in line with my usual problem-solving methodologies, but the same concern I had then still existed now: How the hell would I ever deliver the poison if I somehow found something strong enough to kill a demon king?

Abusing a few followers might help me to clear my head, I thought. Yeah, when in doubt, rub one out. Dungeons and fucking had always worked for me. Blowing a load with 20 dicks had a way of centering my mind.

I was halfway to the teleporter for the statue garden, where many of my treasures were currently sunbathing topless, when I froze.

A thought occurred to me.

Could that work?

But it was absurd.

Or the absurdity was exactly why it could work.

By myself in my bar office, I laughed so hard that I cried.

I had my master plan. The first step in this new strategy: Unlock the antipaladin ability, Plague Bearer.


Chapter 31

She wanted to name him Brenin, and it breaks my heart she’ll never get to meet him.

…

That kid is growing like a weed, and he’s curious too. I’m not sure how I’ll keep things out of his reach if he keeps getting taller.

…

He’s a kind boy, and you know how hard that can make life for someone young. I keep telling him to stand up for himself, but that’s just not who he is. I don’t know how to help him.

…

Brenin told me today he wants to be like me and join the guard. I wish I could explain how it feels to have a son looking up to me like that.

…

He takes after me a bit too much, I’m afraid. He’s not made many friends and keeps to himself. I’m worried about what life will be like for him when I’m not around anymore.

…

I don’t recall the last time I wrote, but I wanted to brag: Brenin made guard today. He’s a grown man now, but I still think of him as that kid I held in my arms so long ago. Time does strange things to our minds, doesn’t it?

…

Traveling to Borja to read the letters between Tad and Paulson the Pure felt appropriate, like being back in that place would make me feel closer to my father. I intended to read them while I sat in the rubble of the bakery where he used to live, but someone had finally bought the lot and cleared what was left of the ashes to make way for new construction.

So I sat on the town wall, looking out over the field where adventurers running the dungeon often camped.

I read every word of every letter while the sun set behind me.

Paulson was right when he said that reading letters felt like a form of resurrection. I heard the words in my father’s voice as though we were at the kitchen table having a conversation. His letters were mostly banal updates about life in Borja, as regular letters between friends often were, but that made him feel even more alive somehow. These weren’t heirlooms or last words. These were my father being a normal human living a normal life.

I had never heard him talk about me before, though. Most of the feelings he expressed in his letters, he told me directly at one time or another, but his relaying those thoughts to someone else gave them more weight somehow, like they became more real because someone other than me knew they had been said.

That person was gone now too. Paulson the Pure bled out while Invia and I consummated our vows. I had her bent over, my dick in her ass, pumping as hard as I could while she watched the life in his eyes go dark.

The Tad in these letters never could have imagined his son killing not just a paladin but a long-time family friend, someone who had visited our home and eaten at our table. He certainly wouldn’t have imagined the scope and scale of the cruelty and degeneracy that I had brought into the world.

Tad loved Brenin. Tad would have hated everything about Byron. He wouldn’t be proud of how strong I had become or how much adversity I overcame. He wouldn’t look upon everything I built and put his hands on his hips to declare, “That’s my boy!”

No, he would weep for how much evil his son wrought. He would think himself a failure as a father.

Because Tad was a failure of a father.

That came to my mind in my own voice. No sorceress whispered that into my ear, and no other person had attempted to convince me.

Tad didn’t prepare me for the world. He didn’t teach me what I needed to find my way when he was gone. Instead, I was dead less than a month after he suffered the same fate. My view of the world, my sense of right and wrong, that was all Tad.

His blueprint got him killed, and it got me killed too. How could he be considered anything but a failure of a father in the face of those facts? The moment I left the nest, predators sank their teeth into me.

I struck a match and lit one of the letters, holding a corner by my fingertips until the wind carried scraps of burning paper into the night.

I didn’t feel anything, so I lit another. And then another. I undid my father’s resurrection one page at a time until I had nothing left to burn, and the emotions I waited for never came. I wasn’t sad. I wasn’t lonely. I wasn’t remorseful.

I was a man burning garbage that was of no use to anyone.



A rival Dungeon Lord has entered your domain. Write a new chapter in the dungeon’s story for 0 DP. All usual rules and restrictions of submitting dungeon chapters still apply.

My heart seized for a moment. Was I being invaded?

Abby appeared before me in my bedroom. “Master, Lord Oliverry requests your presence.”

“Samson’s here in Sanctuary?”

“Yes, Master.”

Based on our last meeting, where Samson cut all ties with me over fears that Abaddon would attack him as well, I hadn’t expected to see the Frozen Fiend again, and if I did, the encounter would not be friendly.

“What was his mood?” I asked.

“Even, Master.”

“Please ask him to meet me in my Sanctuary office.”

Abby bowed and disappeared.

A moment later, I found Samson waiting outside my door.

“It is good to see you,” I said. “Come inside.”

Samson wandered to the window at the back of the room and looked out through the few transparent pieces in the design. “Are you certain you are human? No human would be able to achieve what you have, so much conquered in so little time.”

“I know I was human at one time. I don't know what I am now.”

“You are a Dungeon Lord.”

“I suppose so,” I replied. A demon who opened a conversation with flattery was suspicious. “Are you thirsty? I have human liquors as well as distilled debauchery.”

“Do you have any fresh maiden blood to mix it with?”

“To mix with the distilled debauchery?”

“Yes. The pairing brings out the best notes of each.”

“I'm afraid I wasn't aware of that recipe. I'll remember to remedy that.”

“Whiskey is fine, then,” Samson said.

I went to the small bar in the corner of the room and poured him a glass.

“The succubi are a nice touch,” Samson added after a sip. “Humans and demons alike will enjoy them.”

“Would you like me to send you home with a few?” I asked. “I would be happy to give you such a gift.”

“I must admit I often break my toys. I play too hard with them.”

“How about 30 succubi to start? If you clean your plate and are still hungry, let me know.”

“I accept.”

The grin the demon-in-disguise wore now seemed like sincere sadistic glee. I didn't want to burn the DP, but I also knew Samson would always see me as a threat. That would never change because he was a practical demon. He felt threatened because he knew he should be. Nothing short of a total fall from grace would change his mind.

I could, however, behave in such a way that made it clear I didn't intend to act against him. A sword in a sheath was no less sharp, but everyone was far more comfortable having it in the room.

If spending some DP eased Samson's mind, I was willing to make that sacrifice.

“While I do enjoy revelry, I also bring information,” Samson said, growing serious.

“I'm listening.”

“The other Dungeon Lords have been whispering. They believe you intend to rob them of their domains next.”

I frowned. “Do they believe you intend to conquer them as well?”

“They do not.”

“You have two dungeon cores. I only have one. Doesn't that make you more dangerous?”

“I have two dungeon cores but only attacked to claim the first. You invaded the Flowst dungeon and killed the Dungeon Lord, not me. I may have two cores, but you have killed twice as many Dungeon Lords. Perhaps even thrice as many. The Spirit of Death has been in hiding since her last meeting with you. Some believe you killed her too.”

“She made the mistake of trying to outfuck me,” I said. “She's embarrassed. Not dead.”

“I do not decide the rumors. I simply share them.”

“Thank you for warning me. In truth, I’m surprised we’re having this conversation at all.”

“Your actions have awakened a powerful demon,” Samson replied. “His pursuit of your defeat is likely to lay waste to everything in between you and him, and that includes we Dungeon Lords. I have explained our dynamic in generalities and convinced them to consider an alliance. The King of the Abyss is no one’s ally, and he has slain Dungeon Lords en masse before. You may represent a chance to defeat him.”

“If the Dungeon Lords work together,” I added.

“Indeed. Assuring them that you do not desire their cores would start such a conversation in a fruitful place.”

A sense of unease crawled beneath my skin. “When last we spoke, you accused me of arrogance and demanded I never speak of you again.”

“An error, I admit. My fear of your enemy clouded my judgment.”

The Frozen Fiend admitting he was wrong? That made me even more uneasy.

“Your hesitation is wise,” Samson admitted. “We made for strong allies, and it is not a small feat for me to admit that I regret my words. I come to make amends so that I might repair our relationship.”

“Thank you for warning me about the Dungeon Lords.”

“I intend to do more than warn. I have convinced the Forgotten One to meet with you to discuss peace. They have not spoken to another being in centuries but would do so for you, at my behest.”

“The Forgotten One?”

“They own the Capital dungeon. As you have learned, adding floors to a dungeon is costly and time-consuming. The Forgotten One has held the core long enough to build 100, an accomplishment that took so long that no one, not even the Forgotten One themself, remembers their name.”

The Grubiit dungeon was level 1,378. At level 1,400, I would unlock the privilege of being able to buy a 14th floor for the bargain price of 14,000,000 DP. I was still about 120,000,000 short of the 999,999,999 I needed to level up to 1,379.

That seemed to be the maximum amount the system could require, and if that turned out to be true, every level from here until the end of time would mean having to earn 999,999,999 DP.

At 100 floors, the Capital dungeon core had to be at least level 10,000.

Samson was right that the Forgotten One would make a powerful ally in my fight against Abaddon, but what bitterness was all this honey attempting to hide?

I thought for a long while before speaking. “As you said before, I am hesitant.”

“You believe I intend to mislead you.”

“Yes.”

“I am deserving of your ire,” Samson replied. “I passed through Grubiit on my way here to gift you a free dungeon chapter as a show of good faith, but I know that were I in your place, that would not be enough to win my trust. That is why I offer you this: If you meet with the Forgotten One, I will offer the Flowst dungeon core as collateral, a guarantee of your safety. If the Forgotten One attempts to harm you, I will bend the knee in my own dungeon and put the core in your hands.”

That was quite the gesture. He was hedging by not including both of his dungeon cores as collateral, but that didn’t make the Flowst core any less valuable. If he lost that core, everything he built and enjoyed in Flowst would be lost to him as well. Sure, he had his castle in Lopav, but a little mountain town was infinitely more boring than the entertainment he could find in a major city.

And if he truly worried I would turn against him, a second dungeon core would all but guarantee his defeat.

“You’re that certain you can convince the Forgotten One to come to Sanctuary?” I asked.

“The Forgotten One does not leave their dungeon,” Samson replied, “but I have secured a promise of peace for your visit.”

“I have to enter the Capital dungeon for the meeting?”

Samson nodded.

“You just explained how powerful they were, and you wish for me to walk into a mousetrap of their making?”

“Such is the reason I offer the Flowst core as a guarantee.”

Be wary of your own greed, Byron. Anything that is too good to be true is a lie. The Frozen Fiend has proven time and time again that they are a selfish being who looks down on you.

You already have your plan to defeat Abaddon, and that plan does not require this risk to succeed.

…but powerful allies could keep you alive long enough to fully realize that plan, and if the plan should fail, such allies could become the makings of a new strategy.

“I will think about your offer,” I said.

“Very well. Then I shall await your answer, Lord Byron.” Samson dipped his head and exited my office.



Meeting with Samson left my mind in a swirl of doubt and confusion. I needed a point of reference, a constant, to help me find my way. Seeking out the least busy members of my harem, I ended up on our private beach in Zaglis.

In addition to the dozen or so followers enjoying the sun–splashing in the ocean water, lying out to tan, or playing a game of volleyball–Purity, Podni, and Ashley lounged on towels in the sand. Purity and Ashley read while Podni lay on her stomach with her swimsuit top undone and her eyes closed.

“Our beach day keeps getting better,” Purity said with a grin when she saw me. “It’s good to see you taking some time to relax.”

“I came here to get your thoughts on something, actually.”

Ashley closed her book. “How can we help?”

“I need lotion,” Podni announced, rolling onto her back. Squinting from the sunlight, she opened one eye and pushed out her lower lip. “Please, Father?”

I knelt in the sand next to my saboteur and poured a generous amount of lotion into my hands and rubbed it into Podni’s hot skin, feeling every detail of her toned stomach, working my way up.

“Samson visited me today,” I said and summarized everything we discussed, which included my concern that the Frozen Fiend’s offer was a trap.

“Do we know anything else about the Forgotten One?” Podni asked.

“Not at this time,” I answered.

“If we were discussing humans, a meeting like this would happen on neutral ground, perhaps hosted by a third party that everyone trusts. Insisting on meeting in the den of the most powerful Dungeon Lord in known history is more than suspicious.”

“I agree,” Purity said.

“If the Forgotten One is as strong as we think, this might not be as simple as not going,” Ashley countered. “Demons left the Lopav dungeon to attack Byron, remember? And Samson isn’t in his dungeon anymore either.”

Purity hooked her bottoms with her thumb to check her tan line. She knew I liked those.

“We do live in unprecedented times,” Purity added. “The system seems bent on ensuring that.”

+9 to Progress to Your Fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 56 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

I sighed.

+11 to Progress to Your Fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 67 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

For fucks sake.

“I agree with Podni that this is suspicious,” Ashley said. “But I also agree with Purity that we can’t count on the status quo.”

Podni lifted her chin so I could rub the lotion into her shoulders and neck.

“I debated sending a messenger to be safe,” I shared. “That could be seen as declining the invitation, however, and the Forgotten One could be the type to feel insulted.”

“We’re all just guessing about-Mmm.” Stealing a boob squeeze for my own enjoyment distracted Podni, it seemed. She recovered. “We’re all just guessing about what might happen because we don’t know anything about the Forgotten One.”

“She’s right,” Purity said. “We can talk around this forever because of how much we don’t know. What can we do to make this about what they don’t know?”

“We’re listening,” I replied.

“Could we enter the dungeon with Podni bombs and Byron bots? What about preparing for a dungeon surge? What could we do there that would surprise the Forgotten One?”

I wobbled my head, thinking. “The Gol-Gol brothers were beyond us. Way beyond us. That fight was us exploiting a lucky break, and we had as much time as we wanted to prepare. If the Forgotten One never leaves the dungeon, we would have to reveal our army to fight them. Who knows how much we’ll lose in that kind of fight, but I imagine it would be substantial.”

“The Capital would need years to recover if it spilled to the surface,” Ashley observed. “Sanctuary South would be safe from danger, but we’d lose all of our trade.”

Podni lifted her leg into the air to give me easier lotion access. Damn, her thighs and calves were strong.

“I could lose on purpose,” I suggested, but was thinking out loud for the most part.

“What does that mean?” Podni asked, shading her eyes with one hand to look at me when she spoke.

“If the Forgotten One's attempts to harm me, I get the Flowst dungeon core. That could be the real bait, but if I get away from the Forgotten One, Samson has to honor the deal. Reneging on business terms is bad for a demon’s reputation, catastrophically so. We could beat anyone if we had two dungeon cores pumping out Byron bots and silk soldiers. When the dust settled, we could have a third dungeon core, one with a crazy high level.”

I didn’t need to win a fight with the Forgotten One, though. I just needed to get away if they attacked me.

Purity smirked at me when I started on Podni’s other leg. She caught me grazing my fingers over Podni’s bikini bottom when I ran my hands up and down the saboteur’s thigh.

She didn’t comment, though. Instead, she kept the discussion going. “How do you escape a Dungeon Lord’s dungeon? Is that possible? If you were setting the trap, you would be certain that it worked.”

“Like a teleporter trap that dumps me into a box with no doors or windows and miles of dirt and rock between me and freedom.”

Articulating that fate was chilling. I had known from the start of this that the Forgotten One had an extreme advantage, but I hadn’t considered an eternity locked in a dungeon prison. I was undead, after all.

What if I brought Podni and she used Silk Passenger to warp me back to the entrance if we got into trouble?

No. Silk Step had a range limit.

What if I brought a massive arsenal of Podni bombs with me?

Those were only useful if the Forgotten One came to me in person. Sticking me in the box negated that as well.

Ashley rolled off her towel, coating her skin with grains of sand. I had seen her do this before, so I knew her next move was to go down to the water and rinse off in the ocean. The first time I witnessed the ritual, she said that she liked the changes in temperature and texture, from sun to sand to water.

I watched her sandy butt cheeks jiggle as she walked away.

Not long ago, she and I were on the run from her kidnappers, and now she was a queen who proudly wore gold silk around her neck. That silk was about where the executioner’s axe had fallen to kill her, but the blade ended up passing through my neck instead because of the Noble Sacrifice enchantment.

When Ashley returned, she used both hands to pull her short, wet hair away from her face. Then she was back on her towel. This time, face down. I was just finishing rubbing lotion into Podni’s feet.

“How much do you know about the prisoners in the Capital?” I asked her.

“Criminals serving time, you mean?”

“Yes.”

“I know that our kingdom’s incarceration rates are on track to be the lowest in the world.”

“Right, but there are murderers and rapists and such still locked up.”


“There are.”

I stood and brushed the sand off my legs. “I need you to get me one of those, someone who won’t be missed but is still fairly healthy. I’ll tell you the rest when I have everything we need.”

+2 Progress to your fall.
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I dismissed the notification and continued my walk back to the Water Temple. Enjoy the progress, Abaddon. It will change soon enough.


Chapter 32

The guards manning the entrance to the Capital dungeon stepped aside when they saw me approach. I was a well-known friend of the kingdom at this point, and that was on top of my adventuring reputation. Letting me by was easier than making a fuss about dungeon passes.

Four silk soldiers trailed a step behind, their enormous metal breasts leading the way. In addition to their halberds, they each carried large sacks over their shoulders. When the guards realized their mouths hung open and that their faces had contorted into confused, shocked expressions, they shook themselves out of their stupor and took on the stoic facade befitting professional guards.

We descended the stairs into the Capital labyrinth. Following the instructions Samson had given me, I took the first right, then another right, and then knocked on the door I found at the end of the corridor.

An unseen force opened it for me. My silk soldiers and I stepped into a room that reminded me of the Dungeon Brawlers guild hall in Flowst if it had been abandoned for 50 years and left to rot and gather dust.

I heard the door shut and latch behind me. When I turned around, I saw only dungeon wall. The door was gone. This was already my worst fear about how this meeting could go. Eternity was a terrifying concept. My paranoia about being locked in a box for millennia was real, and it was justified.

An old woman with a hunchback and a cane ambled out of a door behind the counter. Her matted hair dragged across the floor, and she looked as if she hadn’t eaten in weeks, shrinking her liver-spotted skin tight to her bones.

“The Grubiit Dungeon Lord has granted me an audience,” the old lady croaked without her lips ever moving. “Oh, happy days for me. Such an honor.”

I couldn’t tell if that was sarcasm or bad flattery. When I triggered Sense Weakness, she shook her head and wagged a finger like she was disappointed in me.

The old woman sat on one of the benches, not caring about the thick dust that coated her pants and forearms. I brushed some of the dust away and joined her.

“It must be hubris that brings you here,” she continued. “A fool would not have achieved what you have managed to achieve, no, not a chance.”

“Your invitation brings me here. Nothing else.”

+4 Progress to your fall.
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I dismissed the notification and tried to push it from my mind as well.

“Your manipulation of the Frozen Fiend isn’t as impressive as you think,” the old woman continued. “He is not the wisest of our kind. No other Dungeon Lord would do anything but squash such a pest, but like you, his hubris is his folly. Your conquering of the Spirit of Death is even less impressive. I cannot name a demon who hasn’t fucked her. I do admit, however, that I am impressed that the Gol-Gol brothers didn’t survive your encounter. How did you manage to defeat them?”

“If your opinion of the Frozen Fiend is that low, then I suppose his talk of having convinced you to do this was bullshit.”

“You were fooled by a fool. Yes, it’s true. Back to the Gol-Gol brothers. Do explain.”

“I would prefer to discuss peace.”

The old woman shook her head. “I never understood the impatience that so often befalls Dungeon Lords. Acquiring a dungeon core is the achievement of a lifetime, and they squander its potential, as if they can’t wait to have it torn from their pathetic little fingers.”

“You mistake focus for impatience,” I replied.

“What flaw did these Dungeon Lords possess that you exploited, hmm? I must know how they were defeated.” Her lips still hadn’t moved.

“I was stronger.”

The old woman guffawed with her mouth closed and slapped the table. “You are the strongest of the rats, sure, but you grow too daring. You have strayed too far and become too bold. A rat is a petty nuisance in a land of giants, no matter how strong the rat might be relative to other rats.”

“Everyone warned me this was a trap,” I said with a sigh.

“Even your harlots have more wit than you.”

“I came here because the Frozen Fiend put up a dungeon core as collateral to guarantee my safety, but he phrased it in an interesting way. He said, ‘If the Forgotten One attempts to harm you, I will bend the knee in my own dungeon and put the core in your hands.’ Curious how he worded that. He can’t bend the knee to me or put anything in my hands if I never return to his dungeon.”

“The revelation has come too late,” the old woman replied. “I despise you for bringing the anger of Abaddon to my doorstep. The King of the Abyssal Plane has not looked in my direction in centuries. You are a reckless human, and I will celebrate your departure from the material plane.”

Her choice to say Abaddon’s name revealed a great deal about her allegiances. Samson still avoided using it, and he was in on this scheme. The Forgotten One wanted Abaddon to know she was being loyal, that she was not an enemy or a threat.

“If you let me walk out of here right now, I’ll forgive your error,” I said.

“I tire of watching the cornered rat hiss.”

She spat on me. I looked down at a glob of black goop on my shirt.

“His seed. He offers it to you as a final gift.”

Aw, come on. That was so fucking gross.

The walls of the guild hall disappeared, revealing a grand chamber. Tall figures rode on steeds made of bone and flame. They were flanked by cyclops skeletons wielding large, crudely forged swords with one hand and dragging chains with the other.

I counted ten of the riders. Ten elder liches.

A singular elder lich was the boss of the Capital labyrinth. Some adventurers claimed to have beaten the lich with a group of 10, but most wouldn’t go near the boss room unless they had a group of 25 or more. Ten of the liches together were a force of apocalyptic proportions. The Forgotten One had deigned to spend a few DP on me, it seemed.

“Do not worry,” the old woman said, still not having moved from her seat. “We will keep you alive so you may endure Abaddon’s torment until the end of time.”

I shouted over my shoulder to my four silk soldiers. “When I’m gone, kill everything.”

The old woman laughed.

With Ruler’s Voice, I said, “Thank you, my treasures, for the sacrifices you make in the name of the Silk. We are stronger because of you.”

I blinked. When I opened my eyes, I found myself sitting in a plain stone room. Ashley stood in the corner, looking worried, and Invia stood behind me with a sword in her hands.

I didn’t have much time.

I turned and saw a prisoner in manacles, chained to the wall. I triggered Blood Harvest and tore his stomach open. At the same time, I smashed the potion of Legendary Heal that dangled around my neck.

I groped at my skin, looking for signs that my head was about to fall from my shoulders. It didn’t, and when the final second of Last Chance expired, I knew I was safe.

“Is it done?” Ashley asked.

I nodded. “Thank you for trusting me.”

“You saved my life with Noble Sacrifice. Getting to save yours in the same way is poetic.”

+720,000 XP.

+720,000 XP.
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+720,000 XP.

And on the notifications went.

“I take it from that grin the bombs worked,” Invia observed.

“Ten elder liches.”

Invia whistled. “He didn’t hold back on you. That’s kind of a compliment. How much XP was that worth?”

“A lot. We can talk specifics after I collect what the Frozen Fiend owes me.”



I used our boss rush teleporter to reach the Flowst dungeon as quickly as I could, appearing down the hall from the sorceress queen's throne room. I kept a hand up, ready to tap the statue to escape if necessary.

“Samson! It's time to pay your debts!”

The Frozen Fiend appeared before me in his original demon form, which I hadn't seen since he acquired Samson Oliverry’s body. Over two dozen feet tall with broad wings and cloven hooves, his very presence carried a glacial chill.

The moment reminded me of my very first meeting with the Frozen Fiend in the Lopav dungeon. Back then, I was terrified by the danger I faced, yet was certain that my gambit would pay off.

Now we met because his gambit hadn't.

“The King of the Abyss is coming for you,” the Frozen Fiend said. “Ending your own life is your only chance for mercy.”

“Give me what you promised.”

“If you insist on this, then we will forever be enemies.”

“That is already the case. Will you honor your terms?”

The demon leaned forward, looking down on me with hatred as sharp as his presence was cold. He snarled, the curl of his lip revealing bared teeth.

“I will not ask again,” I said and held out my hand.

Pinched between the Frozen Fiend’s enormous claws, the dungeon core looked like a pearl from a necklace.

He set it in my hand.

You are now the Lord of this Dungeon.
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I had to stifle giddy laughter. Byron of Zaglis could not be defeated. Every time someone or something attempted to kill me, they made me stronger instead.

“If you wish for this conflict to end here,” I began, “decide what you will offer me as tribute when I next visit. Be gone.”

With one last hateful glare, the Frozen Fiend left my dungeon.

My second dungeon.

Before I did anything else, I used the core to create a new room, one that was completely cut off and accessible only to me, and warped into it. Though I wanted nothing more than to spend the next several days reviewing every detail of my new toy, I had one more Dungeon Lord to neuter.

The Forgotten One was stronger than me by an order of magnitude I wasn't certain I could properly comprehend, but it was clear that a direct conflict with him was unwinnable. Thankfully, I didn't need to defeat him. I just needed him to leave me the fuck alone.

With the core stashed away, I returned to my room in Sanctuary.

“Abby!”

My liluti appeared before me. “Yes, Master?”

“Go to both bathhouses and deliver these instructions: For the next 24 hours, all drinks are free. Staff members are to inform all patrons that ‘the Capital Dungeon Lord saved Byron of Zaglis from a powerful enemy. Drinks are free in honor of her timeless friendship.’ That's all. Go.”

Adventurers wouldn't know anything about the Forgotten One or why they were significant, but I suspected the demon merchants who frequented Penny's would. Soon, word would spread through the hells that the Forgotten One allied with me. The rumors and misinformation would, with some luck, keep the Forgotten One in hiding inside his 100-floor hole. Even if Abaddon didn't ultimately fall for the ruse, which I knew was unlikely, sowing even hypothetical distrust could poison a relationship between allies.

No one could argue that I went into the Capital dungeon and yet still lived. Questions would naturally follow.

Now that I was safe and my misinformation campaign had begun, I returned to the Flowst dungeon and gave the dungeon core menus a more thorough review:

Flowst Dungeon Core

Lord: Brenin of Borja

Level: 1,007

Available DP: 55,391,769

Daily DP Gain: 11,254

Progress to Next Level: (482,654 / 999,999,999)

Status: Tethered

Holy shit that was a lot of DP. Given that the Flowst dungeon had 7 floors, I expected the level of the dungeon core to be in the 700s. For whatever reason, the previous owners of the Flowst core didn’t purchase the unlocks to add new floors. The Frozen Fiend only ever wanted to party, so that inactivity made sense. But what was the dryad saving for that she forewent all kinds of unlocks and upgrades?

I couldn’t immediately divine what her strategy could have been, if she even had one.

But I wondered…

Yes. Fuck, yes. The Flowst dungeon core had Advanced Transportation unlocked. I could buy as many permanent gates as I desired. If I wanted, I could upgrade to Legendary Transportation:

Legendary Transportation

Cost: 25,000,000 DP

Gain the ability to create dynamic doorways between two locations. A dynamic doorway can have complex logic, impart buffs or debuffs, and be one-way. Cost of a doorway is dependent on its size. Note: Doorways made with Legendary Transportation are permanent doorways.

If the progression for the Transportation tree matched other progression paths in the dungeon core, and I had no reason to believe it didn’t, Mythic Transportation was next for a cost of 50,000,000 DP, and then Cosmic Transportation came after for a cost of 100,000,000 DP. I wished I could read ahead to see what those would offer because I wanted movable gates more than any of the perks in Legendary Transportation. Would the later tiers add that option, though? I had no real idea.

I skimmed through the other chosen unlocks to get a sense for what this core could do that, perhaps, the Grubiit core couldn’t.

For enemies, the core had Basic Jungle Creatures, Improved Living Statues, Advanced Undead, and Legendary Humans already purchased. I clicked into Legendary Humans to learn more:

Legendary Humans

Cost: 25,000,000

Gain the ability to spawn humans up to level 50 with your choice of class selections. Customize their appearance, personality, and fighting style.

That must have been how the dungeon got its sorceress queen and maybe even the old king miniboss from back when the dungeon was flooded and not frozen. I clicked into the ability, wondering why so few mobs from this unlock were used in the dungeon. The ice witches and fire witches were under this menu as well, so the unlock wasn’t as neglected as I first thought.

I kept browsing.

Improved Secret Passages was the source of the key puzzle we had to solve to access the crypt when the dryad was still alive.

Advanced Weather Systems was responsible for the powerful wind at the top of the tower.

Legendary Kill Bonus? What the hell was that?

Legendary Kill Bonus

Cost: 25,000,000

When an adventurer dies in your dungeon, earn more bonus DP based on their level. Note: Rewards are not fixed and scale with adventurer level.

The way that read to me was that the per-level bonus for a level 5 adventurer would be much lower than the per-level bonus for a level 10 or 20. That was disappointing, but it made sense from a fairness standpoint. Slaying 10 level 1 adventurers wasn’t the same as slaying 1 level 10 adventurer.

The nigh-unbeatable door guardian made a bit more sense now that I knew this unlock existed. The dryad may have been farming DP, so it wanted adventurers to fail.

I knew I received the option to write a new dungeon chapter at no cost as a reward for acquiring the dungeon core, but I had cleared the notification without fully reading it:

A New Era

One-Time

For defeating a Dungeon Lord and acquiring their dungeon core, submit a new chapter at no cost. Note: Owning more than one dungeon core entitles you to expand the story beyond the dungeon.

The bit about expanding beyond the dungeon wasn’t a part of that unlock when I first got the Grubiit core. The Frozen Fiend used that bonus to turn Flowst into a winter wonderland, I suspected.

On top of all the choices I could make with my new dungeon, I had also leveled up from defeating 10 elder liches. Reaching tier 10 antipaladin earned me a bonus ability:

Advanced Silkmancer

Passive Ability

The reach of your Silkmancer ability is extended an additional 90 ft.

This might be embarrassing for a two-time Dungeon Lord to admit, but when you achieve as much as I had, you become unapologetic about what you want and what makes you happy. Advanced Silkmancer had obvious tactical advantages. A greater reach meant far more versatility because an extension of a radius meant a rapidly expanding square footage for how much of the world I could influence.

But my first thought when I read Advanced Silkmancer was, “I can rub panties from even farther away now!”

So I had a hobby. I worked hard. I deserved some me-time.

Anyway, I knew I was taking Plague Bearer because I needed it to defeat Abaddon, but I read the new options anyway:

Lesser Necromancy

Active Ability

Reanimate dead organisms and control them with basic commands. Your reanimation will be 10% as strong as it was in life. Number of undead and duration of reanimation is based on your level.

Prerequisite: Shadows of Death

Summon Hell Fiend

Active Ability

In exchange for accepting a divine quest, summon a powerful fiend from the hells to fight on your behalf. This ability cannot be activated if you have a quest pending, and failing to complete the divine quest could offend the fiend who aided you.

Corpse Eater

Active Ability

Consume the hearts of paladins you've slain to gain rewards proportional to their level.

Prerequisite: 200 paladins slain, Corpse Builder

Corpse Eater was mostly useless now that so few paladins were left, and I had little use for necromancy or summons.

That made me feel better about diving into the unselected pool for Plague Bearer:

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.

Which was also useless to me, but I needed Plague Bearer to meet the prerequisites for the ability I would take when I leveled antipaladin again:

Plague Master

Active Ability

Cooldown: 12 Days

Spend good-aligned levels to design a unique disease.

Prerequisites: Plague Bearer, Corpse Builder

Having seen how Solara’s Spell Forgemaster ability worked, I suspected Plague Master would have a similar setup. Once I had Plague Master, I would design a disease that completely eliminated the threat the abyssal plane posed to me, and I would trick Abaddon into exposing himself to the disease. After he died a horrifically painful death, Mammoni could have whatever was left and do with it as she pleased.

I selected Plague Bearer.

-3 Progress to your fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 43 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

That notification suggested that the system believed my plan had merit. That was reassuring.

I reviewed the rest of my character sheet:

Level: 34

Progress to Next Level: (4,501,883 / 26,214,400)

Class: Abyssal Sovereign, Tier 16 (2,113,694 / 6,553,600)

Second Class: Fighter, Tier 10

Third Class: Antipaladin, Tier 10

Alignment: Chaotic Evil

Strength 151

Dexterity 135

Constitution 142

Intelligence 146

Wisdom 40

Charisma 40

Loyalty Pledges: 577

Oaths of Devotion: 21

Followers of the Silk: 273

Progress to Your Fall: 43 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

Active Abilities: Sense Weakness+1, Abyssal Reward for the Loyal, Safe Word+25, Rope Burn+25, Ghostly Feint+4, Unholy Smite+10, Darkness+14, Wraith+5, Abyssal Permission, Blood Feast+10, Corpse Builder, Shadows of Death+1, Hymen Harvester, Plague Bearer

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+20, Devotion Reaper+21, Intoxicate+100, On Behalf of the Viceroy, Dark Champion+2, King of Kings, Path of the Emperor, Restraint, Abyssal Gaze, Harem Master, Advanced Silkmancer

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.

21,712,517 XP until my next level of antipaladin. That number would have sickened me at one time in my life, but now I only saw it as 28 boss rush laps.

Shit. No, that math wasn’t right. The Flowst dungeon core belonged to me, so I couldn’t kill the Flowst boss for XP. I would need something like 35 boss rush laps, but that was still nowhere near as much work and time as I would have spent earning the same amount of XP with traditional dungeon diving.

In that moment, I felt as if I could take on Abaddon with my bare hands.

Was this the hubris the Forgotten One was talking about?


Chapter 33

I submitted a new chapter to the Flowst core:

The sorceress queen, having mastered the element of ice in her revenge against the royal family, had captured a fire witch to learn more about the element of fire. The fire witch became a test subject and plaything for the twisted queen. When she grew bored of the fire witch, she passed the prisoner off to her ice witches so they too could have their fun.

Meanwhile, the succubus wife and flesh golem husband that owned the Grubiit dungeon sent golem scouts into the world so that they might have advance notice of demon hunters and other threats that might act against their dungeon. One of those scouts discovered the Flowst dungeon and learned of the fire witch in captivity.

Seeing an opportunity to bolster their defenses and to secure a new ally, the Grubiit dungeon bosses designed Ice-resistant golems and invaded the sorceress queen’s domain. Taken by surprise and ill-prepared to repel an invasion of that size, the queen’s forces wilted against the assault. The golems reached the tower, freed the fire witch, and joined her in storming the throne room.

The fire witch took the queen and her ice witch minions hostage. When the fire witch’s victory was absolute, word spread, and soon earth and air witches migrated to the Flowst dungeon. They too despised the ice witches and desired the safety that only numbers could provide. The new ruler and her allies transformed the dungeon into a celebration of their elements.

The frozen swamp was drained and cleared of trees. Half became the sanctuary of an air witch, and the other half became the sanctuary of an earth witch. The region that was once behind walls of ice became the domain of fire. Elementals and aspiring witches flocked to their respective elements, while ice witches were put on display as a reminder of their treachery.

Golems of each element joined flesh golems in laboring for the new kingdom. The elementals guarded their masters, while the flesh golems were tasked with sating the bottomless desires of the witches. The air and earth witches, as servants of the fire witch, became minibosses willing to protect the kingdom from interlopers.

At the top of the tower, the fire witch now watches over her land with a powerful weapon: the captive sorceress queen. With the queen on her knees, the false winter retracted from Flowst. Now, at night, the orgasmic moans of conquerors and prisoners echo out of the dungeon.

New chapter accepted. Dungeon will update after the next reset.

For the new Grubiit chapter, I decided an experiment was in order because I still knew very little about how dungeon cores worked or the rules with which they operated. I risked wasting a bonus chapter to learn more about the most valuable tools in my arsenal. Instead of writing a detailed chapter with exact requests, I wanted to see how many blanks the dungeon core itself would fill.

So for the Grubiit chapter, I wrote:

Word of the Grubiit dungeon couple spread to the heavens. Disgusted by the hedonism on display in the dungeon, an invading horde of celestials–of all types and varieties and rank–descended on the dungeon. Presently, the demons that claimed the dungeon city for their own are locked in a bitter battle to keep their enemies from advancing deeper into the dungeon.

At the same time, the legend of the secret establishment known only as “Penny’s” spread across the land. Fearing that the celestials might eventually overrun their defenses, the succubus and the flesh golem sought to rally new allies with their unique offering. They established a grand beacon at the dungeon entrance to attract new patrons who could aid in repelling the celestials on their way to nights of endless decadence and luxury in the arms of Penny’s beautiful hostesses.

New chapter accepted. Dungeon will update after the next reset.

“Abby!” I called when I returned to my room in Sanctuary.

“Yes, Master?” she asked when she appeared.

“Fetch Podni and Cici.”

The liluti bowed and vanished. Several minutes later, my fit saboteur entered my room with Cici following behind. Where Podni walked with purpose and confidence, Cici bounced and danced as if her every step had to be more playful than the last.

Podni smiled warmly. “Yes, Father?”

“You and Cici are coming with me to Flowst.”



Entering the Flowst chapter of the Dungeon Brawlers with a grigori in tow silenced the boisterous fanfare so common to guild halls, but I saw more than a few adventurers eyeing Podni’s figure. Frankly, I couldn’t blame them.

“Are Lyle and Trina in?” I asked one of the counter girls, speaking over the line of adventurers waiting to cash in loot or take care of other business with the guild.

An exceptionally curvy brunette nodded and pointed to the stairs.

I knocked on Lyle’s office door on my way to Trina’s. He opened his right when I rapped my knuckles on hers.

“Byron?” Lyle asked. “Everything alright?”

Trina yelled from inside her office, “Come in!”

“I bring business,” I said over my shoulder to Lyle. “Cici, please stand guard out here.”

“Yes, Father. A Cici will stand guard.”

Lyle attempted to resist the temptation of staring at Cici’s marble body and broken angel wings but failed. His eyes didn’t leave her until he joined Podni and me in Trina’s office, and the door had shut.

Trina frowned at me from behind her desk. I knew she hated it when I showed up at the guild hall like this, unannounced and without an appointment, but she knew I was a powerful earner, so she did her best to hide her annoyance.

“What brings you and your entourage to Flowst?” Trina asked.

“Samson Oliverry has left Flowst and will not return,” I said. “My proposal: the Guild can have everything but the dreamdust business. My people will take over manufacturing, and I’ll give the guild a percentage of the profits if they take over managing distribution on my behalf.”

“The Guild doesn’t play in the drug market,” Trina reminded me.

“I know. That’s why I’m offering you the rest of the Oliverry empire. Run dreamdust under the Flowst chapter or run it separately from the Guild and pocket the profits yourself; I don’t care. If the dreamdust keeps flowing, I’ll be happy. However that happens doesn’t matter to me.”

“How certain are you that Lord Oliverry has moved on?” Lyle asked. “That’s a sudden and extreme change for a noble of that pedigree.”

“Absolutely certain. He will likely attempt to run his empire from Lopav, which is where he will be from now on. He did not expect this either and will be disorganized for some time, I suspect. If we act now, we can make sure he doesn’t reclaim his grip on Flowst, and the Guild can have all of his business instead.”

Lyle crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. To Trina, he said, “Byron has never been wrong about a tip. If any other outfit takes over the dreamdust market, we’ll have a new, very well-funded enemy.”

“The other guild masters will cry foul,” Trina warned.

“Then I’ll run it myself outside of Guild business,” Lyle proposed.

“And still cut the Guild in?”

Lyle laughed. “Come on, Trina. If the Guild isn’t supporting it, then they don’t get to profit from it.”

“Are you concerned someone will challenge your membership or my title?”

He shrugged. “So what if they do? You and I both know that Bruhelmond did serious damage to guild cohesion with his tantrum over Byron. Everyone in this chapter would back us if the Guild tried to remove or demote us for dabbling in the drug trade.”

“Which includes me,” I added.

“We busted our asses to get this chapter to where it is,” Lyle continued. “The town guard, Lady Sarah, whatever was left of the Ravens–With Oliverry out of the picture, we can own Flowst. All of it.”

Trina’s frown deepened. “We may encounter resistance.”

“That’s why I brought Cici,” I said. “She will be Podni’s bodyguard for however long it takes to locate and secure control of Oliverry’s dreamdust. If there is any issue, Cici can handle it.”

With a skeptical glance toward the door my grigori waited behind, Trina asked, “Is she strong enough?”

Lyle cleared his throat. “Trina, she’s the strongest being I’ve ever seen, by a substantial margin. We could win a war with just her.”

Right. Lyle had an ability that let him analyze targets to see their levels and classes. He had done the same to me once upon a time. Seeing that Cici was level 127 must have been quite a shock for him.

“Okay, I’m in,” Trina said.

“Good. Podni will take it from here. Her voice is my voice, so you have no need to doubt how I might react or feel about a decision she makes.” I opened the office door. “Cici, do what Podni says.”

“Yes, Father,” Cici said with a smile. Trina and Lyle both seemed uncomfortable with her calling me “father.”

For how long they had known me, a being from another plane calling me “father” should have been pretty damn close to normal by now.

Before I left, I kissed Podni on the cheek and said, “You’re going to do great.”

“I know.”

Her confidence was such a turn-on. Podni always made it so hard for me to walk away.

At the same time, I knew the dreamdust operation would be in good hands. As soon as we controlled it, we could incorporate Intoxicate+100 into the recipe and distribution, adding a new dimension to dreamdust addiction for customers all across the plane.



The dungeon update brought my new chapters to life. Flowst became the elemental dungeon I envisioned. The ice witches were now slaves to the other witches, every one of them wearing gags and collars. All of the witches were above the ice witches now, but the more powerful elemental witches wore strap-ons and carried whips. An adventurer could turn a corner almost anywhere in the dungeon and find one witch hate-fucking an ice witch.

The fire witch queen, who now served as the dungeon boss, kept the sorceress queen alive. A flesh golem held her from behind, one arm under each armpit, and carried her so that her back was always against his chest. The flesh golem’s cock was the size of my forearm and impaled the sorceress. When adventurers eventually found their way to the top of the tower, the flesh golem would use the sorceress queen’s magic against them.

The harder he fucked her, the stronger the ice magic she produced. With the strength of the fire witch queen also at play in that battle, I suspected it would be some time before adventurers could conquer that combination of advanced fire and ice magic.

As I requested, the permanent winter on Flowst was lifted, and while I was mostly disappointed with the Grubiit dungeon update, I was pleased by how the core implemented my request to advertise Penny’s at the dungeon entrance.

A beam of light shot straight up into the sky and cycled through projected animated line art of men and women fucking. That display could be seen from miles away. Periodically, the lewd art would disappear, and “Penny’s” with a downward arrow beneath it would flash. Then the porn resumed.

But the celestial addition was meh. I got 11 new celestial units out of it, but most of them were variations of grigori and angeli. Only one mob was from the plane of archangeli, and I estimated it was maybe three-fourths as strong as Solara’s Abyssal Silk Knight summon.

“You seem disappointed,” Purity observed when I returned to my room after inspecting my dungeons. She lounged on a chair by the window in pink underwear. Her legs were draped over one armrest, and she leaned against the other while she sipped wine and read a book.

“I learned I need to be as specific as possible with dungeon core chapters,” I replied. “That’s good to know, but wasting a free chapter still stings.”

“I was surprised to hear you added celestials of all things to the Grubiit dungeon.”

“We’re immune to Holy now, but our enemies on the abyssal plane aren’t. They won’t expect an undead sovereign to put Holy units onto a battlefield.”

“No, I don’t suppose they would. Very clever, Master. You should sit with me and enjoy the view you created.”

“If only I could,” I said. “I have more to do.”

Purity closed her book. “How can I help?”

“You’ve been doing public appearances all day. I know you’re tired.”

“That’s sweet of you, but I’m not tired. Use me, Master.”

I swallowed. It always got me when she looked at me with her big brown eyes and said fucked-up shit like that. No matter how many times and how many ways I had her, she still made me weak.

“Please ask Ashley and Invia to write letters to the monarchs of the other kingdoms. In those letters, they should make a renewed emphasis on our desire for peace while giving advanced notice of my coming arrival in their capitals. With that notice, they can reveal that my intention is to offer them a gate to Sanctuary South, connecting their cities to a global trade network. Furthermore, their citizens will be permitted to use the gates to travel as they please. A trip between two capitals will take minutes instead of weeks as a result.”

Purity nodded, stood, and walked across the room to put her hands on my hips. She bent her neck back to look up at me. I caught a peek of her tan lines when the cups of her bra shifted.

“You’re a great man, and I’m glad we have eternity to spend together,” she said, her eyes sparkling. “Just because we have a lot of time doesn’t mean we still shouldn’t be careful about wasting it, though. So often it’s you who does all the work to bring us pleasure, so don’t forget to lie back sometimes and let yourself enjoy what you’ve built.”

“I’m lucky to have you.”

“I’m yours until the end of time.”


Chapter 34

Horpus froze in front of his drink cart. “Three paladins? In the whole world?”

“That's correct.”

He passed me a whisky and sat behind his desk. “How can you be so certain?”

“The system told me.”

“Yeah, that will do it.” Horpus took a sip. “What happens when this is finished?”

“Nothing?”

“We’d be even.”

“That was the agreement, or am I missing something?”

“No, you're not. I appreciate you being a businessman.”

“I've done a lot of awful things to get ahead, but I wouldn't blackmail you with your niece. I live with hundreds of women, remember? Do you think they could still trust me if that's how I played this?”

“Their opinion means that much to you?” Horpus asked.

“I promised them a certain kind of life, and they stay because I keep my promises.”

“I see. Apologies for drifting off topic. Three paladins to go. We’ll find them.”

“Glad to hear it,” I said. “That was all I needed to share with you.”

“May I ask a frank question? I know I should be mindful not to offend you, but I'm afraid I have to risk it.”

“Go on.”

“What happens to the rest of us when you own everything?”

“The rest of the Guild?”

“Yes, and humanity in general.”

“You make it sound like I'm taking over the world,” I said.

Horpus swirled his whiskey as if considering whether or not he should continue speaking. “I let you down with Bruhelmond. I'm not proud of it, and I don't expect you to like me as a person. But I do hope you'd treat me as though I had more than half a brain.”

“My vision is not what you're describing,” I said. “‘Taking over the world' makes me think of military campaigns, endless revolts, and assassins around every corner. I'm not interested in that, and I'm not interested in being in charge.”

“What are you interested in?”

“Beautiful women. I would rather spend the day in bed with 30 women than run off to fight some fucking paladins or to beg a Guild not to kick me out. I'm only alive because I was desperate once, and someone in the Guild took pity on me. Ever since then, I've been on the run from a rotating cast of enemies. I've had my fill. No more for me, thanks.”

“You will always have enemies,” Horpus countered.

“Yes, I will, but I don't have to be an appealing target. I'll put down problems when I need to, but I won't march across the continent, demanding fealty. What happens to the rest of you, you ask? Live your lives. I don't want them.”

“The lengths you've gone to leave a different impression. You founded a whole new kingdom, for example.”

I shrugged. “They don't need to understand me. They just need to leave me the fuck alone. I wouldn't mind you making that known among your people of influence, actually. If I come to your business or your town or your country, it's because I want to spend money, not take it.”

“Thank you for the candor.”

I stood to leave but paused. “If I may ask, did she get anything out of it?”

“I wouldn't say it healed any of her wounds, but I think the closure and being able to reclaim control reduced her burden a bit.”

“Did you ever have doubts about whether you were doing the right thing for her or not?”

Horpus shook his head. “A cub has to learn how to use its claws. That's the only way it will survive when the pride isn’t around to protect it.”



Podni wore a tiny red crop top and a matching skirt that ran all the way to her ankles. She wrapped her arms around one of mine and pulled her head close to my shoulder as we walked. “Thank you for doing this.”

“Going for a walk?”

“For taking me out of the kingdom. I’ve never traveled this far before, and it’s nice to be doing it with just the two of us.”

“When you described the ceremony you wanted, I thought it sounded nice. So far, it seems you were right.”

Podni teasingly slapped my arm. “Don’t say ‘so far,’ asshole.”

“Do you like it here?” I asked.

“I do. It’s pretty, isn’t it?”

Podni looked around at the mosaic-covered buildings, each one shaped like a bowl turned upside-down. I had yet to see a building with flat walls and 90-degree corners. Even the guard towers were dome-topped cylinders. The air in this city smelled of jasmine, and everyone around us spoke in a bouncy, twangy language neither Podni nor I understood.

The name of this capital city and the country it was in are not important. The chances of it still being around are slim, anyway.

I told Horpus that I didn’t want to own the world, and that was completely sincere. I liked that Podni and I could be here and walk through the markets like normal people. We could browse shops and laze about in taverns. The only attention we received was because we were foreigners, but even that was fleeting. We were far from the only visitors to this metropolis, so we didn’t stand out that much, all things considered.

“Will this feel less magical once the gate is open?” Podni mused over an ale and a plate of sweets.

She had heard Purity and Solara complain enough about losing their sense of taste that she knew to indulge before she lost hers as well. Once she was undead, that sense would fade.

“Not in this way, no. I don’t think it will. A difficult distance has a way of flavoring how the destination feels, doesn’t it?”

“The farther away it is, the more special it is.”

“And a gate will make it next door, practically speaking.”

“Do you worry about getting bored one day?” Podni asked after a long pause. “That you’ll run out of things to do and see?”

“I think enough will change that experiences will respawn, so to speak, and if this world bores us, nothing is stopping us from moving on to others. Why? Is that something that worries you?”

“I know it should be, like that’s what you talk about when you answer those kinds of questions as a kid. It’s up there with ‘what if you could fly’ and ‘what if you could turn invisible.’ But no, I’m not worried. With you and the girls, it feels… safe.”

“I feel the same way.”

“I would feel safer if you stopped messing with Noble Sacrifice enchantments.”

I laughed. “Me too.”

“If you were less famous, you would be less of a target.”

“I’ve been thinking about that, actually,” I said. “We don’t have to stay famous.”

“What do you mean?” Podni asked with a dash of frosting on her lower lip.

“We have centuries ahead. We could dip out of the public eye. 50 years go by, and nobody would recognize us.”

“I like how that sounds. Sit back and enjoy the spoils of war instead of staying at war forever.”

“My thought exactly.” I took a drink of ale. Now that I had a taste for distilled debauchery, a mediocre brew was especially disappointing. “Can I ask why you chose this as our wedding ritual?”

Podni thought while she chewed. “My crush on you started when we were nobodies just trying to survive. I know that hindsight has a way of making hard moments feel romantic, but I think about how we both left Borja. I didn’t think I’d ever see you again. Now we’re getting married, like really, really married. Going back to that first feeling with an escape like this one had felt appropriate. We’re nobodies here, in a way.”

“Full circle.”

“Something like that, yeah.”

“I like it too. Do me a favor? Make sure we do this again, and don’t be afraid to remind me. My sense of time still hasn’t adjusted to being awake 24 hours a day. It either feels like forever or yesterday with no in between. You’ll know what I mean when you’re undead.”

“Yeah, but I’ll have it easy,” Podni replied. “I’ll have everyone to keep me company. You had to do it all on your own.”

She reached out to touch my face.

“That must have been hard sometimes. Lesser men would have let it break them.”

“Are you avoiding the other half of your ritual answer?” I teased. “You explained why you wanted to take this trip. You didn’t explain why you wanted tattoos.”

Podni covered her mouth when she giggled. “I didn’t intentionally leave that out. I must be a little buzzed because I don’t know what you mean.”

Blushing, she continued, “I’ve really liked the abyssal traits. Marking myself for you… I like what it represents, and I like seeing the depth of this represented on my body. Reaching under my shirt and feeling my scales reminds me of how far we’ve come. My wings are the same. I’m a better person, and it shows.”

“I like it. Do you have designs picked out?”

Podni grinned. “Before you ask, this artist has enchanted needles. Normal tattoo needles wouldn’t get through your constitution. You’re getting a pinup of me on your shoulder.”

“The art is you?”

“Yep.”

“You picked the right ritual. This reminds me of one of the things I love most about you.”

“My narcissism?”

I shook my head. “The way you express your confidence. A little over the top. A little reckless.”

“Well, thank you.”

“Are you getting a tattoo of yourself too?”

Podni giggled again, her face flush with drink. “No. Solara wrote out the word ‘yours’ in Abyssal for me. I thought it would look nice on my upper back, between my wings.”

A warm contentment flowed out from my chest. “I love it.”

She put her hand on mine. “I’m glad. We should probably start the walk to our appointment, actually.”

“We should come back to this spot in 100 years. Don’t forget.”

Podni pulled me out of my chair with both hands. “I won’t.”



Two guards and a servant escorted Podni and me to a dining room in the palace. Instead of chairs, the table was low to the floor and surrounded by fine carpets and pillows.

Earlier that day, before getting our tattoos, Podni picked out a dress in the local style. The yellow of a daffodil, the fabric was long and unstitched. 8 yards in length, it wrapped around her hips and draped over her shoulder. Though her toned legs were hidden, the thin material highlighted their form in fleeting glimpses as she walked.

A simple tube top covered her breasts, and the effect of the fabric over her shoulder turned the usually provocative garment into something subtle. Her bare midriff peeked out, and though one shoulder was completely covered, the other shoulder was naked and exposed. Half of her new tattoo and one folded black wing were visible.

My beautiful wife. And she was patient enough with me to understand that we had to have a business dinner on our wedding vacation.

Or maybe she liked the chance to dress up and show off. Judging by the sway of her hips and the smile…

A man and a woman greeted us. The woman was dressed similarly to Podni but wore green instead of yellow. The man wore long, loose robes made from silver fabric and stitched with gold thread. She was curvier than most women and wore it well, while her husband seemed decidedly average. He had a sharp beard and a hard brow, but were he not adorned in fine fabrics and expensive jewelry, I wouldn’t have taken him for a king.

“King Jillias and his wife Queen Ophonia,” the servant announced with a flourish and bowed.

“Welcome to our home, Lord Byron and Lady Podni,” the King said with a raspy voice carrying the rhythmic accent of the language we heard spoken throughout the city. “Please, sit. May you enjoy our company as much as you enjoy our drink.”

I sat on the floor with my legs crossed while Podni folded hers to one side. Servants poured us glasses of wine.

“I have read your proposal and the letters from your Queens,” King Jillias began, “but I like hearing a man speak in his own words. Tell me, Lord Byron, why should I agree to connect the capital of our great land to your city?”

“Maybe you shouldn’t,” I replied.

The King tilted his head. “I’m sorry?”

“I’m not here to tell you that you should or shouldn’t do something. You are a wise man who runs a beautiful country. I don’t pretend to know the complexities of your culture or the challenges your people may face, so I’m not here to tell you what’s best for your kingdom. I’m simply not qualified. I can tell you the opportunity I see, but I can’t say whether you should or shouldn’t agree.”

After thinking for a moment, enjoying a drink of his wine in the meantime, the King said, “You are more humble than the stories suggest.”

“I promise you that I am not humble.”

The King laughed. “Very well. Then describe the opportunity you see.”

“Distance creates unnecessary conflict,” I began. “Sending a letter from one kingdom’s capital to another can take months. By the time a letter is read, it's outdated, and the response that comes after even more so. At the same time, good men lose their lives on the roads and on the seas to transport wares across those same distances, and when those goods do arrive, the customer pays more for the journey than the product itself.

“With my gate system, you and your people can do business with anyone in the world. What used to take months by caravan would scarcely require an afternoon. Instead of distant, impersonal negotiations with far-off rulers, you are a short walk away from discussing matters face-to-face. The result? Fewer conflicts and more trade.”

“But you would own the nexus. A skeptic might argue that gives you an enormous amount of power over all of us should the kingdoms of the world commit to this idea, and that is before we discuss the implications of demonkind living and trading in Sanctuary South.”

“You worry I would hold those gates hostage or levy a brutal tax on all the goods and people who travel through Sanctuary.”

“Indeed,” the King said with a nod.

“Sanctuary South is a true neutral zone. In the hells, that is a sacred idea backed by the guarantee of someone strong enough to enforce that neutrality. A toll would violate that neutrality. Why do you suppose I chose the wastelands of the south for my city?”

“No one could dispute your taking the land, and a wise leader understands the role terrain plays in a city’s defense, if one has the exceptional means to build and survive in that terrain.”

“Exactly,” I replied. “I didn’t have to take that land away from anyone who already lived there. No conquering. No lengthy trade negotiations. I could build something new without hurting a single person. I assure you, King Jillias, conquering a city in a pleasant climate would have been far easier than building a new one in the harshest corner of our world. I don’t want your kingdom because I built my own. But you know what I do want?”

“What’s that, Lord Byron?”

“I want to visit beautiful places and surround myself with interesting people. My wife and I had a wonderful time in your city today. Your architecture, your music, your delicacies–we loved every detail. All of the people making those amazing things would hate me if I invaded. Great artisans would have to set aside their passions to instead make tools of war. The fields that grow your grapes would be stomped by marching armies, and your reserves of wine would dry up. I wish to enjoy all those things, not destroy them.”

Queen Ophonia spoke for the first time, her voice soft but full of poise. “Idealists are often found to be deceivers, which is why most would be skeptical of a person who claims wealth is not important to them.”

“Apologies, Your Grace, I did not mean to suggest wealth is not important to me. It certainly is.”

“Yet you would have us believe you would choose not to profit from this utopia of open trade you describe?”

I shook my head. “I would not have you believe that, and other business parties have raised similar concerns. One of the many lessons I learned from working with Queen Ashley was that my understanding of wealth was incomplete. Where her father believed that educating the masses was a wasteful expense, she has proven that an investment there produces far greater returns for her and her people. Smarter people run better businesses and make better choices. They enjoy a better quality of life and commit fewer crimes. The net return more than justifies the upfront cost, but as I said, her father couldn’t see past the first step.

“Yes, I could build these gates and fill my pockets with fees and tolls, but that is the least profitable path available to me. I make more money by making it easier for people to visit my city and do business there. More allies bring more opportunity, and I don’t have to waste capital on funding conflicts. I want to enjoy life, so I’d much rather pay to see a show in your city than pay a soldier to hurt people. As luck would have it, that’s also the far more profitable way to behave.”

The Queen turned to her husband. “He is good with words.”

The King nodded. “He is indeed. And what of the demons, Lord Byron? They are known for their cruelty toward humans. Connecting our kingdom to the hells is a worrisome proposition.”

“I negotiated terms with merchants from the hells on behalf of Sanctuary South, not the world,” I replied. “Passage through my gates is free but not uncontrolled. If we do not grant a being permission to use the gate, then they can’t. The same thing that keeps armies from using the nexus keeps demons from leaving Sanctuary South. If you decide to open your city to them, that is your choice. Otherwise, no demon will be able to use my gates to venture to your lands.”

“But your military could.”

“This is true,” I admitted. “Fortify your side of the gate so it’s suicide for a force to attempt it. You’ll never need those fortifications, but I can understand your need to be certain of your safety.”

The Queen glanced at Podni and back to me. “Is your wife permitted to speak? She has been silent since introductions.”

I chuckled. “She doesn’t need my permission.”

“No interest in politics then?”

I shook my head. “Actually, Podni brokered all the real estate transactions for Sanctuary South. She manages more of my business than I do.”

“I often find it more valuable to listen,” Podni said. “One of the reasons I’m with Byron is that he listens when I speak and trusts me to make choices without him.”

“What is it you have heard today?” the Queen asked.

“Voices who care a great deal about doing what’s best for their people and are, therefore, hesitant to trust. Byron already shared how much we enjoy your city, so what if I gave you the same sort of gift in return?”

“I do not believe I understand your meaning.”

“Come to Sanctuary South with me tomorrow, and I’ll give you the tour. We can eat good food and visit interesting shops. The parks are lovely too, and there’s lots of art to enjoy.”

“Tomorrow?”

Podni nodded. “Yes. We can be back by lunch if you like.”

“Such a thing is possible?”

“It’s exactly as Byron described. Quick and simple.”

The Queen turned to her husband. “Your thoughts?”

“Queen Ashley and Queen Invia have personally guaranteed our safety in all matters relating to Lord Byron of Zaglis,” the King replied. “Seeing the city for yourself would help me to decide our response to Lord Byron’s offer.”

“This travel is safe?” the Queen asked me.

“It is,” I answered. “If it pleases my wonderful hosts, I would prefer to remain in your city for at least another day while the Queen visits our city with Podni.”

“We accept your invitation,” King Jillias said on behalf of Queen Ophonia. “For purposes of safety, we can consider the Queen a peace envoy from our kingdom to yours.”

“Wonderful,” I said.

Escorting the Queen around Sanctuary wasn’t something Podni and I had discussed, but the move was masterful, and I was glad she had the confidence to make it without asking me first. Giving the Queen a taste of exotic luxury was a brilliant way to sell her on the alliance, and it could prove to be the key to this relationship.

I gently tugged the waistband on her panties with Silkmancer, so she knew how turned on I was by her mind.

She smiled and leaned in to speak softly. “I know.”


Chapter 35

When we departed the palace for the evening, Podni and I opted to continue our night rather than end it, so we enjoyed a stroll through the night market and found a tavern whose owner also ran the bakery next door. That meant more sweet treats for Podni. In a few hours, she would be undead, so I didn’t mind indulging her again.

“I keep looking for the trick,” she said to break a long stretch of silence.

“What do you mean?”

“When is the floor going to disappear and drop me in a pit of snakes? When will a bunch of people cover their mouths and laugh at me for falling for this prank?”

“I have the same thoughts sometimes, to be honest. Too good to be true.”

“Why is it so hard to enjoy something good? We spend so much of our lives hoping good things will happen, but when they do, we waste that time being afraid of them.”

“Of ruining it, or it betraying you,” I added to extend her thought.

“Or having it taken from you.”

“Yeah, that too. Is that what you’re experiencing now?”

Podni nodded. “I love you and the girls, and I know that this is what I want, but I’m so damn scared, Byron. If all this gets ripped out of my hands… I don’t think I could bounce back.”

“You’re allowed to be afraid.”

“I’ve never seen a drop of fear from Ithaca or Penny or Solara. They believe, without doubt, that our eternity is guaranteed.”

I wobbled my head as I thought. “That doesn’t mean they never worry about the future.”

“I don’t think they do.”

“First of all, we’re different people. You aren’t them, and they aren’t you. Those differences are what make our lives fun and interesting because we’re surrounded by great minds who keep finding new ways to surprise us. That means we respond to challenges differently as well.”

“Purity and I were talking one night,” Podni began. “She told me about a conversation you and she had where you talked about what it was like dying and coming back.”

I listened. Purity and I had indeed talked about that moment on many occasions.

“You describe this life as your second. You didn’t come back and resume your first. You started over. Purity suggested I think about this as not a new chapter in my life, but a new book. Undeath is a whole different kind of life.”

“That sounds wise,” I said.

“What if I’m afraid to ‘die?’ Mortal Podni is about to go away forever. I know that. I’m ready for my second life, and I can’t wait for it to start, but what if I screw that life up too? I’m worried I’ll squander this amazing blessing.”

“Conversations like this are one of the reasons I love you.”

“I don’t understand.”

I reached for Podni’s hand. “You almost never put your guard down. Your eyes are always scanning, looking for potential threats. That mentality kept us alive on multiple occasions. You were paying attention and helped us to act in the right ways at the right times. Becoming undead isn’t going to change that about you, and I don’t want it to, but you will need to do one thing differently to keep from losing your mind.”

“What’s that?”

“You have to let someone else take watch sometimes,” I said. “We trust you to see threats and opportunities, so trust us when we say that it’s safe to relax. The way your brain is put together, you’ll never actually turn off that fear of screwing something up, but you don’t always have to listen when it talks. So listen to me: You’re an amazingly capable person. You’re your own harshest critic. And you never have to handle life alone again. Not ever.”

Podni’s eyes were glossy with tears. “Can we get married now?”

I dumped a bunch of currency on the table, hoping I had done the conversion correctly. “Follow me.”

We went out the door and down an alley.

“Keep up if you can.”

I Silk Walked into the sky, climbing up and up toward the clouds and the stars. Podni used her Air Steering ability to chase me, one quick leap at a time. Her feet seemed to find purchase on nothing at all as she sped to catch me. In between, she beat her black wings to give her even more speed.

Up and up I went until the clouds were within reach. As soon as I paused, before I could turn around, Podni latched onto my back. She giggled as she put her lips to my neck.

“I love our life,” she said as she worked her way up to just behind my ear. “You understand me better than I do.”

I turned to kiss her, ending up with her legs wrapped around my hips, me standing in mid-air with a hot summer breeze wafting by. Every peck was accompanied by a slight moan, as if every touch of our lips sparked deep pleasure within her.

She paused to catch her breath and pressed her forehead to mine. “You make me feel so safe. Please. Marry me. Make me your wife.”

I held up the bite-sized golden ball. She snatched it with her teeth, without hesitation, and swallowed. Her eyes unfocused for a moment when she read the notification that she was now Immune to Holy.

The kisses resumed. She unzipped my pants, pulling me free. She stroked as she held the fabric of her dinner outfit aside and guided me into her.

Her back and thighs flexed each time she slowly lifted her hips and brought them back down, repeating the motion at a gentle, sensual pace. I felt her adoration in her every kiss. I felt her passion with every smooth insertion. Her love seemed to stop time. Every plane and every universe halted so that we could have this moment to ourselves.

Just us and the stars.

I used Touch of Abyssal Undeath as I squeezed her close.

She gasped and closed her eyes, leaning back to savor the sensation of abyssal scales forming at the base of her skull and spreading to the tops of her shoulders.

“I will always need you and want you,” she whispered.

“You will always have me.”

And we continued our slow fuck in the sky. No abilities. No tentacles. No debauchery.

We made true love, and my life was beautiful.



The next morning, while Podni escorted Queen Ophonia and her security through a silk noose teleporter, I joined King Jillias for a walk in his gardens. I suspected that part of his motivation was keeping tabs on me should his wife go missing or be held for ransom.

Which was fair. Wisdom is often mistaken for paranoia, and the King was right to keep me within his walls to ensure peace. Not because I intended to betray him, because I didn’t, but rather because it demonstrated the kind of awareness I liked to see in a business partner. Arranging to be with me right now was a simple way to be certain of his queen’s safety. I respected that.

“I know of two kings who have attempted to locate Sanctuary South in the southern lands,” King Jillias revealed as we walked between rose bushes that alternated red and dark purple.

“Oh?”

“They failed, or at least, that’s what they told their allies.”

“The wasteland is a big place.”

“Surely the true answer is not so simple. This barrier we have heard so much about–it occurs to me that no one has seen it from the outside. I do not expect a confirmation or a denial, but I believe that barrier makes your city invisible.”

“Very astute,” I said. And also very wrong.

“Do you fear your isolation could be used against you?” the King asked. “If Queen Ashley were to decide to close your gate, you would be cut off from the world. Assuming it’s true what you say about your teleporters being unable to move goods, that gate is your lifeline.”

“Sanctuary South has the infrastructure to be entirely self-sufficient. If the world does choose to cut us off, that makes me even more glad I chose the southern wastelands.”

“Why is that?”

“When a person is banished or cast out from their community, there are those who stand on the walls to watch how that person will react. Will they cry? Will they beg forgiveness? The cruelest among us might choose banishment specifically because they wish to witness the suffering that follows. If the world cuts us off, they will simply never see us again. They won’t get to watch from a distance to see what we do next.”

“You have an interesting perspective on the minds of men,” King Jillias said. “It is more tempered and more insightful than the stories would suggest, and I do not mean offense in saying that.”

“No offense taken. What do the stories suggest?”

“That you are a sex-crazed fiend who revels in violence and chaos.”

“That’s all true,” I admitted.

“All of it? One of the stories we learned of involved an incident where bandits attacked part of a city, called Flowst, if I recall correctly. According to the rumors, you singlehandedly slayed all 40 of them and then piled the pieces of their bodies on the road. They also say you personally carried every bloody piece.”

“I don’t recall the number of bandits,” I said. “Forty sounds like a lot, but it could be accurate.”

“Why did you do that with the corpses?”

“I didn’t know who I could trust, and my neighbors had suffered enough already. Making the consequences of violence visible is a good way to deter more of it. And in case you’re unsure of how to ask about the paladins, it’s true that I killed them too. And yes, I bed a lot of women and sometimes do so in the middle of dungeons. What the stories leave out is that every one of those conflicts came to me, and every woman I’ve screwed chose to have me.

“Ludwig the Lawful cornered me at the wedding reception of Queen Invia and Queen Ashley. He implied that if I did not accept his duel, then the guests at the party could be caught in the violence. Paulson the Pure tracked me down to an inn room where I was spending the weekend with someone I love. He made the innkeeper fetch me from my room and proceeded to make me an offer similar to Ludwig’s.

“I ask you in return: Who is the greater danger to society? The people who incite the violence or the people who are forced to face it?”

“You suggest that paladins are not good people?”

“I know they aren’t,” I answered immediately. “I don’t believe wearing the colors of the Goddess and calling yourself a priest makes you a good person either. Too often, those supposed symbols of goodness are used to hurt people. Am I a good person? No, but I don’t pretend to be. While everyone is fearful of what the wolf on the distant ridge might do, the wolves in sheep’s clothing are inside the town eating the innocent.”

We walked several paces without speaking, the chirping of birds the only voices to break the silence. Eventually, King Jillias said, “Do you find that this level of candor puts people at ease in negotiations, or is it intended to instill respect and, perhaps, fear?”

“Wolves have teeth. Cacti have thorns. Hives have bees with stingers. I’m not like this as a ploy or a negotiation tactic. I simply see no reason to hide what I am. I’m not ashamed of it, so if someone does get pricked by my thorns, everyone else knows it was their own damn fault.”

The King laughed. “Strange how honesty can make so many enemies, hmm?”

“I find that those enemies fear their own dishonesty being discovered.”

“If I were to ask for your honest thoughts in this moment, would you reveal what is really on your mind?”

“I’m thinking the gardens are nice, but I’d enjoy them more if a woman was sucking my dick and two beautiful women pleasured each other while I watched.”

“Ha! Some kings would be offended by such speech.”

“They pretend that my words offend them, but the real offense comes from within themselves. They have the same kind of thoughts I do. They want to think they’re better than me, and they don’t want to acknowledge, even in their own minds, that I have the bravery to admit what they will keep secret for the rest of their lives.”

King Jillias thought. “What kind of king do you think I am?”

“I watched your face as I spoke. I didn’t see shame or fear in your reaction. I saw you look around your garden, picturing it full of beautiful women. You agreed that such a thing would be much better than flowers.”

“It certainly would.”



Podni’s day out with Queen Ophonia sealed the King and Queen’s interest in connecting their kingdom to Sanctuary South. Invia ended up joining them, which I think helped further assuage any fears of what other royals thought of Sanctuary South. The trio shared a lighthearted girls’ day out, and within hours of their return, King Jillias and Queen Ophonia agreed to join my trade network.

The route wouldn’t open instantly, however. Taking my suggestion, Jillias decided to locate the gate in a place that was highly defensible, should I turn rabidly warthirsty one day and attempt to invade his city via that same gate.

No, that concern didn’t offend me. King Jillias was being entirely reasonable in wanting to protect his people against such a possibility, and seeing business partners taking simple precautions was reassuring. That meant they were capable of thinking through the potential consequences of their decisions and took practical steps to stop problems from becoming major crises, should they arise.

That kind of partner was more likely to consider all of the facts before jumping to any extreme conclusions. That was ideal for a long, productive relationship, I believed, one I hoped that would continue through his heirs and all the other heirs to follow.

King Jillias’ placement for the gate was outside of the original city walls in a newly constructed bastion, a brand new walled area that attached to the main fortifications in a manner akin to a vestibule in a home. If invaders attacked from outside, the gate was protected from external threats. If an army suddenly poured through the gate, they would find themselves trapped in the bastion, surrounded by soldiers who could fire down on them.

The Sanctuary side of that gate was on the island in the middle of our reservoir, next to the gate that linked my city to the Capital of my home kingdom. What King Jillias did with walls, we did with water.

Most importantly, King Jillias didn’t blink when I explained that the gates needed to be regularly “recharged” to function properly and that we needed to start early on loading the initial charge if we wanted the gate to be usable right when the walls were finished.

But don’t worry. Sanctuary South will take care of the costs and labor for maintaining the gate’s power levels. Once a week, the gate had to “vent” waste mana to keep the flow of energy even and steady, but waste mana was harmless, so it was just shot into the air.

Lies. Lies. Lies.

My gates didn’t need to be charged or powered, and the smoke-stack-style attachment didn’t actually connect to the gate in any meaningful way. All of the fuel going in was Intoxicate+100 bombs. Regularly dosing the city with them should help to drive sales in my toy line and make the nobles of that country far more pliable in the future.

Once the other kingdoms saw how King Jillias profited from linking his country to the trade nexus, they would want gates of their own. Those gates would also release Intoxicate+100 bombs at regular intervals. Soon, I wouldn’t have to worry about anyone on the material plane wanting to harm me because they would all want to fuck me instead.

Feeling exceptionally proud of myself, I gathered my party and took us back into the tower. We had work to do yet, and the next piece of my plan couldn’t come to pass until we had a direct route to the heavens.


Chapter 36

Floors 51 through 60 were all themed after what I initially described as types of sins, but Purity argued they were more like character flaws or negative emotions. A sin was a specific choice that the Goddess forbade, but these floors were more like states of being.

We knew which floor was which flaw because the very first room at the top of the stairs displayed it prominently in elegant, elaborate script:

51 - Despair

52 - Covetous

53 - Wrong

54 - Shame

55 - Deceit

56 - Despise

57 - Cowardice

58 - Cruelty

59 - Rage

60 - Indifference

Each floor seemed designed to instill those emotions in us as we crawled. Despair, for example, depicted horrific scenes of innocents being slain in the form of paintings and sculptures. The elderly, women, children–it all seemed designed to evoke a feeling of hopelessness, like the world was doomed to be this awful for the rest of time.

The floor of covetous buffed Invia regularly while debuffing the rest of us. Enemies avoided attacking her and targeted other party members instead. I got the impression we were supposed to be jealous of her and to begin resenting her for being the floor favorite.

Wrong made us do awful things to open locked doors, like stabbing a dungeon-generated baby or inflicting pain on an old woman, having to reach a certain extreme for the passageway to unlock.

And on and on the themed obstacles went through all 10 of these floors. In between those emotional challenges were humanoids with smooth bodies and blank faces. They reminded me of the class-specific battles we fought on an earlier set of floors, but instead of mobbing us with all of one type of class, we faced relatively balanced parties instead. The composition varied from encounter to encounter, so one group might have two tanks and then archers, while the next party would have a makeup similar to ours: fighter, barbarian, rogue, white mage, black mage.

The floor of indifference was the plainest of them all. Every room was devoid of furniture or decorations, empty save for more faceless humanoids. The next battle always added another mob, so the rooms grew progressively more chaotic and difficult as we went.

The boss room for that floor was 20 faceless mobs, which I estimated were each around level 35.

We thrashed them all. I grew weary of the tedium of the tower climb and was impatient to move my plans forward, so I let my stats carry us. Solara’s spells or Podni’s bomb cleaned up anything I missed. With that approach, we jogged through those 10 floors in less than 6 days.

Floors 61 and 62 had obvious individual themes, but we struggled to identify the larger collection they fit within. Floor 61 was all yellow–the walls, the floors, the ceiling, and the monsters.

The tower didn’t convert a monster to a yellow version but rather spawned monsters that naturally embodied those colors, so the yellow floor had a number of golden enemies–like lizards or living statues–as well as plant monsters with yellow petals or flame creatures that burned yellow.

Floor 62 was the same but all yellow-green. When we saw that floor 63 was all green, Solara hypothesized that we were fighting through the color wheel. If she was right, the next floor would be all blue-green.

And she was. We concluded that floor, confirmed that floor 64 was blue, and warped back to Sanctuary to sleep in our own beds before continuing the climb.

We returned to total chaos.



+39 Progress to your fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 82 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

“Master!” Abby shouted, appearing in my bedroom moments after we teleported out of the tower.

She had scorch marks and scrapes all over her void-black skin.

“The Swamp Temple and Water Temple were attacked,” she continued. “I am so sorry, Master. I failed you.”

My stomach dropped. “Slow down. Who attacked? How bad is it?”

“The King of the Abyss. There is nothing left of either Temple, Master. They came out of the swamps in Grubiit and from the ocean in Zaglis. They smashed through the wards. They were struck simultaneously and fell within minutes. 37 of our followers, 17 pleasure girls, as well as Drae and Stacey, were killed or taken. We do not know their true fates.”

“We have to go help!” Invia said, moving to leave for the statue garden.

Abby shook her head. “They destroyed my shielding wards but not my detection wards. Neither Temple has any survivors.”

“We still need to check.”

“The teleporters to those Temples were destroyed,” Abby reported. “The nooses in Sanctuary no longer connect to anything on the other side. I had to flee to the Grubiit dungeon to return home.”

I used Ruler’s Voice to speak to all of my followers at once, saying, “My treasures. We are under attack. Wherever you are, dungeon or town, return to Sanctuary immediately. If you are in Grubiit, go to the dungeon. If you are in Zaglis, shelter in town until we can come get you.”

“Where is Ashley?” I asked Abby.

“She is in Sanctuary, Master.”

“Good. Don’t let anyone leave. I’m going to look at the damage in Grubiit.”

“We’re coming with you,” Invia said.

I shook my head. “No. We aren’t throwing any more lives away today.”

“At least take Cici to protect you,” Purity suggested with a hint of desperate begging in her voice.

“Fine. I’ll take Cici. I want all of you to secure Sanctuary South. Deploy extra silk soldiers to the gate island, increase guard numbers at the crystal towers, and put more silk soldiers in and around the castle. Do not use Byron bots. Those are still unknown to our enemy, so we should save the element of surprise there.”

“If they took Drae and Stacey,” Solara began, “they likely looted all of their materials and projects.”

Damn it. I should have relocated the demon sisters to Sanctuary South long before this. For how important they were, leaving their workshops in Zaglis was an embarrassingly shortsighted misstep. Abaddon probably knew all about the Byron bots by now. He might even be forcing Drae to build similar constructs for him. Surely Abaddon would see the value in the Gol-Gol slime armor tech and want to use it for himself.

“Get Sanctuary South secured,” I commanded. “I’ll be back soon.”

With the dungeon core, I could warp Cici and me from Penny’s Bar directly to the dungeon entrance. I ignored the gasps and shouts of the guards when we emerged on the surface. I jumped in the direction of the Swamp Temple and used Silk Walk to run the rest of the way through the air. Cici didn’t have the ability to faux-fly the way I did, but she was plenty fast and kept up on foot.

The Swamp Temple and the adjoining mansion, where most of my prostitutes lived, were bloody craters. Black smoke billowed from the wreckage, and white smoke joined it wherever swamp water flowed into fire. By the end of the day, the swamp water would reclaim the land entirely.

The destruction was total. The debris left behind didn’t look like enough to have belonged to two mansions, and I didn’t see bodies or personal items anywhere. Abaddon had struck hard enough that they were vaporized. Just poof. Erased from existence in an instant.

I could still feel the magic that had been used here and knew immediately that I would not have survived the attack if I had been present. The power unleashed was well beyond me, like I was the ant and Abaddon held the magnifying glass.

“A Cici is sorry, Master,” the angeli next to me said, looking across the ruins of my Temple.

“I am too. Come on. Let’s get back. There’s nothing that we can do here.”

I didn’t have an easy way to travel to Zaglis now that the teleporter in our temple had been destroyed. I should have thought to hide teleporters elsewhere in the cities where we had Temples for a scenario just like this one. Abby’s wards made me cocky, and now my followers paid the price.

That first invasion of Zaglis, when Cici and I mowed down a small demon army, was sent purely to assess our strength and to evaluate our wards. When Abaddon’s soldiers returned, they were fully prepared to overcome what now looked like pitiful defenses. My Temples and my followers hadn’t stood a chance.

Abby theorized that Abaddon’s soldiers entered the material plane through a dungeon, likely Lopav or the Capital, given what we knew about those fuckface Dungeon Lords, and then used Gate spells to swiftly move units to and from their targets.

Transportation magic, whether that be static teleporters, permanent gates, or summoned gates, could only move a person elsewhere on the same plane. Abaddon couldn’t cast a Gate spell from the abyssal plane and pop out in Grubiit. The same was true of the more permanent versions of the same concept.

Abaddon’s forces had to cross planes via the dungeons first and then Gate travel. That mattered because it still meant he was limited by logistics at least somewhat. To invade the material plane, he had to move his army from the abyssal plane to the infernal plane and then to hell before finally entering the material plane. If he could warp his force from the abyssal plane directly to my doorstep, my plight would have been even more hopeless.

By the next morning, more than half of the demons who visited or owned property in Sanctuary South were gone. Neutral zone or not, they didn’t want to be there when Abaddon showed up again. They knew how that was going to end, after all.

With the demon population declining, it was only a matter of time before human merchants lost interest or had the same realization the demons had. With Stacey and Drae taken from me, our manufacturing business was gutted. We couldn’t make weapons, constructs, or sex toys.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!



Purity stepped timidly into my room, finding me pacing the length of my windows.

“I have more news you should know,” she said grimly.

“Go ahead.”

“Lala and Lili were on the beach in Zaglis when the Temple was attacked. We don’t believe they survived.”

I closed my eyes and tilted my head back, breathing deeply. I quite liked the twins.

“I’m sorry,” Purity added.

“All the time we spent preparing was just him watching and observing. He knew we were aware of his threat, so he let us build up to our absolute best, tested it with a small attack, and then came back to thoroughly annihilate us.”

“Why did he stop at those two temples?”

“I’m so far out of my element here that my only answer is he wants to play with his food before he eats it.”

“We can rebuild.”

“Wouldn’t make a difference. He is so much stronger than us in every way. I thought I understood that before, but my human mind fell well short of comprehending what we’re up against.”

“Do we really have no options?” Purity asked.

“My plan to defeat him is still viable,” I answered. “Pulling it off will be harder, and we don’t know how much time he’ll give us, but it can still work. First, none of our people are going into dungeons for the foreseeable future. Move all of the leveling to the tower where we know it’s only us. Second, gather up as much of the inventory for the Byron and Penny toys as you can. With Drae not around to make them, we have to get creative in producing more. I’d like to have 100 of each at least. If you get desperate, collect used ones.”

“Yes, Master,” Purity replied, bowed, and touched a teleporter to leave and begin her work.

“Abby,” I called.

She materialized.

“With your wards, can you make a shell out of objects? I want a solid shroud that can be moved as one piece but can be dispelled in an instant to reveal what’s inside.”

“Like an overturned glass that shatters easily when we wish it to.”

“Exactly.”

“Yes, Master.”

“Come with me.”

We ventured to the Grubiit dungeon and went to the room where the repurposed Gol-Gol golem guarded my dungeon core. I placed a gate to connect that core room with the one in Flowst.

Since the Flowst core had far more DP to spend, I needed to do this there.

I used the dungeon core to summon a few dozen sheets of iron. Abby’s wards bound them together to encase the golem completely, and we confirmed that the golem could pick it up from the inside and move if necessary. Next, we lashed every Byron’s Blessing, Byron’s Bliss, and Penny’s Blessing to the shell as we could, using long chains to encircle the whole of the structure. When we were done, the chains looked like metal vines that had somehow grown dildos.

I bought Basic Soldier Intelligence and then Improved Soldier Intelligence, for a total expense of 7.5 million DP. Then I spent another 2.5 million to add the Gol-Gol golem and its sex toy outerwear to the Flowst dungeon core spawn menu.

Shit. These were expensive. They cost 2,000 DP apiece to spawn, but they were also exceptionally powerful. This was said to be the strongest construct ever created. It had been the body for the legendary Gol-Gol brothers, after all.

I spent another 2 million DP to spawn 1,000 of them.

For each golem we spawned, we stripped all of the sex toys off the shell and set them aside to sell later. Then, we inundated Sanctuary South with the mega-golems. Because of their shells, no one knew what we had hidden beneath. If we were attacked, the golem would dispel the ward and leap into action to defend my kingdom. Until then, they sat inside the shroud, looking like large, abstract decorations to outsiders.

Gol-Gol tech should stand a chance against Abaddon’s forces, but my confidence in thoughts like those had been destroyed along with two of my Temples. It was clear I had no actual concept of how powerful Abaddon was.

I just needed to buy time.

With the Gol-Gol shells moving into position, I was about to head back to my room for more planning when a system notification appeared:

A summoner on the plane of cherubim invites you for an audience. You cannot receive or deliver harm for as long as you remain within the summoning circle, and you may return to your home plane at will. These rules cannot be broken or cheated by either party.

Do you accept the invitation?

Yes / No

That was the second-highest celestial plane, right below seraphim. Arcturus was from a lower plane, so this offer hadn’t come from him.

Getting that invitation now couldn’t have been a coincidence, and there wasn’t a chance it was anything but bad news.


Chapter 37

A summoner on the plane of cherubim invites you for an audience. You cannot receive or deliver harm for as long as you remain within the summoning circle, and you may return to your home plane at will. These rules cannot be broken or cheated by either party.

Do you accept the invitation?

Yes / No

I kept reading the invitation. Again and again, unsure of how to proceed.

The system guaranteed my safety, but how much did I trust a system that gave people the quest objective of killing me? Perhaps people as powerful as cherubim had a way of forcing me out of a summoning circle or some other such workaround that screwed me over.

If I were truly safe, however, this was an opportunity to gain more information. Even if the cherubim didn’t answer any of my questions, whatever they chose to ask me about would give me a glimpse of their motives.

Fuck it. Half of my kingdom was already on fire. The walls were suddenly closing in on me, and I needed every advantage I could get.

I selected Yes.

I appeared at the bottom of what appeared to be some manner of lecture hall. The room was a perfect circle and ringed by solid marble tables and chairs that rose in layers like seats in a stadium. Curiously, I didn’t see any doors leading into the room, and there weren’t any stairs between the levels. Every table was a solid ring with no apparent way in or out.

I could see the lowest three rows clearly, but every row after that was obscured by unnatural darkness. I was aware that beings sat within that darkness, watching me, but I couldn’t see them.

The people I could see reminded me of Stacey, except instead of solid chrome bodies, these appeared to be platinum. Both men and women were present, and none of the platinum people wore clothes.

Lastly, I knew without a doubt that I was the weakest being in this room by a substantial margin. Just one cherubim could end me.

“Byron of Zaglis,” a woman in the lowest row said, her voice booming through the room as if amplified by an unseen force. “Does this form suit you for negotiations?”

Sense Weakness didn’t return any results, and if she noticed my attempt, she didn’t bother reacting to it.

“Form?” I asked.

“Humans cannot look upon a cherubim’s splendor and live. We take these forms for your benefit but can adjust them if these confuse or scare you.”

“Why am I here?” I was pretty sure I had already seen a seraphim’s true form. If that didn’t kill me, the cherubim was likely spewing propaganda rather than truth.

“You are a war criminal and an enemy to the heavens. Your sword has ended the lives of hundreds of humans wise enough to give us their devotion, and you have stolen a grigori from their rightful master. We call upon you now because we wish to claim you before the King of Abyss does.”

“You can’t trap me here if I was summoned.”

Hawty giggles and chuckles rained down from the audience, and even the female cherubim speaking to me smirked.

“Yes, human, you are correct. That is how summoning circles work. We called upon you to negotiate the terms of your surrender. The King of the Abyss will torment you for eternity. You will know nothing but unbelievable pain for the rest of time. If you surrender to us, we will give you a finite sentence, at the end of which you will be executed. Our offer is far more merciful, as even you should be able to see.”

I’m ashamed to admit that I briefly considered taking them up on their offer. Being captured by Abaddon had been a fear of mine for some time, so much so that I used to carry Holy water on a necklace, alongside a Legendary Healing potion. If I was captured, I could end my own life with the Holy water.

But now, I was immune to Holy. I didn’t have a way to swiftly opt out anymore.

“What do you propose?” I asked.

“A sentence of 100,000 years. Since we are truly merciful, you can reduce that sentence to 20,000 if you join us in fighting the King of the Abyss.”

“And still end up captured by him anyway.”

“That is indeed a possible future.”

“Why haven’t you killed him yourselves?” I asked.

“You are not permitted to ask questions.”

“Why not?”

“Because you are a war criminal.”

“But you answered that question just now.”

The cherubim scowled. Shooting my mouth off in this situation was unwise, but I still couldn’t help myself. Worse, I was entirely unprepared for this scenario. Of all the potential predicaments I imagined and thought through, an audience with cherubim judges was not one of them.

“I have a counterproposal,” I said. “We become allies, and we’ll eliminate our common enemy together.”

This time, the room was filled with loud guffaws. The woman who had been speaking with me raised a hand to call for quiet. “You are not permitted to offer counterproposals.”

“You described this as a negotiation.”

“Yes. We have offered you two paths and given you the choice between them.”

“Perhaps the King of the Abyss would be more interested in allying with me? I understand he and his wife were seraphim, and he has stormed your gates many times in the past.”

Reading a platinum metal face that wasn’t human was difficult, but I swore the speaking cherubim looked concerned and uncomfortable. I found a sore spot, apparently. I didn’t know what else to do, so I poked it again.

“Is she still around? In terms of personal history, the bad blood he has for the heavens has to be far, far deeper than any disdain he holds for me. Maybe a little of my creativity is all the King of the Abyss needs to finally kill all of you.”

“Your words do nothing but erode the mercy we offer,” the cherubim replied.

“Can I talk to her?”

Several voices exchanged words in a language I didn’t know. The cadence of the conversation made it sound like a discussion of what to do with me, most likely.

Paladins remaining: 2

Oh, that was an interesting notification. I didn’t kill anyone, so my best guess was that one of the three surviving paladins abandoned their class. Or worked up the bravery to jump from a high place.

“What happens when you run out of paladins?” I asked. “I’m still new to being a sovereign, but I’ve figured out that the system rewards things like prayer and worship. How much power did you lose from all those deaths? How about the decline of the Church of the Goddess? That couldn’t have been good for you all either.”

The cherubim ignored me and continued to talk with one another.

“Hey!” I yelled.

When they didn’t stop to acknowledge me, I yelled again and received the same non-response.

“I have an answer for your offer,” I said, finally.

That got their attention.

I took out my dick and started stroking. “It’ll take me a second to get there, so hang on.”

I blinked and was back in Sanctuary South.

All of that power and security I believed I had was imaginary. These last few weeks and months of confidence, of knowing I had this figured out, were nothing but self-delusion. I was strong by material plane standards but was a mere annoyance to my numerous extraplanar enemies. They looked down on me the way I looked down on a level 1 adventurer. My existence was entirely inconsequential.

No, that couldn’t be true. They wouldn’t summon an inconsequential being to make them an offer. They wanted me to think I didn’t matter, but the simple act of acknowledging me proved that wasn’t the case.

What was it about me that scared them? What made them worry?

If I could figure that out, perhaps I could live long enough to see this through to the end.

But I had no fucking idea what it might be.



I knocked on the door to Abby’s Sanctuary penthouse apartment. With a confused lilt in her voice, she yelled that I could come in.

Abby’s penthouse felt more like the lobby of a fancy hotel than any place actually lived in. The chairs and couches were pleasant aesthetically but looked uncomfortable, and her bookshelf was ordered alphabetically. I didn’t know if this apartment felt untouched because of her obsessive need to be clean and orderly or because she never did anything but work. If the latter was the case, then I was to blame. One of the most critical pieces of my operation, and I took her for granted.

“Master?” I did not hear you call me. My apologies.

“I didn’t call. I came to see you.”

“You need only summon me.”

“For this kind of visit, you deserve the respect of me coming to you.”

“Master?” Abby asked, tilting her head.

“Sit with me, please,” I said, taking a seat on one end of a red velvet couch.

Abby took the other.

“I owe you an apology. It was my job to keep you and your sisters safe, and I failed. I let you all down.”

Abby shook her head. “No, Master. You did not fail.”

“I promised to protect you. I’m sorry about the pain this has caused, and you don’t need to respond or reassure me. What matters to me is making certain that you know I mean that. I’m sorry, and I can’t imagine what kind of hurt you’re feeling right now.”

She looked to the floor and nodded meekly. I had never seen Abby vulnerable before. Was that because she did a good job of hiding it or was this the first time I gave her cause to feel sadness?

“I miss them,” she said.

“Me too. I’m doing everything in my power to get them back.”

“The war is more important.”

“This is the war. We haven't won if we haven't brought them home.”

Abby’s tails flicked back and forth while her wings drooped. “The lives of a few demons are a small cost in a war.”

I grabbed both of her shoulders and turned her toward me. “Abby. Listen to me. My only objective is to keep our people safe. None of you is expendable. This war is only worth winning if you're there to enjoy what comes after.”

Abby looked at the hands resting on her. “You have never touched me for so long.”

The liluti leaned into me, burying her face in my chest while I was mindful not to lose an eye to one of her horns.

She started to cry.

“I know,” I said, wrapping my arms around her. “We all miss them.”

Her skin felt like the underside of a warm blanket, and she smelled like lavender. With her in my embrace, I felt the hum of compulsion. The idea that I should never let her go trickled into my brain.

“I'm not doing that on purpose,” she whimpered.

“How did you know I noticed?”

“I felt your chest tighten. You do that when you notice something concerning.”

“Do I?”

She nodded without lifting her head. “You touch the back of your neck when you're uncomfortable. Your right arm tenses when you're annoyed, probably because that's your sword arm.”

Abby had served me well. Being close to her felt so right. Why had I denied myself so long?

I leaned around the horns and kissed Abby on the top of her head. “Thank you for being so good to me,” I said.

She pulled away slightly to look up at me. This close, her eyes were hypnotizing, like a thousand galaxies swirled in their depths, soaking in the secrets of the universe.

Her gaze darted from my eyes to my lips and back.

I didn't care if this was succubus magic at work. This feeling was better than dreamdust. It was a soothing peacefulness where I felt loved, where I felt that my lust was not just welcome but admired.

I dipped my head and kissed her. Abby's lips were even more magnetic than her skin. Now that they were together, I never wanted them to be apart.

She tasted like decadent indulgence, and she growled with delight when I pressed harder.

A desire struck me. I guided her head to the side so I could kiss down her neck while I ran my fingers up her thighs.

“Master,” she gasped.

I gave her sex the barest of grazes. She groaned and spread her legs.

“You deserve this,” I whispered, taking my kisses down her chest. I lowered myself to the floor as I crossed her abyssal black stomach.

“Master, it should be me who-”

“Quiet,” I commanded. “The only reason to stop me is if you don't want this.”

She looked down, biting her lip nervously.

“Do you want me to stop?”

Abby shook her head slightly.

I wouldn't have expected a liluti to be nervous, especially one who had been openly and vocally depraved for as long as I had known her.

With a hand on each knee, I spread her completely. The motion parted her lips just enough to reveal a hint of wet violet.

I returned to where I had stopped before and finished kissing down her stomach. She jerked when my lips met hers. Again, the barest of touches was enough to send arcs of pleasure shuddering through her.

My tongue flicked out.

“Fuck, Master. It’s better than I imagined.”

My head tipped forward, and I pressed my tongue flat, swirling the flesh over her clit. I stiffened my tongue, parting her, and licked her pleasure directly. She tasted a little salty with a wine-like sweetness beneath.

Every touch filled me with contentment. Every taste bathed me in fulfillment. Here, between Abby's legs, was the safest place in the world.

Soon, a sort of drunken fervor swept me away, and I worked and worked and worked my liluti, my tongue singing praises to her beauty and strength.

Her growl turned into a high-pitched yell, as though she would be even louder but devoted all her strength to holding it back.

Her climax tasted the way a strong hit of moonrock felt, and Abby had to peel me off to get me to stop.

I wiped my mouth and climbed to my feet, my sense of balance swaying as I did. Some distant, primal part of my mind demanded that I leave Abby's apartment, that I get away.

What justification it had, I didn't know, but it grew angrier the longer I lingered.

If it's so important, fine, I'll leave.

“Goodnight,” I said to Abby, leaving her limp on the couch with her legs spread.



I sat in my Sanctuary room with my head in my hands. I knew with complete certainty that a clear mind was critical in times like these, but no matter what I did, the storm of doubt and fear raged on.

The harder I tried to think, the worse it got. Even the focus required for reading was no match for the crashing waves.

The only thing left to do was wallow. Maybe tomorrow I would break out of this fugue and have the key inspiration I needed to succeed in this war. Maybe then I’d feel like I had a chance, like I could actually see the other side of this war with Abaddon.

+4 Progress to Your Fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 81 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

A summoner on the abyssal plane invites you for an audience. You cannot receive or deliver harm for as long as you remain within the summoning circle, and you may return to your home plane at will. These rules cannot be broken or cheated by either party.

Do you accept the invitation?

Yes / No

First, the cherubim and now Abaddon.

Motherfucker. Of course, he would want an audience now. The King of the Abyss wanted to gloat, to see the terror and humiliation on my face when he reminded me that I would not die. No, I would live forever in utter suffering for having dared to oppose his sovereignty.

Was the best decision to ignore him for the sake of my pride, or should I hear him out in the hopes that peace between us was possible?

Abaddon demonstrated that he outclassed me, handily. I would be a fool to pass up the chance to put an end to this.

I accepted the invitation and found myself in a throne room remarkably similar to the first floor of the tower. I had expected a dark castle with low torchlight, wrought iron, and rough-cut stone. Instead, I was greeted by white marble pillars and flowerbeds. The ceiling overhead was glass, and I assumed the darkness beyond was the sky for the abyssal plane. The stars were few, maybe a dozen, where I was used to nights with thousands upon thousands, and they seemed to be moving away from us, as if this whole world was falling.

Up a set of stairs, the being I presumed to be Abaddon sat upon a white crystal throne with a slight slouch and one foot propped casually on his knee. The summoning circle was within reach of the bottommost step, so the effect of having to look almost straight up exaggerated his already imposing figure.

He was at least 16 feet tall with a lower jaw and jowls like those of a bulldog, while the rest of his head was that of a black bison. His torso and arms were humanoid, and his skin had the same void darkness as Abby’s. His lower half was like the back legs of a wolf, and the claws extending from those paws were as big as my hand. His wings, folded against his shoulders, had the sheen of black silk.

Two liluti, both taller than Abby, sat at his feet, bound by slave collars, chains, and manacles. Two other demons hung on either side of the throne, their backs bent by wooden blocks, as if they permanently leaned away. Something like hot wax dripped on them at unpredictable intervals. They gasped and whimpered through their ball gags each time a fresh drop splashed on their breasts.

One had skin of metal, and the other had the skin of a lizard.

Drae and Stacey looked at me with pleading eyes. I wondered after the meeting how long Abbadon had them strung up like that. In the presence of the King of the Abyss, however, I could think of nothing beyond the overwhelming pressure of his presence. He was so awe-inspiringly powerful. I was a candle flame, and he was all the roaring fires of hell. I wasn’t even worthy of being compared to him.

“Byron of Zaglis,” Abaddon boomed, his voice carrying a permanent growl that seemed to vibrate the room. His fangs were longer than my fingers. “You’re shorter than I expected you to be.”

“Why did you summon me?”

“I have been informed that the cherubim made you an offer. It seemed appropriate that I provide the counter.”

I waited and listened.

“I had heard Byron of Zaglis was brash and loud, never afraid to offend a noble or two. Yet, you are so very quiet.”

He gave me a chance to reply and frowned when I didn’t. If Abaddon was hoping for a show where I hurled enraged insults or fell to my knees and begged for my life, he wasn’t going to get it.

“Very well,” he said after a while. “By now, you know that it was a mistake to challenge my sovereignty. You conquered men and believed yourself strong, only to learn that the lives of men are to me what summer flies are to you. Buzz, buzz, little nuisance. You’re about to be crushed.”

“Do you actually have an offer?”

“The cherubim are petty creatures. 100,000 years to be followed by your execution? 20,000 years, and you become a warrior slave for the celestials? These aren’t offers. They are insults, offered only to inspire fear and anger for their entertainment. I, however, am a pragmatist.”

He tugged on a chain, and one of the liluti lifted a dick the length and width of my forearm from between Abaddon’s legs and began to lick.

“You might be a human, but you slayed the Gol-Gol brothers. The Forgotten One believed you were an easy meal, and you eluded her with ease. Besting the Frozen Fiend is less of a surprise, but regardless of his intelligence, he is leagues stronger than you. At the same time, you’ve established an empire fashioned so expertly that humans don’t realize it is you they pray to you. Is any of this incorrect?”

I shook my head.

“I propose that you bend the knee to me, and I will make you my viceroy of the material plane. If you serve me faithfully, I will see that you are rewarded.”

“Just like that?”

“Indeed. Since you will become my property, I will have claim to all that you possess. Your women will be brought to the abyss for my pleasure, and you will redesign Sanctuary South to pay homage to my greatness. Where celestials wish to imprison you for 20,000 years, I believe 1,000 is sufficient for your contrition.”

That was a terrible offer, but he was right that it was far better than what the cherubim offered me.

“And the rewards you speak of?” I asked.

“I have gone to great lengths to acquire the soul of Tad of Borja from the underworld. I believe your rudimentary understanding of the universe is enough to grasp how remarkable this action really is. If you serve me well, I will give you his soul to do with as you wish.”

Bile burned the back of my throat. I didn’t consider Byron of Zaglis to be Tad’s son. I had moved on from that life and left my guilt behind with it. Though I didn’t respect or miss Tad, I still loved him. I still believed him to be a good man who tried his best. He did nothing to deserve having his very soul turned into a bargaining chip.

Abaddon knew that this was no reward. This was simple extortion.

“I am generous, am I not?” Abaddon asked, his grin filled with sharp teeth.

“My understanding of that word must be different from yours.”

“Oh, Byron. Now is no time to be a sore loser. If dear old daddy isn’t motivating, I’ll let you have one of your wives. I will retrain her properly first, naturally, but you can have her back when I’m done.”

Everything in me wanted to shout and curse, to spit and piss on the name of Abaddon, but I had to remember I was outclassed. This could be my only chance at a fate better than an eternity of torture, if I wasn’t able to kill myself first, that is.

“May my human mind have time to think on your offer?”

“Ha! What do humans say, fortune favors the bold? I expected more decisiveness from Byron of Zaglis.”

I held my tongue.

“Is that really all you have to say to me?” he asked.

“I didn’t choose to oppose you,” I replied. “The system decided that for me when it upgraded my class and my aspect. Threatening your kingdom was never an interest of mine.”

“The system is an unusual force, is it not? We have thousands upon thousands of books about the nature of magic and how it can be captured and manipulated, but no being has yet to explain how the system works. We know what it does, but we don’t manipulate it. The system manipulates us. I, on the other hand, know the truth.”

I waited for him to tell me.

Abaddon sighed. “You bore me. You have 72 hours to accept or decline my offer.”

Then I was back in my room in Sanctuary. If I forfeited everything I had, Abaddon would let me live.

What kind of choice was this? I could fight Abaddon and lose. I could bow to him and serve him for eternity. Or I could put one of Podni’s bombs in my mouth and blow myself to tiny, irrecoverable pieces.


Chapter 38

Lilac still lived in Grubiit with her adopted son, Tad. When Abaddon destroyed the Swamp Temple, he hadn’t extended that carnage to Lilac’s home on the other side of town. At first, I believed that was because he didn’t know she existed, but now, I wasn’t so sure.

I wasn’t sure about anything at all. Any time I felt certainty, I immediately convinced myself I was falling for another trick, that the truth couldn’t possibly be what I thought it was.

“I’m not moving,” she said softly as she invited me inside. “Sorry about the whispering. He just started a nap, and that boy has been a terror the whole day.”

“I still think it would be safer, but that’s not why I came.”

“What is it that brings you to me in these dark times?”

“You’ve become a grounding force in my life,” I explained. “I come here so I can have a normal conversation with a normal person in a normal setting.”

Lilac looked at me with big pitying eyes. “Oh, sweetheart, this isn’t normal. If this were a normal moment, I’d still be turning tricks, and you would pay me for the hour. Whether you finished in my ass or on my face would be up to you. Sometimes, it seems like you don’t want the extraordinary life you’ve built for yourself.”

“That’s because I don’t.”

She reached across the table and slapped my arm. “Shame on you. There’s too much suffering out there for you not to enjoy the luxuries you have. It’s a waste.”

“You’re right that I should appreciate it more. I don’t dispute that. Can I give you a hypothetical situation? I want to hear what you would do.”

“Anything you want. You paid for all the hours, after all.”

“Imagine you had everything you ever wanted, but to save your life, you have to give it all up and swear yourself to servitude. Would you accept servitude or not?”

“Who am I serving?”

“The worst person you’ve ever known.”

“And the alternative is to what, die?”

“Could be you died, but really it would be lifetimes of torture.”

Lilac thought. “That little boy in the other room has greatness in him. I don’t know how, but I know he has incredible potential. It’s in his eyes, I think. I want him to have a good life, so I’m raising him to keep his head down. Stay out of politics and don’t chase money. Don’t get into trouble, and don’t attract attention.”

Imagining that philosophy being applied to my life drove a deep revulsion within me, like I swallowed poison and knew I had to throw it up as soon as possible.

“What does that mean for how you handle the situation I described?” I asked.

“Give up the stuff so I can live. Do the work, keep my head down, try to enjoy life where I can.”

“Just like that?”

“If that's what it takes to survive. That idea isn't new to me. I don't like it, but I understand it.”

“I don't know if just surviving is enough,” I said.

“Enough to what? Find the will to live?”

“Yeah.”

“It's enough for me.”

When I heard those words, I felt a new understanding of myself, of who I was. Just surviving was not enough for me. I didn't want to die, but I preferred that to living in misery. Even if my imprisonment was over and I was no longer actively tortured each day, just existing wasn't enough.

Whatever level of broken Lilac was, I knew I wasn't there with her.

I voiced none of these thoughts to her, by the way. She had a hard enough life. Pointing out that she sounded pitiful would serve no other purpose than cruelty.

I hugged Lilac and kissed her on the head. “Thank you for listening to me. It was a big help.”

“Really?”

“Yes. I have to go. Please think again about moving to Sanctuary. I know! I'm not going to try to convince you again. I just want you to remember it's an option.”

“You're sweet, Byron. I hope you find the answers you're looking for me.”

“Me too.”



My head rested on Ashley's lap while she stroked my hair. She had come to my room to visit and found me ruminating. With little more than a guiding hand, she convinced me to lie like this in bed with her. The Queen looked down at me with concern and pity.

“Do you want to talk about it, or would you prefer the quiet? I'm fine with either.”

“I don't know,” I said. “The tides turned on us so quickly.”

“We have a lot of war left.”

“If we’re lucky.”

“We’re still here. No general has won every battle.”

Sighing, I replied, “That’s true.”

“The attacks didn't disrupt the plan,” Ashley added. “You solved the toy supply problem right away. Sanctuary is safe. The tower is still a secret. The losses hurt, but we're still here.”

“He flattened the Temples like they were nothing. Abby’s wards are high-level, better than anything humans can do, and they weren't enough.”

“Your plan was never to fight him head-on for that exact reason.”

“Also true.”

“Stay the course.”

“I'm worried we’ll run out of time.”

Ashley gently ran the back of her hand along my jawline. “Maybe that's what we should be talking about. Where can we save time?”

“The tower,” I replied immediately.

“So we can get to the plane of angeli, giving us a supply of good-aligned levels and virgins for the weapons we need.”

“Yeah. I can solo the tower, I think. If not just me, then Solara and I. That would get us a new boss rush circuit too, since the dungeons aren't safe for us anymore.”

“This is what he wanted, you know,” Ashley said. “The attack was shock and awe. He let us get comfortable, so the hard hit off-balanced us more.”

“It feels like he's toying with me.”

“I don't think he is. You've killed Dungeon Lords and archfiends. He knows you're dangerous, and he's been around long enough to know that you don't keep those fights going.”

“That’s pretty insightful.”

Ashley smiled. “I had a tutor. Studying history means studying a lot of war.”

“I don't think describing it as ‘studying’ gives you the proper credit. A lot of people study history, but you understand it in a deeper way.”

She leaned down and kissed my forehead. “You're going to prove that he was right to be afraid of you.”

We drifted into silence. Ashley absentmindedly ran her nails up and down my chest, a gentle but sharp caress.

“He's so much stronger than me. It wouldn't even be a fight.”

“I don't think his summoning you was just to gloat,” Ashley said. “He tried to present it that way to save face. It's okay to be afraid of someone like that, but it's also clear that something about you has him worried. Don't forget that.”

I nodded and closed my eyes to focus all my attention on how her fingers felt moving over my body. I don't know how long we sat there like that.

“I still think about those days we were on the run,” Ashley began after a time. “I was so scared, but you never wavered. From the moment you appeared in that cell, you were sure of every decision you made.”

“Invia mentioned you two talk about that often.”

Ashley blushed. “She asks me to tell the story sometimes when we're in bed.”

“I didn't mean to embarrass you. I'm sorry.”

“I don't mind that, you know. It caught me by surprise, is all. But what I was saying… You talking to me like this means a lot. I like that I get to see every side of who you are. You can be ruthless when you need to be, and then you can be sweet and sensitive.”

“Thank you,” I said.

Ashley’s fingers crawled down my shirt and started to undo my belt. “You don’t have to do anything. Just relax and enjoy it.”

With my pants open, she reached for my sword and pulled it free of my clothing. I wasn’t hard yet, so she lay it on my body and ran the tips of her fingers up and down its length with the cadence of a pendulum. Her other hand cradled my head while she looked down on me with pure adoration in her eyes.

“I know how tiring it can be to wear the crown, to always be the one in charge, everyone looking to you for answers,” she said softly. “Right now, you’re not responsible for anything at all. You’re safe here. I’ll take care of you.”

Ashley’s soothing voice lulled my eyelids closed. Every stroke drove a little bit more tension from my body.

Sometimes I felt her fingertips. Sometimes I felt her nails. She might glide up and then back down, continuing on to my balls before returning to the shaft. Or she would reach the head of my cock and circle right where the shaft and the head met.

Sometimes she used just one finger. Sometimes she used several. And it was all slow.

“You deserve this, my King,” Ashley whispered. “You’re so strong, so powerful. I like that I get to enjoy this side of you, the man beneath the armor.”

I felt each of her fingers wrap around my cock like she was demonstrating the perfect grip for a sword, one finger closing on me after the next, pressing me into her soft palm.

She held me just tight enough for my skin to slide up and down with her hand, keeping the same delicate tempo she had used from the start.

“There’s nothing in the worlds that compares to this cock. It’s an honor to feel it harden in my hand, to be the one who summons it, to know that it’s engorged because of what you want to do with me.”

Instead of going all the way up and all the way down, she kept her hand near the top, her grip bouncing gently against the base of my tip.

“The first time you had me… I was so scared. I had seen you hard before, but knowing that you were hard for me was different. When I thought about you stretching me, I couldn’t imagine being able to take it all. All this dick in my tiny body? I didn’t think it was possible, but I wanted it, even if it hurt, because I wanted to know everything about you, to be so deeply connected to you.”

She shifted from holding my shaft to stroking the head with all five fingers, angled like she was picking me up as delicately as possible. Every finger tip started just beneath the hood and traced to the top as she lifted her hand.

“I have to confess, I hoped it would hurt. Not a lot, but I wanted to know what it was like to go past my limit, and you’re the only person I would ever trust to do that. For the immense power you possess, you treated me with care. Your strength was like an oasis. In your arms, I was always safe, even when it felt like I might burst from having all of you inside me.”

Ashley’s hand went down to my testicles, firmly rolling my balls in her hand like she was memorizing their every detail.

“And it did. I liked the pain. Something about being pinned beneath you, helpless to your cock, was liberating. If you wanted, you could take every choice away from me, and I would be powerless to stop you. I used to think that surrender was a weakness or a failure, but I never felt more free than when I surrendered to you.”

She returned to my shaft, jerking a little bit hard now but still slow.

“I wanted more of the pain. I wanted to learn everything I could about it. How would the sensation change when you actually used me, when you weren’t gentle and slammed that cock through me? Thinking of your dick makes my mouth water. How deep could I take it? What could I endure to give you pleasure? What would it feel like to have this sword stretching my throat instead of my pussy?”

Her tempo quickened.

“I had never once had that reaction before. Before you, I never looked at a man and fantasized about what he tasted like or wondered if I could feel the pulse of his heart beat with my tongue when he throbbed.” She paused and whispered, “Open your shirt. I don’t want to ruin your clothes.”

My eyes still closed, I undid the buttons. Ashley used that moment to lick her fingertips, rubbing the wet into my most sensitive flesh.

“I shouldn’t admit this, but the instant I had all of you inside of me, I thought about having you in my ass. I never wanted that before. I was against it, actually. But I knew this dick made dreams come true. Everything it did to me felt amazing, so what would it feel like up to the hilt that way?”

She jerked me faster.

“No other man is like you. You’re one of a kind, and you taught me so much about my body and the pleasure it can feel. But you have more than one dimension. You can be sweet and soft, and you can be primal, a beast possessed. The first time more than one of your dicks came at me, I was terrified, but you know what else I thought?”

Feeling I was close, she went harder.

“I thought, ‘I wish I had more holes for my King to fill.’ Cum for me, Master. Let it go. Let me see your pleasure.”

I burst, finishing on my own chest and stomach.

Sliding my head from her lap, Ashley leaned close and pecked me on the lips. “I love you, Byron. No matter what happens, that won’t change.”

And I lay back, enjoying her tongue licking up the mess she made.



Purity, Solara, Invia, and Podni were all undead now. Even in the wake of significant setbacks, I could appreciate not having to be alone while the rest of the world slept. My wives were like me. They weren't part of the normal world anymore, and that would only become more apparent as time went on.

Solara lay on my bed on her stomach, reading a book. Purity lay on her back, her head resting on one of Solara’s butt cheeks. Invia sat in a chair on the other side of the room, her legs folded and tucked beneath her. Podni had stepped out, but she would be back at some point.

50 years from now, we would all look exactly the same but will have had so much time to grow and change. Levels were part of that, sure, but 50 years was a lifetime for many humans, and the amount of knowledge and life experiences one can accumulate in that time was substantial.

And our years would have even more potential. In addition to not needing sleep, we would never be waylaid by aging bodies or disease. Our minds wouldn't slip. Our joints wouldn't grind themselves into uselessness.

I had already begun to think of an undead year as being different from a human year for reasons like these. Simply shedding sleep meant an extra 16 years of waking hours compared to what humans would experience in the same 50-year period, and I didn't know how to calculate all the ways the fragility of the human body stole precious hours from mortal lives.

With all of the benefits factored in, 1 undead year was equivalent to 1.4 or 1.5 human years, at least. Solara argued it was closer to 2 because we also didn't need to eat, and we never had to deal with the transitional periods that came before and after sleep.

50 years from now? 1 undead year was equivalent to 1.5 human years? Why was I even thinking about these things?

None of that mattered if Abaddon destroyed us tomorrow. I pulled up the system’s countdown to my demise:

Progress to Your Fall: 82 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

“Everyone, listen closely,” I announced.

My wives stopped what they were doing to give me their full attention.

“Purity, no public appearances outside of Sanctuary. Do what you can to keep morale up from here. Invia, you’re in charge of security. Protect our party, Sanctuary South, and our people, in that order. Solara and Podni, start building the biggest fucking bomb you can. Do the math and stop just short of destroying our entire plane. I also want both of you to push our scholars to get the phylactery research farther along. If we have to settle for a less-than-perfect solution, but it gives us a chance to live, we’re taking it.”

“What are you going to do?” Purity asked.

“I’m going to clear a path to the heavens. No one is taking this away from us.”


Chapter 39

The 64th floor picked up the color wheel theme that Solara had deduced, sending an array of blue monsters to attack me. I would love nothing more than to dazzle you with tails of hard-fought battles and razor-thin victories, but the towers were tests aimed at denizens of the material plane, simple humans who had trained hard to grow strong and wished to prove themselves.

Humanity was well beneath me at this point, so the 64th floor–and the rest of the color-themed floors that followed, ending with white on the 74th and black on the 75th–were no more interesting than if I was back in Lopav, running down kobolds on the first floor.

In truth, I recall very little of that stretch of tower. I trusted my body to move my sword while my mind wandered. Soon, I found myself replaying memories of my wives, but not memories of their bodies serving me or of them having their way with my followers. In the wake of the blood I spilled in the tower, I thought of softer moments.

Like a night on the beach outside of the Water Temple where it was just Purity and me. We lay on a blanket in the sand, looking up at the stars, her head resting on my biceps.

“I still feel like a failure sometimes,” Purity said softly, her voice barely louder than the whisper of waves rolling in and out.

“What do you mean?”

“I devoted my life to the Goddess because it’s what my parents wanted. My entire idea of right and wrong, good and evil, was defined by their words. Whatever they said was best, I believed it without question. When I look back on it, I see that I wasn’t even me. I was just a collage of what they said I should be.”

I didn’t interrupt, only stroked her hair.

“The idea of questioning who I was… That didn’t occur to me until a bit before you and I met. Even now, I think that was one of the scariest moments of my life, even after all the dungeon crawling we’ve done and all the battles we’ve faced. Realizing that I wasn’t my own person was a shock, but realizing I couldn’t say who I would choose to be if it were up to me? I was terrified and felt so hollow.”

“I understand the feeling.”

“I know you do,” she replied, rolling toward me to rest her head on my chest. “I tried to talk with Charity and Justice about it, but they treated me like I was evil for even asking. When I spoke to my mother, she went right to my father, and that got me sent away to a Goddess retreat for a few months. I’m so proud of myself for overcoming all of that and finding my own way, but I still see myself as a failure sometimes.”

“Like you can’t get out from under their standards even if you don’t believe in them.”

Purity nodded. “If I feel that way, how hard is it for our newer girls, the ones just learning what freedom can be?”

“Difficult, I imagine.”

“Yes, but where their families rained judgment on them, you use your power to build them up. That message you deliver to them every day with Ruler’s Voice? You wouldn’t believe how many of them never heard a positive, supportive message in their lives, but in the Silk, they get that every day. And they know it’s sincere.”

I lifted my head to see Purity’s face. “It makes that much of a difference?”

She laid a gentle kiss on my chest. “Some people go their whole lives with no one believing in them, the real them, the version of themselves that they choose to be, not the one built for them.”

Not knowing how to reply, I cast my gaze back to the stars, my hand still running through Purity’s hair.

“Byron.”

“Yeah?”

“I believe in you, and I love who you choose to be. I wouldn’t change a thing.”

Those words filled a void in me I hadn’t known existed, but once that absence was remedied, I understood how much damage it wrought on my psyche. Like stepping into a lodge in the middle of winter, experiencing that burst of warmth helps you to see just how cold it was in the snow. Supposedly, when someone freezes to death, they often go through a period where they feel hotter instead. For a moment, they can’t tell the cold is killing them.

My father believed in Brenin, the person he constructed, but I never knew what it felt like for him to believe in me.

I can’t articulate why that memory came to me in the tower, but it was like my own spirit sought to remind me of a truth I was in danger of forgetting.

The next 15 floors were duplicates of dungeon floors, seemingly selected at random. The environments and the layouts were the same–the fourth floor of the Lopav dungeon was still a frozen jungle, and the sixth floor of the Grubiit dungeon was still an underground demon city–but the enemies were nothing but shadows, facsimiles of the monsters that roamed the source material but totally quiet and two to three times as strong.

That quiet was, perhaps, the most unsettling part about those floors. If I wasn’t in battle, the only noise I heard was the shuffle of my own footsteps.

It reminded me of walking the streets of Sanctuary South with Podni, well before we opened our doors to any new residents, when it was just us and hundreds of empty buildings.

“Is this what the end of the world would sound like?” she asked as we walked along one of the city’s canals, flowing with pristine glacier water.

“I think that would be pretty loud.”

Podni bumped me, smiling. “No, that’s the lead up until the end. This is what comes after, when all the destruction has gone silent.”
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“Does the quiet bother you?”

She shook her head, sending her blonde curls bouncing. “I love it. If the world did end, I’d want the chance to walk it like this. Peek into every house at all the lives people used to live. Walk through a deserted Capital market. Camp on the floor of a church just because.”

“Some people would call the quiet eerie.”

“I have a theory about that.”

“Go on,” I encouraged.

“One of the hardest things for new members of the Guild to figure out is waiting,” Podni explained. “That big score is tantalizing, but staking out a target and waiting for the right time to move can become a lot of long nights where it’s just you, the quiet, and your thoughts. That messes with a lot of people.”

“Was it like that for you?”

“No, and I didn’t know that was weird until I was a few months in and started working with more people. Liking your own thoughts is apparently pretty strange. But for me? Quiet and isolation are so cozy.”

“Would this walk be better if you were alone?” I asked.

Podni leaned in and wrapped both arms around my waist. “When you’re with me, the quiet is different. I think being able to share the serenity without losing it in the process is a special kind experience. If anyone else is with me, it would be ruined, but it’s deeper when we’re together. It’s better.”

I kissed her on the top of her head and said, “I agree.”

She stopped us and stood in front of me, looking up into my eyes. “Promise me you won’t leave.”

“What brought that on?”

“Everyone leaves.”

“I won’t.”

A summoner on the abyssal plane invites you for an audience. You cannot receive or deliver harm for as long as you remain within the summoning circle, and you may return to your home plane at will. These rules cannot be broken or cheated by either party.

Do you accept the invitation?

Yes / No

That ruined my moment of quiet reflection.

I closed it. I had no interest in bearing witness to Abaddon’s gloating. No doubt he wanted to watch my face as he bragged about my impending defeat.

My tower climb continued. Floors 91 through 99 presented the only real challenges in the whole of the tower. Each floor was two dungeon bosses paired together, and that was it. One big battle and then onto the next floor.

Floor 91 was the kraken-like monster from the Zaglis dungeon with a legendary air elemental from one of the few dungeons I hadn’t visited. When that fight finished, and I reflected on the difficulty the pairing poses, I returned to Sanctuary to retrieve a batch of Byron bots. Boss fights sounded like a good way to test their strength.

That ended up being sort of correct. The Gol-Gol armor that nullified magical as well as physical damage was insanely effective. If the Gol-Gol brothers had had the ambition to invade the material plane and become Demon Lords, they would have succeeded, handily. Humanity was very fortunate they never did.

With 10 of them by my side, the boss pairings became dull affairs, progressing as follows:

Floor 92: A dragon princess and an elder vampire

Floor 93: An earth dragon with the fire witch and ice sorceress combo from the Flowst dungeon

Floor 94: A gorgon and the flesh golem succubus pairing from the Grubiit dungeon

Floor 95: A hell horror and a fire giant

Floor 96: An ice fiend and a cockatrice

Floor 97: An elder lich and an archfiend.

Floor 98 and 99: Every boss individually in back to back battles.

That left one floor between me and the heavens.


Chapter 40

When I cleared the final boss room for floor 99, doors did not open to reveal a set of stairs as they did on every floor prior to this one. Instead, a secret passage opened in the wall, leading into a teleporter room. I didn’t speak whatever celestial language was scrawled on the walls, and I wasn’t well-versed in spell circles and runic symbols. Given, however, that this was the only way “forward” in the tower, I don’t think it was any feat of intelligence to guess what would happen if I stepped in the center of that room.

I loved teleporters that I placed, owned, and controlled.

I did not love teleporters made by strangers. Don’t speak to strange men at the playground, and don’t step into strange teleporters. It was common sense.

I recognized the statues on the opposite end of the room: Each of my wives was depicted standing proudly with their chins high. Purity, Solara, Invia, and Podni were represented in perfect detail.

I knew the final floor of the tower would be a challenge, but I had expected a battle and not some kind of mind-fuck. How did the tower know these were my wives? How did the tower know to put these statues right here at this moment? What if I had been someone else? Would they too see my wives, or would they get their own personalized emotional torment to conquer?

Stepping into strange teleporters was a bad idea, and those statues filled me with a deep sense of dread.

But Abaddon was still coming for me. I had to beat the tower.



The fire had gone out in the night, plunging the bunkhouse into sharp, stinging cold. My nose and my ears had gone numb, and I knew that swinging my legs out from beneath the blanket would invite that frosty pain to spread across the whole of my body.

But it had to be done. Braving the cold and rebuilding the fire was the only option.

Gods, I forgot how fucking sore I was.

Screw this. The guild hall would be warm, so I dressed, hurriedly crossed the snowy gap, and stepped into a room that was toasty warm. Yes, that was better.

“You slept in later than usual,” Mirko said, putting a finger in his book to hold his place. “There's some bacon and bread left if you want some.”

“Thank you.” I happily grabbed a plate from the guild counter. "I'm giving myself a day off.”

“Wise decision. You should impart that wisdom on the young ones. Took me the better part of a day to convince that one to take a rest.” Mirko gestured at a stick-thin boy sitting at one of the tables with his back to us. He had a hot bowl of soup and an open book. “You hear that, Brenin? Even the best in the business believe in taking breaks!”

The boy turned. “Yes, sir, I-Oh gods, you’re Byron of Zaglis aren’t you?”

I nodded.

He popped to his feet and wiped his hands on his pants on his way over to speak to me.

“It’s an honor to meet you, sir. What brings you to Lopav?”

“Like anyone else,” I replied. “Wanted to get some training in.”

I heard myself speaking the words, but I couldn’t remember forming those thoughts. My awareness felt separate from my body, like I was watching my life instead of participating in it.

“Well, it’s a pleasure to have crossed paths with someone as accomplished as you, sir. If you need anything while you’re in town, I’d do any amount of work if it earned me a lesson or two.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“Of course.” The boy dipped his head. “Thank you for being so kind.”

“Good kid,” Mirko said softly so as not to be overheard. “Works hard, doesn’t complain, but is a shit adventurer. I know this isn’t the life for him, but I can’t convince him to quit. You ever run into young guys like that before? I’d happily take your advice if it means keeping him from getting killed.”

“Maybe he’s a late bloomer,” I suggested.

“I wish that were true. He doesn’t have that killer instinct. Instead of fighting his heart out when things get tough, he wilts. He doesn’t want to or mean to, and he hates himself every time after, but he still does it. I’m worried the first floor is going to be the end of him.”

“Can’t save them all,” I said.

“Yeah, I suppose that’s true.”

“Any suggestions on how to spend a day off in Lopav?” I asked.

Mirko laughed. “In the middle of the winter? You can drink, or you can drink. Ha! Or the library, but ours is pretty small.”

“I'll try the library.”

“Suit yourself.”

The snow came down hard enough that I worried I could get lost, but right when I considered turning back, the gold glow of a library window appeared ahead of me.

I pushed inside, shut the door, and stomped my boots before I realized I wasn't alone.

“Sorry,” I said sheepishly, waving awkwardly to a dark-haired girl with a stack of books in front of her.

She had been in the dungeon a few times, I realized. Right. She ran with that family of clerics and priests. She had a sister who was almost as hot as she was. Something about the ultra-religious girls made me want them even more, like knowing that my dick was about to corrupt them forever made the act all the sweeter.

Rather than say anything, the girl simply pursed her lips and nodded for a second before dropping her eyes back to her reading. I didn't really have a topic in mind, but I found myself in front of a shelf on classes and unlock paths. My build was well beyond what any of the guidebooks covered, but I still found a childish joy in reading these books. Refreshing myself on the early levels was also good for the women I mentored, I told myself. Yeah, this wasn’t juvenile daydreaming. This was business.

I opened the book, and a footnote about the antipaladin class caught my attention. A wave of dizzying deja vu struck me. I gripped the edge of the table to steady myself.

Why did this place feel wrong? Like I had been here before, but shouldn't be here now.

“Are you okay?” the girl asked.

“I think I'm just tired.”

“I have seen you in the dungeon a bunch. Do you always do runs alone?”

“Pretty much,” I said.

She frowned. “I'm Purity. If you wanted, I could ask my dad about you joining our runs. I don't think he'd mind.”

“I don't think Godfried would be happy about that idea.”

“You know my father?” she asked.

No, I didn't.

But I did.

How did I know this girl’s father?

The door to the library opened, and Brenin stepped inside, shivering from the cold.

The girl blushed when she saw him. “I was worried you weren’t going to make it.”

“Almost didn’t,” the boy said, chuckling. “You know… I was thinking that some hot cocoa sounded nice for a day like this one. Would you, uhh… Would you want to come get some with me?”

Purity’s blush spread, her whole face going red as she jerked her eyes back to her book. She seemed embarrassed, but I don’t know why she was worried about him seeing that. Brenin, meanwhile, looked so nervous he might faint. I doubted he was picking up on many cues with so much of his brainpower devoted to remembering to breathe.

Brenin seemed nice enough, but wintering in Lopav was a lonely affair. Purity should be mine for the season, I decided.

“I have a counter for your crawl offer,” I said. “If you really wanted to level, you could run with me. There’s a lot more experience to gain in a party of 2 instead of 4.”

“What level are you?” she asked. Brenin glanced between us. She still hadn’t responded to his offer, and he could feel the moment slipping away from him.

“Level 35.”

Brenin’s eyes bugged out. “Really?”

“Yeah.”

“You might be the strongest person I’ve ever met,” Purity said.

“So, what do you say? Want to jump up a few levels in a day?”

Purity closed her books. “Thank you for the offer, but I’m going to stick with my family.” She turned to Brenin. “I’d love some cocoa.”

She put on her jacket and followed Brenin out of the library.

How did that single-digit twig outmaneuver me? I was letting myself get rusty up here in the mountains. I needed to be in a city surrounded by women and opportunity. That was a more natural environment for me.

The snow looked like it had blown over, so I went looking for a new distraction, soon finding myself in the town’s general store.

The equipment here was mediocre at best, and I wasn’t likely to find a unique item lost among such low-grade weapons and armor, but I had nothing else to do.

“Welcome to my shop,” a woman’s voice behind me said. “Can I help you find anything?”

The owner was a slightly older woman with a tight pixie cut. Her skin still looked as sweet as fresh cream, but her age had added a tension to it, a sort of life-earned toughness. Small wrinkles formed at the corners of her eyes and lips when she smiled, and her knit sweater did a poor job of hiding the hard nipples at the ends of her fantastic breasts.

“I think I just found what I was looking for,” I replied.

“You’re not the first big-time adventurer to come through here. You’re handsome, no denying that, but every one of you comes in here thinking I’m one of the items for sale.”

“I’m that transparent, huh?”

She nodded. “Let me know if I can find you anything.”

As the shopkeeper walked away, I admired her strong ass. The curve balanced nicely with her chest, and her cheeks looked powerful, like they were built from years of climbing stairs with heavy boxes in her arms.

Missing the mark twice in a row stung. When was the last time I had this much trouble getting a woman to notice me?

Killing stuff always made me feel better. I didn’t have a ton of gear on me, but I had my sword and a character sheet filled with broken stat points. I could realistically solo the whole Lopav dungeon if I really felt like it.

And right then, I did. The guard at the back gate waved me through the moment he recognized me, and I descended the steep trail to the cavernous entrance of the dungeon.

As soon as I crossed the threshold, I found myself sitting at a table in the Flowst chapter of the Dungeon Brawlers. For an instant, the memory of being in Lopav a moment ago attempted to flee from my mind, but I clung to it like the details of a dream. I focused, and I repeated the moments I just experienced, yet the tug persisted. My brain longed to forget.

A tall, stringy man appeared next to me and wrapped his knuckles on the table. “Sorry to keep you waiting like this,” he said. “Trina was supposed to get in today, but it looks like her caravan is running behind. Would it put you out to push our meeting until tomorrow?”

“No, that’s fine. These things happen.”

“Maybe take a day and enjoy the city?”

A beautiful blonde with big tits and big hips came into the guild hall right then. She passed my table to reach the counter at the back. The guild girl greeted her and started weighing the mana crystals Solara placed on the counter. She giggled at a joke I didn't hear. Another adventurer passed between us, momentarily blocking my view of her exceptional ass.

“She’s not a brawler,” the man said, following my eyes to identify what had my interest. “She’s actually a candidate, hoping to earn her full membership soon.”

“Yeah?”

“Mmhmm. Well, thank you for being understanding. I’ll catch up with you tomorrow.”

This girl looked like she could use a mentor. As she passed my table, I said, “Maybe you and I could work together.”

She stopped. “I’m sorry?”

I gestured for her to sit. She didn’t.

“I was a candidate once. I’m Byron, and you are?”

“Solara.”

“Nice to meet you,” I replied. “I’m in town on business. Maybe we could trade? You show me around the city, and I’ll give you some advice on passing your entrance exams.”

“That’s very sweet of you.” She tucked a lock of blonde hair behind her ear. “I’m afraid I’ve committed to working with another candidate today, though. Otherwise, I might take you up on your offer.”

Brenin of Borja stepped through the door. I recognized him immediately, but when I reached into my mind for the memory of how I knew him, the idea slipped from my grasp.

“There he is now,” Solara said. “I hope you enjoy the city.”

She offered Brenin a shy wave as she stepped away from me to cross the guild hall. A moment later, her delicious ass was gone.

With Trina running late, I had a whole day in Flowst to myself. I strolled the muddy streets, going from shop to shop, looking at this armor or those magic items. I had plenty of gold to spend but saw nothing worth buying. Reaching my level of success refined my tastes and my needs to the point that any normal business was unable to properly serve me.

When the sun began to set, I had run out of things to distract me. Having no better thoughts, I decided I’d head back to my inn room, catch a nap, and then hire an obscene number of whores just to see how far I could push them. I climbed the steps to the inn and ventured inside.

My head swam, a sudden dizziness striking me. I needed a moment to collect myself and remember what I was doing here.

“You look like you’re from another chapter,” a man behind a battered desk said.

The Borja chapter of the Dungeon Brawlers Guild was a hole in the wall. If you had told me the building was abandoned until this morning, I would have believed it. This place wasn’t nice enough to be the toilet in the Grubiit or Minsic guild halls.

“You feeling alright?” the man asked.

“I’ve got this fog in my mind I can’t seem to shake,” I said.

“Hungover?”

“Don’t feel like it.”

“Moonrock or dreamdust then. If I overdo it on either of those, I spend the next three days feeling like there’s a hole in my brain.”

“Yeah, maybe,” I replied. “I was passing through and thought I’d get a few dungeon runs in.”

“Excellent,” he replied, pulling a drawer open to remove a clipboard and paper. “The Borja dungeon isn’t the biggest, but the XP and money are pretty good for what it is. If you could give me your name, rank, and home chapter, I can take care of making sure your records are updated back home.”

The man at the desk looked over my shoulder at something outside. His look of concern made me curious, so I followed his eyes.

A young woman stood in the street speaking to Brenin of Borja.

How did I know who that was? I just got here. Had I met him somewhere else, perhaps?

I came to my senses. Staring at that toothpick of a man was foolish with such a beauty right next to him. Her blonde curly hair was vibrantly golden against her tan skin. She had sharp facial features and a muscular thickness to her body. She reminded me of the girls I knew who grew up working on farms, hauling around slop buckets and baling hay.

The conversation seemed serious, and a moment later, the girl came inside. Brenin disappeared around the corner.

“Everything alright, Podni?” the man at the guild asked.

“I have a… situation. Can we speak in private?”

The man nodded. “Yes, just one moment.” He looked down at my paperwork and then back up at me. “Gods, sir, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize I was speaking with Byron of Zaglis.”

“It’s fine,” I said.

“I’ll be with you in a minute,” the man said to Podni.

“I can wait. She seems worried.”

“It’s guild business,” she told the man.

“Byron outranks all but maybe six people in the Guild at this point,” the man said. “If he’s willing to listen, his wisdom could be very helpful.”

Podni leaned both hands on the desk to brace herself. She seemed exceptionally tired. “There’s a goddamn slavery ring in Borja, and I’m on their list of people to kidnap.”

“Truly?” the man asked.

Podni nodded.

“I keep saying I need more people helping me out here. We would have known about this if we had the proper staff.”

“They’re after a friend of mine too, can you help us get out of town?” Podni asked.

“Of course,” the man answered.

“I could get you out of town,” I offered. “We don’t even have to hurry. If you stay close to me, no one will hurt you.”

“Would you let my friend come with us?”

I shook my head. “I can take care of one person, not two.”

Podni studied me. “You expect me to fuck you.”

“No,” I replied. “I wouldn’t complain if that happened, but no, that’s not required.”

“I’ll pass, but thank you.”

“I’m sorry to ask this of you, Lord Byron,” the man behind the desk said, “but would you mind taking a letter to the guard station? We have a friend there who can help. I should stay here with Podni and make preparations for her.”

“Sure.”

A few moments later, a piece of folded paper appeared in my hand. “His name is Tad. Thank you so much for doing this. I know it’s beneath you.”

Hearing that name was like a gong sounding in my brain.

“No problem at all.” To Podni, I added, “Good luck. I hope it works out for you.”

I stole a peek down the front of her shirt. A muscular girl with breasts that size was a rarity, and it deserved a moment of appreciation. Such a shame I wouldn’t get to play with them.

Borja was a small town, so crossing it took all of five minutes. When I stepped into the guard station, a man in chainmail greeted me.

“Business?”

“I have a letter for Tad,” I said. “I was told I could find him here.”

“Yep. He’s three doors down.” The man gestured over his shoulder.

One, two, and three-Huh. There was a third door on my left and on my right. The guard hadn’t said which to take. My crawling instincts took over, and I turned right.

I opened the door to find a toned raven-haired woman sitting on top of a desk with her legs spread. She leaned back, clutching one of her breasts with one hand and spreading her tight pink slit with the other. A young man knelt to lick her.

“What the fuck?!” she yelled, hurrying to cover herself.

The young man turned to me, wiping his mouth on his sleeve as he did, and looked ashamed. Did Brenin go straight from the Dungeon Brawlers to the guard station? He had, at best, a five-minute head start on me, and he had gotten this far along already?

“Sorry,” I said, slamming the door.

I tried the other third door.

A short man with thinning gray hair and a paunch greeted me. “Did I hear Invia yelling out there?”

“I didn’t get her name.”

“That girl is as mean as they come. Best steer clear of that one.”

“Are you Tad?” I asked.

“That’s me.”

I passed him the letter. He put on a pair of glasses and read it.

“Troubling, troubling, troubling,” he said with a sigh. “I’ll take care of this. Thank you.”

“That’s it? You don’t need anything else?”

Tad nodded. “That’s correct. Appreciate you bringing this over.”

“Sure,” I said, letting myself out.

When I was back on the street, I looked up at a sun approaching noon. That little sidequest ate up too much of my morning. I wondered if I could get any meaningful dungeon time in. At least, I could get a feel for the layout and be more prepared for a proper start in the morning.

I paid one of the guards at the dungeon entrance for a pass and trotted down the stairs.

I appeared in the teleporter room of the tower, gasping for breath as if I had just washed ashore after a shipwreck. My head swam, and my arms and legs were numb and unresponsive. It took immense concentration to move them, so I sat down.

I remembered everything I had just seen but now had the full awareness of who I was.

What the fuck kind of dungeon floor was that? How much control did the tower have over my mind? A lot, obviously, and that felt dangerous. After living with a sorceress in my head, ceding control of any of my faculties disturbed me deeply. The only person allowed in my thoughts was me. No towers. No Aurketzus. My mind was my own.

Nothing about the teleporter room had changed. The statues of my wives were exactly where I left them, and I didn’t see any doorways or passages. I didn’t have anything other than a gut feeling, but I was certain I had failed whatever test I had just gone through. Whether that thought was my own or something the tower implanted, I didn’t want to know.

What mattered was that I had failed. The 100th floor, potentially the last in the tower, and I couldn’t overcome it.

I was tempted to step back into the teleporter and repeat the trial right then, but no, I was tired. Some rest and some time to ponder how to go about this would be wise.

So I went back to Sanctuary South as a failure.


Chapter 41

I had several final preparations to make for my invasion of the celestial planes, one of which was figuring out the final floor of the tower. Once I accomplished that, I could set a gate and begin to assemble the force I would use to invade the plane of the angeli.

In the meantime, the 27 million XP I earned from conquering the majority of the tower took me to level 35 overall and tier 11 of antipaladin. I already knew I was taking Plague Master, but I reviewed my new options anyway:

Borrowed Strength

Active Ability

Duration: 1:00

Gain a temporary 5 points in the stat of your choice. One of your followers dies instantly. You may use this ability as many times as you like. Followers do not have to be nearby to be sacrificed.

Shadow Slayer

Active Ability

Cooldown: 2 Minutes

The next enemy you slay releases a shade that fights on your behalf while also storing a duplicate of that shade with Shadows of Death.

Prerequisite: Shadows of Death

Echoes of War

Active Ability

Cooldown: 7 Days

Summon corrupted duplicates of the 10 strongest paladins you have slain.

Prerequisite: Shadows of Death, 200+ paladin kills

Borrowed Strength was a waste of followers. Shadow Slayer could be compelling if adding Loyalty Pledges reduced the cooldown. I had no way of knowing if that would work or not, though.

Echoes of War, meanwhile, sounded awesome at first, but then I reflected on the paladins I had slain. Were any of them worthy enough to fight alongside me? One angeli was likely strong enough to chew through 10 top-tier paladins, so what good did Echoes of War really do me when all of my enemies were well beyond the limits of the material plane?

Not much good at all.

So, I picked Plague Master:

Plague Master

Active Ability

Cooldown: 12 Days

Spend good-aligned levels to design a unique disease.

Prerequisites: Plague Bearer, Corpse Builder

When I activated Plague Master, I received a description similar to Solara’s Spell Forgemaster ability:

Design every detail of a plague to leave your mark on history. Spend 100 good-aligned levels to have the system assess your disease. System will assign costs and requirements for making your disease a reality, but the system may also reject incompatible suggestions. You may only have one Plague Master quest active at any given time.

Perfect. That was exactly what I was hoping for.

I input my design for a disease I called “Abaddon’s Bane” and spent 100 good-aligned levels to have the system assess it.

To unlock Abaddon’s Bane, you must spend 10,000 good-aligned levels (one-time), forfeit 50 points of strength, sacrifice a living seraphim, and sacrifice a living sovereign. Sacrifices do not have to be willing and can happen asynchronously.

Do you accept this quest? Yes / No

Note: You may only have one Plague Master quest active at any given time. Abandoning a Plague Master quest after you have accepted it incurs a penalty.

I selected Yes.

-5 Progress to your fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 77 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

I knew Abaddon’s Bane was going to be expensive. 10,000 good-aligned levels wouldn’t be a problem in the next few days. 50 points of strength were negligible. I had 180 unused Loyalty Pledges sitting in my system to spend at that very moment, so burning 50 of those was easy enough. I had access to several sovereigns, so that requirement wouldn’t be too much trouble either.

The biggest challenge on that list was sacrificing a living seraphim. Solara’s spell Seraphim Slayer would be the key there, so completing her Spell Forgemaster quest to unlock it was the immediate priority.

Speaking of Solara, I had given her and Podni an assignment to complete while I was busy climbing the tower.



Conveying the true power of the bomb that came out of Podni and Solara’s is difficult because of the scale of the destruction. Mortals have no frame of reference for a cataclysm of that size, so I’ll do my best to put this into perspective.

To flatten a structure as large as Hensewurd’s mansion in Flowst, we would need 4 of our existing Bolt bombs.

Podni’s Mastermind ability allowed her to apply 2 instances of a party member’s spell to 1 bomb, so each of those bombs was 2 of Solara’s base Bolt spells + her 70% bonus to damage from abilities like Specialist, and then Podni’s trap bonuses added another 20% bonus to damage.

Solara’s Absorb spell added stored Bolt damage to the base damage of her next Bolt cast. Say Podni detonated 10 bombs. Solara’s next Bolt spell would have all of that damage + her 70% bonus to damage. Podni captured that supercharged Bolt into a bomb with Silk Mastermind. Then repeated this step, storing 2 instances of that supercharged Bolt into one bomb while adding Podni’s 20% bonus to damage on top of it.

For the sake of easy math, if we said that Solara’s base Bolt spell was equivalent to 100 damage, the resulting bomb was equivalent to 17,054 damage. A bomb with that strength was enough to level Borja, but that wasn’t good enough.

Podni used Abyssal Self-Construct to absorb this new bomb, earning her a new abyssal trait of pointed ears and vampire-like fangs, and repeated the loop.

Solara absorbed 10 of the latest bombs twice over, enabling Podni to create an even stronger bomb, which also included her 20% damage bonus.

Using the same 100 damage context that we started with, this final bomb was equivalent to 2,908,526 damage. That was big enough to level the Capital and a decent amount of the surrounding area. We nicknamed it a FAB bomb–or a “Fuck Abaddon Bolt bomb.”

To make all of this possible, I ran to the southern lands, needing about 10 hours of full-speed sprinting through the sky to do so, and set up a teleporter for Podni and Solara. Maker’s Immunity made Podni immune to the damage of her traps, and Solara was immune to Bolt damage thanks to her Favorite Child ability.

No one and nothing else could survive the charge-up process and the resulting detonations, so they had to venture out by themselves to avoid hurting anyone.

We took 1 FAB bomb and 1 Unholy Apocalypse bomb, which we had a stockpile of since one spawned with every silk soldier we spawned, and strapped them to a dungeon-generated angeli.

I spent 2.5 million DP from the Flowst core to add the big-boom angeli to the dungeon core. Then I spawned 10 of them, took 10 of their FAB bombs, and strapped them to a Byron bot. I spent an additional 2.5 million DP to add that new Byron bot to the Flowst dungeon core.

The result: For the low-low cost of 400 DP, I could generate a Byron bot with 10 FAB bombs attached.

“I wish we could show you how strong the bombs are,” Podni said, sitting with Solara in the Flowst dungeon.

They both joined me in setting up the new mobs with my dungeon core to spawn to be certain I used the right bombs on the right creatures. We had so many variations floating around now, and I didn’t want to waste 2.5 million DP having to re-add an angeli with the correct bombs.

“They’re beautiful,” Solara echoed. “Sitting inside of them when they go off is something else. We should find a way to make you immune so you can experience it. All of that energy, all of that force… It’s the closest I’ve ever felt to being a god. It’s amazing.”

That level of power would certainly be useful in our war against the heavens and the hells, but I had to clear the tower first.


Chapter 42

Abby appeared on the other side of my desk. “The Ice Temple is under attack, Master.”

I expected a sentence like that to spike my anxiety and to stoke a wave of rage, but instead, I only felt tired.

“Are they using the same strategy as they did with the Swamp and Water Temples?” I asked.

“Yes. The Temple’s wards have already failed, and the teleporter is no longer connected.”

Another swift demonstration of shock-and-awe warfare. I could scramble to get myself and a few dozen followers to Flowst, but the enemy was likely gone already. These weren't prolonged invasions. They were highly concentrated strikes that delivered enormous devastation in seconds, and the perpetrators were gone as quickly as they had come.

“We cleaned out the Ice Temple, correct?” I asked.

“Yes, Master. No life or valuables beyond the structure itself.”
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I rubbed my forehead.

We expected the Ice Temple to become a target eventually, so everyone and everything had been relocated to Sanctuary South. That old church held sentimental value to me, however. We created so many memories in that place, growing the Order of the Silk Noose from zero members to over 200.

The Temple might not have been as useful as it once was, but it belonged to me, and Abaddon destroyed it, shrinking my kingdom yet again.

“Thank you for letting me know,” I replied.

Abby bowed her head and disappeared.

I looked out the window of my room in Sanctuary South. How long did I have until Abaddon came for my city? The barrier that protected us from weather and from monsters was stronger than any of the wards used at our temples because Aurketzu's soulstone provided the power. While I was certain it would fare better than temple wards, just how much better was difficult to say.

Would the barrier buy us an extra few hours? Days? I wasn't optimistic. In my mind, if Abaddon's forces reached Sanctuary South before I cleared the tower, the war was lost.

That last damn floor. I still had no idea what the tower wanted me to do.

I reviewed what I knew:

• The final floor was a sort of alternate reality seemingly fashioned from my memories.

• The tower manipulated my mind in such a way that I believed the experiences I was having were real.

• I saw my wives in the order they made their oaths, and a version of the old me had their interest and their attention.

• Entering an inn or a dungeon seemed to change the chapter, going from focusing on one wife to focusing on another.

• I didn't encounter any enemies, traps, or other obvious threats to my safety. Prior to this, advancing to the next part of the tower always meant defeating an enemy. This floor had no monsters, nor was any other objective or challenge immediately apparent.

• My wives appeared as statues in the teleporter room, standing in proud poses. Were those significant? I wasn't sure.

Everything I had built was being destroyed, and a stupid puzzle created by stuck-up celestials could be the obstacle of my undoing. Were they intending to impart a lesson of some kind? Did they want me to learn or experience something specific?

I didn't know, and my one attempt hadn't provided enough information. Lacking new thoughts or a plan of any substance, I went back to the tower.



The floor started the same way it did the first time: I “woke up” in the Northern Rangers bunkhouse, cursing the bitter cold. I repeated my cursing of the cold and went to the main guild hall to find warmth. My hand was on the door handle when I reclaimed my mind.

This wasn't real. The tower manufactured this.

“You slept in later than usual,” Mirko said, putting a finger in his book to hold his place. “There's some bacon and bread left if you want some.”

If I wanted new information, I had to conduct new tests. Repeating the same loop as before wouldn't help me.

“It's a shame I got you killed,” I replied to Mirko. “You were a solid worker and a good business manager. Did the Frozen Fiend make you suffer, or was it quick?”

The guild master stared back, dumbfounded. He cleared his throat. “Hit the dreamdust a bit hard last night?”

“Do you remember last night?”

“Maybe head back to your bunk. Give it a few more hours of rest and see how you feel.”

I leaned forward. “Seriously, do you remember last night? How about yesterday?”

“I've got my own work to do,” Mirko replied. “Hope you feel more like yourself.”

He turned away from me and went upstairs.

I spun to give Brenin the same treatment, but he was gone already. When I ventured outside, the snowstorm had stopped as well. I was halfway to the library when I saw Purity and Brenin leave ahead of me.

If a statue of Purity was in the teleporter room, I assumed the version of her on this floor was key to solving this puzzle, so I followed her and Brenin to a tavern.

Decades of spilled drinks left an ever-present stickiness on the wooden planks beneath my feet. The same chairs pushing in and out wore grooves into the floor, and the backs of those chairs bouncing off the wall left a battered ring around the dining room.

I remembered this place. I shared a drink with Godfried here.

Brenin and Purity sat at a table drinking cocoa. She giggled at something he said, but I didn't hear what.

I sat at the bar and ordered an ale. I listened to their conversation, but they didn't discuss anything interesting–the kobolds in the dungeon, life in Borja, life in Capital, each other's families, all banal bullshit.

“What the fuck am I supposed to do?!” I yelled upward at no one in particular.

The whole bar went quiet.

“Anyone have any ideas?”

The bartender leaned in. “Hey buddy, gotta keep it down.”

“Why?”

“Other people are here.”

“Yeah, whatever.”

A cold breeze cut through the tavern. When I looked up, Purity and Brenin were on their way out. I followed them, but when I stepped through expecting my feet to find snow, I instead found a guild hall floor.

The Flowst chapter of the Dungeon Brawlers? Nothing I did in Lopav felt like a victory. I had failed this run at floor 100 already, I suspected.

I followed Brenin and Solara to a magic item shop and then to a tea house before ending up in Borja again.

Then I tailed Brenin to his old basement apartment. Podni arrived about an hour later, her hood up to hide her face, and slipped inside when he cracked the door.

Invia and Brenin didn't go to a tavern or a tea house or an apartment. When they left the guard station, they snuck into an alley. Brenin was behind Invia, his arms around her waist, and a hand down the front of her pants.

I couldn't decide how I felt about Brenin being Invia's bitch. Granted, I hadn't seen very much of their relationship, but the glimpses I was given suggested a one-way dynamic. Invia got hers, and I highly doubted that Brenin ever got his.

Poor fake me.

Poor real me too. I came through the teleporter to the same statues of my wives with their chins high.

And I didn't learn a damn thing.
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Oh fuck off.



“How strange,” Solara said after listening to an account of my latest floor 100 run. “There's nothing like that in any of the dungeons. This is something completely new. Well, new to us, obviously. The tower is thousands of years old.”

She lounged on my bed with Purity and Invia next to her. Podni was on the couch with two followers massaging her bare legs.

“I'm open to ideas,” I said. “I'm at a loss.”

“We should see if one of us can come with you,” Podni suggested. “Maybe that would change something.”

“That's a good start.”

Purity absentmindedly stroked Solara's thigh while she thought. “The whole tower has felt like one big lesson, hasn't it? Sins, the people we killed, clones of our fathers, and then living flashbacks.”

“What's the lesson here?” Solara asked.

“I don't know. Maybe that's what we have to figure out.”

“We should try murdering all of the fake people,” Invia said. “Worked on every other floor.”

Podni laughed. “If only killing solved all of our problems.”

“Doesn't it?”

The saboteur groaned as the girls kneaded her thighs. “Okay, okay. That has fixed a lot of things for us. Invia's right.”

“Purity’s lesson theory is the best we have,” I said. “It would have to be marriage-related if it's putting statues of just my wives in the teleporter room.”

“Did you try fucking us?” Invia asked.

“Fake Brenin cock blocks me.”

“That must feel pretty strange,” Podni joked.

“Fake Invia is getting some at least,” Invia added, giggling.

I looked around the room at how relaxed everyone seemed. “How about we act like the King of the Abyss is trying to kill us? Or am I the only one who gives a shit?”

Podni jerked her head at the followers, telling them to leave. “Sorry, Master.”

Solara, Invia, and Purity cast their eyes downward.

“What is the marriage lesson?” I asked. “What should I do differently next time?”

No one said anything.

“Now that we aren't fucking off, you're out of things to say?” The silence continued. “Out. Everyone.”

My wives meekly slinked out of the room.

“Fuck!”

My life was slipping away from me. My sprawling empire was reduced to Sanctuary South and two dungeons. My temples were gone. The other dungeons weren't safe for my followers or me. My momentum with merchants across the planes sputtered as demons and people alike feared getting caught in my war with Abaddon.

“Master,” Abby said behind me.

“What?”

“This letter was left for you at Penny’s.”

“Thanks.”

“I should also inform you that 22 of the girls have renounced the Silk. I have already ensured they cannot return.”

“22?”

She nodded.

“Fantastic.” That brought me down to 214 followers. “Anything else?”

“No, Master.”

Abby disappeared as I broke the seal on the letter.

I am halting all business between the Dungeon Brawlers and any of your people or enterprises. This is not personal. I have to consider the livelihoods of all our members. Please do not attempt to contact me or anyone else in the Flowst chapter.

-Guild Master Trina

+1 Progress to Your Fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 93 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

That system update was by far the worst I had ever received. I didn't need the system to tell me that my world had just gotten even smaller, that my defeat was imminent.

I could close all the gates to Sanctuary South and spend every last DP on spawning soldiers. Finding me in the northern wastelands could take Abaddon a few months, perhaps. A few months of drugs, booze, and women before I made my last stand might be the best I could hope for.

If I carried a Podni bomb around with me, I had a chance at ending it all before Abaddon's minions captured me. Under no circumstances could I be taken alive. I had suffered enough for two lifetimes already and didn't want that to be my eternity.

Aurketzu would have loved to have seen this. If she were still in my mind, she would remind me of every moment where I disregarded her advice, where I took the unnecessary risks and made the wrong bets.

She did everything she could to prevent me from earning the sovereign class. None of my present problems would exist if I had understood my place and remained a dutiful viceroy.

I really fucking hoped Aurketzu never escaped her soulstone. Giving her the satisfaction of seeing my demise was one more failure I could not abide.

Fuck!

I grabbed my sword, a waterskin, and a few Healing potions.

My plan would work. Abaddon's Bane would win me this war. If I got to the celestial planes, everything else would fall into place.


Chapter 43

Dungeons were highways to the hells. Towers were highways to the heavens.

Reaching the bottom of a dungeon was almost entirely about combat, and the final boss continued that theme. That was the honesty of demons on display. They saw no reason to hide what qualities were necessary to defeat the dungeon. Celestials, meanwhile, changed the rules on the very last level of their challenge.

Was the top of every tower like this? I assumed–with no real basis whatsoever–that towers came in unique forms just as dungeons did. I suppose they could all be identical, but if they went to these lengths to be assholes in this tower, I highly doubted celestials would do something so pedestrian as to replicate a singular design.

I loathed this puzzle. My life was already filled with soul-crushing frustration, and floor 100 of the tower amplified it tenfold.

First, I attempted to bring my wives with me. We went as a group. I took one at a time. I took random combinations. In every instance, they didn’t travel with me. They never left the teleporter room, and to them, it seemed that I didn’t either. Everything I experienced on the 100th floor happened outside of time. What could be hours in the fake world was a blink in the real one.

No, I couldn’t hide out in any one part forever. The tower seemed able to tell when I had no intention of completing a section. It would bump me to the next wife in the sequence and eventually spit me back out.

I tried talking to Brenin in each instance where he appeared, and after several attempts, all I did was weird him out, which I have to say was philosophically troubling in its own right.

Brenin was me. I thought I was the best version of me, of him, but Brenin still couldn’t stand me.

Ah, wait. No, not philosophically troubling at all. I hated myself. Easy explanation.

I attempted conversations about us being similar people, about how we were the same people, about how the woman he was meeting in whichever chapter of the dungeon sequence we were in would be his wife, or half a dozen variations of simply trying to befriend the tower-made doppelganger.

Nothing.

I made similar attempts with each of my wives, and at one point, the only goal I had was to get one of my wives to choose me over Brenin. The women I loved chose that little motherfucker every time.

Running straight into the nearest dungeon didn’t work. I had remembered my sage wisdom of always finding my solutions in the dungeons. I really thought I had it figured out with this one, but nope.

My next idea was to get one of the tower-made people to recognize that we weren’t in the real world and that they were constructs of a greater power. The only thing I learned from these experiments was that the tower replicated a shocking number of people. At first, I thought they were recreations of my memories, but even people I didn’t really know all that well–like Lubada, the cute barkeep in Borja–were complex and had deep memories I didn’t know about prior to reaching the 100th floor.

I spent a few attempts just talking to her, trying to get to a question about herself she wouldn’t be able to answer, to find the limit of the tower’s abilities to mimic. That never happened. Did the tower invent incredibly complex memories, or did it somehow draw them from the real people I had met?

Either answer was frightening.

As an aside, I want to note I didn’t fuck any of these non-people. Not for lack of trying. I definitely would have fucked a dungeon clone of any of my wives just to see what that was like, but no approach worked for them or any of the other women in the puzzle. My morality had been corrupted enough that I considered the argument that they weren’t real people and could, therefore, do whatever I wanted.

When I thought about it, I didn’t like the notion of any woman, even fake ones, expressing how much they did not enjoy cock. Any pain I inflicted on my treasures served a broader goal of pleasure where absolutely everyone involved was happy and satisfied by the end, but the non-people would despise every second of it.

After all that talking, I tried Invia’s suggestion of killing every single person I could.

No, I didn’t have any moral qualms about beheading every non-person I could find. I don’t understand why that would surprise you.

Anyway, that didn’t get me through the 100th floor, so I tried burning everything down. I used a few runs to kill Tad in different ways. I thought that, perhaps, the tower wanted to repeat the theme of making me murder my dad. No matter how I went about it, though, the tower didn’t let me advance.

What could possibly be the lesson here? I had no clue, and no one else in our party did either.



“Mistress Solara wishes to speak with you, Master,” Abby informed me. I had every book we had ever purchased about celestials and the celestial planes spread around my room. A clue for how to clear the 100th floor had to be in there somewhere.

“Send her up.”

A few seconds later, Solara asked, “Am I interrupting?”

“Sort of,” I replied. “What do you need?”

“I don’t have thoughts for the 100th floor, but I do have updates on the phylactery project.”

Right, the phylactery project. These days, my desire for a way to die was far stronger than my desire to live forever. I had forgotten Solara and the scholars had been researching the subject.

“Proceed,” I said.

Solara swallowed, a bit nervous. “I’m sorry for the other day. We got carried away when we shouldn’t have.”

“Thank you.”

“Everyone of us is with you until the end,” she added. “Some of the newer followers might have weak wills, but none of your wives do, and we understand that we’re at war. We are not leaving your side unless you make us.”

“I appreciate you saying so.”

“We will never forget how much you’ve given us. I promise.”

“I believe you,” I said.

“Good. Now, the phylactery research has hit a strange wrinkle. We talked before about ‘partial’ phylacteries that function somewhat like your deal with Aurketzu. The person who opens the phylactery takes on your soul until they find you a vessel.”

I nodded. I remembered that conversation.

“The scholars are suggesting that the phylactery ideal we’re after, a device that regrows your entire body should you die, could be a myth. We have stories about evil wizards and greedy kings using such phylacteries at various points in history, but we have no actual confirmation that the phylactery as we picture it actually existed.”

That got my attention. “Really?”

“Yes. That doesn’t mean it’s impossible, but I thought you’d want to know we haven’t found any proof that it is possible.”

“An overblown truth told often enough does have the makings of a myth,” I reasoned. “What does your gut tell you? Does it exist, or are we chasing a piece of fiction?”

Solara bit her lip as she pondered. “Anything is possible, but I think we would be aware of at least one being who has used one if that’s the case. They could be keeping their identities a secret like we plan to do when we get older, but I have to believe at least one ultra-powerful wizard would brag about it.”

“Wizards do like to brag.”

“That they do.”

“If you had the option to use a phylactery, would you still want to?” I asked. “Knowing what you know about our situation and our enemies, I mean.”

“Yes,” she answered without hesitation. “I would do anything to stay by your side.”

“Alright. I’m fine with a phylactery that forces my soul to hitchhike, but I don’t want to be conscious while I wait for that to happen.”

“I agree completely.”

“Good. Move forward with that in mind.”

“I hope to find a less arduous solution, but the phylacteries we know about require you to be the one who transfers your soul.”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“We can’t just cast a spell and be done. We have to make the container, and then you have to impart your soul into it. The methods we know the most about are composing a symphony or writing a book. If someone plays the music or reads the book all the way to the end, they can choose to accept your soul as a passenger.”

“We both know I’m not writing a symphony,” I said. “How much writing do I have to do?”

Solara took a deep breath before answering. “Several thousand pages, and it has to represent who you really are. It doesn’t have to be a total life story, but we do have to fill every page.”

I winced. “I suppose I should have expected preserving my soul for eternity would take some work. Keep a few scholars on the ultimate phylactery research just in case, but we can put our focus on the partials.”

“Yes, Master.” Solara hesitated. “Ashley has been wanting to speak with you, but she’s worried about being an annoyance when you need to focus.”

“Do you know what about?”

“Her wedding.”

Of my closest treasures, Ashley was the only one who hadn’t picked what she wanted to do as our marriage ritual and was, therefore, the only one who was still mortal. She wasn’t on a deadline, and the offer to grant her the Touch of Abyssal Undeath didn’t have an expiration date, but Abaddon had shaken my confidence to the point that I assumed she had changed her mind.

As if reading my thoughts, Solara knelt between my legs and rested her head on my thigh. She closed her eyes to savor the comfort.

“I think about our victories a lot,” Solara said, still not opening her eyes. “They all hurt in some way, didn’t they? Even back in Lopav, before you and I met, you told me Purity’s father nearly cooked you to death with Holy magic when an ice demon tried to kill you. I remember nursing you back to health after a similar experience in Flowst with an archfiend. You’ve been beheaded twice, and you lived with a sorceress actively infecting your mind. That had to be nonstop suffering for you.”

I didn’t have a response.

Without moving, Solara said, “You taught me that pain can be pleasure. I know everything hurts so much right now, but I know in my heart that there is pleasure on the other side. This is the moment where the Holy magic is raining down on you. It’s a miserable kind of suffering that makes death seem like a gift. You keep fighting because you know your enemy can’t endure what you can. They fall, and you come out the other side.”

She opened her eyes and looked up at me. They sparkled beneath the magic light of Sanctuary South.

“We win if you hold on to who you are. Byron of Zaglis doesn’t die here. As long as he’s in this fight, everything will turn out okay.”


Chapter 44

Ashley’s approach to decorating her Sanctuary South penthouse surprised me the most out of all my women. My strong, sophisticated Queen shed that skin when she was home. Everywhere else in her life, even her royal bedchambers, had to match the persona of a ruler, but here, she could be herself.

She had a few dozen stuffed animals, frilly pillows, pink curtains, and absolutely no organization whatsoever. Her clothes were scattered across the floor and hanging from furniture, and her desk was covered with empty wine bottles she had yet to throw out.

“May I bother you?” I asked.

Ashley sat cross-legged on her bed. She closed her book and put down her pen. “Of course, Master.”

I moved a few teddy bears to sit on the bed with her. Taking both her hands in mine, I asked, “Queen Ashley, will you marry me?”

She gasped, and her eyes welled with tears. She covered her mouth with one hand. “Are you serious?”

“Yes. I did ask you before, didn’t I?”

Nodding emphatically, she answered, “Yes, but with how hard everything has been, I didn’t want to assume or force the idea on you.”

“My love for you hasn’t waned in the slightest. I have been distracted, and angry, and frustrated, yes. I didn’t mean to make you feel unwanted.”

“I didn’t feel unwanted. It was more like I wasn’t sure if you wanted marriage.”

“Now you can be sure of what I want,” I said. “Do you have thoughts on what you want the ceremony to be?”

“I do…” Her eyes fell, and she blushed.

“What is it?”

“I’m embarrassed to say.”

“That makes me want to hear your answer even more.”

Ashley thought for a moment. “I was attracted to you from the first time we met.”

“At the party with Valice.”

“Mmhmm. You stirred desire in me the moment you came through the door, and I had never felt that kind of attraction before, but that’s all it was: physical. Then we started talking more often. I saw the kind of mind you had, and that sparked something of a crush, but I wasn’t in love with you yet.”

She paused to collect her thoughts. I gave her as much time as she needed.

“I fell in love with you when you rescued me, but I didn’t admit it to myself right away. Do you remember that night with the tub? We were in the same room, and you promised not to look or watch?”

“I do.”

“You kept that promise. That was the glimpse of who you were that I needed to give in completely. I saw the man behind the persona. Someone who comes when you need him. Someone who keeps his word. Someone who trusts me to make my own choices. If anything, I forced your hand. I might not have come up with the idea to use a Noble Sacrifice enchantment, but I was the one who put you in that corner.”

I laughed. Ashley smiled.

“But you?” she continued. “You never made me do anything. Even when I was at my most vulnerable and entirely beholden to your whims and your mercy, I could strip naked with you in the room and still feel perfectly safe. You said you wouldn’t look, so you didn’t. That sounds so simple, but that was the first time I didn’t suspect an ulterior motive or some sort of underhanded manipulation. You’re the most honest person I’ve ever met.”

Calling me “the most honest person” was an interesting choice, but her words were heartwarming nonetheless. Her adoration for me was pure and complete. Nothing but love swam in the pools of her eyes when I stared back at them.

“I’m a much better person in your mind than I am in reality,” I said.

“That doubt is part of what makes you a good person. So yes, I want to marry you. I’d be honored. For the ceremony, umm…”

“You can have whatever you want,” I assured her. “You know that. You have nothing to be ashamed about.”

“I want to watch you force someone to surrender completely, and then I want to experience it for myself. I’ll fight you as hard as I can. You’re the only person I could trust to let me be that vulnerable, and I think that moment of letting go captures what I love most about us.”



Let me remind you that everything you’re about to read was consensual. Intense and extreme, yes, but consensual.



I crept into Ashley’s room in Sanctuary some time after midnight and picked up a pair of pink lace panties she had left on the floor. The Queen was asleep in her bed, surrounded by her stuffed animals and fluffy pillows. When I pulled the covers back, I saw that she wore a silk camisole with a small pair of matching shorts. The sudden sensation of air on her skin caused her to stir, a lethargic, barely awake turn.

I stuffed the panties in her mouth and used Silkmancer to wrap a strip of silk around her head to be certain they stayed there. She screamed and jerked her head, but no matter how hard she tried, she wouldn’t be able to spit her used underwear back out.

Ashley was only level 10, so one hand on the back of her neck was enough to keep her face pinned to her mattress as my other hand and Silkmancer bound her arms behind her back. I tied her ankles next, and then completed the art piece by hogtying her legs and hands together.

“Scream all you want,” I whispered. “It won’t help you.”

The Queen kicked and flailed but succeeded only in flopping around like a beached fish.

“I hope those taste okay,” I added, meaning the panties in her mouth.

I ran my hands up her sides, appreciating the way the restraints bent her back, accentuating her ribs and tensing her stomach. I groped over the camisole, squeezing one of her small breasts.

“I’ve got plans for you, my Queen.”

With one hand, I grabbed the ropes connecting her wrists and ankles and carried her out of her room like she was nothing more than a tote bag. Her helpless wiggling was cute.

Invia’s Sanctuary penthouse was up the stairs from Ashley’s. I let myself in, my hostage still in tow, and marched into Invia’s living room.

She lay on her couch in a set of red pajamas–top and pants–reading a book.

“Byron?” she asked, looking over the back of her couch to see me approaching.

Her eyes darted to Ashley.

“What are you doing?” A touch of panic entered her voice.

I didn’t reply.

“Byron.”

She stood, dropping her book and backing away toward her floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Sanctuary. I dropped Ashley on the couch so I could have both hands free.

“Stop there,” Invia said, pointing at me.

I still didn’t reply.

She glanced side to side as if looking for an escape route. Invia picked one and darted to my left. I snatched her wrist and pulled.

“No!” she grunted, wrenching free.

She scrambled to get away, her pajama top ripping with an audible tear when I grabbed the back of her collar. The force of the pull, even with some of the fabric giving way, disrupted her balance, causing her to stumble.

I grabbed her tails, yanking her back. She landed on the floor and attempted to crawl, reaching and scratching, looking for any sort of grip or traction that could help her get away.

Her torn top rolled up as I pulled her toward me, exposing her stomach and lower back.

“Fuck you!” she shouted, turning sharply to deliver a slap that stung my face and rang in my ears.

“You’re going to regret that,” I said with a grin.

When she attempted to swing again, I caught her wrist and pinned it to the floor. Her other hand swung next, so I grabbed that one too. With only my left hand, I held both of her wrists above her head, my strength and my weight pinning them to the ground.

I groped her chest, doing whatever I pleased over what was left of the pajama top. I squeezed as hard and as much as I wanted, making sure to enjoy a handful of both.

“I’ll fucking kill you!”

“Will you now?”

I went from molesting her breasts to putting my hand between her legs, grabbing her by the mound and rubbing over her pants with my palm.

“No, stop. I said, ‘stop!’”

“Do you like these pajamas?” I asked before ripping them from her body, tossing the tatters aside.

Invia spit at me, following it with a defiant and triumphant grin.

“Bad girls get punished,” I told her, twisting her nipple.

She fought to hold back the scream, turning it into a muffled groan. I followed up with a light smack to her face. Invia looked up at me, appalled that I would dare disrespect her like that.

“You’re fucking pathetic,” she hissed.

I rolled her over onto her stomach, still pinning her to her floor, and started to slap her ass, over and over.

“That mouth is getting you in trouble,” I advised.

“Gah!” she cried, kicking and twisting.

Squeezing her thighs as hard as she could, Invia fought to keep her legs closed tight. My hand wiggled between, and I ran a finger up her slit.

“Holy shit, you’re wet. Are you enjoying this, you little nymph?”

“I’m going to fucking kill you. Let. Me. Go!” A desperate kick drove her heel into my ribs, and she turned, slipping free of my grip. She punched my chest and tried to push me away.

Her jaw clenched, she grunted with every struggle, using all of her strength to attempt to stop me. When fists and kicks didn’t work, she started to scratch, digging her nails into my arms as she tried to pry them off of her.

Her breasts bounced, always half a moment behind her flailing. Her every muscle tensed, as she tried this twist and then that thrash. The effort tightened her stomach and flexed her thighs. A hint of sweat appeared along the line of her delicate collarbone, and her dark hair was a mess. Some of it splayed out on the floor behind her while the rest covered half of her face.

I stood, pulling Invia up with me. I slung her naked body over my shoulder, enduring her pounding and scratching my back as I walked over to where Ashley watched from the couch, still tied and helpless.

“No! Put me down! Fuck you, you bastard!”

“If you scream, I’ll punish you too,” I warned Ashley as I dropped the silk holding her panties in. “I need to borrow these.”

I kicked Invia’s coffee table out of the way and dropped her on the floor in front of the couch, right in front of Ashley. I jammed the panties into Invia’s mouth, having to twist and push to force her lips to separate.

I looked at Ashley. “Are you watching?” I slapped Invia’s breast. “When I’m done with this one, you’re next.”

Again pinning her wrists, I climbed on top of Invia. I wedged one knee between her legs to separate them a bit, and then forced the rest of me between her thighs.

“I don’t care what you want,” I said, looking down at Invia’s red, enraged face. “I’m going to fuck you raw, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

Grabbing my cock with my free hand, I guided it toward Invia’s pussy. The moment the tip touched her lips, she went wild, yelling deep, guttural cries of protest into Ashley’s panties.

Invia triggered Channel Abyssal, her skin and eyes turning void black, horns sprouting from her head.

Her strength felt like it tripled, and she put every bit of it into fighting me. It was a battle to get my hips aligned with hers while she writhed and growled, refusing to let me into her paradise.

As soon as my tip felt her wetness, I knew I had her. With steady pressure, I forced myself in, feeling her tighten and wriggle around my dick as she continued her pointless resistance. The way her panic and fear made her body move, the shapes and angles she bent it into out of desperation, the feel of the struggle against my own skin… Invia and I had played a game like this before, but we had never taken it this far.

It felt incredible to thrust deep with her protesting. The power was like a drug, filling my whole body with gratifying pleasure. Then, hearing her whimper as she tired, losing her will to fight as her grunts and shouts were replaced by forced moans.

I gave Invia Rope Burn+25 as a reward and fucked her while her orgasm tightened her body in a whole new way. The moment she finished, her form going limp, I withdrew and hogtied her the way I had Ashley, giving her a few spanks and squeezes along the way for my own entertainment.

Ashley watched from the couch, wide-eyed, her body shaking with anticipation and fear.

Invia’s abyssal form faded, and I left her on the floor on her side, still gagged because she always had a habit of talking too much.

I undid Ashley’s restraints with Silkmancer, leaving her wholly unbound.

“Now’s your chance to run,” I said.

She hesitated for a second but then jumped over the back of the couch, still wearing her camisole and shorts. When she neared the door, I went after her. My dexterity meant that I caught up in a blink. Just as she started to open the door to escape, I slammed it shut with my palm and pushed her against the wall.

“A good girl would have stayed,” I whispered in her ear and smacked her ass.

She whimpered. I smacked again.

“What does a good girl say?” I asked.

“Get off me,” she whined. After wrangling Invia, Ashley’s efforts seemed kind of sad in comparison.

Spank.

“Try again.”

She grunted, trying to push herself off the wall. “No,” she hissed. “I won’t give you the satisfaction.”

I tore her shorts off, exposing her small, bare ass. That spank sounded like it stung.

“No…” Ashley whimpered.

Spank.

“Please… It hurts…”

Spank.

“Tell me your body belongs to me,” I commanded. “You are my property.”

She didn’t say anything in protest, but she still futilely tried to escape my grip. My hand went from her ass, around her hip, and between her legs. I pressed her against the wall as I rubbed her clit.

“Tell me that doesn’t feel good.”

I circled with two fingers.

“Go ahead, tell me.”

Those same two fingers parted her and slid inside. I pushed them deep and curled them, the tips of my fingers massaging her G-spot. Ashley’s whimpers now included guilt-ridden, shameful moans.

“See? Isn’t this so much easier? Remember that when it's time to take my dick.”

That rejuvenated her will to fight. I pulled my fingers free and pressed them into her lips.

“Mmm mmm!” she said, straining to keep her mouth shut.

She lost that battle as well, and I rubbed her juices all over her tongue. “How do you taste?” I asked.

“Fuck you!” she shouted.

“Good idea.”

I grabbed Ashley by the hair and dragged her back to where Invia still lay naked and bound.

I wrestled Ashley to the ground and pressed her face into the floor, her nose barely an inch away from Invia’s.

“I want Invia to see you break,” I said.

And I smashed my dick into the Queen from behind, never letting her lift her head. I gave Ashley no mercy and pounded her thin body, the force of my thrusts, jostling her screams with every impact. I added spanks to the abuse, flooding her system with pleasure and pain. I didn’t slow when she came hard enough to send her pleasure splashing down my thighs.

As soon as the last bit of will left her defeated body, I held her face where it was, close to Invia’s, and I blessed them both with my seed.

“Ashley, will you be my wife?” I asked, her cum-covered cheek and lips still lying on the floor next to Invia.

“Yes, please,” she panted. “I’ve never cum so fucking hard in my life. You’re incredible, my love.”


Chapter 45

I knew how to solve the floor 100 puzzle.

I stood before the statues of my wives and smiled. Today would be the last day I looked upon these statues. When this was done, I was never coming back to this room. I wished that I had the ability to forget all of the frustration I had experienced here. It was shameful.

When I woke in the bunkhouse, I went right to the Northern Rangers guild hall. I burst into the room.

“I figured out the lesson,” I said aloud to the tower. Spreading my arms, I announced, “I am Byron of fucking Zaglis, the greatest adventurer who ever lived, the founder of the Order of the Silk, the king of Sanctuary South, and the husband to Purity, Solara, Podni, and Invia.”

Mirko was speechless. Brenin, sitting at his table, was stunned.

The guild master cleared his throat. “Good morning to you too, Byron. I think you’re still riding a dreamdust cloud. Maybe get a bit more sleep.”

He stiffly turned away from me, inventing a reason to suddenly have to bury his face in a ledger. Brenin was still too flabbergasted to speak. Eventually, though, he recovered and returned to his soup.

Nothing happened. The tower didn’t recognize my declaration of self-realization. Purity was one of the statues, I remembered. Of course, I needed to show her who I was. Every other time I visited, I was gentle, focused on convincing her. But Byron of Zaglis didn’t need to convince a woman. She would see him and hope for the chance to be beneath him.

I charged out of the guild hall and ventured to the library. With the cold winter wind whipping in from behind me, I held out my hand.

“Purity, I’m in love with you. Your place is by my side.”

The priestess didn’t move. I reached for her wrist, and she yanked her arm away from me.

“I’m Byron of Zaglis,” I said, but my confidence waned. “Your future awaits.”

Maybe I was being too cheesy? What was I doing wrong? I was so certain I had the solution. I knew that I did, deep in my bones.

“Is this guy bothering you?” a whiny little voice asked.

“Brenin!” Purity exclaimed. “I don’t think I want to read today.”

“I was thinking the same, actually. Hot cocoa?”

Purity smiled. “I love that idea.”

“Fuck you, Brenin,” I said as Purity walked right by me.

He didn’t have the courage to even look at me. He kept his head down and hurried Purity along. Some hero he was.

I was so fucking pissed that I followed them to the bar. I came in a few minutes after they did and slaughtered every non-person in sight. The tower made it feel like the real thing. The vibration of a sword gliding through meat, the squelching noise blood makes when it squirts from an artery, the way my victims either looked at me, dumbfounded or terrified, right before they died–it was as if I was back in Lopav again, the real one. The only part that didn’t feel like fantasy was a part of my mind insisting over and over that this was just a floor in the tower.

When I stepped through the tavern doorway to leave, I entered the Flowst chapter of the Dungeon Brawlers.

Cutting up imaginary people didn’t change my mood in Lopav, so I knew it wouldn’t here. I pushed past Bitch Boy Brenin on his way to meet Solara.

Screw this. I marched to the Flowst dungeon to auto-fail this portion of the floor. Then I got to see Brenin again, attempting to reassure Podni. The amount of hate I felt for him was more intense than any hatred that I had carried before. The slavers who kidnapped and killed my father had not angered me this much.

Brenin of Borja. Every single problem in my life traced back to him. If he had been stronger, everything would have been different, but he wasn’t capable. He squandered a lifetime of opportunity and, frankly, deserved to die for how pathetically he walked right into his own murder. He didn’t need to be the specimen that I was now. A little bit of confidence, the tiniest amount, might have been enough to change the course of his life.

I went to the guard station to fail the Invia section and get out of this nightmare.

Massacring a town of villagers brought me no joy or feelings of any kind, for that matter. But Brenin? He had gotten mixed up in the wholesale slaughter runs and died before. I had never ended him slowly. I never stopped to savor the moment of his dying. For all the distress he caused me, I was going to kill Byron that way today.

Having done this loop a hundred times before, I knew where to find him. He was on his knees eating Invia out like she was the Goddess incarnate. I stepped into the office and grabbed the back of Brenin’s neck.

I braced for Invia to attack me, but she had no interest in helping Brenin. She rolled off the desk and ran out of the room. When I thought about it, that reaction made sense. Why would she risk anything for the piece of shit Brenin from Borja?

With a flick of my knife, I severed the base of Brenin’s spine and dropped him on the floor.

His legs limp, he dragged himself on his elbows toward the exit. I grabbed his ankle, pulled him back, and flipped him over.

“I hate you,” I told him. “You wasted your life, and your failures were so spectacularly abysmal that they’re fucking with me in a second life.”

“What are you talking about?” he cried. “Please, let me go. You don’t have to do this. Please, please, let me live.”

I waited. After a minute, I shook my head with disappointment. “See, if I were in your position, I would at least keep trying to run. No, that’s not right. I’d like to think I’d look for a weapon rather than run. But you… Why aren’t you doing anything? Why are you just lying there waiting to die?”

“Please. I don’t know what I did. I’m sorry for it. So sorry. Just don’t kill me.”

I palmed the top of his skull and squeezed. My strength versus his constitution. An apple would have given me more resistance.

Oh, that felt kind of good, actually. Cathartic. A form of closure, perhaps?

Brenin of Borja found a way to be useful after all.

I was so tired of this place. As soon as I had a new solution to try, I would be back. For now, I couldn’t wait to leave it behind.

When I exited Invia’s office, I appeared in the teleporter room. The heavens were right there. One fucking floor away, and I couldn’t reach them.

I froze.

Invia’s statue was no longer upright. She was on her knees.



Byron couldn’t move forward while Brenin still lived. That was the lesson. To beat the puzzle, I had to murder Brenin of Borja in every section. Nothing elaborate. I slit his throat the moment I saw him, and then moved on to the next version to kill that one too.

The previous idea I had to assert myself was heading in the right direction, but it wasn’t extreme enough. I needed to think more like Invia. If I were more sadistic, I would have singled out Brenin of Borja dozens of attempts back, and not because I figured out that was the solution. I would have done it because I knew I would enjoy it. Advancing beyond the 100th floor would have simply been a nice bonus.

I had to kill him and only him. If I murdered anyone else, the tower deemed it a failure.

When I reappeared, all four of my statue wives knelt. The wall behind them fell, revealing a grand staircase. I stepped over my wives and climbed the steps to a lobby-like room that was more or less identical to the first floor of the tower. A statue of the Goddess stood at the top of the stairs, as if to greet me.

No enemies appeared. I was alone with a dozen waterfalls, thousands of flowers in bloom, and shimmering white walls, pathways, and columns.

I should have saved the good-aligned levels and gone back for Byron bots, but I was too curious. I used Corpse Builder and summoned 20 skeletons. They crossed the indoor garden without incident. No traps. No enemies lying in wait. Like the lobby at the bottom of the tower, the 101st floor was more ceremonial than anything else.

I approached a set of white double doors at the far edge of the room, and like the doors at the base of the tower, these opened for me automatically.
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Gold light poured in through the door, blinding me. When my eyes adjusted, I looked out over rolling green fields. In the distance, a city of brilliant white rose out of the plains. Surrounded by farmland, the city had tall quartz walls and large pillars that rose above them, holding up a whole second level of beautiful stone buildings. What was floor 101 of a tower to me was the base of a mountain in this world.

The plane of the angeli. How many humans had seen this? I was tempted to explore, to step outside and feel the heat of a different sun, but I didn’t dare exit the tower. On the material plane, celestials could sense when demons left dungeons, so I had to assume I would be discovered the moment I ventured through this door.

For now, I would have to appreciate the sublime view from within the tower. This world might be the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.

I couldn’t wait to watch it burn.


Chapter 46

I installed one end of a gate on the 101st floor of the tower and placed the other in an isolated Flowst dungeon room.

It was finally time to assemble my army.

I spent 2.5 million DP to add one more monster to the Flowst dungeon core: An angeli carrying four Intoxicate+100 bombs and one of our regular, low-powered Bolt bombs. At 100 DP per angeli spawn, I created 50,000 and lined them up at the door out of the 101st floor.

Then I created 10,000 of the big boom angeli we added previously–an angeli carrying a FAB bomb and an Unholy bomb–and 40,000 basic Byron bots, the ones that spawned with Intoxicate bombs rather than 10 FAB bombs.

More than 16 million DP in total, this was all in addition to the army of Byron bots and silk soldiers I had steadily accumulated beneath the surface of Sanctuary South. When I officially launched my invasion, my kingdom would still be well-protected.

By the time all of these units were assembled on the 101st floor, there was scarcely room to move. Purity joined me in the tower while the rest of my party waited in Sanctuary South.

Purity stood at the doorway to the plane of the angeli with her arm around my waist. A warm wind folded the grass in waves, and a celestial city glimmered in the distance.

“After all of that preparation, this moment feels so quiet,” Purity observed.

“Yeah. Doesn’t feel like we have an army standing behind us.”

Purity pulled herself close to me and looked up. “I’m proud of you, Byron. Thank you for everything you’ve done for us.”

“Once I give the order, there’s no taking this back,” I said.

“We’re ready. Every one of your enemies has underestimated you. They’ve never faced a foe who thinks like you. They might expect war, but they don’t expect the kind of war you’re going to bring them.”

“I hope that’s true.”

“I know it is,” Purity replied. “Do you remember when you sat on the throne in the Flowst dungeon?”

“And you rode me? Yes. That’s one of my favorite memories.”

“Your next throne is out there somewhere. When you claim it, I want to be the first person to make the new king cum. May I have that honor, Master?”

“You can have whatever you want,” I answered.

“Thank you. What happens next?”

I took a deep breath. “When I give the order, the first wave of angeli will fly all across the plane. They have 4 Intoxicate+100 bombs apiece and orders to blanket inhabited towns or cities with them. If they encounter resistance, they have orders to drop all of the Intoxicate+100 bombs right there and then trigger their Bolt bomb to vaporize themselves. If they don’t encounter resistance, then they have orders to fly straight up into the sky and detonate the Bolt bomb then.

“I don’t want the celestials getting wise to the fact that these are dungeon-grown angeli. I want them to believe this is an attack from their own kind for as long as possible.”

Purity nodded. “That makes sense.”

“After that, we’ll deploy 20,000 of our 40,000 Byron bots. They have orders to set off more Intoxicate+100 bombs and to kill every male angeli as well as any being that attempts to fight or stop the Byron bots. Their more important objective is to fuck as many of the female angeli as possible, to capture every virgin angeli they find, and to locate the gate for the plane of archangeli.”

“And the big boom angeli are held in reserve for when the fighting really starts,” Purity guessed.

“That’s correct. The Byron bots are immune to physical and magical damage. I’m curious to see how far we can push with just them alone. Byron toys have been on this plane for a while, so the desire for Byron cock should already be relatively high already.”

“Mine is too.” My archpriestess ran her hand over the outside of my pants, stroking my package.

I cracked my neck and savored the quiet for a few more seconds.

“First wave, move out!”

The angeli carrying Intoxicate+100 bombs poured out of the 101st floor like wasps out of a hive. As soon as they were beneath the open sky, they took to the air and spread across the plane. After less than a minute, bombs began to rain on the one city we could see from the tower.

My war with the heavens had officially begun, and I was so hard it ached.

“On your knees,” I commanded Purity. “Worship me.”

She didn’t hesitate. She dropped down and undid my pants, taking me in her mouth. My dick was the most important thing in the world to her, and she acted like it.

As she rubbed the back of her throat against my tip, I thought, “War is wonderful.”



“My treasures,” I began, speaking to every member of the Silk in our rooftop garden. “We have endured horrific tragedy and lost family we loved and cherished. Not a minute goes by that I don’t think about the lives taken from us. I miss them, and I know you miss them too.

“Our happiness and our success have embittered our enemies, and they move against the Silk to take what we have worked so hard to build. Because we have all endured this pain as one, I believe we should heal together as well. Our counterattack begins today, and I want you to be able to witness how hard the Silk is willing to fight to protect every single one of you.”

I gestured at the dozens of sheets of glass propped upright like standing mirrors around the garden. They circled our gathering so that anyone inside was always in sight of at least two of the sparkling surfaces.

I snapped my fingers. Views of the plane of the angeli sparked to life in the glass, each sheet displaying a unique vantage point of the rolling fields with a city in the distance. These were dungeon-generated angeli wearing scrying lenses. After seeing Solara’s private viewing portals for the Stocks of Glory, I spent a disgusting sum of gold to acquire the most advanced scrying enchantments on the market.

These were still not strong enough to spy on a place with only a spell, but we could deliver a live view of what a scrying lens was close enough to see.

“Our enemies are about to learn that they erred catastrophically in hurting our people. Enjoy the show.”

On the scrying glass, hundreds of Byron bots sped across the windswept fields of the angeli plane. They carried spears and shields and had one Intoxicate+100 bomb tucked under each arm. Their Byron-replica erections bounced with every pounding step as they charged toward angeli civilization with the scrying angeli following behind.

The Byron bots had a simple set of instructions:

Kill all of the men. Capture virgins. Dick down every other horny angeli. Offer grigori and female angeli the choice to declare fealty to me. Kill everyone who declines or attempts to fight.

Within minutes of the invasion starting, viewing screens all over the rooftop garden showed scenes of Byron bots fucking angeli women senseless, pinning them against walls and bending them over tables. They screamed in fear and ecstasy as my dicks smashed deep into their bodies. The force of each thrust rolled across their marble skin, the swinging of their hair and their tits matching the rhythm of the Byron’s Blessing ravaging them.

Curiously, the Byron bots double and triple-teamed angeli sometimes as well. I hadn’t ordered them to do that, but I also hadn’t forbidden it either. The bots saw the opportunity to spitroast beautiful women and took it.

In the background, sprays of liquid gold splashed and spewed as Byron bots ran their fire crystal spears through the chests of resisting angeli. A few of the scrying glasses showed angeli being pinned and shackled, some forcefully and others voluntarily.

+2,873 good-aligned levels
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The armed angeli guarding the cities couldn’t get through the Gol-Gol armor protecting the Byron bots. Each group of winged warriors who appeared to fight my army crashed against them like boats striking rocks in a storm. The moment they realized they were ineffective was often the same moment their lives ended.

+4,401 good-aligned levels

+1,769 good-aligned levels

+3,332 good-aligned levels

I dismissed the notifications. The first city fell in under an hour. I had thousands of these notifications yet to come, so while I did enjoy seeing those numbers flood in, my war demanded my attention.

Looking out over my women in my castle garden, I saw that many of them had already begun to pleasure one another, rubbing and fingering the girl next to them while they watched the carnage continue. Good. After all this hardship, they deserved the chance to relax a bit.

Wishing I could stay and enjoy the flesh spread all around me, I teleported to my room and then to the 101st floor of the tower. Solara and Invia were there, taking stock of the angeli and grigori brought back in chains by the Byron bots. We already had three dozen angeli and a dozen or so grigori. I was disappointed at how many grigori chose to die with their masters, but at least we could rescue some of them.

Of the angeli, the virgins were separated from the prisoners who surrendered to the Silk willingly. Solara had to bring 10 of them to climax to complete her Seraphim Slayer spell quest. All the others were going to be fodder for Hymen Harvester, but that ability required them to give me their virginity willingly, so as we divided angeli into temporary dungeon housing, I gave orders to house the virgins separately. A few weeks of bending Will points out of them, and they would gladly make me their first.

And their last, but they didn’t need to know that part.

“Take those 10 and go finish your quest,” I said to Solara.

“I want to stay in case you need help here. I wouldn’t mind seeing a FAB bomb in action either.”

I tightened the silk around Solara’s neck so quickly that she coughed. “Do as you’re told.”

When I let go, Solara dropped to the ground to bow before me. “Forgive me, Father. Of course. Right away.”

Solara, with the help of silk soldiers acting as guards, took 10 angeli virgins through the gate.

I went to Invia’s side, where she watched all of the same scrying feeds as the girls back in Sanctuary South.

“Lovely war we’re having,” Invia purred. I wondered how wet watching all of this killing had made her.

“Have we lost any units yet?” I asked.

“A few of the angeli bombers but no Byron bots,” she replied.

“Perfect.”

“Looks like the first proper resistance is en route,” Invia added a moment later, pointing at one of the pieces of glass.

What looked like a storm cloud was actually an approaching army of angeli, soaring across the sky with golden spears, shields, and bows.

“Intercept them,” Invia shouted to one of the angeli carrying a FAB bomb.

The dungeon-grown monster sprinted out the doors and took to the air. We watched through the scrying lenses as our delivery boy beat his wings, shrinking to a fluttering white spec as he neared the approaching army.

“Did they kill him?” Invia asked, squinting. I too had lost the dot among the mass of enemies, so I couldn’t answer.

The ground beneath us trembled, and I felt the force of a shockwave pass through my chest. On the scrying glass, everything turned a blinding white. Then we heard the boom as loud as if lightning had struck directly in front of us, and a second tremor followed.

When the white light dimmed, one of the many green fields of the angeli plane was now a crater that smoked and sizzled. The abrupt and extreme violence of a FAB explosion had ended thousands of lives. In the far, far distance, specs fell from the sky. At first, I thought they might be ash, but then I realized they were angeli who were far enough away to not be vaporized by the blast but not far enough to survive it.

Invia giggled.

I reached down and squeezed her ass.

She groaned. “I’m barely holding it together as it is,” she said. “I don’t know if I’ll be strong enough to control myself if you start egging me on.”

“I think I’m just as guilty. Watching you appreciate war is quite the turn on.”

“May I make a request for how you fuck me when we get the chance?”

“Anything you want. Don’t tell me now, though. Keep it a surprise.”

Invia grinned. “Yes, Master.”

I went through the gate to the Flowst dungeon and walked down the halls of our holding cells. The main passage was lined on either side with prisoners. Glass walls, enchanted with one-way glass, gave me a view of our angeli captives. A few of them paced, but most squatted on the ground with their heads down, wrapped in their own wings.

Every single one of them had a bed, blankets, pillows, water, and food. They weren't mistreated, and they wouldn't suffer. Seeing as celestials saw humans as inferior lifeforms, I doubted I or any of my people would be treated with that degree of respect. Even if they would deny us the same courtesy, I had no desire to stoop to their level.

Since the grigori had already taken enough abuse from celestials, I kept their cells separate from the rest of the angeli prisoners. My intention was to give them the spiel about how they could have a place in the Silk if they chose to, but when I stepped into that section of the Grubiit dungeon, I found Cici in the hallway, looking into one of the cells.

I seemed to have interrupted a conversation.

“Hello, Master,” Cici said in her usual giddy manner. “Is a Cici not allowed here?”

I shook my head. “I trust you. You’re allowed. What made you come here, though?”

“A Cici wants to help grigori. These grigori fear you. They believe you will harm them. A Cici wants them to understand they are safe. Is that alright for a Cici?”

“More than alright. It’s great. Thank you for taking the initiative.”

Cici smiled, proudly.

“Everything Cici has told you is true,” I said, raising my voice so the whole wing could hear me. “You are welcome to live with us in Sanctuary South. You’ll be safe, and you’ll have the freedom to come and go from your apartments as you please. The whole of the city is yours to explore.”

None of the grigori replied.

“A Cici is sorry, Master.”

“No, don’t be. It’s okay if they need time. Visit and talk to them as much as you like, but remember they might need space sometimes too.”

Cici nodded.

“Good girl. Carry on.”

Leaving Cici to attempt whatever it was she was attempting, I ventured to the far end of the prison to check on Solara’s progress with extracting 10 climaxes from angeli. She needed those in order to complete her Seraphim Slayer spell, and we were fortunate that the orgasms didn’t have to come willingly because these prisoners were angry.

Solara, wearing only white panties so her wings could stretch and move freely, had one buxom angeli gagged and strapped to a table, her legs spread, while the other 9 were in manacles, chained to the wall where they could watch.

Judging from the sweat on Solara and the bound angeli, they had been at this for a little bit.

“Making progress?” I asked.

My sorceress sighed. “I thought if we could force the fire witch to cum, then I could handle a few angeli. I can get her wet, but I can’t get her to the finish.”

“May I offer some suggestions?”

“Please, Father.”

“I know you’ve heard much of this before, so apologies if I repeat myself, but I’m starting from the beginning. One of the best ways to amplify pleasure is to contrast it with pain. I see that you’ve slapped her tits a bit, but that’s only one kind of pain.”

Silkmancer freed the angeli from the table but didn’t let her free. I tied her wrists together and threw the loose end of the silk through a hook in the tall ceiling. Pulling the silk like I was raising an anchor by hand, I raised the angeli’s arms over her head.

To Solara, I continued, “Whipping and spanking are great, but if I lift her just high enough… See how she’s dancing on her tiptoes now? That keeps most of the strain on her arms and shoulders, but it’s not so bad that you need to take her down any time soon. Now, she has the physical discomfort of being strung up, but always being off balance, never being able to stand still will tire and frustrate her. The more tired she gets, the more helpless she feels.”

“And helplessness is a sort of pain.”

I smiled. “Very good. Yes, it is. Now, it looks like she’s been slapped quite a bit already, so we’ll wait to go back to that. Instead, we’re going to steadily increase the pain. First, let’s put a spreader bar between her ankles to make her stability even worse and to make her feel even more vulnerable to your whims. While you do that, I’m going to give her a chest harness. You’ll see what I mean by that once it starts coming together.”

Solara fought with the angeli’s ankles for a minute to get the spreader bar in place, and I wrapped and threaded and knotted silk rope around her chest. The final effect had two horizontal sets of rope, one running above her breasts and one running below, and then I threaded a rope down between her breasts and back up to her shoulder.

That changed the angle and pressure of the ropes, looking something like a bikini with no panels.

“She’s got great tits for this one,” I explained. “Already, the rope is pinching them a little bit, but if I tighten this center rope… See how they’re tensed and strained now? On a human, this squeeze will start to turn her boobs purple as the blood gets trapped. I’m not sure what will happen to an angeli, but all that pressure she feels?”

I grazed my palm across the angeli’s breasts and laughed when she tried to get away.

“All that blood flow makes them more sensitive. Anything you do to her breasts will be far more intense. Lastly, let’s add a crotch rope to get a similar effect going with her pussy. It doesn’t have to be too rough, but again, we’re making her uncomfortable.”

After tying that rope down between her legs and pulling it taut, driving the rope up and between her lips, I stood back to admire my work.

“What else can we do to steadily increase the pain for her?” I asked.

Solara thought. “Clothespins?”

“Excellent. Get one on each of her nipples and then pick other sensitive places where she’ll really feel that pinch. Around her breasts is always good, but down the edges of her ribs and stomach are good too.”

When that was done, I added, “We can change up the discomfort as we go. Drae’s suction cups are a good follow-up to clothespins, especially for breasts like hers.”


“Oh, don’t worry,” Solara said. “I remember how this feels.”

“Good. She will too. Now, we’re going to add some light whipping, something with barely any force. It should shake the clothespins but not knock them loose.”

I stood back while Solara did as I asked, the silk of her short whip making light whooshing noises when it slid across the angeli’s skin.

“And this takes us back to where we started,” I continued. “She’s dancing around, reacting to that little bit of pain, and that’s putting even more discomfort on her body as those ropes twist and rub.”

I gently patted the rope between the angeli’s legs. She released a deep, animalistic groan.

“What’s the last piece of pain we’re missing?” I asked.

Solara thought but didn’t have the answer.

I walked around behind the angeli and pushed the small of her back to get her swaying a little bit. “We need to control her thoughts as much as we control her body. Right now, she’s thinking a little bit about how those ropes feel, but mostly she hates me for doing this to her. That won’t do. The only thing on her mind should be the here and now, enduring what’s happening while fearing what might be next.”

With a tug, I pulled on a clothespin, stretching the angeli’s nipple until her pain was high pitched.

“See? Hard to think about anything else but the moment now.” To the Angeli, I said, “If you’re a good girl and do what Solara says, you’ll be rewarded. If you disobey, you’ll be punished. Say, ‘yes, master,’ if you understand.”

The angeli’s golden eyes stared at me, defiant.

I flicked each of the nipple clothespins.

“Say it.”

She still refused.

I gripped the base of both clothespins and pulled the angeli toward me, letting those hard pink nubs feel all of her bodyweight fighting my force. The angeli started to squeal and protest. I didn’t understand anything she was saying because of the gag, but the tone of her muffles was easy enough to decipher.

“If you say it, I’ll stop, or should I take another step back?”

I slowly leaned away even more.

“Yeth, Mathter,” she managed, a dribble of her spit rolling down her chin. I released, and she moaned as her body swung back to center.

+1 Will point.

“Relief is a kind of pleasure,” I explained. “So is earning a reward after a struggle. Hear the reaction she gave me before she gave in? You want to ramp up to hit that peak of intensity, and give her more commands to follow. Train her to do what you say. The harder she fights back, the more you punish her.”


I reached between the angeli’s legs again and stroked the rope pressing against her clit.

“She’s not far from breaking. Another 30 minutes of play, and she will beg permission to cum. Get creative. Have fun. Keep yourself entertained above all else, so if you want to do something different, do something different.”

Solara nodded, focusing intensely on retaining the lesson.

“Before I go…” I released one of the clothespins, rubbed my fingers back and forth on the angeli’s nipple and then took it in my mouth, sucking hard. The angeli yelped and screamed. “That never gets old. Mmm. I love it every time.”

I dropped the clothespin in Solara’s hand. “Have fun, my treasure,” I said, kissing her on the cheek and making my leave. The echoes of angelis in blissful pain followed me down the hall.



Later, while I reviewed how many soldiers I still had in the tower reserves, Solara appeared, pulling me into her arms, pressing her chest against mine. “The last ingredient is 10,000 good-aligned levels. May I?”

She leaned in. Her kiss tasted of vanilla, and her lips felt like drinking from a fountain of ambrosia.
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When she pulled back, she said, “It’s done. Seraphim Slayer is complete.”

“Good girl. Tell me when the bomb is done.”

She smiled and stood on her tiptoes to whisper in my ear. “I can’t wait to have your cum inside me again. Watching you train is so arousing.”

“Soon.”


Chapter 47

-10,000 good-aligned levels

Your sovereign class has become the dark emperor class.

Dark emperor has upgraded to abyssal emperor.

-5,000 good-aligned levels

Kingdom of Prosperity

Passive Ability

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.
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Vigilant King

Passive

Instantly detect the presence of an enemy army when they attack or enter your kingdom.

-5,000 good-aligned levels

Voice of the People

Active Ability

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.

-3,000 good-aligned levels

You have created a shadow duplicate.
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You have created a shadow duplicate.
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You have created a shadow duplicate.
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You have created a shadow duplicate.

I sent four squads of 250 Byron bots, each led by a shadow duplicate, in four different directions with orders to find the gate to the next plane up and secure control of it. Since the shadow duplicates were exact copies of me, I saw this as an opportunity to see how my present strength stacked up against my celestial enemies.

Then I opened my system menu to look at the bonus unlocks abyssal emperor gave me:

For the Emperor

Active Ability

Cooldown: 30 days

Duration: 24 hours

If 200 or more of your units are engaged in combat with your enemy, improve the stats of every one of your units, even those not in combat, by 10% for a limited time.

Eye of War

Active Ability

Access a real-time summary of troop numbers and status that accounts for all active units regardless of their location and your proximity to them.

Abyssal emperor also gave me a 25% bonus to all of my stats.
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For the Emperor and the stat bonus were worth the levels, in my mind, but I was especially excited for Eye of War. When I triggered it, I saw a running list of soldier types and the total number of those soldiers deployed. That wasn’t the most insightful information possible, but it gave me an overview of my efforts that a traditional general would struggle to maintain manually.

I still had several thousand good-aligned levels, and that number continued to rise as my war on the celestial plane raged on.

So, I spent another 30,000 good-aligned levels to create six more shadow duplicates. I assigned each of them a person to protect. My party members, as well as Abby, would now have me as personal bodyguards at all times.

A summoner on the plane of dominions invites you for an audience. You cannot receive or deliver harm for as long as you remain within the summoning circle, and you may return to your home plane at will. These rules cannot be broken or cheated by either party.

Do you accept the invitation?

Yes / No

I was wondering when I would receive that message. I expected it to come in hours ago, to be honest.

After selecting yes, I appeared at the top of a white tower.

“How dare you!” Arcturus roared, his voice shaking the ground beneath me. “We do business, and then you threaten my home?!”

“Hello, Arcturus.”

“You are not worthy of having that name on your lips. You have sullied it enough already. They’re coming for you, and you will beg to die.”

“Who is ‘they?’” I asked.

“You’re a coward, Byron of Zaglis. You are the perfect example of why mankind should never be allowed to ascend.”

“Did you summon me for a reason, or did you just want to complain?”

“Tell me why.”
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“I don’t take commands,” I said. “Try asking me.”

Arcturus seethed. “Why are you doing this?”

“It’s just business, or is this your way of trying to negotiate peace?”

“You are the one who should beg forgiveness.”

“This is a waste of time,” I said. “Before I go, fair to assume I should cancel your open orders? Happy to send you the inventory if you still want it. Payment in advance, though, please.”

“Wait,” he said with a huff. “The seraphim will learn of this conversation and will ask after your demands.”

“So?”

The space around Arcturus seemed to contract, as if his anger were akin to a black hole. “What are your demands?” he asked, pained to have to play a game led by a human.

“I don’t have any. Everything I wanted out of this, I’m already getting. When the seraphim are ready to negotiate, they can make me an offer. I like rare and powerful items, if that helps.”

“Your message will only enrage them further.”

I shrugged. “I’m excited to reach the upper celestial planes. I’ve always wanted a complete set of celestial virgins. Do you have any daughters by chance? I bet they-”

I reappeared on the 101st floor. Arcturus had canceled the summon and ejected me from his home plane.

What a baby.



Podni and Solara would need 3 days to make a double-strength Seraphim Slayer bomb because of Podni’s crafting cooldown. The invasion would continue in the meantime.

I assigned 400 silk soldiers to build a fortress around the tower exit on the plane of the angeli.

For as much as I boasted about intending to conquer all of the celestial planes, doing that in a literal sense wasn't very practical. Supposedly, each celestial plane was about half the size of the material plane, so conquering the entirety of one would be akin to seizing and holding three continents on the material plane.

That would require a massive military campaign that spanned centuries if my end goal was to break into the plane of seraphim.

In my mind, claiming a kingdom’s worth of land would be sufficient. The unpredictable variable there was how close the gates between planes were. Was the exit for this particular tower 100 miles from a gate to the plane of the angeli or 10,000? I had no idea.

So I might need two kingdoms instead of one, but the point is I didn’t need to claim the entire plane for my plan to succeed.

Eventually, my shadows and their Byron bots would encounter someone important willing to surrender, and that person would give me all the intel I needed. Hopefully. The chances of my first source having exactly what I needed weren't great, but it would be convenient if it worked out that way.

No matter where the path of ascension was located, I had to protect the tower. A major assault on my sole access point to the celestial planes seemed all but inevitable. Best to be prepared.

I activated Eye of War. Thus far, the only units I had lost were angeli. Every Byron bot and shadow Byron I deployed was still out there culling and screwing. The Gol-Gol slime armor had to have a weakness or exploitable imperfection of some kind, but I hoped to be a few planes higher before we saw what that was.

“Abby,” I called from the doorway of the tower.

Despite the fortress construction just outside, I had never actually set foot on the celestial plane. I wasn't ready to face what might happen when I did.

My liluti appeared.

“Tell Invia we’re ready for her,” I commanded.

Abby bowed and vanished.

Invia, ten shadow Byrons, 200 silk soldiers, and 400 more Byron bots were going to be my envoy. My templar’s mission was to gather information and find someone with the authority to surrender to me. We knew of six cities so far, and she would start her search with the largest, while the units already deployed continued their campaign of destruction on new fronts.

A hand grabbed my ass.

“I have ideas I want to try when I get back,” Invia said as she kissed me on the cheek.

“What kind of ideas?”

She grinned. “I think I'll let you dangle for a bit. See if you figure it out. Anything new you think of, we can do as well.”

“Can I have a hint?” I asked.

“I have a G-spot in my throat, and I have a 25% bonus to anal.”

“I'm intrigued.”

“I'll bring you back a few presents too.”

Invia looked me up and down one more time, pressed her lips to mine, and exited the tower with her soldiers. Her going into battle in her silk underwear and golden mask tightened my pants. Watching her skin glisten and her ass flexing could entertain me for an eternity.

Abby cleared her throat.

“Apologies for disturbing you, Master,” she said. “Lyle from the Dungeon Brawlers is in Sanctuary requesting an audience.”

I gave the ass of my sweet distraction one more look and turned to Abby.

“Alright. Have him wait outside the throne room.”

“Yes, Master.”


Chapter 48

I sat on my Sanctuary throne and watched Lyle walk from the doors to the foot of my dais. He seemed both uncomfortable and perturbed. He eyed the silk soldiers guarding the throne room and did his best to avert his eyes from Cici. She stood next to the throne, ready to intervene if anyone threatened me.

I suspected Lyle didn’t appreciate being made to feel like the lesser being, but that’s what he was. It was important he knew that. Whether or not he accepted it was up to him.

“I wanted to speak with you, friend to friend,” Lyle began. “Knowing you, I can’t imagine you’re happy about the guild icing you out… again.”

“Are you here to tell me that the decision has been reversed?”

“Umm… No, but I like working with you. When the dust settles, I’d like for that to resume.”

“But not right now.”

“Correct, and I imagine that must be frustrating. I thought it was important to make the trip to be sure we kept that bridge intact.”

“The bridge I’m not allowed to use.”

Lyle cleared his throat. “We have to make hard decisions to protect our members. No one was happy about this, but this is just business. The guild can’t get dragged into an all-out war with whatever demons are after you. You understand, I’m sure.”

“You came all the way from Flowst to tell me that nothing has changed?”

“I wouldn’t put it exactly like that.”

“You have helped me a great deal,” I said. “I’m happy to admit that. Would you say I returned that kindness with profit?”

“And then some, yes.”

“I was excited to join the guild after they helped me escape Borja. I took that to mean that the guild took care of its people, even if it required going to great lengths to do so. My experience as a member has not matched that expectation. The willingness of the highest members to cut and run on each other is, frankly, astounding.”

Lyle looked up at me with only a few drops of goodwill left in him. The hardness of his face suggested he was unhappy about his reception.

“Thank you for coming,” I said. “It was pointless, but sure, the gesture is appreciated.”

“You speak like you consider the guild an enemy.”

“I have a letter from Trina making it clear I’m not a friend, but as you said, it’s business. When the guild decides to let me back in, we can start making money together again.”

“Why do I get the impression you don’t really mean that? I’ve seen you angry, Byron. I know you’re unhappy right now, but that’s no reason to stir up bad blood.”

“You came here to be sure I would return to being a top earner when the risk for the guild had subsided. Am I understanding that correctly?”

“And to check on a friend, but yes,” Lyle answered.

“Stop using that word.”

“Friend?”

“Yes.”

“Are we not friends?” he asked.

“No.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Lyle, when the guild is comfortable with riding my coattails again, let me know. We shouldn’t speak otherwise. It would confuse optics for the enemies you fear so much.”

“You mean that? You’ll come back.”

I nodded.

“Alright. I suppose that’s the best I can ask for.”

“Then we’re done here.” Cici stepped forward to escort Lyle out of the throne room. He took the hint and left on his own accord.

I had no intention of working with the Thieves’ Guild ever again, but I had too many variables to manage as it was. Lying to them now would keep them from becoming proper enemies. I hoped so, at least. If they were going to become a problem, it was more convenient for me if they waited until after Abaddon was dead. The Thieves’ Guild wasn’t a serious threat to me, but they had the reach, connections, and skillset to be an exceptionally troublesome nuisance if they wanted.

“Lady Mammoni is here to see you,” Abby informed me from the side of my throne. “Shall I send her in?”

“To my office, please.”

I promised her the abyssal plane when this was done. I had to hope her greed kept her honest.

I used one of my many teleporters to blink from the throne room to my office. I opened the door to invite her in, surprised to see her in a form that was convincingly human.

“What brings my business partner all the way here from the hells?” I asked. “Drink?”

She shook her head. “I have heard whispers that the plane of the angeli is reeling from a sudden invasion. You have made exceptional progress, it seems.”

“I’m happy so far, yes.”

“Might you be interested in selling me a few?”

“A few…?”

“Angeli.”

“To be slaves,” I stated for clarification.

“Indeed.”

Brenin of Borja had to die for Byron of Zaglis to properly live. Aurketzu stopped speaking to me when I fully embraced being Byron, and the 100th floor of the tower confirmed that leaving Brenin in the past was best for my future.

I spent a great deal of effort and spilled gallons upon gallons of blood in the name of bringing justice to slavers and freeing the enslaved. I used that mission as a justification for all manner of questionable decisions. If you wanted to argue that my suddenly being okay with selling slaves made me a hypocrite, you would be right.

Byron of Zaglis also didn’t give a fuck.

I cared about the lives of my citizens. Anyone who did not call Sanctuary South home was expendable and inconsequential. That certainly included my prisoners of war from the celestial planes.

“How many do you want?” I asked.

“1,000 to start,” Mammoni answered. “I would pay triple for virgins as well.”

“I’m not sure if I can spare any virgins, but otherwise 1,000 angeli is fine.”

“Would you like to propose a price?”

I thought. I was going to need to ask her for this favor eventually. Making it part of a trade was preferable to owing her a debt, so even if this was sooner than I intended to do it, the opportunity was too good to pass up.

“A trade,” I began. “I would like to bed as many of my enemy’s wives as possible. Yes, that is the enemy of whom I speak. If you can arrange that to happen with at least one, I would be happy to pay 1,000 angeli for that.”

Mammoni pondered those words. “That is… unusual. Do you believe killing the wives will weaken the King?”

“I don’t want to kill them. I want to fuck them. I’m perfectly willing to guarantee their safety and to agree to never reveal the tryst to their husband.”

“You truly don’t intend to harm them?”

“Not in any way they won’t enjoy.”

She smirked. “If one of the wives agreed, and I believe at least two of them would delight in the opportunity to fornicate with an enemy, know that they won’t reveal anything to you that comprises the harem or their husband’s kingdom.”

“I’ll speak plainly: The only thing I want out of this is the pleasure of putting my dick in their holes. That’s it. I don’t want a conversation. I don’t want to use them to make my enemy jealous. I’m simply curious what standards the King of the Abyss has for his harem and if I fuck better than he does.”

“2,000 angeli.”

Excellent. If we were haggling, then the hardest part of this was over. “I’ll agree to 1,500. Do I need to do the dance of countering three or four times to land there?”

“1,500 is acceptable.”

“How certain are you that you can deliver?” I asked.

“I believe the odds are greater than 50%.”

“That’s better than I expected. Great. We have a deal. I’ll get you a fresh batch and call for you when they’re ready.”

“Will you not wait until I have done my part?”

I shook my head. “I value you as a business partner, and I know that I’ve made an unusual request. I do not want to be the reason your goals are delayed, so I will pay in advance as a gesture of good faith. If you ultimately cannot deliver what I desire, you can give me 1,500 slaves from the hells. Something interesting to fuck would be preferred.”

“Then I agree to your terms.”



The fortifications around the tower exit on the plane of the angeli were designed solely to repel attackers. No one needed to live here. We had no resources or supplies to protect. The only thing that mattered was maintaining control of the tower door.

To that end, the fort we built was essentially three cubes nested within one another. Angeli could fly. Therefore, simple walls wouldn’t suffice. We had to be prepared to fend off attackers from any direction, so the top faces of the cubes were, perhaps, even more important than the sides.

Layering them in this manner had the same intent as layered walls: If the enemy broke through one defense, all was not lost. They would encounter yet another fortification they would have to overcome in order to continue their invasion.

While I was in Sanctuary South, Invia had been busy. When I returned to the 101st floor, I found that she had placed a gate inside our fort. Still not willing to step onto the celestial planes myself, I sent Cici through to fetch Invia if she was available.

20 minutes later, my silk templar returned to the 101st floor. She slipped off her golden mask but stayed in her lingerie battle attire.

“If you placed a gate, then I take it you’ve had a productive 12 hours of war?” I asked.

Invia smiled. “They bleed silver and gold. I like red better, but it’s still satisfying to watch it leak out of their bodies.”

“I don’t doubt you are having fun. Give me the tactical updates.”

“We have decimated four cities in total. The fifth surrendered, so we left that one standing. You always say there is no point in conquering something if you destroy it in the process. Even better yet, this city guards a gate to the plane of archangeli, and the overseer who arranged the city’s surrender is willing to tell us everything she knows.”

My heart swelled. After all of the setbacks and betrayals I had endured, experiencing genuine success again felt like snorting a long line of moonrock.

“You are an amazing woman, Queen Invia,” I said. “In honor of your achievements, I would like to gift everything we’ve conquered on this plane to you. If you want to rule it, of course.”

Invia’s eyes danced with sadistic hunger. “I do, Master. Thank you for entrusting me with this.”

“I want you to finish securing the city, which includes preparing for a counterattack from the archangeli. Make sure nothing coming out of that gate has a chance of harming us. When that’s done, I want you to raid one more city and bring back 1,500 healthy angeli. After all of that, your primary focus will be establishing diplomatic ties with the rest of the plane. Podni will take point on selling property to any demons who want a vacation home in heaven.”

“You will get everything you’ve ever wanted, Master.”

“And I’ll go down on you while you sit in your throne as an extra reward.”

“Are you in my mind?”

I shook my head. “I know you. That’s how I also know you want to hang upside down from that same throne while I fuck your throat. You’ll get that too.”

“You’re the sweetest husband,” Invia said, dancing up to me, her breasts bouncing in the cups of her lacey bra. “I don’t deserve how good you are to me.”

“Then keep earning it. In the meantime, please have this overseer delivered to me. I’d very much like to hear what she has to say.”


Chapter 49

An angeli adorned in golden robes with a platinum circlet walked into the tower with her head down. Her white hair was one singular braid that was long enough to drag across the ground. Her white silk wings sagged in defeat as her bare feet padded across the marble floor.

She knelt.

“King Byron, the kingdom of Naos declares fealty to you and recognizes you as our leader and protector.”

“Tell me your name.”

“Xilouis, your grace.”

+1 Will point.

“Stand.”

+1 Will point.

“Come. I had a table set for us.”

+1 Will point.

I led her away from the door and pulled a chair out for her. She sat carefully so as not to bend either of her wings. Invia, followed by a shadow Byron bodyguard, joined us. If she was going to run this kingdom, anything I learned here would be useful for her too. I triggered Sense Weakness and learned that Xilouis was vulnerable to “feeling inferior.” That was interesting, but I wasn’t immediately sure how to put that knowledge to use.

“You can have your choice of water or wine,” I said, gesturing at the jugs on the table. “Are you hungry?”

She shook her head.

“Celestials and paladins attacked me in my city,” I began. “I had no choice but to respond. If you had nothing to do with that, it's unfortunate that you got caught in the middle. If you and your people are loyal to me, you will have good lives.”

“Of course, your Grace.”

“How likely are the archangeli to come through the gate and attack us?” I asked.

“Not at all.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

“I do not deceive, your Grace. They will surely secure their side, but they will not come to the aid of a lower plane. The lives of a million angeli are worth less than the life of one archangeli.”

I thought for a moment. “My understanding was that the upper planes would come down to meet an invasion of this plane with a large-scale resistance rather than let an invader climb.”

“That was once the case, I am told,” Xilouis replied. “Such a thing has never been true in my lifetime, however.”

“Interesting. How strong are archangeli?”

“A level 100 human may be able to best one in combat.”

“What is their plane like?”

Xilouis paused, seeming to search for words. “Islands in a sapphire ocean beneath a sky of liquid diamonds.”

“Pretty.”

“We all aspire to ascend and see such things for ourselves someday.”

“Is that difficult to do?”

“No one has ascended in 5,000 years,” she answered. “A cabal of seraphim decreed that they could accept no more ascensions of cherubim. As a result, the plane of cherubim implemented a similar policy. So it continued that each plane, being denied its ability to ascend, in turn denied the plane beneath them. Now, one who is born an angeli is doomed to die an angeli.”

Invia caught my eye and raised her eyebrows. I agreed. The current state of celestial politics was both interesting and advantageous. If Xilouis was telling the truth, and I had to recognize there was a chance she wasn't, then no plane in the heavens was likely to come to the aid of another. They all resented each other too much.

The archangeli choosing to barricade their door instead of defending a neighbor was an example of that. That was especially useful to me because descending to the celestial plane to repel my invasion would have been the smartest move for my enemies, and that was what I had planned for.

If the archangeli came to the aid of the angeli, all of the fighting would happen on the lowest plane, sparing archangeli damage and destruction. They could supplement their forces with angeli, using them as meat shields to spare the lives of their own people.

Most of all, they could have flanked my brains out. I didn't know where the gates to the archangeli plane were. Surely they could have come down through a gate I wasn't attacking and come at my forces from behind. I believed that the sheer number of FAB bombs in our arsenal would enable us to hold them back, which I would do long enough to capture the seraphim I needed to make Abaddon’s Bane before retreating back to the tower.

And the war would be done. Having what I needed, I could focus on securing my new borders rather than pushing to expand them.

Instead, I owned several more cities. Most of them were shitholes–because of me and my soldiers–but I owned them nonetheless. And no hosts from the heavens were on their way to stop me from acquiring several more, if I desired.

The dislike archangeli had for angeli took priority over optimal battle decisions. An enemy deliberately handicapping themselves was good for me, and I needed to adjust accordingly. I believed this created new opportunities.

“Is it a big deal to have your ascension denied?” I asked.

Xilouis looked me in the eye for the first time. “We cannot continue to level if we do not ascend.”

“Really?”

“Yes, your Grace.”

“How long have you waited to ascend?” I asked.

“647 years.”

“That must piss you off.”

She didn't reply, not that she really needed to. Of course, it pissed her off. No sane being would be okay with having their progress halted entirely.

“If I took you to the next plane, would that count as an ascension?”

“Yes.”

“My religion is known as the Order of the Silk Noose. In the Silk, we have a saying that you can have whatever you want. If you help me, I'll gladly let you through the gate so you can ascend.”

She sat back, her gold eyes staring into mine. “Why would you do that for a prisoner?”

“The moment you declared fealty, you became my subject, and I believe in rewarding loyal subjects. If you give to the Silk, it gives right back. If you want to move to another plane, you can.”

“Byron is generous,” Invia added. “He shares more of his wealth with his people than any King I've ever known or read about.”

“Does this generosity extend to other angeli?” Xilouis asked.

“Any who are loyal and contribute are rewarded. If you know of others who desire to ascend, they can earn the same privilege.”

“It is unusual for a conqueror to so quickly arm and empower newly acquired subjects.”

“I was quick to explain how the Silk operates,” I corrected. “It's up to you how long it takes to prove you're one of us and reap the benefits.”

“I see.”

Invia narrowed her eyes at Xilouis and leaned forward. “She still believes we are beneath her.”

I didn't need to ask if that was true. Xilouis flinching like she deserved to be punished said everything I needed to know.

A villainous smile spread across Invia’s face. “You ache for him, don't you?” she asked the angeli. “You know his cock is mere feet away from you. Wanting to be defiled by someone you think is lesser is driving you mad. You hate it.”

Xilouis shirked, leaning back and hunching her shoulders to make herself as small as possible.

“How many times have you used Byron’s Blessing?” Invia asked.

The angeli didn't reply.

“Answer her,” I commanded.

“Hundreds of times. I do not know the exact number.”

+1 Will point.

“You should taste the real thing,” Invia said. “Do you deny that you desire it?”

“No, my Queen. I do not deny it.”

“Then get on-” Invia began before I raised my hand to cut her off.

Our Intoxicate+100 bombs had clearly affected Xilouis already. I saw no need to force the issue. Our ongoing release of Intoxicate+100 would make her drunk with desire eventually.

“Xilouis,” I began, “I would like you to give me a tour of your city. Show me what you love about your home so I may do my best to preserve it.”

“You intend to hold all that I treasure hostage.”

“I understand why you’d think that, but that is not the case. With your help, we can end this war and spare the plane of the angeli more suffering. For my part, I would very much prefer the death stopped here.”

Her gold eyes blinked at me as she stared, unspeaking, for a full two minutes. “Very well,” she finally conceded.

-2 Progress to Your Fall.
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My hands rest on a railing overlooking a multi-tiered metropolis of white marble. Clusters of crystal rose into the sky, towering formations of quartz, amethyst, and citrine. I later learned that these crystals were literally grown. On this plane, planting crystals was as common as planting trees. I liked how those spots of reflected color mixed with the dark green of treetops to give every city level the welcoming sensation of walking into a park on a spring day.

In peacetime, angeli probably flew all over, making vertical roads just as important to celestials as horizontal roads were to humans, but the city was quiet today. Several craters still smoked from where bombs were detonated, and the sounds of angeli clashing with Byron bots still echoed from all around. The worst of it was over, but I suspected it would be some time before I saw what this view was supposed to look like.

“Can the conqueror spare a moment for his favorite spellcaster?”

I turned away from the balcony. The view of Safina, the capital city of the Naos kingdom, was breathtaking, but I would burn it down 1,000 times for an extra minute with Solara.

She strolled toward me, a soft celestial breeze pulling her silk toga tight to her form. That touch of mystery was enough for me to fall in love with her all over again.

This was what I was fighting for. I needed to remember how this moment felt the next time Abaddon shook my confidence and morale. No one was taking this life away from me. I would give everything I had to protect my wives.

“Twirl for me,” I said.

I watched her curves gracefully spin.

“Incredible.”

Solara smiled and curtsied playfully. “Have a moment to talk phylacteries?”

“Please.”

“If you don't mind me stealing from your angeli stock, we can have one book phylactery made for each of us by the end of the month. That includes the ink for the ritual.”

“Which is writing the story.”

“Correct. Time-consuming, but not really relevant to the lives ahead of us.”

I nodded. “That's true.”

“I'm glad we are keeping this,” Solara said, stepping toward the railing to take in the view. “I always wanted to have a home in heaven.”

“I didn't, but now that I have one, I do quite like it.”

“Have you seen the library?”

“I haven't.”

She wiggled in place with excitement. “My reading list is several hundred years long at this point. A few of the girls volunteered to help me start the process of sifting through it.”

“I'm curious to hear about what you find. Your work on Seraphim Slayer and phylacteries was quite the appetizer.”

“I'm working on a new spell idea,” she teased. “I'm not ready to share, but I am ready to build suspense. Is there anything in particular you'd like me to prioritize?”

“Yes,” I answered. “I do intend to hold this land indefinitely, but protecting our home comes first. I'd like you and Abby to see if our new resources can strengthen our wards and defenses in any way. Nothing is sacred on that front. I would be perfectly happy adding a Holy barrier on top of our existing wards, for example.”

“Understood. Should we relocate all magic items to Sanctuary in the process as well?”

I used Silkmancer to loosen Solara’s toga, revealing more of her chest for me to admire. She raised an eyebrow but didn't comment.

“Podni has girls in the process of cataloging and storing anything of value,” I said. “She is starting with the armory, so that gives you time to assess the arcane resources you might want to keep. When you're ready, she'll manage the logistics of those items as well.”

“I don't mind helping.”

“I know, but packing crates is a waste of your time. Your research deserves all of your attention.”

“Okay,” Solara conceded. “Am I right to assume that we are taking the library back to Sanctuary as well?”

“Yes. Ashley is coordinating a small army of scribes to copy everything, so we can return the originals. If we want to keep what we've conquered, we can't take history away from its people. They'll never stop hating us if we do that.”

“You are a kind and gracious ruler. Speaking of kind, Purity offered to help me with the project as well.”

“Good. You're at your best when she's around.”

Solara thought. “You know, I think you're right. Why is that?”

“Her belief in you fills the cracks in your confidence. Your head is clearer, and your decisions are more sure.”

“You have a way with words. I've always liked that about you.”

We enjoyed the sights and sounds of our new city from the palace balcony for a while, neither of us seeing the need to speak. I wrapped my arm around her waist and enjoyed the feeling of her resting her head on my shoulder.

“I understand why you haven't told us the whole plan,” Solara said after a while. “With an enemy like that, no precaution is too extreme. Can I ask if it's going well, though?”

She didn't know it, but Solara was referencing Abaddon’s Bane. I hadn't revealed the plan to anyone in my life, and that decision had nothing to do with whether or not I could trust them and everything to do with my fear of Abaddon’s reach.

If there was a chance he could listen in or overhear somehow, I had to take that threat seriously. I would tell my wives all about it when this was over.

“It is going well. Picking a fight with some seraphim is the last piece. From there, we look for the right moment to strike.”

Solara laughed nervously. “Fighting the beings who could repel the King of the Abyss? That's all?”

“They will underestimate us,” I said.

“Share your certainty with me.”

I spread my arms as if presenting the whole of the plane to my wife. “If the seraphim believed we were a legitimate threat, we wouldn't have gotten this far. They would have come down on us the moment we launched our attack to prevent us from securing any kind of forward position.”

“Which is what we expected to happen, initially.”

“Indeed. Now we have to find a way to lure them out.”



Xilouis gestured at seven angeli–5 female, 2 male–seated around a banquet table in the Safina palace. Their attendants stood nervously against the wall amongst the Byron bots and silk soldiers guarding the room.

“These envoys represent the other 7 kingdoms on this plane,” she explained to Invia and me. “Like my-I mean, like your kingdom, they each guard a gate to the plane of archangeli in their capitals. They have come to hear your proposal of peace terms.”

Sense Weakness said that three of the angeli shared Xilouis’ weakness of feeling inferior. One male and one female were vulnerable to lust, and the final two were weak to greed.

“The sole goal of this campaign was to gain access to the plane of archangeli,” I explained, taking my seat at the table with my guests while Invia did the same. “I have achieved that and thus have no reason to continue waging war on this plane. Unless you give me cause, no more of your people or cities are in danger.”

“Or we could unite and purge our land of your corruption,” one of the male angeli said.

“Your own leaders would stop that from happening,” I replied. “I am aware that many of you hate each other and have for centuries. Agreeing to do anything will take you ages, if it can happen at all. While you bicker, I’ll flatten whole cities. Are all of you set on fighting me, or will you hear my proposal?”

“He does not speak for my people,” one of the female angeli replied. “I would hear your terms.”

Most of the other angeli nodded that they agreed, but not all.

“I offer peace and ascension.”

As soon as I said that last word, every set of wings in the room stiffened. The angeli were certainly paying attention now, and that was a sign that my approach had merit.

“If your kingdom agrees to a peace treaty, I will give you and your people access to the archangeli plane. You can use my gate, or we can work together to reopen the gates in each of your lands. In either case, you may freely ascend. I don’t know all of the traditions that go with that, so I’ll leave it to your kings to decide who does and does not get to ascend, but the path will be cleared.”

“Why?” an angeli asked bluntly.

“Your people aren’t my enemies. If my position is secure here, I can turn my eyes to my true goals, none of which require slaying more angeli. Or do you desire to protect the people who have locked you out of the heavens?”

No one present had any love for archangeli, it seemed. Not one of them protested on their behalf.

“That’s what I thought, so let me be specific. This war can end for you if you agree to peace, which you will guarantee by entrusting me with something you value, such as a princess. As part of that peace, you will give Sanctuary land in each of your capitals for us to build an embassy, and you will share with me everything you know about the archangeli. Lastly, you will treat my citizens as equals, which means they are granted free passage through your nations. Humans and demons alike.”

Of all my demands, that last one was the only demand to spark outrage amongst the envoys. They seemed to agree unanimously that such a thing was outrageous.

“You ask too much of us,” one envoy protested. “Our people would never agree to debase themselves in this way.”

“You hate the archangeli because they spit on you, yes?” I asked.

The angeli nodded.

“And the archangeli hate the plane of principalities for doing the same.”

More nodding.

“A human invaded your plane because the angeli spit on me. If that treatment continues, so will my war. May I remind you that I have suffered no major casualties thus far. I’ve lost a few angeli, but my actual soldiers?” I gestured to the constructs in the room. “Not one of those has fallen. On your journey here, I’m sure you saw the destruction they wrought. Remember that it took us mere days.”

“I believe my queen will be amenable to your demands,” one of the female angeli said, triggering a wave of shouts and hisses from the other angeli present. Ignoring them, she continued, “She has waited a millennium to ascend. I believe the guarantee of her people’s safety would satisfy her.”

“Good,” I replied. “This is Queen Invia, the new ruler of Naos. She will see to it that you have an escort and gifts to take back to your queen.”

Invia dipped her head to me and led the first angeli out of the room. The escort I promised was a shadow Byron with Byron bots. If their queen accepted my terms, that shadow Byron had instructions to place the end of a gate in what was to be our embassy. Once fortifications were complete and the gate was secured, we would pump Intoxicate+100 into the air each day to be certain the angeli remained docile.

“In my religion, good behavior is rewarded,” I explained. “Do you have more questions about what I desire, or do you have what you need to return to your kings and queens with my offer?”

One by one, the envoys stood until only one male angeli remained in his seat. With the others still present to witness, I turned to address him directly.

“When you return to your master, inform them that your shortsightedness here today has angered me. My offer of peace yet stands, but I now require a far greater tribute. If your shortsightedness is a reflection of your master’s and they decline my generous offer, I will erase your people from history. Entirely. No one will live, and not a single structure will stand.”

When all the envoys had gone, Xilouis dipped her head. “May I ask a question, your Grace?”

“Yes.”

“Are your offers of peace as sincere as they seem?”

“They are.”

She nodded and stepped back, her eyes downcast as if she needed to ponder that answer more deeply.



The throne room in the Safina palace was an open-air garden. That surprised me at first, but I learned that it never rained on the plane of the angeli, yet plants thrived, growing lush and full. Where the material plane would have large columns to hold up a grand vaulted ceiling, this hall had an array of flowers with blossoms bigger than my hand. I recognized roses and tulips and lilacs, but many of the flowers were completely unknown to me, native to this plane and found on no other.

At the end of the hall, a white bench sat on a floating platform 10 ft higher than the floor. Few chairs on the angeli plane had backs out of convenience for its winged denizens, and if they did, they were exceptionally narrow, feeling more like posts than proper chairbacks.

Angeli used stairs, but not always. The platform for the throne room had none, built with the assumption that the king or queen would flap their powerful wings to rise above the people who came to petition for their aid. Humans had to jump or climb, which wasn’t a significant issue for my party, given our stats, not to mention that several of my wives had wings themselves.

Invia sat on the throne in high heels, black underwear, and her golden lion mask with her legs spread wide and a smug grin on her face.

“You look beautiful, my Queen,” I said as I approached. “You were meant to sit on a throne. It suits you.”

“I know.”

“How does it feel?” I asked, looking up at my templar.

“Like the universe finally understands that I’m above nearly every being that lives on any plane. I enjoy having celestials bow to me.”

I Silk Walked up the dais and knelt in front of Invia.

“I wish to make an offering to your greatness,” I said.

“Oh?”

“An act of worship for the perfect queen.”

I crawled forward, a hand finding Invia’s bare ankle. I lifted her leg without removing her heels and kissed the top of her foot. Using my shoulder, she kicked her shoe free. I took a moment to appreciate the strong arch and the graceful yet powerful shape of her foot, my fingers following the natural flow of her form down to her dainty toes, perfectly pedicured and painted black.

My lips charted a path from the ball of her foot up to her smallest toe. I took in my mouth and watched the Queen shudder at the sensation. I ran both my hands along her calf, gliding across her milky soft skin to her toned thighs. The closer I got to her hips, the slower my hands moved, my finger tips a tickle against the delicate flesh between her legs.

My hands reversed course as I kissed from her foot, to her ankle, to her calves. I left her leg propped on my shoulder, high and spread. My caress drifted back toward her thighs, one hand running over her panties.

The touch was soft at first, but then I brought my thumb down, rubbing her over the silk of her underwear while my lips continued their journey.

“Fuck, that’s nice,” Invia said with a gasp, her head tilted back, one hand bracing herself on the bench, the other cupping her breast over her bra.

She purred when I put more pressure into her massage, and her breath quickened the closer my kisses came to the pleasure she longed for. I stopped when my mouth replaced my thumb.

With my lips against her panties, I asked, “May I continue, your Grace?”

“You may.”

I hooked her underwear and pulled it aside, pressing my tongue to her paradise. She tasted sweet with the slight salt from a busy day ruling a whole new kingdom. I circled her clit, slowly and with heavy pressure, just how she liked it. I enjoyed her, letting myself get lost in the moment of worshipping my wife, my tongue finding and exploring every angle, always coming back to that central focus.

Invia ran her fingers through my hair, palming my head. Sometimes she moaned, her fingernails dragging against my scalp as she grabbed a fistful of hair, as she pushed me down into her pussy. Those moments came and went, though, like her journey to a climax had several smaller summits along the way.

I brought a hand under my chin and traced her entrance, feeling her steadily relax as her desire opened her to me. With almost no resistance, that same finger slipped into her and curled, giving her the come-hither motion of a G-spot massage. I used her pledge to make her tighter, pressing more of her into my finger.

“I don’t deserve you,” she gasped.

Her desire ran down my chin, but I didn’t dare stop. No, this was the time to go harder and faster to build that pressure within her, to give her more, to push her closer and closer to the edge.

I pulled my finger back and ran it down below her sex. Between her pleasure and my spit, the path was slick and smooth, a gentle slide to her tight little ass. I pushed on that door, triggering an even deeper shudder and moan.

“Fuck,” she whispered as my finger penetrated her, fucking her ass while my tongue pleased her clit. “Holy fuck, Byron. Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

Her whole body tensed, every muscle seizing in place as the buildup began to overwhelm her.

“Byron, for the love of the Goddess, I need a dick to suck. Fucking please. I need you in my mouth.”

As soon as I sent a tentacle dick toward her, Invia snatched it with both hands and shoved it in her mouth with ravenous hunger, her moans coming in time with her head bobbing back and forth. Her abyssal tongue wrapped me like a garland around a lamppost and slid up and down with her every movement.

That woman was a monster when it came to giving head. She attacked my cock like her life was on the line, giving it her all to earn my seed. Deep. Deep. Deep.

And she held it, small puffs of air grazing my tip each time she fought her gag and kept going.

I put a second finger in her ass and made it even tighter. That broke her. Invia made no effort to muffle her screams. She shouted in ecstasy as if we were the only people around for hundreds of miles. She wanted everyone in the palace to hear and to know. She was proud of her pleasure and wouldn’t be shamed into hiding or stifling it.

“Good girl,” I whispered, looking up between her breasts to her flushed face.

“I fucking love you so much,” she said back. “Fuck, that was amazing.”

+17 Progress to Your Fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 85 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

Motherfucking King of the Abyss. What an asshole.


Chapter 50

“A demon army is decimating one of the southern kingdoms,” Ashley announced the moment she was in my room in Sanctuary.

“Abyssal?”

She nodded. “We believe so. They seem to be pressing toward the mountains. I suspect they intend to search the southern wastelands for Sanctuary South.”

“How old is this news?”

“2 to 3 days. This was one of the kingdoms you pitched gates to, fortunately, so we have a teleporter there.”

I sat back to think about how to spend what time I had left.

Abaddon's army would figure out that Sanctuary South was a misdirect eventually. Then it was only a matter of time before he found my actual kingdom.

How long would the city barrier stand against his onslaught? I had asked Abby that exact question, and she couldn't give me a straight answer. She knew a lot about her former master, but she didn't know the full extent of his power or his resources.

It might stand for a year.

It might stand for an hour.

The more productive question was what could I do to delay Abaddon? As Ashley had pointed out to me once before, buying time was a worthwhile investment with so much on the line.

“Here's what I'd like you to do: announce a covered light policy for all of Sanctuary. When the sun goes down, we can't be a beacon of a city in the middle of nowhere. If he hears we implemented that policy, then he might waste a little more time searching the southern lands for a city hiding in darkness.”

“Can we arrange for forces to meet him in the southern mountains?” Ashley asked.

I grinned. My wife, the strategist. “That’s brilliant. Act like we have something to defend in the southern lands.”

I rubbed her panties with Silkmancer. She put a hand out to steady herself and took a moment to recover her composure.

“Should I stop?”

“Please, don't,” Ashley replied. “Does this mean you like my idea?”

“I love it. I'm not looking forward to that run to set up a gate, but the risk and headache are worth the returns. While I do that, ask Lala and Lili-”

I caught myself and sighed. They were already dead. Twin wives in my harem might have been a nice addition in a few years.

“Coordinate with Purity to get people talking about the crystal towers around Sanctuary again. Draw attention to us increasing patrols, and make sure people know that they power our barrier. Abby?”

My liluti appeared. She licked her lips when she saw Ashley in the room with me.

“How well do abyssal demons handle extreme cold?” I asked.

“What do humans consider ‘extreme cold?’”

“The tundra outside our barrier.”

“Many would die.”

“What do abyssals consider ‘many?’”

Abby narrowed her eyes to think. “At least 10% of his forces. If they move too slowly, 20 to 25%.”

“Thank you,” I said.

Abby bowed and poofed away.

I returned my attention to Ashley. “If you think of a way for us to keep him in the southern lands for even a few days longer, tell me.”

She stepped toward me but shyly avoided eye contact. “I know it can't be helped, but I want you to know I miss you.”

“I know. When this is done, I want to savor having time to just be us.”

“So far, being a warlord seems to suit you fine,” she teased.

I laughed. “I’m not sure I agree. My military genius stops at making stronger weapons. We brute forced our way through the rest.”

“The Intoxicate bombs weren't brute force. Warlords of old poisoned water supplies, broke dams, and salted crops. You were the first to weaponize sexual desire on the scale of conquering kingdoms with it. You're allowed to be proud of a good chess move.”

I nodded but didn't reply.

She leaned in, throwing her arms over my shoulders as she stole a kiss.

“Your plan will work. I don't have to know what it is to be certain,” she said, our lips only barely separated. “You will win this war.”

I kissed her back and forced myself to stop. “I should go set up the gates for our wasteland stall tactic.”

“Before you go…”

“What is it?”

“The other day, when you and Invia enjoyed yourselves on her new throne,” Ashley began.

“I remember it.”

“I wanted to tell you that I bed her right after that. You tasted delicious.”



Abaddon’s army was on the material plane.

A real army. This wasn't the fodder he sent to Zaglis to test my strength. These were horrors from the hells who delighted in wholesale destruction and had the immense power to reap it.

The Zaglis walls were strong enough to hold that first force at bay long enough for me to intervene. The army marching toward the mountains of the southern wastelands, however, left a scar where there used to be cities and towns. A hopelessness lingered in the army’s wake, like I could feel that he tainted the soil, like I knew that nothing would grow here for hundreds of years.

Setting the gates gave me the opportunity to lay eyes on the invaders, and I admit it was humbling. From a distance, his forces looked like a creeping rot that could consume whole mountains. I tried not to think about the possibility that this army was also not Abaddon's best, that he had even stronger soldiers in reserve, should he need them.

I placed a gate in the mountains, spent the levels to summon another shadow Byron, and instructed him to lead a force of silk soldiers to delay Abaddon for as long as possible. I debated using Byron bots, but I had to hold onto the hope that he, perhaps, had not figured out what Drae and Stacey managed to build for us. On top of capturing them and pillaging their workshops, Abaddon could also have spies on the celestial plane.

There was the smallest chance, however, that he had not learned the full extent of what Byron bots could do or how they operated. If that were the case, he would be taken fully by surprise when I finally deploy them.

In all likelihood, he did have spies there, but I would attempt the gambit regardless. Surprising an enemy in any way was always an advantage.

When I finished my task, I returned to Sanctuary to find Purity in my bed. One of our followers was under the blanket with her head between my archpriestess’ thighs. Purity read a book as if the girl weren't even there.

“Only one?” I asked.

“I was in the mood for slow and soft,” she replied.

The girl beneath the blanket lifted her head and said, “Should I-”

Purity pushed her head back down before the girl could finish. My archpriestess closed her eyes and enjoyed the sensation for a moment before returning to our conversation.

“Do you see the blue book on your desk?” she asked. “The one with all the bookmarks.”

“Yes.”

“You should look at the very last one. I would get it for you, but…”

“Oh, I understand.”

On my way to the desk, I slapped the ass of the follower beneath the blanket and triggered Rope Burn+25. Purity's lips muffled the girl’s moans, but she never stopped worshiping my wife.

I found the book and flipped it open. “Is this from the Safina library?”

“Mmhmm.”

“Convenient that it's written in common.”

“Close to common,” Purity corrected. “Solara says the material plane ‘stole’ the language from celestials. I can read most of it, but there are a few words and constructions I don't understand because they don't exist in our common. Xami is what they call the Goddess, by the way.”

I skimmed the pages. The text was from an era when the celestial planes were more open, and ascension was merit-based rather than political.

I was glad Purity clarified the naming convention for me because none of this would have made sense without that context.

“So the Goddess used to travel freely between planes, but the seraphim announced that she took a retreat to meditate in isolation,” I summarized.

“Yes, and the author of that text believed she was being held prisoner, but he couldn't leave the plane of principalities to prove it. It doesn't sound like anyone but the seraphim has seen the Goddess since.”

“Interesting.”

I didn't immediately see a use for this information, but it offered an insight into the behavior and priorities of the seraphim. If their decision to suspend ascensions wasn't proof enough already, this brief story made it clear that seraphim were happy to lie and steal as long as the victims were beneath them.

“We should rescue her if we have the chance,” Purity suggested.

“She might not actually be a hostage.”

“Then we should acquire her if we have the chance.”

“Tell me more,” I urged.

Purity collected her thoughts, or was she enjoying a particularly accurate series of licks?

Anyway, she eventually said, “The Goddess has significant value for the seraphim. If they were that motivated to control her, then our taking her weakens them and gives us a bargaining chip. If she's their hostage, that makes her our ally. If she isn't, then we have a valuable prisoner.”

“I doubt the Goddess would appreciate me being the one to rescue her, even if she needed it. We trashed her religion pretty good.”

“Right now, that information was just a notable tidbit,” Purity said. “I agree that pursuing it directly isn't worth the effort, but we might learn more as we claim more ground.”

“Very true. Was that what was on your mind?”

Purity held up a finger as her face flushed. She tilted her head back, closed her eyes, and smiled. She was about to cum.

I triggered Abyssal Permission to halt her orgasm.

Her head whipped forward like she had just been betrayed.

“You can finish when we're done talking,” I said.

“That's so mean.” Purity looked down. “I didn't tell you to stop.”

The shape beneath the blanket began working again, and the soft pops and squishes of a tongue worshiping a clit resumed.

“What was on your mind?” I asked again.

“I would like to lead the reconstruction of our temples when this is done.”

“Why is that?”

“I think that should be part of our celebration to show everyone that not only did the Silk survive, but it is stronger than ever before.”

I thought. “It sounds like you have a vision.”

Purity nodded. “Our angeli embassies gave me the idea. We should make our temples oases, escapes from the mundane cities they're built in. As we did in Sanctuary, make the first two floors open to the public, and then build the private space on top of that. When we disappear from view a century from now, worshippers will still have a place to gather and pray to you.”

“I like that you're already thinking about what comes after the war.”

“That day will be here faster than any of us expects,” she replied. “You will deserve a rest when that time comes, so if I figure this stuff out now, no one has to bother you then.”

“Alright, you-”

“Not yet!” Purity exclaimed. “Come here. I want you in my mouth when you release it. The original. I like you standing over me, ready to thrust into my throat.”

I was happy to oblige. God, the moans of a woman’s climax traveling through my dick felt incredible. I'd never get tired of that.



Xilouis sent word that the queen of a neighboring kingdom had come to Safina to request an audience. Invia was already at the palace, looking after our post-conquest efforts of solidifying our control while also managing the preparation for our assault on the next plane up.

While I was on my way, Invia arranged for the meeting to happen in a smaller study rather than in a throne room or in a grand banquet hall. She had been paying attention to how I handled the range of egos that visited me in the past. A study was more intimate and didn't remind the visiting queen that she was beneath us.

She knew that already. As long as someone respected that fact, rubbing their noses in it would only breed contempt.

Invia pranced to the door when I stepped inside. She threw her arms around me and gave me a long deep kiss.

“I missed you,” she said, pulling me back to guide me into the room.

“And I you. What have I missed thus far?”

“Nothing. I have not spoken to her so we could do it together.”

“Perfect. I'd like you to lead this discussion. We've established that this plane must respect me. We need to do the same for you if we want you to be an effective queen.”

“Thank you for your trust, Father,” she purred.

Before reclaiming her seat in a velvety highback chair, Invia poked her head outside and told the angeli minding the door that we were ready to receive our guest.

The angeli that stepped inside had the same marble-like flesh as the other angeli I had met, except where the others had veins of silver weaving through glossy white, hers were a sapphire blue, and her eyes glistened with the faint rainbow of opal.

“Angeli have races just as humans do,” the angeli said as if reading my mind.

Her voice had the whimsical tinkle of harp strings.

“I am Queen Lace,” she continued with a bow. “Your Divine Majesty. Queen Invia. Thank you for granting me this audience.”

Invia raised an eyebrow and glanced at me. “‘Your Divine Majesty?’”

I shrugged. That was the first time I had ever been addressed that way.

“Why did you choose those words specifically?” Invia asked.

“I am in the presence of the being people call the God of Silk and the God of Debauchery,” Queen Lace answered. “I only mean to express the due reverence and respect to my better.”

Queen Lace was obviously sucking up to me, but she was damn good at it.

“I like how that sounds,” Invia said. “I think you should keep it, your Divine Majesty.” She turned back to Queen Lace. “Please, sit.”

When we had settled, Invia gestured for Queen Lace to speak.

“I wish to secure peace between our kingdoms,” Queen Lace began. “My envoy relayed your terms, and I find them to be fair. I have set aside land across the courtyard from the palace for the Sanctuary embassy, and I have laborers available should you need assistance.”

“That is gracious of you,” Invia replied. “The reaction of the envoys left us less than hopeful, so this is a bit of a surprise.”

“Small minds make shortsighted decisions. The nation of Naos was never a friend to my people. You eliminated an enemy and offered to replace that former conflict with peace. That is my motivation as the leader of my kingdom.”

“Do you have other motivations?”

“As an angeli, I am motivated by ascension. For this, you offered a trade. If I give you knowledge, you will grant me passage to become an archangeli.”

“How do you expect the other kingdoms to react to our offer?” Invia asked.

“You will find them to be fools in many regards, but they are practical when it comes to war. A suspicion that you might go back on your word and invade their lands is likely to fester, but that will not overcome the truth of you maintaining your borders as promised.”

“We keep our promises.”

“Indeed. My belief in your word is why I am here. As part of the information I offer, I have brought one of my advisors with me. They have recorded the details of our military forces as well as the forces of the other kingdoms. You will know their strength and number as well as the resources each kingdom contains.”

“Thus far, you've shared the information that will protect your kingdom,” Invia replied, “but how freely you have met our demands suggests there is something more difficult to discuss, something that is best broached after you have established goodwill.”

Queen Lace smiled. I was beginning to think she and Invia might be a lot alike. Was the prospect of two Invias in my life amazing or was it terrifying? Both, perhaps?

“You have a keen mind, your Grace,” the angeli replied. “It is as you said. I hoped to build goodwill before I dared to be bold. Have I succeeded?”

She shot a flirtatious glance in my direction, a moment so brief that I wondered if I imagined it.

Invia thought, and I noted she specifically did not look at me. I told her to handle this. She knew she didn't need to check in to be reassured.

“Be bold,” Invia said simply.

“Clear my capital’s gate to the archangeli before you clear the one here in your kingdom.”

I couldn't help but sit forward, and I saw Invia do the same. Queen Lace had our interest.

“I have confirmed that an army six kingdoms strong is preparing to greet your forces on the other side of your gate. On the other side of my gate, they continue their usual patrol of 12 guards.”

I tried to contain my laughter, but I couldn't. I covered my mouth and sat back. This was incredible.

What felt like centuries ago, I was trapped on the fourth floor of the Lopav dungeon, and I made a pact with a beautiful frost demon. To seal it, I had to fuck her. She bent over, fully expecting me to enter her slit, but I put it in her ass instead.

If what Queen Lace offered was real, I could pull the same move except on a cosmic scale. The whole of the archangeli plane was watching their pussy because they knew I wanted to fuck. They wouldn't expect Queen Lace to lube me up and guide me through the back door.

Invia was more composed than I was, by the way. “You dislike the archangeli that much?” she asked.

Queen Lace nodded. “They have denied generations of angeli their right to ascend. Such a thing is unforgivable. May I continue my offer?”

My Queen gestured for her to go on.

“When this campaign has concluded, you will have conquered two ascension gates. I am willing to trade information in exchange for you ceding control of one gate to my kingdom so that we can own and protect both sides of our birthright.”

“If the information is equivalent in value, we would be open to that,” Invia replied.

We had never discussed the possibility of conquering multiple gates on the archangeli plane, but Invia also knew we didn't care about establishing an empire in the heavens. Queen Lace had come to this meeting prepared. If her information really was that valuable, I was happy to forfeit land I didn't desire to keep anyway. Invia had the same perspective.

“The towers were hidden to the beings on my plane just as they were hidden on yours,” Queen Lace continued. “I have searched most of my life for an entrance because I believed their power would help me ascend. The first piece of information I offer is a method for accessing the tower core, though I have not had the chance to verify that it works.

“The second piece of information is the location of a secret warehouse a merchant from the upper heavens uses on the archangeli planes. I am told he stores items there that are illegal to own anywhere in the heavens.”

Invia asked, “Does this merchant have a name?”

“Arcturus.”

Now that was suspicious. Was this a coincidence, or was this her leveraging knowledge of my connection to Arcturus? If she did know about it, she was correct in assuming I would happily rob him blind if given the opportunity. But did she actually have this intel, or was she just using the name of the only celestial merchant I knew to make the opportunity sound more legitimate?

“Since this information is unconfirmed, as you say, we would agree to giving you a gate if at least one of the two leads bears fruit,” Invia said. “If both are dead ends, you will not get the land. We won't assume you lied to us today, but it will be a consideration.”

“I agree to those terms,” Queen Lace declared. “I do, however, have a separate request: I have brought a daughter as a gesture of my kingdom’s trust in Sanctuary. I have done so in secret, as I believe our interests would be best protected if our enemies believed this meeting went poorly.”

“Very cunning,” Invia agreed.

“I ask that anything you might desire to do to my daughter, you do to me instead.”

“We do not force such desires,” Invia countered. “We would treat her as the honored guest she is, not as a prisoner or a war trophy.”

“The God of Debauchery and his Mistress Queen are honorable. Thank you for understanding my concern. I believe we have an accord.”

“Agreed.”

Invia and I didn't talk about it, but she and I agreed: We were going to fuck the feathers off this angeli princess.


Chapter 51

I replenished my troops in the southern mountains two more times before Abaddon’s forces finally overwhelmed them. As Abby had predicted, abyssal demons fared poorly in the cold. I was able to confirm that much from the shadow Byron leading those forces. Eye of War reported that he was dead now, however, so I wouldn’t have any more significant insights into how Abaddon’s search of the southern wastelands progressed. I could acquire intel from the populated side of the mountain, but no one would be able to tell me what was happening out on the tundra.

Eventually, Abaddon would realize his error. I could hope that it would take a while, but assuming that it wouldn’t was smartest.

With that in mind, I was incredibly conscious of every minute I spent trying to locate the tower core that Queen Lace told us about. She was open about not having the chance to verify her research, but I still had to be mindful that this could be a red herring designed to waste my time and resources.

“With dungeon cores, you had to fight a Dungeon Lord to get them, and they had to come to you,” Podni said as her eyes searched the ceiling of floor 101. “Could you have forced your way to them if you had to?”

“Possibly. I would have had to break through the boss room in most cases, I think.”

Solara followed the same route as Podni but stayed a few feet away to be sure they both searched separate areas. “Celestials slaying all the Tower Lords when they hid the towers makes sense, but I don’t like what that means for finding something they really wanted to keep hidden.”

I had the same concern. These beings had magic strong enough to hide multiple towers on the material plane. How far would they go to hide their actual cores?

“I don’t trust her to tell the truth,” Podni said of Queen Lace.

“I would have been more skeptical about all of this had we not located a giant invisible tower in the middle of nowhere,” Solara replied. “If this is a lie, it’s well-crafted.”

“I'm going to repeat what she said again,” Podni said. “Tell me when this gets annoying.”

This would be the fifth time Podni refreshed our memory, and I didn't mind it. The opposite, actually. I found it helpful, and if nothing else, it broke up the monotony of the search.

“The seraphim who designed the towers was killed so he wouldn't reveal the secret for accessing tower cores. He supposedly never told anyone the secret prior to his death.

“From his journals, we know he was a famous artist among seraphim, working in pretty much every medium. He wrote a lot about philosophy and morality. He believed right and wrong, truth and lies, and so on had physical, tangible mass, but on a parallel plane.

“He was in love with the Goddess, so she is featured in every one of his artworks–sculptures, paintings, and engravings. She shows up in his philosophizing as well.

“Finally, he loved puzzles, riddles, and thought experiments. His most famous puzzle was an unfinished painting. Making the last brush stroke in the correct place unlocked it. And many of his puzzles were inspired by who he considered the three most legendary seraphim artists.”

“I really don't want to learn about seraphim art history,” Solara grumbled.

None of us said it, but more and more, that seemed like our only hope for new leads.

The statues were the first places we looked, but with a focus on the Goddess statue that sat at the top of the stairs leading from the 100th to the 101st floor. The only thing we discovered was that the statues had astonishingly detailed anatomy. The penises had veins. The vaginas had lips.

For both genders, every single one of whom was nude, they were portrayed as shaved. Even in marble, the pubic stubble felt real. It was sharp, scratchy.

Yes, we fondled a bunch of statues. We were searching for hidden buttons, switches, and compartments. I'm not above tugging on a marble penis if it saves my life.

Alas, giving away a few strokes was not the solution to the puzzle, not that I even knew what the puzzle was.

We poked around the flowers. Solara analyzed their colors and placements for patterns or codes. We did the same for floor tiles, pillars, benches, and railings.

We inspected the murals around the perimeter. They told the story of the Goddess ascending and then going to Earth to bring peace to the humans. She was naked in every scene with a long, arching back and bare legs to match. Her breasts were average in size and had a teardrop perkiness. Her white hair fluttered in the wind.

If the tower designer repeated his brushstroke puzzle, we couldn't find anything that looked like a missing brushstroke, but then again, I didn't know enough about painting to have any idea what such a thing might look like.

Which brought us to searching the ceiling.

“I really want the tower core to be real,” I said, as if wishing it into existence might work.

“We can keep looking if you need to tend to other matters,” Podni offered.

I looked around as I thought.

Solara came up behind me and rubbed my shoulders. “If nothing else, you should rest. Break in a few followers if sitting still is too boring.”

“Alright. Thank you. I love both of you.”



Ashley straddled me to massage my back.

“Moments like these make me miss the Water Temple,” I said, the side of my face pressed into the sheets. “A back massage on a beach is its own experience.”

“We will have it back soon. But I was thinking…”

“Why are you saying it like that?”

“Some people talk about dreams in difficult times to ease the tension. For others, thinking about that future makes it more stressful.”

“I pick the first one,” I said. “I like hearing you talk.”

Ashley bent forward and kissed my back before returning to the massage. “For part of our eternity, we should spend it on an island. Some place far away and exotic. We can staff and stock it easily enough with whatever we might need.”

“That sounds really nice.”

“The idea of no one knowing we exist is the most appealing part to me. That's the ultimate freedom, I think.”

“You've been thinking about this for a long time,” I said.

“Since my first royal ball. I had a good life, up until my mother tried to have me killed, so I don't want it to seem like I'm ignoring how lucky I was. The pressure was there from the start, though.”

“Being strong all the time is exhausting.”

“It is. I didn't feel relief until I was in the Silk. When was the last time you escaped the pressure, even just for a little bit?”

“When it's us. Moments like this that are separate, moments where we're all together… They all help me to get away from it.”

“Good.” She leaned forward to hug me, pressing herself into me as she squeezed.

The feel of her bare form against my back was like seeing a sculpture with my hands instead of my eyes. The shape. The flow. The posture. The details. She was a piece of art, something to be appreciated in all its forms.

That made me think of the tower core, and the anxiety poured back into me.

“I wish the pressure stayed away forever,” I complained. “I keep thinking about that fucking puzzle.”

Ashley and I had already talked about the information we had and the solutions we tried.

“Me too,” she admitted.

“Did an epiphany strike you yet?”

“No,” she answered.

With her head resting against me, I could feel the movement of her lips. Just the corner where her cheek touched my skin.

“I was thinking, though, the tower designer sounded a lot like you.”

That didn't make any sense. I rolled over to have this conversation face-to-face. Ashley sat up, running her fingertips around my chest in soft swoops and twirls. Her slight lean was enough to pull her bob forward, shading much of her face.

I reached for her legs. “Is that a compliment or an insult?”

“The man you described was unapologetically himself. His peers didn't understand him, yet they recognized that he was a titan. Being the sole celestial chosen to design towers to heaven? That has to be a big deal, even for seraphim. And then there was his love for the Goddess. He used his art to make that known while paying homage to her.”

“I think that last part is a stretch.”

“Didn't you have statues made of all of us, the wives you love?”

I narrowed my eyes while Ashley grinned, proud of herself for making a point so soundly. But she didn't gloat.

“All I mean to say is that maybe you should try thinking more about how you would do it if you had all the same resources as him.”

Interesting. How would I do it?

That was more difficult for me to answer than I expected, largely because I had already secured two dungeon cores. I put them both in sealed rooms and surrounded them with Gol-Gol golems. This tower was a different situation, but that bias was hard to separate.

What would I do if I were a seraphim with no dungeon core knowledge hiding a tower core?

My imagination couldn't come up with anything.

Ashley tapped my sternum to break me free of my thoughts. “We’ll figure it out. Solara is brilliant, remember. This is the woman who cracked Immunity from Holy and figured out phylacteries next. The answer will come.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“For what?”

“This moment. Allowing me to be human and show weakness without being ashamed.”

She poked my nose and giggled.

“What was that for?”

“Oh, his Divine Majesty, the God of Silk, the God of Debauchery, weakness and vulnerability are not the same. Has a dog ever shown their belly to you? They can only get the satisfaction of a belly rub from someone they trust not to hurt them when they're vulnerable. That doesn't make the dog weak.”

“You just compared a god to a pet dog.”

“Does that offend you, my Divine Lord?” Ashley teased, following her words with a flick to my stomach.

I gently pulled her toward me. “My wrath knows no equal.”

We kissed, a gentle moment where one movement of our lips stretched across seconds instead of disappearing immediately beneath another kiss.

She held her forehead to mine. “Just like this. I like how this feels.”

“I like it too.”

Purity appeared in my room, wrapped in silver chains and nothing else. In many places, like around her breasts and her thighs, they looked painfully tight, biting into her flesh, straining it. Her hands and feet were bound by manacles and chained together so tightly that she couldn’t stand upright, only hunch.

“Is it okay that I invited Penny?” Ashley whispered to me.

“Always.”

I picked Penny up and bent her over the back of a couch with her feet on the floor and used Silkmancer to strap her in place. Her wings folded in but stayed tense, as if she intended to fly away the moment she had the opportunity.

To Ashley, I said, “You can watch, but you can’t touch. That includes me, Penny, and yourself. Don’t you dare disobey.”

“Yes, Master.”

I took a fistful of Purity’s hair and pulled her head back, tying it to a hook the size of a curled finger with a ball at the end instead of a point.

“Get it wet,” I told Ashley, holding the hook out.

The Queen took the hook in her mouth and rolled her tongue around it. It slid into Purity’s ass, and I used the Loyalty Pledge to make that hole even tighter. She muffled a whine as I tightened the knot between her hair and the hook, straining her neck as though she were about to do a backbend. If she leaned her head forward to relieve the pain in her neck, the hook pulled her asshole. If she forced her head back to relieve the pressure in her ass, her neck tired.

With a silk flogger, a handle with several lengths of braided fabric extending from it like the tail of a horse, I struck Penny’s round, brown thighs, lightly at first, putting a delay between swings so that each was a surprise, a quick jolt that yanked her hair and jerked the hook.

The clinks of her chains mixed with her gasps. When she started to find her rhythm, preparing herself to brace for the next flogging, I came down harder, ruining her brief sense of control.

Once her ass was criss-crossed with red welts from the flogging, I stepped behind her, my throbbing cock sliding up between her legs.

“Kiss her,” I commanded Ashley.

She dutifully went to the front of the couch and brought her lips to Penny’s. They kissed as my sword spread her open and glided to the hilt.

“Make her chase for it,” I said to Ashley.

The Queen grinned and leaned back slightly.

“Kiss her,” I ordered Purity, but to do so, she had to bring her head forward, which meant pulling the hook in her ass. She tried but stopped as soon as she felt the pressure ripping at her.

I smacked her ass.

“I said, ‘Kiss her.’” Purity moaned painfully as she pushed herself, the force of the tension bulging her asshole as the hook threatened to slip free.

“What do you say?” I asked.

“Thank you, Master,” Purity gasped between kisses.

I withdrew and freed my archpriestess from the anal hook. Pulling her off the couch, I put her on her knees on the floor and pulled her hair again to arch her back.

When I handed Ashley the flogger, she knew what to do.

Starting softly at first, the Queen whipped Purity’s tits over the chains that bound her. At the same time, I held her head, forcing her to look up at Ashley as she took her punishment. If Purity closed her eyes, I slapped her face to bring her back to attention.

After a few long minutes of abuse, Ashley said, “I think she earned a reward, Master.”

Leaving Purity on her knees, I stood and brought myself to her lips.

Ashley used one hand to grab my dick and the other to grip the back of Purity’s neck. She rubbed my tips against the priestess’ lips and then pushed it into her mouth.

“Suck him,” Ashley whispered in Purity’s ear.

When Purity hesitated, Ashley pushed her deeper, forcing her head toward my hips. When Purity pulled away, Ashley pushed again, slamming her back forward.

With her free hand, Ashley reached between Purity’s legs and slid two fingers into her. She didn’t bother starting slow, instead working Purity’s snatch like she wanted the archpriestess to suffer from how hard and rough it was.

At the same time, she pushed her down on my cock. Again. And Again. And again.

Ashley looked up at me from where she knelt next to my first wife. She smiled and went from fingering Purity wrapping an arm around her throat. The Queen watched her face turn pulled as she tightened a choke.

Purity’s eyes went glassy, and Ashley released, letting her breathe. The moment Purity opened her mouth to take a big inhale of air, Ashley drove my cock to the back of her throat.

The Queen choked her again, holding until Purity started to go limp.

I pulled Ashley off, and picked Purity up, carrying her to the bed. I felt her chest heaving against me as she gasped for air.

I put my priestess on the bed on her back, and grabbed Ashley’s neck with Silkmancer, guiding her to sit on Purity’s face. Needing no prompting, Purity immediately licked Ashley’s clit, her tongue lapping like a dog desperate for water.

Her tight ass tried to resist my cock, but I pushed until I her hole couldn’t fight anymore, and started to fuck.

Ashley kissed me deeply as my dick filled Purity’s ass. My Queen leaned back and flashed an evil grin as she slapped Purity’s bound breasts, just once to see how I reacted. Purity yelped but kept licking. When I raised an eyebrow, Ashley slapped again.

“May I cum, Master?” Ashley asked.

“Yes.”

She bit her lip and twisted both of Purity’s nipples as hard as she could. After a moment of tension, where her body noiselessly quivered, a deep groan asked her mouth as she grinded her pussy into Purity’s mouth.

When the climax passed, Ashley rested her forehead on my chest, trying to catch her breath.

“Did Penny earn a reward?” I asked.

Ashley nodded. I withdrew from Purity’s ass.

“So, reward her,” I commanded Ashley.

The Queen came around and put her legs between Purity’s. At the same time, I shifted to Purity’s head and put my dick in her mouth.

In my mind, Purity said, “Is that all the harder you can fuck my throat?”

I accepted Purity’s challenge and watched fear creep into Ashley’s eyes as she worried her face could be next.

Fuck. I loved this life.


Chapter 52

I joined Solara in Sanctuary’s new library. We converted storage space originally meant for my secret silk soldier army. The hidden level beneath Sanctuary ran the length and the width of the whole kingdom. Proper supports occupied a fourth of the square footage, at most, and we had yet to fill it completely. I moved a batch of soldiers to an unused space so that I could put this trove of knowledge directly beneath the castle.

This was another area only accessible by teleporter that functioned only for select people. The public would never see this, and they wouldn’t ever hear we had these texts unless a celestial came to the material plane to gossip about it for some reason.

The whole of the Safina collection was down here, shelved and organized according to Solara’s standards. Book by book, a team of scribes duplicated the library so that the originals could be returned as I promised.

We shared a table, both of us searching texts for mentions of the tower designer. He appeared in a few art history books, but none of them credited him with building the towers, which made me curious. I knew they killed him in order to keep the tower locations a secret, but it didn’t seem like the public knew he was ever involved at all.

That was especially troubling because Queen Lace had found sources who had. Then it occurred to me, she did the exact thing Solara and I were doing now. She found every book she could and searched them for clues, many of the same books we were reading now. In that case, she may have withheld something, but I didn’t think so.

I might already possess the best leads this research could yield. If Queen Lace had already searched all of this material, was it reasonable to expect I could find something she did not?

Repeating that effort was a waste of time, an exceptionally precious resource that seemed to endlessly slip between my fingers no matter how hard I tried to manage it.

“What are some of the topics connected to the tower designer that might be worth looking into?” I asked, trying to think of what subjects Queen Lace might have overlooked.

Solara thought. “His contemporaries, history from the time period when he was alive, the rulers and other elite who might have influenced what he could do, umm…”

“Influences are an interesting topic,” I suggested. “Perhaps we could learn more about who he was by looking at the people he admired.”

“‘Good artists borrow. Great artists steal.’ That’s how it goes, right?”

“I think so.”

“That sounds smart to me.” Solara pushed her current book to the side to make more room for her notes.

She flipped from page to page for a few minutes.

“I knew I had seen something about that,” she said, passing me a page. “These were famous seraphim artists the designer admired. The mentions were brief, so I don’t have a lot yet.”

The page listed four names and their specialties: 2 sculptors, 1 architect, and 1 enchanter. I went searching for mentions of them.

The seraphim art world reached a level of pretentiousness I didn’t think was possible. In one book I picked up, the author had a list of requirements a reader had to meet before they had permission to read the actual book. This didn’t happen in person. There were no enchantments involved. It was simply another page, and the author wrote as though the unworthy would know they weren’t welcome and put down the book themselves.

I didn’t know what I was even looking for at this point. All I gleaned were some interesting facts, nothing that revealed how to access the tower core.

One of the sculptors was famous for using petrification magic in novel ways, such as petrifying a grigori, reshaping their statue form, and then releasing the petrification. Most of them died almost immediately from the modifications, but the few who lived became “living” art. One example was a grigori who was made faceless from having her statue’s face sanded off. She suffocated, of course, but critics hailed it as “the most emotionally thrilling piece of silent theater ever conceived.”

The other sculptor was less creepy. His statues were known for their moving pieces, like stacks of cubes that endlessly rearranged themselves or a waterfall whose water defied gravity to loop back up and fall again. The water was carved out of marble, by the way, but it still quite literally flowed. The movement was slow and, supposedly, still felt like hardened marble when you touched it.

The architect earned his fame from designing parks and gardens. He bred a species of hedge that could reshape itself repeatedly. That was how his mazes could change periodically, which included the hedge sculptures inside. One version might feature a variety of animals while the next was dragons and warriors. According to what I read, no version of the hedge maze ever repeated itself, which I found hard to believe but made for a nice story.

The enchanter was the most interesting. He developed a technique that responded to a viewer’s perception of a puzzle. The simplest ones were solved by understanding what a piece of art depicted. The more complicated uses of perception changed how a puzzle operated.

You have likely seen the illustration that looks like an old woman or a young woman, depending on how your brain interprets the shapes of the art at any given time. With practice, you can make your mind alternate, seeing either version at will.

In that vein, one of his puzzles required moving pieces across three different states of perception in order to complete. I wished I could see these items in person just to experience how they worked. Sketches and written descriptions weren’t enough to bring something like that to life.

“Have you come up with anything to try?” I asked Solara.

She shook her head.

“Maybe Queen Lace is lying,” I said. “We probably shouldn’t put too much more time into this effort if we don’t have anything new in the next couple of days.”

“Agreed.”

“I’ll come back to this in a bit,” I said, tidying my half of the table as I stood. “I have a celestial princess to greet.”



Princess Lace had arrived in Sanctuary, and yes, I agree that not appending “the second” or “junior” to the name Lace is confusing.

Anyway, her presence was meant to foster peace. If her mother acted against me, then I could easily take out my anger on her daughter in retaliation. So, in theory, she would keep her word to protect her daughter. Yes, it also occurred to me that many parents don’t like their children. Ashley’s own mother hired assassins to kill her, after all.

What I mean to say is that the system was imperfect. If Princess Lace was my only guarantee of peace, I might have been concerned, but I presently had an army inside of Queen Lace’s walls, preparing to invade the plane of the archangeli. If she turned on me, her whole capital was doomed.

I promised to treat Princess Lace like a guest, so I gave her an apartment in one of the castle towers. I arrived at her door about an hour after she got in. Two Byron bots guarded the passage, and they didn’t react when I strolled between them and knocked.

“Come in!” a woman yelled. “I’m in here!”

I had expected to follow her voice down the hallway to her living room, which had an excellent view of my masterwork of a city, but that was straight ahead. Her call had come from one of the rooms off the hallway.

When I stepped into the bedroom, I was greeted by an angeli with the same blueish marbling as Queen Lace. I eventually learned that her eyes were opal as well, but I didn’t see her face when I entered. Instead, she kneeled on the edge of her bed, her face down in a pillow, her ass in the air. Her silk wings draped limply around her like she was a wounded bird.

She was a pointy kind of skinny, where her hips and shoulders seemed sharper for how thin she was. We had a few of these body types in the Silk, and I always forgot how hard a pelvis could be. I could recall several occasions when I smashed my groin into one of their asses, expecting butt cheek but mostly hitting bone instead. Don’t get me wrong, I loved fucking this kind of girl. I did, however, learn that not all women were meant to be fucked the same way.

Leaving preferences aside for a moment, bending a girl like Princess Lace over still felt incredible, but she wasn’t built for doggy style. She was best for picking up and tossing around. I could grab her by the hips and put her anywhere I desired. If I wanted, I could hold her by the hips the way the schlubs who used Penny’s Blessing held their toy and use the Princess like she was nothing more than an object.

Her lips were dainty, like she was, and I had to give it to the tower designer. I had an example of a marble vagina right in front of me, and it was exactly as the sculpture on the 101st floor had depicted them.

I turned my back to her. “Put some clothes on.”

“Is this not what I am for?” she asked, still holding her ass high.

“I made it clear to your mother that you would be treated with respect.”

“I assumed she was lying,” Princess Lace said.

“Please cover up.”

I heard some shuffling. “Okay, you can turn around.”

I did. She sat on the edge of the bed with her legs spread. Her chest was completely flat, which is not an insult. Every kind of breast was worthy of appreciation, and hers suited her form perfectly. She was exquisite, actually.

“You were supposed to cover up.”

“Well? Let me serve my people by bedding the God of Silk.”

I shook my head. “Stop it.”

Since she wasn’t going to do it herself, I used Silkmancer to do it for her, wrapping her in her sheets. I triggered Sense Weakness to get a better idea of who I was dealing with.

Her weakness was doubt. You might even argue that her assumption that her mother lied to her was an expression of that weakness. She would be easy to break because she was already broken.

If I were trying to break her, but I wasn’t.

“You have one obligation this evening–a dinner–and then your life is yours. You are free to come and go as you please. All of Sanctuary is open to you except for Penny’s Bar and the gates out. If there is something you desire but can’t find, tell me. I’ll try to procure it for you. As far as I’m concerned, you’re a guest, so I only care about keeping you safe.”

-3,000 good-aligned levels.

-3,000 good-aligned levels.

Two shadow Byrons appeared in the room.

“These are your bodyguards. They will be with you at all times and will follow any order that doesn’t conflict with mine.”

“Okay.” She waited.

“What?”

“Give them your orders.”

“No,” I replied. “They already have them. They’re exact duplicates of me, so they have the memory of how I want them to perform.”

“Oh. When are you taking me to dinner?”

I shook my head. “I’m not. My wives, Penny and Autumn, will be taking you into the city to help you learn your way around. They have a restaurant picked out, and from what I understand, angeli palettes are pretty close to a human palette, so I think you’ll like it.”

“Why aren’t you joining us?”

“Do you find my presence comforting?” I asked. “Do you feel more at ease with me nearby?”

“Well…”

“It’s okay. I know that the answer is ‘no’ for both. Making you endure that for a few hours isn’t the welcome I want you to have.”

“And you’re really busy killing angeli.”

“That too. Can I do anything else for you before I go?”

Princess Lace looked at the two shadow Byrons. “Can you watch me through them?”

“No, I can’t.”

“Can I order them to go away?”

“No, you can’t.”

“Will they always follow me?”

“For as long as you’re under my protection,” I answered.

“They’re creepy.”

“The alternatives are constructs with replicas of my penis and always covered in slime. I thought you’d like the minimalist shadow look better, but I can switch them for you if you like.”

“No, thank you.”

“Anything else?”

“No,” she said with a pout.

“Welcome to Sanctuary South. I hope you enjoy your stay.”

I felt her dagger eyes follow me out of the apartment, and that was fine. She didn’t need to like me to serve her purpose. If she wanted to make herself miserable for however long she was here, that was her problem. Not mine.


Chapter 53

Passage from the material plane to the plane of angeli was the only celestial access point with an immense and dangerous challenge: a tower. The connections to every other celestial plane, like moving from the angeli to the archangeli plane, were gates akin to what I could buy with a dungeon core. One needed only to step across the threshold to leave one world and enter another.

That threshold was well-defended, of course, but I was thankful I wouldn’t have to climb a tower every time my army advanced on a new world.

Well before I was a threat, the archangeli sealed off the gate from their side, and according to Queen Lace’s intel, we could expect to face a heavily fortified killbox. When my constructs broke through the seal, they would find themselves walled in and surrounded by soldiers ready to rain arrows and spells down upon them.

As ascended angeli, archangeli looked similar to their counterparts on the lowest celestial plane, but they grew the beginnings of a second pair of wings low on their back and always seemed to glow, like their entire bodies were mage lights. Having seen Arcturus in person, I could imagine how that second pair of wings would grow even more if the archangeli managed to ascend again. The glow itself was its own kind of status symbol.

A freshly ascended angeli took on a deep golden glow. As they neared another ascension, that light grew paler. Among other requirements, that light had to be perfectly white before they could move on from the plane of archangeli.

My original plan was a brute force rush. I hadn’t lost any Byron bots on the angeli plane, so there was a chance that their damage immunities would nullify archangeli weapons as well, but I had to assume they wouldn’t. Punching through such a concentration of defensive forces would come at a cost, but I didn’t have a choice.

Until Queen Lace offered us an alliance.

For the last week, we secretly amassed forces in her city while a smaller, more visible force gathered in Safina, the city Invia now ruled.

That smaller force used an Unholy bomb to break through the door erected on the archangeli side of the gate, clearing the way for Byron bots and silk soldiers to charge through and attack. Their advance was measured and patient. Where my earlier attacks relied on sudden, overwhelming force, these units went through the gate in smaller, staggered groups.

Their objective was not to win but to distract and delay.

When the battle had waged for a few hours at that gate, the forces in Queen Lace’s kingdom began their assault, blowing the gate in the same way before the much, much larger force poured through to invade.

That simple tactic was more effective than it ever should have been, to the point that I worried the archangeli were the ones playing tricks on me. I kept waiting for their secret plan to unfold, a follow-up force striking when their machinations lured me into the perfect moment, but that never came.

The archangeli couldn’t fathom any celestial, not even the angeli they spat on, allying with a human. In addition to that mistake, their hubris led them to underestimate my force. Despite knowing it had torn through the angeli plane in mere days, they believed that their power was unbeatably superior. In reality, my small distraction force nearly broke through my enemy’s best defenses on its own.

As for the primary attack, the gate was poorly defended as Queen Lace had predicted. A few dozen archangeli were on the other side when my army of thousands burst through.

With a foothold established in the middle of an archangeli city, my dungeon-generated angeli flew into the world carrying Intoxicate+100 and Bolt bombs just as they did for the first celestial plane we conquered. The sale of Byron’s Blessing and Byron’s Bliss had pre-seeded a good deal of Byron-dick addiction, but soon, every archangeli within 100 miles of the gate would rather get fucked by a Byron bot than killed by one.

Predictably, the archangeli scrambled forces to counterattack, the masses of approaching winged warriors looking like flocks of birds in the distance. Their forms reflected in the deep blue waters that made up the majority of the plane as they passed over hundreds of smaller island paradises to reach the city my army had claimed.

The enemy never arrived. A few of my angeli had already been dispatched and were ordered to wait miles away from the city. When the archangeli passed overhead, my angeli flew FAB bombs into the sky and detonated them, killing thousands of archangeli in an instant, sending massive waves across the serene waters of the archangeli plane.

Since our forces at the first gate had fared far better than we expected, I decided to follow Abaddon’s example and deliver a level of violence that shocked my enemies. While part of my army secured Queen Lace’s gate, I sent more Intoxicate+100 angeli through the one in Safina, followed by a slew of FABs.

Once our primary forces were out of range, we detonated the FABs, leveling the city. I had originally planned to claim that city as my own, but I saw an opportunity to humble every kingdom on the archangeli plane, so I took it. Besides, I didn’t actually want the city anyway.

Erasing a metropolis in an instant sent the message that, like the angeli, the archangeli would be wise to surrender and lobby for peace.

This battle was won, so I sat back to appreciate my work.

Watching the pandemonium of our initial invasion of the angeli filled me with pride. Watching Byron bots conquer angeli in every way possible, from death to fucking, was entertaining, and seeing hosts of winged warriors disintegrated by FABs instilled a joy so pure that it stirred in my cock.

I looked forward to those feelings returning as archangeli fell, but they never came. I had done this before. Doing it for a second time neared tedium.

With the deluge of good-aligned levels, I summoned 100 shadow Byrons and sent them through to search the city we hadn’t destroyed. Queen Lace assured us she knew the location of Arcturus’ secret warehouse, allegedly full of items that were illegal or taboo to own on any of the planes, and my shadows had orders to find and secure it.

Queen Lace watched all of this happen from a balcony in her palace, and I joined her. Events she couldn’t witness firsthand were delivered by scrying glass, so she was privy to every development I recounted here.

When the FAB bombs went off within the city limits at the other gate, for example, she wept.

“I thought you wanted to conquer the archangeli?” I asked.

“That was thousands of people… thousands of civilians. Archangeli, yes, but not fighters or politicians. They were living a normal day one moment and were dead the next.”

“Yeah, that’s unfortunate,” I said.

I offered lip service, but the words were quite obviously hollow. I meant to make that statement more believably empathetic, but I couldn’t be bothered. I simply didn’t care.

“Invia and Podni will take it from here,” I announced.

“Do you mean to depart already?” Queen Lace asked, her opal eyes and marble face wet from tears. “It has been a mere few hours.”

“My soldiers don’t need me watching them to perform.”

“Do you care so little for life that you won’t offer your enemy the dignity of being present?”

“When was the last time you saw archangeli lose a battle?”

“Never. My father told stories of a Demon Lord who slew thousands, but that was before I was born. He said that battle happened right outside of our very walls.”

“You made this possible,” I said. “My victory may not have come as easily without your help. You deserve credit for this success too. Let yourself enjoy it.”

“Enjoy the deaths of innocents? You’re mad.”

“Suit yourself.”

I departed.



“Are we looking for anything specific?” Solara asked me as we again searched the 101st floor for a way to access the tower core. “Or are we hoping for new inspiration?”

“New inspiration,” I answered.

“Fair enough. For what it’s worth, I believe the tower core exists. It may not be where Queen Lace told us it was, but it exists.”

“What makes you certain?”

“The mechanics of dungeons and towers are too similar for the forces behind them to be radically different,” Solara answered. “Even amongst ourselves, we talked about towers as being vertical dungeons, and I know that’s partially conceptual, but for me, it’s literal. Something keeps this place running, and the way it goes about that looks exactly like what a dungeon core would do.”

“I agree,” I said. “I’m not sure we will ever find it, but I do believe it’s in this tower somewhere.”

“Beyond the 101st floor would make the most sense. In dungeons, the Dungeon Lords are at the bottom, the end of the journey, so to speak. Since towers are cleared in the opposite direction, the Tower Lord or whatever you would call them would have to be at the top.”

“Also agreed.”

I was happy to have Solara making conversation. The diversions were fleeting, but every moment I didn’t think about Abaddon’s next move was a reprieve. In the time it took to travel from Queen Lace’s balcony to the 101st floor of the tower, I was given troubling news: Abaddon’s army had pulled out of the southern lands. Every last soldier had disappeared, and the people who lived on the populated side of the mountains could now rebuild.

That meant Abaddon was wise to the dumb trick of a misleading name. Any minute now, I would receive word that his army had been spotted moving on the northern lands. The few cities along that border would fall, and then the demon force would cross the mountains and traverse the northern wasteland.

I had plans in place to slow that advance, but I could still feel my defeat approaching, like a rider on the horizon in the distance, galloping toward me.

“How long until we invade the plane of principalities?” Solara asked after a long stretch of quiet searching.

“We’ll need a week or two to replenish our forces and secure our holdings. If luck is kind to us, that will be the last full-scale invasion we need to get the attention of the seraphim.”

“And if they don’t come to us, we keep going?”

“Indeed.”

“Since we’re on the topic of our futures, have you begun work on your phylactery yet?”

Solara’s mission to create phylacteries for our family was complete. Each of us now had a blank tome containing 3,400 blank pages as well as a generous supply of enchanted ink. To complete the phylactery ritual, we had to fill those pages with stories from our lives.

“Not yet,” I answered. “I know it’s important, but I don’t want to die halfway through storing my soul when I should have been focused on the war.”

“I understand, but please don’t put it off much longer. We will win this, but if we ever need to start over, I want you to be there with us. Eternity won’t be worth living without you.”

“I promise to get it done.” And I didn’t bother mentioning that Solara would never have to worry about that. One of the conditions for her undeath was that I still be alive. When I died, anyone whom I granted undeath would die as well.

“Thank you.”

We reached the stairs down to the 100th floor with nothing to show for it.

Solara rubbed my back. “I’m sorry.”

“We knew that failure was a possibility,” I replied. “It’s disappointing, but I think it’s safe to shelve this project until we have new leads.”

“The craftsmanship is remarkable,” Solara mused, looking first at the statue of the Goddess at the top of the stairs and then to the rest of the sprawling floor. “I wonder if his techniques are still known, like the seraphim have a library full of guides for building a place like the tower.”

“You would love that.”

“I would never do anything else. The power to create whole new places with their own creatures and their own rules? That sounds unbelievably fun.”

I meandered around the Goddess’ statue. “Would you be as committed to detail?”

Solara laughed. “Sure, my sculptures will have realistic dicks, vaginas, and buttholes. Just for you.”

“I appreciate the kindness.”

Solara paused next to me, both of us looking at the lips on the statue of the Goddess.

“How close is that to Princess Lace’s?” Solara asked.

She had heard the story of the angeli princess offering herself up to me.

“Hers was a bit more tucked in, but for the most part, it looked exactly like that.”

“A vagina that looks like a statue, how strange.”

Yeah. Very strange, but the designer was infatuated with the Goddess, and, perhaps, sexually repressed. I hoped to never be so desperately horny that I got myself off with a hot statue.

Huh.

“Get me hard,” I commanded.

Solara grinned. As she knelt, she used both hands to collect her hair into a ponytail and tied it with a ribbon.

She kissed my shaft over my pants.

“I love starting this way,” Solara said in between pecks. “I like feeling it get harder each time my lips return, like a present I can’t open but know that it’s getting better and better each second.”

I looked down on her, watching her work.

She glanced up as her mouth pressed into my balls, the warmth of her breath bleeding through the silk fabric to my skin. She giggled as she closed her eyes and traced the growing outline of my cock. Instead of full kisses, she touched me every so slightly with her lower lip and slowly dragged it up my shaft. It was the barest of touches, lighter than a feather, but the sensation was as powerful as if I was sliding down her throat.

Teasing, the anticipation of more, could be just as good as the actual contact.

“Good girl,” I praised, guiding her head away from me. I turned, climbed on the dais with the statue of the Goddess, and dropped my pants.

The lips of the statue parted for me when my tip touched the marble. The welcome softness of flesh was there, but it was cold as stone and tight enough that driving all the way in hurt a bit. When my fingers had probed this part of the statue before, it was nothing more than regular marble. For my dick, the lips spread gladly.

Solara sat on the ground next to me, spread her legs, and leaned back. I let her get by with only her fingers for a moment before sending a tentacle dick to pleasure her.

After a few minutes of thrusting, during which time my sorceress came twice, I blew my load in the statue of the Goddess. With my hips resting against her hard ass cheeks, I watched a set of stairs descend from the ceiling, leading up to a hidden floor.


Chapter 54

You are now the Keeper of the Towers.

-11 to Progress to Your Fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 74 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

As the Keeper of the Towers, you determine who of the material plane has the character and moral fortitude to make them worthy of ascending into the heavens. For fulfilling this duty with excellence, you earn Tower points. You can spend Tower points to grow and improve your towers.

Tower points are earned daily based on excellence in the following:

-Number of Adventurers

-Total Monster Levels Slain (Adjusted for Difficulty)

-Volume of Adventurer Blood Spilled

-The Smoothness of Difficulty Curve

-Quality of Ascenders

Improve in a category to increase total TP earned.

Current Daily TP Gain: 2,421

Rigel Tower Core

Keeper: Brenin of Borja

Level: 1,709

Available TP: 22,005,806

Daily TP Gain: 2,421

Progress to Next Level: (37,757,315 / 999,999,999)

Status: Networked

Solara and I stood in a humble study, likely belonging to the tower designer at one point. After I finished in the statue of the Goddess, we found the core on a pedestal at the top of the stairs. While Solara investigated the books on the shelves, I put my focus on the core.

Thus far, tower cores seemed to more or less mirror the functionality of dungeon cores. Celestials put more stock into silly ideas like character and morals, but modifying the tower, spawning monsters, and unlocking new options worked exactly the same for towers as they did for dungeons.

My daily TP gain was painfully low compared to what I earned in Grubiit and Flowst, but that wasn’t surprising. At present, only members of the Silk ran the tower. Prior to our arrival, the towers had sat unused for centuries. Daily TP gain had likely been zero in all that time since no adventurers attempted to ascend.

I initially assumed that “Networked” was the celestial equivalent of “Tethered” for a dungeon core.

Tethered meant the dungeon core was locked into the confines of its respective dungeon. If you removed it, the core became untethered. All of its functionality remained, but it could no longer earn new DP. Most conflicts with Demon Lords seemed to conclude when their untethered cores ran out of DP, but that was an educated guess on my part. No historian had ever learned as much about cores as my party.

When I opened the tower core menu, I realized my assumption about what Networked meant might be wrong:

Status

Construction Menu

Spawn Menu

Unlock Menu

Travel

Network Menu [unclaimed]

Dungeon cores didn’t have a “Tethered Menu,” and tower cores didn’t have a new chapter option. I clicked into the Network Menu.

Claim control of all towers to access their cores remotely? Note: Changing Keepers remakes towers in their image.

Yes / No

Interesting. I had skimmed right over that detail of my new title. The system told me I was the Keeper of the Towers. Plural. Dungeon cores only made me the “Dungeon Lord of this dungeon.”

Of course, I wanted to control all of the tower cores, so I clicked yes. Now, when I opened the Network Menu, I could access another 6 tower cores.

Once I quieted my giddy laughter, I explained everything I had learned thus far to Solara.

“The differences make sense, philosophically,” she said. “Demons celebrate the individual. From what we’ve seen, celestials value conformity. One Keeper as opposed to a bunch of Dungeon Lords aligns with that.”

“Did you notice any changes just now?” I asked.

Solara shook her head. She ventured downstairs for a few minutes and returned.

“The 101st floor looks exactly the same.”

“From what I can see in the core, none of the other floors look different either. They all have the same spawns we saw during the climb.”

“I wouldn’t say that’s ‘in your image’ whatsoever,” Solara said with a light giggle.

“Definitely not. I’m tempted to travel to the other towers, but I’m hesitant to teleport blindly like that.”

“I support that level of caution.”

“Yeah. I have a lot of reading to do, but at a minimum, I have at least one more army-maker under my control. We just might win this war.”

Solara hugged me. “We were always going to win.”

“Are you here, Master?” Purity asked in my mind with her telepathy.

“Yes? Where are you?”

“At the exit. Are you and Solara alright?”

“Perfectly fine. Why?”

“The tower changed, and we didn’t know what that meant, so Podni and I came to make sure you were okay.”

“Changed how?” I asked.

“I’m not sure I can really explain it. If you come back to Sanctuary, you’ll see what I mean.”

I looked at Solara and spoke aloud. “Did you hear all of that too?”

She nodded. “Shall we have a gander?”



“This is definitely in your image,” Solara mused. We stood in the statue garden on top of my castle with Purity, Podni, and several dozen followers.

The tower’s invisibility illusion was gone. Though I never got to see what it looked like before, I always imagined the tower as sparkling white, built in a style that matched the opulence of the lobby and the 101st floor.

Now that it had been remade in my image, the tower was a giant erection thrusting into the clouds. No, not a giant erection. My giant erection. It was like a Byron’s Blessing had been scaled up to be impossibly large while keeping all of the details that made my dick mine. The skin color matched. The veins were in the right places. The shaft had a slight curve. The clouds hid the tip from view, but a clear day eventually confirmed that the recreation was exact for that portion of my dick as well.

I couldn’t confirm it at the time, but I suspected that every tower on the material plane was now visible and fashioned to look like cock. That news took a bit to reach us, but I was right. Enormous copies of my dick appeared all around the world in remote, difficult-to-reach places.

My shafts rose out of deep ocean and impassable mountains and deadly deserts. As our research had suggested when we first began the search for towers, all of these dicks were in incredibly isolated parts of the world. That meant only Sanctuary got the up close and personal introduction to the new look. For everyone else, they spotted a new dick-shaped structure in the far distance. I’m sure some of them denied what they saw for a time, and I wished I could have witnessed their expressions as they got closer and closer, slowly grasping the full scale of my manhood.

“I prefer the tower this way,” Purity said, her eyes still taking it in.

Abby appeared among us. “Apologies, Master, but we have reports that a demon army has appeared in the northern lands and is moving in our direction. They are likely to reach the mountains within the next 3 days.”

Ah, right. I wanted to keep the location of Sanctuary a secret from everyone, Abaddon included. An erection with a footprint of 16 square miles was hard to miss.

“Have all of our preparations been completed?” I asked.

“Yes, Master.”

“Good.” We were as prepared as we could be. Now that we owned 7 tower cores, I dared to believe victory was certain.

But I had to be cautious. Hubris could easily present itself as optimism. The war was far from over, and Abaddon was still perfectly capable of defeating me if I gave him the right opportunities.

A summoner on the plane of dominions invites you for an audience. You cannot receive or deliver harm for as long as you remain within the summoning circle, and you may return to your home plane at will. These rules cannot be broken or cheated by either party.

Do you accept the invitation?

Yes / No

Good news spread quickly. Arcturus was the only celestial I knew who lived on the plane of dominions and had the resources to summon me directly. I felt pretty damn optimistic in that moment.

“I’ll be back in a minute,” I said to my girls in the garden and selected Yes.

I appeared on top of a familiar white tower. Arcturus’ colossal form stood on a platform on the other side of a void of stars.

He didn’t speak. He simply stared down at me with his empty eyes.

“Yes?” I asked after several seconds of uncomfortable silence.

“Return my belongings, human.”

“Belongings?”

“Do not feign ignorance.”

It hit me. My army had been in the process of securing and searching the archangeli city we didn’t flatten. Arcturus heard about us finding his warehouse of contraband before I did. I wondered what was inside.

“You knew before you summoned me that I wasn’t giving up any of my loot. Do you have something else to say, or was that it for your agenda?”

“How many innocents must die before your bloodlust is sated?”

“The war can stop today if the seraphim are willing to bargain,” I said.

“Such a thing will never come to pass.”

“Then, to answer your question, we have six more planes between them and us. The angeli were smart and negotiated peace. If you want to spread the word, the same terms are available for all celestials, regardless of their home planes. We can slaughter our way to the plane of seraphim, or the people in between can negotiate peace. At which point, all they have to do is hold the doors open for us to pass through to the next plane up. Then we’ll leave the doors open so they can ascend again.”

“I can deliver this message for you for the right price,” Arcturus said.

“Name it.”

“Never reveal my connection to the items you found. I will hate you until the end of time for what you’ve done to me, but I can shoulder that shame if you agree to this.”

Now I really wished I knew what was in that warehouse. I was negotiating half of this deal blind.

“If my message reaches rulers on every plane, the seraphim especially, then I have no problem keeping your secrets.”

“How long do I have until you link the heavens to the hells?” he asked.

That thought hadn’t occurred to me yet, but I could immediately understand Arcturus’ concern. Putting one end of a gate at the bottom of a dungeon and then a second gate on the top floor of a tower would take me mere minutes. Once I did that, demons could pour into the heavens at their leisure to spill more blood in the never-ending conflict between the heavens and the hells. As it was now, the demons buying property in the kingdom of Naos had to go through several checkpoints to get from the hells to the angeli plane.

The gates weren’t wide open, but they could be if that’s what I wanted.

Arcturus was right to be afraid of that. He was wrong to admit that to me. I’m not sure how long I would have needed to see that possibility on my own.

“48 hours,” I answered.

“Very well. I accept your terms.”

“Excellent. Then your secrets are safe.”

I appeared back in my castle garden.

“Are you alright?” Purity asked.

I nodded. “Very, but we have a bunch of treasure to sift through.”

“In the towers?”

I shook my head. “The archangeli plane. I have a feeling that we’ll find something good.”


Chapter 55

Purity, Podni, and Solara helped me search what was technically a warehouse, but archangeli architectural standards made it more of an overstocked museum. I didn't know enough about laws on the celestial plane, so it wasn't immediately clear to me why many items were stored here in secret.

He had all manner of art, from paintings to sculptures, squirreled away. That had to mean they were either stolen or banned because of celestial censorship.

Maybe that was the explanation for many of the items here, actually. I briefly wondered how stealing worked in a society that demanded Lawful Good alignment, but I put that puzzle aside because its answer had no real relevance to me.

Something useful had to be in here.

Weapons and armor: Most were built with the proportions of various forms of celestials, which meant they were far too large for humans. Weapons could be an exception with enough points in strength, but dragging an oversized sword around sounded miserable. Even a back sheath wouldn't keep it off the ground.

Jewelry: I doubted Arcturus would store his most prized enchantments this far from his home, but there were likely a few useful items here. If not, the jewelry would make great gifts. Treasure for my treasures.

Wine and other beverages: Fun to have but wouldn't win me a war.

Chairs, tables, sofas, armoires, and so on: Useless.

Bulk materials like cloth, ingots, and wood: When I got Stacey and Drae back, these could have more value, but they didn’t help me now.

Stacks of empty boxes and chests: Podni and Solara agreed that these were collectible because they had exceptionally nasty traps built into them. One trap inflicted an unimaginable amount of pain and then forced the victim to relive their own deaths 100 times before their souls passed on, for example. Podni and Solara would learn a lot from these.

Stuffed celestials: Yes, taxidermied celestials. Most of the major races were represented here, but it wasn't clear if these were former enemies or if Arcturus just liked buying creepy shit.

Books: Whether these were black-market rare editions or books whose contents had been banned from the heavens, we couldn’t say for certain, but we could say for sure that these were exciting finds.

“So Arcturus is afraid of being connected to something here,” Podni said, tapping her chin as she looked about the enormous chamber.

“If it requires knowledge of celestial history, like something of cultural significance, finding it could take years,” I replied.

Solara nodded. “We should probably start with the books, then.”

“I agree.”

Podni turned on her heel. “I'll get a shadow Byron and a bunch of bots moving on relocating the other items. I'll aim to go from least to most interesting. Then I'll be back to help with the reading.”

“Thank you, Podni.”

She ended up needing about an hour to coordinate the moving effort. With that finished, she joined Purity, Solara, and me in sifting through the stacks of old books, a surprising number of which were simple fictional stories. Not spells or forbidden knowledge, just plain old novels.

The difficulty for us was that celestial historical records and fictional novels were both written in the same style of prose. Knowing very little about celestial history, it wasn’t easy to tell which was which. We separated them as we went because Arcturus had no discernible organizational system for these books, but our pile of “I can't tell if this is fiction or not” books was troublingly high. I worried that we might not be able to trust any of our determinations if we were still that uncertain.

After several hours of searching, I stood. “I should get back to the war.”

Podni followed my lead. “I have work I should do as well.”

“Purity and I can stay and keep looking,” Solara offered. “We’ll send word if we come across something good.”



After a dozen errands or so, I returned to Arcturus’ warehouse to check in on how Purity, Podni, and Solara fared with searching the celestial merchant’s collection for useful items and information.

Instead of diligently working, I found Purity on one of the couches, naked with her legs spread. Solara knelt on the floor to lick the priestess. Podni was beneath Solara, her tongue working diligently to please the sorceress. All the while Purity’s abyssal fingers wrapped around the mass of bodies, one for every asshole, and one for every pussy, including her own.

Since Podni didn’t have anyone licking her, a bundle of five abyssal fingers–which was about the size of my wrist–pumped in and out of the saboteur.

“Have you forgotten that we’re at war?” I shouted, startling the trio. “I’m out there risking everything to protect us, and instead of doing your parts, I come back to find you having a casual afternoon fuck?”

“We’re sorry, Master,” Purity said. “We were only taking a break.”

“Our enemy can afford to rest. We can’t.”

“It’s my fault,” Podni offered. “I started it.”

“No, I should take the blame,” Solara argued.

“All of you, on your knees,” I commanded.

My three women knelt, each still naked from the romp I interrupted.

“Backs straight. Hands behind your heads.”

They obeyed, pushing three sets of exquisite breasts forward. Solara and Podni still had juice around their mouths.

“Mouths open and tongues out.”

Each woman did as instructed, their eyes shifting nervously as I paced back and forth in front of them. I was serious about us needing to focus on the task at hand, but this issue also needed to be addressed, right now.

Silkmancer sent streams of silk out, wrenching each girl’s hands behind their backs and binding them together.

“You don’t get to cum until I’m finished. You don’t get the relief of Rope Burn until then either.”

They nodded, timidly.

I sent out two tentacle dicks for each of them. They threaded between their legs and drove straight up, lifting them off the floor and suspending them six feet in the air as if they were impaled on my cocks. Three more extended, wrapping around their ribs before sliding between their breasts.

“Spit on it.”

Each leaned forward, various stages of grimaces and winces on their faces, and spit between their own breasts to lubricate the cock fucking their tits.

“I didn’t tell you that you could close your mouths.”

“Sorry, Mast-”

I gagged them each with another dick before they could finish. The strain of their body weight pressing down on the dicks inside of them sent flashes of pain across their faces, and Solara struggled to breathe. The cock in her mouth must have messed with her breathing, and she coughed, trying to recover her composure.

“When every single one of me finishes, I’ll give you Rope Burn and let you cum. Until then, this is going to hurt.”

The tentacle around their ribs and between their breasts helped me bounce them on the dicks between their legs. As gravity brought them down, I thrust my dicks upward. Since they were tentacles, there was no natural hilt of my hips to limit how far they could penetrate. As much as their bodies could take, and perhaps a few inches that they couldn’t, drove deep within them.

Every lift and fall sent their tits flopping. Their abs and their backs flexed and tensed as they attempted to keep themselves upright. When they failed, their bodies flopped forward until the cock in their throats stopped them.

I held them in the air, pumping them full of all of my anger and frustration. After a minute, tears ran down their cheeks, sweat soaked their bodies, and their eyes seemed permanently out of focus, like their conscious minds gave up on trying to process the calamity of sensations surging in and out of their bodies.

One by one, I burst in them. When the last climax left my body, I released Abyssal Permission and triggered Rope Burn+25.

I dropped them on the floor, cum leaking out of every hole and dripping down their chests, and watched them enjoy their finish.

“Lesson learned?”

“Are you ready to get hard again?” Solara asked, grinning with sweat sticking her hair to her face.

That got me to smile. “Give me at least a minute.”

“Walk your cute ass to that table and look for the green bookmark.”

I raised an eyebrow.

Purity didn't bother lifting her head from Solara’s stomach. “You'll be happy you did.”

The book was easy enough to find, and I opened it to the marked page.

Ah, this was more of a journal, it seemed. I skimmed the text.

The author believed that the Goddess had the Holy Saint ability. Purity had Silk Saint, so I suspected Holy Saint enabled the benefits of prayers to pass through an intermediary to the true target. The more people prayed to Purity, the more they actually prayed to me without realizing.

My immediate question matched the author’s: Who did the prayers really go to if not to the Goddess? His theory was one of the seraphim elite, but this particular page didn’t mention any suspects more specific than that. Instead, the author’s focus shifted to where the Goddess might be. His top theory was that the Goddess was being held prisoner by whoever benefited from her Holy Saint ability to ensure that their source of power was kept safe.

That wasn’t the first time we read about someone theorizing that the Goddess was a hostage.

The author also had “or Abaddon?” written in the margins next to the assertion that the seraphim held the Goddess. This text didn’t say so, but I knew from previous research that they were lovers at one point. A crazy ex kidnapping an ex-girlfriend was so pathetically human-like but also believable, especially if she was essentially a prayer battery.

“You can’t rescind Silk Saint?” I asked Purity.

“I cannot.”

Yeah, the prayer battery theory made sense for anyone connected to the Goddess by Holy Saint. No one would willingly forfeit worship from more than half of the material plane. The benefits were too significant.

Seraphim, abyssal, it didn’t matter.

A pair of arms wrapped around my waist. A glance at the dark skin told me it was Purity. I hugged them back, appreciating how their softness calmed me. For all of the battles we had been through together, she was still so delicate and feminine. She never let the violence harden her, yet she grew stronger by the hour. That seemed like a rarity in my mind. How many people had been able to acquire power without also gaining a shell, a tough exterior that shielded them from hurt.

Invia, for example, hardened in parallel with her growth in power. She let a select few people inside of that shell, but the norm for Invia was having her guard up, ready to face the next threat at all times.

“We think Arcturus was trying to locate the Goddess or liked collecting things related to locating her,” Purity explained. “We have a lot more to go through, but the idea of the Goddess being held prisoner could be helpful for us.”

“I’m intrigued. Go on.”

She squeezed slightly to thank me for the compliment and stayed glued to my back. “That would upset a lot of people across several planes if it got out. And I’m betting it’s a seraphim, not our enemy, who has her.”

“Why is that?”

“He started this conflict after your class change, but we had been working against the Church of the Goddess for a good while by that point. If she were a source of power for him, I don’t think he would have let us get as far as we did.”

That was interesting and also a good point.

Purity released her grip and came around me to flip the journal ahead a few more pages. “He starts talking about seraphim hunting him for investigating the Goddess. Look at this.”

I read the section she pointed to. The author alleged that the seraphim halted ascensions because they feared him revealing the truth about the Goddess, whatever that ended up being.

“So the author was cherubim?” I asked. That was the plane directly below seraphim.

“Mmhmm.”

Solara joined us. “Juicy stuff, right? I bet this page by itself would create all sorts of problems for the seraphim. People are already pissed they can’t ascend. How many more shoves do they need to act on it?”

At this point, it couldn’t be many if someone like Queen Lace was so willing to side with us over other celestials. For an angeli, a human alliance was slumming it, big time, but she was that desperate to ascend.

“Good work on finding this,” I praised both of my wives. “Truly excellent.”

“May we have another?” Purity said coyly, leaning forward to rest her arms on a table. She swayed her ass side to side with a hypnotic slowness.


Chapter 56

Abaddon’s army was almost to the mountains.

+9 Progress to Your Fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 83 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)

Despite the generally upward climb of that number, I didn’t feel fear. Not now.

Just days before, I believed that Abaddon being this close to Sanctuary meant my days left alive had entered single digits. The dire urgency of my situation was crushing, an ever-present millstone chained to my back. His march brought my demise. And it was creeping toward me, an unstoppable force.

My fortune had shifted, however. I now possessed all of the tower cores. Abaddon, as an individual, was still far stronger, but the advantage he once held with his military was all but gone. Two dungeon cores and seven tower cores could produce overwhelming numbers with ease, so when it came time to repel Abaddon’s army, I would succeed.

Make no mistake. I know this wasn’t a stroke of genius warcraft. Abaddon was the far more competent commander, but I didn’t need to be a sophisticated strategist to win with volume. I just had to have far, far more troops.

Thrashing his army wasn’t enough, however. A true victory meant eliminating Abaddon himself. As long as he lived, anxiety would hum in my mind at all my moments, stealing my hard-earned joy as I searched dark corners for potential threats.

To kill Abaddon, I needed to finish Abaddon’s Bane with Plague Master. To finish Abaddon’s Bane, I needed to acquire a living seraphim, so the fighting in the heavens had to continue.

The Silk held its first recruitment party on the plane of angeli. We used our embassy in Queen Lace’s city as our venue. While we technically had cities of our own to recruit from, many of those potential candidates had not gotten over the death and destruction I introduced to their lives. Angelis whose families I hadn’t killed would be more welcoming of the Silk, I believed.

Demons were invited as well, which I wasn’t hesitant to approve at first. While I believed the two groups should intermingle and learn to live with one another, I wasn’t so sure that forcing those interactions would be good for recruitment.

Purity was in charge, however, and she believed it would work in our favor, so I followed her lead. It was also Purity’s idea to allow Esita and ten of her friends travel to the angeli plane to participate in the recruitment. None of my wives, including Invia, had any issue with her joining the Silk, but she had to earn her way in like everyone else.

Other than the attendees being mostly angeli and demons, the recruitment party itself wasn’t all that different from what we saw on the material plane with two major exceptions. First of all, these recruits partied far, far harder than human women did or could. They drank, snorted, and smoked three times as much, and that number was fairly exact because we had to provide the inventory.

The second difference was the moment I came in or on an angeli recruit who had agreed to join the Silk and passed our process, streaks of abyssal black ran through their silvery wings like runny paint, and their golden eyes turned black.

The various species of demons in attendance didn’t experience anything similar, but they also weren’t lawful good creatures from the heavens choosing to debase and pledge themselves to an abyssal sovereign. By celestial standards, these angeli were considered fallen, forever-tainted by my corruption.

Seeing my seed change them so visibly helped me to better understand why I liked seeing abyssal traits in my women so much. Yes, the visual of a beautiful woman having wings was excellent, but the fact that I did that to them made the changes even hotter. They weren’t just branding themselves for me. They were giving up pieces of who they used to be so they could become more of what I wanted.

It was beautiful, and the Silk was 133 members richer for it too.



“I like being able to feel where you are with Harem Master,” Podni said, joining me in the celestial library beneath Sanctuary. “I brought some tea if you're interested.”

“That would be great. Thank you.”

While tea didn’t taste like much, I enjoyed the way it smelled and how it felt to drink. The ritual of it was oddly comforting and was one of the few remaining tethers anchoring me and to my humanity.

“Am I distracting you if I stay?” she asked.

“Not at all. We’re so close to the end now that sometimes it feels like continuing this research is futile.”

“I can’t tell from your tone whether you are happy or upset about that.”

“Neither,” I replied. “That much is objective fact. For an opinion, I’m content with what our position looks like right now.”

“Just content?”

I nodded. “I could have made better decisions and put us in a better position. We would have lost a lot less. No, I’m not moping. I can’t learn from a mistake if I don’t acknowledge it.”

“I didn’t think it sounded like moping. You doubted yourself for a little bit, but it’s clear that’s behind you now.”

“How can you tell I don’t doubt myself anymore?”

Footsteps echoed through the library.

“That’s Solara,” I said.

“Yes, it is!” Solara added, coming out of the shelves with three grand tomes in her arms. “Am I interrupting? If this was a study party, I wanted to join. If it’s not that, I don’t mind giving you two privacy.”

Podni turned to Solara with a smile. “Can you tell when Byron is completely sure of himself?” she asked.

“Yeah, easy,” Solara replied. “It’s his eyes. They have more color when he’s hungry. It’s like determination meets boundless self-reliance.”

“My eyes don’t change colors.”

“They kind of do,” Podni countered. “Solara’s answer is the same as mine. That’s how I can tell you don’t doubt yourself anymore. You get the same eyes when you’re fucking. You know what you want, that you’re going to take it.”

Solara nodded.

Podni held out her arms to gloat that she called it.

“What else do I have written on my sleeve, since I apparently can’t read it myself?” I asked.

“That you grow more in love with us every day,” Solara answered. “I know that sounds grossly cliche, but we can feel it. Though, for me, I know you’re turned on by horns, so it’s not all love.”

I laughed. “I can like your horns and still be more in love with you.”

“But?”

“But they are incredible. I love everyone’s abyssal traits, really.”

“They are cute, aren’t they?” Solara joked, posing glamorously for a moment. “I like them too. It’s kind of like a visual record of my progress. It helps me see how far I’ve come.”

Podni sat back, mouth agape and eyes out of focus. After a pause, she said, “Gods, Solara. You just explained something I’d been trying to articulate in my head for weeks. How do you just spew these perfect nuggets?”

“You’re so sweet.” Solara reached across the table and squeezed Podni’s hand. “It’s pretty new to me too, so don’t feel bad.”

“It’s so true, though. I’ve never felt as hot as I do now, and I think that’s because I can see my progress in the mirror. My abyssal traits are physical evidence of something abstract, and that’s sexy.”

“I think you put it better than I did,” Solara remarked with a grin. “Seeing how celestials change when they ascend made me realize it.”

“I’ve always liked how it makes it clear to everyone that you’re unique,” I said. “You’re like nothing else out there, and no one can deny seeing that in you now.”

“And?”

“I already said I thought it was hot!”

“I want Invia’s tongue trait.” She stuck her tongue out and looked down at it as if she could measure it like that somehow.

“I want you to have that too,” Podni said.

Solara looked at her, confused, and then the realization hit her. “Okay, fine. I want you to have that kind of tongue too. All of you, really. I swear Invia licked my G-spot the other night. Wow.”

Podni nodded, knowingly. “It’s so good.”
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“Spectacular.”

“I think we all agree that Invia’s tongue is incredible,” I said.

The conversation paused for a moment as we each reviewed our personal favorite memories of Invia’s tongue.

Solara cleared her throat. “You being declared a god has made them quite the status symbol. I’m married to the God of Debauchery, and everyone can tell.”

“I like that too,” Podni agreed.

“Byron, are you okay?” Solara asked, leaning forward.

“I was thinking about all of you having Invia tongues, and I totally lost track of everything else. All right. You’re both welcome to stay, but I need to get back to work.”

“I will contain myself,” Solara said, arranging her corner of the table for optimal note-taking.

Podni stood. “I’m going to see Invia.”



Invia summoned me to Xilouis’ former palace. An envoy from the domain of principalities had traveled down from their plane and through the archangeli plane to meet with us on the lowest level of the heavens. That alone was significant.

We received the envoy and their entourage in the same room where we negotiated peace with the other angeli kingdoms.

These celestials looked similar to angeli in that they had marble-like bodies, one set of wings near their shoulders, and a set of smaller wings sprouting from their lower backs. The white glow I had seen in archangeli, however, was now limited to their feathers. The most significant change, however, was their size. These beings were twice as big as archangeli.

When a female celestial stepped forward to speak on behalf ot the delegation, I activated Sense Weakness. Her greatest weakness was her self-esteem. Those women were the easiest to break because they had broken themselves for the most part. By the time I arrived in their lives, I didn’t need much time until they let me put those pieces back together in whatever manner suited me best.

“His Divine Majesty, the God of Silk and Debauchery, thank you for granting me the privilege of an audience,” she said, bowing.

“All who come in peace are welcome in my lands,” I replied.

“Incredibly gracious of you, your Divine Majesty. I come today as a voice for the domain of principalities. The kingdoms of my world have many differences and often feud with one another, but we are united by our desire to maintain peace for our peoples. You have made it known that you only wish to reach the seraphim. Is this accurate?”

I nodded.

“You have also made it known that only those who attempt to stop you are your enemies. Is that accurate?”

I nodded again.

“We have no quarrel with you. We would welcome you to travel through our plane unhindered if you can guarantee the safety of our people as you do. Its significance bears repeating: The entirety of my world is in agreement on this. We will open the door and let you pass.”

Invia couldn’t suppress her grin. In truth, I probably did a poor job of hiding mine as well.

“I’m sorry you had to make such a long journey for such a brief conversation,” I said. “You have captured the specifics of our terms exactly. What do you offer to guarantee your adherence to our terms?”

“Our word.”

“Any reasonable leader would ask for more than your word,” Invia hissed. “And you already knew this.”

I nodded that I agreed with her.

“Our word is infallible,” the envoy replied.

“That won't work,” Invia said.

The envoy held a blank, unblinking expression for several seconds. “What would be sufficient for human minds?”

My hand shot out to quiet Invia before she snapped back at our visitor.

“Are you here in jest?” I asked.

“Absolutely not, your Divine Majesty.”

“Prove you're serious about reaching an agreement,” I said.

“I do not mean to suggest otherwise,” she replied. “I fear a difference in customs is confusing the conversation. I do not know what is appropriate to offer.”

I doubted that very much. The game here didn't make sense to me. Why offer peace so readily and then make backhanded comments? The explanation couldn't be that they simply wished to confuse me, right? I didn't see what they gained from that.

Invia took the lead. “We want a wife or daughter from the royal families of each kingdom as well as one relic of great value and significance. If one of the other kingdoms informs us that either are frauds, we will investigate and retaliate against whichever side lied to us.”

That was pretty good.

The envoy turned toward me.

“She speaks for me,” I said. “You may address her.”

“Your price is too high.”

“You asked us to set the price,” Invia replied. “So, the price is set.”

“Will they be returned when this conflict has ended?”

“We can agree to that with an additional condition: If any kingdom betrays us, we keep everything. Anything we don't want, we will destroy.”

The envoy thought. “I cannot agree to this request without the consent of the kingdoms, but I believe they will agree with my judgment. Please give me two weeks to make the necessary arrangements.”

Invia laughed. “No. Three days. Any kingdom that hasn't agreed by then is out of the treaty.”

“Since there was confusion before, we should directly address one more item,” I said. “This deal does not include granting your people access to the plane of powers when we break through.”

“Why would it not?” the envoy asked, appalled. “Ascension was part of your offer from the start.”

“You failed to include it in the terms, believing we would overlook how important that is to your people. I promised to leave the gates open, but that doesn’t mean that access is free. Once you have met our terms for peace, we can negotiate ascension access.”

The envoy nodded, bowed, and departed with haste.

“We should just kill them all,” Invia complained. “We could have a whole plane to ourselves. Just us and our girls.”

“If that wouldn't take so much time, I'd agree.”

“How long do you think we have before our enemy is on our doorstep?” Invia asked.

“He will be in the mountains any day now. I think we can stall him there with silk soldiers for at least a few weeks if his army is roughly the size of what we saw in the southern lands.”

She shivered. “I hate waiting. I want to skip to the good parts.”

“We are almost there, my love. Almost.”


Chapter 57

Horpus sent word that he located the last two paladins and gave me the name of the Grubiit inn where they were staying.

Stepping out of Sanctuary with war waging in our mountain borders was not a decision many leaders in my position would make, I realized, but I wasn’t like other leaders. I wouldn’t hide away in my castle while other people fought on my behalf, nor would I send someone else to finish a fight I started. I chose to be an antipaladin. My actions earned the ire of paladins, and they had come after me as an individual.

This was my matter to put to rest.

Getting into their room unnoticed was easy with Silkmancer and Podni’s Silk Step. Since she could bring a passenger now, she dropped me in the room and Silk Stepped back out, returning to her duties while I waited for the world’s last two paladins to come back to their room.

I passed the time with meditation, mentally reviewing the various pieces in play in my war against Abaddon, looking at them from every angle and perspective I could imagine to be certain I hadn’t missed something important. I had done this exercise thousands of times before, but no matter how good I felt about a plan, I could never stamp out all of my doubts.

With 7 tower cores at my disposal, I should rout Abaddon’s army handily.

Then I had to finish my work in the heavens to complete the creation of Abaddon’s Bane.

Once I delivered Abaddon’s Bane to the King of the Abyss, he would die. Mammoni would take the abyssal plane for herself, returning Stacey and Drae to my service when she did.

At the same time, I had to exit my war in the heavens in such a way that none of my new celestial enemies were motivated to pursue revenge.

Finally, I had to reestablish control of the material plane. That meant rebuilding my temples, resuscitating the Sanctuary economy, and finalizing my peace treaties with the other kingdoms.

In between those objectives, I needed to finish writing in my phylactery to activate it. Solara was anxious for the rest of us to finish ours so she could put them somewhere secure. I shared her sense of urgency but found it difficult to take time away from my efforts to survive the life I already had to secure a phylactery that might not even work.

If I failed in the present, I wouldn't want to resurrect at all.

I brought my mind back to the task at hand and wondered if the system would reward me for vanquishing every paladin alive. Had any other antipaladin in history completed that feat? I wished I could know, but I suspected I was the first.

The click of a key sliding into a lock broke the silence.

Now the wee hours of the morning, the room was dark, and only the faintest of lights made it into the room. As soon as the two figures were inside, Silkmancer took control of the situation, using silk I left against the wall so it was behind them when they stepped through the doorway.

I could control over 20 individual pieces of silk now, so I shut the door, blindfolded them, gagged them, and pinned their arms to their sides in an instant.

They didn't know what happened, let alone who was responsible.

Interesting. The last two paladins in the world were women. Some people did say that women were smarter than men, and I found that to be largely true. Their being the only ones to survive was more evidence of that fact. Ludwig the Lawful, Paulson the Pure, those guys practically killed themselves, so the bar for what constituted an intelligent paladin was also pretty low.

One of the paladins had deeply tanned skin and dark hair, as if she had been sculpted and baked beneath a desert sun. Her form was powerful but slender, and her breasts were cute handfuls.

The other paladin was taller with fairer skin and red hair. She had the thick build of a warrior–high calves, wide thighs, abs that formed a crease where they connected to her hips, and a broad back.

Judging by how hard they could fight against my silks, I estimated their level to be in the low 20s. Slaying these two wouldn't be the slightest bit sporting. The gap between us was so large that even bothering to end them seemed petty.

But the system wanted me to kill them. No getting around that.

Well, actually, maybe I didn't have to.

I whistled to get them to stop muttering nonsense through their gags. “Listen up. You're the last two paladins in the world, and the system will reward me if I get that number to zero. I can kill you, or you can abandon your oath. Take the latter, please. Nothing is worth dying for.”

Right. I couldn’t read their expressions if their faces were wrapped in silk, so I pulled them down to see. I wasn't about to remove the gags, though.

My heart sank.

“Gods dammit. Charity, when the fuck did you become a paladin?”

I didn't recognize the redhead, but I recognized Purity’s sister immediately. She was so angry her face was red, and the veins of her forehead bulged. Raw, unrestrained rage filled her sparkling brown eyes with hate and disgust.

That didn't make me hopeful that she would forsake her oath, so was I really about to murder my sister-in-law? She deserved it, but Purity was too important to risk damaging our relationship. Or I could not tell her. That would be easy enough.

No, I was making assumptions about what Purity would want instead of just asking her.

“I don't suppose either of you will give up being paladins? Yeah, didn't think so. Okay, new girl. Since we haven't met, I should say hello, I'm Byron of Zaglis. Charity here is my wife's sister. I tell you this so you know she isn't making the same gamble you are in being stubborn about this. She means something to someone I love, but you don't mean anything to anyone.”

The paladin girls had screamed themselves out, but they didn't abandon their oaths. They just glared at me and heaved growling breaths like angry dogs.

“Alright then, let's get you two back before the rest of the family stumbles into this.”

I pulled a mask over my face and put a woman on each shoulder before hopping out the window.



The other paladin girl’s name was Emma. She and Charity were tied standing upright, hands above their heads, in the new prisoner wing of the Grubiit dungeon. Every other prisoner was a celestial of some kind, from grigori to archangeli.

The prison was clean and plain. I didn't see any point in making it dark and dirty like the cells beneath an old castle if I could design it however I wanted. Each had their own room with a bed, water, food, and clean clothes.

Emma and Charity, however, were still dressed as I found them, in the light leather and chainmail armor often worn by traveling paladins.

They were still blindfolded, so while they might have heard multiple footsteps, neither paladin knew that I had brought Purity and five followers with me.

Before I spoke, I activated a ward that deafened Charity and Emma to anything I discussed with my group.

“You five are part of a new initiative. We are going to teach you how to retrain someone as a servant. In these sessions, Mistress Penny and I will demonstrate, explain our methods, and answer questions you may have. Then you'll go off and practice on our prisoners.

“The primary goal is obedience. The ultimate objective, which might not always be possible, is to get them to enjoy obedience. To achieve that, we will simplify their world down to pain and pleasure, reward and punishment. This won't happen in a single session. We are bending them, not breaking them. Steady pressure is the way.

“Before we get started, Mistress Penny needs to speak to one of the prisoners first. Then she'll leave us to it.”

I deactivated the ward. Penny walked up to Charity and pulled her sister's blindfold off, but left the gag in place. Charity didn't rage this time. She was too confused to be angry.

“I wanted you to hear it from my mouth that I support this,” Purity said. “Byron repeatedly showed you patience and mercy when he was more than justified in silencing you. You chose to put yourself here.”

Her sister attempted to argue, but the gag muffled it.

On her way out, Purity paused to kiss me on the cheek. “Have fun.”

To the paladins, I said, “If you do what you're told, I'll reward you. If you don't, you will be punished. Today will be mostly punishment, though. You've already defied me quite a bit, now haven't you?”

I walked between them, running my hands along their stomachs as I passed, smiling when they tried to recoil. I gave Charity an ear-splitting spank, and when she stopped screaming, I repeated the effect on Emma.

“Tell me you’ll be a good girl.”

I waited. Neither said anything, so I drew my knife and started to cut them out of their clothes and armor.



I sent a proclamation to every major guild and hired canvassers to blanket the major cities with the same message. It read:

Towers have appeared all around the world. More challenging than any dungeon, beating a tower earns you the right to ascend, traveling to the plane of the angeli for reward and recognition. Only the rarest among you are capable of this feat. Should you succeed, I’ll be waiting at the top of the world to welcome another legend into the heavens.

You’ve delved into dungeons, but do you have it takes to climb a tower?

May the Silk guide you,

-Byron of Zaglis

Earning more TP was as simple as bringing new adventurers into the towers. Expeditions for the new dick skyscrapers had already begun, but I sought to foster even more excitement for them. Prior to my announcement, no one knew anything about the towers, what they contained, or what purpose they served.

For all they knew, the cock on the horizon was just that, a giant boner casting its veiny shadow on the world. My proclamation made it clear what awaited people inside, so we could skip the part where everyone argued about why the towers appeared and what they were for.

Attaching my name to it ensured that the material plane knew exactly who found and beat a tower first.

Fucking wannabes.

Whether adventurers would get inside the towers soon enough for the TP gains to be relevant was a separate question. I could have opened the doors to the Sanctuary tower to adventurers, but that tower was a private training ground for my people and a staging area for my ongoing conflicts in the heavens. No one but the Silk was allowed in, and I wasn’t sure whether or not that would ever change.

Within a day of that proclamation going out, Queen Lace sent word that the seraphim had heard about my challenge and were incredibly unhappy about my decision to invite humans to ascend, which was in addition to their dislike of the growing demon population in the Naos kingdom.

While that was good news, the message made no mention of the seraphim wishing to parlay with me. They would stay on their plane for now, well above the riffraff and unworthy.

That was but one piece of news I needed to share with my wives.

When I entered my room, I found them waiting for me. In the past, we would have had a gathering like this around a table full of exceptional cuisine, appetizers, multi-course meals, and desserts. Each of us was undead now, so we passed around distilled debauchery and dreamdust. Podni had been in the middle of doing a line off of Purity’s chest when I arrived, actually, and I was happy to join.

“The seraphim are pissed about my tower announcement, but not pissed enough to come see me yet,” I said to my treasures. “I’ve also received word that a demon army has made contact with our forces in the mountains. The bulk of our defense will happen there, and we’ll spend every last Dungeon point we have to hold that position for as long as possible. So far, that’s going well.”

“The God of Debauchery will prevail,” Ashley proclaimed, raising her glass.

I agreed. “I wish we weren’t cutting it so close, but, yes, we will. If the endgame goes to plan, his army will be decimated, and then we can take him out too. So close. So fucking close.”

Solara rubbed my back. “It will work out. You always make sure that it does. In fact…”

My sorceress gestured at Purity, encouraging her to speak.

“What is it?” I asked.

“We found a log of Arcturus research notes,” she answered. “So instead of combing through every book he ever bought, we have a summary of what he learned from those books. He was certain the Goddess was a captive on the seraphim plane and that the power prayers to her was being siphoned off by the seraphim. He wasn’t sure who, though.”

“Quite the trump card to have in your pocket if you’re Arcturus,” Podni observed. “Dirt on an entire plane? Damn.”

“We could use that information to sow more discord among celestials,” Invia suggested.

“I like that,” Ashley echoed. “That news could be the end of the Church of the Goddess if we leaked it to the material plane, if that’s what we want, that is.”

Solara rested her chin in her hand, thinking. “What do we want out of this?”

Purity replied, “We should take our time deciding that, not that we have a lot of time to spare, but this information should be handled with care.”

“I agree,” I said.

How could we use this knowledge? Was there anything more useful than making it the basis of a smear campaign against the seraphim? That alone could yield worthwhile results.

I knew it by heart already, but I couldn’t help but obsessively review the Plague Master quest for Abbadon’s Bane:

To unlock Abaddon’s Bane, you must spend 10,000 good-aligned levels (one-time), forfeit 50 points of strength, sacrifice a living seraphim, and sacrifice a living sovereign.

I had the levels. I had the stat points. And I had options for a sovereign sacrifice–I was married to a sovereign, in fact. The living seraphim was the last piece. Finding a way to use the Goddess to meet that last requirement would be poetic, but that was nothing but dramatic daydreaming. Of all the seraphim, she would be the most difficult to get to. That much effort wasn’t worthwhile if any old seraphim sacrifice would do.

A summoner on the abyssal plane invites you for an audience. You cannot receive or deliver harm for as long as you remain within the summoning circle, and you may return to your home plane at will. These rules cannot be broken or cheated by either party.

Do you accept the invitation?

Yes / No

“The King of the Abyss just summoned me,” I announced to the room.

“Too bad his summoning circles would block you from attacking,” Podni said. “We could send a shit ton of bombs through.”

“Yeah, if only.”

“Are you going to ignore him again?” Solara asked.

After considering it, I answered, “No, I think I’ll see him this time. Enough has changed on our side that maybe he is interested in a peace treaty. That’s almost certainly not the case, but one can hope.”

I accepted the Summon and appeared in Abaddon’s stark white abyssal throne room. He had three different demons chained up at his feet this time, making me wonder if he rotated his stock or disposed of them when he got bored. Were it not for the system pitting sovereign classes against one another, he and I might have been friends, comparing notes about harem management and bitching about celestials.

The Frozen Fiend was proof that would have never been possible, but it was interesting to imagine.

Stacey and Drae were present again as well. Instead of hanging to have hot wax dripped on them, they were bound in kneeling positions, chains tight enough around their neck to keep them upright. What looked like blue fireflies flew around them. They landed on Stacey and Drae at random, releasing a visible electric shock whenever they did, harsh enough to make them jump. The girls did their best to hold back their yelps and gasps of pain, but if the zap hit an especially sensitive area, it couldn’t be helped.

A human man stood at the center of the throne room, mere feet from the summoning circle.

“You look well, Brenin,” my father said, his voice hoarse as if he had shredded his vocal cords with screams.

I couldn’t tell if the tears in his eyes were from pain or from the happiness of seeing his son again. Was this an elaborate illusion? Possibly, but I didn’t think so. I knew as soon as I saw his face that he was real. This was my dad.

Abaddon grinned. “Touching reunion, father and son. Good to see one another again?”

“Don’t give him what he wants,” Tad said. “No matter what he says or does, don’t do it.”

“Clear something up for us, dear Byron,” Abaddon continued. “I regaled your father with tales of your exploits, all the things he missed. The wealth. The infamy. The hedonism. The deception. The murders. I hit the major high points, I believe. Tad accused me of lying, so go on, set the record straight.”

“It’s true.”

Tad’s mouth fell. “What?”

“It’s all true.”

“I don’t understand.”

“The celestials call me the God of Debauchery. Any day now, I’ll kill two innocent people in service of defeating him.” I indicated that I meant Abaddon. “That sounds deplorable to you, but it’s rote and everyday for me. I’m happy to kill someone else–anyone else–if it benefits me.”

“He said you killed Paulson the Pure.”

I nodded. “He gave me the letters you sent him. He had kept every one of them. I came in my newest wife’s mouth while he bled out on the floor next to us.”

“By the Goddess.”

I noted that Abaddon flinched at the mention of the Goddess. It was a fleeting moment of tension, but I saw it.

“Daddy is still a part of my offer to you,” Abaddon said. “And I went through the trouble of creating a new body for him, as you can see. I thought that was a classy touch.”

“Has anything else about the offer changed?” I asked.

“Indeed. Should you refuse, Tad will experience all of the pain I have planned for you. He will spend eternity suffering because of his son’s foolish choices.”

I studied Tad’s face. I had seen it hundreds of times over recent days because of the tower trials, but I now saw the tower failed to capture something intangible about his appearance, the very warmth of his soul glowing from within. Just like I remembered seeing from across the dinner table when I was a kid.

“My father died,” I told Abaddon. “Release his soul so he can return to the underworld. If you do this, I won’t kill you.”

“Ha! You conquer the pitiful angeli and now believe yourself my better. From the stories, I expected more from Byron of Zaglis. Know that this is the final offer I will ever make to you. My army will be on your doorstep in days. You’ve already lost.”

I held Tad’s gaze. “I’ll free you when this is over. I’m sorry for what you will endure until then.”

“How did you become this person, Brenin? Was my failure as a father that great?”

I nodded. “I did what I had to in order to survive, and I enjoyed a great deal of it.”

“...why?”

I looked away from my father to focus on Abaddon. “We’re done here.”

Abbadon opened his mouth to speak, but I cancelled the summon and returned to Sanctuary before I could hear what he said.

“Byron?” Purity asked with concern when she saw my face.

“Fuck waiting for the seraphim. Solara, Invia, you’re with me. Purity, Ashley, Podni–You’re in charge of our army here. When they blow the barrier, you know what to do.”

Purity kissed me on the cheek and squeezed me tight. “I love you,” she said.

“I love you too.”


Chapter 58

-300,000 good-aligned levels.

Myself, 100 shadow Byrons, and 1,000 Byron bots stepped through the gate to travel from the archangeli plane to the plane of principalities.

We left behind a world of calm blue oceans and stepped onto what looked and felt like an enormous tree branch. The plane of principalities lived in the canopies of colossal, ever-flowering trees. Walkways connected branches and trees, forming a network of pathways in any place where flying was inconvenient.

When I looked over the edge, I didn’t see ground below, only rolling fluffy white clouds.

“Your Divine Majesty,” a guard captain on the other side of the gate said, spreading his arms to indicate he didn’t intend to fight me. “We were informed that peace negotiations were ongoing.”

He had the same body and size as the celestials one plane below, but golden cracks spread across his form, as if something within was on the verge of hatching.

“They are, but my schedule changed. My offer stands, however. I have no quarrel with you or this plane. Allow me to pass freely, and everyone and everything remains untouched.”

“I am no king or noble, your Excellency. I have no power to make these decisions on behalf of the people I serve, but I assure you, neither my men nor I have any interest in fighting with you. Please give us time to fetch a superior.”

A trumpet blared in the distance, and the guard captain seemed to relax.

“That sound means a representative of our king approaches,” he explained. “Please tarry for a few more minutes, your Grace.”

10 celestials adorned in armor made of diamonds and carrying weapons forged from sunlight descended on the gate. The only woman in the group landed directly in front of me and dropped to one knee, her head down.

“The gate to the plane of powers is on the other side of the city,” she said. “The King has ordered me to be your guide and escort. As you said, we are not enemies. Does this place you, your Divine Majesty?”

“Yes. Lead on.”

The escort surrounded my small army, which seemed like a pitifully small security force at first. Even if their levels were high, 10 soldiers against over 1,000 were poor odds.

But as we traveled through the city, I saw their true purpose. They weren’t protecting their people from us. They protected their people from themselves, managing crowds and reassuring the exceptionally hot-headed that, despite what this looked like, my force was not invading.

In less than an hour, we stood before the gate to the plane of powers, but it was not what I expected.

“I was told that the plane of powers sealed their side of the gate to prevent ascensions,” I said to my escort.

“That was the truth. The plane of powers has been made aware of your approach as well as the terms you offered to our plane.”

None of these celestials were surrendering to me or my forces, but seeing army after army of potential enemies lay down their weapons to let me pass still made me feel like a grand conqueror. When I stepped through to the next plane, the plane of powers, celestials knelt to greet me.

Their bodies were a dull gold with silver wings, and they each had a third eye on their foreheads. Every eye that I saw was closed. I learned later that the eye would open when they ascended to the plane of virtues and would fade completely if they ascended again to the plane of dominions.

This plane felt like the top floor of the tower. I didn’t see a single tree or flower that didn’t look as if it were positioned carefully by hand, and the marble roads and pathways seemed to stretch endlessly into the horizon, as if every inch of this world had been covered in the blindingly white stone.

“I am humbled to be in the presence of the God of Silk,” the celestial greeting us said. “An envoy from the plane of seraphim awaits you in the palace. They wish to discuss your intentions.”

“Where is the palace relative to the next gate?”

“I believe in human parlance, the distance is akin to 100 miles.”

“Unacceptable. I will wait here for an hour. If no one has come to speak with me, my campaign will continue as planned.”

“Yes, your Grace,” the celestial said. He nodded at one of the guards, who took flight immediately.

For me, the hour passed quickly. For the celestials surrounding us on the plane of powers, I suspect that time trickled slowly. They were at the mercy of what their superiors decided should happen in this situation, and 60 minutes was a long while to stare at the angry boners protruding from 1,000 Byron bots.

My chest tightened at the sight of four winged beings approaching. They were larger than Arcturus and were adorned in armor forged from sunlight. They had six arms, and diamonds seemed to grow out of their skin like rhinestones.

Their beauty weakened my legs, making me feel small, insignificant, and powerless.

Was this the seraphim version of Abyssal Gaze, I wondered? If I fixed it in my mind that the system made me feel this way, I could separate myself from it, but I had to keep one hand on the door if I wished it to stay closed. The power of the seraphim never stopped pushing upon on me.

A female seraphim landed a few feet in front of me.

“Greetings, Byron of Zaglis,” she said. “I am Sariela, and I have come to you on behalf of my people, the seraphim, to petition for the end of this senseless campaign.”

This celestial was not keen on acknowledging my godhood, it seemed. That was an unignorable indicator of how this conversation could go.

“I would hear your offer,” I replied.

“Return to the material plane, and we will not pursue your annihilation. Your choice here can prevent countless deaths, Byron of Zaglis.”

I sighed. “Your demands and your threats are insulting. I was told you came to discuss peace.”

“And that is the truth.”

“This is no discussion.”

“Do you decline our terms?” Sariela asked.

“On my home plane, there is a wartime tradition designed, as you said, to prevent countless deaths. Instead of two armies battling, two champions are picked to represent either side of the conflict.”

“Celestials have similar traditions.”

I took a glance at my system profile.
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And any time now, Abaddon’s army would break through our resistance in the mountains to begin their march across the tundra to Sanctuary. I had passed the point where small bets were viable some time ago. Every choice since then had been one massive gamble after another. Slow and steady was, simply, no longer an option.

“Pick a champion from among the seraphim,” I said. “I will face them, and when I win, I will be merciful and spare your world. Once I have acquired what I desire, I intend to withdraw and continue this conflict no longer.”

“What is it you desire?”

“Can you agree to these terms on behalf of your people?”

“In totality, I cannot. I can agree to a contest of champions, but I cannot speak to what comes after. If it pleases you, we can meet again in two days' time. I will bring our champion as well as someone who can speak to terms on behalf of our world.”

With Abaddon knocking, two days felt more like two years.

“How do I know you will fulfill your promise and give me my contest?” I asked.

“If my people do not agree to a contest of champions as I have promised, I will forfeit my soul and the souls of my wives and children to you.”

“You swear it?”

“I swear it.”
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At this point, I no longer believed that these progress notifications were at all objective. They likely had some real-world relevance, but I only saw positive results when I believed I had achieved something productive. Never had an action I felt was inconsequential produced a notification, and I was not so naive as to believe I could fully predict the ramifications of every choice I made. Surely, at some point, I did something unintentionally that benefited me. And the reverse had to be true as well.

The system was playing Abaddon and me, feeding the right messages at the right time to keep us invested in this war.

“Very well. In two days, I will face the seraphim champion in single combat.”



Enemies have breached your westernmost border.

A moment after my Vigilant King ability gave me that notification, Invia announced, “They broke through the mountains.”

My private room in Sanctuary had become our war room, and I couldn’t stop pacing. Anything I could think of to prepare for this moment was done. I made my choices. I put my plans in motion. The arrow had been loosed, and all I could do now was watch its flight. Would I hit my target and live to see tomorrow? Or was this the end of my story?

I could do nothing but wait.

Purity and Solara sat on one of the couches, holding hands to comfort one another. Podni paced like me, and Ashley stood next to Invia by the windows. They both had spyglasses pointed west, attempting to spot the demon army despite the snowfall.

Abaddon’s forces had miles of difficult terrain to cover, and abyssals fared poorly in the cold, so that march would be a difficult one.

Two hours of pacing passed before Ashley said, “I see them.”

The sky to the west filled with fire.

Solara had predicted this. Abaddon had mages powerful enough to use weather magic. They burnt away every cloud in the sky, reducing each to steam. In minutes, the shadowy overcast that usually loomed over Sanctuary was gone. The sky turned an idyllic blue, like that of a lazy summer day. That was an odd contrast to the thousands of demons walking, crawling, slithering, and flying toward my kingdom.

At first, I thought that, perhaps, the fire magic had melted away the snow on the ground as well because I saw no frozen patches of white, but that wasn’t true. Abaddon’s forces were so numerous that we couldn’t see the ground beneath their feet. They were like a steadily approaching sludge blanketing the western side of my kingdom.

The first gamble would be called soon: Would the Sanctuary barrier survive?

“200 yards and closing,” Invia announced without lowering her spyglass. “I don’t see any obvious signs of mages on the frontlines, but I also don’t recognize most of these species of demon. Every single one of them could be ward-breakers. It’s impossible to say.”

“Abby had orders to alert us if she saw ward-breakers in their ranks,” Ashley added.

That statement of fact was meant to be a reassurance. Abby monitored the invasion and knew more about demonkind than any of us, but her not seeing ward-breakers didn’t mean they weren’t there. Hiding the weapons that could neutralize our greatest form of defense would be standard procedure for most any invading force, demon or otherwise.

“150 yards.”

The barrier was everything. If it fell, we were finished.

“100 yards.”

The city shook as eight explosions detonated one after the other. I went to the window to see.

Every crystal tower built around our border billowed black smoke. The enemy had infiltrated Sanctuary to sabotage us from within.

“Sound the evacuation.”

With Voice of the People, I announced to my citizens, “The enemy approaches. Escape through the gate to the Capital or the gate to the Grubiit dungeon. If you cannot reach either, shelter in place and hide.”

Horns blared all across Sanctuary, and the people who hadn’t already fled my city now ran for the gate to the Capital. Abaddon’s army shouldn’t be able to follow them through, but my citizens had far more ground between them and safety than stood between our enemy and us.

The demon army broke into a run.

“50 yards… 20… Ha!” Invia broke into giddy, maniacal laughter.

Abaddon’s forces crashed into the barrier, sending ripples of confusion through their ranks.

They destroyed the towers powering our barrier. The barrier should have fallen, and demons should be inside, swarming my kingdom. Hitting the wall that was supposed to have fallen sent Abaddon’s forces into disarray.

The crystal towers were an off-handed idea I had for a misdirect early in the construction of Sanctuary South. The real source of power for the ward was Aurketzu’s soulstone, and that was buried beneath the city, but the people of Sanctuary always talked about how important the towers were. We increased guard patrols for them when the war first began to heat up, and we increased them again when Abaddon’s forces appeared in the northern lands.

Abaddon’s agents fully succeeded in felling the towers, believing they were responsible for maintaining the barrier, but their sabotage had no effect.

The demon army thought the barrier had been neutralized when they began their charge. The chaos that spread when they found that to be false suggested they did not have another method prepared for breaching our defenses.

Abaddon’s pride led him to underestimate me.

This was the hubris Aurketzu always warned me of, but I had little time to ponder the moment. Our counteroffensive began, and that demanded all of my attention.

We buried hundreds of bombs in the snow around Sanctuary, planting the most dangerous parts of our arsenal closer to the mountains, well away from the city, so no Fuck Abaddon Bolt bombs inadvertently hurt our people.

The closer bombs were powerful but far more basic by comparison.

Blue lightning rolled across the snow plains, spreading like impossibly fast tree roots, crawling across the demon army, cooking each soldier on its way to arcing to the next. The ones who were fortunate enough to survive sounded the retreat and raced back toward the mountains.

The city shook again, but the tremors were smaller this time. Thanks to Abaddon’s mages, no snow obscured our view of the mountains in the distance. FAB bombs went off one by one, filling the air with white clouds of smoke and debris. From seeing these go off in the heavens, I knew that craters bigger than my city would be left behind–and little else.

And they kept exploding. If this was going to be a last stand, I couldn’t hold anything back. When this was over, the mountain border on that side of the kingdom would no longer exist, and all of the demons crawling over it would be gone as well.

“Abby,” I called. When she appeared, I said, “Send the angeli.”

She nodded and poofed away.

While Ashley and Invia monitored the destruction just beyond our walls, the rest of us turned our attention to scrying glasses. Thousands of dungeon and tower-grown celestials poured out of gates we hid in the northern kingdoms like the valves of a dam had been opened. They struck Abaddon’s army from behind, targeting the reserve forces he had assembled on that side of the mountains.

These weren’t Byron bots or Gol-Gol golems, so this battle looked much more like an actual war. Demons and celestials alike slew one another in a storm of frenzied violence. We would lose a significant number of celestials in this attack, but that was acceptable. We caught Abaddon by surprise. His backline was flatfooted, and the story of a sky filled with celestials raining my fury upon demons would spread quickly through the hells.
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Abaddon’s reputation would suffer as much as his army’s morale. They were told this war would be easy. They were assured that my defeat was certain. Their all-powerful leader lied to them and left them to die.

The victory was thrilling and deeply satisfying, but this war wasn’t over.

Abaddon yet lived.


Chapter 59

I had 12 hours to pass before my duel with a seraphim champion, and adrenaline still thrummed in my veins from the battle with Abaddon’s army. I went to the dungeon prisons to relieve that tension and expend that energy.

The last two living paladins in the world were in my possession. Ending a day of victory with yet another victory sounded nice, but I doubted I could break both paladins on my second visit.

My students joined me in the same pleasure chamber where Solara extracted climaxes from 10 angeli, but they would watch from behind an illusion ward. I wanted them to learn from my work, but I also wanted to give the paladins an intimate, personal experience.

A pair of silk soldiers delivered Charity first. Her prison attire was essentially one oversized shirt with a cinch at the waist. Her bare feet shuffled across the stone floor as my soldiers half-dragged her into the room.

I ordered them to tie her to a type of wooden horse shaped like a barrel. The position forced her into a sort of permanent backbend, pushing her hips and breasts into the air while her head dangled upside down. She shouted all sorts of horrible things at me, but her gag made them incomprehensible.

“Are you ready to renounce your paladin status?” I asked.

She screamed back at me like a crazed, cornered animal.

“I like it when you scream like that,” I said. “It gives your breasts a nice jiggle.”

I reached out and felt her over her clothes. Charity yelled again.

“See? Just like that.”

Silk soldiers brought the second paladin into the room. Her eyes went wide at the sight of Charity contorted by her restraints. She shook her head frantically, babbling all the while.

“Hold her there,” I ordered the soldiers. They stopped halfway into the room, each holding one of the paladin’s arms.

When I pulled the gag from her mouth, she said, “If I renounce my paladin oath, I get to leave, right?”

“I offered that to you before, but you refused.”

“Please. Just let me go.”

“Make me an offer.”

“What?”

“You offered to forfeit your oath. That’s not enough.”

“I’ll blow you. Is that what you want?”

“Is that what you’re offering?”

She nodded hastily. “Yes. Fuck my face, your Grace. It’s yours.”

“Deal.”

The paladin dropped to her knees when my soldiers released her. She fumbled to undo my pants and began one of the most pathetic blowjobs I have ever received. She went no deeper than the tip, and the only thing she could think to do was a weird little head bob that seemed more like a seizure than anything else.

I shouldn’t have been surprised that a paladin girl was bad at sex, I suppose.

Paladins remaining: 1

Ah, but that notification felt good.

I could slit Charity’s throat right here to bring that number to zero. She was helpless, and her neck, like the rest of her, was stretched and exposed by the bend of the barrel. A single flick, and the world would be free of these self-righteous assholes.

But I had students to teach.

“Today’s session is going to be simple,” I explained to Charity. “I’m going to whip you until you promise me that the next time I visit, you won’t scream or protest. You’ll walk into the room and stand still and quiet. I don’t recommend breaking that promise once you’ve made it. Scream nonsense at me if you understand.”

Charity raged at me.

“Thought so. Soldiers, stand on either side of her. Whip from the bottoms of her feet to her shoulders, then go back down to the feet. Repeat that until she makes her promise.”

The silk soldiers moved to follow my orders.

I stayed for a bit longer so Charity could watch her once-ally suck on my sword, but her technique was such that I wasn’t likely to finish this week, if ever. So I dragged her out of the room and had her set free in Grubiit.

I stopped to talk to my students, and was both pleased and frustrated to find three of them with their hands down their pants, fingering themselves to Charity’s suffering. I wanted them to pay attention, but I also respected them for taking the initiative.

“Today is a good example of how different reactions to training can be,” I said to my girls, allowing them to continue to masturbate while I spoke. “The first one gave me what I asked for and then submitted to me to show she meant it. At that point, she was a lesson to the paladin who still resisted. Obey, and get rewarded. Disobey, and get punished. She already disobeyed for the day, so we’re punishing her. If she does as I say and enters the room tomorrow quietly and respectfully, then we can move forward.”

“What if she still refuses?”

“We’ll repeat the punishment,” I answered, “and when she goes back to her cell, her mattress will be gone. Then we’ll take her pillow. Then her blankets. Then her food. She will submit eventually. It’s up to her how long that takes.”

“Why not press her now?”

“Because jumping to an extreme will break her instead of bending her. Anyone can torture a prisoner until they break, but what good is a broken toy? Remember, steady pressure. If any of the angeli are giving you similar difficulties, apply this method and let me know how it goes.”

“Yes, Master,” the chorus of students replied.

“Feel free to stay and watch if you like.”

When I departed, every girl remained. They wanted to finish themselves before they moved on with their days.

Good for them.

One paladin left.



The various factions of celestials argued intensely about where the duel should take place. Each of them rightly assumed that extreme destruction was likely no matter who was ultimately victorious, and they all preferred that such destruction happen on someone else’s plane instead of their own.

The seraphim ended the debate by declaring they would travel no lower than the plane of powers. Like humans, celestials found violence entertaining, so our duel would take place in an arena built specifically for showcases like this.

Solara and Purity were the only people I allowed to come with me, and I was resistant to even that concession. Bringing valuables deep into enemy territory was unwise and invited all manner of potential interference, but my wives insisted that we not go alone. When I refused to permit all of them to accompany me, they argued me down to Solara and Purity.

Solara could cast the Seraphim Slayer spell if a full-scale skirmish broke out, and Purity, being the first to take the oath, gave her seniority in the eyes of my other wives. That was never a status I imposed or even suggested. In fact, I actively worked to make my harem feel like one of equals, but they still chose to show Purity that deference.

The whole way from Sanctuary to the arena on the plane of powers, I knew Solara wished I had finished my phylactery already, but she didn’t say so out loud. Telling your husband you believe there’s a chance he could die was not the kind of pre-duel confidence a champion wanted to carry into the arena.

I agreed with her. The reassurance that I could come back to life in the event that this gambit failed would have been nice.

But my feet already crossed the sandy floor of the arena. The bleachers were packed with celestials–none from any of the planes lower than this one, I noticed–who had come to watch me die. Arcturus had a box seat, which he seemed to use as a networking opportunity, inviting cherubim to enjoy his view and drink his wine. The other boxes encircling the arena were full as well, and I assumed they were stuffed with celestials of great import, but I didn’t know who they were or why they mattered.

A six-armed, multi-winged seraphim marched toward me. He was unlike any other seraphim I had seen thus far. The whole of his body appeared to be made of diamond, and where other seraphim had bare foreheads, his held a third eye that blazed with white-hot heat.

I didn’t know very many celestials, but thanks to Queen Lace, I knew who he was.

The elder celestial crossed the arena, meeting me in the middle to speak.

“I am Glaos,” he bellowed. “I am the Supreme Ruler of the Heavens. I have come to confirm the terms of this contest of champions.”

“Well met,” I replied. “When I win, you will give me two seraphim. I choose one, and you choose the other. You cannot decline my choice. Then, I want the path to ascension reopened for every plane, and I want you to swear to 1,000 years of peace with me and my kingdom.”

“You ask me to forfeit two of my people? For what purpose?”

“The purpose is irrelevant.”

“Who would you choose?”

I shrugged. “I haven’t decided. A beautiful woman, most likely. If it gives you peace of mind, I can agree to omit you, your wives, and your daughters from the selection pool. And, as I said, you pick whoever you want for the second.”

Glaos towered over me in silence as he thought. “When my champion wins, you agree to forfeit your kingdom to me. I will be Sanctuary’s new king. I will take ownership of your wives. And I will punish your people for your sins in any manner I see fit.”

“You can’t have my wives.”

“Come now. Your terms demand that I forfeit lives I am sworn to protect.”

“That’s true,” I conceded. “Then we will apply the same restrictions. I pick one. You pick one. The rest are allowed to go free.”

“You do not protest the other conditions?” Glaos asked.

I shook my head. “If I’m dead, my kingdom and my people don’t matter to me.”

“You’re as heartless as the stories say. For as long as I have lived, I still struggle to fathom why any being would pursue evil to such a degree.”

“Several demons have argued that they are more honorable than celestials because they are transparent about their evil. You believe yourself a just ruler, but I see a being whose depravity rivals even my own.”

“Your death will be satisfying,” Glaos replied. “You are already proof that we were right to close the doors to heaven. Humans are all corrupt beings. Every one of them, man, woman, and child.”

“Do we agree on what happens when someone wins? If so, let’s move on to the rules of the duel itself.”

“You do not wish to argue on behalf of your people?”

“I do not. You’re probably right about the corruption, but your judgments and opinions carry no weight for me. When a dog starts barking, I don’t care why. I just want it to shut the fuck up.”

Glaos seemed to grow in size before my very eyes, but I couldn’t tell what was real, illusion, or posturing. I could tell he was pissed, though.

“Do we agree on victory terms?” I asked again.

“We do.”

“Good. For the duel, no outside interference, and a barrier will be put in place to prevent that, as well as to protect spectators. A winner is declared when their opponent is confirmed to be dead. No yielding or forfeits. When the contest is over, so is the war. I will swear on my soul that my people will respect the outcome regardless of what it may be, and I expect you to swear the same. Similarly, our soul contract stipulates that all winnings are provided immediately. No delays.”

“You ask a divine being to stake their soul? Your insolence is boundless.”

“I don’t trust you, and you don’t trust me. The soul contract keeps us both honest.”

“Seraphim are not capable of lies.”

“Sure, if you say so. Regardless, I still want the soul contract.”

“Very well. The terms are set. I will see to it that history never remembers your name.”

“Fetch your champion,” I said.

“You are no better than Abaddon. Your souls are equally as black.”

I drew my fire crystal sword. “Are you the champion?”

Glaos turned and flew out of the arena, the seraphim champion soon taking his place.

The ground quaked when the platinum figure landed in the arena, the gust of his wings stirring a cloud of sand dust. He carried four polearms with blades as long as I was tall, and wore armor fashioned from stardust, a dazzling material that seemed to capture the enormity of a boundless starry night.

He tossed his helmet aside to show it was unnecessary in a fight with someone as weak as I was, but he didn’t smile or show any expression at all, for that matter. His face was flat and reserved, the absence of emotion making him look a little bored.

I cracked my neck and set my stance, preparing to meet the charge of my colossal celestial foe. A booming voice announced the start of the battle in a language I didn’t know.

The feeling I had in that moment was the same emotion I felt when Abaddon’s demons were inches away from the Sanctuary barrier. I was mere blinks away from learning if my plan succeeded or failed, the enormity of the consequences perfectly clear to me. Until they hit the barrier, I lived in that dreadful limbo.

For the battle in front of me, I was blinks away from learning if months of planning would bring me victory or defeat. If this plan would save me and my kingdom, or if this was where Byron of Zaglis finally met his end.

I pointed my sword at the seraphim, and I reached up. A charm the size of an orange hung from my neck on a golden chain. I tapped it.

Black lightning burst from my body in all directions, filling the arena, crackling and sparking when it ricocheted off the barrier. I heard sobs and cries of pain before I could see the source.

When the lightning dissipated, my opponent was on his knees, all six hands in the dirt to hold himself upright. His wings smoldered as his skin melted, dripping like hot wax from his muscles and then his bones. He pawed at himself, desperate to halt his demise, and he looked about the arena, searching for help.

All was quiet save for his screams and the sizzling of his flesh.

I stood by and watched for three minutes while he died. At one point, he attempted to crawl across the arena to me, as if begging for my mercy, strips of his flesh peeling away and leaving a trail of gore in his wake. Then the seraphim champion dropped into the dirt, still as death.

He lay in a puddle of his own melted flesh, his body still bubbling.
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“Praise to the Silk Goddess who granted me the power to defeat my enemies! Her divine judgment has been rendered, and her will has been made known.”

Purity helped make this possible, technically, but this was more the work of Solara and Podni. Packing the Seraphim Slayer spell into a bomb was a result of their dedication, and I was relieved to see it function as we intended.

“Glaos! Give me my winnings!”

The seraphim king stood from his seat of honor, seething with rage. “In accordance with your terms, I give you Regulus, the seraphim son of the champion you slew, and I decree that all ascension gates be reopened and that the heavens will honor 1,000 years of peace with the kingdom of Sanctuary. Pick your second seraphim, Byron, God of Silk, God of Debauchery.”

I smiled. “Give me the Goddess.”

That broke the silence of the arena as hushed discussions immediately sparked to life.

“We did not agree to such a condition,” Glaos argued, an influx of panic leaking into his rage.

“Do you deny that she is a seraphim, and do you deny that she is in your possession?” I asked. “If you lie, your soul is forfeit.”

Glaos stared while his seraphim entourage looked to their leader, shocked and confused.

“Or you can delay and forfeit your soul that way,” I added.

With a snap of his fingers, a golden cage containing a beautiful woman with paper-white skin bound in shimmering platinum chains appeared before me. Glaos himself was gone when I looked back up. An incredible weight lifted from my shoulders. This was it. My campaign in the heavens had concluded.

To unlock Abaddon’s Bane, you must spend 10,000 good-aligned levels (one-time), forfeit 50 points of strength, sacrifice a living seraphim, and sacrifice a living sovereign.

One seraphim prisoner would have sufficed to meet the requirements of my Plague Master quest, but when we learned that the Goddess might be a captive on the seraphim plane, I knew I had to capitalize on that knowledge somehow. Glaos believed her to be a true secret, so when he imagined who I might choose to drag back to the material plane with me, she never crossed his mind.

The Goddess appeared to be asleep in her cage, likely from a spell, if an arena descending into bedlam couldn’t wake her.

“Don’t tell anyone outside of the harem about the Goddess,” I told Purity and Solara. “Secure her beneath Sanctuary. Do not free or modify her restraints in any way. She’s strong enough to level the city if she decides we deserve it.”

“Yes, Father,” they dutifully replied.

Good. The last ingredient I needed was a sovereign sacrifice. Thanks to Ashley, I had a sovereign close by.


Chapter 60

“Byron? This is a surprise.” Lilac stepped back and held the door so I could come in.

“I hope I’m not imposing.”

“Never. Tea?”

“No, thanks. I can’t stay long.”

“Tad’s down for a nap, but he should probably get up soon if you want to wake him and say hi. If I let him nap too long, he stays up all night.”

“No, that’s okay,” I replied. “I wanted to apologize.”

Lilac screwed up her face, confused.

“Like many of the people I’ve encountered as Byron, you were sucked into the chaos of my life, beholden to forces you either did not understand or were wholly ignorant of. You are a good person, Lilac. You lived a hard life, but you were a survivor. You didn’t give up. I want you to know that I am sorry for all the pain I’ve caused you. You did nothing to deserve it. You suffered because of my choices.”

“You always bring interesting conversation, Byron, but you don’t owe me an apology. You have been good to me. You gave me a better life than I could ever hope for. That’s not something to be sorry about.”

“Actually, I’ll take that tea if you don’t mind,” I said.

“Of course. I’ll put the kettle on.”

As soon as Lilac turned away from me, not even halfway out of her seat, I beheaded her.

I decided some time ago that this was the most merciful course of action. I didn’t want her last moment to be one of fear, panic, and pain. She had endured enough of that, and she had been unwaveringly loyal to me.

Quick. Clean. So fast she didn’t feel it or have time to think about her coming death.

Just dead.

She wouldn’t have to live with the memory and knowledge of what came next.

Not long ago, Ashley’s own mother sought to have her killed. A new prince had been born, and the Queen was aware that the system would pit her daughter against her son. If Ashley were dead, that conflict could never come to pass, and it could never threaten the life of her precious prince.

As retribution, Ashley asked me to slay her entire family when we stormed the Capital palace. That request included the prince as well as the king and queen.

But he was a baby. Helpless and powerless. Nothing he did or chose led up to that moment, so I took him instead of killing him.

Lilac fell in love with the boy the moment I put him in her arms, and she took to motherhood so naturally that I believed it was a shame she never had kids of her own. When she cared for him, a whole new warmth entered her eyes, like his presence rejuvenated her and made life beautiful and worth living.

No one but me knew that the prince still lived. He could live a normal life with Lilac and grow up to decide for himself who and what he wanted to be.

In the end, the sovereign class was still his undoing. I put a sword through him while he slept and set the house on fire on my way out.

Plague Master Quest Complete: Abaddon’s Bane added to disease options for Plague Bearer.

-5 Progress to Your Fall.

Progress to Your Fall: 9 / 100 (Abaddon, King of the Abyss)



“When do we deliver the disease to Abaddon?” Purity asked as I sketched out my plans for revenge.

“When the moment is right.”

“When will that be?”

“Soon, I hope.”

This part of my scheme had never been spoken aloud. It existed only in my mind, where it couldn’t be stolen or overheard.

“Shouldn’t you rest a bit then? You haven’t taken a break in months.”

I shook my head. “We’re not done. If we don’t follow through, then we will have to do this all over again when our enemies have had time to rebuild. Even a tree stump can keep growing. You have to destroy it completely to be certain a new sapling doesn’t sprout.”

“I understand. Is waking the Goddess part of that process?”

“No,” I answered. “We’re going to leave the sleep spell in place until this is over. She could be thankful we rescued her, but she could also be pissed. Between you and me, I don’t know if I’ll ever wake her. I’ve had my fill of deity-level threats, thanks.”

“That’s probably smartest. My curiosity would get the better of me if you weren’t here to temper it.”

I chuckled. “I’m barely holding the curiosity back myself. I want to know what happened to her and how long she’s been locked up. That’s a mystery that will likely unlock a few hundred more questions and motives to ponder. How about the plans for rebuilding the temples? How are those coming along?”

“They are complete and ready for your approval. I can fetch them for you.”

“Do you like them?”

“Yes.”

“Approved. Please get that work started right away.”

“Of course, Master.” Purity kissed the back of my head on her way out and added, “I love you.”

Abaddon was on his heels. Even the King of the Abyss needed time to regroup after a resounding defeat of that scale. Thousands upon thousands of his soldiers died, and if I understood the minds of demons, at least a few powerful beings in the hells debated the stability of Abaddon’s position.

I weakened him. That was obvious, but was he weak enough? If he were, they could slay him and claim his kingdom.

Conflicts and politics in the hells could delay his counterattack by a few hundred years, if I was lucky.

Saying that most celestials liked me was probably a stretch, but the majority were appreciative that I made ascension possible again. The ones who weren’t knew that I fried a seraphim champion with one spell. If I didn’t give them a reason to attack me, they wouldn’t.

The seraphim themselves would definitely attack when the treaty expired. I had 1,000 years to prepare for that eventuality.

As for threats on the material plane, only one paladin was left alive, and she was my prisoner. Now that Abaddon’s army had been defeated, the kingdoms of the world were more receptive to working with me. A trade hub that included wares from the hells and the heavens could be incredibly lucrative for the right noble with the right plan. I suspected that six months from now, every kingdom would have a gate tying their capital to Sanctuary.

Dungeons were technically a part of the material plane, and I knew at least two Dungeon Lords despised me. I had the resources to survive any offensive they might mount with a lone dungeon core, but the Frozen Fiend and the Forgotten One both tried to fuck me. I could leave them be and hope they avoided me for the rest of time, but I wanted them to die.

Fuck me? Fuck you. It was a basic law of nature.

A week from now, when my TP and DP had had a few days to recover, I would place a gate directly in front of the Capital Dungeon entrance and flood the labyrinth with my soldiers, for months if need be.

If I could overwhelm Abaddon, then I could overwhelm a Dungeon Lord hiding in his hole. Two dungeon cores and seven tower cores made that a foregone conclusion.

I’d clean out the Lopav dungeon after that.

“Abby?”

The liluti appeared before me. “Have we heard from Mistress Mammoni yet?”

“We have not.”

“Thank you, that was all.”

Mammoni promised to secure me a romp with one of Abaddon’s wives but hadn’t responded to any of my messages for the last 3 weeks. Her minions conducted business in Sanctuary on a daily basis, so I didn’t believe we had become enemies, nor did I expect her to have control over demon queens.

She couldn’t force one of his wives to lie with me, but she could reply to one of my fucking messages.

I ended up waiting another 4 weeks for Mammoni to reply, but she did deliver on her promise. Though the uncertainty was agony, I stayed productive to pass the time.


Chapter 61

“She probably lost track of time,” Invia said as she and I led Queen Lace through one of the castle towers filled with apartments.

“My daughter is prone to such things. This is true. I apologize for the inconvenience.”

“We’re not bothered,” Invia assured her.

A few moments later, we stopped in front of Ashley’s door. Invia knocked.

No response.

Invia knocked again.

No response.

She tried the handle and found the room unlocked. Invia and I heard the whimpers of someone in pain coming from the living room.

Invia froze for a second and then started to laugh.

I tried to stop Queen Lace from following us into the room, but I thought to do that too late.

“By the Goddess!” the Queen gasped, before she turned to run.

Princess Lace hadn’t heard us knocking because she was in the middle of getting drilled by the two shadow Byron’s I left her as bodyguards. She was on her knees with one shadow behind her, holding her hips. The other shadow had a pigtail in each hand and gagged the angeli princess with thrusts that were, frankly, quite violent.

She loved it, though.

Unfortunately, the show was brief. The Princess screamed and scrambled to hide herself, which was kind of adorable because she didn’t think to tell the shadow Byron’s to stop. When she tried to get away, they held tight and kept pumping like the dutiful servants they were.

“Thopp!” she yelled through the shadow cock.

They obeyed and stepped back, awaiting their next order.

“I don’t know if anyone else has thought to do that,” I remarked.

Invia nodded. She was impressed as well.

“Your Divine Grace!” Princess Lace shouted, gesturing for me to turn around.

Right. She lived here, but I didn’t own her.

As the Princess requested, I stepped out, finding the Queen with a hand over her mouth, thinking. Probably about her daughter getting absolutely demolished.

“I am deeply sorry for my daughter’s disrespect,” Queen Lace said, bowing to me. “She did not mean to offend you. Please, I offer you my sincerest apologies.”

“I’m not offended.”

“That is most kind, your Divine Grace,” she said. “Please excuse me.”

The Queen let herself back into her daughter’s apartment and closed the door behind her.

Shouting erupted from inside as mother and daughter argued. The heated discussion raged for a little more than two minutes before Invia opened the door and motioned for me to come back inside.

“My daughter has something she’d like to say to you,” the Queen announced.

The Princess stepped in front of me and knelt. “Your Divine Grace, I offer you my hand in marriage to make the peace between our people permanent. Please, give me the honor of being your wife.”

Queen Lace was a little frustrated, but her composure gave me the sense that she wasn’t entirely unhappy about this outcome. Ensuring peace with Sanctuary was incredibly important for her kingdom, and marrying off a Princess was a tried and true method for making that official. The Queen’s opinion of me in general wasn’t high–I suspected she was still put off by how casually I flattened an archangeli city–but peace with a war god was better than conflict.

“No, you honor me by asking, Princess,” I replied, reaching down to guide her back to her feet. “While any being from any plane would be lucky to call you their bride, the Silk doesn’t work that way. You have to be in the Silk, and my wives have to approve.”

“I will endure their trials,” the Princess declared.

“I don’t marry for political purposes. Please understand that is no reflection on your desirability.”

Abby appeared. “Master, your attention as well as Mistress Invia’s is needed.”

“Apologies,” I said, extricating myself. “Be right there, Abby.”

The liluti bowed and vanished.

When Invia and I were outside and halfway to the stairs off of Princess Lace’s floor, Invia asked, “What do you think Abby needs?”

“She doesn’t need anything. I used our telepathy to tell her to do that. I needed to get out of there.”

Invia giggled. “Slayer of Champions. Afraid of uncomfortable moments with princesses.”

I shrugged. “I stayed in the moment for as long as I wanted to.”

“She loves you, you know.”

“I don’t think so,” I replied.

“The first time I had two of your dicks in me? My King, it was a religious experience, and that was before the G-spot throat upgrade. If you had left her with three shadows, she would have never let you leave that room again.”

I laughed.

“It’s funny, but I’m also serious. Someday, I want you to fuck me so hard that your dicks meet in the middle of my body. Make a girl feel like that? She’ll love you forever.”



Locking the Goddess away in our dungeon prison felt disrespectful and wasteful. The collection of rarities that Arcturus piled in a warehouse several planes away from his home made that point all the more stark to me. What good was it to amass millions of gold in art if those pieces were piled in a corner untouched for centuries? For the trouble that often came with a unique piece, I couldn’t understand why anyone would do that.

Art was made to be seen. Wine was made to be consumed. Toys were made to play with.

So, the sleeping Goddess and her gilded cage lived in my Sanctuary chambers. Abby surrounded her with wards to ensure my safety, and those precautions were in addition to the hundreds of enchantments the seraphim had built into the cage. They too wanted to be certain the Goddess was contained.

With her on display, I often drifted into self-reflection while I studied her form. Her presence was magnetic that way, and I wasn’t alone. Everyone in my party was susceptible to losing themselves in her beauty, but Abby and Purity were especially interested in the Goddess.

I often returned to my room to find one of them sitting in front of the cage, pondering the Goddess.

When I escaped to my quarters to avoid another marriage proposal from Princess Lace, I found Purity doing just that. She lay on one of my couches in a long, loose dress with a glass of wine, sipping and thinking.

I leaned over the back of the couch, squeezed her shoulders, and kissed the top of her head before searching my shelves for some dreamdust.

“I spent so much of my life wondering if she ever existed,” Purity said, her eyes still on the Goddess’ radiant form. “I thought about what it meant if she did and what it meant if she didn’t, but I never considered this middle-ground limbo. The Goddess I worshipped was real, but she was even more of a prisoner than I was. Did Abby tell you she doesn’t dream? She checked. The Goddess doesn’t even get to live freely on her fantasies.”

“She hadn’t told me that,” I replied. “I don’t know that I’d want to dream if I were in that position. Maybe that’s a mercy.”

“Part of me wants to wake her and ask how much of her teachings the Church shared were really hers. How much of my idea of her is based on lies and how much is based on truth?”

As I sat on the couch, Purity leaned back so I could use her chest for my line. I didn’t need to ask. She just tugged the front of her chest lower and waited.

“What do the other parts of you want?” I asked.

“One part thinks the world is better if those questions are never answered. Leave the good image alone for the sake of the people who found hope in it. Another part of me wants to sit on her chest and break every bone in my hands giving her a taste of the pain her absence caused us.”

“It’s okay to be selfish,” I said, borrowing a sip of wine to wet my throat. Dreamdust always made it feel dry for some reason.

“I don’t think it’s right to be selfish in this case. Do you remember my final Divine Quest?”

I nodded.

When Purity finished her 10th Divine Quest, the system gave her one final objective:

Aid your sovereign in defeating Abaddon. Reward: Ascend to be your sovereign's only equal.

“We’ve called me the Silk Goddess,” she continued, “but I’ve fallen well short of godhood. When this war ends, though… The heavens have acknowledged you as a god, and if the system makes me your equal, I won’t be able to deny my role. The Goddess of Silk. The Goddess of Debauchery. How many little girls will suffer because their parents demand that their children follow me? How many people will use my teachings to ignore those in need and instead enrich themselves?”

“Regardless of what the system says, you’re already my equal and have been from the moment that silk around your neck turned gold.”

“I know you believe that. Sitting here in front of the real Goddess? I can see that I’m inferior.”

“Which one of you is in the cage?”

“But still, her power is obvious.”

“And none of that power belongs to her. There’s a seraphim out there who benefits from the prayers of the Goddess. She’s a helpless figurehead. She doesn’t even get to make choices in her dreams.”

Purity didn’t reply right away, so I let her enjoy her wine while I savored the growing tingle of dreamdust blooming inside of me.

“I’m curious to know the true story,” I said after a time. “Once the King of the Abyss is dead, though, I think more of me just wants to put an end to that epic tale forever. If we wake her for any reason other than to ask her help in killing her once-husband, the risks are too great for what we stand to gain. I’d rather she be dead than have a chance to become a new enemy.”

“Once you’ve asked a question, leaving it unanswered is hard to do.”

“You’re not wrong.”

“That’s also the nature of living, right? We ask so many questions in our lives, and very few of them ever get answered, so we leave them hanging and act shocked when we get tangled in their vines. Perhaps true wisdom is not the ability to find new truths but rather having the inner strength to move on from unanswered questions.

“Could I have done something differently to be happier with my family? Did all of the effort I put into serving the Goddess actually matter?”

“Could I have saved my father if I worked harder?” I added. “If I save him now, will he spend the rest of his life ashamed of what his son has become?”

Purity set her wine glass on the floor and adjusted her position so she could lay her head on my lap. Her legs hung over the arm rest, kicking gently. She did that without realizing, and I found it endearing, like she couldn’t hide the whimsy and childlike wonder that still burned inside of her.

“Hearing your questions makes me think leaving them behind is better for us all. Is that because I’m hearing them from the outside? Do my questions sound like that to you?”

I nodded. “Yeah, they do. I know why they matter to you, but I also know you’ll never answer them.”

“So they’ll always be a source of pointless suffering.”

“Yes.”

“How do I let the questions go?”

I offered my wife a sad smile and stroked her hair. “That’s another answer I’m still looking for. When you find it, please share it with me.”



Abby appeared in my room as I sifted through stacks of notes I took in my exploration of the angeli library collection. She told me that I had a client in the Borja dungeon, and suddenly, I felt dizzy. Could this be the moment? Was this the day I defeated Abaddon?

I thanked her and took a moment to center myself, walking to the window to look down on Sanctuary. The most important fuck of my life was minutes away, and I had to remember what it was all for.

Deep breath.

I cast Plague Bearer to release the disease I created, Abaddon's Bane, and warped to the boss room with a bag of toys, lots of extra silk, and a focused determination to do this right.

“Byron of Zaglis, what a treat,” a hauntingly distant chittering said. “Your cock is the only thing on the minds of every woman in the hells, and they all wish it was on their lips. I, Guzell, the Queen of Drowned Souls, the seventh wife of the King of the Abyss, will get to taste it myself.”

For the first time in a long while, I didn't know what to say.

“Aww, the God of Debauchery is shy?”

“Your beauty is beyond words.”

Her laughter was like 10 children wheezing at once. “I am used to this reaction from males in heat. Come, my bull, speak with your desire to impregnate something so beautiful.”

So, I went for it.

I wrote a draft of how this encounter played out, every sloppy floppy detail with vivid descriptions. When it came time to ink it officially, I couldn't bring myself to read it again, let alone put you through what I endured. Even with the distance of narrative, you would feel the stickiness of her mucus through my words.

Guzell had 8 pairs of arms and 16 pairs of breasts that dragged along the floor as she caterpillared around. Her head was like a drowning victim found a day later, and no single tooth pointed in the same direction as any other.

I might ultimately slay Abaddon, but I have to admit he beat me in breadth of taste.

How did Abaddon go from banging the Goddess to creatures like Guzell? I had an open mind, but fuck. Staying hard that day was an epic feat of heroism.

All that matters is I fucked her.

She came. I grunted a bit and made some exclamations about how good I felt.

-5 Progress to Your Fall.
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Now, I had to wait for the war to end.


Chapter 62

“Charity,” I called. “More ink.”

“Yes, Master.”

The former paladin scurried across my room to retrieve a fresh bottle. She wore nothing but red silk around her neck. Any human, celestial, or demon who swore an oath to me after they had been captured was marked with red silk. Their penance for acting against me was a life of servitude. No pain or suffering. Food and shelter. Books and whatever other entertainment they wanted.

But they had to obey. If a red silk servant disobeyed an order from any full members of the Silk, they were put to death on the spot.

So, Charity always had a little pep in her step. Finishing her training was the end of paladins. She was the last, and that triumph earned me the antipaladin champion class and boosted all of my stats by 25%. In truth, watching Charity submit to me was far more rewarding than any reward the system could give me.

“Here, Master,” she said, bowing as she held the ink out for me.

I took it, and Charity returned to her place, waiting against the wall for when I needed something from her again.

Finishing this phylactery was far more work than I expected, but I made progress. Completing it would be a relief, but Solara would feel that the most. She hounded all of us to get these done to ensure that, should we die, we had the chance to resurrect.

Truth be told, I ended up putting it off for several more decades, but that soon after the war, I wanted to show Solara that I was serious about securing our eternities.

-6 Progress to Your Fall.
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I wondered what would happen when that tracker finally hit zero. If all it did was disappear, fine. I never wanted to see a notification like that ever again.

A summoner on the abyssal plane invites you for an audience. You cannot receive or deliver harm for as long as you remain within the summoning circle, and you may return to your home plane at will. These rules cannot be broken or cheated by either party.

Do you accept the invitation?

Yes / No

My heart stopped. Was this it? Was this finally the end?

I selected Yes.

Abaddon was the only being in the room, save for my father. No other slaves or trophies, just the King of the Abyss sitting on his throne and a resurrected prisoner in chains.

My nemesis looked unwell.

His void-black skin had taken on a grayish pallor, and boils covered his body, oozing yellow pus. Within seconds of my arrival, I got to witness one swell from nothing on his cheek and pop.

I have never before or since felt so much relief.

I won.

“I, Abaddon the King of the Abyss, the God of Torment, admit defeat,” he said. His voice was softer now, more hollow. Whatever confidence filled it before was gone. “Byron of Zaglis, God of Silk, God of Debauchery, you are the victor.”

“I see that.”

“Name your price for the antidote. Anything that you desire will be yours.”

“What if there isn’t one?” I asked.

“I will endure your gloating, but please, cure this affliction. The system said that you could.”

“I’m afraid that many of these are incurable.”

“Poisons?”

“Sexually transmitted diseases.”

Abaddon stared down at me. Four more boils grew and burst.

In truth, an antidote did exist. I suspected that asking the system to create a totally incurable disease would make the Plague Master quest requirements even more extreme, so I built an antidote into my suggestion.

Here is the full system description:

Disease Name: Abaddon’s Bane

Description: Abaddon’s Bane is a sexually transmitted disease that feeds on the host’s mana and lifeforce to inflict Holy damage. Scale of damage is based on the host's overall level. The effect of Abaddon’s Bane does not stop until both the host’s mana and lifeforce have reached 0 or the host has consumed the antidote. Any being can be a carrier and spreader of the disease, but the damaging effect of Abaddon’s Bane only activates when the host is the being known as Abaddon, the King of the Abyss, who contracts the disease. Anyone suffering from the disease hears a constant whisper that says only “Byron of Zaglis.”

Uses: 1 Activation of Plague Bearer

Transmission: Sexually

Incubation Period: 24 Hours

Contagious Level: Highly

Antidote: 8 ozs of Holy Water per host level

If Abaddon fucked his wives more often, he would have contracted the disease shortly after I fucked the wings off of one of his wives. I started to worry that the disease had failed or that Abaddon was trapped in a sexless marriage. Either scenario would mean total failure.

It worked. I cast Plague Bearer to make myself a carrier of Abaddon’s Bane, and then I passed it to his wife when I dicked her down, and she then passed it to Abaddon.

-1 Progress to Your Fall.
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“Byron, the antidote. Name your price, or I will kill your father.”

My father looked at me with sad eyes. No doubt he had endured horrors in Abaddon’s domain, but he seemed more hurt by what I had become. His gaze was sad, disappointed. He had become a kind of broken that was only possible for a parent who witnessed their child grow up to be the worst of their fears.

-1 Progress to Your Fall.
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“Lord Byron, I Abaddon, bend the knee to you.”

“I’m sorry you suffered even more because of me,” I said to Tad, “but I’m not sorry for who I am. If you understood how the world worked, you would be proud of me.”

“I failed you,” he replied, the collar around his neck choking his words. “You should have stayed dead and joined me in the afterlife. I would have been proud to call you my son then.”

“I would rather disappoint you than die a pitiful, lonely death.”

-1 Progress to Your Fall.
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“Fine, you petty fool,” Abaddon barked.

The King of the Abyss flicked his wrist, and my father exploded. In the instant before his face turned to mist, I saw his frown deepen, like I had delivered one final wound for him to carry back to the underworld.

And then he was dead again. Gould. He could finally rest.

-1 Progress to Your Fall.
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Abaddon, King of the Abyss, has been slain.

The moment he died, slumping over in his throne when the last boil ruptured, his summoning spell cancelled itself, kicking me back to Sanctuary.

“Charity,” I commanded, “Fetch my wives, and tell each of them to pick five followers to bring with them. Then fetch the dreamdust and the distilled debauchery.”

“As you wish, Master.”

I sat back in my chair. It was done. I could spend the rest of eternity enjoying my life, my wives, and my women. On my way to the teleporter garden to celebrate, I used my abilities to send an announcement to all of my followers and everyone in the kingdom:

“The war with Abaddon is over. We are victorious.”



You have slain your rival abyssal sovereign.

You have gained a permanent 25% boost to all of your stats.

+11,879,090 good-aligned levels.

+5,000,000 Will points.

Spoils of War

Passive Ability

Any prayers or worship directed at the memory of your rival benefits you instead.

God King

Active Ability

Bestow abyssal corruption or the silk aspect to any target at will.

Abyssal Chorus Tentacles

Active Ability

For every Oath of Devotion, gain the ability to summon a Tentacle Mouth, a corporeal shadow tentacle with a duplicate of your mouth at the end. You feel independent sensations for every Tentacle Mouth under your control.

Removing the threat of Abaddon from my life was, truly, rewarding enough in itself, but I was happy to accept more gifts from the system. Blanket stat boosts and lump sums of Will points were always helpful, and it seemed like I inherited all of the good-aligned levels Abaddon had stored up as well. I had no immediate need for them, but I resolved to not make the same mistake Abaddon did.

If I was ever at war again, I wouldn’t hesitate to deplete my stockpile to ensure that I emerged the victor. Abaddon likely had many such regrets as my venereal disease ate him alive from the inside, and I would not fall into the same trap.

But who am I kidding? I was the most excited about trying out Tentacle Mouths.

I appeared in the garden and caught Invia just as she returned from her duties on the plane of angeli.

“Pull your tits out,” I commanded.

She obeyed, lifting her shirt for me. I sent two Tentacle Mouths out and latched onto her nipples, then I used the Loyalty Pledge to have distilled debauchery flow from her breasts as I sucked. I was feeling generous in light of the victory, so I gave her the reward of clit nipples while I drank.

I could taste Invia’s flesh and feel her pointy hard nipples with my tongues as though it were my original mouth sucking on her.

“Master…” Invia gasped, reaching for the base of a statue to steady herself.

Yes, of course. I ripped Invia’s clothing off her body with Silkmancer and sent two more mouths to taste her. One ate her out, and one rimmed her ass.

“That’s better,” she purred.

I sent another one to her lips to see what kissing felt like, and also to silence her while I pondered the possibilities now available to me.

The Goddess of Silk and Debauchery has ascended.

I, and everyone who prayed to Purity, heard her voice in their minds say, “You are free of the false Goddess. I will never abandon you.”

A surge of freedom flooded my body as she spoke, like I had been carrying a heavy pack for miles and finally set it down. A sense of confidence and certainty followed, the feeling that I could trust the Goddess of Silk and Debauchery completely.

I could feel that Purity was in my bedroom.

Wait.

I cancelled my tentacles and ran to the teleporters, rushing back to my room as quickly as I could.

When I arrived, I found Purity kneeling on the floor, cradling the body of the Goddess. Liquid sunlight poured from the wide wound in her neck, and all the light and warmth she once radiated was gone. Purity held a stoic expression as she watched the last hints of life flow out of the Goddess.

“The system offered me a quest,” Purity said aloud, not looking up. “She had to die, and she took all of my questions with her.”

The abyssal empress looked up at me.

“Are you upset with me, Master?”

“No.”

Setting the Goddess’ head gently on the floor, Purity walked to where I stood. She drew close and lifted herself on her tiptoes, gently reaching for a kiss.

I met her lips. The moment they connected, I felt the universe open up to me, like I was not just connected to every being alive but knew with certainty that they were beneath us. This world continued to exist because we allowed it to. We could do anything and have anything we wanted.

That kiss was the happiest I had ever been. I had never felt more safe, more content, and more sure of myself than ever before. I would never be alone again, and the devotion of my wives was unparalleled.

Purity was the first to trust me with Loyalty Pledges. She was the first to say the prayer and eat the flower petal. She saw greatness in me long before anyone else. I knew that the woman in my arms was the greatest treasure I would ever have.

“I love you,” I said with our lips barely parted.

She smiled. “Welcome to our eternity, my love.”

Her eyes glanced at the room around us. Ashley, Invia, Podni, and Solara wore nothing but the gold silk around their necks.

With these women by my side, eternity was going to be so much fun.


Epilogue

By now, you have figured out what this story is. I don’t know how long it will have been by the time you’ve read this, but know that I’ve been waiting for a mind like yours. We understand each other, you and I. We appreciate the same luxuries and entertain the same debaucherous thoughts. You wouldn’t have made it this far otherwise, and that was by design.

Our arrangement would be identical to what Aurketzu once offered me. If you agree to help me find a new vessel, I will grant you the viceroy class as well as undeath. In the time it takes you to find my new body, I will teach you what I learned from being alive for centuries and aid you in acquiring similar power for yourself.

In showing you how Aurketzu manipulated our relationship, I seek to earn your trust. I will be a true partner in your development, and never will my ambitions conflict with yours. You know about the classes beyond viceroy as well as the risks and opportunities they bring. You understand how Will points work and how to protect your mind from such manipulations.

Besides, my voice has already woven itself into your thoughts. The next time you have a woman bent over, you will pull her hair just to see what noise she makes. You will slap her ass to watch the skin jiggle and then sit back as the red brand of your hand forms on her bare cheek. You will chase the high of dominating a powerful woman, of training her to the point where she wants nothing more than to please you.

Because of me, you will fuck harder and rougher. You will prove your dominance with your cock, never hesitating to push deeper into whatever hole strikes your fancy in that moment.

After all, you can have whatever you want in the Silk.

The next time you finish on her face or rub her asshole with your finger, you will hear those words in my voice.

You can have whatever you want.

If I’ll be in your mind anyway, why not enjoy all of the power as well?

Take my offer, and begin your life anew.

To accept, tear this page vertically to forge a soul contract with Byron of Zaglis.

Do anything else to decline.

The End

(keep reading to sample and vote on a potential book 5…)
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Chapter 1

“We lost another eBay profile.”

“How long did we have that one?” my uncle asked without turning away from the box of records.

“7 months.”

“That's a pretty decent streak.”

And he wasn't wrong. My uncle ran a business flipping whatever he might find in an abandoned storage unit or at an estate sale or unit clean out. If I wasn't helping him pack a box truck full of whatever, I was managing a dozen different eBay profiles with listings for anything from those hauls that might be worth selling.

These were used items, but no matter how much the listing warned someone what the condition was, buyers expected like new. For the volume of items we moved, a batch of complaints could easily pile up at the same time, getting an account flagged or ruining its seller rating.

It wasn't the worst job, and he was usually reasonable, but there wasn't really a ladder to climb. It was just me and him with the occasional day laborer popping in for an especially big job. What I did now would be what I did until my uncle got out of the business. He loved his job, though, so I was dubious of when or if that day would ever come.

He kept a warehouse of miscellaneous items that he believed would appreciate in value or would sell for a good price when the right customer eventually came along. Barbershop chairs, rare CRT televisions, a few dozen record players of all types and sizes, broken pinball machines, and so on. As you can tell, he didn't go in for boxes of clothes and used toys. He liked to treasure hunt. Rare and unusual electronics were his favorites.

“We have a pickup in the morning,” he said, wiping dust onto his pants. In this work, dust was ever-present. “Meet me here at 7?”

“Sounds good. What are we picking up?”

“Brunner High School upgraded their computer labs. We’re taking away the old ones.”

Normally, I would think that was a decent score. In the case of electronics recycling, clients like schools and government offices paid us to take old hardware away. Really, they paid more so for data security than the physical removal of old tech. My uncle had the certifications to properly wipe everything and had a big insurance policy to reassure clients if they were worried.

But I graduated from Brunner High School a year ago and wasn't excited about running into old teachers and having to explain that yes, stacking 10 year-old PCs in the back of a Uhaul was my career now.

“I'll give you an extra 50 bucks to stay a little late and go through the books,” my uncle offered.

Books were almost always a waste of time, but it wasn't unusual for a few boxes of them to get lumped into a bulk estate buy or something similar. For the profit margin, flipping random used books was awful, so we avoided them whenever we could.

“Sure,” I answered. “How many boxes?”

“Three.”

I leveled my gaze.

“Okay, five. But I took a peak and it's easy stuff like dictionaries and dime store novels.”

“Yeah, I'll take care of it.”

“Thank you. When you lock up, don't forget we changed pin codes.”

“Got it.”

With a smile and a pat on the shoulder, my uncle left the warehouse. 15 minutes later, I walked to the other end of the building to get started on those books.

“Fucking asshole,” I muttered to myself when I found the boxes. They were huge.

But an extra $50 wouldn't hurt, and I had nothing to do when I punched out, so I got to work.

The first box was all books about trains. Train nuts loved those, so those were worth keeping.

The second box was old business and self-help books. Trash.

The third and fourth boxes were miscellaneous paperbacks and sticky children's books. Also trash.

My phone buzzed. Gracie Johnson. She wasn't popular in the cliche teen movie sense, but she was friends with everyone, teachers loved her, and she landed a big scholarship. I crushed on her hard for a bit, and even found the courage to tell her that.

She told me she just wanted to be friends.

“Do you still sell weed?”

So she had no interest in seeing me. I was a pitstop for supplies for what would be a fun night with her real friends.

“Nope,” I replied. “How are you, though? It’s been a while.”

Dealing in high school was stupid easy. I could double my money in a day in most cases. The market was only so deep, so profit potential wasn't endless, but the extra cash was nice, and high schoolers knew nothing about what good weed was or what prices were fair. As long as I didn’t get too greedy, the money kept flowing.

Dealing as an actual adult? Not worth it. The risks were too high, and I didn’t want to have to go hunting for new customers. I liked being able to mention I was holding in home room and then sell most of my inventory during lunch period after word got around. The real world wasn’t so easy.

I watched my phone screen for a minute or two to see if the icon for Gracie writing me a message popped up. It didn't.

So we weren’t even friends after all. Whatever.

Box five was more self-help books for the most part, but there were a few hardbacks mixed in that had to be a few decades old. Hand bound, cloth or leather-wrapped covers with engraved, gold lettering. Fancy-looking stuff.

These usually ended up being junk too. Old didn't mean desirable, but my uncle was terrified of overlooking a rare first edition that could have netted us millions of dollars.

There. Books sorted. I could look up prices for what I set aside after the pick up in the morning.



“David?”

Christ. This was my first dolley of towers, and I was getting stopped already. I had hoped that since the new school year hadn't begun that I could avoid running into someone who knew me. That was a dumb hope to have.

“Hi, Mrs. Riding.”

“What are you doing here?”

“Picking up a load of PCs,” I answered.

She frowned. “Is this your job?”

“Yes.”

“Have other plans for your future?”

“Not specifically.”

She sighed. “I know it can feel like life is over after high school, but you're still young. You have time to turn things around. You've got the brain for it. Don’t waste it.”

“Thank you,” I said and went back to pushing the dolley, leaving Mrs. Riding behind.

That wasn't the first time she gave me that speech. As a freshman, I turned down the gifted program when she explained how many extra projects I would have to do, but she never stopped trying to inspire me. No matter how many classes I slept through and no matter how much homework I didn't turn in, she could still deliver the “you're better than this” speech with complete sincerity. Even after graduation, apparently, when it should have been clear that no, I was not better than this.

On the third trip, Lacie Greshin stepped out of a biology classroom in a pantsuit. I hadn’t seen her since graduation, and she looked even cuter now. The professional attire suited her glasses and dense brown curls.

“David! Are you shadowing too?”

“Shadowing?”

She looked at my blue jeans and embroidered polo shirt. “Oh, sorry. There are a few secondary ed majors here today. I thought you might be one of them. What are you doing?”

“You kind of caught me in the middle of a heist,” I joked, gesturing at the towers on my handcart.

She smiled. “Where’d you end up going to school?”

“I didn’t.”

“Oh, so you work for the school?”

“No, my uncle. Recycling electronics. You look a lot better in clothes like that, by the way.”

Her smile fell. “...Better?”

“No, I didn’t mean it like that. You just really pull off the look.”

“Better than I pulled off being a marching band girl?”

“Yes.” I realized how bad that sounded, and my panic spiked. “No. That’s not what I meant. I always thought you were kind of cute, if you wanted to go out sometime or something.”

She stared, dumbfounded. Fuck, why did I say “kind of cute?”

“I have to get back,” she replied, ducking into a classroom before I could say anything else.

That was a 10/10 landing, for sure. Bravo. Couldn’t have gone any smoother than that. I sighed to myself and started pushing the hardware again.

Six more trips later, every tower, monitor, keyboard, and mouse was packed away. In 30 minutes, when we got back to the warehouse, I would move everything again when we unloaded the truck.

“Weird being at your old school?” my uncle asked once we were on the highway.

“Yeah, a bit.”

“Man, I hated high school. I don't get why people hype it so hard.”

“Same,” I said.

“High school gets more fun when you get into your 40s and 50s.”

“I don't know what you mean.”

“Yearbooks are just the ‘before’ photos. Keeli Peters wasn't good enough for me in school. Ran into her last week. She's hot as hell. It's amazing.”

I knew what he wanted to talk about next, so I thought that maybe if I didn't ask, we could change topics.

“Fucked her at the bar six hours later,” he said with a grin. “She's still got it and then some.”

“Are you dating her now?”

“What? Hell no. She's married. Two fugly kids. Probably an herb garden. No thanks.”

I couldn't help but laugh.

“I'm serious. Maybe lead paint or something was involved. They're shockingly ugly. I'll find a picture for you when we get back.”

“I'll be alright,” I replied, knowing full well I would see the pictures anyway, followed by a dozen different photos of Keeli Peters then and now.

“The biggest mistake I made when I was your age was being too picky. I'm not saying lower your standards. I'm saying that you should learn to appreciate what makes women different, find what's beautiful about them. When I was a kid, the super skinny look was all I saw in magazines, so that's what I wanted. Now I see old photos of girls I could have banged and I'm like god damn she had a dump truck. How did I miss that?”

“I'll keep that in mind.”

“Propaganda told me fake tits were bad. No, they fucking aren't. Give me a big set of bolt-ons or a little, barely there upgrade, or anything in between. As long as the nipples don't point in weird directions, I'm in. Okay, even if they do. I'd just prefer they didn't.

“Older women were like a weird fetish when I was a kid. Who the fuck decided that? A MILF bod is art, my guy. It's different from a teenager, and that's the point. A few wrinkles, that slightly thick stomach? Sign me up. It's all amazing.

“You know what other propaganda fucked me up?”

I shook my head.

“Pubic hair. Mass media wanted us to believe it was gross. Nah, let that pussy have whatever haircut it wants. If the girl it's attached to is confident about it, that's all you need. Even armpit hair. Why do we give a fuck?”

I didn't answer because I didn't know but also because what I said in conversations like these didn't really matter. Once my uncle got to ranting, the only option was to let it burn itself out.

“Labias! Mother Mary, I almost forgot about labias.”

He pointed a finger at me.

“They're all perfect. Don't let the media convince you that some pussy lips are better than others. They're like boobs. Every shape and style is incredible. Get in there and enjoy them.”

I nodded.

“I know I say a lot of shit,” he continued. “This advice is serious. I passed up some prime opportunities because I didn't know how to appreciate different flavors. I still feel like I'm making up for fucks I missed in high school. Like Keeli. I could have had that, but I was too hung up on the ‘perfect girl' to notice I had the option.”

A foggy memory bubbled to the surface of my mind. “Did you tell me about her before?”

“Don't know. She used to date Kenny Eggers, and I know I've bitched about that guy a bunch.”

By total chance, Kenny and my Uncle ended up living next door to each other well after they graduated. Kenny was a douche in high school, and he was a douche 15 years later too. When it was clear that living next door to him was going to be miserable, my uncle paid homeless people to harass Kenny and mess with his car and his porch until he moved.

We soon pulled into the warehouse. Once we unloaded the PCs, my uncle got to wiping the drives while I returned to my book project.

Of the 12 I put aside, 11 were confirmed garbage. The last book, though, I couldn't find anything about it online:

Reflections on Will Bending.

All kinds of books had gone to print around the world over the years, so finding a crap title no one cared to remember wasn't unusual, but this book was thick, impractically so, and it was handwritten in fountain pen.

“It looks cool, so it's got that going for it,” my uncle said when I showed it to him. Sometimes looking cool was enough to make an item worth flipping. After skimming a few pages, he added, “Zaglis? So fantasy probably, right?”

“Probably.”

“Well, we can hold onto it for now. Hey, I've got a thing. Wrap up the reformatting for me?”

“Got it.”

He patted me on the shoulder and went to his car. That's always how he made his exit. Ask a question that was not really so much a question as it was a poorly worded assignment and pat my shoulder twice before heading out the door.

I had worked for him for five months, and already the routine of the job felt like I had done it for years.

Maybe I fucked up by not giving a shit about school. College wasn't a guarantee of any kind of success, but it would at least feel like I was moving, heading toward something meaningful. If that didn’t pan out, I would have at least gotten to drink and party while I was there. I could still enroll, of course, but I didn’t want to be the old freshman.

At any rate, reformatting that many PCs meant a lot of waiting for progress bars to progress, so I passed the time reading the book I found.

It was porn.

Page after page of a guy describing all the girls and demons and such that he fucked, going into great detail about how he went about said fucking. In between the gratuitous sex scenes was a decent story, good enough to pass the time.

Within a few chapters, I was completely enthralled. When I finished reading and looked up, it was 3:30 a.m.

This mistake was going to hurt all day tomorrow, so I should leave now to get at least a few hours of sleep.

But I couldn't close the book. See, in the story, Byron ends up with the soul of an evil sorceress in his head, and it's not clear if she is friend or foe. But she and Byron made a pact, so he was stuck with her until they found a body to put her in.

The final page was written like Byron himself offered the same deal to the reader. If the reader accepted, Byron would give them powers like he had in the book, but the reader was stuck with Byron’s soul until he got a new body somehow.

That last page ended like this:

To accept, tear this page vertically to forge a soul contract with Byron of Zaglis.

Do anything else to decline.

Very few good decisions have ever been made between the hours of 3 and 5 a.m. Staying up that long had me feeling a little loopy.

“Fuck it.”

I tore the page.

I lost track of myself for a moment, like I nodded off driving but woke right back up. Man, I really needed to get to bed.

“Where am I?”

“Jesus, fuck!” I jumped in the air like a cartoon character, ready to fight whoever had snuck up behind me.

I was alone.

“Can you hear my words?”

The voice was deep, and as strange as it is to say, it sounded muscular, like I knew the person behind it was yoked.

Feeling several shades of stupid, I said, “Hello?”

“Good. Now answer my previous question, please.”

“Who is this?”

“I would pose the same question to you.”

“I don't know what this is, but I've had enough, thanks.” I continued to search all around me for the source of the voice.

“I don’t know what this is either. Wait. Look down again. What is that?”

I did. The book was closed on the desk.

“How the fuck did I die? Shit. Shit. Shit. I was leaving a meeting with-Gods dammit. She must have done it.”

“Who?”

“Mammoni, the Queen of the Abyss. Penny was with me too, but that doesn’t really matter now, I suppose. How long has it been?”

I rubbed my eyes and took deep breaths. When I was very young and learned that some people heard voices in their heads, I knew then that if such a thing ever happened to me, no way was I telling anyone about it. The moment you did, they carted you away.

But now I debated a hospital visit.

“I asked, ‘how long has it been?’”

“I don't know how to tell you this, but you're a fictional character.”

“You accepted the contract.”

“I thought it was a gimmick. I didn't think it was real.”

“Why wouldn't it be real? I spoke plainly about how this would work and detailed the terms. I did that so-Nevermind. What does your system say? That will clarify a great deal.”

“That doesn't exist either.”

“I assure you that it does. Try it. Imagine you're unrolling a scroll with your mind.”

Level 1

Viceroy, Tier 1 (0/100)

Silk Cleric, Tier 1 (0/100)

Chaotic Neutral

Strength 1

Dexterity 2

Constitution 1

Intelligence 3

Wisdom 2

Charisma 1

Active Abilities: None

Passive Abilities: Bend

And the description for the Bend ability automatically displayed:

Bend

Passive Ability

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

Well, shit.

“This doesn't exist in my world. I am certain of that. And why did you make me a cleric?”

“The system assigns your first class. You don't get a choice.”

Right. I remembered reading that.

“So it says you're a cleric. What else does it say? Is viceroy listed?”

“Yes, and I'm a silk cleric, technically.”

“You're welcome. Starting with a rare aspect at level 1? Quite the good fortune.”

“It says I have spells, too.”

“Naturally.”

I mentally selected Light. A bright glowing orb appeared over my head. It was there. I was certain it was real, but obviously, it couldn’t be.

“How common are clerics today?”

“Byron. This is not the world from your book. We don't have systems and magic and levels. I promise that I would remember a history class about dick towers.”

“Might we step outside for a look?”

We stood on an empty sidewalk in one of the more industrial parts of the city. It was all old brick warehouses. In an hour or so when morning shifts kicked off, it would get busy, but right now it was a very quiet and very generic urban street.

“Are you still there?” I asked.

“Yes. You don't have to speak out loud for us to have a conversation. You should get used to doing that in your head, for both our sakes.”

“Okay.”

“Go back inside.”

I did.

“Tell me your name.”

“David. And you're speaking to me like you're will bending.”

“Apologies. You will develop the same habits with time. A few levels in and it will be automatic for you.”

“I won’t be gaining levels. We don't have dungeons and dungeon cores. Nobody farms XP here.”

A long pause elapsed.

“We are bound by the soul contract now, so regardless of how you or I feel, we are stuck with each other. And listen, I know what this is like. I have no intention of making your life difficult on purpose. Does your world have libraries?”

“Yes.”

“Take me there. We need to find out how transferring souls works here. When we're done, I'll leave you to your life.”



I texted my uncle to say I was sick and couldn't work, and then waited in a diner for the library around the corner to open. In that time, having Byron in my mind was like babysitting a small, annoyingly inquisitive child.

What's that? A car. And that? A bus. It's like a car but more. Okay, what about that thing? It holds napkins.

And on and on.

After 2 hours in the library, Byron reached the conclusion that I anticipated.

“I don't know anything about this world.”

“How would your phylactery end up here?”

“An interesting question, to be sure, but it is not the most pertinent. We would both like it very much if I were no longer in your mind.”

“Agreed.”

“You said this world doesn't have magic or the system, yet you activated both. I believe you when you say it's not prevalent, but we proved that you can cast spells. Magic works here, so, in theory, the mechanics should still function in the manner we need.”

“I didn't think you studied magic.”

“I lived another thousand years after I completed the phylactery. I had time to read.”

“I'll do what I can to help, but I don't have any money or pull whatsoever. If we need anything rare or expensive, that's going to take a while.”

“This would be easier if you had an interest in leveling.”

“I never said I didn't. I just said we didn't have dungeons. Would I like to level and learn more spells? Hell yeah. I don't know how we do that without dungeons, though.”

“Will points don't require a dungeon, so all is not lost. Since you're interested in leveling, then the spirit of our contract still applies. I'll help you get stronger while we search for a vessel. I can give you the life you've always wanted.”

“I mean, okay, but our worlds are very different. Human sacrifices? Murder? None of that. You can't be that hardcore here.”

“Hardcore.”

“Yes, it means-”

“I understood the meaning from context. Murder is not as difficult as many believe. I believe you are capable.”

“No murder. No crime at all, in fact.”

Good lord, I was really having this conversation. If this was the Byron from the book, I now had a psychopath living in my mind, the kind of psychopath that was the star of a war crimes tribunal and then inspired decades of study into how one person could become so deranged. He hurt and killed a lot of people, and if he really lived another 1,000 years after the story in the book, what I knew was only a fraction of the carnage he wrought.

A young mom with a child running along next to her passed our library table. She wore modest jeans and a knit sweater.

“Our” table? No. My table. If I started saying things like ‘we’ and ‘ours’ to represent me and Byron, I would for sure get committed.

“Young mothers love to be bent. She may still be breastfeeding, even.”

“Jesus Christ, dude. I've been with one woman, and I haven't had a thousand years to refine my kinks. I'd love to get laid, but you have to keep that crazy shit in check.”

“Tell me which part was crazy.”

“You were stoked she might still be breastfeeding, which suggests you like the idea of her lactating and that being involved with the fucking somehow.”

“David, I truly mean to be your ally, and I will attempt to respect your standards. Know that our cultural differences are significant, however. What seems benign to me may not be so for you. Consequently, I may overstep unintentionally.”

“That's fair, and you're right. I can give you some slack.”

“I do suggest exploring. You know you're a man when you make a woman cum so hard that she squirts milk. Not dribbles. Sprays. One should be open to new experiences.”

Fuck, this was going to be hard.

But she was cute. Byron’s creativity aside, I wouldn't say no to sleeping with her.

“I propose we spend the day discussing potential plans. I want my own body again, and you want wealth, women, and power.”

“I never said that.”

“Am I wrong?”

“Well, no. Except for power. I don't care much about that one.”

“That will change.”

I had my head down in a book, pretending to read while Byron and I shared dream boards and bucket lists inside my mind. Someone sat across from me, and I assumed they were another patron just sharing the table. That was normal for libraries.

A white envelope with a white seal slid into my eyeline. Written on the front, in scrawling, ornate cursive, was “David.”

My eyes shot up. A tall man with dark skin and salt and pepper hair stared back at me. His suit was a deep purple and the button up beneath it was hunter green.

That sounds like I'm describing a pimp cliche, but this man was poised and put together. These clothes weren’t cheap and oversized. They were expertly tailored, and though I had no proof of it, I knew they were expensive. Even with the loud colors, the vibe I got was far closer to a rich CEO playboy than a street hustler.

“Do not mention me.”

“No shit.”

The man smiled. “Good morning, David. My name is Hartwell, and I am a talent scout. Apologies for not making an appointment.”

“How do you know my name?”

“You will have many, many questions in the coming hours. Early this morning, you cast your first spell, and it is my job to notice such things. I’m here to tell you that you’re not alone. Thousands of people practice magic around the world. That letter is your invitation to join that world by enrolling in Farrun University, the top magic school in America.”

“I told you magic was real.”

When I touched the wax seal to open the letter, it dissolved, and the letter unfolded on its own.

I looked around the library, nervous that we would be seen.

“I assure you we are safe,” Hartwell said. “A simple illusion spell can make two people at a table so uninteresting that no one notices them, even if they’re practicing magic.”

Hartwell opened his palm, made some jazz hand movements with his other hand, and blue fire erupted like a 4th of July sprinkler. When he closed his hand, the fire disappeared.

“This says I qualify for a scholarship?” I asked, reading the letter.

“A topic we should discuss sooner rather than later. Tell me, where did you learn the spell you cast?”

“Short answers. Speak in vagaries until we have a better understanding of who this person is and what he is offering us.”

“Uhh… It just kind of happened,” I answered.

Hartwell wrinkled his face. “Spontaneously?”

“More or less.”

“Have you cast spells before?”

I shook my head.

“Manifesting a spell by chance is fairly common for those with significant natural affinity for magic. The spell you cast was far stronger than any spontaneous manifestation I have seen, however, and I know this will sound like the flattery of a recruiter, but your mana is… Well, it’s beyond exceptional.”

“Ask him to explain.”

In my head, I said, “I know. That’s exactly what I was going to do.”

“Can you explain what you mean?” I asked aloud.

“Most people call wizards with my affinities ‘Finders.’ We specialize in search and analysis spells. Now, let’s say that a typical fledgling mage has a mana pool equivalent to this book.”

Hartwell slid a book on ancient Egyptian history out of my stack and put it between us.

“This book is the average. Most wizards start there and grow another three or four books over their careers. Your mana, on the other hand, is akin to the library. I have met some impressive arch mages in my time, and their mana is still significantly weaker than yours. This is an opportunity, but it is also a danger. If you lose control of that mana, thousands of people are likely to die.”

I suspected Hartwell was seeing Byron’s god-tier mana rather than whatever I possessed naturally.

Leaning forward, Hartell tapped on the letter. “That is why we are offering you a full scholarship. It’s for your own good and ours, frankly. Your scholastic achievements thus far don’t meet the standards for typical first-years, so you will be assigned tutors to help you catch up. This program will be harder for you than any of your peers because of that knowledge gap, and you’re likely to feel that challenge for the entirety of your academic career.”

“What kind of prerequisites am I missing?” I asked.

A small book appeared in Samuel’s hand, and he searched it for a specific page.

When he stopped, he said, “You took three years of Spanish. We prefer our first years to know English, Old English, Greek, and Latin. Competition gets fiercer each year, so we’re even seeing applicants who can speak and read traditional Chinese as well. Math is important, but you seem to have sputtered out when you began geometry. I think you know that your trig and pre-calc course wasn’t really much of a course at all, so that needs to be addressed as well. We’ll have to get you up to advanced calculus as soon as we can. And there’s more, but you get the idea.”

“If I am to live in this world, I need to acquire this knowledge as well. How does this offer compare to your current path?”

I didn’t really have a path, and I don’t know why I thought I could hide that from Byron, but I still attempted to.

“This is better than what I had planned,” I answered in my mind.

To Hartwell, I asked, “How would this work?”

“I can explain all of that on our campus tour. Shall we?”

“Now?”

He nodded.

“Okay. Yeah. Let’s go.”

“Before we depart, please wear this necklace to disguise your mana. Your potential will attract a great deal of interest, very little of it good.”

“Hold it up, so-No, don’t!”

“What?”

“How did you live this long? A wizard hands you a strange necklace and you fucking put it on? Just like that?”

“Sorry. I didn’t think it was a big deal.”

“Try to think more before you act, if not for yourself, then do it for me. I’d prefer not to die again.”

“David?” Hartwell asked. “Are you alright?”

“Yes, sorry. Got lost in my thoughts. What now?”

“With me, please.”

We-Fuck. I followed Hartwell into the stacks, making a left at young adult books and then a right at baking recipes. Without breaking his stride, he walked right into a bookshelf. Everything peeled back in blocks like it was suddenly voxel art. The doorway stayed open for me when Hartwell disappeared.

“Am I allowed to step inside?”

“No need to be petty. And yes. Step inside.”


Chapter 2

I stepped into what felt like the lobby of an enormous hotel. A fountain bubbled in the center of the grand space, and the walls were adorned with classical oil paintings. I watched for one to move, but none ever did.

The far side of the building featured an ornate wrought iron gate, beyond which was what looked like the quad for a fancy private college.

“Welcome to Farrun University,” Hartell said proudly. “Most students call this ‘the lobby.’ Only approved visitors are allowed on campus, and travel spells are blocked everywhere but here.”

“Did he just casually place a gate spell, or was that an existing gate with an illusion?”

“I don't know.”

“I am aware. He might.”

Aloud, I asked, “Did you open that portal on the fly or was that always there?”

“A bit of both actually. Travel magic is one of the more dangerous schools to specialize in. A small mistake in your math, and you teleport yourself inside a brick wall. The university distributes an item that manages navigation automatically, but I still cast the spell.”

“What about like set points for permanent teleporters or gates?”

Hartwell slowly cocked his head. “What made you choose to call it a gate instead of a portal?”

“Be more careful.”

“You fucking asked me to ask, so I asked.”

To Hartwell, I answered, “Some games call them gates, I guess. I didn't really think about it.”

“Yes, of course. Those exist. But your tour begins here. These paintings are all student-produced, by the way. Dreadful things, aren't they?”

I didn't know how to answer that.

“To enter or exit campus, you must sign in or out with the gatekeeper. We restrict student travel when class is in session, and in unique cases, we bar specific students from traveling whatsoever. You are one such unique case.”

“You lock me inside, and I can't leave even if I want to?”

Hartwell pinched my sleeve and pulled me aside as if the lobby was bustling with people. It wasn't. An older couple sat on a bench, and they were both either sleeping or dead.

“In our world, David, trust is a dangerous thing. If you trust a mage to draw the spell circle correctly and don't check it yourself, you put your life in their hands. You trusted me when I gave you that necklace, and you had no idea of what it did or how it worked.”

I could feel Byron gloating even if he didn't speak.

Hartwell continued, “Pursuing magical studies makes you a target for all manner of beings, ranging from the opportunistic to the vile. They prey on young wizards for all manner of reasons and are perpetually challenging our wards. My recruiter gave me this advice when I was a young man: Never trust a wizard. Don't ever say shit to fae. Not a word. And never commit to a pact or other form of unbreakable contract.”

“Fae are real?” I asked.

“Very much so.”

“What are fae?”

“A race of fairy people that live in a parallel world. Known for being exceptional with magic and also perpetual tricksters. Like elves but more sparkly.”

“What are elves?”

I didn't have the patience for this.

“Thank you for your guidance,” I said to Hartwell. “I still don't understand why I'm not allowed to leave.”

“Students using travel magic unsupervised typically get themselves killed, and the lobby staying open to travel indefinitely is problematic. That's kind of like building walls around your village but not closing the gate at night.”

When Hartwell confirmed I had no more immediate questions–even though Byron had several–he led us past a man in a tollbooth and onto campus.

Farrun University looked like how Hollywood portrays Harvard, a wonderland of tidy landscaping and grand, imposing brick buildings.

“You'll spend much of your first year in Vesper Hall. Once you pick your school in your sophomore year, you will have most classes in that building for the specialty, but gen eds and electives will take you pretty much everywhere on campus at one point or another.

“Schools are like majors in non magic universities,” Hartwell added. “Your career counselor will go into all those in greater detail.”

A male and a female student passed us on the sidewalk, going in the opposite direction. The boy wore khaki pants, a maroon vest, a white button up, and a maroon tie with a black stripe down the middle. His cape was silver and emblazoned with an embroidered crest depicting a dragon cyclops holding up a white shield with maroon squares. The dragon's one massive eye was closed.

The girl was dressed the same except she had a charcoal skirt instead of pants.

“I'm intrigued.”

Of course Byron would be into school girls, but then again, I was too. Who wasn't into school girls, really?

“Epiphany dragons can open their one eye for 3 years in total before they go blind,” Hartwell said, referencing the crest on the capes. “They open that eye for only seconds at a time for important occasions. The idea is that wizards should be like epiphany dragons. When your eye is open, drink in everything you can.”

“Are dragons real?” I asked.

“Yes.” He pointed across the quad. “That building is the newest on campus, and it's all magitech labs. That building is elementalists, and that one is illusionists, and on and on. Some schools are pretty niche, so there's usually one or two odd programs mixed into the buildings for the more popular schools.

“The student center has our cafeteria. Our chefs are wonderful, by the way. And across from that is the library. You will be very familiar with the library by the time you graduate. And then we have various dormitories, which I can show you if you like, but first, there's someone you should meet.”

“The library could be promising.”

I followed Hartwell up the steps to a cathedral-esque building. It featured a grand, circular stained glass window and a myriad of relief sculptures and statues.

We climbed three floors to an office, the owner of which got to enjoy the view from the stained glass window I had admired outside. I pictured Byron's Ice Temple rectory looking something like this, actually.

The stained glass seemed to be in motion, like an animated kaleidoscope.

The woman at the lone desk in the massive room stood, and I knew instantly that Byron would comment.

She wore a maroon pencil skirt, and a white button up that was a size too small for her D-cup breasts. Her light brown hair was woven into one thick braid that was a few inches short of touching her belt line.

I guessed she might be 50.

“You're going to have her bent over that desk someday, holding that braid like it's the reins for a horse you're trying to break.”

I made a mental note to have a conversation with Byron about his narration. I could tolerate the stray, ‘damn, she's hot,’ but he insisted on being so graphic that it was like he was jerking off right behind me.

“David, this is Dean Pernel,” Hartwell said.

“Wonderful to meet you, David,” she said.

My eyes looked right down her shirt when she leaned forward to shake my hand. She definitely noticed.

“Please, sit,” she added, gesturing to one of the chairs right in front of her desk. “You're an unusual case. We recruit from new magic quite often, and they all have an experience similar to yours, but Hartwell says you are a once-in-a-generation anomaly. Ah, right, sorry. You'll hear people describe wizards from established wizard families as ‘old magic.’ Since you are the first person in your line to pursue wizardry, you are ‘new magic.’ Now, please remove your necklace if you would.”

When I pulled the chain over my head, Dean Pernel slid her chair several inches back from her desk. Hartwell, meanwhile, wore a giant shit-eating grin. I guess he wasn't exaggerating about my mana pool or whatever, and it occurred to me then that he probably got some kind of incentive for being the one to scout me.

That was his job, after all.

“Are you able to show me the spell you cast?” she asked. “It's perfectly normal if you can't.”

“Byron?” I asked in my mind.

“They're already treating you as if you are some kind of god-touched noble, and they're giving you more attention and resources as a result. I say we show them all of your spells and see what free shit they offer next.”

I used the system to activate the Light spell.

Dean Pernel shot a look at Hartwell. “You buried the lede a bit on this one, don't you think?”

“I wasn't there when he cast it the first time. I didn't know he could do it without gestures or incantations.”

“Light is usually a late first year spell,” the Dean explained to me. “It looks small, but generating and manipulating light is not easy to learn. Casting it intuitively with no formal education is remarkable. But that's enough flattery. Let's talk about your interests.”

“Do you want to see my other spells?” I asked.

Hartwell and Dean Pernel exchanged curious glasses before she said, “Please. Demonstrate.”

“You have to touch her hand to activate Bless.”

“May I have your hand?” I asked the Dean.

She was suspicious but offered me her hand. It was soft, and her nails were painted red.

I triggered Bless. A faint glow flickered from within the Dean for an instant, and her eyes sprung open.

“A multi-faceted enhancement spell. Incredible.”

“Cut yourself to demonstrate Heal, but perhaps, we should keep Unholy Ray to ourselves for now. If level 1 default spells impress them this much, unholy magic might outright scare them.”

Just cut myself? He said it so casually.

But I listened. I used a fingernail to scratch the top of my wrist. The scrape wasn't deep enough to bleed, but the skin was clearly traumatized. I cast Heal, and it mended back to being perfectly healthy in a little more than a second.

Even I was impressed by that. Summoning a flashlight was cool, but healing wounds? That was nuts.

Dean Pernel cleared her throat. “David, I would ask that you only share the Light spell with other students for the indefinite future. As I'm sure Mr. Hartwell explained, you should always wear your Dummy enchantment.”

“My what?”

“Apologies. The necklace I asked you to remove. ‘Dummy’ is its nickname because it makes you look any ol’ dummy when you wear it.”

I put it back on.

She continued, “I realize this is all happening very quickly for you. New magic typically find the first month or so to be disorienting, but many have gone before you and overcome the same challenge of knowing one day that magic was a work of fiction to knowing that it is, in fact, real.”

“Understood.”

“You can move in today, and start tutoring tomorrow. Classes begin two weeks after that. School uniforms and laundry are provided, and we will send someone to fetch your personal effects on your behalf. Have a list ready in the morning for what you'd like them to bring back. Your family will believe a version of the truth, that you were offered a prestigious scholarship, and a little bit of coercion magic will keep them from questioning it too deeply. The same will be done for your employer.”

I felt bad bailing on my uncle like this. He did me a favor by bringing me on. Disappearing on him without notice was a dick move.

But did I want to list junk on eBay or learn magic? Not a hard question to answer.

“Will you accept our offer and join us here at Farrun University?” The Dean asked.

“Wait! Don't agree yet. Ask her about library hours.”

“Umm… when is the library open?”

“6 in the morning to 10 in the evening.”

“Ask for 24-hour access.”

In my head, I said, “That seems excessive.”

“You're undead now. You won't sleep.”

“What the fuck? I'm undead?”

“That was also in the contract in plain language.”

I asked Dean Pernel, “Could I be granted 24 hour access? I have a lot of studying to catch up on, and I keep late hours.”

“Reasonable request. We can accommodate it with some stipulations, but otherwise, yes.”

“Thank you. I’d like to start reading tonight, if I can.”

She studied me. “I suppose I shouldn’t stand between a student and knowledge. I will arrange for your library access to begin tonight. Does that mean your answer is ‘yes?’”

“Does enrolling come with any other restrictions or requirements I should be aware of?”

I parroted the question to the Dean.

“Our code of conduct. Fights with, or acts of aggression against, other students are prohibited. We teach combat magic, but no one incapable of managing their temper is fit to be a wizard. Zero tolerance. One strike, and you will be removed from campus. I should note that mind manipulation magic is considered an act of violence as well. The rest of our rules are common sense in that vein.”

Hartwell interjected, “I would add that you pick your school of magic at the start of your sophomore year. That’s a decision you have to be prepared for because you have to test into your school of choice. Choose early. Practice early. You’ll do a thesis project for your fifth year, and that will determine if you graduate.”

“Five years? Not four?”

“Students on the new magic track follow a five-year program,” he replied. “Old magic students have four-year tracks, but many of them take a fifth year to put more time into their thesis.”

Dean Pernel pressed the home button on her phone to check the time. “It’s been great meeting you, David. I’m afraid I have another appointment.”

“So regular phones work here?”

“Modern magic is closely integrated with modern technology. Our world can’t afford to fall behind in either.”

I was about to ask for her to explain that last bit in more detail, but Hartwell put a hand on my shoulder to usher me out.

Back outside, Hartwell pointed to a dorm on the other side of campus. It was a straight line from here to there, so I wasn’t likely to get lost, which was nice because Hartwell bailed on me abruptly.

“I also have an appointment,” he explained, “so you will have to walk the rest of the way on your own, I’m afraid. You’re in room 533. Your tutoring schedule will arrive first thing in the morning. Do me proud, David. Make your time here at Farrun worthwhile.”

Hartwell offered an exaggerated bow and departed for the lobby.

“A longer tour would have been nice,” I said in my mind.

“The moment you agreed to enroll, you had served your purpose and were of no more use.”

“What are you talking about?”

“He is a recruiter. Delivering you to the doorstep and convincing you to enroll were his only objectives.”

Byron was technically correct, but still, I was brand new to absolutely everything about my current situation. A little bit more handholding would have been nice.

Hartwell was already gone, so I started walking. The campus was quiet with no active semester in session, but as I saw earlier, some students were already here. Four female students lay out on towels in swimsuits, tanning in front of the dorm buildings I passed, and a few other students were scattered about the quad, reading on benches or under trees. It was a very college-brochure-type scene.

“Not going to comment on the women?”

“You asked that I not.”

“We’re going to be stuck with each other for a while, I think. I read your autobiography. A lot of what you got into won’t fly in the real world. This world, I mean.”

“Little of that was legal in my world either.”

“It’s more than that. I can’t massacre a tavern of rivals and walk away. Even here on a magic campus, there are cameras everywhere. Everyone has a smartphone, so they have cameras in their pockets at all times and aren’t afraid to record you. Killing, stealing, conning, polygamy, and probably a dozen other things I’ll think of later will quickly be found out and punished. We have to follow the rules.”

“I had not taken you for a paragon of virtue.”

“Your bar for that title is really, really low. By this world’s standards, I’m not. I’m just asking that we avoid getting arrested.”

“Very well. I agree that we will be linked for some time. If a Light spell is treated as remarkable, I have little hope for developed and refined soul magic being readily available.”

“Let me change, and we’ll start looking.”


Chapter 3

My room was not much different from any other ratty dorm in the country. The window dressing was fanciful and elaborate, like stained glass windows and gothic ceilings, but the accommodations themselves were a bed, a dresser, a desk, and a closet.

I also discovered that I had a roommate. He wasn’t there, but his side of the room was obviously inhabited. He had little in the way of decorations, but his bed was made, and his desk was cluttered with dozens of books and notebooks.

Hopefully, he wasn’t an asshole.

My uniform matched the one I had seen other students wearing–khakis, button-up, vest, tie, and a cape. A fucking cape. The clothes fit perfectly, except for the cape. I had no idea how a cape was supposed to fit, but it just barely avoided dragging across the ground behind me when I walked. So that was something. I found a library card in the pocket of the pants I happened to select to wear.

“Before we go to the library, you should know that we might not be here long.”

“Why would that be?”

“This is a lot for me to take in, and I know that the universe just handed me a crazy opportunity. Be a wizard? Hell, yeah. The thing is, I am way behind on the material they want me to know. I’ll do my best, but I’m not a genius. Multiple languages and advanced mathematics? Bro, I couldn’t be bothered to learn Spanish. That’s the second most common language in this country, by the way.”

“Your confidence will grow in time. Besides, I am there to aid you. You will never be taking tests alone.”

“I don’t want to be a puppet, though. I want to actually learn magic and not just repeat what you tell me to. When you get your new body, I don’t want that to mean everyone discovers I’m a fraud.”

“Having read my story, you know that I struggled a great deal with Aurketzu treating me like a puppet, so I can appreciate your position. I can help you acquire the independent power you seek, but that means you let me help. I will not attempt to live your life for you, but you would be foolish to reject my guidance completely.”

At least the psychopath living in my mind could have a reasonable conversation. On reflection, however, I realized how many times I simply did what he told me to do. Worse yet, that wasn’t a result of will bending. It just happened. Suddenly, the people who listened when voices told them to start fires sounded a lot less crazy to me.

If you hear it in your own mind, you can’t help but trust it inherently.

“Your point is reasonable,” I said.

“Since we do not yet have access to a dungeon, leveling your viceroy class is your best choice for easing the difficulties of your studies. A few stat points in intelligence will be a significant help.”

“So I level up and automatically get smarter because I assigned a stat some points?”

“Your intelligence stat will never think for you. It will, however, make you more attentive to details, you will remember information more readily, and you will find it easier to keep more knowledge in your active mind. With no need to sleep, you will have more time to develop yourself than your human classmates. That too will aid your journey.”

“Okay, so I need to earn 100 Will points to go up a level, and I guess start studying.”



The doors to the library wouldn't open, despite the hours in the window saying they should be.

“Freshman?”

I turned to see who had spoken.

A girl in uniform who was perhaps two or three inches shorter than me stood at the bottom of the library steps. Though she had the skirt, vest, tie, and cape common to all uniforms, she wore ripped panty hose and chunky black combat boots. Her lipstick was black, and her winged eyeliner was the same dark purple as the ends of her hair.

At one point, all of her hair had been that same purple, but the roots of her natural dark brown hair had grown several inches since the dye job. The hoop piercing at the center of her lower lip and her nose ring completed the ensemble.

I’m not ashamed to admit that I was immediately into her.

“She’ll do.”

“What gave it away?” I asked.

She fought a grin. “You have to use your library card.”

“Well, show me how it works.”

“Well, show me how it works,” I said, stepping aside.

+1 Will point.

“The door just needs to see it.” She lifted the flap on her backpack, and I caught the briefest of glimpses of the card beneath.

But that was enough. The door swung open.

“Press.”

“Invite me for a tour.”

“You haven't asked me my name,” she said.

“You didn't ask mine either. I'm David. Now, tell me yours.”

“Lensis.”

+1 Will point.

“Nice to meet you. Invite me on that tour.”

She narrowed her eyes, her hips twisting side to side as she thought. “Would you like a tour, David?”

+1 Will point.

“No, thanks.”

“What?”

“I'm joking. Yes, a tour would be great.”

I followed the skirt through the door.

“This is a promising start. Well done.”

The public library Byron and I visited was a shack compared to the Farrun University library. Vaulted ceilings loomed 30 ft overhead, and row upon row of bookshelves were packed tightly from the bottom to the top. Rolling ladders attached to each for ease of access. Tables and study nooks dotted the open floorspace, and any wall that wasn’t covered in books featured a portrait of an alumnus or a landscape of some fantastical place I didn’t recognize.

“Welcome to the library,” Lensis said with a grin. “Here's where we keep the books.”

She made a grand gesture at the interior of the building.

“There are more floors. They also have books. That concludes our tour.”

She turned away from me with a flourish and marched into the library.

“What tour doesn't have a Q and A portion?” I asked.

Lensis paused without looking back. “You're pretty pushy for a freshman.”

“And you're not a great tour guide. This is looking like a 2 star review, I'm sorry to say.”

With a swivel and a step, she was in my face. “Two stars, not one?”

“One for effort, and one because your hair is killing it.”

“Oh, so you're rating my looks now.”

I lifted a finger. “No, I was rating your sense of taste.”

She raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “The Q and A portion of our tour begins now.”

I raised my hand.

“Yes, the smartass in the back. What's your question?”

“I found out like 2 hours ago that magic is real,” I explained. “What can I read to start getting my bearings? I'm really trying to do this right and apply myself.”

“Now I feel bad for giving you a hard time, but I get it. I'm new magic too, so I was where you are once. Here, follow me.”

“Don't. She follows your commands. Not the other way around. Get her to say ‘please.’”

I held my ground. Lensis stopped a few steps away.

“Coming?” she asked.

“Shouldn't you say, ‘please?’”

“Follow me, please.”

I started to follow.

In my head, I asked, “Why didn't I get a Will point for that?”

“It wasn't a command. You will improve with practice.”

Lensis led me to a corner of the first floor and set her bag on one of the tables. She ducked into the stacks and popped back out a moment later, holding a book.

“A Brief History of Magic,” she said. “Once you finish this, you should find and read, A Spell Well Cast. It's part philosophy and part autobiography. Reading it helped me understand the trajectory of learning wizardry.”

“Wow. Seriously, thank you. This is really helpful.”

“How many stars am I up to?” she asked.

“Four.”

“Why not five?”

“You haven't given me your Insta yet.”

She tilted her head to the side, exaggerating having to think about her answer. “That's okay. I’m good with four stars. Good luck at Farrun, David.”

And she walked away.

“I have questions.”

“That was a goth girl. Getting with a goth girl is my white whale.”

“Whale?”

“Sorry. That's a reference to a famous book. It kind of means something I want to accomplish before I die, like a big feat.”

“I can see the appeal. And what is an Insta?”

“I'll show you, but only for a minute. Then we study.”

“Why do you feel the need to state a time limit?”

I opened Instagram on my phone. “These images are called photographs. Instagram is a platform for sharing photos, but it's pretty social too.”

I scrolled. I hadn't realized I had been on a cosplay girl kick until I saw my feed. A few mattress actresses were mixed in as well.

“Oh my. Do all women do this?”

“Not all, but a lot of them. You can talk to each other through the platform.”

“There are so many women…”

I made a mental note to avoid the topic of pornography for as long as I possibly could. And dating apps too. Christ, what had I unleashed on the world?

I asked myself that jokingly, but when I thought about it, the levity faded quickly. Byron outright bragged about slaughtering people. Monks, nuns, paladins, angeli. He even killed a baby.

I was the guy in the movies who screwed up a summoning and brought a great evil into the world. Or the guy who knocked over the super virus vial. Or the guy who released the first true AI.

The system worked for me. If Byron got a body, it would work for him too. His levels? His abilities? His spells? He would be unstoppable.

Maybe I should show him porn. If I got him addicted to that he might keep to himself and not hurt anyone.

“We should start reading,” I said.

“I suppose so.”

I checked my character sheet:

Level 1

Viceroy, Tier 1 (3/100)

Silk Cleric, Tier 1 (0/100)

Chaotic Neutral

Strength 1

Dexterity 2

Constitution 1

Intelligence 3

Wisdom 2

Charisma 1

Active Abilities: None

Passive Abilities: Bend

“Level 2 viceroy is going to take forever.”

“The real gains happen when your dick is involved. That will come in time. Truth be told, I'm heartened by your performance with Lensis. You had led me to believe you had poor social skills.”

“I never said that.”

“Heavily implied.”

“I don't know… I guess I don't consider myself to be very social. I wasn't a ladies man in school. Struck out pretty frequently. Struck out means failed.”

“How many times did that happen?”

“Twice.”

“In…?”

“Four years.”

“...”

“What?”

“Nothing at all. Come. We should read.”



In Byron’s world, magic could be cast manually as well as by the system, so a whole society of wizards practicing magic without the system wasn’t that surprising to my hitchhiker. After a few hours of reading, it became clear to him that magic in my world was far less developed than he anticipated. He said he could see commonalities in some ideas and casting techniques, but the apparent gaps in knowledge were significant.

Experts didn’t understand how many common spells actually worked. They could follow the steps and cast them, but the true mechanics were buried in myth, folklore, and the sands of time. What Earth knew about magic was cobbled together from fragments found across cultures and history. A unifying theory of magic mechanics was still a work in progress. Until then, wizards had to work around huge holes in understanding.

That no doubt contributed to the elevated danger of practicing magic.

Byron was disappointed by all this, naturally. His fears about the underdeveloped nature of magic on Earth were confirmed, which meant the road to finding him a body was going to be even longer.

“Can I ask you something?” It was a little after 2 a.m., and I wasn't sure how much longer I could sit still and read.

“Yes.”

“You haven't mentioned anything about your wives or your old life. Are you handling that okay?”

“I miss them, and I know they died the moment I did. I also know I'll never get them back.”

“Didn't they make phylacteries also?”

“They did, but I do not know how long I've been dead. For me, leaving my world and entering yours felt instant, but many many years are likely to have elapsed. One hundred? One million? Until I know when and where I am, thinking of them does nothing but hurt me.”

“I'm sorry.”

“We had many lifetimes together. For a love story, we are, perhaps, some of the most fortunate humans to ever live.”

“I don't think I could pick up and carry on like you have, not after losing so much.”

“Undeath will shift a great many of your attitudes over time. After about 200 years, the way I thought about life and death changed completely because undeath is nothing but loss. People die. Times change. The world decays.

“Since you live forever, you feel a loss forever. That is what your life becomes. If you do not learn to see loss for what it is, then undeath is a curse. Undeath is a blessing when you recognize the value of every moment and savor its sweetness while you can.”

“Was that adjustment difficult for you?”

“No, but I think having died before was an advantage in that way. All of my wives struggled with it at some point or another, but they also had never felt their souls drifting toward the underworld. Your challenge will be similar to theirs.”

“What will you do when we find you a body?”

“We have much time ahead for conversation. We should continue our studies for now.”

I didn't like Byron dodging that question, but pushing the topic could agitate him. Still, if he was hesitant to tell me, then it couldn't be anything good.

“I have made a decision, though. We should avoid the schools of illusion and restoration when you choose a specialization.”

“Why is that?”

“Unless your natural affinity lands squarely in either of those schools, learning shitty versions of the spells your class provides automatically is redundant. Why put so much effort into manually learning a Heal spell when your default is already better?”

“That assumes I can level, and wouldn't my class be assigned because of affinities as well? The system made me a cleric for a reason, right?”

“The system making you a cleric for the god you worship is not far-fetched.”

“I don't worship you.”

“You believed enough in my teachings that you agreed to carry my soul back to the world of the living.”

“That's not what happened at all.”

“The elemental schools seem to have a good balance of offensive and utility spells,” Byron said, deftly abandoning the argument. “The defensive track is interesting, but if you do not have the tools to defeat an enemy, defending against their attacks can only go on for so long. The school of force magic might be the most versatile in that sense, actually.”

“I thought magitech, alchemy, or travel magic sounded interesting.”

“Very little of those schools will keep you alive in a fight.”

“I've been in one real fight in my life. In this world, we can drive from town to town without bandits or goblins attacking. There's much less danger in general.”

“Yet this University teaches combat magic as part of the base curriculum. Perhaps we will learn more about what dangers you face now that you are a wizard.”

“Fair. You make a good point about redundancy, though. That's going to be a tough sell to my teachers, I think. To them, I'm an illusion and restorative magic savant. They're going to expect me to lean into my ‘natural’ talents.”

“This is true. The more we learn, the better equipped we will be to maneuver in the manner that suits us. Study will be our best way through many of our obstacles, I suspect.”


Chapter 4

“We should probably get some breakfast before we head back to the room,” I said to Byron.

“Are you hungry?”

“Right. Undead. Well, we need to go back to the room for the tutoring schedule anyway.”

My body felt fine despite having been awake since 6 a.m. the day before yesterday, but my mind was alarmed by the dramatic departure from normal habits. Increasingly, the world around me felt wrong, like I was seeing something I wasn't supposed to. Worse, my attention span agreed wholeheartedly and joined the sense of unease I had about not sleeping.

Byron insisted feeling that way was normal and that I would adapt eventually.

When I returned to my room, I found a sealed letter floating just inside the doorway at eye level.

I couldn't help but groan when I read my tutoring schedule.

2 hours of mathematics, 2 hours of chemistry, 1 hour for lunch, 2 hours of latin, 2 hours of dexterity exercises, 1 hour for dinner, and then 1 hour of magic theory.

At the end of all of that, I knew Byron would want me back in the library for the rest of the night. Then again, my choices were to be a wizard or to be a reseller. As awful as the schedule sounded, the reward at the end was worth it.

“Looks like we already know one of your tutors.”

He was right. Lensis Thormandy had to be the goth girl I met yesterday, unless Lensis was an ultra-common name among wizards for some reason.

“We know the magic theory tutor too.” The name listed for that was Dean Pernel.

“She would be an enjoyable conquest.”

I almost complained, but that comment was far more subdued than ones he made previously. He could have told me about how he wanted to rip her shirt open, sending her buttons flying across her office before putting her back on her desk. Then, with her legs up, pounding her while she licked her own nipple.

But he didn't.

After a quick shower, I returned to the library for my 8 a.m. tutoring session. Lensis had already claimed a table and assembled a stack of books.

When I approached, she watched me dubiously.

“What?” I asked as I sat.

“Were you in the library all night?”

“What makes you ask that?”

“I was on my morning run and saw you leave the library. It was 7 a.m.”

“I might have gotten caught up in my reading.”

“But you don't look like you've been up all night,” she said, looking me over again.

“You might be my first stalker. If you're not, then the first one was better at it because I never found out.”

Lensis leaned back. “I'm not stalking you.”

I started to count off examples one finger at a time. “You followed me into the library. You insisted on showing me around even when I wanted to be left alone. You were waiting outside the library for me to come out the next morning. And you weaseled yourself into being my tutor so we could spend even more time together. Tell me I’m wrong.”

“You’re wrong.”

+1 Will point.

“You are a far more natural viceroy than I was. Well done.”

Lensis rolled her eyes. “May I see the rest of your schedule?”

I slid the paper across the table.

“What the hell?” she muttered. “You have four hours with Joseiah Erasmus and then an hour with Dean Pernel herself? And you have a 24-hour library pass? Who’s kid are you?”

“Are those things unusual?”

She paused to consider if I was being serious, which I was. “Dean Pernel sometimes acts as a thesis advisor. Otherwise, she hasn’t taught a class in 20 years from what I’ve heard. Most of the students here would kill for just one private lesson with her. And Joseiah…”

“Is he a big deal?” I asked.

“Yes. He’s a prodigy. When he was a freshman, he destroyed a banshee a senior summoned by mistake, after it had killed 2 seniors. A whole dorm would be dead if he didn’t intervene, and banshees are serious monsters. Veteran wizards would struggle against one. He won the international battle chess championship as a sophomore, beating out every student from every other magic university in the world. And there’s a rumor going around that he has invented his own spells already, which is very, very difficult to do.”

“What is he now?”

“A junior.”

“I don’t know anything about magic, and I’m impressed.”

“You should be,” Lensis replied. “Are you going to tell me why you’re getting this special treatment?”

I shrugged. “Probably not. You’re going to be even more confused when you see how bad I am at math and chemistry. And everything else, really.”

We spent the first 20 minutes of our tutoring session identifying where we should start. I genuinely enjoyed algebra in school, and geometry was interesting until we got to writing proofs. From there, the idea of math became too abstract for me, and that little bit of friction was enough for me to give up entirely.

Lensis didn’t comment on how behind I was, but she couldn’t totally disguise her reaction either. On several occasions, she looked at me the way bouncers did when I gave them a fake ID so I could drink underage.

Most surprisingly of all, Byron was actually helpful. He hadn’t exaggerated when he said he used his extra 1,000 years of life to study. He was familiar with most of the mathematical concepts Lensis covered in that first lesson, and he was good at nudging me toward understanding when something wasn’t quite clicking for me. If I still struggled, he was endlessly patient with me.

Byron could be likeable and seemed to have a knack for mentorship. For long stretches, I would forget that he was the same person who killed a literal baby to give the King of the Abyss a venereal disease.

I managed to squeeze a few more Will points out of Lensis as we worked through our lessons, eventually moving from math to chemistry, but basic verbal commands stopped giving me consistent gains. According to the voice in my head, I needed to start feeling her up and getting her naked to make serious progress. I wasn’t opposed to those activities, but I also didn’t feel anywhere close to the point where Lensis would want to do that too.

“Want to get lunch before your lesson with Joseiah?” she asked as we wrapped up hour four of tutoring.

“When you beg me like that, how can I say no?”

“Does this routine work on all the girls?”

“What routine?”

“Oh, come on,” Lensis grumbled. “‘What routine?’ All the game you’re spitting.”

“I’m actually just really nervous,” I admitted. “I’m glad it’s coming off a little better than that, though.”

“I don’t believe you, but I am hungry. Cafeteria is this way.”

As we ventured across the quad, I tried to keep the conversation going. “You said you were new magic, right? Did that mean someone scouted you or what?”

She nodded. “I was the weird girl at my school, and I got really into wiccan and pagan rituals. I eventually found one that was a real spell. I was certain I imagined it, but then a recruiter appeared at my job the next day and brought me here.”

“What was the spell?”

“It’s silly. The spell made a single flower more fragrant. Not very impressive, but it got me out of my shit life and brought me here. I’m specializing in flora magic now.”

“What do plant wizards do?” I asked.

“A lot of it is next level horticulture, so I’ll be really good at growing things. Advanced flora magic lets me do things like relive the life of a plant. I can touch a 400 year-old tree and see what it saw when it was only 5. One of my professors is an architect who grows the buildings he designs. Another professor raises rare poisonous and predatory plants. And my favorite professor used to be a spy, using roots and vines to infiltrate places to gather information. I’m not sure where I want to take it, though.”

“Wow. That all sounds really interesting.”

Lensis smiled and nodded. “I like it. How about you?”

I wasn’t immediately sure if I should answer, but the only restriction Dean Pernel articulated was my Heal spell. She said I could share my Light spell.

So I paused outside the cafeteria and activated it, a glowing point of light appearing over my head.

“How’d you do that?” Lensis asked. “No incantation? No gestures?”

I shrugged and deactivated it.

Lensis needed a few moments to see that I held the cafeteria door open for her. I followed her in and got a tray of what she was having–a piece of glazed salmon with a side of broccoli and a cottage cheese–and joined her at one of the tables.

The cafeteria itself was far more modern than the library, but it felt more like a high-end Las Vegas buffet than a university lunchroom.

“So you’re obviously going to try for the illusion school,” she said, continuing our conversation now that we were seated.

“I don’t think so.”

“Why wouldn’t you? A natural talent that strong should be nurtured.”

“We’ll see. What do you do when you aren’t studying and tutoring? The travel restrictions make me feel a little bit trapped.”

“That feeling will go away when you live through your first incursion,” Lensis replied. “That’s when something gets through the wards. Relatively rare, but you will see it at least once. Some of the upperclassmen talk about monsters, but mine was people. Criminals who practice dark magic and either want to steal something from the University or kidnap kids for sacrifices or ransoms.”

“Jesus. That’s intense.”

She nodded. “To answer your real question, I don’t really go out. I’m so scared of flunking that all I do really is study.”

“That will probably end up being my life too. You saw how far behind I am, and I don’t want to blow this opportunity either.”

“You don’t seem stupid, so what happened?”

“I didn’t give a shit. It all felt so arbitrary, and I had so little control over my own life that doing nothing was the only agency I had. So, I exercised it and slept through most of high school. Or skipped classes. I did a lot of that.”

“I understand the feeling,” Lensis replied between bites of salmon. “But magic makes you feel like you’re in control, right? That’s how it was for me. I think that feeling keeps me motivated more than anything else. I like feeling like my destiny is my own and that the universe has to react when I want something to happen.”

I thought about the antipaladin watching and listening to this conversation. “I don’t know that I feel in control of anything, at least not yet.”

“Magic is different for everyone. Are you okay?”

“Yeah, why?”

“You barely touched your food.”

I looked down at my plate. “I guess I got really into talking with you, but I have to get back. I’m due to meet the legendary Joseiah in 5 minutes.”

Lensis chuckled softly. “Have fun. See you tomorrow.”

“Don’t you mean tonight?”

“Huh?”

“I was going to leave my blinds open to make the stalking a little easier for you. Be warned, I sleep nude.”

She pushed me away from the table as I walked by. “Don’t be surprised if I poison your food tomorrow.”

“Are you asking me out on another lunch date?”

“Get away from me, asshole,” she joked, pushing again.

“This one has her guard up, but you’ve slipped right by,” Byron remarked as I exited the cafeteria. “She’ll look even more beautiful with makeup running down her face from the tears she gets throating you.”

I was at the library door before I noticed my own reaction, or lack thereof, to Byron’s comment. It didn’t repulse me the way earlier, similar comments had. Instead, I unconsciously agreed with him and then enjoyed the visual in my mind.



“Fuck this guy.”

Joseiah would have done very well in Nazi Germany. He had the sharp, Aryan features of an ubermench–blue eyes, sandy blonde hair, chiseled jaw, perfect teeth–and he oozed charm. His smile was like a tractor beam, and his easygoing, humble confidence made him endearing.

I suspected that even without his impressive exploits, Joseiah would have been naturally popular. He was too nice and too good looking not to be.

But Byron hated him immediately.

“He is untrustworthy, and he is dangerous.”

“We’ve known him for 15 minutes.”

“He wreaks of lawful good. If he learns what you are, he will swiftly become your enemy.”

“I’ll be careful.” But really, Byron was just being paranoid.

“Latin can be really intimidating at first,” Joseiah explained as our lesson began. “The first few days are the worst of it, so don’t let how much it sucks now discourage you. Everyone feels that way, and you’re a smart guy. You’ll get the hang of it.”

As you can see, Joseiah was obviously a massive threat to my very existence.

He continued to demonstrate as such by being patient, encouraging, and creative for the totality of our tutoring time. Learning a second language had always been difficult for me. I could memorize vocabulary for tests easily enough, but I fell apart as soon as grammar was involved. That jump from connecting a picture of the library to the word in Spanish–which I don’t fucking remember–to verb agreements and whatever threw me, and I never recovered.

Like most things in my life, once it got hard, I gave up. Mrs. Derbin, my Spanish teacher, stopped calling on me entirely because she knew I didn’t know the answer and had no interest in learning what the answer was. So, she left me in the back corner of the room with two other slackers who were just as hopeless.

But after an hour with Joseiah, I felt like I was truly understanding the material. He was that good of a teacher.

Eventually, we transitioned into dexterity exercises, which were all designed to prepare me for the gesture component of spell casting. Frankly, I felt like someone who lied on their resume and ended up doing the deaf translation for a major speech despite knowing nothing about sign language.

“I know this works, but it's hard to imagine wiggling my fingers can turn into a spell,” I mused.

“Do you play video games?” Joseiah asked.

“Yeah, sure.”

“How about speed runners? Ever watch those?”

I nodded. “A little bit. They try to beat a game as fast as possible.”

“Correct, and they typically ‘break’ the game in some way. They might clip through a wall to get out of bounds, or they use a glitch to get infinite quantities of items. The set ups for some of those are so elaborate and convoluted that it seems impossible anyone ever figured it out.”

“With you so far.”

“That's how I think of magic,” Joseiah explained. “We exploit weird quirks in the fabric of reality so that it works how we want it to instead of how it's supposed to.”

“Or like using console or admin commands.”

“Exactly. A spell is like one big code. Gestures, incantations, intention, and components are all inputs to break reality for our benefit. Now, some people get really mystical and spiritual about it, and that's fine. Their inputs end up being the same, but the pageantry makes it easier for them.”

That explanation helped me immensely. I still struggled with the dexterity and coordination for many of the movements, but Joseiah said that was normal. Wizards moved their hands in ways that an average person would never need to.

“I recognize some of these gestures.”

“Does that mean spells you learned manually in your world would work here?” I asked in my mind.

“Possibly. I'm not sure how I would teach you the motions with words alone. If you allowed me access to your body, I could show you.”

“No, that's okay.”

Give Byron of Zaglis the keys to my body? Absolutely not. He would have no reason to ever cede control back to me. Nope. Nope. Nope.

He ultimately didn't press the issue, but the fact that he suggested it at all was concerning. He was like a thief walking down a street checking for unlocked cars. If one didn't open, no big deal, on to the next.

But if someone was foolish enough to leave a door unlocked, he took everything he could carry.

I wasn't a dumbass. I locked my doors.

When we finally finished, Joseiah flashed a big, warm smile and offered me his hand.

“Well done, David. That was a phenomenal start.”

“Thank you.”

“Do not trust him.”

“Clearly has it out for me. I thought he was going to swing on me any second there.”

“My judgment is more refined than yours. Do not be foolish.”

I started packing up my things.

“Your next appointment is not for an hour, and you do not need to eat. Study and practice.”

“My brain is still tired. I need to rest for a few minutes.”

“Do not squander this opportunity. Practice.”

“30 minutes of Instagram, and 30 minutes of studying.”

“Very well.”



Dean Pernel was dressed as she was the first time we met, except her pencil skirt was navy blue and her button up was light pink. She opened the door for me.

I followed her and her swaying hips, the fabric pulled taut from the curve of her ass. She sat and scooted her chair into her desk. Behind her, through the living stained glass, the sun set.

“I agree with everything you're thinking.”

That was probably true, actually.

“How was your first day?” she asked.

“Good. A lot of work, but good.”

“Wonderful to hear. These lessons won't be as mentally taxing, but they are even more important, so please, listen closely. Any student who didn't, failed out or died.”

“Died?” That seemed like an extreme jump from failing out of a school.

She nodded. “Magic is a powerful tool, but it is not a toy, and it is not your friend. A moment of irresponsibility, one minor lapse in focus, can have dire consequences for you and everyone around you.”

Dean Pernel put a grainy photo on her desk in front of me. It had the yellow-orange hue of a 70s photograph and showed a smiling blonde posing in front of the Farrun library.

“Teresa McCormic got drunk at a party and attempted an advanced gate spell. 2 students were never seen again, and she lost both her arms when the gate closed. She was trying to pull her roommate out but wasn't quick enough.”

The next photo was from around the same time period. Two boys held up a trophy and smiled.

“JT Klein and Shin Nakamora. They were roommates and had an argument one night. People on the floor heard shouting and fighting, but when the RA finally got the keys to open the door, they were both frozen to death. We still don't know exactly what happened.”

The next photo was from the 80s. A young man with a massive hair metal perm sat at his desk, reading.

“Ethan Fernseith. He summoned a glittersand, which is like a fae succubus, because he was lonely. She said, ‘Give me that dick’ while they fornicated, and he replied, ‘Take it.’ So she did. He killed himself when we told him there was no recovering or replacing his manhood.”

And on the examples went. We must have looked through 20 photos of students who either died or suffered injuries so horrific that dying would have been a mercy. The Dean would throw a photo on the desk and tell me what awful thing happened to them.

Turned herself to stone.

Melted her roommates eyes out of her head.

Lost his soul in a fae pact.

Boiled herself alive from the inside.

Summoned ravenous imps during his birthday party, killing himself and 7 guests.

Communed with the underworld and had his body stolen by the soul of a dead wizard. Threw himself from a bridge during a rare moment of control.

Wait. I had to pause her on that one.

“Do those kinds of possessions happen often?” I asked.

“That’s too relative a term for a wizard to remark upon. A more specific answer to a more specific question would be ‘six.’ That’s how many times something similar has happened.”

I wanted to ask more questions, but I couldn’t think of an approach that wouldn’t make Byron suspicious. As soon as I asked, “Hypothetically, how would one eject a hitchhiking soul, if one were so inclined?” he would know to be on his guard. Could he hurt me from within my mind? I didn’t know, but he could definitely be really fucking annoying.

“My challenge as an educator is to inspire my students to aspire to great things while at the same time respecting the limits of their abilities, and that is a difficult rope to walk. Too often, passion is a Trojan horse for irresponsible daring. Whoever brings it through the gates not only hurts themselves, but everyone around them. Selfish wizards are the most dangerous wizards of all, so I urge you to be anything but.”

“Maybe this is a dumb question, but how do you know where your limits are?”

“We incorporate that into our freshman curriculum. Not every spell can go horribly wrong if done incorrectly, so we find your edge by pushing until you fall off. The drop is a small one, so no one gets hurt in these cases. You can walk away with a feeling of what level of complexity is a step too far.”

“Like a squat rack with safety bars?”

Dean Pernel seemed vaguely offended by that comparison. “Yes, something like that. No school of magic is safe to practice. Illusion magic and restorative magic can be deadly. Healing magic, despite its application, can deliver extreme levels of harm. Now, have you given any thought to which school would be your specialization?”

“Between illusion magic and healing magic?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t know that I want to pursue either, to be honest.”

“Many students feel underwhelmed with what comes naturally to them, and it truly is a situation of the grass always being greener on the other side of the fence. No matter what a student is gifted in, they can’t help but fixate on what they want but can't have. I promise you that your appreciation for your talents will grow as you study.”

“Are you saying I have to choose between those two?” I asked.

The Dean leaned back in her desk chair. “We won’t pull your scholarship for taking a different path, no, but you must consider the reality of your mana pool. Immediate comfort with your school of choice will make that far more manageable.”

“But I could pick another school, if I wanted.”

“Yes, but with your level of innate talent, specializations outside of those two schools would be a tragic waste of potential.”

Oh, I knew this speech. That gosh darn potential again.

I hated how having potential gave people a free pass to remark on how disappointing I was. Whatever I did, no matter how perfectly acceptable it might have been, I could have done better. The person I was always had to compete with this imaginary version of me that only parents and teachers could see. He beat me in every contest, every time.

The more they pushed me to become him, the more I hated him. I would do anything to never become that shitbag persona that always moved the goalposts on me so that, no matter what, I came up short.

“Quiet your mind, David. Anger here will not serve you. Placate, redirect. Make her feel like she has made progress, and change the direction of the conversation.”

“Those are very good points,” I said to Dean Pernel. “That’s definitely something I need to think more about.”

“Good. I’m sure you’ll make an informed decision eventually.”

“I heard there have been incursions on campus before. What kind of danger should I expect when I’m off campus?”

“Special people are preyed upon everyday. Child actors. Rich grandparents. Political families. If you have something to offer, someone or something out there will try to exploit it or take it from you entirely. Most wizards live peaceful lives, but that’s because they keep their eyes open and guards up. They make it hard for knives to find their necks.”

“No offense,” I said, “but how do I tell who I can and cannot trust? I don’t know anything about you or this place, for example.”

“Phrase your questions more precisely, please.”

“How do I know I can trust you?” I asked.

“Maybe you can’t.”

“That wasn’t the reassurance I was looking for.”

The Dean shrugged. “Mad wizards are a cliche for a reason. Decades of paranoia can erode the mind, and paranoia is a cunning beast. After a while, seeing which precautions are reasonable and which are deluded can be impossible.”

I waited for her to continue that thought and explain how to keep such a thing from happening, but that wisdom never came.

“History is a critical part of magic studies,” she continued. “Understanding where we’ve come from can make it easier to understand where we might go next. What we’re about to cover is in a book called A Brief History of Magic, and I will lend you a copy to read in between our sessions.”

“I read it.”

“Which parts?”

“All of it. Someone at the library recommended it, so I read it.”

“Last night?”

“Yes.”

“Excellent. Saves me the trouble. Read this next.” She opened a drawer and removed a book, giving it to me.

The Power of a Word.

“This is a primer on how language interplays with magic. Please start with the chapters on pacts, promises, oaths, vows, bonds, and contracts. Since you worked ahead, we can end tonight early. See you tomorrow, David.”


Chapter 5

And thus became my routine. Four hours of tutoring with Lensis, followed by four hours of tutoring with Joseiah, followed by one hour with Dean Pernel. Then I spent all night in the library, studying what I learned that day, reviewing old material, and doing casting dexterity exercises.

The extra time was an advantage, but becoming undead didn’t change how my brain worked. I could only focus for so long and retain so much. I put in the effort, but that effort wasn’t boundless.

By the fourth day, I started to feel myself fall behind. If I couldn’t survive two weeks of tutoring, I had very little chance of making it through five years of rigorous study and training.

Byron was certain three extra points in intelligence would make a world of difference, but class wasn’t in session yet, so the campus was mostly deserted. Other girls were around, sure. I had no reason to talk with any of them, however. Byron insisted I hit on every girl I saw, and I disagreed.

Even in his world, that had to be kind of creepy. When the semester began, I didn’t want it to start with talk of how much of a weirdo the new scholarship kid was.

“What do I have to do to clear 100 Will points with just Lensis?” I asked Byron early one morning in the library.

“Make her cum. That’s worth 100 Will points on its own.”

“I was hoping you’d give me more practical advice.”

“At the very least, she needs to touch and be touched. Kiss her. Feel her up. Get her to blow you.”

“You say these things like I’m picking something in a system menu. The real world is more complicated.”

“I grant you that your world’s culture is different from mine, but you are a viceroy. You aren’t a lovesick little boy hoping to find true love. You are the prize. You are the forbidden delight. Embrace what you are. Behave like a true viceroy.”

“That’s easy to say.”

“I made all the same arguments to my teacher. When I followed her advice, though, I got what I wanted. Take my direction. You’ll see.”

“I’m telling you. This world is different.”

“You have given me a great deal of time to observe the women in your world. They may dress and speak differently, but what they desire is the same.”

Not wanting to continue the argument, I shifted my focus back to studying and practicing. Byron didn’t push the issue, and I was thankful for that.

Later that day, as I neared the end of my session with Lensis, I understood why he stopped trying to convince me. I floundered the whole four hours, trying to find an angle to move things further along with my goth girl tutor, and felt as if I never found my footing.

“Fine,” I said in my mind. “Tell me what to do.”

“Thank you. I will prove my value.”

From there, I followed Byron’s commands and parroted his words.

“You should meet me for a walk tonight,” I said.

Lensis looked up from our exercises for balancing electrons, protons, and neutrons. “Should I now? Why is that?”

“You deserve a night to relax, and you’d have an excuse to wow me with your plant magic.”

“What do you get out of this?”

“Time with you.”

“Are you hitting on me, David?”

“Very badly, apparently. If you’re just noticing now, I’ve been way too subtle.”

“You’re not subtle,” Lensis countered, a smile tugging at the corner of her lips.

“Good. I wasn’t trying to be.”

“I’m not looking for a relationship, so it would just be hanging out.”

“Hanging out was all I was looking for.”

She stared at me for a moment, her green eyes searching mine. “All right. I’ll meet you tonight and show you the gardens.”

In the hour between my session with Lensis and my session with Joseiah, I asked Byron, “How the hell did you do that?”

“She has been interested in you from the beginning. I did nothing more than act on it.”

“I don’t think it’s that simple.”

“Tell me, what would you have said without my words?”

“‘Hey, do you want to go out with me sometime?’”

“That lacks confidence and decisiveness. You are a viceroy. You are a leader, a source of power for the women lucky enough to taste your cock. Leaders do not hesitate. They are not unsure of themselves. They pick a path and commit to it. Your approach is filled with fear, like you’re already bracing for her to reject you.”

“Because she could.”

“A rejection only has power if you give it power. If she declined my invitation, I would have continued my life unbothered. Do not give her, or anyone, that power over your confidence. Not every oyster has a pearl, but if you lament your misfortune every empty shell you will never find a pearl.”

“You’re not understanding. It’s embarrassing to get shut down by a hot girl. I would look like an idiot.”

“You are an undead with two rare classes. Failure for men like us is as simple as losing a game of cards. You lose sometimes, so shuffle the deck and play again. The player who dwells on the loss, who won’t play another round for fear of losing, will never have the chance to win.”

“My life isn’t a game.”

“Only because you’re too scared to play.”

“Fuck you.”

“Hear me, viceroy. She is one of thousands. She isn’t unique. She isn’t special. This girl does not matter until you make her matter.”

“What if she tells her friends about how pathetic I was?”

“So don’t be pathetic. Do not lament your failure and beg her to reconsider. Move on, and leave her behind. Gods, I wish we could find a dungeon.”

“I know. I want the XP too.”

“No, for the perspective. Women are not to be feared. Save such emotions for real enemies, the things out to kill you and strip you of all you have. You talk of rejection like it’s a sword through your stomach, and I understand. I thought like you, once. I didn’t get what I wanted or enjoy my life until I left that thinking behind. Spilling some blood would help.”

“That’s enough of the life coaching, thanks.”

“Very well. I ask only that you become a true observer of your own choices. Take note of what moves you closer to your goals.”

“Sure. Fine. Whatever. We need to get to our next session.”



My lessons with Joseiah went well as usual, and my time with Dean Pernel that day was all about pacts and contracts. She rehashed a lot of what was in the reading she assigned, perhaps assuming I wouldn’t or didn’t read it, which was fair on her part. If this were any other school, I definitely would not have done the reading.

In short, I learned several times over how big of a dumbass I was for tearing that fucking page. The general wisdom was that humans should never ever make those kinds of agreements because they universally ended in catastrophe.

Yeppp.

Byron didn’t comment at all. He had been quiet since our earlier conversation. He was proving his point, and me blowing it with Lensis later tonight would be the big finale. After that, I would have to admit I needed his help, that I wasn’t capable of doing this on my own.

Then, I could either take his advice and get the Will points, or I could be stubborn and fail out of wizard school because I was a massive idiot who really needed those 3 extra intelligence points.

I checked my progress:

Level 1

Viceroy, Tier 1 (16/100)

Silk Cleric, Tier 1 (0/100)

84 Will points to go before I gained my first level. That felt impossibly far away.

I met Lensis outside the library when I finished with the Dean. The campus was lit by glowbugs, which were like fireflies but shone more brightly and with a longer pause between flickers. That dimness exaggerated the contrast between her dark make up and her pale skin. The deeper blacks made her eyes all the more alluring and intense.

“How was the Dean tonight?” Lensis asked as we started the walk across campus to the greenhouses.

“Tonight was why pacts and contracts are bad.”

“Oh, that speech. You’ll hear it a few more times in the next year because they really don’t want students messing that up. I don’t understand the coddling. Duh, of course you don’t commit to magic like that.”

“Right, of course,” I replied. “Duh.”

“And they act like we interact with fae on a regular basis. Some wizards never meet a fae their whole lives.”

“I can see the argument that meeting a fae once is enough to ruin your life, so the frequency isn’t that important.”

She stopped me with a finger in the chest. “You’re supposed to let the girl win the arguments, not make really good points.”

“...If?”

“If what?”

“You’re supposed to let the girl win the arguments, if…”

“You’re on a date.”

“You’re correct, and I was wrong,” I said. “Good to know that this is an official date.”

Lensis started walking again. “Clever, clever. Maybe you’re part fae.”

“What made you choose plant magic?” I asked.

“I’m one of those people who believes a person’s magic is a representation of who they are. I’ve always loved plants, and I have a knack for plant magic. It’s not the most romantic story, but I like where it ends up.”

Plant magic was a genre of magic that encompassed specific focuses like alchemy, herbalism, medicine, protection magic, farming magic, and druidry, to name a few.

“From the reading, it sounds like a pretty broad specialty,” I said. “Have you picked a focus?”

“Promise you won’t make fun of me.”

“Sorry. Contracts are bad. Can’t make that promise.”

Lensis sighed. “Fine. I’m a giant goth girl cliche and focus on deadly plants.”

“In your defense, it’s a pretty cool fucking focus no matter who you are.”

She rolled her eyes. “...Thanks.” She said it so softly that I didn’t know if she actually wanted me to hear it.

The Farrun greenhouses were several rows of glass buildings with iron frames and were shared by a range of programs who used plants in their practice. The University did its best to separate programs into their own greenhouses, but enrollment was busy enough that students sometimes had to share. That meant that even if you were growing garlic for your herbalism class, you had to be on the lookout for plants like leech lilies.

Surprise: They suck your blood. Bet you wouldn’t have guessed that.

Anyway, Lensis explained all of this in a speech that could be summarized down to, “Don’t touch or get close to anything, and for the love of magic, don’t eat anything.”

The greenhouse she showed me felt more like a botanical garden than the rows of tiny plastic pots I was used to seeing at Home Depot. Everything grew fast and large because of magic to the point that I would have gotten lost were the way through anything more complicated than a straight path.

“These are my favorite,” she said, pointing to a small tree with dozens of gray bulbs hanging upside down from its thin branches. “These are called sorrow blossoms, and they only grow on the graves of elves. They bloom on the anniversary of that person’s death, so the herbalism club holds a small service every year to commemorate that person. The dirt is just from the grave, by the way. No corpse here. Funny thing is no one knows who he or she was. The records got lost or something, so it’s kind of like an annual funeral for the forgotten.”

Her eyes twinkled with admiration as she gazed at the flowers. This was another goth cliche, to be clear, but her love for that plant was so unbelievably sincere. It was sweet.

“You’re really pretty right now.”

She spun. “What?”

“I don’t know. Seeing you love something so much is kind of beautiful.”

“You’re an unusual freshman,” Lensis mused, playfully squinting her eyes and tapping her chin. “This way. My summer project is over here.”

We stopped in front of something akin to a rose bush that wasn’t in bloom.

“That’s a lashing briar,” she warned. “I get so cut up taking care of it, but it’s also really freaking cool. Their thorns are kind of like vampire fangs. Not as extreme, but similar principle.”

I held my hand out.

“Don’t!” Lensis cocked her head. “First of all, you’re such a boy trying to touch the thing I just said was dangerous to touch. Second of all, why isn’t it attacking you? Are you playing a trick?”

“This isn’t normal?” I asked. The plant hadn’t moved in the slightest, and I was less than an inch from one of the branches.

“Maybe it’s sick?” She reached toward my hand, and the lashing briar promptly raked a row of thorns down her forearm. “Shit! God dammit! What the fuck, man?”

“I’m not doing anything!”

“The plant ignores you because you are undead. Move on from this topic.”

Nice to know Byron was still chaperoning my date, but I also appreciated the urgency.

“Let me see,” I said.

“I’m fine. It’s normal.”

The scratches weren’t deep, but her arm looked like a cat with a bad case of the shakes clawed her. Little droplets of blood started to push their way to the surface.

“That was just so fucking dumb of me. I’m embarrassed.”

I gently took her hand to inspect her arm. In my mind, I asked, “Should I use my Heal spell?”

“Yes.” He sounded like he made an attempt to hide his true tone. What he really wanted to say was, “Yes, for fucks sake.”

I activated Heal.

Her wounds closed. When she wiped the blood with her thumb, it smeared, revealing only healthy skin beneath.

Lensis’ eyes were wide. “You never told me you could use healing magic.”

“I’m supposed to keep it a secret.”

“Yeah, you blew that one, but… thanks. Usually these scratches burn for like 3 days straight. I don’t feel a thing now.”

“You’re welcome.”

“I won’t say anything,” Lensis said seriously. “I mean that.”

“I know.”

“Do you have more secrets?” she asked.

“Probably.”

She nodded, her gaze lingering on me. She blushed and turned, already walking away. “Want to feed it? We have feeder mice in the shed. It’s really cool to watch.”

I laughed to myself and followed.

“Don’t worry. The mouse doesn’t suffer that much.”

“Thank you for the reassurance.”

We stepped out the back of the greenhouse to a storage shed just on the other side of a small footpath. Lensis lifted the latch and pulled the door open.

An elf with ears so long they were like the handlebars on a bike gripped an upper shelf of potting soil. She arched her back as someone I couldn't quite see rammed her from behind, closing her eyes in ecstasy. Her long hair flowed nearly to the ground, and her breasts swung like heavy bags with every thrust.

“The fu-”

“Sorry!” Lensis said, slamming the door shut.

She grabbed my hand when she sped by, and we ran all the way through the greenhouse to where we came in.

“Oh my god,” she said, giggling between gasps for air. “I can’t believe that just happened.”

“You made my first time meeting an elf memorable.”

Lensis laughed harder. “Glad I could be of service. God, that’s so embarrassing, and she’s a TA for one of my courses this semester.”

“At least you know her extra credit policy already.”

She backhanded me in the stomach. “I guess it’s true that elves have intense sex drives.”

“Is that something people say?” I asked.

With a shrug, Lensis answered, “That’s what I heard. They used to have their own plane, kind of like the fae. It was destroyed in a war, and the ones who managed to escape to our world are duty-bound to repopulate or something.”

“A whole plane?”

“Ate itself, basically.”

“Jesus.”

Lensis nodded that she agreed. “I had other plants to show you, but we’re not going back in there tonight.”

“That’s okay.”

We lingered awkwardly in the night quiet, neither of us knowing what to say.

“Give her an innocuous reason to invite you to her room.”

“Are you into music?” I asked.

“I’d say that I am.”

“Take me to your room and let me hear your favorite stuff.”

Lensis stepped away from me as if to hide her face as she thought. “This way.”

+1 Will point.


Chapter 6

We paused outside of Lensis’ dorm room.

“I don't usually take boys back to my room,” she said.

“Okay.”

“I'm serious.”

“I believe you.”

After a few more seconds where she seemed to consider abandoning this whole idea, she opened her door.

“Which side is yours?” I asked.

She backhanded me again. “Very funny.”

One side of the room had a periodic table on the wall and posters from classic films like Casablanca and Citizen Kane. The other side of the room had posters of punk and metal bands while the bedspread had a cartoon skull pattern.

“I like a lot of older stuff,” she said, syncing her phone to a speaker. “Ever listen to AFI? Or how about HIM?”

I shook my head as a song started to play.

“The lead singer of AFI is named Davey Havoc. You ever go by ‘Davey?’”

“Definitely not. Also not Dave, before you ask.”

“What if I called you Davey?”

“I would remind you that Farrun has a strict no-bullying policy.”

Lensis laughed.

We went back and forth talking about music and bands for the next hour or so. In truth, I forgot I should feel nervous. She had interesting tastes and knew all kinds of bands I had never heard of. She was even nice enough to be interested in a few of the alternative rock songs I played for her. They weren’t deep cuts compared to her collection, but she didn’t complain.

More and more, I noticed Lensis finding excuses to touch me. Her body leaning into mine. Her hand touching my thigh or my chest to emphasize a point. If I held her gaze for longer than a few seconds, she turned away from me, attempting to hide that she blushed.

“So David, do you think plant magic is lame?” she asked after a while.

“Even without the elf fucking, I thought it was cool. I tried growing weed once and really sucked at it.”

“Nothing grew at all?”

“I started to get some sprouts, but then my dad found it and beat my ass,” I said. “I haven't picked up a garden shovel since.”

“Is that how you found out you could do healing magic?” she asked.

“You gave her a secret. Ask her to reciprocate.”

I shook my head. “I don't think that's fair to ask me without coughing up a secret of your own.”

Lensis thought. “I would deny this to my grave, but I like some Taylor Swift songs.”

“Booooo.”

“Everyone's a hater.”

“No, I wasn't booing Taylor Swift. I was booing you for giving me the lamest secret ever. No way that's equal to what you got out of me.”

“Fine. These are secrets, so we aren't sharing them, right?”

“Right.”

Lensis huffed. “I had an OnlyFans for like a week, and then I got scared and embarrassed so I took it down.”

+5 Will points.

Byron already knew what OnlyFans was because of our time scrolling Instagram.

“Do you think less of me now?” she asked.

“For what? Having an OnlyFans? No, I don't care.”

“A lot of people look down on it. Ruining my chance at a career is what scared me into quitting.”

With a shrug, I said, “I won't tell anyone. I also don't think it's a big deal.”

Her eyes locked on her phone as if she were looking for a way to look anywhere but at me. She bumped her shoulder into mine. “Would you have subscribed to me?”

I whistled. “That question is full of landmines.”

“Afraid to answer?” she raised an eyebrow and bit her tongue as she smiled.

“First of all, I'm broke, so a subscription is out of my budget. I know, you think that's a copout, so chill out and let me finish.”

Lensis giggled.

“If I hadn't met you, I would want to see the pictures.”

“But not now?”

“I do want to see them now, but I would restrain myself. I think that kind of thing assumes anonymity, like a built in sort of distance. As soon as you know the person, that changes things.”

“Very chivalrous of you.”

“Press her.”

“I think nudes of a girl you know are better if she gives them to you personally. If I see you naked, it means something, you know?”

“I think I know what you mean.”

“Would you subscribe to my OnlyFans?” I asked.

“I would look for the free leaks. Only puds pay for porn.”

“Ha!” I laughed. “But you would still look.”

Lensis ran her eyes up and down. “Yeah. At least the thumbnail. I'm not saying I'd click through a gallery.”

“She's got jokes.”

She grinned proudly.

“So what you're saying is I need a killer thumbnail?” I stood from her bed. “How do you think I should do it? Like bent over this desk, maybe? Would you click this one?”

Lensis could not contain her giggles. She covered her mouth with one hand and waved at me with the other, like she needed me to stop so she could take a breath.

“I could be more aggressive. What if I do that arm thing to push my tits out? I think you lean into it like this.”

“Stop… Can't… Breathe…”

“No, you're right.” I turned my back and looked over my shoulder. “I should go mysterious. Tease them more.”

Lensis lurched forward, laughing between gasps, flailing hammer fists. “Oh my God. Let me breathe, asshole.”

I wrapped my arms around her in self defense. “Stop that. Your hands are so boney.”

“Are not.”

“I'm going to bruise. You'll see.”

She tried to fight back, so I squeezed a little bit harder to keep her under control.

Lensis looked at me, her cheeks red from laughing. Little teary streaks smudged her makeup.

I went for it.

+15 Will points.

She tasted vaguely of coffee with a sweetness beneath. Once our lips touched, she didn't hesitate. When I tried to play it safe and pull back, she followed to extend the moment. She gasped a small smile when I tugged at her lip ring.

“That was nice,” she said, gently pulling back, catching her breath. “And fast.”

“Is that okay?”

Her smile widened. “Yeah.”

“Press her.”

I leaned back in for another kiss. She accepted it with a tighter embrace. My hands on her hips, I guided her to sit with me on the bed.

“You never told me which thumbnail got the click.”

She kept her lips close to mine as she laughed. “It was an accident. I was trying to hit that tiny fucking X.”

I laughed back. “Still counts.”

I ran my hand down her back, lightly tugging her hips toward mine as I reached for her ass.

+10 Will points.

Lensis pulled away and brushed my hand aside. “Too fast,” she whispered. “I like you. I just need this to be slower.”

“I don't mind slower. I like you too.”

She kissed me on the cheek. “It's late.”

“You're right.”

“We should do this again, though.”

“We will. Goodnight.”

I waited until I was in the stairwell to lay into Byron.

“What the hell was that?”

“Is that rhetorical?”

“No, it's fucking not. How did I do that? That wasn't me.”

“Of course it was.”

“I can be funny sometimes, but I'm never that smooth. Not a fucking chance could I play it that cool.”

“How strange would it be for a druid to fear animals? Or a barbarian to never feel rage?”

“The viceroy class is doing this to me without my consent.”

“That's the wrong way to think of it. The fighter class doesn't make someone like martial weapons more than other combat options. Instead, the class clears away doubt and confusion. To the person, holding a sword or a spear just feels better than anything else. You are a viceroy. Wit and poise are your weapons.”

“That sounds like a really elaborate way to protect my self-esteem.”

“The class didn't give you wit. It merely quieted the thoughts that got in its way. You know those words were yours, that they were you. Do you disagree?”

“They were things I would think to say that night in the shower like three hours too late.”

“See? That's the class helping you get out of your own way.”

My phone vibrated.

Lensis texted, “Which would you click?”

She attached three pictures. One was a mirror selfie of her in black lingerie with white polka dots.

+5 Will points.

The second was her naked body as seen through a foggy shower glass.

+5 Will points.

The final photo was her lying on her back in bed, her sheets leaving one breast bare.

+20 Will points.

“See? Your success is not from outside manipulation. It's from clarity. Would you rather this night have gone differently, or are you happy with this outcome?”

I swiped back through the photos. Lensis was cute as fuck.

“I like this outcome.”

“So enjoy it.”

What did it say about me if I found the psychopath in my head to be inspirational?

I checked my progress:

Viceroy, Tier 1 (76/100)

So much for leveling up tonight. I did have fun, though. Maybe I could tolerate being a viceroy after all.

Jesus, dude. No. Don’t let the antipaladin bend you.

I tried to push thoughts of mastering the viceroy class from my mind as I returned to the library for another wonderful night of studying while Byron tried to resist complaining about how slow of a reader I was. Though I truly intended to focus, I couldn't help but take out my phone and look at Lensis’ pictures again. Byron never complained when I treated myself to another viewing.

“Are we not going to discuss the elf?”

“What is there to discuss?”

“David. You can be honest with me.”

“Yeah… I want to bang an elf.”

“The amount of expression in her ears was intriguing. If you have the opportunity, you should experience an elf.”

“If it looks like I’m in danger of missing an opportunity like that, for the love of God, please stop me.”

“Very well.”

About an hour and a half into reviewing my Latin notes, I received a notification:

+50 Will points.

Viceroy class has advanced to tier 2.

Overall character level has advanced to two.

New abilities and status points to allocate.

“What the hell?”

Byron guffawed in my mind.

“What’s so funny? Where did those Will points come from?”

“Sweet little Lensis just got herself off to the thought of you.”

My brain needed a moment to process Byron’s words. “Seriously?”

“Indeed, viceroy.”

This was an interesting first. Not once in my life had anyone admitted to masturbating to me. It was the kind of thing every pent-up 15 year-old boy hoped for, but I accepted that something like that probably wouldn’t happen to me, and if it did, I would never hear about it.

But knowing it happened with certainty? I had never felt more confident in myself, so much so that I felt a sort of high.

Then, of course, I couldn’t help picturing it. The photos she sent earlier helped with that.

“Shall we level?”

“Right. Yeah.”

I opened my character sheet. I put all 3 of my points into intelligence and looked at my unlocks:

Positive Feedback

Passive Ability

If a target has previously transferred Will points to the viceroy, any satisfaction they feel when touching the viceroy is increased slightly. This effect is cumulative.

In His Eyes

Passive Ability

Whenever a target transfers Will points to the viceroy, they feel more confident about all aspects of themselves. This effect is cumulative and more pronounced when the target is in the presence of the viceroy.

Curtain Peek

Active Ability

Cooldown: 10 minutes

Gain insight into a target’s sexual tastes, preferences, and desires. The more Will points a target has transferred to the viceroy, the more detailed the insight.

“I don’t remember seeing any of these in your book.”

“These are new to me as well. I had expected to see Reward for the Loyal in these options.”

“And Mind Armor. That one is important for me to take, right?”

Asking that question was more of a test. Byron spent a great deal of time discussing how important mental protection was in light of Aurketzu manipulating him. I was curious to see how he would react when the ability presented itself.

“Self-defense is always important. As we’ve seen with stat points, however, sometimes immediate survival takes precedence.”

“Are you saying I shouldn’t take Mind Armor when it shows up?”

“As I said in my offer, I was transparent about Aurketzu’s behavior so that you could be aware and informed of the world you’re stepping into. Do you actually need Mind Armor to protect yourself from me? I’m not Aurketzu, but I also recognize you have no way of knowing whether that’s sincere or not. If I tell you to take Mind Armor, then my advice makes your build less optimal. If I tell you not to take Mind Armor, then I sound like her.”

Byron was gifted at talking in circles. The conversation doesn't go anywhere, yet you feel even more lost.

I knew I needed Mind Armor, but the system also didn't offer it, so arguing with Byron about it now wasn't productive.

“In His Eyes seems like it would be the most helpful right now.”

“Agreed.”

I selected it and reviewed my character sheet;

Level 2

Viceroy, Tier 1 (26/200)

Silk Cleric, Tier 1 (0/100)

Chaotic Neutral

Strength 1

Dexterity 2

Constitution 1

Intelligence 6

Wisdom 2

Charisma 1

Active Abilities: None

Passive Abilities: Bend, In His Eyes

“Your intelligence is 6 now, correct?”

“Yes.”

“At 6, your intelligence is akin to an educated professional. In my world, successful merchants or recent graduates of university often had intelligence stats between 6 and 9.”

I didn't feel any different, but once I started my nightly studying, the impact was clear. My focus lasted longer. My retention improved. And I felt as if my working memory had expanded, like I installed a new batch of RAM in my brain.

Maybe I wouldn't flunk out now.

Even with the intelligence bump, I found studying difficult. I couldn’t stop thinking about Lensis laying in her bed with a hand down her panties as she imagined me inside her.

To be continued…. maybe.
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