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Previously



Vester Gambit followed his twin brother onto a bus to campus, needing to hand over some mail. Unfortunately, that meant he was on the bus when Truck-Kun decided to sideswipe it and send many of the passengers on a one-way trip through the Reincarnation Network.

Deneb “Denny” Gambit was meant to become the Hero in a realm named Ordinal. Hand chosen by the gods with five of his fellow passengers, he was destined to deal with the threat of a Dark Lord the gods had their eyes on.

The only wrinkle, however, was that Vester showed up in front of the gods as well: an extra soul they were obligated to give a new life to—and connected to their Hero in ways the gods didn’t approve of.

Unable to deny him his reincarnation, the gods decided to lay down a number of curses on Vester to ensure he’d never gain power. More importantly, they wanted to try and ensure he couldn’t interfere in the life of their Hero. Unfortunately for the gods, two of their number had taken a shine to Vester.

Julius, the God of Life, countered the Goddess of Death’s curse by ensuring that Vester would always heal from any wound he took. This made Vester functionally immortal, instead of destined to turn into an undead under the Goddess’ control.

But it was Non, Goddess of Chaos, who truly changed Vester’s fortunes. She chose Vester for her Avatar, equipped him with magical gear, and tinkered with his class to ensure he’d have his own chances to level up. On top of that, her position as his Patron meant she was able to give him Quests that would help him grow in power… while letting her meddle with his love life.

Because while Vester was forced to work with the Adventurer’s Guild, he met a few individuals he began to grow close to:

Kora Dol, the Guild Master of Porter’s Walk, was a blind kitsune Elemental Knight who hoped to use Vester’s skills in creating lifelike illusions to allow her to delve once more. She was the first to sign a Contract that allowed her to learn Vester’s secrets and start building a plan to help him grow.

Skylar Free, a Puppetmaster with the ability to create golems to fight alongside her, was happy to befriend Vester, and when he picked up enchanting, she was even happier, for their skills meshed in making her golems stronger. She was soon eager to Party with Vester and become more than friends.

Krysta Breen, the Hospitality Mage, was a Reincarnate just like Vester. Only, Krysta had come from a world called Taryl, and all the magic she had learned at the Otherworld Academy was being channeled into a unique class. Like Vester, she took a job as a receptionist for the Adventurer’s Guild, and thanks to Non’s Quests, she had a lot of motivation to spend time with Vester.

When the Adventurer’s Guild discovered that the simple dungeon outside Porter’s Walk was actually a gateway to the Great Dungeon, a significantly more powerful realm, everything changed. The Adventurer’s Guild was swamped with the tasks of building a fortress around the entrance, and Dungeon Gate 5 was founded. That kept Kora too busy to delve with Vester, but Krysta and Skylar had agreed to sign Contracts of privacy, so the three of them decided to delve on their own.

The first floor proved relatively simple for them despite their low levels, but the other delvers were almost their undoing. Vester and his companions saved Li Ra—an oni gunslinger—and her partner from treachery, and then helped the survivors depart the floor. But when Vester and his Party decided to continue exploring, they were attacked by a challenge far beyond what the first floor should have offered.

The fight was brutal, yet their reward for victory proved to be a trap that dropped them onto the second floor. The new area was far more dangerous, and it took focus and significant effort for the Party to make their way to a stairwell back to the first floor. Defeating the entrance guardian was a desperate battle, and only Vester’s immortality allowed him to survive it—though the Party succeeded in returning to the first floor and exiting the Great Dungeon.

Despite the unexpected difficulties in their delve, Vester, Krysta, and Skylar had grown significantly in power. Non’s Quests had granted them several unique boons, and they’d acquired enough loot to improve their lot in life. Kora Dol was quite pleased to discover how well they’d done and confirmed she wished to join them on their next delve.

The only wrinkle threatening to upend Vester’s new life was the arrival of the Church of Life to build a temple in Porter’s Walk—and the Hero’s Party the church intended to level in the Great Dungeon.

Now, Vester is going to have to determine how to deal with his twin—who doesn’t recognize him since Non changed his race—and a Church whose goddess cursed him with animosity from all her followers.


Prologue



Denny swung his shield up and blocked the rapid dagger thrusts Jack was sending his way. The blades screamed across the solid metal of Denny’s defense, and a flex of the Hero’s arm sent his friend’s attacks out to one side. That left Jack open for Denny’s return stroke, but the redhead was fast enough to leap back and avoid the incoming sword chop.

“Woah!” Jack yelled. “Easy, bro! Not all of us have enough stats to tank every blow thrown our way!” the other man protested. The Bloodrager was built for strength and speed, but his constitution wasn’t the greatest. Denny grinned, knowing how much Jack hated getting hit; he also used that flash of anxiety to catch his friend in the face with his shield and send him flying against the wall of the training courtyard.

The thud of Jack striking the marble sheathing was audible even over the sounds of the temple’s teams training; the activity momentarily ground to a halt. Three separate Priests cast a healing spell on the redhaired man as he staggered back to his feet. “That was fucking low, Denny,” he grumbled.

“You can’t let your guard down every time you come close to getting hit,” Denny said, shaking his head at his friend. He knew Jack didn’t like training when Emma wasn’t with them. “You have to trust your team. We have a good—”

“Then where the fuck is she!” Jack exploded. He pointed at a pair of their teammates. “My useless brother and sister are here and they’re helping out.” Then his hand shot out to point at the chained form of Kimmy, who was snarling like a beast while struggling against the weight of the magic chains around her limbs. “Even the nutjob is out here practicing. So where the hell is our healer?”

Wow, this has to be serious for him to admit Rachel and Davis are actually his siblings, Denny thought to himself. He hates that his dad remarried and this whole time he’s been pissed they’re here. The Hero took a moment, trying to figure out how to calm his friend’s explosive temper. He settled for sheathing his blade across his hip and slinging his shield over his back.

A peek over at the pair of siblings showed the anxiety and discontent on their faces, but neither of them said a word or stepped any closer to their angry half-brother. If anything, Denny thought they stepped back a bit to avoid drawing more attention to themselves.

His decision to put his equipment away seemed to have helped, though. Jack took several deep breaths and slammed his blades into their scabbards. “Look, Denny, I get it. She’s your girlfriend and her class is rough on her… but we had to abandon the dungeon under the capitol because she couldn’t get her shit together. If she’d fucking manned up, we could have beaten that place again and ag—”

“Hey,” Denny said warningly. “Using her skills causes her pain,” he pointed out. “She’s a Holy Lighthouse. She has to channel divine energy through her body and out into the world, so until she gets her constitution higher, it’s going to keep hurting.”

“Well how the fuck is she going to level if she won’t come out and help us! She didn’t even register at the Guild with the rest of us. We’re going to have to make a second trip today just to get her ID!”

“Nah,” Denny said, waving his hand away. “I got one of the Bishop’s administrators to request the Guild send someone over for that. They’ll take care of all of it without Emma needing to face all those people.”

“Great, more special treatment,” Jack muttered. Denny felt a flash of worry—his friend seemed to be getting angry more and more often. He wondered if it had something to do with the man’s class. Jack had always been abrasive, with a sense of humor that could peel paint off walls… but he’d never been this prone to outbursts before.

Then again, Jack’s dad was pretty abusive. I don’t think Rachel and Davis got it as bad as Jack did, but none of them are good at confrontation. Pity Jack won’t lean on his half-siblings for some support instead of resenting them because he thinks they had it easier…

It was an old observation Denny had made about his friend. He knew Jack blamed his siblings’ mother for what their father had done. The old man had been having an affair and Jack’s mom had been pretty vocal on the ‘whore’ corrupting him whenever she got to drinking. The whole situation was a mess, and Denny didn’t think the lot of them ending up in a new dimension had helped resolve it at all.

Thinking about Jack’s siblings always made him feel like he was forgetting something. When he tried to think about his own family, he just got flashes of a little girl hugging him and promising he’d have a great life. The Blessing of Peace made sure he was always clear-headed, and he felt it activate in that moment, tingle, and draw his attention back to Jack.

“Let’s get some food,” Denny said abruptly. “You’ve been working hard, and I heard the cooks were going to try to recreate that fried chicken recipe you told them about. We can have a little celebration over getting approval to start delving the Great Dungeon.”

Jack immediately seemed to cheer up under the idea of some old-fashioned pampering. Denny watched the guy’s entire demeanor change. Shockingly, Jack turned to Rachel and Davis. “You two want some fried chicken?” he called. The pair blinked in unison, looked at each other, then stared back at Jack.

“Ummm, sure,” Davis offered in a shy voice. Rachel nudged him, and then inclined her head toward Kimmy. The Ragedancer was still struggling to perform her elaborate hand-to-hand techniques under the weight of her chains. Her snow leopard-like tail was sagging from exhaustion, her spotted hair and pointed ears flat against her head, and sweat covered her body. “C-can we invite Kimmy too?” Davis asked after picking up on Rachel’s signal.

A shadow passed over Jack’s face, and for a second Denny thought the man was going to refuse, then he just shrugged. “Sure. She’s doing her best. Not her fault her class is fucked up...” The way Jack’s eyes ran over Kimmy’s scantily clad form suggested the redhead had other reasons for inviting her along, but Denny wasn’t going to criticize him for enjoying the view.

Kimmy’s transformation into a felid, or cat-girl, had left her incredibly hot. Muscle sheathed her lean body, her skin was tan, and she had long, gorgeous silver hair with spots of black and gray that matched her huge, fluffy tail. She had clawed fingers and toes, sharp teeth, silver eyes slit like a cat’s… and her class gave her a palpable air of danger.

It hadn’t been so bad at first.

At level 1, Kimmy’s Athletic Rage skill had just meant that the angrier she was, the better her dexterity was. The Living Weapon and Kinetic Regeneration skills compounded that by boosting her strength when she was unarmed and giving her a self-heal that worked while she was moving—she was basically a regenerating blender of claws whenever she cut loose.

But at level 5, she’d taken a skill called Battle Tempo that meant she grew stronger the longer she fought. The Church of Light had been terrified at how fast she’d passed everyone but Denny in levels. Kimmy had been constantly charging out and throwing herself into any fray possible, without regard for her own safety.

She thinks she can get back to Earth if she dies again, he thought morosely. That level 10 skill, Feel the Music, was supposed to calm her down. They said it would boost her wisdom when the music filled her soul and help soothe her rage and let her resist the battle lust—except she hates the fucking music on this world.

That was when the Church had started shackling her. They claimed her race and class combination was making her go feral. Denny couldn’t really argue that she was losing herself. He knew something had happened between her and Jack and she’d slashed the guy pretty badly. According to Jack, he’d just complimented Kimmy on how good she looked in her pelt armor.

She took Soul Sight at level 15 so she could see whether people meant her harm or not, and after that point just… stopped trusting the Church. She claims their souls are festering pits, yet they claim she’s been corrupted by the Goddess of Chaos. Something about taking a forbidden Quest. That’s around when Emma started withdrawing from the Party too. I wish I knew what was going on.

“Hey, we going or what?” Jack demanded. The sudden words shocked Denny out of his ruminations and his head tingled once again as the Blessing of Peace helped him get back on track. His worries about Kimmy faded away and he offered his friend a bright smile.

“Of course! Can’t let a taste of home go to waste, can we?” Denny tossed an arm over Jack’s shoulders and motioned for Rachel and Davis to follow along. The pair exchanged another set of glances, then started walking along behind them. Rachel lifted a hand toward Kimmy, but the felid shook her head. Kimmy’s exhausted gaze was locked on Jack with a twist to her lips Denny couldn’t read.

Blessing of Peace thrummed in Denny’s mind yet again, and he forgot what he was worrying about. The last thing he saw before they turned to head toward the cafeteria was Kimmy staring at them resentfully.

I don’t get that girl, he thought. The temple provides so much for us, yet she just keeps acting crazy. Maybe Jack’s right and getting turned into a cat-girl gave her PTSD. Shame, I wish she was joining us. It’d be nice to have the whole Party together for a celebration. After all, we’re going into the Great Dungeon soon!

He tapped a passing Priest on the shoulder. “Can you send someone to Emma’s room and invite her to join us for a meal? We’re going to throw a small party, and I’d love if she came.”

“Of course, Hero!” the Priest said excitedly, then ran off.

Denny was in a pretty good mood as he made his way down the corridor toward the dining area. This new world was a great place, and he was glad to know he could count on the Church of Light to help him figure out his path.


Chapter One



Kora Dol grinned at Vester, her blind eyes still sparkling despite the milky pupils. “Come on, you’re not afraid of a little pain… are you? Isn’t that why your girlfriend cast her Sanctuary over the training area?”

Vester saw Krysta preening at being called his girlfriend. She was over in a corner of the room, working on a tea ritual that would let her Happy Home skill serve them food and drink that would boost their stamina and health regeneration.

“Afraid of pain?” Vester repeated, shaking his head. “No, but I do have some concerns about getting hit so hard I fly across the room like a dodgeball… again.” For the duration of this training session Vester hadn’t been wearing his Raiment. Without his dexterity bonus he was still fast, but Kora’s experience negated most of that—and she had almost as much dexterity as he did despite it not being a focus of her class.

While he wore a simple linen tunic and trousers and held Trickster’s Cane, Kora wore a simple silver dress covered in black embroidery that stood out beautifully against her black hair and tails. The kitsune had a simple tower shield made of scrap wood and a curved wooden blade with a lead core to give it some heft.

“Magic-free zones exist,” Kora said, adjusting her grip on the shield to block more of her body from his view. It didn’t seem to be a conscious movement, just an automatic adjustment to maximize her defensive stance before she launched an attack. “Our branch of the Great Dungeon has been evaluated as an A-rank danger, bordering on S-rank. Your gear won’t help you if you don’t have the training to make the best use of it. Right now, you’re leaning too heavily on the boosted dexterity.”

Vester was very glad that Kora had committed herself to joining them on their next delve. Having a front-line defense specialist would make their lives a lot easier. But the kitsune was a consummate professional when it came to Adventurers, which meant she wasn’t letting them go back in until she felt they had “The Basics” down.

Krysta had been assigned lessons with a Warrior who specialized in staff-fighting. Skylar was working with a Brawler who used a weighted club. Vester, however, was still under the effects of the God of War’s curse. While he’d learned he could poke people with his cane in a mock-attack if he didn’t intend to do any damage, it still made training awkward whenever strangers were around.

But since his cane and his agility could so closely mimic a speed-based sword style, Kora had decided to start teaching him directly. She’d started with a rapier and solo fencing, and Vester had done fairly well there. But as she’d progressed to heavier weapons, he’d started to struggle. It wasn’t avoiding the blows that was hard—it was the fact she expected him to parry and counterattack.

If you call poking someone with the tip of your cane a counterattack, he thought while warily watching Kora’s shield.

That shield had become the bane of his existence. Ever since she’d started adding it to the sword lessons, Vester had truly begun struggling. For some reason, he had a hard time predicting the many, many ways she could use her shield as a weapon.

Just today he’d taken a shield bash to the face, had his foot smashed by the bottom edge, caught the upper rim under his chin, and most recently been hurled from one side of the training court to the other after she’d shot forward in a sudden charge.

It’s like being attacked by an aggressive house, he complained, gah!

Kora stomped forward and shot her shield out in yet another bash. This time he saw it coming and slipped to the side, but instinct had seen him step to the left, which meant he’d moved directly into the path of her sword. The curved blade whipped around at his leg, just above the knee, and he was forced to parry with Trickster’s Cane.

The clack of the wooden cane deflecting the sword echoed loudly around the area, but Vester couldn’t take any time to appreciate his success, since Kora’s damned shield was coming back at him, edge first. He flexed his leg and kicked down on the thing, surprising them both when he shot into the air above her.

Somersaulting over her, Vester spun and reached out with his cane. Her momentary surprise allowed him to poke her twice in the back, roughly around the kidney area. Her tails flailed around in response to the sudden touch, but he managed to avoid her disarming him that way.

This time.

“Yes!” Krysta cried, clapping from her position in the corner. “That was smooth!” the pandali called with a supportive smile. “Did you do it on purpose?”

Vester’s ability to answer was limited because Kora spun with her shield held horizontally like she intended to cut him in half with the damned thing. Her constitution was so high that even having both kidneys punctured wouldn’t have killed her immediately, so the training didn’t stop just because he’d scored points.

He dipped to the side and slapped his free hand onto the ground, turning the move into a tumble because he expected her to thrust with her blade behind the shield swipe. He tried to keep Trickster’s Cane where it could shield his body during the roll, but to his surprise no deflection happened.

That was because she’d chosen to retreat a step, reset, and wait until he rose from his roll to launch into a charge behind her shield. Vester had no time to think, knew he didn’t have the strength to block her charge, and so he did the first thing that popped into his head.

Vester transformed Trickster’s Cane into a walking stick and used the extra length and his dexterity to launch him up and to the side. Kora blew through where he’d been standing and her shield smashed his artifact out of his hands, but he’d avoided the hit completely.

Of course, that meant she had several minutes to chase him around the training area while he waited for Trickster’s Cane to return to his grip, since of course the Elemental Knight did not give him an opportunity to recover it on his own. She was dedicated to reminding him why getting disarmed on the battlefield was usually a death sentence.

Finally, Kora allowed him to collapse in a sweaty heap. It was a pleasant heap, since his head was on Krysta’s thighs and she was feeding him tiny finger sandwiches and letting him sip tea from her cup. Happy Home saw his energy regenerating rapidly.

To his dismay, Kora looked like she’d barely worked up a sweat as she took a seat on the floor across from them. “You’re getting better,” the Guild Master offered with an amused smile. “I’m aware it feels awful but pushing you to your limits is the only way to teach you how to get the maximum value from your stats.”

The reminder took some of the sting of the difficult training session away, so Vester resisted the temptation to groan dramatically. “I know,” he said. “It never occurred to me that I wouldn’t just know how to use my new growth… I assumed magical shenanigans would cover any gaps in my knowledge.”

“I did too,” Krysta admitted while passing a cup of Kora’s favorite tea over to the other woman. Kora offered a smile of thanks and took a sip. The kitsune was the most relaxed Vester had seen her over the last few weeks.

“Leveling does help people tap into their potential,” Kora conceded. “But there is a difference between someone who has taken themselves to the edge of their abilities time and again, and someone who simply relies on inflated stats and gear to overpower their obstacles. It’s one of the reasons the Guild doesn’t power level people past level 10. Nothing beats true experience for teaching a person what they can do.”

I get it, Vester realized. The massive boost to my dexterity has let me accomplish a lot of stuff I couldn’t before, but it didn’t teach me the instincts I need. Being able to jump around a moving Vapor-Wagon kept me alive, but I could probably have done a lot better if I actually knew how to fight. That vampire was almost as fast as I was, and it tore me apart. How much better would I have done if I had more than a basic knowledge of swordplay at the time?

It had only been two weeks since Vester had delved the Great Dungeon alongside Krysta and Skylar, so he could still vividly recall how badly that vampire had wrecked him. Since then, they’d been putting in a lot of work preparing to have another chance to take on the dungeon.

The arrival of the Church of Light and the establishment of their temple had been the largest change to Porter’s Walk, but not even close to the last. Adventurers had continued to pour in, so the Transportation Guild had altered convoy paths and allowed them to receive a new Vapor-Wagon every three to four days.

The influx of resources from the Great Dungeon had seen the crafters going wild and the economy had basically gone mad. Prices shifted every day, and if it weren’t for the limits imposed by the Guilds, then the marketplace would probably have seen bloodshed with people fighting over the higher-demand materials. As it was, the Mayor and his little cabal of crooked businessmen had had no choice but to completely change their business model.

With the constantly arriving sources of competition, the locals suddenly found themselves in dire need of a good relationship with the Adventurer’s Guild. Sales, discounts, and bargains started appearing overnight, and the Adventurers took shameless advantage of it.

The Builder’s Guild had arrived soon after, and houses, inns, stores, and other facilities began going up fast. If Vester hadn’t been spending so much time registering new Adventurers and assigning access to Dungeon Gate 5, he might have been confused at the sheer number of boarding houses, hostels, and other hospitality venues going up.

Sadly, his trip to the Great Dungeon hadn’t marked a slow-down of his career the way he’d been promised. Oh no, he’d been working almost every day, and when he wasn’t at work, he was training. Between Kora Dol’s insistence on improving his martial prowess and his own determination to raise his ability with enchantments, Vester hadn’t been getting much sleep.

Krysta’s Sanctuary had been incredibly helpful in that regard. She set it up every time they trained, and it helped ease the fatigue he should have been feeling with how hard he’d been pushing himself. It’s also great that she keeps going out to Skylar’s workshop to make sure our resident Puppetmaster doesn’t work herself to death too…

Skylar had taken her share of the profits from their delve and dedicated it to improving her golems. It had been brutally clear that Woody and Dent wouldn’t last past the second floor. That meant Skylar needed to source and shape golems from magical materials, and while she’d extracted the cores from her beloved servants, she was still working on putting their new bodies together.

Vester understood that part of her training was manipulating multiple golems and using her new Telepathic Link skill. Skylar had asked for his help in creating some cheap golem frames from wood and paper; they’d managed to get something resembling bats crafted, and she’d installed the cores inside.

Now, while she worked on the real golem bodies, she had those drones flying around and studying the town. Vester had ensured they were painted in the colors of the Adventurer’s Guild, and he’d also managed an enchantment that had them glow with the Guild logo—just to keep people from shooting them down.

Krysta shifted beneath his head, which drew his attention back away from his musing over their busy schedules. She leaned down, which completely enveloped his head in her bust, and whatever she’d said to him was lost as he was smothered by heaven.

Vester patted at her bicep a few times, and she seemed to realize what she’d done, because she shifted to arch her back and uncover his face. “It’s a good thing I can’t die,” he teased. He heard Kora snort in amusement, but when he glanced over the Guild Master had a completely innocent expression on her face.

Krysta wasn’t nearly so composed. She grabbed his shoulder, pulled him up off her lap, and poked him in the chest. “Maybe if you took me on that date I was promised you’d get more than the occasional squishing,” she pointed out. Any desire to joke faded when he saw genuine hurt in her eyes.

Vester took a second to actually move into a real sitting position next to her and slipped an arm around her shoulders. “You’re right,” he said. “In fact, if I remember our schedules correctly, we both have the evening free day after tomorrow… How about we inform our vicious task master that we’ll be skipping out on training and go to dinner that night?”

Krysta’s face lit up. “Really?” she asked. Her huge tail puffed-up like a massive brush behind her, quivering in a vertical pillar that matched the way her ears had shot upward. The pandali was practically vibrating with excitement. Then her eyes darted over to Kora Dol.

Kora, holding a teacup in front of her face to hide her expression, let out a thoughtful noise. “Mmmm, as the ‘vicious task master’ in question, I suppose I can admit when my students have been working hard and deserve a break,” she said, replying to Krysta’s unspoken question. But then the kitsune turned her eyes to Vester. “Just remember that Tomlin’s representative arrives at the end of the week. We might lose what little free time we have soon. Don’t waste it.”

I’m one hundred percent okay with having a boss telling me to get laid, Vester thought with amusement, though he did his best to keep his inner thoughts off his face. “Still think Tomlin is going to replace you?” he asked.

Kora’s expression fell, her ears drooped, and her tails sagged to the ground. “Sadly, I don’t think he has a choice. With the difficulty the Great Dungeon is showing, there’s no way he can justify leaving a level 28 Elemental Knight as the Guild Master. The original plan to send a more powerful Adventurer to act as my assistant doesn’t make sense, especially since the Church installed that nasty Bishop.”

Discovering the odious man she’d tangled with was a level 49 Bishop of Light had been unpleasant; while the Treaty gave Kora the upper hand in negotiations, Ordinal was a world where might made right.

“Now, since you’re clearly well rested,” Kora said suddenly, setting down her teacup, “and you’re expecting to take some time off training… we’ll need to make the most of the time we have left today.”

Vester didn’t need Krysta’s giggles to know he was about to get his ass kicked.


Chapter Two



Thankfully, nothing came up to stop Vester from escorting Krysta from the Guildhall for their date two days later. She was wearing a black gown that was completely open in the back to allow her tail the freedom to move, and it took all his self-control not to walk behind her just to enjoy the view.

It wasn’t as immodest as one might suspect. Krysta’s tail was a massive, bushy affair. The tops of her round ass cheeks were only visible when the red-and-black-banded appendage swished at just the right angle.

But when they were visible, Vester was mesmerized.

Of course, the view from the front was magnificent as well. The black material came up to her chin and formed a collar around her throat. The silky fabric clung to her curves while gliding down her torso and looping around her hips.

If someone had looked at one of those ‘virgin killer’ sweaters and turned it into a dress, this is what it would look like, he mused. She’s going to start a riot. He saw the looks Krysta was getting—it was like some of the Adventurers had seen her for the first time.

She’d always been beautiful to him, but in the pleated skirt, button-down blouse, uniform jacket, high socks, and vest, some people had only seen a Guild receptionist. But in her current dress, there was no way to see Krysta as anything but a gorgeous woman.

She had both arms curled around his elbow and was pressing up against him like she was afraid he’d float off into the air and disappear. That was earning him more than a few unhappy looks, but Vester stared back each time until the asshats looked away.

His reputation had only grown since the confrontation with the Bishop of Light, and it amused him to know people still thought he was secretly some powerful conjurer.

He’d chosen to match Krysta’s outfit that evening by changing his clothing to a suit of black silk, crimson embroidery, and a green ribbon to tie back his hair. He thought they looked pretty good together, and from the looks Krysta kept sneaking, he suspected she agreed.

Definitely the right choice to match my hair-ribbon to her eyes, he realized with a feeling of pride. “Where do you want to eat?” he asked with a smile. “You said you wanted to go somewhere new, did you have a place in mind?”

“I did!” Krysta said excitedly. “There’s a new restaurant that opened last week called the Silver Fang. I’ve heard they serve food passed down from an ancestor who reincarnated on Ordinal, so it’s considered very unique.”

Huh, food from another world. Well, I can see why she’d be interested in that. Might offer her a taste of home.

It was still a little odd for Vester to think about Krysta being from a world that wasn’t Ordinal or Earth, but he was adjusting. When his bus had been hit, he’d gotten vague memories of some kind of waypoint and someone talking about a Reincarnation Network, so it was obvious that souls moved all over the place in this reality.

“Sounds good,” he said, not wanting to keep her waiting while he got lost in thought. “Do you know the way?” Because he hadn’t exactly been exploring the town over the last two weeks, Vester had no idea where the new establishment might be.

“Of course!” Krysta laughed, then she started dragging him along the street away from the Guildhall and toward some of the larger buildings. A lot of the earliest buildings in Porter’s Walk had gained a floor or two since the Builder’s Guild had arrived. Even the Guildhall had gotten a sizeable expansion.

Now, the buildings in the central part of town averaged four stories, and Vester noticed that stone was starting to replace wooden walls. The progress truly reflected the fact that magic was part of everything on Ordinal.

A small cart chugged past them along the cobblestone street and the acrid smell of its mana-vapor engine caused him to wrinkle his nose. Krysta sneezed and swept her tail around in front of her face to clear the air. “Ugh, they’re using an imperial model,” she complained.

“Imperial?” Vester asked, unsure what she meant. He had been studying up on enchantments, but he hadn’t taken the time to really research how the magical technology on Ordinal worked. That was the realm of the Rune Carvers, not Enchanters.

Krysta nodded. “There’s two main ways to create a vapor engine,” she said, taking on a lecturing tone. “The imperial system involves dumping mana crystals into a catalyst that produces a mana-rich vapor which can be channeled through runes to power the system. Unfortunately, the vapor is toxic and stinks.”

“Ah, let me guess… it’s cheaper to produce than the other method?” he asked, already sensing a parallel from an old Earth problem. She nodded her head a few times, then paused to adjust her glasses.

“Exactly. The other method involves carefully growing and compressing mana crystals into a core. The technique takes a long time, but once a core is established, it produces a steady output of mana that can be used to fuel the runes. When vapor-technology was rare, nobody had an issue using the old method…”

“But as technology advances and the demand for more and more machinery rises, people start cutting corners to get their equipment into production sooner,” Vester concluded. “The downside, of course, is that it’s noxious and potentially causes long-term harm to the world around it.”

“Yes, well, at least that’s the way it worked on Taryl.” Krysta hummed thoughtfully. “I’ve heard that more-powerful monsters on Ordinal have cores or some other kind of mana crystal inside them. That might mean they use a different method here.”

“We’ll have to ask Skylar,” Vester decided. “Considering how much she’s worked with the Transportation Guild, I’m sure she knows more about this stuff than either of us—however, tonight is about you. So, let’s get to the Silver Fang and enjoy a nice meal together, shall we?”

She let out a happy squeal and leaned over to plant a kiss on his cheek. Then she nibbled along his long ear and Vester had to resist the fierce temptation to twitch under the sultry nibble. He hadn’t been living as an elf for very long, so it still caught him by surprise how sensitive his ears were.

That is… just not fair. It’s all well and good when I do that to them, but knowing they can make me shiver just by breathing across my ear?

Krysta’s brilliant green eyes were watching him knowingly, and Vester felt no shame in creating an illusory hand to pinch one of her ass cheeks under her dress. She jumped with a squeak and likely would have thrown her hands up into the air in a panic if he hadn’t tightened his elbow to keep her arms against his side.

“Behave!” she hissed while blushing furiously. Her tail took several long seconds to calm down enough to start swishing behind her, and he saw that her ears were vibrating. He couldn’t resist the smirk that crossed his lips.

“You started it,” he pointed out in complete honesty. That saw her sticking her tongue out at him then turning her attention to the street so she could resume leading him to the restaurant.

When they arrived, Vester was surprised at the interior of the place. It wasn’t quite Japanese, but he saw some clear Asian influences. The waitresses were dressed in something similar to a kimono—though the garments only descended to the women’s knees.

The tables were low to the ground and there weren’t any chairs, just cushions. Ironically, Vester had gotten used to that because Krysta’s Create Sanctuary tended to turn rocks into giant pillows, so he had no problem lowering himself across from the pandali.

Not everyone nearby looked quite so comfortable, but he was keeping the majority of his attention on Krysta. The Hospitality Mage looked around in complete fascination. If she was hoping for something from Taryl, I don’t think she got it. She looks like all of this is new to her… but luckily she’s loving that.

Krysta was an explorer at heart. He knew she’d died trying to track down some ancient ruin in another dimension. She wasn’t even trying to hide the wonder in her eyes while she took in every detail about the place she could.

“Would you like to start with a traditional tea service?” the young woman who’d escorted them to their table asked. When Vester nodded, she offered a shallow bow and made her way to the back of the establishment.

“What do you think the tea service will be like?” Krysta asked. She wiggled on her cushion, which made answering hard for Vester, because his eyes were drawn to the swaying motion like they’d been magnetized. He had to blink a few times to reboot his brain so he could answer.

“I’m not sure,” he admitted. “Could be a ritual or something they do before the meal…” Vester had some suspicions, since the décor did remind him of Earth, but he was conscious of the fact that they were in public and it was entirely possible for people to overhear everything they said.

He wasn’t going to give any sign he recognized the food or culture if he could avoid it.

Fortunately, Krysta was more than smart enough to understand his caution. She curled her tail around herself and over her lap. It was long enough that it actually covered her backside completely by looping around her hips, and soft enough to squish under the table—causing other patrons to shoot a few disappointed glances her way… and a few partners to glower at their dining companions.

Vester grinned. Unlike those sad individuals, he wasn’t getting in trouble for staring at Krysta. Not at the moment, at least, though it occurred to him delving in the dungeon might be another story.

Kora doesn’t seem to have a problem with me being a relationship with Krysta and Skylar, but we’ll have to see how she feels about stuff during the delve itself. I’m definitely not going to be making a habit of leaving us vulnerable to monster attacks. That roaming Boss is not an experience I want to repeat.

The waitress came back and knelt next to their table. She led them through a simple ceremony of brewing, smelling, and discussing the history of the tea while waiting for it to reach the perfect temperature. It would have been marvelous… had the tea not tasted like pickles and butter.

“Dillberry tea!” Krysta cried in excitement. “I haven’t had this in so long… it was one of my professor’s favorites…” That made a flash of sadness cross over her face for a moment, but she still thanked the waitress and drank her entire cup.

Vester did his best to get through his first cup, then carefully set it aside and vowed never to touch the thing again. ‘Non, if you have any power in this moment, please save me from ever tasting anything like that ever again,’ he prayed in the privacy of his head.

Krysta had noticed his expression, and her lips flattened together so tightly they’d gone pale. “You can laugh,” he said with a snort. “Don’t hurt yourself holding it back.” That freed her to giggle, and she ended up having to hide her face behind one of the cloth napkins for a few seconds before she could get herself to stop.

Vester just shook his head and resigned himself to more culinary weirdness, though he ended up being pleasantly surprised. The waitress returned with a bowl of soup that tasted delightfully fresh—some kind of citrus and herbal recipe with hints of meat so subtle he couldn’t identify them.

The next dish saw them eating dumplings, fried rolls, and a weird, pyramid shaped steamed bun. The flavors were odd, but none of them were terrible. The only thing that was truly bizarre was the fact that rice substitute was a light blue and crunched when he ate it.

Krysta seemed to enjoy the meal, and she made sure to ask the waitress about every dish. Apparently, it went against Silver Fang policy to give away their recipes for free, but they were willing to sell cookbooks, so Vester made a note to purchase one for Krysta before they left.

Dinner conversation was light, mostly focusing on the food.

The best part about the meal, from Vester’s perspective, was that everything was light and refreshing. By the time they were done, he wasn’t feeling bloated or heavy, which meant he was more than ready to see if Krysta was prepared to engage in some… more vigorous activities.

Except, it turned out she had other plans.

“There’s a small camp over on the north side of town where a group of Bards and Actors have set up a small theater. I really want to see the show, can we go?” she asked. Her eyes were so wide and excited there was no chance he’d be saying no to her.

“Of course,” he agreed. He slipped his arm between hers and started them walking in the right direction. He was fairly certain she hadn’t noticed him accept the cookbook while paying for the meal with his Guild ID, so he was hoping to surprise her with it later.

“Do you think they’ll use illusions in their play?” she asked while looking over at him.

“You know, I’m not sure,” Vester admitted. “I can certainly see how illusory scenery would make for a compelling show, but I haven’t seen much of the entertainment side of Ordinal. I imagine someone with the right class can do all sorts of amazing things during a play, even without illusions.”

“Me too,” she agreed. “I’ve heard that they’re doing plays about the origins of the System. That’s one of the reasons I want to go so much.”

Vester thought about that for a few moments, then nodded his head in agreement. “That does sound fascinating.” He leaned over and kissed her neck. “Though I admit, I had planned on stealing you away to somewhere private after dinner.”

Krysta grinned at him, her tail swishing. “Oh, I’m sure you did,” she said. “But since you made me wait to get my date, it’s only fair I make the most of it, don’t you think?” She preened under the kiss, subtly arching her neck to offer it up for another.

Vester gave her a second peck, then straightened back up. “Far be it from me to deny a beautiful lady her heart’s content,” he said in a teasing manner. “And… you do deserve a good date,” he added. “I hope you know that I won’t take you for granted...”

Her entire body seemed to melt against him for a moment, and for a brief second Vester thought she might drag him into an alley. Instead, she kissed him back, then tugged on him to get them walking faster toward the performer’s camp.


Chapter Three



The play was… interesting.

Vester and Krysta snuggled together on a chair that more closely resembled a fainting couch than any other term Vester could use for it, and while they reclined against the curved arm, they watched the mysteries of the greater universe unfold.

At least, that was how the gnome in charge of the production had phrased it.

Mostly, Vester watched what appeared to be disjointed illusions of broken, fragmented terrain moving in abstract patterns while seven figures glided between them. Most of the figures he recognized:

The dark elf in the toga was definitely meant to be Non, her presence a constant source of disruption. She wasn’t quite a villain, but she definitely wasn’t presented in the most flattering light.

A felid male in white robes threw seeds while also carrying on a shocking love triangle between the Goddess of Death and the Goddess of Peace; that was clearly Julius, and Vester was surprised to see the play acknowledged he was Non’s brother.

Delar, Goddess of Death, was presented as a human woman, though skeletal bones had been painted along her skin; Vester wasn’t entirely sure if that was meant to portray her as a skeleton, or if those were tribal markings. She was the second most savage of the gods, practicing blood magic and slaughtering anything that came out of the abstract scenery.

Law, who never got named during the play, was a human sage shown to possess great magic. He bound beings with Contracts, bargains, and chains that forced them to remain still while the other gods attacked them.

The orc, God of War, also had a name that wasn’t announced—and they were a brutal barbarian. Wielding a massive ax, he solved every problem he encountered with violence. The giant green figure was also depicted as a cannibal, which shocked Vester.

Peace, or Victoria, was a human girl with golden hair. The play implied she’d come from some other world, much like Non and Julius had. She was shown to be a cleric of some power, and it was Krysta who pointed out that her holy symbol matched an empire that threatened Taryl and several other realms in the multiverse in her lifetime.

What confused them both, however, was the seventh figure. It took some time for Vester to realize the abnormal shape comprised of tentacles, eyes, and mouths was intentionally disjointed and broken apart. The narrator went on about the being—Horror—as the source of the broken landscape.

The other figures banded together to battle Horror, and slowly they formed a massive cage around the beastly figure. Illusion created glowing chains that emerged from the cage to link each of those fragmented terrains, slowly molding them together into a tapestry that formed the world.

Krysta mumbled something about the Void between realities and the Horrors that broke down the laws of existence, which clued Vester in to the fact that they were watching the gods forge the System and create the Great Dungeon which was what maintained Ordinal.

He felt dumb that it had taken him so long to really put it together, but in his defense, the play itself had almost no dialogue. Everything was depicted through exaggerated body movements and interpretive dance. Honestly, Vester found it more than a little mind numbing, and he was also confused at how poorly the illusions were constructed.

“That was… something,” he said to Krysta as they walked out after the curtain closed. He took care to keep his voice down. While it might not have matched his tastes, the rest of the audience had clearly enjoyed it, and he didn’t want to disparage the actors.

“Different from the kind of plays I’m used to, that’s for sure,” Krysta agreed. She leaned into him and intentionally batted at him with her huge tail. “Back home we had musical scores in the background of our plays and dialogue between the actors.”

Vester nodded, his fingers cupping her bare hip as he drew her in closer. “Yeah, that’s more what I was expecting too.” He glanced around and saw that they were about a block away from the performer’s camp. “I’d have thought they would use their illusions more, since they had them.”

Krysta’s ears swiveled toward him, then she snorted. “I think you’re forgetting the differences between ranks. If the skill is under B-rank, they probably can’t manipulate multiple senses or that big a space at once.”

Vester blinked. Fuck, I forgot about how the power of a skill scales with both the level and the rank. Krysta’s right. Not to mention, the skill might not even be Freeform Illusion—it could be something more focused. I was looking at everything from my perspective, but my skills are really powerful.

“Good point,” he said, then he decided to change the subject. “Did you have any more activities you wanted to do?” He playfully tickled her side through the opening of the dress, leaning into her to keep her from squirming away. “Because I have some plans for you.”

Krysta squealed at the sudden attack and her arms shot upward before curling around his neck. The pandali flexed her abdomen and wrapped her legs around his hips. In what was nearly the same movement, her tail swept around them both to half conceal their torsos behind its bushy surface.

It was only after she’d covered his face with kisses that she offered him a sultry smile. “Nope, you’ve pampered me enough tonight… now I’m all yours.” She fluttered her eyes behind her glasses, the luminous emerald gaze focused entirely upon him. “However. You. Want. Me,” she added, punctuating each word with a longer kiss.

Vester took longer than etiquette would consider appropriate to remember that they were on a street at the edge of town. His hands had migrated into her dress, cupping her backside under her tail, and his attention was thoroughly focused on the kisses he was getting. The temptation to just conceal them with an illusion right where they stood was strong—but someone clearing their throat nearby brought his attention back to reality.

They surfaced from their kissing to find a rather matronly looking halfling staring at them. The figure had a large sack clutched to their chest and Vester saw quite a bit of fruit sticking out the top. The pink-and-blue-striped bananas startled him enough that it took a second to realize the ‘matron’ staring at him was a man.

“Sorry, sir,” Krysta said, blushing a deep red against her dark complexion. She climbed down off of Vester and offered the halfling a polite curtsey. Vester blinked, then inclined his head in his own apology.

The odd little fellow just offered them a grin. “No worries. I was young once myself,” he said in a cheerful tone. “But you should know there are young eyes watching.” The halfling flicked his eyes over to an alley, and they all turned to regard a trio of young-looking figures standing between some buildings.

Yeeeeeeeah, sorry Bilbo, I don’t think we’re corrupting kids like you think we are, Vester thought as he took in the trio. Two of them, elves or half-elves, were ladies in revealing dresses. The third and shortest was a dwarf, and judging by the truncheon the man was trying to hide behind his thigh, Vester was betting he was either a pimp or the guy who rolled anyone foolish enough to go into the alley.

“You’re absolutely right, sir, no reason to make things awkward. We should head home for the night,” Vester said instead. Krysta’s eyes narrowed and she opened her mouth, but then closed it with a soft click when she met Vester’s gaze.

The elderly halfling puttered away, and Vester waited long enough to make sure the prostitutes and their guard weren’t going to follow the little guy, then he started walking as well. Vester glanced over his shoulder and saw the trio staring his direction, but a minor illusion of flames flaring in a crown around his head saw them ducking back into the alley and out of sight.

“Porter’s Walk is getting more dangerous,” Krysta said. The walk was a bit more subdued after the run-in, though Vester didn’t feel it had been completely ruined. “I never thought I’d see something like that here.”

Vester rubbed his hand along her side, reminding her she wasn’t walking alone. “Crime showing up is inevitable,” he replied with a sigh. “With so many people moving into the town to take advantage of the Great Dungeon and all the materials it is producing, it’s not a shock some of them are going to be less than honest… Skylar and I were attacked by bandits, remember?”

Krysta let out an unhappy sound. “I remember, but that happened outside of town—this isn’t that far from the town center!” she protested. She waved a hand to indicate the buildings around them. “In the outer blocks, yes, but it’s not like the wilds are within sight anymore!”

Vester was surprised how shaken up she was, so he pulled her in closer and hugged her tight. He didn’t stop their walk, just held her against his side. “You okay? This seems to be bothering you a lot. Anything I should know?” he asked in a gentle voice.

She nibbled on her bottom lip, looking uncomfortable. “I guess I’m not used to the idea of there being crime around…” she admitted. “Before I left for Taryl and the Academy I lived in a pretty safe community and, well, when I went to the ruins I wasn’t exactly around people. There was talk of pirates, but the airship I hired never ran into problems.”

“Aaaaah,” Vester said. “Well, I wouldn’t say we’re looking at a crime wave just yet. Prostitutes are pretty normal in boom towns, and we don’t know they were planning anything bad.” They’d reached the town streets where the poles supported the vapor-lanterns. The amber glow seemed to comfort her, and he could feel her calming down.

It’s easy to forget how skittish she is, he mused. Sudden noises and movements can trigger that reflex where she throws her arms up. I wouldn’t call her anxious, but there’s definitely some ingrained reaction to perceived threats. That just makes it even more impressive she’s willing to go delving and does well in her staff training.

He lifted his hand and used the knob of his cane to tip her chin upward until she looked at him, startled, and when he kissed her she melted against his side once more. Finally, he felt the last of the tension ease out of her—this time, he wasn’t willing to let anything disrupt the mood again.

“Come on,” he said with a smile. “I have a surprise for you.”

Krysta stared at him in curiosity as he led her toward the expanded inns closer to the Adventurer’s Guild. He walked into one and drew a key from his pocket. The woman behind the counter gave him a friendly wave, and Vester nodded to her while he led Krysta down a hall and into a very old-fashioned lift.

The bronze metal cage had a collapsing door and opened and closed diagonally, so after making sure it hadn’t caught Krysta’s tail, Vester gently backed her up against the rear of the cage. The thing was slow and creaky, and she looked confused as to why they were taking it when the building was only about five floors tall.

Of course, there was a reason Vester had chosen one of the tallest inns Porter’s Walk possessed, and his hands started roaming her curvy body while the two of them gradually rose up the shaft. By the time they’d gotten to the point the open mesh door gave them a view of the second floor, one of his hands was between her thighs and she was whimpering.

Vester had to cover her mouth, but she couldn’t keep from letting out breathy gasps while his fingers danced between her folds. He used his teeth to pull her dress inward to expose one of her heavy breasts, which he then claimed between his lips. He sucked her plump nipple in and began twisting his tongue around it for all he was worth.

Krysta’s fingers wrapped around the bronze cage bars to keep herself upright, and Vester had to support her with the hand between her thighs to help her keep from falling over. By the third floor his palm was soaked and she was trembling through her first orgasm. It just made him move his fingers harder, and when he shifted his head to expose and bite her other breast, Krysta screamed into the muffling hand.

The clanking elevator took them up through the fourth floor, where Vester momentarily heard voices, though none of them sounded alarmed, so he didn’t think anyone had spotted the pandali getting fingered hard in the compartment.

Krysta’s breath was blowing hard across the back of his hand, and she’d begun frantically licking at his fingers and sucking on the meat of his palm. Her back heaved, thrusting her breasts at him while he bit and sucked on her nipples. Those dark nubs were swollen from the attention by the time their ride finally rattled to a stop on the fifth floor.

He straightened up, staring into her green eyes. “Leave your dress the way it is,” he rasped in a husky voice, then he cupped the back of her neck and pulled her alongside him so he could escort her to the lone room on that floor.

Vester had chosen the only inn that had an elevator leading to a private, VIP room just so he could have this moment and walk Krysta through the short hallway with her dress mashed between her breasts, the skirt hiked up lewdly, and his fingers digging into the back of her neck in a domineering grip.

Though he hadn’t known she was going to look as sexy as she did. She’d outdone herself with that dress on so many levels.

“You know,” he began, his voice teasing, “I could hear you when you were whispering to Skylar about that tradition among your people. The one for claiming a mate… It sounded like a pretty brutal affair. Marking your chosen in front of others, forcing them down, using them for pleasure while they thrashed and squealed for all to see…”

He trailed off, feeling her tremble under his hand. He leaned his cane against the wall of the room and dug out the keys to open the door to their suite. The room had thick wooden walls, a huge bed, a luxurious carpet, a steaming bath large enough for two… and a luxurious fireplace with a pelt of some kind spread out before it. Never seen a blue wolf the size of a polar bear before… especially with horns.

He gave Krysta a few seconds to appreciate how nice the room was—then used his grip on her neck to wrestle her to all fours before the fire.


Chapter Four



The squeak Krysta let out at finding herself suddenly down on the soft fur transformed into a sound of raw desire at feeling his body press against her from behind. “V-V-Vester,” she gasped, breathing hard. “Are you going to—UNGH!”

Her question cut off with a wanton sound of bliss. Vester had manipulated his Raiment to transform it into robes that weren’t in his way, and the moment she’d started to ask his intentions, he’d hilted inside her with a single, rough thrust.

He had to grab her tail when the fluffy appendage started to flail wildly at his sudden penetration, but that just made Krysta moan louder. “I am,” he said, answering the question she hadn’t managed to finish. “I’m going to claim you, just to make sure we match your tradition.”

Vester was grinning, and his two-handed grip on her body kept her perfectly positioned on all fours before him as he took his time starting to thrust. Krysta let out a gasp, then a moan, pushing back against him. “Mmmmmmm,” she managed, giving up on trying to form words.

He held her steady, thrusting faster, harder, and each time his body impacted against her ass Krysta let out a gasp. The rapid sounds were primal, and she adjusted her knees, pressing her chest down against the furs—offering herself to him for his taking.

Fucking hell she’s gorgeous, Vester thought, breathing hard with the growing effort. Not quite what I pictured for a romantic moment… but I have no complaints… and damn it’s hot. He appreciated that different cultures had different expectations, and the heavenly sensation only grew as she clenched herself to try and hold him inside. Then she came for the second time that night and her entire body shook under the force.

This time there was no hand muffling her lips, just a scream of delight that he swore made the window rattle. That set him off, and Vester grunted as he released inside of her. He pressed up tight against her from behind and wrapped his arms around her torso. She held him up with her ass, wiggling against his hips.

“T-t-that was niiiiiiiiiice,” she murmured, her voice hazy. Vester thought she sounded almost drunk, he shifted his hands to cup her breasts while rolling them over to seat her on his lap while he held her.

“You don’t think we’re finished yet, do you?” he whispered into her ear. “You can’t think I’m going to let our first time together be a one and done on a fur carpet… Do you think so little of me?” Her answer came out in a garbled chirp, because while he spoke, Vester rolled her over once more, this time pinning her on her back on the floor.

He stared down at her, drinking her in; his hands carefully untied the sides and collar of her dress and peeled it away and tossed it aside. With Krysta nude before him, he got to enjoy the sight of her lush curves. She blushed under his gaze and tried to cover herself with her tail, but he nudged it away.

“None of that,” he ordered playfully. He gave her hip a smack to chastise her and saw that it made her bite her bottom lip to stifle a small moan. “Now, my plan is to try and suck those lovely nipples off… but is there anything you want?”

Krysta’s eyes widened and Vester grinned as he ducked his head and claimed her nipple between his lips and started to suck before she could respond. She groaned, then her hands came up and curled into his long hair. She pulled his head down, and in the same motion she looped her legs around his hips and yanked down to flatten him on top of her.

“M-m-my ass,” Krysta gasped. “I want you to take everything, every… hole, and, a-and, just… gently,” she managed. Despite her request, Krysta showed no interest in relaxing her grip around his head and kept his face mashed into her breasts. At almost the same time, her tail looped around his back like she was covering him with a blanket.

But she did take one of her hands and slide it down between the two of them. Her fingers found his shaft and she began to stroke it slowly. When she felt him harden once more, she adjusted herself until she was pressing the tip of his cock into her tight anal ring, then she used the muscular length of her tail to slowly push him inward.

Vester let out a groan of his own, his hands adjusting on her breasts, and she let out a whimper. “One… sec,” she gasped. “I… like it. Let me… just… enjoy…” Krysta’s words were broken up by her own movements. “Got prepared… earlier…” She was flexing her back, hips, and ass to slowly work him in deeper. Vester didn’t push it, letting her set the pace. But he did make sure his hands were full of her glorious chest, pressing the globes together so he could tease both nipples at the same time.

Face to face the way they were, he had a beautiful view of her emerald eyes, though her glasses actually steamed up when she let out a huff of joy. The slow pace of their bodies moving together was sensual, and Vester loved the feeling of her soft curves under him as she tightened her hold.

“You’re beautiful,” he told her, his lips curling around her nipples while he flicked his tongue rapidly across the nubs. “Enjoying your date?” he asked playfully. While he wasn’t rushing things, Vester added some force to his next thrust and she arched beautifully for him.

“Yeesssssssss,” she dragged out in a husky moan. “Is…i-is it weird… that…. it’s romantic, like this?” she panted. “In my ass, I mean?” A flicker of insecurity crossed her face, so he lifted himself up enough to claim her lips in a gentle kiss.

“We’re allowed to think anything we want is romantic,” he affirmed softly. He planted another kiss on her lips. “We get to decide, nobody else, okay? If you like it, then it’s perfect. Promise.”

She seemed reassured, which she demonstrated by pushing his face back down between her breasts. “Mmmm, okay,” she whispered, “then you get back to it, because I need m-more, so much more!”

Vester didn’t even try to gauge how long they moved together. It was slow, sensual, and let him worship her breasts while they glided against each other. Krysta’s body quaked in orgasm, shaking beneath him, and he held off his own until he just couldn’t contain himself anymore.

By the time he found his release, they were exhausted. A languid bath cleaned them off, then they curled up together to enjoy the large, comfortable bed beneath the silken sheets. When the morning came, Krysta greeted him with her mouth, enthusiastically expressing her enjoyment of the night before—which nearly made them late to work.

They had to run to reach the Guildhall in time, and if Vester hadn’t been able to transform his Raiment into his uniform, he wouldn’t have been able to take his position without being late. Krysta did clock in after she should have, but she wasn’t the one maintaining the persona of a peerless receptionist.

The next hour was fairly boring, registering new Adventurers, updating the Quest board, and making sure Parties had their membership paperwork filed properly with the standard Guild agreements signed.

Then Vester found himself staring at a figure in white vestments with dark red hair, brown eyes, and a disapproving frown on her face. “May I help you?” he asked, recognizing the figure as a Priest from the Church of Light.

“I have an appointment with Guild Master Dol,” the woman said, not bothering to introduce herself. “Please escort me to her offices immediately.” Vester was fairly impressed at how the woman managed to make a polite word like ‘please’ sound like a command.

He glanced down at the crystal display and brought up the Guild Master’s schedule. Once he’d confirmed Kora did have an appointment, he raised his eyes back to the Priest. “Name and identification, please,” he replied in a bored voice.

Amusingly, he noticed a couple receptionists glance his way and several of the Adventurers waiting in the nearby lines suddenly broke out into grins. I think my reputation might be getting out of hand, he thought. I can’t be that predictable, can I?

The woman’s expression had darkened while he observed their surroundings. Her brow furrowed, and she began openly scowling at him. “By what right do you demand things of me?” she hissed. When he failed to react to her outrage, she tried again. “I’m Purifier Ran,” she said as though it explained everything about who she was.

Vester glanced at the display, confirmed the name, then offered her a polite smile he knew would drive her out of her mind. “Excellent, Purifier Ran, now if you could produce your identification so I can confirm your identity, please?”

Her jaw dropped open. “Do you think someone would dare impersonate me?” she screeched. While she began to throw a tantrum, he studied her more carefully. She was human, as many of the Church of Light’s followers were, and was tall, probably a few inches over six-foot, which he found impressive. The thickness of her arms was evident from the short sleeves of her robes, and he noticed a silver-and-gold-inlaid mace hanging from her rope belt.

“The Guild has regulations, ma’am, and they apply to everyone,” he explained. He was careful to keep the grin off his face and did his best to keep his voice mild. He’d found it was far easier to frustrate people like Purifier Ran by offering them little to work with.

He expected the woman to explode given the way her complexion darkened further, but she seemed to note the looks of enjoyment on the faces of the Adventurers around her and actively calmed herself down. Vester watched her close her eyes and he swore he could hear her counting to ten—or perhaps she was praying—based on how hard her face screwed up.

Whatever she’d done, it was effective. She appeared calm when she next opened her eyes. One hand slipped into a pouch, and she drew out a slender crystal card and passed it over to him. “Of course,” she offered, though she sounded like she was holding back profanity. “Here is my identification.”

It wasn’t a Guild ID, Vester noted. Regardless, he set it against the crystal pane on his desk and the pale green changed to a pale gold—black lettering scrawled across the display and listed her identification and her position as an agent of the Church of Light. Purifier turned out to be her title, not her class. That was redacted.

But the bottom line of the verification did show that capital’s Guildhall had confirmed her identity and stamped her card to function in a similar fashion to one of their own IDs. The difference, of course, was that she had no rights as an Adventurer.

I’m going to have some fun with that, Vester thought to himself while mentally reviewing the rules. Once he’d confirmed them in his own head, he offered her a pleasant smile. “Excellent, Purifier Ran. I’ll need you to accompany me to one of our storage rooms. Once we’ve secured your magical items in a guest vault, I’ll take you right to the Guild Master.”

Her jaw dropped again. “Secure my—you expect me to give up my gear?”

Vester passed back her identification and rested his hand on his cane, keeping his smile firmly in place. “Guild bylaws state that individuals of other organizations seeking to meet with the Guild Master must secure their belongings if they are not accompanied by a known Adventurer. While your identification confirms your identity, you are not currently a member of the Adventurer’s Guild—on top of that, your level and class are unknown. It would be irresponsible of me to ignore our security regulations; I’m sure you understand.”

There was open snickering among the Adventurers, and several of the lines had slowed to a crawl due to the other receptionists struggling to keep their composure. Vester took a moment to cast his gaze on them and watched as they sobered up and started working faster. He was glad they were enjoying themselves, but he didn’t want to deal with the backlog they were creating.

Purifier Ran’s eyes followed his, and she narrowed her gaze when she realized that she was being openly viewed as a source of entertainment by the people surrounding her. Her brown eyes shot back to him, and she had to visibly calm herself once again. Then she slowly nodded her head.

“Of course. I wouldn’t expect anyone to violate the rules on my behalf,” she ground out in a tone that made it absolutely clear that she had expected exactly that. “Please lead the way,” she said with a flick of her hand.

She hasn’t asked my name this entire time, Vester noted. She’s so pissed I’m an obstacle in her path, but she doesn’t care at all who I am as a person. The entitlement is profound… Is it who she really is, or is it a side effect of Peace’s curse on me?

He kept in mind that the followers of the Church of Light would be naturally inclined to dislike him, and the stronger Peace favored them the more their distaste for him would grow. It was entirely possible that Purifier Ran would have been reasonable to anyone else… but he doubted it.

“Follow me,” he said with the same professional smile he’d been holding for the entire encounter. His cane gave a click each time it came down, and Adventurers cleared the way like the sound was a warning.

The Purifier shot him a contemplative look when she finally registered how the people around them were moving out of their path because of him, not her. There was no way she’d missed their faces while they’d been mocking her, yet none of them moved like they feared her reprisals. They just stepped aside to let him pass.

That’s right, wonder about me… Who am I? Am I dangerous? Did you disrespect the wrong person? Yes, worry, worry! Mwuahahahahahahaha—Vester cut off his mental laughter when he reached the door to the waiting room and used his ID to open it up. He pointed at the safe within with his cane.

“If you’ll press your identification to the blue gem, I shall place mine against the green,” he explained. “Together, they’ll secure the vault so only your identification can open it and thus secure your gear. I will, of course, have to scan you to be sure you’ve placed everything inside. If you require a change of garments, please let me know. I would hate to leave you in an uncomfortable state.”

The interesting thing about Ordinal, he’d discovered, was that none of their rules distinguished gender when it came to security measures. On Earth he’d have been calling for female staff on the off chance the woman had to strip. Here, it was his job.

The glare she was shooting him implied things were about to get interesting.


Chapter Five



“Fetch some clothes,” she demanded. “All of my garments are enchanted.”

“Certainly,” Vester said while folding an arm across his stomach and offering her a small bow. During his descent, however, he manifested a pair of glowing eyes that seemed to hang in the air where his used to be. When he lifted from the bow and turned to step out of the room, he left the illusions there, staring directly at her.

Sadly, he had no way of making sure the floating orbs remained locked on her if she chose to move around, but from the way she’d been staring at them in shock, he suspected she wasn’t going to be doing much while he walked to the supply closet to fetch a loose pair of training pants and a shirt.

Serves you right for being a dick to a harmless receptionist, he thought smugly. If these people had a basic grasp of courtesy and a willingness to use it, they’d find their lives so much easier.

When he returned he found Purifier Ran was, indeed, still staring at the floating eyes he’d left behind. He walked into them and merged them with his own eyes as he passed her to set the clothing down upon the top of the vault. That done, he smoothly flicked his ID card into existence and pressed it against the proper gemstone.

“Your ID, ma’am,” he said. Vester took sadistic pleasure when he noted the imperious woman was starting to sweat. He’d unnerved her. She actually fumbled her card before pressing it to the blue gem, then when the vault swung open, she began undressing wordlessly.

Inside the vault was a slender bronze wand with a flat head and a purple crystal along the inner face. Vester removed it and demonstrated that the crystal both glowed and chimed in the presence of magic items. Wisely, she chose not to try and conceal anything.

She’s not unattractive, but not my type. Woman looks like she takes steroids with every meal. Nothing wrong with some muscle, but there’s a limit for me, Vester thought to himself while passing her the clothes to dress. He made sure to keep his gaze respectful, even while noting her appearance.

And in truth, he actually was looking to make sure she didn’t smuggle anything into her appointment with Kora. It was generally a sign of respect that the Guild didn’t enforce these rules when meeting with the representatives of powerful groups, but the Church of Light in Porter’s Walk had been fostering so much bad blood that Vester didn’t think a reminder would go amiss.

Once the woman had finished stowing her belongings and closed the vault, Vester motioned toward the door. “Follow me, please, and I’ll escort you to Guild Master Dol.” Purifier Ran had gone quiet, and Vester found himself hoping he hadn’t taken things too far.

I don’t actually know what the hell this meeting is about, Kora never mentioned it. She’ll kick my ass next training session if I screwed up something too badly.

He considered that for a moment before he mentally shrugged. Then again, she’s the one who encouraged me to lean into the evil butler routine, and it’s too much fun to quit now. Malicious compliance to the rules… is there anything more satisfying?

Maybe it was because Vester didn’t have to follow the rules anymore, but now that he was free to do whatever he wanted he found it was easier to actually ensure everything got done exactly according to the regulations.

Part of that was because most of the Guild’s bylaws were based on common sense and a concept of mutual respect for the organization and its members. Tomlin had obviously taken a no-nonsense approach to developing his Guild, because the dwarf hadn’t included any rules that catered to vanity or prestige—everything had a logical application if someone took the time to examine it.

And Vester actually admired how many of the rules were designed to ensure the more powerful members were held in compliance if they tried to throw their weight around toward the people with lower levels or ranks.

He was still contemplating those rules when Kora opened the door to her office and stared down the hallway. Purifier Ran jumped, clearly surprised to see the glazed eyes gazing directly at her. She must have been informed that Kora was blind, and now she’s second-guessing things.

Vester’s passive illusion field had reached Kora’s office before he and the woman he was escorting had, which meant Kora would have found her office materializing around her while he approached. She’d described it to him before: his approach was like a wave of vision washing over her and returning what she’d lost.

The side effect, however, was that she was able to stare directly at Purifier Ran’s face when the woman stopped outside her door. Kora tilted her head and took in the rough-spun clothes, then turned to look at Vester.

“Regulations, Guild Master,” Vester said without missing a beat. “Unaccompanied officials of high level are not allowed to bring magical items into the presence of a Guild Master.”

Kora’s ears flicked and her three tails swished, but she kept her face expressionless. “Thank you for escorting her here. Please ask Timu to bring us some tea before you resume your desk duties.”

Vester crossed an arm over his stomach and bowed far lower for Kora than he had Purifier Ran. “Of course, ma’am.” When he rose he offered Purifier Ran a small nod, then spun on his heels and began walking away. He amplified the click of his cane to echo down the hall until he rounded the corner.

Relaxing at being out of sight, Vester paused at the entrance of the Guildhall kitchens. “Timu,” he called to the young halfling who served as Kora’s page. “Guild Master Dol has requested a tea service for her meeting with Purifier Ran. Make sure it’s something soothing and be sure to knock before you enter. Don’t want to overhear anything sensitive.”

“Y-y-es, sir!” the teenager called. Timu had been fearful around Vester ever since he’d brought a meal service to the training yard and seen Kora shield bash Vester through a training dummy. When Krysta had innocently assured the boy that Vester would be fine, a new wave of rumors had started circulating.

I believe the last thing I heard was that I was some unique class of summoner assassin? A specialist in divination, shadows, and stealth murder… hah. I guess faking a bunch of Sith warriors to freak out church officials leaves a larger impression than I thought it would.

It had taken Vester some time to realize that people didn’t stop to consider he might be an illusion user, because it was rare for Illusionists to have better than a B-rank skill. He suspected those who did tended to pose as something else.

Then again, I’m the one hiding my identity, so maybe I’m biasing my own conclusions by assuming others act the same way I do.

He pondered that while resuming his position at the reception desks. Vester was looking forward to the monotony returning so he could relax and mentally check out before his meeting with Skylar. They were going to work on the enchantments for the new golem frame she was crafting.

Sadly, he was only given an hour to relax before a new disruption to his normal patterns arose. A brilliant flash of light and a deafening crack sounded from the courtyard outside the Guildhall. A heavy gong came as well, which was a ward alert letting the staff know that an Adventurer of high rank had just teleported inside the defenses.

Before anyone could react to the dual noises, Tomlin strode through the main doors of the building with a trio of figures trailing after him. The dwarf was dressed in heavy plate mail that Vester could now recognize as mithril by the faint blue-shine to its silver metal. A thick cloak of crimson silk hung down his back, and his heavily braided beard was tucked into his belt.

Behind him strode an elf, a minotaur, and a human who looked like he could die of old age at any moment. Vester figured them to be a Ranger, a Cleric, and a Wizard going by their outfits. The elf wore leather armor dyed in greens and browns, a bow over his shoulder, a quiver on his hip, and a pair of crossed swords across his back.

The minotaur was wearing a tabard of the God of War over dark armor with a faint reddish sheen. A massive ax was strapped across his back, and it wasn’t until the strap pulled the tabard tight that Vester realized the armor was molded for a female torso, albeit a huge one.

The human was wrapped in thick indigo robes covered in silver runes, embroidered stars, and swirling cosmic print that seemed to shift every time Vester’s eyes moved. The man was clutching a staff that appeared to be a pure rod of gold with a faceted sphere of prismatic crystal topping it. The staff seemed like the only thing holding the wrinkled man upright.

To say the Adventurers cleared out of Tomlin’s path would be a vast understatement. Vester watched everyone suddenly hug the walls like they feared contamination, but that didn’t shock him as much as seeing those hardy Adventurers go down to one knee and incline their heads in bows of respect.

Tomlin didn’t even seem to notice—the dwarf just rolled up to Vester’s desk and slapped his hand down with a boom. “Good to see you, lad! I need to speak to Kora, she available?” Tomlin’s bright, beaming smile showed absolutely no regard for the fact he was violating Guild regulations… which put Vester at a crossroads.

Technically he was free of Law’s curse. He could ignore the rules and just escort Tomlin back to see Kora without any fuss… but he had no idea if the gods knew he’d freed himself from that particular curse.

“Of course. Name and Guild ID, sir,” Vester said with a respectful tilt of his head. The inrush of breath from the numerous people surrounding them actually seemed to stir a breeze in the room. Whispers broke out all around him, and Vester knew he’d just added yet another layer to the rumors surrounding him.

Tomlin stared at Vester with stunned confusion for a moment… then he exploded into laughter. “Quite right!” the dwarf laughed. “Speared on my own rules… here, let’s get this done properly,” Tomlin announced. He took out his ID while motioning for his companions to do the same.

Confirming their identification saw Vester’s head throbbing at the power the quartet represented: Tomlin, level 100 Paragon of Might; Elondolin Tremain, level 74 Warden of the Woods; Kromm, level 68 Apostle of War; Tolbert Cathar, level 81 Arch Magus.

While the Founder of the Adventurer’s Guild seemed more amused than anything, his companions were eyeing Vester with various levels of disgruntlement—all except for Tolbert. The milky-eyed Arch Mage was looking at Vester like he’d just discovered a fascinating new insect.

It was a creepy stare, but wasn’t remotely hostile.

Once Vester had registered them, he motioned to the group. “If you’ll follow me,” he said like this was a normal, everyday occurrence. It wasn’t until they were clear of the main room that Vester added, “Guild Master Dol is currently meeting a member of the Church of Light, Purifier Ran.”

Tomlin let out a disdainful grunt. “Ah, looks like we came just in time, then,” the old dwarf grumbled. “I wouldn’t want the expedition to leave without us giving Kora the proper support.”

Vester glanced over curiously, but before he could say anything, the minotaur cleared her throat in a cavernous burst of sound. “Sir, should we be discussing this in the open?” the eight-foot-tall figure cautioned.

Tomlin just waved a hand. “Bah, Mr. Gambit here is Kora Dol’s personal assistant. Besides, he’ll be accompanying her. I expect good things from this young man.”

“Oh?” Elondolin asked. The elf turned his attention on Vester and narrowed his eyes. “Why? I can’t say I’ve heard anything about an Adventurer in these parts distinguishing themselves.”

Now it was Tomlin who was clearing his throat, and Vester mentally groaned at the dwarf’s loose lips. Come on, dude, I know you’re a walking weapon of mass destruction, but does that really mean you can’t keep a secret? You’re the one who told me I have to be paranoid!

“Ah, well,” Tomlin said with an amused chuckle. “You remember that Quest I received to retrieve a package from those Light arseholes to improve the Guild?” When his group nodded, Tomlin slapped Vester on the back. “This is the package!”

“Fascinating,” Tolbert rasped. The Arch Mage sounded exactly like he looked: ready to crumble to dust. The old caster stared at Vester with rheumy eyes and nodded his head a few times, almost like Tomlin had just confirmed a hypothesis the man had been forming. “Still, this whole business is highly irregular.”

“Agreed,” Kromm the minotaur rumbled. “This expedition is a huge gamble and could change the entire balance of power on Ordinal.” Vester found it odd that the worshiper of War seemed to be the cautious one in the group. When he’d met the god, he found the orc to be an asshole.

Guess I shouldn’t judge a follower by their god, he mused. Huh. I wonder how many people have that problem. How many people can say they met the god, know they’re an asshole, and struggle not to judge the people who worship them?

Vester resisted the temptation to shake his head and paused before the entrance to Kora’s office. He raised his hand and knocked several times on the thick door. “Ma’am,” he projected inside using his illusions. “Founder Tomlin and associates are here to see you.”

A crash of metal and shattering ceramic sounded from inside the office. The door was yanked violently open a second later, and Vester saw that Kora’s dress was stained with tea. The blind kitsune’s gaze immediately locked on Tomlin and her ears flattened against her head.

“No warning?” she yelled. The dwarf immediately looked ready to backpedal, but the minotaur blocked his retreat with a chuckle. Vester suspected that if Tomlin hadn’t allowed it, there was no chance the minotaur could have shoved him in through the door of Kora Dol’s office—yet that was exactly what happened.

The old Arch Mage let out a cackle and moved to close the door after entering. The last thing he did before the door shut was turn to Vester and grin. “Stick around, we’re going to need things… after young miss Dol gets a bit of frustration out.”

Vester expected to hear the lock trigger when the door shut, but it never did. As a result, nothing stopped him from hearing Kora start yelling at the most powerful man he’d ever met.


Chapter Six



It took Kora thirty minutes to finish berating Tomlin.

Vester timed it by how many times Timu was forced to go in and out of the office. The halfling page refreshed the tea every ten minutes. Each time the young man had opened the door had signaled an abrupt silence that seemed to radiate down the hallway. Vester genuinely felt bad for the shaking kid.

Finally, he’d ended up tipping the boy a gold and clapping him on the shoulder in solidarity—moments before Vester’s own name was called. When he walked into the room, he found Purifier Ran standing in a corner looking green, sweaty, and ready to fall over. The clothing she’d been lent was adhering to her body, and she appeared to be trying to merge with Kora’s bookcase.

In contrast, Tomlin was sipping tea and looking immensely pleased with himself. The old dwarf had plopped himself down in one of the more comfortable chairs, and his group was assembled behind him. Vester turned to regard Kora and saw her pinching the bridge of her nose. She looked up at him, and he was surprised to find a sparkle of joy in her eyes.

“Vester,” she began, doing her best to sound stern. “I’m going to need you to pull the files on every Adventurer on this list, then generate a new Quest for the board. The Porter’s Walk Adventurer’s Guild is going to be mobilizing through Dungeon Gate 5 in a joint operation with both the Church of Light and the Transportation Guild.”

Confused, Vester accepted the scroll she was holding out to him. He skimmed the list and found about fifty names, but most of his attention remained focused on Kora. Her tails were swishing behind her, and her ears had tilted in his direction. The kitsune’s blind gaze was locked on him.

“It has been decided,” Kora said, waving a hand in Tomlin’s direction, “that we’re going to attempt to establish a trading post on the Safe Zone after the tenth-floor Boss. Kromm will be taking over my position as Guild Master of Porter’s Walk while Elondolin runs the trading post. Arch Magus Tolbert believes a new type of magic will allow Adventurers to teleport goods from the outpost back to Dungeon Gate 5, as long as all parties involved in the gathering have defeated the Boss.”

Vester allowed himself a slow blink, then turned his eyes to regard the three individuals behind Tomlin. Finally, he focused his attention back on Kora. “You’ve been relieved of your position, ma’am?” he asked.

While Vester kept his voice calm, inside he was feeling a mix of frustration, betrayal, and joy that left him dizzy. If Kora wasn’t Guild Master then she’d be free to delve to her heart’s content, which would benefit him and the others in their Party—but she’d worked hard to establish Dungeon Gate 5 and having it stripped from her felt like an insult.

Tomlin had the good graces to flush underneath his beard. “Aaah, well, outside forces have made it clear that the Guild Master of a Dungeon Gate needs… a bit more oomph,” the dwarf explained. “Kora Dol has been doing an amazing job here, but there are those who worry that challenges to her position will be inevitable, given the level discrepancy we expect to be seeing soon.”

Reading between the lines, they don’t think she’s powerful enough to keep higher-tier Adventurers in line—or it’s political bullshit and they’re concerned the neighboring kingdoms will make a move on the Dungeon Gate.

Vester resisted the temptation to say something cutting; he merely inclined his head as though accepting an edict from on high. Once he’d learned he was heading out to the frontier, Vester had mostly ignored the kingdom he’d been summoned into. His goal had been to avoid everyone in authority entirely, not spend time with them.

Come to think of it, I don’t even know the name of the neighboring kingdoms or whether this one is at peace with them—for that matter, what is this kingdom called? Wow. I’ve really had blinders on. Huh. Wonder if I should find out?

“It’s fine, Vester,” Kora said, offering him a small smile. “I’ll have time for my own dungeon explorations now, and we both know I hate paperwork. If you hadn’t kept me on the straight and narrow, this entire place would probably have fallen apart.”

That lie was so profound Vester almost sputtered in outrage. He managed to maintain his poker face only when he saw that Purifier Ran was staring at him. “My honor, ma’am,” he said in his best butler voice. “Shall I go and draw the files, then?”

“Please do,” she said while motioning toward the door. Vester gave a bow from the waist and backed out the door, passing Timu as the boy brought in yet another pot of fresh tea. Vester made his way to the records room to start the process. It wasn’t going to be a small pile, and he ended up needing three stacking trays to hold them all.

Vester felt quite like a pizza delivery man with the wide trays held in his arms. Thanks to their design, they formed shelves so the documents on each tray weren’t crushed by the ones above, but their width and thickness meant he had to hold them at waist level and arc his neck to see over the top.

Should I be mad about this? Vester asked himself. Kora’s worked really hard to get this place running, and now that it’s functioning smoothly they’re playing politics and taking her position away. Granted, they didn’t know it was an entrance to the Great Dungeon when they sent her here, though—it was supposed to just be another frontier town.

Vester twisted to slip past another member of the staff scurrying along on their own task, still thinking hard.

I know she only accepted an administrative job because she felt she couldn’t delve properly with her being blinded. She did everything she could to raise her Blind Fighting skill and Mana Sense to max level to keep going, but one of her party members got hurt anyway and she blames herself… but that doesn’t mean she’ll want to remain Guild Master.

His musing came to a halt when he walked through the door of the office and slowly placed the trays of files down on Kora’s desk. She offered him a smile. “Thank you, Vester. Now, if you could go update the Quest Board, I would appreciate it. The details are at the bottom of the scroll.”

Vester inclined his head. “Of course, ma’am.” He ran his eyes over the others in the room while exiting, and the clack of his cane’s tip on the floor resonated as he enhanced it with illusions. It might have been his imagination, but he swore he saw Purifier Ran flinch the first time his cane came down.

Shame I don’t have a scrying ability. I’d love to be able to keep listening in on whatever they talk about next. Vester sighed at his own limitations while making his way out to the front so he could resume his place at the reception desk. He shifted the placard Timu had placed on his desk to close his lane to one side, then started accessing the Quest Board.

Guild Quest: Dungeon Exploration

Danger Level: A-Rank+

Requirement:

Form a Raid Group and enter the Great Dungeon. Conquer each floor until you reach and defeat the Boss located on the tenth floor. Establish a Trading Post within the Safe Zone and protect the Transportation Guild representative.

Reward: 5 gold pieces per day of the delve plus equal distribution of loot gained from dungeon monsters and resource nodes discovered along the way. Standard Adventurer compensation for mapping and exploring new dungeon terrain, and credit for any unique features discovered.

Punishment: Betrayal of Quest will result in expulsion from the Adventurer’s Guild and execution.

Vester stared at the Quest and resisted the temptation to whistle. He knew that some of the more powerful Adventurers had started to reach the third floor, and no one had gotten to the fourth yet. This Quest would demand people breach at least seven more floors that were, as yet, completely unknown.

A solid group generally takes three days to make it through the first floor unless they’re completely overpowered. The group that hit the third floor had a level average in the mid-twenties, and it took them a month to get there. How long will it take a raid group of fifty to reach the tenth floor and its Boss?

Vester made sure he’d included the designation that the Guild Quest was locked to specific invitations and that all inquiries were to be directed to the Guild Master, though he left Kora Dol’s name off of it. As far as he was concerned, that headache belonged to Kromm the minotaur now.

Once he had the final details entered and had gone over the Quest three times for typos, Vester keyed in the update to the Quest Board and waited. The wide crystal billboard glowed faintly, and the writing gradually shifted as the new Quest populated the screen. It took several seconds for someone to notice it… but once they did—

“What the hell is that?” someone yelled, the masculine voice squeaking, signaling the Adventurer’s shock.

“A+ danger?” a woman shrieked.

“Trading Post?” another demanded.

“A Raid Group?” yelled yet another Adventurer.

Soon the voices were too many and too loud for Vester to make out individual words. The entire lobby had turned into a cacophony of shouting and arguing. It wasn’t until Adventurers had started pushing and shoving to get to the Quest Board that Vester felt he had to step in.

After lifting his cane, he brought it down and caused the tip to release a shower of sparks that sprayed into the air while a boom echoed through the chamber—simultaneously causing his shadow to stretch and rise until it covered the entire wall behind him. “Decorum, please,” he said.

Illusion increased the volume of his words, causing the lobby to vibrate. The rattle of the crystal displays was easy to hear because the population of the lobby had gone still at the sudden noise. Eyes were locked on him, and Vester did his best to maintain a completely deadpan expression while he stared back.

“Remember where you are,” he said softly. “This is the Adventurer’s Guild, and we will not tolerate a brawl. Now, please form an orderly queue to reach the Quest Board. Those of you who are on the invitation list will see your IDs glow. For those without an invitation, I invite you to fill out Questing Form 21-D. Thank you.”

There was a momentary lull while the Adventurers processed what he’d said. Several ran eyes over the huge shadow looming over them. Whispers started up and Vester could tell they were discussing him—their eyes were constantly flicking his way.

Thankfully, he’d calmed the crowd.

With the initial burst of exuberance curbed, the people were no longer as rowdy in their jostling to get to the Quest Board. The lines at each reception desk slowly reformed, and he resisted the desire to sigh when he noticed two out of every three applicants had gotten into his line. He hadn’t even flipped his placard to open yet.

Kromm will have access to my Adventurer’s file. She’ll know I’m just a relatively low-level Dreamspinner. There’s no way she’ll rely on me the way… wait, I won’t be staying up here at all, actually. I’ll be going down into the dungeon with Kora. What will my responsibilities be in a Trading Post?

There were no existing regulations for a Great Dungeon Trading Post.

Vester was free of Law’s curse, though he maintained the fiction he was still bound by every rule of the Adventurer’s Guild; and yet, he was about to embark on an endeavor where there existed no predetermined rules. He knew the Adventurer’s Guild had some protocols for exploration missions, but he had no idea if this Quest would be following those.

Before he could agonize over it, a Quest unfurled before his eyes.

Quest: Reach the Safe Zone

Requirement:

Defeat each floor of the Great Dungeon and then the tenth floor Boss to reach the Safe Zone.

Additional Requirements: All Party members must survive to reach the Safe Zone. Reach level 25.

Bonus Objective: Ensure all Party members reach level 25.

Reward: Skill Upgrade.

Bonus Reward: class Upgrade.

Punishment: variable.

Well, looks like Non is excited to see me start to delve, he thought. Kora’s already nearly level 30, so I don’t need to worry about her if I’m going to claim the bonus… but Krysta and I would have to earn ten levels each, and Skylar would need… nine? I don’t think she hit 17 yet. Still, class Upgrade? People have talked about class Evolutions at certain levels, but from what I’ve heard, nobody knows the exact requirements. Is it just that nobody talks about Quests like this?

Alternatively, he knew it could be that this was Non steering power in his direction. But the goddess tended to personalize Quests to reveal her meddling. This one lacked the personality he’d come to expect from her touch.

He stepped away from his desk and gathered a thick stack of Form 21-Ds, because he had no doubt why people were in line for him. His foresight proved accurate; when he flipped his sign to open, the ogre before him immediately requested access to the restricted Quest.

Vester wordlessly handed him the form and smiled until the man stepped away. That set the pattern for nearly every encounter for the rest of his shift. Ordinary business had ground to a halt—everyone wanted in on the Raid.

It got so bad that two of the receptionists had to start inscribing new forms because they ran out. With the pair away from their desks, the lines grew even thicker for Vester and the remaining staff.

By the time his shift ended things had started to calm down—or so he thought. Vester made his way through the lobby and out into the courtyard, only to find the place packed with Adventurers waiting their turn to shove into the building.

He ignored the questions shouted his way and glowered at anyone who got in his face. His reputation served him well, because he didn’t have to say a word: the Adventurers got out of his way and let him exit through the gates and into the town.

Once he was outside, Vester took a second to step into a shadow and cover himself in an illusion of darkness. Don Disguise let him change his hair to a bright blue, shift his eyes to green, and adjust his jawline and cheeks until he no longer resembled himself. His Raiment morphed into leather delving clothes, and he slipped Trickster’s Cane into a pocket.

Okay, time to find Skylar and fill her in on what’s going on. She’s going to need to get her golems back on their feet sooner than we thought.


Chapter Seven



Skylar had been hard at work building new bodies for Woody and Dent. Dungeon-mined iron for Dent, and Moss Ogre bone for Woody. The pair were genuinely terrifying, though neither of them had been completed yet.

Vester had been improving his knowledge of Enchanting to create better inscriptions for the pieces, and Skylar had been using her Shape Material ability to fill all of his engravings with gold harvested from the Great Dungeon.

It was a slow process, because any time they made a mistake they had to reclaim the gold, smooth out the inscription, and begin again—assuming the failed enchantment didn’t detonate the limb and force them to start over from scratch.

Every time Vester entered Skylar’s workshop he was struck by the same thought: Woody looks like General Grievous. We’re going to get sued for copyright infringement if a lawyer ever gets isekai’d here.

The golem had a narrow, mantis-like head, four arms ending in dagger-like claws, and two long legs. The slender puppet was designed with speed and agility in mind. Vester had engraved inscriptions along each finger and toe to increase their durability and sharpness to the point they qualified as magic weapons.

The joints and spine were articulated so Woody could practically curl into a ball, reverse direction, and reach any part of its own body with any limb. The golem didn’t need a face, but that hadn’t stopped Skylar from molding a pair of eyes into the skull and embedding a pair of rubies deep within.

She did mention that the gems actually make her Share Sense and Telepathic Link skills stronger. I wish I could have done the divination inscriptions myself to save her the gold, but those are beyond my skills at the moment.

Woody wasn’t the only golem with some sparkly new upgrades. Dent had sapphires, and over the last week that armored behemoth had finally started getting put back together. Skylar was currently using a small tool to align the ball joint of the golem’s shoulder when he spotted her.

At some point Dent’s going to be too big to fit in regular dungeon tunnels, Vester thought. But fuck if it’s not intimidating.

Standing at a hair over ten feet tall, Dent had shoulders that were about six feet wide. The golem’s torso was no longer lean; now, it resembled an armored knight wearing the heaviest of plate. Like Woody, Dent had four arms. The difference, however, was that the two lower arms were small, slender, and tucked into Dent’s sides when not in use.

Its primary arms ended in a hammer and an ax respectively, and Vester didn’t want to think about how hard they’d hit. Skylar had smoothed away any spots that might catch or snag an enemy weapon, giving Dent’s entire body a curved, lethal look. The golem’s feet were wide and had four toes that spread out like a cross and served as anchors when the massive thing needed to hold position.

Skylar looked up from the lower arm she was slotting into place and flashed him a smile. “Hey, you!” she said, eagerly stepping away so she could sling her arms around his neck and pull him into an excited kiss. “How was work?”

Vester returned the kiss and hugged her close, then he let out a sigh. “We’ve got a lot to talk about. There’s been some big changes at the Adventurer’s Guild and it’s going to affect all of us. You got time right now for me to go over it?”

She nodded, and the pair of them walked over to a couch she kept for napping. Once they were comfortable and cuddling, Vester shared everything he knew about their new situation.

“They stole Kora’s position?” Skylar yelled, outraged. “And then they’re not even giving her command of the Trading Post? She deserves so much better than that! She worked really hard to get this place running smoothly.”

The blue-skinned Puppetmaster’s disgruntled expression was cute, and Vester gave her a side hug to help calm her. “I agree, but I haven’t had a chance to talk to Kora about this. It could be she’ll welcome a chance to get back into delving without the additional responsibility. She told me herself that she was low level for a Guild Master.”

When she’d calmed a bit, Vester went on to talk to her about the Quest he’d gotten in response to the Raid proposal—including the bonus conditions.

Skylar let out a huff and snuggled into him. “It’ll be hard to gain ten levels in a Raid,” she said. “Granted, we’ll be making our way through seven floors and fighting a Boss that could be as high as level 45, but if there’s fifty people…”

She trailed off and Vester understood what she’d left unspoken. “Yeah. If the dungeon monsters steer clear of the group because of the more powerful members present or our sheer numbers, then we won’t even be fighting that much.”

“Mmmm,” Skylar let out a noncommittal sound. “The high-level leader might be an issue,” she conceded. “But if that mini-Boss we ran into was any indication, I’d be worried the dungeon might start throwing abnormal stuff at us. Either to kill us or trigger a trap that sends us deeper, faster. A level 20 Boss on the first floor is an aberration, and we weren’t even powerful, just well suited to clearing the kobolds.”

That’s a fair point, Vester realized. The dungeon dropped us onto the second floor because we were doing too well. If I didn’t have immortality, that vampire guarding the stairs probably would have killed us all. If the dungeon suddenly transports us to the seventh or eighth floor without warning, the lowbies in the group won’t stand a chance.

He knew they’d rated Dungeon Gate 5 as an A-rank to S-rank danger dungeon—which meant risks were high. The kobolds themselves were only a C- to B-rank threat, but the Great Dungeon’s response to more powerful Adventurers had boosted the rating.

“We might have a problem,” he said. “What do you think the dungeon will do with a Raid being led by someone over level 60?”

Skylar shook her head, not knowing how to answer. She lacked the experience in dungeons to guess, and so did Vester. Instead of wasting their time agonizing over it, the pair of them moved on to something far more practical.

They began working on Skylar’s golems to ensure Woody and Dent would be ready to go. Thanks to Trickster’s Cane, Vester could engrave and empower the individual inscriptions faster than most, and his recent studies had allowed him to learn the enchantments he needed to help the golems resist elemental damage.

Those enchantments were meant for the golems’ torsos. Vester circled the large figures with his stylus, slowly tracing the lines he’d placed using his Freeform Illusion. Skylar followed behind him, massaging the gold into the channels with her Shape Materials skill.

It took several hours of work, but by the time the sun was easing toward the horizon, the pair were done. Vester closed his eyes and channeled his mana into the painstakingly drawn lines. Dungeon gold absorbed and carried his magic through the channels, and soon Dent’s torso was glowing like the sun.

They held their breath until the glow faded, then Skylar commanded Dent to move. She made it go through a number of poses, the golem lifting its arms, shifting, bending over, and touching its weapons to its feet. “Doesn’t look like the enchantment is interfering with the body at all,” she reported. “Sharing Senses isn’t offering any feedback, no strange cold spots or unexpected heat.”

Vester, who had drained his entire mana pool to the point of feeling lightheaded, gave a tired smile. “Marvelous. Once we finish Woody’s, it’ll just be a few more limb enchantments and they’re done.”

“Yeah… about that,” Skylar said, and for some reason a look of guilt flashed over her face. “I had this other project I could use some help with…”

When she trailed off, Vester sighed. “You started another golem, didn’t you?”

Skylar didn’t answer immediately; instead, she walked over to a workbench and pulled a sheet off the pair of constructs lying on its surface. “The scouting golems were proving so useful I thought I might as well make something that performed the same function but wouldn’t get trashed the first time something attacked them!” she explained eagerly.

Vester joined her and found himself staring down at a pair of delicately articulated forms. The two golems were very different from Dent and Woody. The first resembled a hawk made of some smooth, silvery metal. The feathers were carefully shaped, and Vester could tell that each could be removed from the mechanism that formed each wing. The claws on its talons were made from some dungeon beast, and it had emeralds for eyes.

The entire bird was about two feet tall, and Vester guessed its wingspan was about six feet or so.

In contrast, the other golem was barely two feet in total length and had a diameter of about ten inches, barely large enough to fit a golem core into its central body. The thing resembled a rat without a tail—if a rat had six legs. Its eyes were shining amethysts, and the entire thing was made of some reddish-bronze metal he didn’t recognize.

“These are my scouting golems,” Skylar announced proudly. “I think I’ll call them Beaky and Buck, maybe… We’ll see when they’re finished.” Vester might have asked how Buck got its name, but he saw that the golem had overlarge front teeth taken from some monster, so…it was self-evident. “They just need speed and durability enchantments. I’m not going to have them fight at all. That’ll be Woody and Dent’s job.”

With a glance at the pair of murderous puppets he’d just been working on, Vester could understand why Skylar didn’t feel these two would need to be combat models. “It’ll take a while to regenerate my mana and inscribe these,” he warned. “Depending on how soon the Founder intends for us to depart, I might not be able to complete them.”

Skylar let out a sigh. “I know. We’ll focus on finishing Dent and Woody first. If need be, we can enchant the others in the dungeon, right?”

With the benefits of Krysta’s Sanctuary skill? It shouldn’t be too hard… though the question will be whether or not it’ll be safe to use that ability. If word gets out we have an S-rank healer there’ll be a lot of pressure for Krysta to join a more powerful Party.

Vester rubbed his bottom lip with a thumb while he considered it, then sighed. “I think we can do it,” he agreed. “Your golems are too useful to ignore their potential just because it might be inconvenient, but we’ll have to see what Kora says about abusing Krysta’s skills. If it’s not safe to use the Sanctuary…”

Skylar nodded, her expression sobering. “A lot will depend on how the Raid gets organized. If we’re all moving in a group, then we’ll need to be careful about showing our hands, but if we’re moving as parallel Parties we should be fine. Just have to see what their strategy is.”

“Hopefully we’ll know more soon,” he agreed. Vester glanced at the time piece on her wall and grimaced. “My mana won’t regenerate in time to finish Woody’s enchantment tonight. I could spend the night meditating…”

“Oh no you don’t,” Skylar protested. Then she grabbed his shirt and drew him up against her body with a flex of her strong arms. “You’re sleeping over tonight and I have plans for you.”

“Do you, now?” he teased. She yanked him even closer and kissed him, her eyes sparkling brightly. “Well, who am I to ruin a lady’s plans?” he said when she finally released his lips. It came out a little breathless and that saw her giggling at him.

“Come on,” she purred, dragging him out of her workshop and upstairs to her room. “We’ll take a long, hot bath and then get a good night’s sleep. If they dropped the news of the Raid today, there’s no way we’re leaving before next week at the earliest. I don’t want to waste a moment of the time we have left.”

“As you wish,” he said with a laugh. She rolled her eyes at him, then suddenly heaved him up over her shoulder. “Gah! Skylar!” he protested. She smacked his ass with the flat of her palm and let out a laugh.

“That’s what you get for quoting that movie at me! I’m not a Buttercup,” she announced while racing up the stairs. “Speaking of… are there more movies like that one on your world?”

“A few,” he said with a helpless chuckle. When they arrived at her bathroom, she greedily started stripping him. “There’s one called Legend you might like… It has unicorns.”

“Oooooh, pretty!” Skylar tossed his clothes out the door of the bathroom, and then undid the snaps of her overalls to let them fall to the floor. Then she turned and bent at the waist to start the water running in her tub. Her purple braid slid forward over her shoulder and hit the bottom of the tub with an audible thud.

It is amazing she can keep her hair so long and well maintained, considering how much work she does, he thought, admiring the wrist-thick rope of hair. He reached out and carefully started unwinding the leather cordage that held the braid together. He’d learned that Skylar absolutely melted when someone washed her hair and brushed it for her.

It surprised him to discover he enjoyed doing it.

Once they’d settled into the hot water, Vester wrapped his arms around her and rested his chin on her shoulder. “Alright, let’s see what I can remember about Legend.” A glow formed before them and the outer wall of her bathroom vanished into illusion.

Vester had discovered that his increased intelligence went a long way toward improving his memory. He might not have been smarter in terms of problem solving, but his recall for things he actually paid attention to was nearly miraculous—and this was a movie he’d watched more times than he could count.

Skylar snuggled into his arms and let out a contented sigh. A moment later, she carefully gathered her hair over her shoulder so it draped down in front of her. Vester handed her the slim bar of brown soap she used instead of shampoo, and together the pair of them started lathering up her locks.

Soon, Vester was working on it alone while maintaining the illusion. Skylar was completely enthralled by the movie, to the point she didn’t even seem to remember he was there. Her gasps of wonder and audible enjoyment of the music were endearing.

At least I know if my dungeon-delving career ever goes tits up, I can make my fortune shamelessly stealing movies from Earth and playing them for others, he thought in amusement. The best part is that this helps me build up my skills. Translating these films into three-dimensional illusions is great practice, especially when I work on adding the scents and other details in…

He knew their future was uncertain, but the look of joy on Skylar’s face made Vester realize he wasn’t too worried about it.


Chapter Eight



Vester managed to wake up early enough to pour his entire mana pool into Woody and activate the golem’s protective enchantments. Once the inscriptions were triggered, Vester went to check on Skylar and found her stubbornly clinging to her blankets. She wasn’t easy to wake in the best of times.

He made sure to plant a kiss on her forehead before he left to head back to the Guildhall. His exit saw his Avatar’s Raiment return to the uniform it most often resembled. His Don Disguise had long since worn off, but Vester didn’t bother to renew it. This time, he strode down the streets of Porter’s Walk like he owned the town.

Dent and Woody will be far more powerful than they were before, he mused. The dungeon materials are tougher than the iron and wood Skylar originally used, and now they’re designed primarily for combat. Dent’s build will provide raw strength while Woody focuses on speed and precision… and we’ll have Kora Dol blocking for us as well. We’re still lacking a ranged attacker, but I can make it a lot harder for people to hit us from a distance with my illusions. I have a feeling most of our fights will probably be up close and personal.

It was still frustrating for Vester that he couldn’t take advantage of the training he’d been putting in. Trickster’s Cane was indestructible, and using it to fence was teaching him a lot about blocking, parrying, and precision—but he still couldn’t hurt a fly.

Removing my curses might actually cripple me, he realized. If I trade an S-rank skill selection each time I take off a… then by the time I’m free of all these curses, I’ll have lost much of the power my class might have provided me. I already skipped that mimicry power to get rid of Law’s curse. If it doesn’t come back as an option when I hit level 20…

The idea of not getting a second chance at that skill made Vester nauseous. He remembered the text like it had been burned into his brain.

Doppelganger’s Trade (SS-rank): Level MAX

The ability to take on another being’s appearance. This duplication goes beyond mere image, however, as the change affects the body and spirit equally. Stats become those of the target, as do blessings and curses. While shifted, the caster is unable to check their status or grow their level. They can complete Quests, but all rewards are withheld pending return to their true form. Punishment for failed Quests is still delivered as soon as they’re earned. This spell requires mana to cast.

I could take on the body of a dragon, or Tomlin, pretty much anyone. Hell, I could take Denny’s shape and have all the stats of the Hero. Not to mention the transformation would temporarily remove all my curses, so I could do anything I want in those forms…

Including die.

That last thought sobered him a bit when he grasped that it would have stripped the curse that guaranteed his survival. It was the same concern he had with his gamble to choose Remove Divine Curse: losing his immortality.

There’s more to life than cheat powers. I might have been given a shit hand to start, but I’m making it work. Assuming this Trading Post gambit doesn’t cause some huge change to our future, we’ll still be deep in the dungeon and leveling up soon. I’m sure I’ll have responsibilities down there, but how many people will even be reaching the Safe Zone to give me work?

Vester daydreamed of long periods where he could just focus on leveling with his Party instead of having to tend lines of Adventurers with a marked inability to remember their ID cards. Of course, considering leveling made him wonder what his ultimate goal was.

If I hadn’t gotten rid of Law’s curse, I wouldn’t have the freedom to consider my future at all, he had to acknowledge to himself. I’d just be stuck working for the Guild for the rest of my life… which could be a while. Elves can live thousands of years. Fucking hell, I can’t imagine even a hundred years of receptionist work, let alone thousands. I think I’d have gone insane.

Somehow, he wasn’t shocked to find he’d reached the Guildhall without unraveling a master plan for his future, but he was shocked to find the crowd already filling the courtyard to the point where he could barely squeeze through.

The normal courtesy his reputation earned him was absent, and he realized he didn’t recognize the majority of the Adventurers he was pushing his way through. His Guild uniform earned him some respect, however, and Li Ra was suddenly at his side moving someone from his path.

“Clear out!” the oni bellowed. For the first time, Vester realized the pale-haired woman was nearly a foot taller than he was. I probably didn’t notice because she was the shortest in her Party… Vester carefully avoided grimacing at the memory of Li Ra’s orcish companion—he still felt somewhat responsible for the woman’s death.

“Thank you, Li Ra. Are you doing well?” he asked. He hadn’t seen much of her since she and Sincarla had left the Great Dungeon. The bunny girl’s wounds had been extensive, and even Krysta’s healing hadn’t been enough to mend her. Li Ra’s Party had been destroyed that day, and he assumed she’d been recovering from the trauma ever since.

“I’ve been managing,” Li Ra said with a tight-lipped smile. She continued to act as a living bulldozer to help him through the press. Her leather coat was pushed back, and he got a close look at the revolver-like weapons on her hips. The pistols gleamed with a blue-silver metal and crystal-etched grips. They were beautiful, even if he didn’t understand how they worked.

“I haven’t seen you at the Guildhall lately,” Vester added, doing his best to tiptoe around the potentially painful subject of her last delve. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

Though they’d almost reached the doors, the Gunslinger came to an abrupt halt. She put a hand on his bicep and turned him to stare into his mismatched eyes. Vester was suddenly acutely aware not many people actually made such solid eye contact with him anymore.

Her eyes were a brilliant red—like rubies, he realized. Vester forced himself to focus on more than her eyes and saw how intense the look on her face was.

“Actually, there is. I’m on the list of people invited to go… down…” She inclined her head like she was pointing her chin underground, then sighed. “I don’t have a Party anymore, though. I want to join yours.”

“Mine?” he repeated, surprised. “I… will have to talk to the others, of course,” he added. When his mind ran through the possibilities, he realized that Li Ra was a golden opportunity. She was a ranged warrior, which he had just been lamenting the lack of, and he knew she had a lot of stats dedicated to her wisdom, making her incredibly perceptive.

She shifted, looking uncomfortable, then she opened the door for him. “I understand.” The oni glanced into the building and groaned at how crowded the interior was. She pointed over to the side of the room and the Adventurer’s private bar. “I’ll be there all day if you need to find me.”

Before she could leave, Vester caught her bicep. “What about Sincarla?” he asked. She shook her head, a look of resignation crossing her face. “I’m sorry for your loss,” he said, sincerely meaning it. Then, to his shock, she laughed.

“She’s not dead,” Li Ra replied with a snort, then patted him on the shoulder. “She’s just given up on delving. She’s taken her earnings and decided to focus on farming. Fruit for wine or something like that. Said she’d tired of risking her life.”

“Aah,” Vester said. He felt a flush crawl across his face and realized he was blushing in embarrassment. “My mistake. I hope she does well.” Li Ra nodded at him, clearly amused, then split off to head over to the bar—which left him to make it through the horde of Adventurers on his own.

Ah fuck, that is a lot of people, he thought. Every desk was being manned by a receptionist and each had a line that made it almost all the way to the far wall. The Quest Board was jammed with a block of Adventurers shifting around to the point they reminded him of a rugby scrum. I’m amazed they’re being so mellow with the way they’re pushing in to get a look at—oh. Well, that explains why they’re behaving.

Tomlin, Founder of the Guild himself, stood at the opening to the staff area. The dwarf’s arms were crossed over his chest, and he was glowering at the lobby like a disappointed schoolteacher. When the man’s eyes found Vester’s, he lifted a hand and signaled for Vester to join him.

The throng of Adventurers parted like magic and Vester found every eye in the lobby now gazing his way. He ensured his features were set in a perfect poker face and made his way toward Tomlin like a man on a casual stroll. Each click of his cane coming down caused someone in the crowd to jump.

The old bastard’s eating this up, Vester noticed. Look at him trying not to smile under that beard of his. He’s got to have his own personal Pepper Potts hiding somewhere to manage shit for him, there’s no way he’s mature enough to run this Guild by himself.

Despite mentally poking fun, Vester didn’t doubt that Tomlin was formidable. He was sure the dwarf had laid the groundwork, and he was also certain Tomlin had hired people to manage his affairs as soon as he could.

“Mr. Gambit, so good of you to come,” Tomlin rumbled in a voice that rang through the lobby. “If you’d come with me? I was hoping we could talk.”

“Of course, Founder Tomlin, it would be my pleasure,” Vester replied while crossing his arm over his stomach and bowing. He straightened up and followed the dwarf through the staff entrance, then found Tomlin leading him toward the VIP rooms.

They didn’t make it halfway there before Tomlin burst into laughter. “Did you see their faces?” the old dwarf crowed. “My boy, I didn’t think you’d manage to forge such a sterling reputation! Do you have any idea what your coworkers say about you? I’ve had no less than four people approach to ask if it’s true you’re a demon prince I personally bound to Kora Dol’s protection!”

Tomlin turned and gave Vester a spine-rattling thump on the back. Then he caught the back of Vester’s suitcoat to stop the elf from faceplanting on the floor. “Easy, now,” Tomlin said with a chuckle. “Guess you’re still a rickety thing, eh? But by all accounts you had an interesting delve. I read your journal entries. A mini-Boss that fast tracked you to the second floor and a vampire Elite? I can’t tell if you’re lucky or cursed.”

Vester let out a snort. “We both know I’m not exactly favored by the gods,” he said dryly. “Besides, I was given to understand those sorts of things happen in the Great Dungeon.”

Tomlin opened the door to the VIP suite and motioned for Vester to precede him. Then he closed the door and sat in one of the more-comfortable chairs. “Oh, well, they do happen from time to time,” Tomlin offered, “just not to a partial Party. Generally, challenges like that are reserved for groups who exceed the dungeon’s threat rating. But for three Adventurers to qualify? That is rare… especially when one of them is a C-rank Dreamspinner.”

The Founder’s keen eyes stared into Vester’s and thick dwarven fingers tapped against an armored knee. Vester waited. He wasn’t sure exactly what Tomlin knew, but he wasn’t going to just give himself away if he could avoid it.

A few seconds later, Tomlin snorted.

“You’re getting better at controlling your reactions,” the dwarf praised. “Now, I want to begin with an apology.” The man’s features changed, true remorse showing across his wrinkled face. “When you arrived in our world I didn’t hesitate to send you away with all the speed I could muster. I threw you and Kora Dol together and walked off. I had my reasons, but it was still a bit harsh considering how little you knew of Ordinal.”

“It was rather abrupt,” Vester agreed, “but it might have been for the best. I’ve made some good friends since coming to Porter’s Walk, and my situation is improving.”

Tomlin nodded. “And I’m glad for that, but it doesn’t change the fact that I could have offered you at least a few days to adjust. The truth is that the Quest that led me to you wasn’t the only one I received. The second was to make sure you ended up in Porter’s Walk.”

Vester’s eyes narrowed. “Was the punishment for that one death as well?”

Letting out a snort, Tomlin shook his head. “Not in the slightest. No punishment at all, actually, not even a real reward… just a vague promise—a claim that your presence in Porter’s Walk might help avert a war.”

“A war?” Vester repeated, feeling more than a little lost. “How am I supposed to stop a war?”

Tomlin shrugged. “No idea. All I know is the Quest came with the mark of the God of Life.”

Julius thinks I can stop a war just by being in Porter’s Walk? Why…how? WTF? Vester took a second to calm himself. ‘Non, you got anything to add to this?’ he prayed, not that he expected a response. ‘Feel free to drop in and give me some info if you want.’

A few heartbeats passed with no sign of time stopping, so Vester lifted a hand to brush a strand of hair from his face. “Well, that is certainly flattering,” he began, “But how am I supposed to sto—”

Suddenly, his vision was filled with a glowing Quest.

Quest: Humble the Hero

Requirement: Defeat the Hero and his Party in solo combat. Vester Gambit, alone, must face the Hero and his Party in a friendly spar and humble them.

Bonus Objective: Take no damage during the fight.

Reward: ??

Punishment: War.

“Vester?” Tomlin asked, his eyes narrowing. “Are you okay?” The dwarf leaned forward and reached out to grip Vester’s knee, giving it a careful jiggle. “You look like a ghost just walked over your grave.”

“That…” Vester paused, fishing for words. “Honestly, the ghost might be easier to deal with,” he said. Swallowing, he shifted to meet Tomlin’s gaze. “I’ve just received a Quest demanding I humble the Hero and his Party in a spar… all of them versus me.”

“You?” Tomlin asked incredulously. “Just you?”

“Just me,” Vester confirmed. “And apparently… if I fail, it will be war.”

Tomlin leaned back in his chair and blew out a breath so harshly Vester felt his clothing ripple. He didn’t blame Tomlin for the reaction—Vester himself was feeling more than a little numb, completely unsure how to begin processing the Quest.

‘Non, what the fuck have you gotten me into now?’


Chapter Nine



Tomlin requested Vester stay where he was, then the dwarf went into another room. He could vaguely hear the sound of the Founder’s voice, and assumed the man was using some kind of communication device.

Vester checked the tiny map in the corner of his vision and saw the dots representing Kora Dol and Krysta were both in the building. Zooming out, he noticed that Skylar had left her workshop, though he couldn’t pick out the exact store she’d gone to.

She must be out getting supplies to finish up those scout golems, he mused. He knew he was trying to distract himself, but it wasn’t like he could make a firm plan to defeat Denny on his own. He had no idea what the Hero and his Party could even do.

Denny’s stats are insane—all of his physical abilities were over forty when he registered for the Adventurer’s Guild. His team didn’t have the same blessings, but they’re a full group of six… and I can’t hurt any of them. How do I stop them when I can’t do any damage?

He shifted and rested his chin on his palm, letting his eyes fall closed while he turned the problem over in his head.

I have to assume they’ll have roles that support each other. They have two casters, three warrior types, and that girl that didn’t show up. So, assuming it’s an even spread between mages and warriors, I need to avoid all of them while leading them int—

“Excellent!” Tomlin boomed, completely shattering Vester’s train of thought. “The Hero and his Party will be here in twenty minutes. Come along, let’s get you to the new sparring area we’ve been building.”

“New sparring area?” Vester asked, momentarily confused; then the rest of what Tomlin had said registered. “Wait, they’re coming now?” His affected composure cracked in his shock at how fast things were moving. “Not exactly giving me a lot of time to prepare, are you.”

Tomlin offered him a sympathetic glance, then patted Vester on the shoulder. “You’ll either manage it or you won’t, lad. You’re not a class built for direct confrontation, but clearly the gods see some kind of chance for you. It just means you have to be clever… and if we’re gambling on a long shot, we might as well not waste time at it.”

“A rousing vote of confidence, sir,” Vester managed, reclaiming some of the dignity he pretended at while doing his best to infuse sarcasm into the title. Still, he rose to his feet and took a few seconds to straighten out his immaculate uniform, then tapped his cane against the floor.

Tomlin grinned, seemingly happy as a clam. The old dwarf thumped Vester on the back yet again and nudged him to start walking. Together, they left the VIP area and headed toward the wing of the Guildhall used for training new recruits.

Because Vester was a receptionist, he had never involved himself with sparring between Adventurers. That wasn’t his job, and he didn’t have enough experience as a delver to have anything useful to teach. He glanced in the various square chambers and saw heavily enchanted walls, which allowed people to practice skills.

The rooms are a lot larger than I thought they were. No wonder the staff apartments are so small. I can cite the rules for how these rooms are to be laid out, how often their safety glyphs are inspected, and the requirements to use and book them—but seeing is a whole different experience. The training rooms Kora booked aren’t quite so robust.

Tomlin escorted him out a rear door to a walled-off section of the back courtyard. This area didn’t lead to the Dungeon Gate portal. It was a sixty-foot-by-sixty-foot square surrounded by observation booths that reminded Vester of Renaissance Festival stalls. The stone booths and the marble walls they were set into were a veritable wall of inscriptions.

The enchantments were layered so heavily across the area that Vester felt like he was walking into a mana soup. The air practically vibrated, and he rolled his shoulders and took deep breaths to try and adjust to the sensation.

“Aye,” Tomlin said. “The sparring court takes getting used to. But it will prevent true maiming and instant-kills from taking effect. Anyone injured to that point will be teleported into a booth where healing spells will restore them to perfect condition. The pain is real, though, which lets our Adventurers practice against true combat conditions.”

“This must be expensive to run,” Vester replied, eyeing the walls. “It can handle skills up to a Hero’s power?” he asked, just to be sure. It wasn’t like Vester was afraid of death—more, he wanted to make sure his own S-rank skills wouldn’t overload the system.

“Indeed!” Tomlin boasted. “The Crafter’s Guild has a proprietary system to create these areas. They inscribe each block on its own, making sure to label them in a specific pattern. Then they work with the Builder’s Guild to ensure each piece is placed in its proper position. Once the Builders meld the blocks into a solid whole, a Master Enchanter activates the inscriptions and creates a chamber capable of handling any rank of skill. It’s the most expensive part of creating a Guildhall, second only to crafting a full Dungeon Gate.”

Vester let out a small whistle of appreciation.

No wonder it’s expensive. If each piece has to be carved by someone with the class and profession of Enchanter then get put together by a Master Stonemason or something? Yeah, those are high-rank jobs. And if the enchantments are on every surface of the blocks that get melded together then there’s no way to steal the inscriptions, because the full enchantment is three-dimensional and contained inside the walls themselves.

Just the idea of that intricate work made Vester’s head hurt. He hadn’t even begun to reach the level of formula work required to layer inscriptions on the inside of Skylar’s golem pieces where they connected; he was still working strictly on the outer surface of each part.

“I’ll go over the rules for the spar once the Hero arrives. For now, take a seat and make sure your mana is topped up. You’ll want everything you’ve got for this,” Tomlin said, heading over to the booth most clearly marked for observers. Vester assumed it also had controls to run the yard.

He took Tomlin’s advice to heart and sat down. While his mana levels were fine, he decided to do some meditation and see if any ideas came to him for how to handle the upcoming fight. A few plans had begun circulating through his head, but he needed to adapt them to avoid giving away his Earthly origins.

He was still tailoring exactly what kind of illusions he wanted to use when he heard footsteps and armor rattling. He opened his eyes in time to see Denny and his Party enter. They were being escorted by Kora Dol and Kromm, and Vester found himself a bit surprised to see Krysta and Skylar were with the group as well.

Skylar winked at him, while Krysta gave a tiny wiggle of her fingers and slipped into the booth to present a folder of documents to Tomlin. Kora’s nod was more restrained, but Vester saw the anxiety in her from the way her tails were swishing around.

Kromm, in comparison, was staring at Vester like he was a strange insect. Vester didn’t know how to read minotaur facial expressions at all, so he couldn’t tell if he was being paranoid or if she genuinely didn’t care for him.

But a moment after the minotaur passed by, Elondolin and the old wizard breezed through and headed straight to the booth. With them came a woman. It took a second for Vester to recognize Purifier Ran, since she was back in her holy vestments and armored with her divine weapons once more.

At the moment, she was giving some advice to someone standing behind Denny, and Vester had to assume that the pale, dark-haired girl was the final member of the Hero’s Party. Vester vaguely recalled seeing her on the bus before they all died, but he couldn’t put a name to her.

He also didn’t have much time to study her, because Tomlin came out and slapped his hands together with a sharp crack that echoed in the square. “Alright, then!” the dwarf cried, clearly excited. “We’re going to have a friendly spar. The Church of Light has agreed to put up the Hero and his group against one of the Adventurer’s Guild’s best. The rules of the spar are relatively simple: do your best, trust the enchantments to keep you alive—oh, and have fun.”

Denny stared at the old dwarf like he’d grown a second head. “That… is it? What about the rules of engagement? We’re just supposed to gang up on a single person? Shouldn’t we go one at a time?”

Tomlin’s smile was positively taunting, and he glanced over at Kora. It was the kitsune who gave Denny their answer, however: “I will be shocked if any of you manage to land a single blow.”

Vester, meanwhile, was watching to see if Denny reacted at all to his name. It wasn’t like Vester was a common name, after all. To his shock, Denny didn’t give a single sign of recognition. He just nodded and sighed, taking a moment to adjust his armor. “Well, alright… it still doesn’t seem right to just go at him all together though.”

Taking that as his cue to rise to his feet, Vester used every scrap of his dexterity to glide into a standing position. The sharp click of his cane coming down on the stones beneath his feet echoed back at him.

“I appreciate your concern,” Vester said with a small, condescending smile, “however, I can assure you that none of you have the power to kill me.” It was a statement he felt utterly confident in, considering he was functionally immortal.

Tomlin brought the attention back to himself with a deep chuckle. “Excellent. Vester, if you could stand over there. Hero, if you and yours could take position on the other side of the courtyard. Once all the observers are in the booth, the signal to start will be a gong chime. No casting or skill usage before it sounds.”

Everyone nodded their acknowledgement of the rules and went to their respective sides. Vester studied the square and an idea formed. He watched Denny take a forward position with Jack to one side; Kimmy was on the other side of Denny, while the dark-haired girl, Rachel, and Davis stood at the back. They formed a loose triangle that put the mystery girl in the rough center of their group.

I’m betting she’s a healer of some sort, Vester mused. Keeping the healer in the safe spot is standard. Jack’s a hothead, so I’m betting he charges the moment the gong sounds. Kimmy’s got an aggressive class as well. The only question is whether Denny fights defensively or offensively. Still… I think I can do this.

Vester felt like time was slowing down around him as he focused. With his Raiment on, his dexterity was in the seventies. That boosted his reflexes and agility, but he still needed to invest more in his wisdom to get the full benefit of his attributes. Kora had been making him realize that currently, his body could react far faster than his mind could perceive a threat.

When the gong went off, Vester slammed his cane down to the stone. A billowing cloud of shadows seemed to erupt from his body to cover the area around him in a shifting black fog. He dropped two Labyrinth Wards in front of his opponents, arranged so that their edges were just barely touching.

That turned a forty-foot-wide segment of the courtyard into a massive trap, and Vester trusted it to slow down his opponents while he tossed metal cards containing his blade traps around himself in a semi-circle.

Enjoy the mind maze… and feel free to take your time getting out of it, Vester thought. Then he heard the sound of rushing feet, then the thud of several bodies hitting the ground as they ran into his Labyrinth Ward. Called it. Hopefully they don’t solve the maze easily.

The rest of Denny’s Party weren’t just waiting for their front line to get back to their feet.

“Illumination!” Davis called while sending a burst of brilliant light into the sky above them. The sudden radiance should have dispelled Vester’s shadows, but the illusion remained firmly in place. “What, why didn’t that work?” he called in confusion.

Vester grinned, then had to momentarily twist to go down to one knee and flow back to his feet to pass under a beam of something that had erupted from the tip of Rachel’s staff. The semi-transparent lavender beam hadn’t made a sound, and the only reason it hadn’t struck him was because she’d started the attack to one side and dragged it across the arena in a blind sweep.

How low can I go? Vester asked himself in amusement while recovering from the impromptu limbo moment. He didn’t let himself get too cocky, because he saw Denny was already stirring. His twin shoved at the ground and groggily pushed himself back to his feet.

Damn. Denny’s faster than I expected. I’m impressed he shook off the Labyrinth Ward that quickly.

“Wha… where did I go?” Denny asked in confusion.

“You didn’t go anywhere! You, Kimmy, and Jack just collapsed!” the unknown girl cried. “What happened to the three of you?”

“I could have sworn I was transported to some kind of maze. There were endless hallways and I had to find my way out. Once I did, well, suddenly I was back here.” Denny grunted and reached down to grasp his shield, firmly planted it on the stone, and crouched behind it. “Heaven’s Bulwark,” he growled.

A golden light radiated out from his shield and spread up and around, forming a dome over their entire party. The divine power shimmered like gold and starlight mixed together, and the moment he saw it, Vester knew he didn’t have a chance of breaking the barrier.

Not that I have an attack I can throw at them, he thought in amusement. To keep things lively, he started shapes moving through the shadows: crimson eyes and low silhouettes, scaled forms that slithered and ran in equal measure. He added the half-remembered smell of snakes and the sound of claws on stone.

“He summoned something!” Rachel called. “Davis, can you cleanse whatever has Jack and Kimmy down?” The Soulsage brought her staff around and sent another beam of purple light sweeping through the darkness. Vester amused himself by causing the shadow monsters to come apart in bursts of green smoke, then added the scent of bleach to the illusion.

“Be careful!” the girl called. “They must be some kind of conjuration with a poison attack when they die! I smell chlorine! Let me see if I can dispel them!” The girl lowered her head and began to recite what sounded like a prayer.

“Slowly, Emma,” Denny shouted. “If you channel too much of Peace’s power too quickly you’ll collapse!” The sheer level of concern in Denny’s voice threw Vester for a moment. He’d heard Denny talk to girls before. None of them had ever made him sound like that.

Did my bro go to another world and find a girlfriend?


Chapter Ten



Davis cast some kind of poison protection on the group members, who all lit up with a blue glow. He’d called out his spell name again, which made it easy to tell what he’d done. Vester almost laughed at the way Rachel tore into him for shouting his attacks out, calling him a weeb. Denny got them back on track, and Rachel and Davis took turns shooting beams of light into Vester’s darkness.

While he was amused to see he’d caused the group to turtle up, he was facing a conundrum. How am I supposed to beat them when I can’t do any damage? And worse, if they won’t come out, they can’t run into any of my traps… I can’t exactly hurt them on my own.

He created more illusory serpent-wolves and sent the shadowy monsters at the group. Of course, they kept picking the creatures off and he kept making them explode in fake chlorine gas clouds. Thanks to Trickster’s Cane, the cost of Freeform Illusion was almost negligible. Vester could keep making them see things all day without draining his reserves.

After a few minutes of failing to destroy his illusory cover, Emma started to glow brighter and brighter. The white-gold light seemed to originate inside her body, and Vester was disturbed to realize he could see her muscles, bones, and blood vessels like shadows against the light. The girl’s skin started cracking about the time her hair turned to liquid starlight.

Davis abandoned whatever he’d been trying to cast on Jack and immediately began channeling some kind of long-term heal on Emma. Each time his golden radiance pulsed over her body, the broken skin mended, then began tearing again.

“Banishment of Peace!” Emma cried.

It was like a nuclear bomb went off in the middle of the courtyard. The brilliance flowed out of her like a rolling tide of liquid power. It spread outward and hit the walls of the courtyard, then rushed back to slap against Emma like a returning tide. Light splashed upward, then raced out again.

In and out, a sea of liquid divine energy.

Each time it hit Vester, he felt like his soul was igniting. There came the searing sensation of being hated, utterly loathed—it was like the heavens were staring down at him, judging him for every sin he’d even considered committing during his lifetime.

But for all that it was agonizing, it didn’t actually damage his body at all—and it didn’t disrupt his illusions in the slightest. That seemed to baffle Emma; the girl stared in shock, utterly lost and confused. “That’s not… not possible,” she whispered. “All summons, demons, and shadow monsters should be rebuked by the presence of Peace’s aura!”

The girl was bleeding from her ears, eyes, mouth, nostrils—even her fucking fingernails were bleeding. Bruises were spreading under her skin despite the heals that Davis kept spamming her with. “I’m running low on mana!” the Lightmender called, focusing on his job.

Rachel, who had started using more precise beams of that lavender light to shatter Vester’s illusory monsters, was panting hard. “So am I,” she said. “Whatever these beasts are, they’re either reforming inside the cloud or he can summon an infinite number of them. Denny, you might have to rush him.”

“I can’t leave you all undefended!” Denny protested. “Without Jack and Kimmy to run interference…”

“Just go!” Rachel snapped. The Soulsage spun her staff and brought it down with a boom. A glowing shield wrapped around herself, Davis, and Emma. “Sanctuary of the Soul will protect us. Don’t waste it!”

Vester assumed that was her weekly power: a defensive move to keep her and others safe from harm. There was a density to it that rivaled the mana in Denny’s Heavenly Bulwark, and he rose to his feet and wrenched his shield out of the ground the moment Rachel cast.

Then Denny was charging forward behind his shield. Vester watched his brother ready his wide blade and tried to remember the names of Denny’s skills he’d seen when his brother had registered. He’s got some kind of celestial theme… right? Gravity and stuff. I should watch out for—fuck, that!

Vester didn’t hesitate to snap his fingers and activate Decoy Swap the moment Denny leaped into the air. His twin sailed upward like he’d been launched from a catapult. The entire time he was rising, a purple-black glow had begun forming around his sword and shield.

At the apex of his leap, Denny swung his blade forward and pointed the tip down at the position Vester had occupied. He had no idea how Denny had targeted him inside the illusions, and he wasn’t waiting to see what happened when his brother landed.

Once the teleport engaged, Vester booked it as far from the point of impact as possible. His speed was incredible with his gear on, and he’d reached the far corner of the sparring area before his brief invisibility had expired.

Denny, meanwhile, had been yanked down like his sword was a homing missile and when he hit the ground—shield first—the blast had sent a pillar of energy roaring into the sky. The entire arena shook, and the wards lit up like neon signs.

Vester saw that his brother’s sword was embedded nearly to the hilt in the ground and the warrior had taken the brunt of the impact on the face of his shield. Denny’s armored form rose again in a flash, shocking Vester with how quickly his twin had recovered from the landing.

Denny, meanwhile, was spinning in place and seemed to zero in on Vester almost immediately. Lifting his shield, the heavily armored Starstriker came at Vester like a linebacker. A series of sharp pings sounded when Denny ran through the activation aura of several of Vester’s trap cards.

The net trap dragged Denny’s shield out of line and forced him to spend a second wrenching his arm free of the metal mesh. The momentary breach in his defenses saw a blade trap activate and impale Denny’s calf.

A golden glow immediately sheathed him and Vester watched the wound mend itself—the blade snapped and Denny continued forward unabated. His next footfall, however, triggered a second blade trap, and this time the spike hit somewhere far more personal

Vester winced at the sight of his twin going up on tiptoes. Denny’s eyes crossed, his face turned green, then milk-white, and he slowly dropped his weapons to clutch at himself. A whimper escaped the man, then Denny staggered backward to peel himself off the blade.

The wound was already mending under that same golden glow, but Denny didn’t seem to be in a hurry to charge forward again. Fuck… I’ll make that up to you one day, Denny. I swear that was not intentional… Still, if it worked once!

Vester threw more trap cards in front of himself, then molded his shadowy clouds to make it seem like Denny was being surrounded by the same crimson-eyed snake-wolves. Denny was sweating, breathing hard, and looked like it was all he could do to keep from throwing up.

A helpless glance at his Party showed Denny that Jack and Kimmy were still face down on Vester’s Labyrinth Ward. Davis, Rachel, and Emma were hidden away under Rachel’s shimmering barrier—Vester’s twin was all alone.

How much mana do you have, Denny? Vester asked himself. How long are the cooldowns on your skills? Come on, do the math. Your damage dealers are incapacitated, your support has collapsed, and you just took a blade to the junk. Be smart. Surrender!

If he hadn’t known his brother so well, he might have taunted Denny to encourage him to give up. But Vester knew that if he challenged Denny at all, his brother’s stubborn pride would rear up and he’d do everything in his power to win.

Denny glanced back at Vester, clearly evaluating him, and Vester met his eyes. They stared at each other, and Vester momentarily debated triggering Nightmare’s Release. He held back for the moment, the memory of Li Ra’s friend screaming and held trapped in her greatest fears until her heart gave out haunting him.

Instead, Vester inclined his head toward the shield protecting Denny’s team. It didn’t cover Jack or Kimmy, so Vester’s illusory monsters shifted and began moving toward the pair of collapsed Adventurers.

“I surrender,” Denny called out, slumping forward. “I can’t protect my Party and attack at the same time. I won’t win if it means my Party goes down.”

Vester lifted a gloved hand and snapped his fingers dramatically. Instantly, his illusions vanished. “You could have beaten me if you’d sacrificed your companions,” Vester called, deciding to play the part of the villain.

Denny grimaced. “Maybe,” he conceded, “but that’s not really a victory, is it? Better to retreat, regroup, and then pound your face into the dirt when we’re ready for you.” Vester recognized the look on Denny’s face—Denny would definitely want a rematch.

He’ll keep coming back until he’s sure he can kick my ass cleanly, Vester thought.

“I had hoped our Hero had more resolve,” Purifier Ran announced critically while emerging from the observation booth. Her face was a mask of disappointment, and she shot Vester an angry glower while moving toward Denny’s Party.

“Nonsense,” Tomlin bellowed. “Protecting your Party should be a priority for anyone who specializes in defense—even a Hero. When his allies have grown in power, they’ll be able to rain terrible destruction down on his foes while he offers them absolute protection.”

Kromm let out a rumble, though whether in agreement or disagreement wasn’t clear. Not, at least, until she said, “One of the wisest ways to wage war is knowing how to conserve your resources. War rarely allows one the time to reclaim the corpses of the fallen and resurrect them.”

Denny glanced at Purifier Ran, and Vester could tell his twin did not agree with the woman. “It’s my responsibility to take care of them,” Denny said stubbornly. “They’re here because of me.”

The Purifier opened her mouth, then took a close look at Denny’s face and chose silence instead. Vester, who’d thought she’d keep arguing, held back a sigh of disappointment. Personally, he’d have been quite happy if the Church of Light alienated his brother to the point Denny would walk away, but he doubted it was going to happen.

The minute the gods told Denny he was a Hero, I’m sure he decided the fate of this entire planet sat on his shoulders. Knowing Denny, he’ll blame himself for every single person who dies on Ordinal from the moment he was reincarnated—if not people who died before he was born.

Kora, Krysta, and Skylar came over to join Vester, which was when he realized that the enchantments in the sparring field had deactivated his traps. The three Denny had run into were broken, the metal plates shattered. Skylar had picked up all the ones along her path and handed them over to Vester before she planted a small kiss on his cheek.

“Congratulations on your victory,” she said with a warm smile. “He looks like he’s going to want to try again at some point.”

“Oh I’m sure he will,” Vester agreed. “Some folks don’t take losing well… and they’ll keep slamming their head into an obstacle until either it breaks or they do.”

Krysta studied Denny for a moment, then turned to stare at Vester. She carefully leaned toward him and whispered into his ear. “You’re cuter.” Her huge fluffy tail swept around and pressed itself against his spine. He saw that she was clasping her hands together behind her back to keep from hugging him.

Meanwhile, Kora had also been studying the defeated Party. “You made good use of your traps,” she noted. The kitsune’s milky gaze returned to him and she offered him a proud smile. “Enhancing the material and quality will give you better options; but you’ll need to learn more enchantments.”

“You’re right,” he agreed. “If the three of you have time, I’d like to discuss something with you. I was approached by someone who wants to delve with us.” Vester considered Li Ra’s request. “She’s been offered a slot on the upcoming mission, but her Party is no longer delving.”

Kora looked confused, but she motioned for him to wait. “Let’s discuss that in private later. I am certain Founder Tomlin is going to want to say a few words about our victory.”

Her words proved prophetic, because it was only a few seconds later that the dwarf was clapping his hands together to draw everyone’s attention. “I would like to personally thank the Hero and his comrades for partaking in this training experience,” the dwarf began. “With the joint mission between the Adventurer’s Guild and the Church of Light to be launched shortly, it is important we hone our forces to a keen—”

“That was bullshit!” Jack cried. He and Kimmy had been helped to their feet by their team when Tomlin had started speaking. The red-haired man aimed a hand in Vester’s direction. “He fucking cheated!” the Bloodrager snarled. “There ain’t no way a single punk can put down half our team with a single skill.”

Tomlins’s expression darkened at the interruption, yet before he could say anything, Purifier Ran stormed over and got into Jack’s face. “You dare disrespect and interrupt the Founder of the Adventurer’s Guild?” she hissed. “Do you want to be banned from the Guild?”

Jack blanched, clearly shocked at having someone come at him so sharply. “What, n-no, I just… come on, how the fuck was that a fair move?” Jack didn’t quite shift to hide behind Denny, but his awkward shuffle implied he wanted to. “The guy won without throwing a single punch!”

Founder Tomlin shook his head. “The younger generations have much to learn,” he declared sadly. “Son, not every foe in the Great Dungeon is going to attack you with tooth, claw, or fist. They’ll come at your mind, your soul, your heart… There are more ways to harm someone than you can imagine. Learning to recognize the dangers is what will keep you alive.”

Kromm the minotaur loomed over Purifier Ran. The powerful figure crossed her arms over her chest and leaned her horned head forward to stare down her muzzle at the woman. “This is the danger of power leveling,” the Apostle of War pronounced. “Only power gained through blood and turmoil brings experience. Spoon feeding easy growth robs them of that ability to learn.”

The woman flushed, then went pale, then flushed again. Vester wondered if she was about to have a stroke before his eyes. Whatever was going through her head, she once more chose restraint. She nodded her head to the minotaur. “Perhaps your recommendation that we give the Hero and his companions lessons in strategy and beast lore is the correct one. I shall talk to the Bishop on our return to the temple.”

With that promise, she gathered up Denny and the others and left. Vester saw more than a few hostile glances sent his way, but he ignored all of them. He waited until Tomlin made his way over. The dwarf ran his eyes over the women at Vester’s side, then smiled. “You should take some time and check your Grimoire,” the dwarf said softly. “It might just be we averted a war today.”

Fuck, I forgot about that! Vester’s expression saw Tomlin laughing as he walked off.


Chapter Eleven



Kora led them to her rooms, though she’d be moving out of them soon. He saw that she was already in the process of packing up, judging by the lack of belongings in view. Though since he hadn’t been in Kora’s rooms frequently, she might have just been a minimalist.

“Quick, summon your Grimoire!” Skylar urged, leaning against his back.

“Wait, I want to hear about the new Party member first!” Krysta protested.

Kora breezed past the pair and linked her hand through Vester’s elbow to guide him out of the doorway and toward the couch and the chairs. She settled herself on the backless couch and her tails swept from side to side, which meant after she drew Vester down next to her there wasn’t room for Skylar or Krysta to join them.

Vester was treated to the sight of the pair of them standing there, blinking in confusion, then glancing at each other before each claimed one of the soft chairs across from the couch. Krysta curled her tail over herself like a fluffy blanket and nibbled on the tip.

Kind of amazing how effortlessly Kora just took control of the situation, he thought. She never even said a word. I need to learn how to do shit like that. So far, I’m better at freaking people out into silence, but while intimidation is great… it’s shit when you need to lead people.

Kora offered the other women a smile. “If what the Founder said about the importance of that little exhibition is true, then it’s best to start with the Grimoire,” she said, effectively preventing any real argument. Kora glanced at him, his illusory passive allowing her to see him fine. “Quests like that are rarely simple things and often have far-deeper implications than their plain wording might indicate.”

Nodding, Vester murmured the incantation that saw the Grimoire forming in his hand. The ornate book opened on its own and the pages briefly glowed.

Contributions: In a one on six battle you have forced the Hero to face the potential of losing his Party and establishing his priorities. In choosing to maintain his Party over ultimate victory, the strings of fate have been shifted. Pushing the Hero to demonstrate how much he values life above all else has earned additional rewards.

Reward: Progression to level 16 Dreamspinner. Decoy Swap (S-rank) level 2

Wait, wasn’t my Decoy Swap only A-rank? Now it’s S-rank… Holy shit, did this Quest give me a skill level and a skill upgrade? That… is a hell of a reward. What does Decoy Swap look like now?

Vester glanced at his skill to see what had changed.

Decoy Swap (S-Rank): Level 2

The ability to teleport to a new location and leave behind an illusory clone at the point of origin along with an additional clone that appears within 20 feet of the starting point. These clones perform actions as the cast wills. Additionally, the caster benefits from a period of invisibility lasting five minutes before returning to visibility. Level 2 allows for a 40-foot teleportation with a five-minute cooldown. At S-rank, it will gain +20 feet per level and generate one additional decoy. Like most skills, Level 5 is the cap. This spell requires mana to use.

Fuuuuuck. Wait, so I leave behind a copy and I create a fake when I teleport… but since I’m level 2 I can travel 40 feet and stay invisible for the entire cooldown period—plus I produce another duplicate. So, I can teleport away, create three copies that behave the way I want, and when I have to become visible again, the swap is ready to go?

Vester blew out his breath, and when he saw the others staring at him, he held up a hand to signal he needed a moment.

Vester Gambit: Elf

Dreamspinner: Level 16

Profession: Enchanter

Strength: 13

Dexterity: 28 (78)

Constitution: 15

Intelligence: 31

Wisdom: 19

Charisma: 20

Skills: Freeform Illusion 2, Don Disguise, Decoy Swap 2, Labyrinth Ward 2, Chaos Cock MAX, Chaos Thief 1, Aura of Illusion MAX, Remove Divine Curse

Profession skills: Mana Manipulation, Inscribe Enchantment

Unique Ability: Nightmare’s Release

Gear: Avatar’s Raiment, Trickster’s Cane

Free Points: 0

“Wow, you weren’t kidding about the rewards, Kora,” Vester said when he finally closed his Grimoire and let the book fade. “I gained a level and got an upgrade to one of my best skills.” The women leaned in to hear more, so Vester related everything he’d read to them.

“Wow, that’s a major mobility boost,” Skylar said. “Not to mention the misdirection of having three visible targets. If the cooldown were even lower, you could definitely use it to control the battlefield.”

“Almost,” Kora said in gentle correction. “The inability to do damage or lock down opponents limits it for controlling the flow of the fight—at least in comparison to Vester’s ability to change the landscape with his illusions. While he could use Labyrinth Ward to create areas of denial the way he did in the fight outside, the trap is limited in the need to dismiss it before it can be recast. Once it’s dismissed, all those incapacitated foes are free to start moving again. It only works in concert with someone skilled and fast enough to kill anyone taken down by the trap.”

“That’s why I’m designing Woody for speed,” Skylar interjected. “Dent is still going to be a bruiser, but Woody is fast with enhanced claws. Using the daggers worked well our last delve. This time, though, the claws should do better because they’re made from monster parts. Woody will assassinate anyone trapped in Vester’s skill.”

“A fair point,” Kora conceded with a nod of her head. “I had forgotten to take into consideration the improvements you were making to your puppets. The golems should provide a solid combat multiplier… though we still need to improve your own hand-to-hand skills.”

Skylar visibly shrank and Vester had to carefully control his face to avoid grinning. While Kora had been throwing him around the training rooms regularly to improve his fighting skills, Skylar had skipped training whenever she could.

It’s not like she hasn’t been busy rebuilding her golems, he thought. The magical materials she’s rebuilding them with demands a lot more mana to shape, and she’s advanced their designs significantly. I know she was struggling with the articulation she wanted in the joints, but now Woody’s back to being a contortionist. Someone’s going to have a bad day if they try to grapple that puppet.

Dent wasn’t nearly so complex, though Skylar had struggled with anchoring the secondary arms that would let Dent manipulate things. While its hammer and ax hands were amazing for sheer damage output, they lacked a certain grace when it came to any delicate tasks.

Krysta reached out to pat Skylar on the forearm, leaning from her seat to bridge the gap. “I’m sure once the golems are finished Skylar is going to dedicate herself to her fight training… and I’ll be there alongside her. I don’t want to be a helpless healer who can’t defend myself if someone comes at me.”

“Good,” Kora said warmly. Approval radiated off her face, and she offered both women a reassuring smile. “I’m sure we’ll do well in our delving, though I’d also like for us to get a practice delve or two in before the official journey below begins… which brings us to the other point you mentioned, Vester, who is this mystery individual?”

Vester suddenly found three sets of eyes focused on him. Each woman looked rather intense, and he wondered if they even realized they’d each tilted in his direction at the exact same time. Despite having done nothing wrong, he momentarily felt like he was in front of the school principal again.

“Li Ra,” he said, and Skylar and Krysta’s eyes immediately flashed with recognition. It took Kora a moment longer, then she nodded along. “Sincarla’s wounds were bad enough that she’s chosen to retire to a farming venture and use her magic in a less-dangerous capacity. Considering Li Ra’s last group was betrayed by those bandits, she’s not sure she wants to try and form an Adventuring Party from scratch…”

“And since we saved her,” Krysta said, taking over when Vester took a breath, “she wants on our team because she knows we went into the dungeon shorthanded; plus we were kind enough to help her then let her go without taking advantage of her position?”

Vester could tell that Krysta had been hypothesizing, because she’d ended on a question. She looked so earnest that he was tempted to pat her on the head and tell her she was a good girl. Instead, he smiled and let out a chuckle. “Basically, yeah. We saved her from a double cross and don’t have a full Party. She wants the chance to reach the tenth floor and beat the Boss, so she was hoping we’d take her in.”

“She’d have to sign the Contract,” Skylar said, frowning. “Have you mentioned that to her? A lot of Adventurers won’t agree to any Party that requires magical binding, because they can be used to force unpleasant terms.”

“I haven’t,” Vester said, shaking his head. “I told her I needed to talk to my Party before I could get back to her. I didn’t want to talk about the Contract and stir up questions only to find out that you ladies hated the idea. I figured it was better to know where you all stood before I gave any kind of reply.”

“A wise choice,” Kora praised, sounding completely sincere. “Keeping peace in a Party is a balancing act that many leaders struggle with. While I might be the highest level, I don’t think it can be said I occupy that position in our Party. I haven’t even delved with you yet.”

I’m… kind of amazed that didn’t come off condescending, Vester thought, taking a second to pat Kora’s leg. With the experience imbalance, it would be easy to see why she might think of herself as the best suited to take charge, especially since she was literally my Boss until Tomlin dropped in yesterday.

“You really don’t think you should be in charge?” Skylar asked, looking insecure. “You’re… what, level 28? You’ve got us all beat on both levels and experience in dungeon delving.”

“There’s more to being a leader than level,” Kora offered. Vester felt her shift and realized she’d turned so she was facing Skylar and Krysta more directly. He recognized the body language as an attempt to be more inclusive. “Honestly, I didn’t even want to run the Guildhall to begin with,” Kora added with a laugh. “I accepted the job because there’s not much for an Elemental Knight except acting as a guard—and nobody is going to hire a blind bodyguard.”

Krysta’s ears drooped, and then she offered Kora bright smile. “That’s their loss! Besides, you’re exactly the kind of person we need. Now, let’s talk about Li Ra. She’s a Gunslinger, right?”

Vester could have kissed Krysta for breaking the awkward moment—and internally made a promise he would later. He nodded his head. “Yes, Li Ra’s class is ranged damage. She fights with a pair of energy weapons and her perception is high enough that she can detect my illusions, though I don’t think she can see through them. I’ve never checked that.”

“She must have a very high wisdom,” Skylar said thoughtfully. The Puppetmaster shifted to rest her elbow on the arm of the chair and dropped her chin onto her palm. “We could use someone with keen senses on the team.”

“Wisdom is a feature of the Gunslinger class,” Kora confirmed. “Also, having someone skilled at taking out targets at a distance would reduce one of our biggest weaknesses. Do you know if she uses an energy rifle as well, or does she focus solely on the smaller weapons?”

“I’ve never seen her with a rifle,” Vester admitted. “But I’ve also never actually seen her fighting on her own terms. Her Party was fleeing an ambush and betrayal when we encountered her in the dungeon; it’s possible they had to leave supplies behind after getting jumped.”

“It sounds like we need to do a Party interview,” Skylar suggested. When she saw the blank looks on Vester and Krysta’s faces, she rolled her eyes. “It’s kind of self-explanatory,” she pointed out. “We sit her down and ask her questions to see how well she’d fit in the group.”

“That is the standard approach,” Kora said. “Though I’d recommend we broach the subject of the Contract first. If we ask her to expose her skills and talents while keeping ours back and then drop a secrecy Contract on her, she might well feel misled. Worse, she might think like we’re attempting to entrap her and do something rash.”

“I don’t think she’s the type,” Vester said, “though I agree we should be upfront that our Party has secrets and a Contract to maintain them before we demand too much from her. She has some pretty valid reasons to be wary of new Party groups, and we don’t need to add to her stress.”

Vester would be the first to admit that while Li Ra had always been considerate toward him when he worked the desk at the Guild, he didn’t know her well outside of that. It was entirely possible that he’d misjudged her, and she was just naturally good at handling bureaucrats; that was one of the reasons he wanted to get the other’s opinions.

“So, it sounds like we need to approach her, tell her we have a Contract for Party secrecy, and then see if we mesh,” Krysta said. “Should we invite her somewhere for dinner?”

“We could meet at my workshop,” Skylar offered. “The place is large enough for a Party to share a meal, and it’s a private space where we don’t have to worry about being overheard. Do you think that would work?”

“Yeah, definitely,” Vester said with a nod. “Doing it in an informal setting should make it a lot less stressful to everyone; although, I don’t think she knows Kora’s in our Party, so that might come as a shock to her.”

To everyone’s surprise Kora burst into giggles. The laughter grew until she was holding her stomach, then she impulsively hugged Vester to her while burying her face in his shoulder.

“What is going on?” Krysta asked, so shocked she’d thrown her arms into the air and almost knocked herself out of her chair when her tail went vertical. Skylar, who had caught the pandali, just shook her head in baffled confusion.

“I-i-it’s just… I suddenly realized… I can’t… wait to see the look of surprise on her face when she walks in on me,” Kora managed to explain between snorts of laughter.


Chapter Twelve



It took a while for Kora to stop giggling, but they eventually made plans to meet at Skylar’s for the evening and everyone left to get ready for the dinner. Krysta promised to track down Li Ra and offer the invitation; Skylar went to get her home ready; Kora promised to secure food from the Guildhall kitchens.

Vester, meanwhile, retreated to his room to enchant a new Contract in case Li Ra accepted their terms. He was getting a lot faster at drawing out the complicated inscriptions that bordered the paper, but every part of it still had to be written out by hand—including each line of the terms and conditions.

He also realized he was going to need to stock up on the proper paper if he wound up needing to make these while living in the Great Dungeon. I’m betting anything we have to import down to the Trading Post will cost a fortune, and I doubt we’re going to run into any monsters that Chaos Thief will turn into paper. Anything we can’t make on the tenth floor is probably going to be brutally expensive… best make sure the others consider that as well.

He made a mental note to stop at one of the crafters he’d met to get some reams of the paper, then finished pouring his mana into the Contract. Once it had stabilized, he rolled it and stored it in a proper scroll tube, then slipped it onto his belt.

With that in hand, he paused to make sure he’d restocked his traps and settled the card-deck-like pouch on his belt; after that, he left the room and made his way down through the Guildhall. The place remained packed to the brim—but word of his spar with the Hero’s Party must have gotten out. The Adventurers stuffing the lobby all went silent when he appeared, and only a few seconds later, they shoved back to create an opening for him.

Vester crossed an arm over his stomach and bowed. “Thank you so much,” he said in a dry, cheerful voice. After straightening, he walked down the aisle with a rhythmic click of his cane, taking his time—the doors hadn’t even closed behind him when he heard the crowd start shouting gossip back and forth.

I really am turning into the boogeyman of Porter’s Walk, Vester thought in amusement. These rumors are getting completely out of hand… but they are funny. I think it would blow their minds if they realized I was cursed to be unable to hurt them.

The thought had him chuckling while he made his way to the crafting quarter. With the town constantly expanding, the small town was starting to develop true neighborhoods. He found he liked the one the workshops occupied the most.

He wasn’t sure if they’d consulted each other or if it was a cultural thing, but all the dedicated craftsmen had fronted their shops in hexagonal red brickwork with white-tile trimmings for the rooves. The display windows and doors were also white. Since they hung their signs on horizontal flag poles that extended over the walkways, those engraved, colorfully painted signs made it easy to tell which store was which.

There’s not really a lot of room between the buildings, and none of them have grass. I’m not sure what kind of lawn I’d expect for a shop in a fantasy world. Purple clover? They’re cozy buildings if you ignore the fact that weird-colored smoke and odd smells come out the back.

That was something he’d noticed about these storefronts: they were designed so the manufacturing sides of the workspaces faced away from the public streets and all the waste products were carefully regulated to avoid contaminating the town. Jobs like tanning tended to be on the outskirts to avoid polluting the main thoroughfares. It was a nice-enough arrangement and made for a pleasant walk.

He paused when he saw the sign depicting the ink pot, quill, and bound scroll. That was the store he needed, so he ducked inside, greeted by a jingle of the bell suspended over the door. It didn’t take long to skim over the shelves and collect three of the tomes he required.

It’s still weird that they sell high-quality paper here in the form of bound books. I get that the enchantments on the covers allow the pages to be torn out with a perfect edge, but it just feels wrong to rip a book every time I want to make a magic document… though it is easier to keep track of than loose-leaf paper.

Magic also did a nicer job of giving each page a clean edge. He didn’t have to worry about faulty perforations or a corner tearing off because the binder didn’t release properly; he simply had to struggle against the idea he was destroying a beautiful book every time he claimed a page.

Being able to sell the covers back to the scribes is cool though. It’s kind of like the deposit on soda bottles. You don’t get the value of the book back, but it does defray the cost—and I bet it saves them a fortune getting to use the same cover over and over.

Part of that beauty, he’d realized, was because they made the paper in sheets large enough to go all the way across the open book. He’d watched an actual Book Binder using an enchanted needle to sew the thick stack of paper into the cover. The whole then shifted shape slightly to ensure that each and every piece of paper was the exact same size. He suspected it was some kind of paper-specific Shape Material skill.

What it meant from a practical standpoint was that Ordinal’s craftsmen produced beautiful leatherbound tomes that had machine-cut precision, by hand, with elegant script in place of blocky fonts.

It was another thing he’d come to find charming about the world.

Once he’d selected several bottles of ink that would enhance his inscriptions, he took his purchases to the front, paid, and stored them all in his inventory. Then it was time to walk down to Skylar’s place. Since the building she’d purchased was on the border of this neighborhood and the residential areas, he didn’t have far to go.

Her workshop had the same hexagon bricks, only in gray trimmed in black. She’d said something about the Builder’s Guild having regulations to distinguish private workshops from those that took commissions, and since Skylar didn’t make golems for sale, she’d received a different color scheme.

It still looked nice to him.

He walked in and the scent of fresh fried chicken hit his nose immediately. Vester took a moment to inhale deeply and enjoy the fantasy of familiar food. He’d discovered that he couldn’t trust his nose on Ordinal. There’s no way I’m actually smelling fried chicken. With my luck, it’ll be some kind of weird fruit.

He bypassed the door that led to the large workshop and made his way down the hall to the kitchen in the back. There, he found Kora moving around several trays that had clearly been enchanted to keep food fresh and warm. She perked up visibly the moment he got in range for his passive skill to cover everything in illusions.

“You’ll never be able to sneak up on me,” she teased. Her tails were swishing happily behind her, rippling her dress while she walked alongside Skylar’s kitchen counter to divide the food from her pouch onto the trays. “You know that, right?”

“Why would I need to sneak up on the woman who’s supposed to keep me alive?” he asked, doing his best to match her playful tone. “Besides, the better you perceive the world, the safer we all are.”

She inclined her head to acknowledge his point, then paused while taking out what looked like a purple pineapple. “You know, I can’t see other illusions the way I can yours. Not in the same manner. It has to be because your skill is such a high rank.” Without missing a beat, she snapped the foot-thick fruit in half to reveal a strange blue interior.

Vester decided not to watch her using a thick spoon to scoop the fruit out into bowls. The chunks reminded him of half-shredded oranges, and he swore he even smelled grapes before he resolutely focused his attention on her face.

“My Freeform Illusion is SS-rank, which most people seem to think isn’t possible to achieve. So you’re right, that has to count for something,” he agreed. “With Decoy Swap receiving an upgrade, all my skills are S-rank or better now.” Pausing, he shook his head. “Wait, no, my Inscribe Enchantment is only A-rank.”

“Only A-rank,” Skylar muttered while walking into the room and wrapping an arm around his neck to pull him into a kiss. “Some of us are only A-rank Adventurers, remember?” His purple-haired lover made sure that when she spun away from him, her heavy braid swatted him across the face.

Kora let out a snort. “It isn’t fair, is it?” she said to Skylar. “One minute we’re riding high on the strength of our skills—then we discover we’re barely competent compared to the Reincarnates among us. Krysta’s class and skills are just as bad, she’s S-rank too. I’m only a B-rank.”

“Li Ra is B-rank as well,” Vester interjected, remembering the ID he’d processed. “But I have no doubt your skills will start getting upgraded the deeper we go into the Great Dungeon. I can’t imagine a Quest like this Trading Post won’t generate a lot of rewards. Has anything like this been done before?”

Kora paused in divvying out bowls of blue-pineapple-like ice cream and frowned. “There have been Raid expeditions before,” she began, clearly searching her memory. Her ears folded down along her hair while she thought it over. “Generally, the purpose of those Raids is to take down extremely dangerous Bosses, or to explore an especially hazardous zone. I’ve also heard of Adventurers spending months, even years in the Great Dungeon. But I’ve never come across anyone claiming to have a method to teleport between floors before.”

Skylar moved to steal a bit of fruit, only to be bombarded by a flurry of tail slaps. With three tails, Kora was remarkably good at delivering rapid, fluffy vengeance. The Puppetmaster quickly retreated, managing to claim a small prize with a grin on her lips.

Any further play was interrupted by the sound of a door opening. “We’re here!” Krysta yelled from the front of the workshop.

“In the kitchen!” Skylar bellowed back. The volume caused Kora’s ears to flattened even tighter against her hair—Vester also winced and put a finger to his ear to give it a fierce wiggle. Fortunately, the ringing faded after a few seconds.

“Bloody hell, Skylar,” Krysta scolded while escorting Li Ra into the kitchen, “you nearly deafened me from all the way out there. Can Kora and Vester still hear?” The pandali’s ears were flat and her huge tail was fluffed behind her like a reverse cloak.

It had actually puffed to the point where Li Ra had to gently push it out of the way to slip through the door—the oni immediately froze when she realized Kora Dol was in the kitchen setting snacks on trays.

“The… Guild Master is in your Party?” she asked in a shocked voice. Her pink eyes turned to Vester, and he offered her a small smile in return. Kora, meanwhile, clucked her tongue and shook her head.

“Former Guild Master,” Kora pointed out. “Kromm has that position now and she’s welcome to it. With Elondolin in charge of the Trading Post, I get to fade back into delving. To me that’s a dream come true.”

“B-b-but,” Li Ra said. She turned and looked at Vester in confusion. “I thought this was your Party?” she asked. “You didn’t say that you were running a Party through the dungeon on the Guild Master’s behalf.”

“I’m not,” Vester said without bothering to hide his grin. “Kora’s my defense specialist. She works for me,” he said inclining his head toward Kora. “We had to go without her the first delve because she couldn’t get away from her desk duties. Now that there are others to take over those tasks, we can all start delving together. If things work out with you, we’ll only be one person down.”

“So, you’re really considering me?” Li Ra asked, perking up visibly.

Krysta let out a laugh and batted the woman with her tail. “You know we are—we wouldn’t have invited you over to talk to you if we weren’t!” The pandali moved away from Li Ra and wrapped her arms around Vester’s neck to plant a soft kiss on his lips.

That seemed to jar Li Ra even more than seeing Kora had; she blinked at Vester repeatedly like she couldn’t imagine he had a love life, and he was forced to press his lips firmly together to keep from laughing.

Skylar took pity on the overwhelmed oni and walked over to Li Ra’s side, then gently escorted her to some chairs set around the kitchen’s island counter. “Come on, this is all happening pretty quickly. How about we get comfortable and have some snacks while we talk about how things work.”

Kora set a tray of food in front of the woman and offered her a glance that Vester assumed was meant to be comforting. The milky pupils actually made it rather disturbing, since it didn’t seem like Kora should know where Li Ra was, but the oni didn’t seem to mind it.

“We should start,” Kora said in a mellow voice, “with the fact that our Party hosts a great number of secrets, and to safeguard those we use a magical Contract that forces us to maintain our silence on a number of details. The Contract follows the standard Guild laws and prevents betrayal and abuse of power, but the secrecy is lifelong or until the one who holds the secret grants permission to reveal them.”

Blinking several times, Li Ra frowned. Vester could almost see her mind whirling as she took it all in and started turning it over in her head. The Gunslinger absently ate a spoonful of the blue fruit-cream before nodding. “Can I see the Contract?”

“Certainly,” Vester said. He removed the tube from his belt and slid it across the table to the woman. “Feel free to read every term and condition and think about it. If the deal seems too onerous, then there’ll be no hard feelings if you decide to walk away. But we wanted to make sure you knew what you might be agreeing to up front before any information was offered.”

“I appreciate that,” she said. “After those bastards in the dungeon…” She trailed off and occupied herself by opening up the scroll tube and starting to read. Vester motioned to Krysta and Skylar, and they all took seats at the table to start eating while she studied the document.

They weren’t going to rush this.


Chapter Thirteen



Li Ra spent almost thirty minutes reading over the Contract repeatedly before she set it aside. “Okay,” she said finally. “Sorry that took so long. I’m not great with Contracts, so I had to really study that to make sure I understood everything—but it really is just an extended Guild agreement, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Kora said. “Vester based it straight off the documentation in our Guild handbook and copied the enchantments used in the Guild Charter for Porter’s Walk to create the Contract. There’s no hidden traps or clauses that will bind you to anyone’s service.”

“And you all signed it already?” Li Ra asked. When she received nods from everyone, she relaxed. “Then I guess we should talk now, so we can get idea if you think I’m a fit for your Party.”

“Wonderful!” Kora exclaimed. Vester and the others had agreed that the kitsune was the most suited to conducting the interview, since she had the most experience delving. “What do you consider your greatest strengths and weaknesses in a dungeon delve?”

“Oh god, I hate these interviews,” Li Ra groaned. “I always think I sound stupid…” She took a deep breath and braced her hands on the counter. “Strengths are pretty easy. I’m a Gunslinger, B-rank. I specialize in rapid-fire attacks against single or multiple targets with a focus on precision and weak points. I can use a longer-range weapon, but I’m better at mid-range engagement.”

She paused, clearly considering what to add. “My perception is extremely sensitive, even to mana; like, I’m constantly aware Vester is producing some sort of magic effect, even if I can’t identify what it is specifically. The downside of that is I can be stunned by sudden sensory attacks. I’m terrible at negotiations and diplomacy, and I’m not a great melee combatant. While I’m a trained knife fighter, most of my skills center around my guns—without them I’m not particularly strong, though I am fast.”

Kora nodded, seemingly having expected most of those answers. “That’s fairly standard for a Gunslinger. You mentioned that you can use long-range weapons. Do you have a long gun to supplement your fighting style or just your pistols?”

Li Ra grimaced and shook her head. “I had a beautiful rifle. We took a few bad jobs before Porter’s Walk, and I wound up selling it to pay for our passage on the convoy that brought us out here. I’d hoped to replace it with the profits from our first delve, but…”

When she trailed off, Krysta put a hand on her forearm and gave it a firm squeeze. “If you’re accepted into the Party, we’ll see about replacing that,” the Hospitality Mage assured her. “One of the reasons we’re interested in you is that we don’t have a long-range or even a true mid-range source of damage. No sense bringing you in without equipping you.”

“Wait, what?” the oni blurted. “You’d buy me gear?”

“Of course,” Kora said, smoothly resuming control of the conversation. “This Party believes in mutual support. The stronger we are as a whole, the better we do in the dungeon. While the loot is distributed according to standard rules, we’ve established a precedent of investing in each other before seeking profit.”

You’d never know she hasn’t actually delved with us, Vester thought in amusement. Kora makes it sound like our Party has a grand tradition, but we’ve done exactly one delve, and she couldn’t come. Though she has done her best to support us since we got back. It’s not like she’s lying.

Li Ra was listening intently, nodding her head slowly. “So you’re the type of Party to make sure everyone’s got solid gear and the equipment we need? I wouldn’t have to worry about starving if my food got ruined while you all still have supplies…”

“Absolutely,” Kora said with an iron resolve in her voice. “To us, a Party is not simply a band of mercenaries seeking to gain wealth. We are looking to grow together. Our goal is to see this Party rise to the top together.”

“And if it turns out we don’t get along?” the oni asked, one eyebrow lifting slightly. She didn’t say it antagonistically, more like she was seeking reassurance she wasn’t going to be hunted if she didn’t want to stay.

“Then we part ways without animosity,” Kora replied. “The whole point of the Contract is to ensure that no secrets learned while delving can be revealed. That acts as a guarantee for you as well. You wouldn’t have to worry about us telling anyone about your skills.”

“We don’t want a slave,” Vester added. “We’re looking for partners and teammates. If it turns out we’re driving each other nuts on a delve, I’d rather see us walk away than make each other miserable. You’d also get to keep all your gear and loot, even the stuff we bought as a Party. Once it’s yours, it’s yours.”

With the bullshit terms and conditions I had to deal with on Earth… No matter what some jackass Contract says, if it were me, I’d be paranoid that some secret clause meant if she left we’d take back everything she got while we were in the Party and claim she should have known about that.

His words did seem to drain some tightness from her shoulders. It was a subtle loosening of tension, but she nodded and reached over to take a bite of something he couldn’t identify. Vester didn’t look too closely either.

“Do you have any other questions for me?” Li Ra asked, looking at each of them in turn. “Because this kind of sounds too good to be true…”

“What kind of food do you like?” Krysta jumped in, leaning toward the oni with a bright smile on her face and emerald eyes gleaming behind her glasses. “Cooking is my job, and I want to make sure you enjoy your meals!”

“Do you have a problem with golems?” Skylar asked at almost the same time. The blue-skinned woman flushed faintly purple at realizing she’d nearly stepped on Krysta’s question and waved a hand to signal that Li Ra should answer the Hospitality Mage first.

“I can eat just about anything,” she said. “I’m used to field dressing our kills during delves and helping prep that for eating on longer trips.”

“Are you a trained Survivalist?” Kora asked, the intense focus in her body language completely at odds with her blind eyes. The kitsune’s ears were locked on Li Ra and her tails were practically vibrating.

“I… do have that skill, yes,” the Gunslinger admitted. “It covers foraging, butchering, how to identify edible foods in unfamiliar environments, and purification of drinking sources. It’s come in handy a number of times.”

“I should say!” Kora agreed. The former Guild Master turned toward Vester so quickly he nearly jumped. “Variations of the Survivalist skill are amazing additions to any Party. With our plan to accept the Quest to reach the tenth floor, we’re going to be looking at very extended periods inside the dungeon. At some point we’ll have to start supplementing our supplies with dungeon materials. This is marvelous.”

There goes her appearance of objectivity, Vester thought while fighting back a laugh. Any chance she had of seeming like an impartial observer just died. She’s practically dancing from foot to foot with how excited she is over Li Ra’s skills. Makes me glad we already showed her the Contract, and it has preset percentages for loot distribution included.

Still, he did find it cute that Kora’s love of delving had trumped her professionalism in this instance. “That does sound like an incredible skill,” he agreed. He turned his attention to Li Ra with a grin. “Clearly that skill is a winner.” His indirect teasing struck home, and he watched Kora flush and have to work at regaining her composure.

Li Ra had covered her mouth, and from the way her shoulders were twitching it was clear she was laughing. Still, she managed to hide it when she looked over at Skylar. “Your golems are amazing. Having extra hands for labor and combat is great. I teamed up with a Summoner once who let us tackle fight above our level by adding numbers.”

Skylar seemed pleased by the answer; she gave a contented little wiggle in her seat and nodded to the oni. Krysta, meanwhile, had pulled out a tiny book of paper and peeled a small sheet. “Write your favorite spices and flavors,” the pandali insisted while pushing the paper toward Li Ra.

Vester cleared his throat, drawing everyone’s attention back to himself. “Before we ask Li Ra to start revealing her favorite childhood snacks, perhaps we should confirm she finds the situation agreeable and see if she’s willing to sign the Contract and officially join our Party?”

It was obvious the ladies liked the oni, and Vester thought she would be a solid addition himself. Whether they’d get along over a long period of time remained to be seen, but he felt it was worth the risk.

Li Ra, finding herself the center of attention, shifted and momentarily tugged the brim of her hat down against her horns. Then she coughed and pushed it back up. “Ah, yes, I think I’d like to give this a shot. You guys clearly know what you’re doing and… I’m fucking curious!”

The blurted admission at the tail end caused everyone to laugh. The Contract was once more placed front and center before the Gunslinger, and Li Ra signed without complaint. Matching Contracts materialized before each of the Party members, and they all signed their agreement to the admission.

Once Vester had added the final signature and sent the Party invite to the oni, the glowing parchments vanished, and the weight of magical bindings settled onto their souls. He wasn’t the only one to shiver at the sensation.

“How are you all lower level than me!” Li Ra blurted, then she glanced at Kora. “Well, not you… but you!” She rounded on Vester and pointed a finger at him. “How in blazes are you only level 16? I’ve seen the creepy shit you do! There’s… wait, a Dreamspinner? Everything’s just been an illusion?!”

The oni seemed completely stunned at the revelations. She nearly fell out of her seat and had to be stabilized by Skylar. “I know, there’s a lot to adjust to,” the Puppetmaster offered gently. “Get comfortable, because there’s a long story to sit through before any of this makes sense.”

Vester raised a hand, and a globe of Earth formed above the table, spinning gently in place. “It all begins on a planet called Earth inside a bus…” he began. Liberally abusing his ability to recreate the scene with his illusions, Vester told the tale of his reincarnation, his curses, and how he’d been an extra arrival when the Hero was summoned by the gods. He hinted at his connection to Denny without explicitly explaining the man was his brother.

Li Ra sat with stunned silence through all of it, numbly sipping the wine Skylar had handed her. By the time Vester had finished, she didn’t look like she could get any more surprised—at least until Krysta took her turn.

Learning there were two Reincarnates in the Party shook her out of her numbness and started her asking pointed questions about both their abilities and Krysta’s unique class. That led to the revelation that Vester and Krysta were both S-rank Adventurers despite their IDs showing up at C- and-B-ranks respectively.

The poor Gunslinger looked like she couldn’t decide if she wanted to laugh or cry at her changes in fortune. Skylar and Kora offered commiseration, both of them being in the same relative power range. It turned out that Li Ra’s combat skills were all A-rank, but her supplementary skills like Survivalist were lower, which dropped her average into B-rank.

Since Kora was in the same situation, the two seemed to bond from “merely” being at the high end for Adventurers.

Vester was amused watching the experienced Adventurers bitching over their new Party’s “cheat” members. He noticed neither of them had issues with Krysta’s power level—which made sense since Krysta was their healer.

He didn’t think any Adventurer would be upset to discover they had someone with S-rank healing and recovery skills in their Party.

The Gunslinger did express some concerns at the idea of the gods directly interfering with their Quests. She had some pointed questions for Vester about Non, only for it to turn out that her people worshiped Non as the Goddess of Change, not Chaos. She practically begged Vester to show an illusion of what Non looked like.

When he did, revealing the horned dark elf in the toga she customarily wore, it earned a solid half hour of teasing from Krysta and Skylar. None of them had revealed that Non’s last visit in the dungeon had led to a rather… intimate… encounter, they just teased Vester for having caught the eye of such a beautiful figure.

To make the situation even more awkward, Vester swore he heard Non giggling in the back of his head, and once he thought he saw her leaning against the doorway of Skylar’s kitchen, watching the entire situation with a knowing smile on her lips.

When he looked directly at her, she was gone, but he was pretty sure what he’d seen.

By then, a solid two hours had passed since Li Ra had arrived, so most of a bottle of wine and all of Kora’s snacks had been devoured. The group was far more relaxed and soon they were just joking together.

Vester pretended not to be terrified that the scent of fried chicken had been coming from a mushroom dumpling of some kind. It tasted good enough, he just had to close his eyes to ignore the bright green coloring.

After an hour or so, Li Ra asked Kora if she could join in on the training sessions and the kitsune eagerly agreed. When their Elemental Knight turned her eyes on Vester and mentioned how good it would be for him to get experience dodging projectiles… well, Vester merely resigned himself to learning what being shot felt like.

In fairness, Kora’s promise to help improve Li Ra’s anti-melee training caused the oni to turn an amusing shade of green, so at least he wasn’t going to be alone in his suffering. By that point, Kora was about halfway through a second bottle she’d opened on her own, yet was the only one who wasn’t swaying on her feet.

Krysta used her Create Sanctuary ability on Skylar’s workshop, which guaranteed they’d all recover without hangovers, but that just prompted Skylar to break out bottles of “the good stuff.” Vester’s memories after that got pretty blurry, but he woke up in bed snuggled between Skylar and Krysta feeling amazing.


Chapter Fourteen



His internal clock reminded Vester that he had to make his way to man the desk at the Guildhall, so he said a quick prayer to Non to give thanks for the lack of nausea and pounding skull, then managed to wiggle his way free from his lovers.

A fast shower and a determined walk later, he was marching through the doors of the Guildhall with a few minutes to spare. The crowds had finally started subsiding, so he didn’t have to fight that hard to make it to his desk.

Before he could do much more than set up his station, however, a page found him. Young Timu timidly tugged on the tail of his uniform coat. “Vester, sir,” the young halfling said. “Guild Master Kromm has requested your presence in her office.”

Vester blinked, surprised at the summons, and reached out absently to pat Timu on the shoulder. He took care to avoid the messenger’s head, despite the young man’s height. He’d learned that halflings and gnomes both found being patted on the head highly insulting. “Thank you, Timu, I’ll be right there. Can you make sure my desk gets manned by the proper replacement?”

“Yes, sir!” Timu assured him. The boy flipped the sign to signal the desk was temporarily closed—earning groans from everyone in line—then rushed off to find whoever was on call to take Vester’s spot.

Vester himself shot the complaining Adventurers a glance that did a remarkable job at silencing their complaints, then made his way to the back to see what the minotaur wanted with him. Since the new Guild Master was a powerful Acolyte of War, Vester hoped that Peace’s curse wouldn’t affect Kromm. He had no idea if followers of the God of War could also be followers of Peace, but religious figures were all the same to him.

Though since I’ll be heading into the Great Dungeon soon, it shouldn’t be too bad. If the lady turns out to be an asshole, I can just do my best to avoid her. The Guild’s rules on treating employees well are firmly established, so as long as Tomlin is here, I doubt Kromm would try to abuse her powers.

That led Vester to the realization it was entirely possible Elondolin might worship Peace. He knew she was one of the patron gods of Ordinal’s elves. Many elves favored Julius, God of Life—but elves from larger cities seemed to gravitate toward Peace.

Wait, Elondolin is some kind of ranger-type. That means he’s probably not a city elf. I should be fine. While he made his way down the hall toward Kromm’s office, Vester did his best to ignore the fact that there were no rules saying a city elf couldn’t become a woodsman. He didn’t feel like giving himself a headache by assuming the worst.

He knocked on the door and heard Kromm call for him to enter. When he stepped in through the doorway, the minotaur signaled for Vester to lock the door and activate the privacy wards that soundproofed the office.

“The Founder left for the capital a few hours ago,” Kromm began without preamble. “His parting words to me were to trust you to do the right thing. Mr. Gambit, would you like to tell me why your Guild records are sealed to the Founder’s eyes only… and why I’m supposed to let you do whatever you want?” the minotaur demanded.

Well. Fuck.

Vester blinked, having expected exactly none of what he’d just heard.

“No… ma’am,” Vester said after a moment to reorient his brain. He offered a polite nod of his head while his hands wrapped around the knob of his cane, and he leaned on it a little. He did his best to channel his ‘I’m just a butler’ vibe while the minotaur behind the desk snorted in outrage and reared back in shock.

“Excuse me?” Kromm growled, the room vibrating a little with the minotaur’s outrage. “What do you mean ‘no’?”

“You asked if I would like to tell you why Founder Tomlin trusts me, and I said no. I wouldn’t like to tell you,” Vester replied, fighting to keep a small smile off his lips. “I can tell you that I know every Guild regulation perfectly, and none of them give you the authority to force me to tell you. Nor am I privy to why the Founder does what he does… so trying to provide you an answer would just be offering you opinions and theories, which might be completely wrong.”

Kromm’s hands had flattened on her desk while Vester spoke, and the minotaur rose to loom like a cliff over the broad surface. Her shadow hung fully over Vester, and for a moment he thought she might swing at him.

Instead, the minotaur’s ears flicked back and forth, and her head tilted slightly. The horns made it a particularly easy-to-spot gesture, especially when the tip of one scraped against the ceiling with a shower of sparks.

“I see,” Kromm finally rumbled out. “Your answer is more… literal… than I expected, but your logic is sound. You’re correct. I have no authority to force you to concede your secrets. However, I am also under no obligation to take advice from a mysterious receptionist, even one recommended by the Founder. Being uncooperative is no way to build a good relationship with your Guild Master.”

“Doubtlessly, you are correct,” Vester agreed, though he did allow a small smile to curl his lips. “However, I shall be leaving with the Trading Post Raid soon. If we’re not all brutally murdered and this teleportation system works as intended, you might see me again in several months. But, as I’ll be falling under Raid Leader Elondolin’s authority while there, the relationship between you and I is relatively moot, yes?”

Vester took two steps back, crossed an arm before his stomach, then bowed low over it. When he straightened, he tapped his cane on the ground with a pronounced click. “I can assure you, Guild Master Kromm, that I shall follow your lawful instructions to the letter, and you will find no better receptionist for ensuring the rules of the Guild remain unbroken. Do you require more of me?”

Vester loved the look of slack-jawed shock on Kromm’s face—though he did find the black-with-pink-spots tongue that momentarily hung out of the minotaur’s jaws weird. For a second, Vester worried he might have gone a bit too far. Kromm was just staring at him like someone had brought a hammer down directly between her eyes.

“You are a very strange elf,” the Acolyte of War said, her eyes narrowing suspiciously. “Do you… by any chance… speak to any of the gods?” The question came out slowly, almost as though Kromm didn’t want to ask it. One of the minotaur’s hands had gone to a necklace with a brutal, double-bladed ax hanging upside down to form a pendant.

“I’ve spoken to all of them,” Vester answered truthfully, letting his smile take on a more sardonic tilt. “Though I’ll be the first to admit, their responses weren’t at all what I expected. I think the real question, however, is do the gods talk to me?”

His response seemed to rock Kromm even further, and Vester heard a giggle whisper through his mind. The phantom sensation of fingers brushed across the yoke of his shoulders, and he swore he felt lips nibbling on the tip of his ear—with teeth just a touch too sharp to be human.

‘Being so mean to the poor old girl,’ Non breathed into his ear despite not being in the room. ‘You realize she probably thinks you’re something far more powerful than you are now, right?’

Her silent teasing saw Vester suppressing laughter. ‘How does that make her any different from the rest of the people around Porter’s Walk, then?’ Vester asked through prayer. ‘Most of the Adventurers here think I’m something I’m not, and the more people think I’m too powerful to fuck with, the safer I am. Tomlin sealing my records just offer me a chance to build on that. There’s no way Adventurers at level 60 and 70 would give a level 15, C-rank Dreamspinner a chance.’

‘Tsk,’ Non uttered. ‘You’re level 16 now. Coming up in the world like a good little Avatar,’ she praised. He felt her ghostly fingers stroking through his hair and the cord tying it back into a tail fell apart, making his silver hair spread across his back under her caresses.

‘I bet you say that to all your Avatars,’ Vester teased. He relaxed somewhat when he noticed that time seemed to have paused for everyone but them. It was a trick Non seemed quite fond of. ‘Should I worry about other Avatars of Chaos wandering the face of Ordinal?’

‘No!’ Non said—she sounded genuinely offended. She materialized in front of him in person, her dark skin glowing faintly against her golden-bronze toga. He noticed the skirt had gotten shorter since the last time he’d gotten a true visitation. Then she started poking him in the chest, and he found himself pinned against the office door.

“You know, an Avatar isn’t something someone creates willy-nilly,” she scolded. “It’s an intimate, personal relationship between a god and a mortal! Most gods choose a mindless animal or beast and just take over its soul. I picked you! You should be honored.” She crossed her arms over her chest and turned her back on him. “I can’t believe you’d accuse me of having more than one Avatar.”

A paranoid glance confirmed Kromm was still frozen in time, so Vester risked putting his hands on Non’s shoulders. Trickster’s Cane clattered to the floor, but he didn’t worry about that. He just started massaging the goddess’ neck while stepping closer to her. “Hey,” he said gently. “I didn’t know. It was just a joke.”

“Well, it wasn’t funny,” Non pouted. “You’re my first Avatar… It’s a big thing.”

“I’m sorry,” he offered gently. “If it makes you feel better, I really like being your Avatar,” he added. “You’re a great goddess, and you’ve given me some really fun Quests. You don’t boss me around, you’ve got great perks—”

“You mean I’m perky,” she said with a laugh. He saw that she’d cupped her breasts on her palms and was bouncing them. “But fine, fine, you can stop sucking up to me.” She suddenly spun around in his arms and flattened herself against his chest, claiming his lips in a warm kiss. “Just remember, you might build your little harem, but you were mine first… and I’m your goddess,” she said while fading away like the Cheshire cat.

Except Vester was fairly certain the cat never left the impression of its breasts pressed up against Alice’s chest.

Goddess shenanigans had put him back in the exact spot he’d been standing in when Kromm froze, so Vester’s hands were once more looped around the knob of his cane. He barely resisted jumping in surprise when the minotaur snorted.

“Very well,” Kromm said with a rueful sigh. “I can see I’m not going to get your secrets from you.” She paused, and for several long moments it seemed like that might be the end of it, then Kromm grunted. “The Church of Light petitioned to officially censure you,” she finally said.

“On what grounds?” Vester asked with genuine curiosity. He knew for a fact that he’d obeyed every single aspect of the Guild’s conduct regulations, so he’d done nothing that should merit any kind of disciplinary action.

Not that the rich and powerful give many fucks about the legality of the thing when they feel someone showed them less than their due, Vester thought to himself. Purifier Ran probably wants a pound of flesh because I made her strip down… And I didn’t even peek. Much. Well, no more than security rules required.

“On the grounds that you fail to show the proper respect to church officials and harbor strange and unnatural powers that represent a threat to the sanctity of the realm. They want you remanded to the temple so you can be cleansed of your evils, then bound to prevent the destruction of Ordinal.”

“I’m sorry… what?” Vester asked, genuinely shocked. Oh come on! How petty are these fucks? I know they think they can do whatever they want… but are they literally trying to say I’m a demon just because I embarrassed a few of their officials? I know Peace’s curse means they don’t like me, but still…

Kromm let out a second snort, a rhythmic one—it took Vester a moment to realize it was laughter. “I admit, it was a bold accusation,” the minotaur agreed. “If they’d started smaller, claiming you were disrespectful, well, they might have managed something. Leaping straight to trying to claim you’re some kind of rogue entity… That’s a bit much.”

The Guild Master sat down behind her table and leaned back in her thick chair. The piece creaked ominously under the minotaur’s weight, but it did manage to hold. Kromm put a hooved foot up on the desk and curled her thick fingers around her knee.

“I’ll be honest with you, Mr. Gambit,” Kromm resumed. “If you weren’t slated to leave with Raid Leader Elondolin, I would probably seek to have you transferred away from Dungeon Gate 5—despite it being clear you follow every Guild law to the letter.”

The minotaur held up a hand to keep Vester from responding, taking a minute or two before she seemed ready to start speaking once more. “There are many who would argue that someone who follows every rule cannot be guilty of undesirable traits, a model employee. But there are always ways to show disrespect and cause problems while still following the rules. It is one reason War teaches that the ultimate demonstration of morality is through action and conflict—and yet you defeated the Hero and his team despite being outnumbered.”

Wow. I never would have figured the minotaur would end up being the long-winded one when it came to Tomlin’s guests, but this lady just goes and goes. Kromm, for the love of Non, get to the point!

Vester did his best to keep his expression completely neutral while the Guild Master ruminated, not sure if the minotaur was speaking to him, or herself at this point.

“Any warrior who can defeat six challengers of that caliber is valuable,” Kromm said. “Whatever your connection to Tomlin, it is clear that he’s decided you represent some form of strategic asset. My god offers no directives where you are concerned, so I choose to err on the side of strength. I might not follow whatever guidance you offer, but I will at least hear you out if there’s something important you feel you have to tell me.”

That’s it? You took that long just to say you were going to do what Tomlin wanted you to do anyway? What was the point of this whole conversation?

Vester cast an illusion of his own face right before he lost control of his expression for a moment; he didn’t want Kromm to see how hard he was rolling his eyes. The minotaur didn’t seem to be able to pierce the illusion, which was good.

Out loud, all Vester offered was: “I shall endeavor not to waste your time unnecessarily, ma’am.” To his relief, Kromm finally signaled he was dismissed and Vester was able to withdraw from the office.

What a fucking waste of time…


Chapter Fifteen



The next few weeks passed with incredible swiftness.

Li Ra turned out to be doing some basic security work for some of the lumbering ventures gathering more raw materials for Porter’s Walk and its continual expansion. That left her plenty of time to fit in Kora Dol’s training sessions.

The encounters alternated between her doing her best to shoot Vester—without his gear—and her desperately trying to avoid being flattened by Kora’s shield while working on her melee skills. The oni was very good at fighting with both hands, but a ten-inch dagger was not the best weapon to deflect a three-foot-wide circular shield.

Krysta got her own combat training at the same time, because Kora expected the pandali to be able to dodge in and out of the fight while using Mend Body on Li Ra and Vester. It challenged the pandali to keep up her situational awareness—and also improved her instinct to avoid taking a hit. The real challenge was overriding her ingrained panic response.

Apparently all pandali had a tendency to throw their arms up and ‘try to look big’ when startled; their tails fluffed out, their hands shot to the sky, and their ears spread to their widest extent—all to try and look threatening so predators wouldn’t mess with them.

From what Vester was able to gather, it was a terrible survival trait, and the only reason her people had made it was by developing a symbiotic cultural bond with the greater pandali. Those big bastards were apparently huge, more than willing to rip something apart, and casually omnivorous.

The image she described sounded more like a polar bear than a panda, but he wasn’t an expert in cross-dimensional-convergent-evolution… and he really didn’t want to be.

Part of Kora’s plan to break Krysta of her panic reflex was diabolically simple. She moved the pandali into her suite and began a reign of terror involving a whistle and a flexible bamboo cane. Kora would blow the whistle at random, and if Krysta panicked, she’d catch the cane across her ass.

Honestly, the mental images made it a little hard for Vester to fall asleep the first few nights, but Krysta and Skylar were happy to relieve his tension.

Skylar got the final modifications to Woody and Dent done sometime during the second week, and Vester had also finished the initial enchantments on the golem frames. They were still discussing a few potential modifications, but for all intents and purposes the combat golems were done.

That saw Skylar beginning to join their sparring sessions more regularly, which had let Vester see something truly amazing: Kora Dol sailing through the air to crash into a wall. After having that shield break his face repeatedly, he took a perverse satisfaction in Kora’s attempt to brace against Skylar’s swinging wrench failing spectacularly.

Of course, Kora forbade Skylar from using the enchanted wrench she’d started training with, so it didn’t happen again, but Vester was going to cherish that memory.

The idea of enchanting a combat wrench had seemed pretty silly to Vester, but he wasn’t going to judge Skylar for her weapon choices—especially after he saw her use a practice wrench’s open mouth like a sword breaker, catching and snapping Kora’s weapon.

Despite Skylar considering herself a novice at melee, she was quite good. If she had another ten levels, Vester might have given her even odds of keeping up with Kora. Unfortunately, without her puppets Skylar didn’t have the skills to compete when they went beyond basic sparring.

Which was part of a growing problem they saw while working to build their team combat skills. Kora Dol and Li Ra were the only two in the Party who had true combat classes. Kora Dol had evolved her starting class of Knight into Elemental Knight at level 25 by selecting options that allowed her to blend magic with her physical attacks.

Li Ra was following a similar track, hoping to go from a Gunslinger to a class called Arcane Shot—very similar but with more mana-based oomph to her attacks. Unfortunately, no one was quite sure what the requirements were to evolve a class. That meant everyone just followed strategies that had worked in the past and hoped for the best.

An Elemental Knight and a Gunslinger made for a good combo. Offensive-defense was Kora’s specialty, and Li Ra could engage targets at a distance; but the rest of the group required specialized training if they wanted to fight into normal team maneuvers.

Skylar was strong, tough, and fast enough to go toe to toe with most monsters her level in terms of physical power—but her lack of skills meant if she couldn’t beat it into submission she was out of luck. She compensated for that through her golems. Woody and Dent more than offset her lack of skills through sheer force of arms, and their enchantments turned their bodies into the equivalent of magic weapons.

Combined, the three of them more than matched most melee classes of a similar level.

But Skylar’s effectiveness demanded a lot of preparation in the form of golems, and she was shocked when Kora Dol insisted she prepare backup bodies to house her golem cores if Woody or Dent were destroyed. Once Kora had learned about the Chaos Thief’s storage skill, she’d wanted to put a lot more work into making sure they had an independent stockpile of supplies in case the five of them got separated from the Raid.

That was where Krysta’s unique class shone. The Hospitality Mage only had one offensive ability. Rebuke the Guest was versatile in the sense that Krysta could shape it—but ultimately the spell was designed to push, slow, and cripple those trying to violate her Sanctuary. Just like Happy Home could be used in a variety of ways, Rebuke the Guest was highly dependent on Krysta’s creativity.

Both centered around the concept of taking care of, or removing, guests. Happy Home let Krysta turn uncomfortable stones into mattresses, but also allowed her to transform a meager broth into a health regeneration potion.

Mend Body was Krysta’s only skill that focused on a single concept: healing. To use it, she had to make physical contact with the person she was trying to heal and maintain that contact. The skill only worked for physical wounds and wasn’t at all useable against poisons or magical afflictions. Krysta could use it to fight the damage those effects caused, but it took a lot of mana.

That would have made it seem like she was a subpar healer—except if she’d set up her Sanctuary and gave someone tea while healing them, she’d have three separate effects combining to keep them alive… all while preventing monsters from attacking.

While Krysta wasn’t any kind of combat class, she was, without question, the member of their Party others would most want to poach. Kora and Li Ra were both adamant that the group keep Krysta’s abilities quiet. Assassinations had been ordered to coerce people with skills like hers.

Ironically, looking from the outside, Vester was the least-appealing member of his team. He couldn’t deal any damage directly, had no combat skills, was physically weak, and if someone had a high-enough wisdom they could penetrate his abilities. But experimentation with their new Gunslinger revealed that detecting Vester’s illusions and seeing through them were two very different things.

Li Ra’s base wisdom was 40, further boosted with an enchanted necklace, yet she still couldn’t see the reality behind the illusions Vester created. She could tell magic was happening, and her senses insisted something was wrong—but Vester’s passive zone of illusion made isolating the active deceptions problematic.

Both Kora and Li Ra were quick to point out that Vester almost guaranteed their Party could turn any situation into an ambush. Simple tactics like hiding Skylar’s golems within illusions that made them look like generic Party members, having Krysta conceal her presence by posing as Vester’s red-panda familiar, multiplying everyone in the group the moment a fight broke out—Vester could completely reshape the battlefield at will.

In a worst-case scenario Vester could also cart everyone’s corpses back to the surface for resurrection, assuming the temple would let him in… though that was definitely not a plan anyone wanted to test.

The more they learned about each other, the better they were able to develop their tactics, and the more the less experienced among them developed the kind of instincts that let someone survive in the Great Dungeon. Vester might not have enjoyed getting repeatedly shot to train his dexterity, but he was willing to stick with it to keep the others safe.

And thankfully, it wasn’t all combat training.

Li Ra turned out to have the profession of Forester, the source of her Survival skill. That was one of the reasons she worked with the lumber teams, because her second skill was Herbalism, which wound up helping Krysta work on her Alchemist profession.

While Li Ra assisted Krysta through the basics of potion making in the hopes Krysta’s Happy Home would boost the results, Kora Dol and Skylar started working together on Skylar’s secondary puppets.

Kora’s profession turned out to be a weird one: Sentinel. On the surface, it made no sense for Kora to have taken it. The Sentinel profession was connected to a line of careers that focused on law enforcement. They were like non-combat watchmen. But when it was revealed that the professional skills for the Sentinel were Mana Sense and Enhanced Perception, it all made sense.

The kitsune had been offered the profession after she’d lost her vision, and she’d followed a Quest-chain that allowed her to push her Blind Fighting and Mana Sense until they were maxed. At level 5, those skills let her overcome many of the problems associated with being able to see her opponent.

Enhanced Perception boosted both skills and was how she’d functioned before she met Vester.

None of that implied she’d be any good at helping Skylar make golems, but the fact that Kora had taken up sculpting as part of training up her sense of touch meant she could detect small flaws in Skylar’s Shape Material creations. Kora took it on herself to study each piece of the scout golems and look for any areas that needed to be modified to improve their articulation.

Skylar also put Kora to work creating clay bones. The Puppetmaster fired those sculptures and used them to craft molds so she could duplicate metal parts much faster. Between the two of them, their absurd constitutions, and a sheer refusal to acknowledge they were tired, Skylar ended up with quite a lot of disposable golem parts that could be mixed and matched to create strange puppets.

Vester did take it upon himself to do some experimenting with Chaos Thief. Li Ra’s offhand comment about taking their bodies to get resurrected had made him realize his storage ability might do very unpleasant things if he tried to claim their bodies to bring back later.

He had no desire to reduce Krysta to a pile of bleeding mush and discover her perfectly flensed tail in his inventory.

No matter how he tried to control the looting skill, it always broke the cadavers he purchased into their component parts. He knew he didn’t have the strength to carry corpses great distances, so finally he just sat down on his bed to pray about it.

‘Non, am I doing this wrong? This skill I got from your Quest is amazing and I truly love having the ability to loot and inventory what I kill—but is it unusable for the purpose I’m attempting?’ he asked silently.

Vester wasn’t a praying sort—piously, at least—and he’d kissed Non a few too many times now to look at her as a God-god. But he was still hoping that if he went through the formal motions, he could get a response.

Quest: Act of Faith

Requirement:

As the Avatar of the Goddess of Chaos, faith can take many forms. Demonstrate your faith and devotion to Non and earn her favor. The method of this demonstration is flexible, but the Quest will not be fulfilled until the goddess deems the act acceptable.

Reward: Skill upgrade for Chaos Thief (SS-rank)

Punishment: If faith has not been demonstrated within a two-week period, Chaos Thief (SS-rank) will be downgraded to Chaos Thief (C-rank)

Of course… I really should have seen that coming, he thought to himself. Honestly, I brought this on myself—but C-rank? That’s insane!

Vester materialized his Grimoire to remind himself of the exact wording of Chaos Thief at its current ranking.

Skill Chaos Thief (SS-Rank): Level 1

The Avatar of Non has an impenetrable storage area concealed in another dimension. Touching an item allows it to be stored within. More, bodies of monsters are immediately rendered into their most desirable parts, and parts stack for ease of storage. This storage space can contain 5 items per point of charisma. At SS-Rank, this will double in item capacity each time it levels up. Like most skills, level 5 is the cap.

I don’t even want to know how much I’d lose if this went from SS to C-rank. I’ve got 100 slots in my inventory right now, and a third of them are already full. Closing his eyes, Vester let himself flop onto his back on the bed and considered his situation.

Non is big on free will. She’s not going to give me any guidance on what constitutes an act of faith. She’s also a voyeur and a pervert, so her sense of humor is pretty twisted. She likes tweaking the noses of the other gods, though she’s tight with her brother Julius. If I seriously messed with the Church of Light, she’d probably love it—and I’d end up making my own life hell if I got caught.

Vester draped a forearm over his eyes and his other hand was tucked beneath his head to cradle it. With the light blocked out, he felt the headache that had been looming begin to gradually recede. He just had to take his time and work out a real idea. He had two weeks to do something… chaotic.

I think it’s safe to say that whatever I do can’t be small. We’re talking about leveling up an SS-rank skill. There’s no way something as mild as making the Mayor walk around naked would qualify for that. So this’ll have to be big… but what the fuck do I do?

‘I’m sure you’ll think of something,’ Non’s voice whispered in his ear. ‘After all, a smart, handsome guy like you… well, sky’s the limit on what you can accomplish. You Hero, you.’

Vester blinked at the whispered words, then groaned as a truly awful idea popped into his head.


Chapter Sixteen



“Are you sure you want to do this?” Kora asked, sitting next to Vester in the bar area of the Guildhall. “It… seems like it could cause a great deal of trouble,” she pointed out.

“I absolutely don’t want to do it,” Vester replied. “On the other hand… it fits the requirements of the Quest and is probably something that will tickle Non to the point she rewards me. I’m just hoping it doesn’t cause Denny too much trouble.”

The pair were surrounded by a very discreet illusion—one made entirely out of sound. The susurrus of voices shifting in a dome around them made it impossible for others to hear what they were actually saying. Vester was simply replaying a half-dozen snippets of conversation he’d overheard since coming here and replaying them in a babble that bore no resemblance to sane speech.

Kora, unfortunately, had to fold her ears against her head to block out the low-grade gibberish, because it gave her a headache if she tried to isolate any particular stream of words.

“How can it not cause him trouble?” she pointed out. “You’re talking about using his likeness to create a public spectacle.”

“Yeah…” Vester admitted defensively, “but not like a huge spectacle, just a little one. He’ll be fine. People love Denny. I’m sure his reputation will rebound in no time.” He was definitely having second—and third—thoughts about his plan, but he really didn’t see a simpler way to fulfill Non’s Quest.

He also just loved messing with his twin brother.

The basic idea was fairly simple: create an illusion of the Hero doing something that would embarrass the Church of Light. The problem was that Vester didn’t really want to ruin Denny’s reputation, which meant he had to walk a line between embarrassing and unforgivable—and he didn’t want to do anything too outrageous and get some kind of investigation launched.

Fortunately, he had an idea thanks to the magic of movies—and a few hours studying various Guild bestiaries had provided him the exact creatures he’d need to make it work.

“Ready go to outside?” Vester asked Kora. She let out a sigh, nodded, and then stood up. A moment later she looped a hand through his elbow. Her other hand held the slim cane she used for moving around, despite not needing it while next to him.

Vester tapped his own cane on the ground, then started them walking out of the Guildhall to the street beyond.

Once they’d taken up a position where they could see the wide street leading to the Guildhall, he began his work. Freeform Illusion allowed him to alter the crowd and slide some new figures in like they were simply coming around the corner. They weren’t native to Porter’s Walk, but having foreigners in the area was becoming more common.

Then, walking around the corner, came Denny and Jack. Those two Vester knew so well he could create with his eyes closed. They appeared wobbly on their feet, Denny holding a massive beer stein in one hand, Jack with an unlabeled bottle, both passing their drinks back and forth while joking loudly about some movie from Earth.

The Adventurers, merchants, and regular townsfolk backed up to give them room, but Vester made sure to insert an old woman in the crowd to mutter: “In my day, the Hero didn’t get drunk in the streets.” While not many seemed to care about the drinking, it did start the pointing and gossip over Denny being the Hero.

A few people approached Denny, though Vester had to strain to hear what they were saying so he could have Denny respond with polite, noncommittal answers—then gently shoo the people away so they could resume their stumble toward the Guildhall.

But just as the crowd was getting the idea that he didn’t want to chat, Vester moved the foreigners he’d created into position. First was a slender goblin pulling the reins of a beast peculiar to the southern swamps. Roughly the size of a camel, though with shorter legs, the toad-salamander hybrid shared several similarities. Both beasts had humps—and they spit when upset.

Denny, drunk, stumbled into the side of the large, purple-skinned beast. It swung its toad-like head around and spat a thick glob of purple goo straight into the Hero’s face. A rancid, unpleasant odor spread, which helped the crowd back up farther from the potential altercation.

Jack, seemingly outraged that Denny had been spat on, kicked the cart attached to the beast of burden. It toppled over and spilled out a load of leafy purple bulbs. “My cabbages!” the goblin yelled in a wail of despair.

Meanwhile, Denny, attempting to get the spittle off his face, lashed out in a haymaker that shattered his beer stein across the face of the beast. The animal let out a warbling sound, stumbled a few times, then fell over sideways unconscious.

This simply inspired the goblin to yell, “My cabbage-hauler! What have you done?” and clutch his bat-like ears in outrage. The little man hopped up and down in anger, yet Jack just jeered at him.

“Next time don’t get in the Hero’s way! You flappy-eared little shit,” Jack retorted with a snide arrogance. Vester had no problem revealing what an asshole Denny’s friend was, so he just guessed at Jack’s most likely insults. He did make sure to have Denny grab Jack’s arm and pull the redhaired man away from the goblin.

“Heeeyyy,” Denny slurred, clearly drunk. “No, we don’t act like assholes!” The inebriated Hero turned to the goblin and fished into his trouser pockets until he pulled out a heavy coin bag. “My bad, little guy, here.” Once the coins had been tossed over to the goblin, the merchant ceased shouting and began eagerly counting the money.

“Man, we worked hard for that gold!” Jack protested, pointing at the merchant. “It was just some stinking vegetables!”

Denny, who was still covered in slime and using his free hand to try and wipe the sticky mess off himself, sighed. “I’m sure he worked hard on the cabbages, man, leave it alone. Look, let’s get back to the temple, I need a shower.”

Jack grumbled, then pulled out a slim token and snapped it in half. The pair disappeared in a flash of light. Vester had double checked with Kora that short-range teleportation tokens existed. She’d confirmed it, though she’d said they were expensive.

Making Jack look like a drunken ass wasting the Church of Light’s money was fine with Vester.

But Vester had also ensured some illusory Adventurers helped gather up the goblin’s spilled produce, and Kora stepped over the scene to make an announcement. “Excitement is over, people, return to your days,” she called to the crowd.

While she wasn’t the Guild Master anymore, Kora had built up a lot of respect in Porter’s Walk. Seeing her handling a simple traffic incident just made her look good, and nobody was going to question her about where the merchant, his beast, or the helpful Adventurers wandered off to.

Vester made sure to get the entire circus act going so they were moving around the corners before gradually fading out. It wasn’t easy. He had to scan the crowd to figure out which of his illusions he could fade out, making sure there weren’t a dozen eyes on the simulacrum and shifting them to obscure the phantasms before fading them out.

It also required him to constantly reshape the boundaries of his Freeform Illusion around the group, but that was good practice for the future. By the time they’d gone three blocks, he’d managed to fade out all of his creations, and then it was just Kora and himself standing at the edge of town overlooking the grassy plain.

Kora had reclaimed his elbow at some point, though she’d stored her cane. “I have to admit,” she said, “that was more fun than it should have been…” The look on her face reminded him of a little girl staying up late to try and spot Santa even though she knew her parents would be mad. “They were so realistic.”

“Yeah, I could really use my powers for evil if I wanted, huh?” Vester had said it as a joke, but he was surprised to see Kora nodding.

“You could,” she agreed. “While there are some that specialize in divination magics who could likely unravel your illusions and reveal the truth behind that sort of thing… people always believe what they see. A few dozen people just saw the Hero punch a swamp-mucker while drunk, and then pay its owner in apology. If someone comes by later and claims that was fake? The crowd won’t care, and the rumors will have already flown.”

Vester grimaced, then reached up to pinch his ear and rub the long cartilage between his finger and thumb. “Well… that’s why I didn’t want to make Denny look too bad,” he admitted. “I figure they’ll talk about how strong he must be to knock a critter out with one punch, and that he’s got a good heart for paying the damages.”

“Mmmm,” Kora hummed thoughtfully. “It’s not a bad plan. The Hero did come off as foolish but still benevolent. His companion, however—”

“Jack’s an asshole and deserves it,” Vester interrupted. “He’s been Denny’s best friend since they were young. Stood up for Denny years ago against some bullies and got a couple teeth knocked out. From that point on, Denny’s always had his back. But if Denny wasn’t around to keep the guy in line, he’d be worse than the bullies he’d fought.”

“Ah, a bond of loyalty and combat,” Kora said while nodding her head. “I understand. I have seen battlefield friendships forged in just such a way. I can only hope that your brother can continue to direct his friend’s worst impulses in a constructive manner. People have a tendency of changing as they grow in power… and not always for the better.”

That was an ominous thought, and Vester hoped it wasn’t a prophecy of things to come. If anyone on Denny’s team would go crazy with their growing power, it would definitely be Jack. Honestly, the guy had a lot of issues. But Vester did not want to spend his afternoon thinking about Jack.

“Sooooo,” he said with a smile, turning to look up at Kora. “We’re free for the afternoon. What should we do? Picnic? Walk? See the sights of the town?” With him at his side, Kora truly could see the town, and he knew she missed that sort of thing. “I could… take you to the local bookstore.”

The last suggestion saw her ears flick straight up and swivel toward him, and Vester knew he had her. Her tails frantically flicked from side to side, and she had to clear her throat twice before she managed: “A bookstore might be quite nice.”

Vester carefully molded his expression to avoid grinning with smug satisfaction. He turned, started into town, and set a leisurely pace to walk them toward the one spot he’d been sure Kora wouldn’t be able to resist.

I told Skylar I could get her a break from sparring with Kora. She didn’t believe me, but here we are… Kora shall spend the evening looking over all the new books to see what she wants, and I shall do some research for a project of utmost importance.

Bookstores on Ordinal Trail didn’t differentiate between fiction, nonfiction, and manuals meant to teach skills. Apparently, Adventure Tales, which was what they called fiction, were such a small portion of the book market that no one created stores specifically for those.

Ordinal did have traveling merchants: an odd subset of Bards and Scribes who’d come together to form a kind of nomadic book club. Vester couldn’t remember what they were called, just that they were sponsored by several noble houses that considered themselves Patrons of the Arts.

On top of that, they were hated by the Church of Light for spreading salacious filth, ridiculous tails of demi-humans, and bawdry stories of perversion—Vester really hoped to see them reach Porter’s Walk at some point. Their books sounded awesome.

They reached the bookstore, which was small enough for the entire store to fall into his passive skill. Kora immediately abandoned him to start perusing the stacks. Vester made his way to the woman behind the counter.

The elven girl offered him a bright smile, though she seemed put off by his mismatched eyes. He’d come to learn heterochromia was incredibly rare among elves and considered a sign of ill-fortune.

And since many cultures of elves also think purple eyes are a symbol of evil intent, Non gave me a double-whammy of misfortune when it comes to my own race… Though maybe she did it so I’d have an easier time avoiding conversation and getting revealed?

Vester took about a half-second to consider that before dismissing it. Knowing Non, she just thought it was hot and that was that.

“Hello,” he said, greeting the woman. “I’m looking for books on the process of inscribing a specific skill ability into an enchantment and binding it to an item. Do you have any training manuals for that?”

“We do,” the elf said, nodding her head. A lock of her crimson hair fell over her shoulder and she absently brushed it back. “However, because of the proprietary techniques contained within, all books must be purchased before their contents can be examined.”

I have to buy it before I can even see if the book is going to help me? What a fucking rip-off!

Vester kept the outrage off his face, though, and put on a contemplative expression. “Do you have a general synopsis of the books in question so that I can see which might best suit my needs?” he asked.

At that, the woman perked up and nodded. “We do. One moment while I fetch our content guide.” She stepped away from the counter and bent to retrieve something from beneath it. The way she moved gave him a fairly lengthy chance to glance down her very gauzy dress, but Vester chose to turn and watch Kora instead.

The kitsune had about six books in her arms and was moving between several rows of shelves while carefully reading the tags that had been placed beneath each book. Since Ordinal rarely had labels on the spines, the tags offered the names, authors, and subjects for each book—the fiction, at least.

A heavy thud sounded next to him and Vester turned his attention back to the counter. Sitting in front of him now was a book at least a foot thick, two feet wide, and probably two feet tall. A barbarian could use that as a buckler, he noted. The elven woman looked a bit out of breath from having heaved it up there.

“Shall we begin with skill-transference manuals?” she asked, already moving her fingers to a specific spot and heaving the giant book open.

“Yeah, probably a good idea… I have a feeling this might take a while.”


Chapter Seventeen



It took him nearly an hour of going over the brief summaries of the books to pick the three he needed for his project. In that time, Kora had selected twenty-seven books she wanted to purchase and read during her downtime on their delve.

Kora got him to promise he’d study his tomes in her chambers, and he had no doubts it was so she could read while he was lost in concentration. It made sketching out the design for a surprise he was planning harder, but he had to read through all the books he’d purchased before he got too far into the drawing phase.

Yet when they actually reached the Guildhall, Kora gleefully reminded him they still had time to train, and that began the next few weeks of routine. Vester was shocked the Raid ended up being so delayed. By the time everyone was gathering for their transit to Dungeon Gate 5, almost three months had passed.

Skylar had been able to finish her scouting golems and had also placed several backup skeletons in her storage to rebuild Dent or Woody on the fly, even if the materials weren’t as good. She could also swap her scouts for humanoid laborers if required.

Krysta and Li Ra had worked together to build them up a solid stockpile of restoration tonics and antidotes. The second was the most important, as none of them had a solid ability for removing toxins.

Kora Dol had made sure to keep them all working on improving their coordination and teamwork—it had been painful, but definitely effective. They had a number of formations and plans worked out now.

And Vester was quite content that he’d managed to figure out a few more advanced applications of inscriptions and gotten his secret project made. He’d also confirmed that he’d completed Non’s Quest, which meant the reward had come his way. The reward made embarrassing Denny so worth it.

Skill Chaos Thief (SS-Rank): Level 2

The Avatar of Non has an impenetrable storage area concealed in another dimension. Touching an item allows it to be stored within. More, bodies of monsters are immediately rendered into their most desirable parts, and parts stack for ease of storage. The storage owner can designate items to be stored without disassembly though unique items do not stack. This storage space can contain 10 items per point of charisma. At SS-Rank, this will double in item capacity each time it levels up. Like most skills, level 5 is the cap.

The improved version was great. He now had two hundred storage spaces inside Chaos Thief and could store his companions if they died, just as he’d wanted to. He could also store monster bodies and things like artwork without rendering them to piles of parts.

He wished they’d known that before claiming the sword, shield, and armor of that vampire Elite. They’d all been hoping for a solid payday or gear upgrade from the loot. What had emerged from their storage instead were ingots of metal, bolts of fabric, and a few gemstones and potion bottles used to create enchantments.

It had still sold well, but that discovery was why Vester had decided to practice with looting bodies before he ever had to do it for real. ‘But you came through, Non, and hopefully you enjoyed the show,’ he prayed with a small smile on his lips.

Standing in line wasn’t exactly demanding mentally, and his Party wasn’t engaging in much small talk at the moment, each was going over whatever they considered most important for final checks. For Li Ra, that meant examining the energy rifle they’d gotten her.

The four-foot length of carved black wood had a crimson crystal traveling down through it to stick out the tip. Veins of the same crystal grew like roots through the wood where Li Ra would hold it. She’d said something about it being a mana-fueled model, which meant she powered the shots herself instead of relying on stored energy.

Her pistols were the same way, which Vester understood. I can’t imagine trying to lug hundreds of ammo containers through a possibly endless dungeon. Even if the individual shots are more powerful with the other model… The sheer volume of storage needed for a months-long delve would make carrying it all hard. Not everyone has a storage skill after all.

He had been relieved when Li Ra mentioned that all three weapons had a reservoir she could pre-fill with her mana. Her weapons would drain the stored energy first and she could recharge while firing, thus maintaining a consistent rate of fire as long as she didn’t use too many mana-intensive skills.

Skylar had a golem on each shoulder. The shimmering, silver hawk was on her left. She’d named the golem Beaky, complaining its beak was a touch larger than it had to be, but she thought it made the puppet look distinguished. Vester thought she just wanted an excuse to give it a goofy name.

On her right shoulder sat the six-legged rat golem. The slender rodent still lacked a tail, but its spine was flexible enough to sit up without needing a tail for balance. Vester was pleased that she’d humored him and named the golem Splinter. He’d had to show her a few episodes of the TV show with his illusions, but then she’d been all in.

Even for Skylar, Buck had been a terrible name for a golem.

Dent and Woody were currently hidden in Vester’s inventory. They counted as ‘unique items,’ and he was saving them for a surprise if someone got feisty on the initial floors.

Kora was the only one of them really paying attention to what was going on around them, and she began batting all of them with her tails when Elondolin stepped before the portal to give a speech. Krysta hid a giggle and continued brushing her tail while watching.

“My name is Elondolin Tremain, level 74 Warden of the Woods. In a few moments, I will be sending Raid invitations to each registered Party,” the elf announced. “While there is no mandatory requirement to join the Raid to be part of this expedition, do remember that you won’t get credit for participating in any of the Raid Quests, nor your contractual share of loot, if you do not.”

Unspoken was the fact that the Raid would be passively sharing credit for all the monsters slain while it moved through the Great Dungeon, making it a goldmine of growth for less-combat-oriented groups.

Vester saw Denny and his team standing over to one side. Jack, he noticed, was staring at Vester with naked hate in his eyes—until Denny gave him an elbow and nodded back toward the powerful Raid leader.

“The Trading Post Quest,” Elondolin continued, “will still be fulfilled by working toward the goal, even if you forgo joining the Raid itself. I must also remind you that if you don’t accompany the Raid, you will need to defeat the tenth floor Boss on your own after it has been reborn. You will not be able to use the teleportation circle without having taken the Boss down. And right now, we do not know what the Boss is.”

Vester knew the deepest delvers had only just reached the fourth floor. The average level for those monsters were in the mid-30s. According to some, floor three was easier than the second floor. The beasts weren’t focused on ambush, they were swarm monsters.

Not that I consider giant ants an improvement over anything, Vester thought. The entire third floor is a combination of maze and endurance trial. Navigating the tunnels to find a path down to the fourth floor while constantly suffering swarm attacks by ant-monsters is brutal.

He wasn’t sure what the details on the fourth floor were; they hadn’t been processed by the time the Raid had been called to mobilize.

“Are you going to accept?” Kora asked, standing close enough to Vester that it would be hard to overhear her, especially not with the general level of side conversations in the crowd. It was something the Party had talked about a lot, but in the end everyone had chosen to leave the decision to Vester.

“I am,” Vester replied, glancing over at her. “I had a private meeting with Elondolin a few days ago and he’s agreed to a very limited Contract. All it says is that he won’t speak about my skills, class, or level with anyone except the Founder and members of my Party—and only in areas where it can’t be overheard.”

“He actually agreed to that?” Kora’s surprise was understandable. A lot of people viewed even the simplest Contract as a spiritual burden that weighed down the soul. Some even claimed a Contract could change someone’s chance of getting a class evolution.

“Apparently Tomlin left some rather pointed suggestions with Kromm and Elondolin, specifically for them to listen to my advice and take me seriously.”

The kitsune’s blind eyes stared at him, mouth hanging open a little, then she shook her head. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised,” she muttered. “He knows you’re more than you seem, and he’s smarter than he acts. I have no doubt Founder Tomlin has some kind of plan for whatever chaos we cause…”

Vester put a hand on his chest, pretending to be hurt. “How could you ever accuse me of—oof!” He couldn’t finish teasing her because Skylar took that moment to knuckle him in the ribs and nod toward Elondolin. The Raid leader had held up his hands, gesturing for everyone in the crowd to fall silent once more.

“The last thing you should all know is that this Raid constitutes an exploratory expedition. Guild Law dictates that my rulings are final. I will always let you state your opinion, respectfully, in private. Do not attempt to interfere with my decision making while I am handling a situation. Either listen to my orders or save your comments for later.”

From what Kora had told Vester, most Raids worked together to coordinate the different groups so that everyone could work in unison. The ranged fighters, defensive warriors, spellcasters, and healers were all meant to act as sub-teams, which would make the Raid function like one giant Party.

Those Raids, however, weren’t comprised of random Parties gathered together simply because they’d been part of the initial exploration of the Great Dungeon. Most Raids were carefully curated to ensure the balance of Adventurers was mutually supportive. Vester’s team had been accepted into the Raid for three reasons:

The first was that Kora Dol was part of their team, and she’d had an exemplary career as a delver before being blinded. The second was that Vester’s Party technically held the record for the fastest run to reach the second floor. Their encounter with the roaming Boss had launched them well ahead of everyone else.

The last reason was the secret one, but Vester suspected it was the most important: Krysta and Vester were both Reincarnates, and Reincarnate Adventurers were almost always significantly more powerful than people thought.

I have a feeling that Tomlin wants me and Krysta here as a counterbalance to Denny and the Hero’s Party. The Church of Light’s making up three Parties in this raid, counting Denny’s group. The Adventurer’s Guild has six Parties. Ordinarily I’d say the church wouldn’t stand a chance, but it turns out those Purifiers are a lot more like inquisitors than anything else—and they’ve got an entire Party of them.

Purifier Ran, he’d discovered, was somewhere past level 50. Every Purifier was—that was how they earned the title through their church: battling to destroy threats to Peace until they passed level 50 and proved their dedication to the goddess.

The idea that he and Krysta would somehow counter such a high-level Party was a touch insane—unless Tomlin suspected their skill ranks were far more powerful than the Guild registry suggested. Vester had finally seen Krysta’s file and she was marked down as a C-rank Hospitality Mage.

Maybe all Reincarnates show up at C-rank… Though come to think of it, Denny didn’t show up with a ranking at all. Just showed his class, profession, and stats. That’s not how it normally works at all. But the Guild crystals act weird around Heroes. That’s why there’s confidentiality rules in the Guild Charter.

The weirdness apparently extended to Denny’s Party, because Vester didn’t remember seeing a ranking for any of them either. He did know most people assumed the Hero was always S-rank or had even transcended it.

Maybe it’s only the unaffiliated Reincarnates that show up as C-rank? After all, we’re not supposed to be important. Most Reincarnates don’t meet the gods and get blessings or curses when they’re reborn. Krysta didn’t.

That made a bit more sense to him, but before he could do any more ruminating, a Raid invitation popped into his vision. Vester selected yes and the tiny map he tended to forget about suddenly zoomed out as a number of green blips appeared one after another.

Nine Parties of six, that was the plan. Our Party is just five members, and Elondolin’s sixth spot is taken by Arch Magus Tolbert—though he’s so powerful it doesn’t matter if he’s a crafter or Adventurer. Fifty-two Adventurers, with the Arch Magus as a tagalong. Five-three of us altogether. Eighteen from the Church of Light, if I count Denny with them… and I kind of have to.

One by one the Parties filed through the portal to emerge within the armored shadow of Dungeon Gate 5. They made their way across the courtyard of death traps and pushed into the open doors of the Great Dungeon.

Elondolin’s group went first, then Purifier Ran. The two teams were the undisputed powerhouses on this Raid. When Vester and his team entered, he was shocked to find that they didn’t emerge on the first floor. They were on the second standing beneath one of the huge stone columns that rose up to the high ceiling.

Other Adventurers were appearing all around them, confusion abounding. Kora gripped his forearm and let out a whistle that signaled their team to gather up. “The Great Dungeon shunted us past the first floor,” she said, pointing out the obvious. “With how powerful the Raid group is, that’s not a surprise. I’m almost shocked we’re not on the third floor to start.”

Li Ra, the second-most-experienced member of their team, frowned. “Do you think it’s because the average levels are lower than the highest monsters on this floor?” she asked, looking straight at Kora.

The kitsune was nodding, her tail flicking. “That’s my guess. Raid parties have gotten jumped ahead before, so this isn’t a new phenomenon. But at the same time, our composition is skewed toward people between levels 10 and 30, and Elondolin has never come into the dungeon before.”

“Never?” Krysta asked, her tail fluffed huge behind herself. “Isn’t he supposed to be our guide?”

Kora let out a snort. “Yes… but if he’d entered the dungeon on his own it might have transported him directly to a deep floor. He’s too high level. Being connected to all of us in a Raid is anchoring him so he can run the weaker floors… and even that isn’t guaranteed to work.”

She trailed off after that, but it made Vester realize something. “If the high-level Parties do too much of the fighting, the dungeon might start throwing extra challenges at us,” he said. “That could see the whole group moved to a deeper floor. They’re going to hang back and let us do the fighting, aren’t they?”

He didn’t get to see her answer, because a swarm of monstrous bats descended from the ceiling in a shrieking horde the moment the last group of Adventurers appeared.


Chapter Eighteen



This time Krysta hadn’t used Create Sanctuary, so there was absolutely nothing stopping that cloud of leather wings from slamming into everyone like a rage-filled tornado. Vester took a slash to his face that opened his cheek down to the bone and tore his ear half off.

He was buffeted by powerful wings and furry bodies. The bats careened off everyone in a chaotic tangle and their clawed toes and the sharpened thumb-talons on their wings left deep gouges. Fortunately, the beasts were not allowed free rein over the Parties.

Kora Dol slammed her shield down and then swept it up in a half circle, creating a dome of stone that rose and half-concealed the Party. Other defensive class were getting into the act, and so were the damage dealers.

Raising her staff from beneath the stone dome and spinning it in a rapid circle, Krysta sent a wave of force blasting outward from her position to knock the huge bats tumbling. Rebuke the Guest didn’t hit with the same force without a Sanctuary in place, but it gave everyone the space they needed to act.

Vester pulled Woody out of his storage and the bone golem unfolded under Skylar’s command. “Protect us,” the Puppetmaster ordered. The command came out in a grunt because she’d swung her wrench at the same moment to crush the skull of a returning monster.

Woody flew into motion in a terrifying spray of blood. The pale, slender golem moved like a cross between a mountain gorilla and a panther. It bounced off the stone barrier and up into the air where its limbs lashed out—all of them, feet included. Ichor splashed across the air as Woody tore three bats to pieces without any effort.

Getting Dent out of his inventory had been harder, since Vester had to move out from under Kora Dol’s protective shell. The heavy block of metal that appeared under his hand stood up with the sound of groaning iron. A hammer swung over Vester’s head and turned a descending bat into pink mist from the sheer force of the impact.

Vester wasn’t left undefended, however, for Li Ra moved out with him and circled to the left, her pistols releasing a constant stream of blue-green bolts that caught bats center mass and folded the beasts around injuries that dropped them from the sky.

Many of them fell in charred pieces because of Kor, who was whirling like a dervish on the surface of the dome she’d created. Her black dress wrapped around her, the armored plating over her stomach, chest, shoulders protecting her vitals while the skirt flared wide with every rotation. Her blade was a curving arc of flame that flicked through the falling bodies and neatly bisected them.

With their area now firmly secured, Vester turned his attention to the other groups and saw that most of them looked to have things under control. Denny had covered his own team in a glowing shield and Jack and Kimmy kept bounding out from beneath it to stab—or rend, in Kimmy’s case—any bats that got too close.

Emma didn’t appear to be doing… anything. The girl was huddled behind Denny with her arms wrapped around her head like she was trying to shut out the whole world. Rachel and Davis stood to either side of the woman and cast spells up into the bats, leaving wide swaths of the swarm blinded and fighting each other.

Elondolin and his Party weren’t even fighting. They and Purifier Ran’s group were simply standing in the middle of the Raid watching everything. Vester saw the huge bats simply veer away any time they got too close to one of the high-level figures.

Not every team was doing so well, though.

The Church of Light’s third Party looked to have taken some serious injuries. Three humans and three elves—all bleeding—were back-to-back under the glowing white barrier one of the humans was producing. An elf with a rifle similar to Li Ra’s was firing steadily. Each shot blew a hole in a bat and saw it collapsing to the ground.

Two armored figures were using longswords to mop up anything that flew close to the ground and an elven caster was healing the last elf… who appeared to be missing an arm from the elbow down.

Ouch, poor bastard, Vester thought before turning his attention to how the Adventurers were faring. Doesn’t look like anyone died outright, but not everyone’s team has someone like Kora and Krysta doing such a good job creating space.

Of the four Guild Parties, two of them looked like their members had been put through a blender. None of the Adventurers were down, but all of them had bloodstained clothes and wounds. The other two teams had clearly had someone with a skill like Kora’s—they were fighting from temporary fortifications.

Once the initial surprise had worn off, the swarm hadn’t taken too long to sweep from the skies. Between the ranged combatants and the spellcasters the bats simply couldn’t survive. When the last few were falling from the sky, Elondolin spoke up:

“Welcome to the Great Dungeon!” he called out in a ringing voice. “Loot and harvest what you can, we’re not lingering long. Anyone with serious injuries, stop by Purifier Ran’s Party and you’ll be mended. My goal is to reach the third floor before we camp—so don’t expect to spend much time standing still.”

The announcement was met with groans of pain and frustration, but the Adventurers started moving almost immediately. None of them were going to waste time when there was profit to be made. Vester, Krysta, and Skylar roamed around the battleground. Vester used his illusions to cause flashes of light to consume the bodies they touched.

It earned some jealous looks, but Vester knew there was no way they could hide their group had members with a looting skill. What he could do was make people think it had a dangerous visual clue in case he wanted to swipe something discretely.

Woody was moving behind them, gathering some of the bodies, and delivering them to Li Ra. The oni didn’t have access to Chaos Thief, but she had a butcher knife and a clear knowledge of which parts of the bat she’d be offering to Krysta for their dinner.

Kora, meanwhile, remained on lookout alongside Dent. Beaky was sitting on top of Dent’s head, its avian skull rotating in a steady circle like a sentry turret. Vester didn’t see any sign of Splinter, so he assumed Skylar had sent the smallest golem off to scout their surroundings.

Vester figured about twenty, maybe thirty minutes had passed before a sharp whistle sounded and the Raid formed up to start moving. Elondolin and Purifier Ran’s groups were at the center, though toward the back of the assembly.

A group of dwarven Adventurers in heavy armor were the tail end of the Raid group, both because they were physically slowest and because their entire group had defensive skills. Kora had mentioned it wasn’t uncommon for dwarves to take a ‘slow and steady’ approach to Adventuring that featured outlasting their opponents—by literally being too tough to die.

That Party’s damage output would be a bit lower, but they made for a perfect rearguard.

Organizing the vanguard of the Raid took several minutes. Vester saw Jack in an argument with a group of Adventurers in leather armor. They were clearly arguing over position, and judging by how purple Jack’s face was, he hadn’t come out on top.

The stealth-oriented Adventurers moved out first, followed by Denny and his group. Vester and his Party took the right side behind Denny, while the last group from the Church of Light took the left. Vester noted the maimed elf’s lost hand had been restored, and he now held a rifle in a firm grip.

The last two delving Parties moved to either side of the column, so they could make sure the Raid didn’t get hit from the sides. It wasn’t lost on Vester that the strongest members of the Raid were farthest from any positions of danger.

It makes an odd sort of sense, he reasoned. With the high levels in the middle, they won’t be the first to encounter the monsters. Forcing the lower-level groups to clear the surrounding area maximizes growth for everyone. It also reduces the odds that the dungeon sends a mini-Boss or something to drop us all a few floors.

He glanced at his own Party, noting how Kora moved just behind Li Ra while Skylar shadowed Krysta to protect the Hospitality Mage. Woody was gliding alongside the oni, and Vester could feel Dent looming over him to act as a bodyguard.

If they were organizing us so the weakest Parties were the most exposed, then our group would be ahead of Denny’s. While Kora is stronger, the rest of us on average are lower than Denny’s team. Elondolin balanced us so the weaker members are at the flanks and can hit the monsters that catch against the stronger groups.

Kora had explained the philosophy of a Raid like this and how a good leader balanced risk and reward to push leveling—but seeing it in action brought the lesson home in a way discussing theory hadn’t.

Moss ogre ambushes were steamrolled by the advancing Parties, and bat swarms were hit by powerful area attacks when they dropped from the ceiling. In Vester’s opinion, the Raid was making good time. While Elondolin didn’t give them much time for harvesting, the elf didn’t force everyone to abandon their kills.

The Adventurers would have rioted if they weren’t allowed to gather materials to sell later.

The next six hours of travel actually turned out to be remarkably boring. Vester’s group had had to fight off several moss ogres, two bat swarms, and on three occasions they were ambushed by a pack of strange six-legged lizards that burst out of the ground and used large pincers while spraying acid.

The damned things looked like a crossbreed between ants and geckos, and while they weren’t incredibly strong, they were amazingly good at hiding under the soil and going straight for the Party members with the highest concentration of mana.

Unfortunately for them, in Vester’s Party that figure was Kora Dol.

The Elemental Knight didn’t even bother with her shield after the first encounter. She just coated her blades in flames and waded through the lizard-bugs like a chainsaw. Backed up by Woody and Dent, it wasn’t close to a challenge.

While moving across the floor, Vester found his presence almost entirely redundant.

I can’t believe I’m bored while marching through a dungeon, he thought. I knew I wouldn’t be able to use my traps much while we were moving… but I had assumed my illusions would be more useful. Between how stupid the monsters are and how fast they die, though, there isn’t much point.

The lizard-ant-things had been disoriented by his illusions, but the ambush predators were much like the bats: easy to kill. The moss ogres were far more durable, but Dent could take one by itself, and Kora had proven capable of fighting two at once.

With Li Ra hitting swarms at a distance with flurries of shots from her pistols, and Woody going through them with claws flying, the bats weren’t much of a threat. The ones that got too close were slammed into the ground by Krysta’s Rebuke, then Skylar just smashed their skulls.

With how smoothly we’ve been taking care of these things, I’d feel guilty tossing a Labyrinth Ward under these monsters. So far, my greatest contribution is my upgraded Chaos Thief and providing storage for the golems.

Vester would have been lying if he’d denied it being a little disheartening.

The third floor is going to be an endless maze with more of these lizard-ants, so I shouldn’t complain about how easy we’re killing them. It’ll be nothing but marching while under attack. The hardest part will be finding the exit. The question is, how long will it take to find? Also, what is the fourth floor going to entail? Wait, I have an information packet about that.

When the Raid stopped for the night and set up camp, Vester pulled out the slender book so he could study the scant pages and see what the fourth floor consisted of.

Let’s see. Fourth floor opened into what appears to be the ruins of a city. Ceiling is elevated, its features overcast presenting an artificial sky. Delvers report there are weather patterns, with both rain and snow having fallen on the same day.

Vester sighed when he saw the Adventurers hadn’t made note of the temperature during those weather events. Whoever processed the exploration notes should have caught that. Sloppy notetaking. Does it stay warm when it snows? Did it get cold? I’m going to guess the weather conditions weren’t life threatening or they’d have mentioned that—assuming their race would even notice!

Closing his eyes, Vester was confronted by the truth: he’d just suffered a moment of outrage because paperwork hadn’t feel done properly. He shuddered. I’ve been spending too much time as a receptionist. Thank Non I was able to ditch Law’s curse. Who knows if I’d still have a sense of humor after a few years of doing everything by the book.

Pushing away the existential dread he felt at becoming someone who cared about the state of filing, Vester continued to examine the fourth-floor reports. Huh. So the delve encountered undead beings commanded by vampires. Looks like zombies, ghouls, and skeletal knights—and the vampires cast spells like necromancers. That’s not going to be fun.

It wasn’t much to go on, but it implied the fourth floor was going to be closer to urban combat than anything Vester had seen before.

On one hand, ruins imply a lot of debris on the ground and potential to muddy the battlefield with my illusions. On the other, mindless undead can just walk through my Labyrinth Ward. They’re also hard for my traps to kill because they lack vitals and don’t bleed out. But my illusions should work on the vampires—now that he understood how their senses worked.

“Vester, your turn on watch,” Kora said while patting him on the shoulder. The kitsune yawned and ducked into the small tent she’d set up. He saw that Li Ra was asleep against a boulder Krysta had transformed into a bean bag mattress, the pandali curled on the oni’s stomach like a pet.

Skylar had sat down next to him, yet he hadn’t even noticed. He felt bad about that, so he took a moment to drop a kiss on her temple before he rose and took a position where he could observe the entire camp.


Chapter Nineteen



The third floor was just as miserable as Vester had feared.

Near the end of the second floor, he’d found he could create the illusion of a strong mana source that drew the lizard-ants like a beacon. That meant he wasn’t completely useless, but with how continual the attacks were, it was frustrating not to be able to contribute more directly.

Vester had tried throwing down his blade traps, and while they did a solid job of killing the bugs, reclaiming the traps slowed their Party down just enough to earn a rebuke from Elondolin. The Raid leader was pushing hard to spend as little time as possible on this floor.

He’d even come down on some Adventurers who’d paused to summon and consult their Grimoires while marching—normally an act considered almost sacred within the Guild. His lecture on the time and place for distractions was delivered at a remarkably fast pace while he encouraged people to go faster.

Of course, with the floor being one constant stream of bugs after another, Vester didn’t blame the other elf for wanting to escape it quickly. The Great Dungeon was constantly shifting the maze, so they couldn’t even use a previous delves’ map to find the exit.

That wasn’t a huge setback, however, because the Church of Light’s third Party turned out to have a class that specialized in divination. Their healer/seer did a solid job navigating the twists and turns of the tunnels.

In the end, it took three days of near constant marching to reach the stairwell down to the fourth floor. None of them had managed to get much rest with the constant attacks, and it was a sign of how dedicated the Raid was to completing the offered Quest that no one had complained about the minimal time to loot they’d been given.

But Elondolin did concede to allowing everyone to check their Grimoires during those brief moments they stopped their march. No matter how fast he wanted to push the Raid, he had to allow them to gain more power if he wanted the Adventurers to survive their descent, and since the rewards for Quests and personal growth didn’t trigger until someone had read over their tomes—Elondolin wasn’t about to deny the Raid the chance to grow in power.

Vester suspected it was the only reason the elf had allowed them to camp at night instead of trying to force them to push through faster.

At the moment, they were camped at the opening of the downward stairs, where it seemed the high levels had done something to discourage the swarms. Elondolin was just standing there with his bow out and not a single monster had appeared since he’d started glaring at the tunnel mouths.

“Is that going to upset the dungeon?” Krysta asked, looking up from her Grimoire. “I thought it didn’t like high levels dominating lower floors…” Her bright green eyes sought out an answer from one of the more experienced Adventurers, and Li Ra offered her a nod.

“Ordinarily, it would be a risk. In this case, though, it should be fine,” the oni said. “We’re about to descend to a new floor, so the dungeon shouldn’t feel like it has to push.”

Kora, the one among them who’d gained the least from their rush through the floors, sipped from a flask she’d drawn from her pouch. “Elondolin and Purifier Ran are also being very careful about what they allow their Parties to do,” the former Guild Master added. “Outside of providing healing between fights, they haven’t contributed at all.”

Skylar closed her Grimoire and let the book fade out of existence before pulling Beaky off her shoulder. The golem had taken some damage when several of the monsters had dropped onto it from the ceiling, and Vester saw the glow of her mana as she used it to repair her creation.

“It’s funny,” the Puppetmaster began, “we’re kind of doing one of the worst forms of Quest in reverse. We’re escorting high levels down into the dungeon and protecting them from monsters the whole way—except they don’t need us for the monsters, they need us to make sure they stay on the road without getting an unintended detour.”

Vester let out a snort. Skylar wasn’t wrong, which was what made him laugh. The sound drew the attention of the others. “Did you level?” Krysta asked, leaning forward. “I made it to level 18. Although with all the bugs we’ve been killing, I thought we’d be doing better.”

“Downside of the Raid,” Skylar muttered. “All our growth is spreading across everyone… but I did hit level 19. One more level and I get to pick a new class skill!” Beaky slowly spread its wings while Skylar examined the metal feathers. After a nod, she allowed the small golem to return to her shoulder.

“I’m level 18 now as well,” Vester said, since Krysta was still staring at him. “Using Labyrinth Ward each time we camped helped a lot,” While the Raid was sharing the growth among everyone, it was still a proven fact that participation mattered.

It was hard to truly participate on this kind of forced march when he couldn’t do direct damage and most of his skills lent themselves to traps and ambushes.

“I hit level 24,” Li Ra offered. The oni wasn’t advancing as fast as the others, but she’d still been working to grow her power steadily. “I can’t wait for level 25, it’s an important one.”

“I hope you get offered an evolution,” Kora said with a smile, her blind eyes focused on Li Ra thanks to Vester’s passive ability. “My transition from Knight to Elemental Knight is one of my proudest moments.”

“Did you level?” Krysta asked Kora excitedly. When the kitsune shook her head, Krysta drooped. The pandali’s ears folded against her head and her huge tail wrapped around her body like she was hugging herself. “Awww, I want you to level too,” the Hospitality Mage pouted in sympathy for Kora’s lack of progress.

Vester took a second to confirm his status:

Vester Gambit: Elf

Dreamspinner: Level 18

Profession: Enchanter

Strength: 13

Dexterity: 30 (80)

Constitution: 15

Intelligence: 33

Wisdom: 21

Charisma: 20

Skills: Freeform Illusion 2, Don Disguise, Decoy Swap 2, Labyrinth Ward 2, Chaos Cock MAX, Chaos Thief 2, Aura of Illusion MAX, Remove Divine Curse

Profession skills: Mana Manipulation, Inscribe Enchantment

Unique Ability: Nightmare’s Release

Gear: Avatar’s Raiment, Trickster’s Cane

Free Points: 0

Two points into wisdom like planned so I can improve my mana regeneration… and my dexterity is insane. All but one of my skills has reached level 2, and I’m two levels away from my next skill offering. I swear if Doppelganger’s Trade doesn’t come back… Vester closed his Grimoire with a thump and got up to sit down next to Krysta.

He looped an arm around the pouting pandali and rested his head on her shoulder.

“I also completed a Floor Quest,” Li Ra said. “Infestation Extermination: Eliminate over 300 monsters on the 3rd Floor with my personal power—let me bring my Quickdraw skill to level 3.”

Vester whistled. Li Ra said her Quickdraw skill gives her a passive bonus to her dexterity that scales with its level, and it also boosts her ability to aim and fire at multiple targets in rapid succession.

“What’s the improvement?” Kora asked. The kitsune leaned forward, her tails swishing with eager curiosity.

“I’m now gaining an extra point of dexterity every four levels, and I can target up to six separate targets,” the oni replied proudly. “If I can push the skill to level 4, it will give me the dexterity every three levels, and I can target eight.”

“So does that mean at level 5 you’d get a bonus to dexterity equal to half your level and can target ten individuals?” Krysta asked. Vester knew she was fascinated with the way the same skills could grow differently depending on their rank. Li Ra’s Quickdraw was an A-rank skill, making it very strong by Guild standards.

“Yes,” Li Ra confirmed. “I’m daydreaming that I’ll reach level 5 and actually choose which skill upgrades when we complete the Reach the Safe Zone Quest. If I can pick Quick Draw it might boost the skill to S-rank, or evolve it.”

S-rank would probably give her at least a free point of dexterity per level, if not more, Vester thought. “Which is more useful, a higher-rank skill or an evolution?” he asked. He’d heard Adventurers talking about skill evolution, but the tales varied wildly.

“Only Non knows for sure,” Li Ra said with a shrug. “The Goddess of Change allows our powers to develop, but it’s up to us to make the best of the path she provides.” The oni’s open worship of Non struck Vester as odd.

Then again, I’ve met Non… I suppose once you’ve made out with a goddess your perspective on her changes a bit.

“Many Adventurers fear skill evolution,” Kora interjected, drawing the conversation away from the mystical. “Having a skill change can force someone to completely adjust the way they use their power. When a skill makes up the foundation of how you see yourself, what you can do—risking it transforming can be terrifying.”

“That makes sense,” said Krysta, who’d been listening intently. She’d also unwound her tail from around herself and looped it around Vester instead. He wasn’t surprised when she pulled a brush out of her storage and passed it to him.

She’s lucky she’s cute, he thought while beginning to stroke the comb through the mass of fur. Who am I kidding? I’d do this anyway. It’s so fluffy! Vester carefully maintained a neutral expression to avoid letting his enjoyment of the giant tail across his lap leak out.

Then he noticed Kora eyeing him.

Her tails flicked, one after another, and her sitting position definitely let her watch him brush Krysta’s tail out the corner of her eye. The fact Vester had even noticed was something of a miracle. Kora’s side-eye game was on point for a woman who couldn’t see.

Is she jealous? Vester raised an eyebrow at Kora and swore a faint pink tint washed across the kitsune’s porcelain features. She turned her head away after a second and her ears folded back against her sable hair. More tellingly, Vester saw her flick all her tails to her side, where he couldn’t see them anymore. She is jealous!

Vester tuned out the rest of the conversation while contemplating that little revelation. Not exactly a lot of dating opportunities while delving. The last time I fooled around in here, we got attacked by a random Boss. We could theoretically get some time alone in the Safe Zone past the tenth floor… but that’s a long wait.

Coming to a decision, Vester turned his attention back to Kora. “Want me to do yours?” he asked while lifting the brush slightly. Conversation around him came to a screeching halt and Vester became aware of four pairs of eyes staring at him. The expressions surrounding them were… markedly different.

Skylar’s mouth was hanging open and her purple eyes bulged like she’d sat on a nail. Li Ra’s pink gaze had widened, and her lips had clamped shut like she was struggling to hold in a sound of shock… or maybe laughter. Krysta’s green eyes were huge behind her glasses, but she looked like he’d just peed on the floor in front of her.

“Vester,” she hissed. “You can’t just… that’s not… no!” Krysta’s tail whipped off his lap and swatted him in the face before she got up and wrapped her arms around her tail to hug it to her chest. “You… meany!” she finally got out. Then she stomped her foot and vanished into Skylar’s tent.

Skylar offered Vester a sympathetic look. “I’ll go talk to her and remind her you’re from a world without other races,” the Puppetmaster offered, then kissed him on the cheek before following Krysta.

Li Ra raised a hand and tipped her hat back to stare at the ceiling of the caves. “I think it’s about time for me to turn in…” she informed the stones above their heads. “Have a good night, all.” With that, she heaved herself to her feet, wrapped her leather coat around herself more fully, and moved to the opposite side of the Sanctuary to curl up against some cushion-rocks.

With her departure, Vester’s attention went fully to Kora. He had the eerie feeling that when he turned his head toward her he was going to find a jump scare waiting; instead, the Elemental Knight was blushing… a lot.

“Guess I fucked up,” he said, stating the obvious in the hopes of breaking some of the tension he’d created. “If that’s a taboo or socially unacceptable thing to offer… I’m really sorry. You just looked… like you wanted…”

Vester trailed off because he realized how stupid that defense was.

“It is easy to forget you’re not from Ordinal,” Kora said while leaning back to rest her palms on the cave floor. With her legs folded under her, it was a surprisingly enticing pose. “Humans call the various races with animal traits demi-humans, or beast-kin. Many ignore the fact we have our own names and cultures.”

Kora flexed the muscles of her abdomen and rose from the floor in a smooth motion. Her black and silver dress swished around her as she walked over to sit next to Vester. Except, instead of sitting next to him, she sat on him. The kitsune plopped herself in his lap and looped her arms around his neck.

“Among the kitsune the offer of grooming another is a courtship ritual—an intimate one,” she explained in a husky voice. “Brushing my tail would be similar to stroking the ear of an elf or braiding the beard of a dwarf. Generally acts of lovers, not Party members.”

Vester blinked, taking a few seconds to register what she’d just said. “I’m starting to grasp why Krysta’s upset,” he said with a groan. “I basically asked you to go on a date while I was making out with her.”

“Close,” Kora replied. Her tone had changed, a bubbling laugh trying get out while she added, “I’ve spoken to Krysta about her people’s habits. What you did was closer to asking to give me oral sex while performing it on her. To her people, grooming is a behavior that leads to sex: foreplay instead of intimacy.”

Oooooh, I should have clocked that, Vester realized. Krysta’s never hid that her people are pretty sexual. I swear, it’s always the quiet girls. I’m going to have to make this up to her. Though… I also have Kora on my lap.

“I fucked up,” he said.

“You did,” she agreed. Then she playfully ran her fingers through the long tail of silver hair ran down his back. “The timing, at least. Still, it was a bold offer when you haven’t even asked me to join you for a proper meal yet.”

“Would you like to go to dinner?” he asked. He tilted his head and studied her face. He didn’t think she was messing with him, but Kora could be unpredictable, hard to read when she wanted to be.

“Pfft,” she said, then she began slapping him in the face with all three of her tails. “No backing out now. You offered to brush my tails. No taking it back!”

“Okay, okay! Stop hitting me!”


Chapter Twenty



Brushing Kora’s tail had been a silent affair once she’d stopped trying to pummel him with them. She’d been smiling with her eyes closed, clearly enjoying it. She hadn’t said a word when he’d moved on from her tails to untangle her long hair out and then carefully groom the fur of her ears.

The only disruption to the slow, almost ritualistic grooming, was Skylar briefly peeking her head out of the tent and offering him a wink, thumbs-up, and smile—then she’d ducked back inside and very clearly fastened the entrance closed.

Vester wasn’t sure if Kora had even noticed. The kitsune was leaning into his chest and had one hand placed over his heart. Her eyes were closed, and her ears flicked every few strokes of the brush.

If she were a cat, I think she’d be purring, he mused. The expression on her face reminds me of my tabby when she used to turn her face into sunbeams. She’d scrunch her eyes closed and just look transcendent.

When Vester realized he’d run out of spots to groom, Kora seemed to have already anticipated that; she flicked one of her tails rapidly from side to side, disrupting the sleek sheen he’d given it, then curled it up against her stomach and chest in a silent request.

Vester let out a soft huff of laughter and began grooming the black-and-silver tail once more. Considering she has three tails, this is a game she could draw out for a while, he realized. Maybe once I get this tail finished it’ll be time to show her the surprise I’ve been working on.

Vester didn’t rush through stroking the brush up from the base of her tail to the tip; in doing so, his hand essentially caressed from the base of her spine, down over her ass, over and around her hip, then up over her stomach and the curve of her breasts. The position she held her tail in meant he was rubbing her body in steady motions without directly touching anywhere intimate. It wasn’t hard to see how this could be considered romantic play by her people.

With Kora snuggled into his lap the way she was, Vester couldn’t help but notice her body was warmer than his. He wasn’t sure what his average temperature was, because he’d never given it any thought. But the kitsune registered as feverish to him, though he knew she was in perfect health.

It was a pleasant sensation.

“I’ve been working on something,” Vester said. Amusingly, a brief pout crossed her features at his voice, though it faded after a moment. “I don’t know for sure if they’ll work the way I intend, but I thought they might prove useful for you.”

“Me?” she asked. Her eyes opened and she turned her clouded gaze to his face. “My gear is already—”

“They’re not for combat,” Vester interrupted gently. He set the brush against her thigh and flicked his hand. A brief flex of Chaos Thief and the enchanting project he’d been working on in secret appeared between his fingers like a magic trick.

“Glasses?” Kora asked, confused. “Vester, what do I need glasses for?” To her credit, she didn’t seem offended, just puzzled. She held still for him as he carefully slipped them over her face. He’d had to go to a specialist in order for the metal to flex inward, pinch the bridge of her nose, and hold the glasses in place.

Fortunately, part of the enchantment was inscriptions to stabilize them and keep them from falling off.

He’d had absolutely no clue how to design glasses that would hook over a kitsune’s mobile ears, but Ordinal had already solved that dilemma many times over. He’d just had to track down the right jeweler and magic.

Kora’s ears flattened against her head, and she wiggled her nose at the unusual sensation of having the glasses pinching her cartilage. They looked small on her, like spectacles or reading glasses—which had been his intent.

“Now,” Vester said to draw her attention, “while I really don’t want to ask you to move—because I’m enjoying you on my lap—to test these properly you have to walk away from me until you’re outside the range of my passive skills.”

She shot him a disgruntled look, then sighed and reluctantly rose to her feet.

Kora wasn’t an inexperienced delver. Even though they were in camp, and high-level Adventurers were suppressing the dungeon monsters, she still drew her shield and sword then equipped them from her pouch before she began striding away from him.

It bothered him to see her walking away from him alone, though Vester knew she had to get out of Aura of Illusion for them to know if he’d wasted his time and gold on inscribing those glasses.

My aura reaches over a hundred feet in every direction… considering I get a point of intelligence every level, that passive has insane coverage. Let’s see… thirty-three times five… yeah, that’s a hundred-and-sixty-five feet.

In the dim light of the cavern, the distance she had to walk meant that he couldn’t see Kora when she finally stepped outside his SS-rank skill’s area of influence. But he heard her reaction. She let out a surprised yip, then fell completely silent.

If his gear didn’t enhance his dexterity to the insane degree it did, Vester might not have seen her coming before she tackled him. Thankfully, she’d stored her shield and weapon once more, so the missile that put him flat on his back was only her firmly muscled form.

As it was, if those in this world had hit points, he was sure he’d have lost some from his impact with the ground. His oof was completely swallowed by Kora’s lips covering his. Her tongue took the moment of surprise as invitation and began to twirl with his. Her hands cupped his face, making sure he wasn’t getting away from her gratitude.

But it was the hot tears that splashed off his face that made it clear how much his gift meant to her.

Vester wrapped his arms around her and stroked her back, holding her and returning her kisses while she let her emotions out. The mix of tears and laughter was bewildering, but he was also taking them as a sign of his success.

Finally, after several minutes of desperate kisses, Kora calmed down enough to clear her throat and lift her head from his. “Do you have any idea how expensive enchantments like these are?” she demanded. “The best pair I have ever found cost over six-hundred gold and they only gave me the blurriest idea of what was in front of me…”

“I doubt those Enchanters were working with an SS-rank passive,” he pointed out gently. “So, they work?”

“Yes!” she said, letting go of his face to gently slap his chest. “They let me see what’s directly in front of me with amazing clarity. It’s not as good as your Aura, but it’s still…”

“They’ll let you read if I’m not around,” he said softly, having a feeling he knew what she was thinking. “When we were at the bookstore, it was obvious how much you missed being able to just pick up a book and read whenever you wanted. I’m glad you can do it near me… but I wanted you to be able to do it whenever you felt like it.”

The linework required to transcribe his Aura of Illusion onto the lenses of those spectacles had been amazingly complex. The only reason Vester had managed to replicate the enchantments was because he had such high dexterity. His hand-eye coordination was unreal—and even then it had still taken him several tries.

Skylar had teased him every time she’d had to smooth the lenses back into shape, but she’d promised to keep his secret.

“Vester,” Kora said, staring at his face through the spectacles—making him realize her eyes were a bright blue-green through the glass. “Don’t move,” she warned. Her voice was heavily charged with emotion, and the kiss she poured into him was molten… and full of intense self-control.

The hand she’d used to slap his heart slid down along the front of his suit and slowly began undoing the buttons. Her other hand went into his hair and flicked away the string holding it bound. She drew his silver locks over his shoulder and combed through it until it draped over the chest she’d stripped out of her clothes for his enjoyment.

Then her button-seeking fingers found his belt and began undoing that. Vester could have just willed his uniform to take on a different appearance to get it out of the way, but Kora was letting tiny moans out each time she uncovered new skin, so he let her have her fun.

With how much passion she was kissing him with, he didn’t want to change the moment at all. His hands stroked her back, caressing the silk of her gown, and when he ran his hands down over her hips, he realized her split skirt and the way she was straddling him meant there were fewer barriers between them than he’d thought.

That became even more evident when she used her hand to shove his pants down halfway to his knees so she could caress his upper thighs and find his shaft. The skin of her own inner thighs felt scalding when Kora cupped his cock to press it against her panty-clad mound. Her expression fierce while she slowly ground against him.

“I’m going to ride you now,” Kora announced in a voice thick with emotion. “Just… let me say thank you the way I want.” Then she was kissing him again to drown out any noise he might have made.

It’s not like I was going to protest, he thought while kissing her back. Fucking hell she’s fierce! But damn that feels amazing…

Kora’s fingers slipped her panties to the side, and her kisses had done a wonderful job ensuring the shaft in her grip was firm. A roll of her hips and a stroke of her palm lined him up perfectly, then he was sliding into her tight slit.

If he’d thought her skin felt feverish, it was nothing compared to the heat he experienced now. Kora adjusted her hips, shifted her knees, then began to roll the muscles of her stomach while gradually circling her hips. Her tails swished, drifting from side to side while she moved on top of him.

Once she’d taken him to the hilt, her hand rose and cupped the back of his head like she was trying to erase every bit of distance between their faces. Amidst the sultry, demanding kisses, her eyes stared into his—bright and perfect.

Her breath heaved in shuddering, passionate gasps that saw her chest crushed flat against his torso. At some point her dress had slipped under her breasts, so the bare skin rubbed against his while her hand stroked his hair. Occasionally her nails dug at his chest when she hit a point in her smooth rise and fall that caused her to tremble.

Vester found himself lost in that blue-green gaze, and it wasn’t long before their breathing synced. The way she was moving felt incredible, and the raw, sensual need in her kisses threatened to set him off—until he remembered he could hold that off indefinitely. And of course, he was greedy enough to want this to go on longer.

He let one of his hands glide under her dress to caress the back of a bare thigh; his palm traced the line of her stockings, then moved upward to brush along the high curve of the panties she’d moved. That led to his cupping her ass and earned a deeper moan of approval.

Vester’s other hand drifted up along her silk dress to one of her breasts, gently cupping the mound and finding her nipple to tease between his finger and thumb. The light pinch saw her shivering harder. Her breathing picked up, but she controlled her pace to keep that passionate roll of her stomach steady.

Kora’s back arched to press her breast down into his hand, and she finally broke her kisses to toss her head and whip her hair around in a circle. Her ears flicked back to flatten against her head, and she arched her back further away from him until she’d risen to sit upright across his hips.

Her eyes still stared down into his, and Vester found he couldn’t look away.

She cupped her hand over his, clutching his fingers tighter to her breast, then she brought her other hand up to stroke her knuckles along her throat and then brush her fingertips against her lips. Her tongue flicked out, licking between her fingers and over them like she was promising him further rewards.

Which, again, was almost enough to set him off—but Vester was going to be damned if he found his climax before she did. He didn’t want to ruin the moment for her, especially with how possessed Kora looked as she began to ride him wildly.

She’d shifted from licking her fingers to biting the side of her hand while her self-control frayed. The kitsune was still circling her hips, rolling her stomach, and riding him hard, but the speed of her movements was rising with each harsh breath she muffled.

Her fingers dug their entwined hands into her chest to the point her skin dimpled and turned white from the pressure. Vester took that for a signal and pinched his nails into her ass, his grip tightening to match it, and she let out a sharp sound of approval.

Her head twitched and he thought she was going to throw it back when her body began to quake with pleasure, yet she maintained that brilliant eye contact like her life depended on it. Her nostrils flared—she’d bitten her hand to the point he swore he saw blood on her lips.

Her hips were crashing down against his, her entire body moving with the orgasm shaking her, so Vester chose that moment to release control of his own pleasure. He grunted at the sensation of two, possibly three, orgasms wracking him all at once.

His back thumped on the ground at the force of his full-body twitches, yet Kora just kept going. Her clenching sex held him tight, milking him in her pleasure, and when she finally calmed, she flopped across his chest with a thud.

“I…I-i… needed that,” she panted. “Do you have any idea how hard it is dealing with an incredibly competent, sexy, sometimes villainous employee when you’re completely overloaded with work? It was bad enough when you were controlling your illusions manually… then you got that passive and I could see how gorgeous you were every time you were nearby… It was not fair.”

“So, you’re saying this is all my fault?” Vester teased. “I get hunted by my boss—”

She interrupted him with a quick kiss. “Not your boss anymore,” she pointed out in contentment. “Just a member of your Party… and a happy one.”

“I’m glad,” he said. He gave her a tight hug, squeezing her against his chest. “And… you’re probably going to want to check your Grimoire soon.” Vester suddenly remembered his own repeatable Quest from Non… and that the Goddess of Chaos liked to reward his partners too.

“Why?” Kora asked, glancing at him curiously. When he just flashed an enigmatic smile, she swatted his chest. “Why, Vester? Vester! Stop laughing!”


Chapter Twenty-One



Somehow, the two of them managed to avoid waking the others while they struggled to get the afterglow giggles under control.

Vester and Kora cleaned off, spent a few moments longer kissing, then each checked their Grimoires. Vester found exactly what he was expecting.

Quest Log: Kiss the Girl (Repeatable)

Contributions: Romanced Kora Dol and consummated a relationship with her in full. Due to the forethought and intimacy of this moment, rewards have been boosted. Kora Dol receives Chaos Thief at level 1 (S-rank) and the charisma gained through Cock of Chaos is boosted to +2. Additional rewards gained for consummation within the Great Dungeon.

‘Non, I really don’t want you to keep enticing women into my bed,’ he prayed, though there wasn’t much heat to it. ‘Still, thank you. It was nice of you to acknowledge it wasn’t just a booty call. I’d planned on being a bit more romantic before that happened… but I suppose I underestimated how much she’d appreciate the glasses.’

Vester didn’t delude himself into thinking that making her the spectacles was a small thing. He’d dropped serious coin on the dungeon-silver-crafted frames and the book that taught him how to replicate one of his passive skills as an enchantment.

But even though he’d known it would be a meaningful gift, he still wasn’t sure he could grasp how emotional it had been for Kora. He’d never lost something as profound as his sight. Despite that, he definitely hadn’t done it to get her to sleep with him—he wasn’t an asshole.

I just wanted to make sure she’d always be able to read if something happened to me. His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of footsteps approaching. He gave his uniform a once over and saw Kora was doing the same.

The kitsune was blushing while she closed up her Grimoire.

“It’s your turn on watch,” came Li Ra’s voice as she approached. Vester noticed she was glancing up toward the ceiling of the tunnels again. “Since… you’re… ah… done,” she managed. “Didn’t want to interrupt, but I’m pretty tired.”

Vester felt a flush of heat rush along the back of his neck and then down the length of his ears at remembering that the Gunslinger class boosted Li Ra’s wisdom—thus her senses—and she had skills improving her perception above that.

Kora’s body next to his heated up so much he worried her dress might burst into flames. “T-thank you, Li Ra,” Kora managed with only a slight hitch. “Please get some rest. We’ll take it from here.” Then Kora turned to Vester and poked him in the chest. “And you, off to your tent, you need sleep yourself.”

He would have loved to argue with her, but in truth he was exhausted. Her reminder nearly caused him to yawn hard enough to split his head in half, but he managed to choke it off. “Alright,” he said. Then he glanced at Li Ra. “Sorry if we bothered you.”

The oni waved a hand casually. “What happens in the dungeon…” She trailed off, then let out a chuckle. “It’s fine. Not the first time I’ve heard more than I’m supposed to. Just don’t make it a habit,” she warned, though she seemed more amused than offended. Then the woman strode off to her own bedroll.

Kora nudged him and pointedly inclined her head toward his tent. Vester laughed. “Okay, I’m going! You don’t need to shove!” Playfully, she did just that. He gave thanks to his dexterity for helping him keep his footing so he didn’t slam face first into the laced-up tent door.

Once he was inside, he found Skylar and Krysta curled up together and snoring. He carefully lowered himself next to Krysta and wrapped his arms around the women. A huge tail curled around him and covered him in place of a blanket, and Vester sighed in contentment.

Sleep claimed him pretty quickly despite Krysta’s tail tickling his nose.

The next morning saw Vester sharing a brief conversation with Elondolin and temporarily removing his Party from the Raid. He wasn’t the only one to make that decision—in fact, most of the Parties were doing it.

The fourth floor was relatively unknown, and there was a greater chance of Quests spawning for individual Parties as opposed to a Raid. Elondolin, Purifier Ran, Denny, and the final group from the Church of Light would remain in the larger group—but all of the teams from the Adventurer’s Guild were going solo.

They marched down the stairs and emerged in fog-shrouded ruins. Vester and Krysta stood at the center of their formation, with Li Ra once again on point. Skylar and Kora flanked the group, with Dent occupying the rear defense position.

Skylar sent Beaky and Splinter out among the broken buildings to see what they could find, and at the same time, Woody watched and ensured the Puppetmaster didn’t run into trouble while splitting her mental focus.

Elondolin had passed out several items to the Adventurers: location stones that let them track each other despite no longer being in the raid, and what Vester interpreted as flare guns made from obsidian bamboo. Thin bands of metal ran around the barrel and there were runes carved in to absorb mana from the user.

The signal guns didn’t use much mana and were completely harmless. They fired a ball of harsh blue light about fifty feet out that popped into an explosion of swirling colors ten feet across. Vester recognized that the flares were illusions, which impressed him.

It was a use he hadn’t considered, so he was glad for the chance to expand his thinking.

With an agreement to signal for reinforcements if they got in trouble, everyone set out. The location stones would pulse to draw attention if people separated too far out, and Elondolin could use them to guide the Parties to him.

Nobody doubted he’d be the first to find the floor’s exit.

Vester and the others hadn’t been on their own more than an hour before they ran into their first undead. The pack of zombies, skeletons, and two ghouls weren’t difficult to beat—though they were hard to completely finish off.

The zombies and skeletons weren’t the issue. It was the ghouls. The fast, leathery, grey-skinned figures moved like hunting cats with barbed tongues that injected a venom which ate into the victim’s constitution. Their claws also caused wounds to fester, adding to the damage.

Kora made sure everyone knew that a ghoul’s body had to be burned for it to truly die. With the skeletons and zombies, just completely destroying the head was enough, but ghouls would reform from anything less than immolation.

Woody and the ghouls actually bore a striking similarity in appearance—except Woody was faster with extra arms. During the first ambush, Vester watched the golem catch one leaping ghoul, then immediately hurl it into one of Vester’s net traps. The undead had been thoroughly tangled and Krysta had no problem pouring oil over it and setting it on fire.

The brief battle saw all of them getting a Quest.

Floor Quest: Thin the Scourge

Requirement:

Slay 100 zombies. Slay 200 skeletons. Slay 50 ghouls. Slay 10 vampires. Slay 1 Lesser Lich.

Conditional: This Quest becomes invalid past level 25

Reward: Small boost to random attribute.

Punishment: none

Well, almost all of them. Kora let out a snort and shook her head. “I’m not surprised. Fortunately, I should be eligible for fifth floor Quests. If we’re smart, this one shouldn’t be too hard. We’ll have to watch out for the vampires and the lich. My guess is those are mini-Bosses or Elites, given the way the Quest is written.”

“Think we’ll get a Quest like this for every floor?” Skylar asked. “I’ve never been offered one that boosts my attributes before.” She was using a rag to clean zombie brains off her wrench, which caused Vester to give silent thanks for the self-cleaning aspect of his gear.

“It’s not uncommon,” Li Ra said. “Though there’s no guarantee. Floor Quests like this are the main reason people prefer to run dungeons rather than fight wild monsters. Higher rewards and faster growth.”

“She’s not wrong,” Kora said, agreeing with Li Ra. “Dungeon rewards are just better than what those who take the calmer path by only fighting what Ordinal provides receive. Founder Tomlin believes it’s a side-effect of the energy that creates dungeons in the first place.”

Further conversation had to be put on hold because the groaning of zombies started emerging from the ruins ahead. Splinter came running back to them, scampering on its six legs, and behind the golem was a small horde.

Skylar motioned for Dent to intercept while Li Ra opened fire with her pistols. A ghoul lunged up from amidst the throng and got a face full of Kora’s flame-covered shield. The Elemental Knight swirled her blade and stabbed the curving weapon down through the monster to ignite its crumpled remains.

Vester tossed some blade traps out to either side of Skylar and Li Ra’s positions. Paranoia saw him covering the area behind them with Labyrinth Wards, then he found himself dodging a ghoul that burst out the shadows at him. Trickster’s Cane blocked the monster’s claws and Vester transitioned into a smooth twist that stumbled the undead.

The monster came at him again, so Vester used his cane to tangle its legs while spinning to allow it to pass him. The move tripped the ghoul, and it fell face first onto a blade trap. The trap’s shortsword sprang into existence and speared through the undead’s head. The body thrashed until Krysta poured some oil over it and set it on fire.

“I see why you all insisted I pack so much lantern oil now,” she said, then the pandali turned to look past Dent. A second group was coming toward them, but it looked to be mostly skeletons. She swept her staff up and then brought it down in a swift arc. Rebuke the Guest caused an invisible force to slam down on top of the attacking force and the resulting sound of shattering bones was briefly deafening.

The zombie horde was fast thinning, Li Ra bursting heads with each flurry, and Kora was thoroughly abusing the ghouls that kept jumping for the Party. The kitsune’s flaming shield meant most didn’t get back up after she bashed them, and Vester swore he heard her giggling each time she knocked one out of the air.

The Party was handling things well—but then the first vampire arrived to change things up. The undead shifted and started trying to attack with tactics. Skeletons fired bows from the backline with horrible accuracy. The ghouls tried ambushing Krysta specifically. The zombies glowed briefly and surged forward with greater speed than before.

It wasn’t hard to see who was causing it—the vampire was standing there in dark armor and a giant red cape while shouting commands—and it lasted right up until Li Ra unloaded several shots from each pistol into the woman’s face.

The force of the bolts actually caused the vampire’s body to flip before she bounced off the ground and sought to regain her footing. Unfortunately for her, Woody pounced on her after leaping nearly twenty feet up and thirty across. The golem landed like a spider and began tearing the undead leader apart with its enchanted claws.

“Remember to shred the heart!” Li Ra called. Her guns produced a hiss-crack while they fired, so she had to shout to be heard over the din.

“On it!” Skylar replied with a grunt. Her wrench swung through a vicious arc that pulped the head of a zombie. Glancing over, she nodded at the sight of Woody holding the black, throbbing vampire heart in one clawed hand before rending it into unrecognizable fragments.

Vester heard an odd series of thuds behind him and spun to find three more vampires lying face down in his Labyrinth Wards. “Skylar, can I borrow Woody?” he asked, loud enough to be sure she could hear him.

“Anything for you!” she said with a bright smile. The bone golem bounded through the melee and landed on the arc of traps to begin its deadly work. She waved a hand and Dent moved toward the back as well.

Kora nodded in approval, shifting to replace Dent in the more-forward position. Vester blinked at the sight of the kitsune throwing her shield to rebound it off the face of a ghoul that leaped over the skeletal archers. The flaming disk let out a sharp donk before flying back to her hand.

“Oh, this enchantment was so worth the cost,” Kora said with a laugh. The kitsune seemed to debate wading in among the archers to make sure the ghoul stayed down, then shook her head. Vester appreciated how she took her role in protecting the Party seriously. “Keep an eye out for that one to pop up again,” she warned.

The aborted vampire ambush saw yet more of the mindless undead coming at them from behind, so Vester tossed down several of his net traps. The tangled-up zombies were helpless when Dent waded among them. “Back’s doing pretty good,” he informed the others. “Woody’s already taken care of the vampires that tried to sneak up on us.”

“Are we even going to have to move from this spot to finish the Floor Quest?” Krysta wondered. She used Rebuke the Guest again and the downward force flattened the archers that had been peppering them with arrows.

Vester was glad the undeads’ aim sucked when it came to archery—at least for the skeletons.

“The undead are attracted to noise,” Kora pointed out. “We’re drawing more in by fighting so loudly.”

“Wait—they’re attracted to noise?” Vester said. A grin spread across his face. “Krysta, get ready to set up your Sanctuary. We’re going to have a lot of company soon.”

“Why? What are you going to… oooooh!” Krysta’s question turned into a gasp of understanding. She tapped her staff on the ground and a force swept outward from her position. Vester noticed the undead within its radius were not pushed away, which was a good thing to know.

Can’t use it to push the enemy back, he thought. Now… what song would be most—got it!

A voice suddenly echoed over the battlefield. “Darkness falls across the land. The midnight hour is close at hand. Creatures crawl in search of blood, to terrorize your neighborhood,” came the iconic quote from Vincent Price, which hung over the battle as the first strains of Thriller started building.

Kora and Li Ra both stumbled at the voice, searching for enemies, but when they realized the sound was caused by Vester they started smiling—and when the music truly began to play, they openly laughed.


Chapter Twenty-Two



Vester’s tactic had certainly worked to draw more enemies to them.

Some might argue it worked too well—but since the new attackers couldn’t get inside Krysta’s Sanctuary, the Party wasn’t overrun by the horde that poured out of the ruins. Even the vampires bounced off the Safe Zone.

Kora did insist he stop the music halfway through the soundtrack of Nightmare Before Christmas when some of the ghouls started to literally crawl up over the zombie masses like spiders attempting to scale a snow globe. They couldn’t pass through the barrier, but apparently they could lean on it.

Without the auditory lure, the number of undead trying to swarm over them slowed. Dent and Woody guarded the rear third of their position with Skylar supervising. Krysta and Li Ra held the other third. The Hospitality Mage slowed everything approaching her Sanctuary, and the Gunslinger riddled them with shots until they fell.

That left Kora and Vester covering the final third of the boundary. Labyrinth Wards glowed along the ground, hidden by illusions, and vampires that charged at Kora faceplanted halfway to her. The Party had also discovered that Vester was fully capable of throwing bottles of oil at creatures so long as he had no means or intention to set them on fire himself.

He wasn’t sure how that loophole worked, but he wasn’t arguing with it.

Probably has something to do with how the oil isn’t inherently harmful. I wonder if I could still hit my target if the creature was allergic to the oil or something? I imagine I’d miss my throw. I certainly wasn’t an effective swordsman when Kora started training me—the damn blade twisted every time I might have touched her.

He contemplated it while chucking the occasional jar of oil Krysta had given him onto the undead that had been knocked to the ground in their fight with Kora. The kitsune was completely outside the Sanctuary and conserving her mana by taking the undead down through sheer skill.

Brief flares of flame marked when she fought a ghoul, but for the zombies and skeletons, she just sliced them into oblivion.

The line of collapsed vampires that Vester had tossed oil onto, however, was given a brief flash of lightning, as Kora cast a momentary defensive barrier to spark the oil to light. The temporary appearance of the dome didn’t cause any damage—it just ignited the blaze.

The greasy column of smoke rising from their position was a testament to how many of the vampires they’d set ablaze.

It might also have been what drew the Lesser Lich to their position.

The Elite announced its arrival with a whirlwind of energy that scooped up all the bones from the shattered skeletons nearby and started them spinning in the air like a blender. The shrapnel-laden tornado glided toward the Sanctuary and then straight inside.

The sudden need to start dodging distracted everyone from the realization that the Lich’s spell hadn’t actually entered the Sanctuary. The splinters of bone that were peppering the ground all around them had been knocked out of the monster’s control and were simply flying through inertia.

They’d taken for granted how Krysta’s Create Sanctuary prevented enemies from entering, but Vester had never considered that secondary effects might still penetrate the barrier. It made sense the skill wasn’t a perfect defense.

It also implied that archers were something to be concerned about.

Trickster’s Cane rang with the constant sound of bone striking wood. Vester used every bit of his enhanced dexterity to put himself between Krysta and the flying bones. His hand moved fast, and the cane flicked, slapped, and swung to knock as many shards away as possible so the pandali wasn’t harmed.

His decision to ignore his own defense in favor of Krysta’s cost him. Numerous splinters of bone struck him along his shoulder, ribs, thigh, calf, and the worst sank into his stomach. Vester coughed, tasting blood, then spat to clear his throat. “You okay back there?” he asked Krysta.

“Y-y-yeah,” she said. The incredible speed with which the situation had changed had clearly been too fast for her to process, and Vester could tell she was shocked by the sound of her voice. To her credit, she still put her hands to his back in an attempt to mend him.

“Krysta, heal Skylar first,” Li Ra said. The Gunslinger was bleeding from several spots, but she’d already raised her pistols and was unleashing a steady stream of bolts at the Lesser Lich. The oni jerked her head in Skylar’s direction, and when Vester turned, he saw the Puppetmaster had collapsed.

The pool of blood underneath Skylar was distressing. He’d have run to her—except, when he tried, the bone through his leg caused it to collapse beneath him. His knee hit the ground with a thud and he grunted in pain.

Krysta didn’t have any such injury to slow her down, so she bolted to Skylar. The robed Hospitality Mage dropped to her knees and skidded the last foot or so to reach her friend. Once her hands made contact with Skylar, the healing began.

“She’ll be okay!” Krysta yelled. Then the pandali looked at Dent and Woody. Seeing the golems were still smashing everything along their segment of the boundary, no one tried to give them commands. Fortunately, Skylar had made sure the golems would follow Party instructions if she was incapacitated.

Thank god, Vester thought. Now where the fuck is Kora?

His mismatched eyes scanned the battlefield and soon spotted a half-dome of stone that was more cracks than stone. Kora was huddled under the wall, but even as his eyes were locking onto her he saw her slam her shield into the defensive barrier and send the heavy rock exploding outward like a shotgun blast.

The Lesser Lich had a bony hand raised to create a shield of twisted, writhing green energies between itself and Li Ra’s pistol blasts. Perhaps that was why the Elite was caught unaware when Kora suddenly lunged up onto the crumbling ruin the Lich floated above and bashed her shield into its skull.

The bony bastard went crashing to the earth hard enough to raise a dust cloud from the dungeon floor. What amazed Vester even more was that Li Ra managed to keep her focused energy blasts on target despite how fast the Lich’s body came down.

Disturbingly, the Lich was able to maintain the barrier spell protecting itself from the Gunslinger’s shots.

Kora leaped up into the air and came down shield first. The crackle of electricity sounded, and her shield sparked brilliant blue when it came in contact with the Lich’s defenses. Those sparks turned into a torrent when Kora stabbed her blade into it.

The lightning-wrapped scimitar’s edge curved up to a wicked point which shattered the defensive spell like glass. Motes of sickly-looking green energy scattered, and Kora’s weapon continued through them unabated to impale the Elite.

Those same motes sank into her arm and Vester saw her skin wrinkle and rot as decay began spreading through her flesh.

Li Ra had paused her fire when Kora hit the Lich’s shield. When she saw the barrier break, however, she immediately released a flurry of energy bolts that screamed across the space between them so fast they nearly formed a continuous beam.

The Gunslinger had to holster her pistols because smoke had begun leaking from the crystals along the barrels. The oni just swung the rifle off her back and went to one knee to let herself brace the weapon on a chunk of broken column.

The Lich’s bony jaw clattered against its skull while it wrapped its skeletal hands around the sword impaling it. With Kora reeling back and pulling a healing potion from her inventory, there was nothing stopping the charred Elite from tugging the weapon free.

Nothing except Woody’s form dropping out of the sky like a deranged monkey. Vester whipped his head around and saw Skylar up and leaning on Krysta. Dent had clearly thrown the other golem, as the iron giant was lowering its arm slowly.

Unfortunately, the Lich simply raised a hand and Woody froze in midair before it had been able to land. The bone golem glowed green for a second, then was sent hurtling back into the air and out of sight.

“No!” Skylar screamed in shock. Krysta said something Vester didn’t catch, and Skylar shook her head in frustration. Dent picked up speed and broke into a lumbering run that shook the ground.

When the Lich attempted to repeat its trick, its magic either failed to grasp the armored golem or Dent was just too heavy. The metal titan just lifted its hammer and ax and started swinging down at its target.

Kora had recovered by then and regained the sword the Lich had cast aside. Flames flickered to life along her shield and blade, and she circled around behind the Lich while clanging her weapons together, taunting it.

The moment the Elite turned toward Kora, Li Ra shot it in the back with the rifle.

The creature let out a hiss and threw both hands toward the ground while spreading its fingers. A green cloud billowed out from its feet and formed a murky fog which circled the skeletal caster. Kora leaped back, wary of more of the energy festering in her arm.

Dent, however, didn’t care at all. The golem’s hammer smashed down and bounced the Lich into the air. A swinging ax caught the Elite along its flat face and swatted the bony figure through the air to smash into a wall.

The impact blew its ratty gray robes open and revealed a glowing crystal lodged in its chest. Kora’s strike had broken the bones covering the crystal, though it didn’t appear to have damaged the gem. Li Ra promptly fired an energy bolt into the exposed weakness and the Lich spasmed.

It raised its hands to cast a spell in retaliation at Li Ra, only for Kora’s blade to sweep down across its wrists. The flaming strike transformed its arms into stumps, and then she was spinning away from the green smoke still lingering around the creature’s body, having learned her lesson.

By this point, though, nearly half of Kora’s body was withered and she was clearly limping.

“Kora, get in here!” Krysta yelled in frustration. “I need to heal you!”

“Not yet!” the kitsune called back, nearly snarling in her determination to kill her enemy. “Li, hit it!”

“Go,” Li Ra murmured in a calm, almost detached voice. The words had to be too soft for Kora to hear, yet it didn’t appear that way with how fast she followed the crimson bolt in attacking the Lich. Li Ra’s shot sparked off the exposed crystal and then Kora’s sword split it in half.

The Elite froze and began glowing—then it exploded.

Kora was sent flying backward, the miasma of rot surrounding her body. Vester moved, intending to catch her, only for his wounds to cause him to stumble. Skylar, however, managed to get underneath the kitsune and cradle her before she hit the ground. Even then, the pair tumbled a few times, which was a testament to the force of Kora’s flight.

After throwing Kora over her shoulder, Skylar swiftly made her way into the Sanctuary. If the lesser undead hadn’t been thinned out, there was no way the pair would have made it back safely, but the remaining zombies were still circling the Sanctuary when she stepped back over the perimeter.

Glad there were no ghouls left, Vester thought with a sigh of relief. “Krysta, you got her?” he asked. The pandali had rushed to meet them and was already pouring energy into Kora. Skylar stepped back, then turned her head to stare off into the distance.

It took Vester a second to realize she was looking in the direction Woody had flown.

While Krysta tended Kora, Li Ra came over to Vester and knelt at his side. He didn’t even register her until she yanked a foot-long spike of bone out of his stomach. “Got to pull these free before you take a healing potion,” she said.

“I’ll be fine,” he said, though he grasped the splinter in his thigh and yanked it out. “Best to save resources for someone who can die.”

“Don’t be stupid,” the oni snapped, glaring up at him with her pink eyes. “Just because you’re immortal doesn’t mean you don’t feel pain!” She poked him hard in the chest, then tore a spike from his shoulder. “If you’re hurt and weakened, how do you help make sure the rest of us stay safe?”

“I—”

“No!” she interrupted, steamrolling over his attempts to defend himself. “You probably saved Krysta’s life deflecting all those splinters. I saw the way you moved and how you used your cane to parry those shards. Do you think she has the constitution to survive even half the hits you took? Could you have done that if you were injured like this?”

Under her relentless logic, Vester realized he was being stubborn. “Okay, point made,” he said softly. “Let’s get the last piece out and then I’ll take a potion.” His concession caused her to relax—which was when Vester remembered how Moska Trask had died.

Ah fuck. Probably stirred up some bad memories there. If Moska had been more conservative with her life and hadn’t pushed herself so far she might have survived Nightmare’s Release… I’ll have to apologize later.

Right now, he simply accepted the potion she pushed into his hands and drank it.

Skylar looked over at them. “Li Ra, come help me set up a campfire. We need to get things ready so Krysta can cook. The more bonuses we can stack, the faster everyone will heal.” The oni didn’t hesitate to move away from Vester and start setting up a cooking area.

Vester turned his eyes to Dent as the golem competed with the zombies and skeletons for inexhaustible obedience to orders. The undead mindlessly slapped at the walls of the Sanctuary, and Dent relentlessly circled it, smashing them to pieces.

Because he was looking out into the clearing, Vester saw Woody come limping back. The bone golem was dragging a leg and only one limb appeared whole—but he knew Skylar’s Repair Golem skill would fix that up as long as she had the mana to spare.

With his own wounds sealed closed, Vester took it upon himself to start moving out from the Sanctuary to begin the messy task of looting the corpses. Chaos Thief soon had stacks of bone splinters, rotting meat, and ghoul tongues sitting inside it.

Vester desperately wanted a shower, but he kept harvesting until he couldn’t find any scraps left to poke.

By the time he was done, he came back to find Kora sitting up under her own power. The Elemental Knight still looked sickly and weak, but Krysta was obviously confident she’d recover—the pandali had started cooking.

Bowls of stew were soon ladled out and distributed to everyone. Skylar was eating with one hand and channeling mana into Woody with the other. Li Ra brought a bowl to him, and while the idea of food made him want to gag, Vester took a long sip.

“Alright, I think I’m ready to find the fifth floor,” he said with an exhausted grunt. His declaration was met with weary laughter, and he was glad for the sign their spirits remained bright.


Chapter Twenty-Three



They confirmed through their Grimoires that they’d completed the Floor Quest.

Quest Log: Thin the Scourge

Contributions: 350 zombies slain. 421 skeletons slain. 102 ghouls slain. 46 vampires slain. 1 Lesser Lich Slain.

Reward: +1 to Charisma.

Reward: Progression to level 21 Dreamspinner.

Vester grunted at the realization he’d gained yet another point in his charisma. While it made his inventory larger, it really wasn’t the attribute he wanted going up. But the Quest had also vaulted him from level 18 to level 21, which meant he had three free points to distribute and a new class skill to pick out.

He chose to drop all three points into wisdom, and then went to look at his skill selection. He wasn’t happy with what he found—or rather, didn’t find.

‘Are you fucking kidding me?’ he prayed. ‘Non! Where the hell did it go!’

He’d been so determined to take Doppelganger’s Trade for his level 20 skill that he’d practically tried to select it before reading anything on the pages of his tome—yet the skill was missing.

In fact, he’d never seen any of the skills spread out in front of him before.

Haunting (S-Rank): Level 1

The ability to place an invisible field that hexes the targeted area to create paranoia, fear, and confusion. This spell does no harm to those trapped within, but the longer they remain within it, the more their mental state deteriorates. Confused and Fearful individuals may lash out at those around them. Once placed, the field cannot be moved, only canceled. Each field is 1 foot in diameter and gains an additional foot per point of the caster’s intelligence. At level 1, the user can place 1 field that targets all sentients who step within it. At S-rank, this spell will gain 1 additional field per level. At level 2, the caster can set the field to ignore those in their Party. This spell can be resisted with high wisdom and resistance to mental effects. Like most skills, level 5 is the cap. This spell requires mana to cast.

Vester studied the Haunting skill and saw how similar it was to Labyrinth Ward. It doesn’t incapacitate those who go into it… though it can make them attack each other. It also says that the field is invisible, so at least it should be harder to spot than Labyrinth Ward is. Not that anyone realizes my traps are there when I hide them under an illusion anyway.

It wasn’t a bad skill, but he was definitely bitter the one he wanted had vanished. He forced himself to keep reading in the hopes his shapeshifting dream might return.

Mold Flesh (SS-Rank): Level 1

The ability to modify the self or another. Mold Flesh allows the caster to transform a being through a slow, painful process of physical alteration. Alterations must be shaped by hand. At level 1, this spell can alter 10% of a subject’s body. At S-Rank, each additional level adds 10% of the amount of flesh that can be sculpted. Repeated uses of this skill stack. Like most skills, level 5 is the cap. This spell requires mana to use.

Fucking hell, that’s nightmare fuel. Vester could see how Mold Flesh could be incredibly useful, and he assumed it was connected to Don Disguise in some way—but the idea of trying to massage someone’s flesh into a new shape creeped him the hell out. Definitely skipping this one.

Fantastic Reality (SS-Rank): Level MAX (passive/active)

For 1 cubic foot per point of intelligence, the Avatar of Non can turn the illusory world he’s created into a solid, real experience. While unable to create harmful effects, these illusions do carry the properties of the objects recreated. In its passive state, this skill allows the Avatar to materialize inanimate, mundane items. In its active state, the spell allows the creation of one cubic inch of material per point of intelligence. Materials created decay if a constant stream of mana isn’t provided to maintain them. Decay rate is determined by the nature of the material created. Materials created through the active skill cannot be removed from the caster’s Aura of Illusion in an untransformed state. This SS-rank skill is a passive and thus cannot be turned off or leveled. It requires no mana to use in its passive state.

There was a lot to unpack in the last skill he was being offered. It was, in fact, so convoluted that he almost walked away from it entirely. He stared at his Grimoire while reading over the skill several times… then, the writing changed.

Fantastic Reality (SS-Rank): Level MAX (passive/active)

In its passive state, this ability allows the Avatar of Non to transform illusion into reality in a radius of 1/4 foot per point of intelligence. The illusions created must be inanimate, nonlethal, harmless materials. Illusory food and drink provide sustenance so long as they’re eaten within the radius of Fantastic Reality. Metals and materials used in crafting persist when removed from the radius of Fantastic Reality if sufficiently transformed. This SS-rank skill is a passive and thus cannot be turned off or leveled. It requires no mana to use.

Are you… wait, what? The whole thing just changed! Vester’s outrage at seeing a skill warp and transform before his eyes faded when he grasped that it had actually… become more useful.

I can only make mundane things, but my radius is now nine feet and gets bigger every level. How much food or drink could I make for people in that space? If I created massive blocks of gold and Skylar transformed them into something else—could we pocket the money? If she made mundane golem frames from the material, would they remain?

He didn’t hesitate to snag Fantastic Reality, lifting his eyes to send a quiet thanks to the one responsible. ‘Okay, Non, you’re forgiven… though I still want to be able to turn into a dragon someday,’ he thought. Then he sat back to take a look at the changes to his character sheet.

Vester Gambit: Elf

Dreamspinner: Level 21

Profession: Enchanter

Strength: 13

Dexterity: 33 (83)

Constitution: 15

Intelligence: 36

Wisdom: 24

Charisma: 23

Skills: Freeform Illusion 2, Don Disguise, Decoy Swap 2, Labyrinth Ward 2, Chaos Cock MAX, Chaos Thief 2, Aura of Illusion MAX, Remove Divine Curse, Fantastic Reality MAX.

Profession skills: Mana Manipulation, Inscribe Enchantment

Unique Ability: Nightmare’s Release

Gear: Avatar’s Raiment, Trickster’s Cane

Free Points: 0

‘Non,’ he prayed silently. ‘I have a feeling the other gods slapped you down about Doppelganger’s Trade… and considering I just watched Fantastic Reality change, I’m betting you tried doing too much again. Don’t push so hard. Trust in me, okay?’

He received no reply save for a whisper of ghostly fingers down one of his ears.

Vester wasn’t the only one poring over their Grimoire. He heard Li Ra let out an exclamation of joy, and when he glanced up, he saw Krysta and Skylar doing little dances to celebrate. Even Kora looked happy—and utterly exhausted.

Then the location stones on their belts began pulsing and lights started flashing in the sky, glowing against the dungeon ceiling and signaling that someone had found the stairwell to the fifth floor. From the rhythm of the location stone’s vibrations, it was clear that Elondolin was signaling for everyone to gather with all the speed they could manage.

“Nobody is going anywhere!” Krysta announced in a surprisingly firm voice. When she saw all eyes turn to her, the pandali flushed. Her dark cheeks turned rosy, and she wrapped her tail around herself and momentarily hid her face.

“What’s wrong?” Kora asked, sounding tired but starting to look healthier. In fact, Vester realized the signs of festering flesh was fading far faster than it had been when they first sat down. I bet Krysta picked up a skill to—

“I picked up a passive called Cleansing Aura,” Krysta said, both interrupting Vester’s thoughts and confirming his assumption in the same breath. Krysta marched over to Kora and produced several pieces of meat, bread, and some cheeses to stack them into a sandwich. “My Sanctuary helps purify against poisons, diseases, and curses now. The passive also increases the effects of Happy Home. So, eat!”

Kora blinked her milky eyes and obediently accepted the sandwich. Just like Vester, she definitely didn’t look like she was in the mood to eat. Her good hand was holding the sandwich while she curled her injured arm against her stomach. Vester saw a faint grimace cross her features when she swallowed.

While he watched Kora’s coloring return, Li Ra walked over and sat next to him. The Gunslinger had a contented smile on her face, and Vester remembered that she’d been hoping to evolve her class. “Did you get what you were looking for at level 25?” he asked.

“Sort of,” she said, leaning back on a palm and staring up at the lights floating under the roof of the dungeon to guide their journey. “I didn’t get Arcane Gunslinger like I was aiming to—my class evolved into something called Frontier Duelist. It upgraded my Survivalist skill to an S-rank skill called Dungeon Harvester.”

Vester let out a whistle. Despite the fact that he and Krysta were S-rank Adventurers, he hadn’t lost sight of how rare skills that strong were. Now, Kora had Chaos Thief at S-rank and Li Ra had just upgraded a profession skill.

I wonder if this is Non trying to reward people without making it weird? he mused. I did ask her to stop giving out Quests to sleep with me. Kora’s reward came from my Kiss the Girl Quest, but she didn’t have a matching one of her own.

“I know!” Li Ra exclaimed, clearly excited. “The skill lets me touch dungeon resources and draw the harvestable materials out without the use of mana. The best part is that it seems to work on anything: ore, plants, monsters… I’m going to have to experiment to see where the limits are.”

“Definitely,” Vester agreed. “If that was your skill upgrade, did you also get a good skill selection for your new ability?” They had an agreement that no one had to reveal secrets they didn’t want to, but so far everyone in the Party had been fairly open about them.

“Elemental Infusion,” she replied. “It lets me expend extra mana to give my shots an affinity. I can alter them to match any element I’ve been exposed to. The rarer the element, the more mana it takes. The best part is that it doesn’t change the bolt itself.”

Nodding, Vester understood the value of that. If the skill transformed her shots, he could see Li Ra having to adapt her shooting style depending on how things changed. But if the bolts remained the same, then she wouldn’t have to retrain any of her abilities.

Skylar came over to join them and asked about Vester’s skill, so he began explaining Fantastic Reality. When the ladies asked him to demonstrate, Vester willed a foot-wide sphere of gold to appear on Skylar’s lap.

The Puppetmaster squealed with joy and began using her Shape Material skill to try and transform it into a series of bricks. When Li Ra took the first brick outside the range of Vester’s ability, they were all disappointed to see it crumbled out of existence.

While Kora and Krysta were focused on healing the Elemental Knight, Li Ra, Vester, and Skylar worked to see what constituted “sufficiently transformed.” In the end, the only gold they managed to get to linger had been massaged into a gilding around a stone statue that Skylar created from some of the bricks scattered on the ground.

“It looks like it can’t just be reshaped,” Skylar observed with a frown. “It has to become part of something more.” She held up the newly gilded rabbit and turned it over in her hands. The golden shine was lovely, but the amount of gold that actually remained was the thinnest layer necessary to coat the sculpture.

“I’m betting it has to qualify as something new,” Li Ra began thoughtfully. “Something complex or clearly separated from the original material.” She picked up the apple Vester had just created and squinted at it. “It’s so weird this is red,” the oni muttered before taking a bite.

Watching her nose wrinkle, Vester bit back a snort. YES, KNOW MY PAIN! he practically shouted to himself while containing the desire to cackle. Now all of you can understand the horrors you’ve inflicted on me with all your weird-looking foods!

Skylar tried a bite and let out a contented sound, so she, at least, enjoyed the crisp apple. “You can just… make food and drink appear from nothing?” she said in amazement. “There has to be a cost…”

Vester, who had been experimenting with various creations, had just realized the process did use up his mana.

“It’s tapping into my Freeform Illusion skill,” he said. “Fortunately, the cost isn’t that high. I’m not even channeling it through Trickster’s Cane and the expense is minimal. I think I’d have to constantly create material over and over before I really noticed a significant drain.”

“That makes sense,” Skylar offered. “There’s always a cost for something. A lot of people think that passive skills are free and that means they’re more powerful, but the caretakers at the orphanage insisted there was always a price.”

It was a reflection of Skylar’s upbringing that some might have considered to be cynical, but Li Ra was nodding in agreement. “Did you get a new skill?” he asked Skylar. She offered him a bright smile.

“I did!” she said with a happy wiggle. “I took a passive of my own: Aura of Reinforcement. It’s my first S-rank skill, and it boosts the structural integrity of all my creations whenever they’re within range.”

“That’s a powerful boost for your class,” Li Ra noted. “I’ve heard there’s also a version called Aura of Repair that causes golems to mend in the presence of their creators. If you get both you’ll be a real menace.”

Vester glanced over at the repaired Woody, which had begun pacing the perimeter of the Sanctuary. Dent was patrolling the opposite side. “She’s already a menace,” he said with a nod toward the pair. “She could actually have two more of those if she hadn’t focused on scouting ability.”

Li Ra followed his gaze, taking a moment to tip her hat back to reveal the base of her horns. A thumb rubbed at the gleaming bone thoughtfully. “You know… you’ve got a point. Four golems like Woody… yeah, I definitely wouldn’t want to face them.”

Their conversation was interrupted by Kora forcing herself to her feet. “We’ve got to get going,” the kitsune declared in a firm voice. When Krysta went to stop her yet again, Kora gently picked the pandali up and set her aside, then patted her on the shoulder. “I’m good. But the sooner we get to the fifth floor, the better off we’ll be.”

Everyone got moving after that, and Vester found himself hoping that Kora was right.

What will the fifth floor be like? We’re going somewhere no other Adventurers have been.


Chapter Twenty-Four



Not every Adventurer had made it to the fifth-floor stairway.

The Adventurer’s Guild lost several members from both the dwarven Party and from the leather-clad stealth experts. Elondolin merged their groups together, though the final elf refused to rejoin the Raid. She announced that she would make her way back to the exit with the bodies of the fallen and seek resurrection at the temple.

Watching her go, Vester wondered if she truly believed she’d make it through the swarms on the fourth floor alone—or if she simply couldn’t continue on without her team. He wished her luck, then turned his attention to the stairwell.

Denny and his Party were advancing in the lead position. Vester looked back just in time to see his twin hike his shield into position and start down through the marble opening. It was bizarre. The rock looked like someone had carved marble to try and make it appear rough and uncut, but the texture was too smooth to be natural.

Most of the dungeon’s stairwells were like this. There was always something uncanny about them to make it obvious they represented something other than just a random tunnel or corridor.

Purifier Ran went after Denny, and then the first of the Adventurer groups. Elondolin proceeded next, then it was Vester’s turn. The chances of being attacked while navigating the stairs between floors was almost zero, but Adventurers rarely allowed themselves to take that for granted.

That was one of the reasons Li Ra had ranged forward with Skylar’s Beaky to see if they could scout ahead. There was always a risk that some of the darker members among those delving might ambush a tired group when they should have been safe.

It still wasn’t likely, since the Raid should now be the deepest anyone had ever gotten in this area of the Great Dungeon, but no one felt like taking chances.

“Do you think she’ll be okay?” Krysta asked about the elf who had left, unknowingly repeating Vester’s thoughts from earlier. “I know she has stealth skills… but still. The swarms are relentless.”

“It depends on the nature of her talents,” Kora said, rubbing a hand against the small of Krysta’s back. The Elemental Knight was still recovering, so they continued to keep her in the middle of the group. “But she has a chance.”

Further talk of the elf was cut off by Li Ra. The oni was waiting for them at a turn on the stairs, so once they’d caught up, she hurried to gather everyone together. Vester saw that Skylar was next to her. “We’ve got more information about the fifth floor,” Li Ra said. “Skylar’s bird made it out the opening.”

“Any sign of a guardian?” Kora asked. Remembering the vampire on the second floor, Vester realized he’d yet to see any other Elites blocking the stairs. Now why the hell did the second floor get a whole vampire boss person and the third floor get nothing? Why wasn’t there another lich or something guarding the entrance to the fourth floor?

Li Ra shook her head and woke Vester from his mental grumbling. “None.” The oni glanced at Skylar, and the Puppetmaster nodded her head in agreement. Vester could tell that Skylar’s attention was focused on whatever she was seeing through Beaky.

“That implies the difficulty won’t jump significantly on the fifth floor,” Kora murmured. “We had been worried after how high the level rise was between the first and second floors. What are the floor conditions?” The last question was asked of Skylar.

“The stairwell emerged in a rocky canyon,” she reported, her eyes closed while Li Ra guided her. “The ceiling is extremely high and resembles an open sky. I can see distortions in the air, so I suspect it’s very hot. No sign of plants or animals yet. Just dull gray rocks, red sand, and bones.”

“Bones?” Krysta asked. “More skeletons?”

Skylar shook her head, a frown crossing her face. “I don’t think so. The Hero and his Party have made it out of the stairs and paused. None of the bones are attacking them. Their casters seem to be working on something though. They’re all sweating heavily.”

“Could be an environmental floor,” Kora said. “If that’s the case, then most of the challenges will come from the terrain, plus traps, hazards, and possibly the weather itself.”

“Weather?” Krysta asked. “What kind of weather can there be in a dungeon? Aren’t we just going deeper and deeper into a cave?”

Li Ra coughed, then glanced over at the pandali; the oni flushed for a moment and Vester wondered if the woman was embarrassed on Krysta’s behalf. “The Great Dungeon is more like another dimension,” the Frontier Duelist said. He noticed she’d pitched her voice to be gentle and suspected Li Ra didn’t want to make Krysta feel bad. “Some say that if you go deep enough, you’re actually traveling to other worlds.”

“That’s never been proven,” Kora pointed out. “Though there’s no denying that all dungeons warp reality within them. The Great Dungeon does seem to contain floors that grow the farther down one goes.”

“The Hero’s fighting something,” Skylar interjected. Immediately, everyone focused on her. They’d continued moving down the stairs with Li Ra holding Skylar’s elbow. Now, the Puppetmaster opened her eyes and looked at all of them. “Sand elementals and some kind of living vortex.”

“Dust devils,” Kora supplied immediately. “They’re an elemental that combines the elements of air and earth and are only found in the deepest deserts. That almost confirms this will be an environmental floor.”

“I don’t do well in the heat,” Krysta said with a frown. “Normal hot days are fine… but a desert?”

“It’ll be okay,” Vester said. When she looked at him, he held up a hand and a globe of ice formed over his palm. He tossed it to her casually. “Ice is a mundane substance.” Vester had been considering it while listening to the others talk and realized his last choice of skills had negated much of the danger for this floor.

A desert can’t kill us if I can create a near-unlimited amount of water… and if I can cool the air with my new passive, I can block a lot of the heat. Food won’t be a problem either—at least I don’t think it will. We haven’t exacted tested possible side effects for eating magically created food long-term.

“Vester, that is amazing!” Kora exclaimed. The kitsune reached out and brushed her fingers over the globe of ice. “But make sure you track the mana usage of your skill,” she warned. “Some passives drain more energy the more their effects are countered by their surroundings.”

“Yeah, that’s a good point,” he agreed with a grunt. “I hadn’t considered that it might cost more to create ice on a floor with no moisture. I’ll keep an eye out.” They’d already discovered the passive wasn’t completely free of mana cost, so it was a good reminder.

Li Ra began giving suggestions on how everyone could avoid the dangers of the desert, making it clear she had some experience with this kind of terrain. Unfortunately, none of them had the specialized gear she said worked best.

Vester took a moment to picture loose, flowing robes and pants. His Raiment changed to a light-gray silk, and soon he was covered head to toe with gloves, boots, pants, a tunic, over-robes, and a deep hood—all extremely thin and light.

He even had a scarf he could wrap about his face if he really needed it.

They thought that Krysta’s robes would still work well, as she had a hood to wear, but Li Ra expressed quite a bit of concern over Kora and Skylar’s clothing. Kora assured the oni she had an alternative set, and Vester created illusory walls to allow the kitsune to change into a suit of chainmail with armored boots, gauntlets, pauldrons, and a breastplate.

Just standing next to her now caused the temperature to drop significantly. Vester studied the armor for a moment and realized it had inscriptions worked through the metal in intricate detail. “My old Party once ran a dungeon heavily oriented toward fire,” Kora explained. “We all got gear enhanced with ice magic to increase our damage against the monsters.”

“Got a spare set of that?” Skylar asked. She plucked at the armored leather overcoat she wore above her overalls, then shrugged out of it and made it vanish into her inventory. Without the coat it was obvious she wore a tank top under her overalls, and her blue skin gleamed with the faintly glowing red runes covering her.

“Unfortunately… no,” Kora said with a shake of her head. “Are you going to be okay?”

Skylar pulled a pair of slim metal spikes from a pouch at her belt and twisted her braid up against the back of her head, then slipped the spikes into place to hold her hair up off her neck. “I hope so. I’ve always been good with heat. Guess we get to test it.”

“Just stay close to Vester,” Li Ra advised. “If he can create a steady supply of water and drop the temperatures, we should be fine.”

“And I know a lot of recipes to boost endurance,” Krysta added helpfully. “So long as we can make camp and I have time to cook, I can brew a few alchemical potions to help as well.” With the bare bones of a plan, the Party picked up the pace and hurried toward the stairway exit.

The heat had been rising steadily for the last several turns, and Vester grimaced when they came around the final curve of the spiraling stairwell. It was like walking into a blast furnace. Hot air sucked the moisture from his eyes and immediately chapped his lips. He willed the scarf to wrap about his face instinctively.

“Ooooooh,” Skylar said. To everyone’s surprise, she spread her arms out to either side and the runes on her skin pulsed a few times. “Oh, this feels great!” She looked like she wanted to spin in circles while pointing her face at the sky. For a moment, Vester thought she might break into a rendition of the Sound of Music.

“Speak for yourself,” Krysta said. The pandali was visibly wilting. Her huge tail was flat against her back and half-curling over her head to create a sunshade. Her ears were pressed tight against her head and a sheen of sweat already covered her dark skin. “This is awful.”

Li Ra pulled her hat lower over her face and unrolled the sleeves of her long leather coat to make sure her arms were covered, but she didn’t seem to have much difficulty in the heat. Kora had begun visibly steaming as the cold from her armor fought the environment—and they hadn’t even emerged onto the floor yet.

Vester took a moment to imagine a cold breeze circling around Krysta to draw off some of the heat.

Simultaneously, the illusion of a large shadowy umbrella also formed above the pandali right before they walked out the marble arch that designated the official exit. Vester didn’t think illusory cover would help much, but it provided an excuse for why the temperature around Krysta had begun dropping steadily.

It also keeps people guessing on what my powers actually are, he thought smugly. Now, let’s see if I can keep a sphere of cooler air centered around Krysta without letting it get too cold. If I do too much we’ll have trouble if we have to leave the illusion.

Vester remembered listening to his mom lecture on how stupid people were to keep their air conditioners running on high during the summer. She’d gone on and on about it making people sick, going from the heat to the cool air inside. Personally, he’d always thought she just didn’t want to pay the power bill.

No sense taking chances.

With that in mind, he made sure the air wasn’t actually cold—he just reduced the sweltering heat that caused the air to shimmer and distort around them. While he did that, the Party arranged itself in a better fighting formation.

Dent and Woody moved into the lead with Li Ra behind them. Skylar remained near Kora, and the Elemental Knight swapped her Viking-style round shield for something that closely resembled a tower shield. Vester noticed her blade was coated in a thick layer of frost that dripped meltwater constantly onto the sand.

Kora kept herself behind Krysta, while Skylar watched his back. “Remember, we’ll be facing elementals,” Kora said in a clear voice. “It takes a lot to destroy them. Either overwhelm them with enough energy to destabilize their bodies or keep hitting them until they run out of power. Elementals don’t have a core like a golem, not until after they die.”

“How does that work?” Skylar asked. “I remember learning that in my studies, but I never understood how a dead elemental condenses into a core if we disperse their elemental energies.”

“Pfft,” a passing priest said with a sneer. “Ignorant savages,” he muttered. The Church of Light Party started moving faster when Vester turned his eyes to them, and he frowned when he saw that Skylar had flushed and was looking down at the rocky ground.

“Ignore them,” Kora said firmly, still speaking loudly enough that anyone could hear her. “Fools think they know everything and mock those who seek to learn more. It takes true ignorance to deride the search for knowledge.” In a softer, voice, she added, “Truthfully, no one knows what causes the elemental energies to solidify into a core. One theory is that the soul of the elemental leaves a void when it passes on, and that void draws the power back and turns it into something tangible.”

“Others claim it’s a reward from the gods,” Li Ra pointed out. Vester was surprised she’d spoken up, but it was easy to forget how sharp the oni’s hearing was. “That it’s the same process a looting skill uses, just writ large across Ordinal.”

“Thank you,” Skylar replied. “If we do get any cores, I would love to experiment with them. Theoretically, I can use them to create back-up cores for my golems. I’ve never done it before, though, because elemental cores are so expensive.”

“Generally they’re only found in dungeons,” Kora said with a nod. “When an elemental appears on Ordinal itself, it’s usually a sign of a new dungeon forming from the ambient mana thickening.” The kitsune glanced at Skylar and grinned. “I’ll make sure you get a few,” she promised with a swish of her frost-coated blade.

The Raid took a moment to confirm they had the location stones and the flare guns, then Vester and his Party spread outward. The land around them was a deep gorge of smoky gray rock with thick patches of rust-colored sand. The high walls were broken regularly with winding pathways that were too narrow to have been created by water.

A faint whistling sound constantly tickled the edges of Vester’s hearing, and it took him a while to realize it was the wind cutting through the rocks. It wasn’t long before they found their path rising, and as they came out of the canyons, they saw a wide expanse of blood red sand spreading out before them.

“It’s like a sea of sand,” Krysta whispered in awe. “It looks like it goes on forever.”

Vester stared out over the rolling dunes and the shifting waves of sand and was forced to agree with her. Then he saw the horizon darkening with a shadowy haze that seemed to reach the skyline.

“What is that?”


Chapter Twenty-Five



“Sandstorm!” Li Ra called. “We need to find shelter immediately!”

“The canyons?” Krysta asked, looking back the way they’d come. “We can take shelter in the rocks.”

“I think the wind carved those gorges,” Vester countered with a frown. “If the storm is funneled along those paths, then the wind will get even stronger.”

“He’s right,” Li Ra said. “We need to make a shelter here. Kora, can you start with a stone wall?”

The Elemental Knight shimmered, then slammed her shield down to cause mana to pulse out of her body and into the sand beneath their feet. Dark stone rose and formed a half sphere between them and the oncoming storm.

Li Ra pointed at Skylar. “Get the golems stacking up all the rocks they can find along the outside of the shelter.” Her hand swung to aim at Krysta. “Start a fire and begin cooking, also make sure your Sanctuary is running.”

Krysta nodded so fast her ears flopped against her head, then she was climbing inside Kora’s shield wall to start preparing their camp. Skylar hadn’t even acknowledged the command—the Puppetmaster had just jogged back into the canyon with Dent and Woody to begin grabbing heavy rocks.

When they couldn’t find enough stone, Skylar had Dent attack the canyon with hammer and ax to create cracks she widened with her Shape Material skill. Soon, Woody was running boulders over to stack atop Kora’s barrier.

Vester, not sure what to do, chose to start packing sand into the gaps between the piled-up rocks. Li Ra saw what he was doing and nodded. “If we have time, Skylar can merge that into mortar. Good thinking.”

Sure, Vester thought sarcastically, glad my busywork actually serves a purpose. Illusions aren’t going to stop a wall of sand moving like a hurricane.

He could theoretically have created bricks or something for the wall if he positioned his new passive properly, but Vester didn’t want to risk their lives banking on a passive that might drain all his mana mid-storm if the cost turned out to be grow beyond what he could afford. Especially when they might need him to create water or something else while sheltered.

Kora joined in on the rock stacking, and soon they had an artificial hill created between them and the storm. The sandstorm only gave them thirty minutes to prepare before the wind was starting to tear at their skin and hair. Grit had begun to cut at their flesh and forced Li Ra to cover her face with an arm. “Inside! We’re out of time!” she yelled.

They didn’t waste time in getting under the small hill of boulders they’d managed to create. Dent crouched to completely fill the opening. Skylar brought Woody inside, and Vester stored the golem. With Krysta’s Sanctuary established, they shouldn’t have to worry about elementals attacking, and nobody wanted to see Skylar’s golems fly away in the storm.

The sound was incredible.

The harsh whistling competed with the sound of sand blasting across hard surfaces. Vester wasn’t sure how to describe the noise exactly, but he didn’t think he’d ever forget it. What he really hadn’t been prepared for, however, was the sudden drop in temperature.

The desert around them had dropped from scorching hot to a chill that caused his skin to pebble. The small fire that Krysta had set up for cooking went from being a source of concern to a relief. The warmth warded off the cold that came with the wind.

Is this normal? Vester wondered. The sheer volume of the sandstorm precluded conversation; none of them could hear anything but the shriek of the wind. I’ve only seen sandstorms in movies, but I’m pretty sure they don’t cause frost to form across stone, do they?

He could see thin creepers of pale ice crawling around Dent’s body to try and penetrate the security of their bunker. It was when the frost crawled to the edges of their cooking fire, however, that Vester realized they might have a serious problem.

The flames under Krysta’s pot began to dim, and all of them exchanged confused glances. It has to be some kind of environmental hazard, Vester realized. When he tried to boost the fire by using wood from his inventory and it failed to catch, Kora stepped in and ignited her shield. The flaming metal plate was pressed down in the path of the frost and stalled its advance.

The entire shelter shook as heavy stones were ripped from its surface and tossed away.

To their relief, in the end their preparations proved sufficient. After several hours, the wind faded down to a whisper and the temperature began rising once more. Skylar flicked her fingers and Dent pushed out to clear the opening of sand. The golem’s sides were shiny, polished to a mirror finish by the windblown silt.

It was a sobering warning of what the storm would have done to them.

When they stepped out, they found the ground frozen around them. Sand was twisted into waves that had frosted solid. Yet even before their eyes, the ice was melting and the sand was crumbling back to rust-red dunes.

“Do you think we’ll face more of those?” Krysta asked. The Hospitality Mage looked around in shock. “What do we do if that happens again while we’re crossing the dunes? It doesn’t look like there’s a lot of rocks to pile up out there.”

“We take some rocks with us,” Kora said. The Elemental Knight touched a boulder and it vanished into her inventory. Skylar and Krysta stepped up to do the same, and Vester circled around the other side to gather stones of his own.

Huh, boulders stack? This really is a broken looting skill.

He wasn’t complaining when he managed to get seventy rocks to somehow occupy the same space in Chaos Thief. It was hard to describe how he knew what was in his inventory. It wasn’t like he could bring up a status menu and check the contents; it was more like an imaginary space he could picture vividly—but he had no control over what went where.

After another thirty minutes, they’d gathered most of the remaining stones, so they started marching across the dunes.

Skylar sent Beaky into the sky and reported that she saw several other Parties moving around. They were all relieved to hear that it didn’t appear anyone had died in the sandstorm. Their relief was short lived, however, because it wasn’t long before a sand elemental rose out of the dunes in ambush.

Kora and Li Ra immediately launched into frost-attuned attacks that dealt serious damage to the elemental. The monster wasn’t fast, so when Krysta used Rebuke the Guest to slow it down further, the thing didn’t stand a chance.

A second elemental rose behind them, but Woody and Dent blocked its access to the Party. While the golems didn’t have any elemental energy in their attacks, their bodies counted as magical weapons and the sand elemental’s most lethal attack—smothering its victims in a wave of sand—was useless against the golems.

It didn’t take long for the elementals to perish and Skylar to gain a pair of cores to experiment on.

Experimentation over the next few attacks showed that Vester’s traps weren’t particularly effective against the elementals. The elementals weren’t solid enough to catch in the nets, and the blades didn’t do enough damage to disperse them.

He was especially nonplussed to discover that the elementals were also immune to Labyrinth Ward.

Ironically, his ability to keep the area around the Party cool, make sure they had plenty of water to drink, and form flat stone on the ground to let them walk quickly over the sand proved far more useful in traversing the desert.

The last, especially, since it allowed them to make good time.

A nine-foot radius allowed him a sphere of eighteen feet to shape with Fantastic Reality, so Vester used it to pave the ground under them with a thick enough layer of stone that none of them sank into the red sands.

Nobody realized how valuable that stable ground was until Dent stepped off the path and had the dune swirl like a whirlpool beneath it. The crimson grains formed a pit and the golem fell over, sliding down until it reached the middle of the trap.

That was when a pair of chitinous pincers closed around Dent with a vicious clang and attempted to cut the golem in half. Unfortunately for the predator, the massive juggernaut of enchanted iron wasn’t an easy meal.

Dent’s small arms unfolded and grasped hold of the pincers. Then the hammer and ax went to work on the huge bug’s head. With crunches echoing around them, Skylar commanded Dent to try and walk back to them while it fought. Dent couldn’t gain any purchase in the sand, however, and kept sliding back into the center.

The entire pit writhed to reveal that the bug’s mandibles were the tip of a much longer beast. Where Vester had been expecting an ant-lion, what was revealed was more like a fifty-foot-long centipede. Each seven-foot segment was covered in shiny black chitin and possessed three long, sharp legs.

The body twisted and a stinger rose into the air, then stabbed down to bang against the top of Dent’s body. The tip penetrated the metal, though not deeply, and the force of the blow actually shattered the chitin around the stringer.

Despite the monster’s obvious size and power, it didn’t seem truly capable of destroying the golem—and then Dent’s ax hit something vital inside its skull and the giant bug died. The entire fight went so swiftly that none of them had had a chance to act before the beast was slaughtered.

“How do I get Dent back out?” Skylar complained while tossing her hands up. The golem’s attempts at climbing the pit proved useless. The Puppetmaster turned her eyes to Vester, who chuckled.

“I’ve got this,” he assured her. “Kora, can you create a stone wall under everyone?” Once the Elemental Knight had provided them a firm landing, Vester leaped free and slid down the sandy walls to reach the bottom of the pit.

He put his hand against the giant bug and grimaced at the goo that splashed down to slop around his legs. Thank Non all that chitin stacks. There’s so much it’s taking up three spaces… Looks like it’s got some kind of venom sac too. Ew, bug meat. Not sure anyone will want to eat that—but if we’re starving…

With the corpse out of the way, Vester began forming a thick stone pad under his feet with Fantastic Reality. Skylar commanded Dent to climb up behind him, and Vester formed wide, flat stairs to let the pair of them walk up and out of the hole.

Once they reached the top and Dent was steady on Kora’s wall, they all took a second to take stock of what had happened. Unanimously, the Party decided that Vester’s walkways were more important than keeping the air cool around them.

Krysta alone got to keep her rejuvenating breeze, but the rest of Vester’s focus was dedicated to creating their own private road.

If more elementals had attacked at once the desert might have been a death trap, but the Party never saw more than three at the same time. Twice more they ran into the giant bugs—and Dent took care of them both times.

The greatest danger came after hours of travel when the horizon began to darken once more, and another sandstorm raced toward them. This time, when Kora created the wall to define their shelter, everyone began dropping rocks from their inventories.

Li Ra kept an eye out as the only one without access to Chaos Thief.

The scouring winds passed by and completely buried them beneath the dunes. Vester used his new passive to create fresh air while Skylar tied a rope to Woody and set the golem to burrowing out. Once she knew the exact angle needed, Dent pushed its way to the surface and created a hole to let them all out.

Krysta left the Sanctuary up while Skylar had her golems dig the rocks free for reclamation.

“How well do you think the other Parties are doing?” Li Ra asked Kora while they kept watch. Vester, standing nearby and enjoying a canteen of tea Krysta had brewed, listened in. He wanted to know the answer as well.

“I imagine Elondolin and Purifier Ran are annoyed at this floor,” Kora began with an amused smile. “They can’t use their skills or they risk the Great Dungeon sending a challenge to push them to a lower floor—so that means they’ll keep the Hero and the other Church of Light team close and let them do the fighting and pathfinding. The other groups… depends on how well they prepared for environmental issues.”

Li Ra nodded, seemingly in agreement. “I remember a guidebook on the Great Dungeon talking a lot about the need to be prepared for versatile responses. There was a record of a Party facing an ice floor, sea floor, and lava floor back-to-back.”

“What would we even do if we hit a water floor?” Skylar asked. Her head had twisted around and there was clear alarm on her face. “I’m not exactly a fan of swimming.”

Kora flicked her tails in Vester’s direction, to his amusement. “We make him create a raft under us while storing your golems, for one,” she said. “Then we’d do our best. Also, Vester, I’m not sure I’ve ever seen a skill prove to be so overpowered against environmental hazards.”

“You’re right, it is unfair,” Li Ra said. “How is your mana doing, Vester?” The oni turned her attention to him, and Vester saw the others looking as well.

“It’s at about half,” he answered honestly. “Even with the cost reduction I get using Trickster’s Cane and the regeneration buffs from Krysta’s Happy Home, I’m only able to keep my mana pool steady. Every time I change up the illusions, I lose some energy. Honestly? If I had offensive powers to use on these elementals, there’d be no chance I could keep using Fantastic Reality the way I have been.”

“And there’s the balance,” Kora observed quietly. “Your skills would be absurd, were you able to also do damage to people with them. I’d worry the gods favored you beyond all reason if I didn’t understand the nature of your abilities.”

“Which is why he’s terrifying to everyone else,” Li Ra said with a laugh. “Oh Vester, the rumors about you… Did you know there’s a group of Adventurers that think you’re a demon prince summoned from the hells and bound to Porter’s Walk? That Tomlin personally helped imprison you here?”

Vester snorted and shook his head. “I knew there were rumors. I didn’t realize they’d gotten that outrageous.”

“Hey guys!” Skylar suddenly yelled, interrupting the conversation. They all turned to face her and saw she was staring toward the horizon with a hand shading her forehead. “Beaky found a marble arch—and there’s a giant stone elemental circling it.”


Chapter Twenty-Six



Kora activated the location stones and fired the first flare into the sky to signal the others.

It had taken about an hour and a half of steady jogging along Vester’s pathways for them to reach the dunes overlooking the giant golem. The archway was just as Skylar had described it: a cracked, broken column of marble rising to either side of an old, crumbling building with a great stone arch over the top.

The stairs descending into the ground were clearly visible.

Just as visible was the thirty-foot-tall colossus of stone walking in ponderous circles around the building. The thing was massive with a wide, barrel-shaped torso and wrecking-ball hands on the end of overly long arms.

Damn thing looks like a gorilla made of basalt—well, aside from the fact it’s walking upright. No real head. If it’s an elemental, there’ll be no core to break. We’d just have to shatter it over and over until it stops regenerating and then scoop up the loot core. Still weird a core forms after it dies. I wonder what Skylar could make with an elemental core that size?

He glanced at his companions and saw that Skylar was practically drooling while studying the stone giant. “Any chance we can take it?” he asked his Party. Incredulous eyes turned his way. “What? I’m just saying… It’s probably worth a lot, right?”

“Undoubtedly,” Kora said. While most of the Party was looking at him like he was mad, Kora had a thoughtful expression on her face. “Vester, I’d like to test something. Could you send the illusion of a warrior down at the elemental? If it attacks, make it appear the illusion is killed. They’re not smart, they won’t question the lack of a body.”

Vester nodded. He focused his Freeform Illusion and shaped his area of influence into a long corridor leading down from their position to the arch. The path had to be pretty narrow because they weren’t exceptionally close, but he could just barely manage it.

About twenty feet from the colossus, Vester created an armored form striding toward the elemental with a big hammer clutched in its hands. It jogged forward, then raised the weapon overhead and broke into a lumbering run.

The reaction was immediate: a huge fist of stone smashed the warrior into a crater without a trace of hesitation.

Kora, far from being discouraged, let out a pleased noise. “It’s using some form of Mana Sense to see!” she exclaimed happily. “And just like me… that means it can see Vester’s illusions.”

She glanced at the others to see if they realized the potential of that. Li Ra grinned like a bandit and Skylar’s eyes gleamed in matching excitement. “It means,” Skylar said, “that Vester can confuse the elemental with mirror images while we attack it!”

Kora nodded, turning to study the giant again. “My recommendation would be that Vester, I, Dent, and Woody descend. Li Ra covers us from a distance, and you, Skylar, protect Krysta, who will set up her Sanctuary, so we have a place to retreat to if things go badly.”

Kora turned her eyes back to Vester and he tilted his head, seeing the question in her gaze. “What do you need?” he asked. He was fairly confident they could take down the elemental if all the circumstances worked properly. But Kora looked like she had a specific request on her mind.

“I want you to focus on creating as many copies of Dent as you can,” Kora said with a grin. “While elementals are dumb, they do possess the ability to assess threats coming at them. Dent is going to appear to be the most-likely challenge. If it sees a bunch of iron golems charging the elemental should ignore the rest of us.”

“Should?” Krysta asked, leaning forward and frowning. The frown deepened when Kora offered her a simple shrug in response.

“No fight ever goes perfect,” the kitsune replied. “It’s important to remember that no matter how well you think you know a monster, they’re all individuals and can always surprise you.”

“I’ll infuse my shots with acid,” Li Ra interjected, preventing the conversation from dwelling on the risk. “Most earth elementals are weak to being dissolved.” At the moment, the oni was fixing a slender brass tube to the top of her rifle. It took Vester a moment to realize the tube was a scope; he’d never seen one that ran for nearly the entire length of the weapon before. “If I can get the precision I need, I’ll aim for joints to make it easier to break off the arms.”

That saw Skylar nodding. “I’ll have Dent and Woody aiming for the joints as well to try and keep it occupied.”

“Just Woody,” Kora said, tapping Skylar on the shoulder. “Dent is going to have to weave through Vester’s illusions and hit and run to keep it distracted. If this is a Boss instead of an Elite, it might be smart enough to realize the illusions aren’t doing damage.”

Skylar grimaced, and Vester didn’t blame her. He knew that Dent wasn’t really built for speed, so complicated maneuvers were hard for the iron golem to pull off. But he had faith in Skylar’s ability to control her puppets.

“Should be able to do that,” Skylar muttered. “I might have to assume direct control… which’ll make me a shit guard for Krysta.”

“Krysta can take care of herself,” the Hospitality Mage replied with a clearly disgruntled tone. Her ears were flat along the sides of her head, and she had her arms crossed beneath her impressive bosom. “Or have you forgotten that I can choose who goes in and out of my Sanctuary?”

“We haven’t forgotten people can toss shit into it,” Li Ra countered. “It’s powerful, but that doesn’t make it impenetrable,” the oni continued. “So having someone to guard you is important. Now please, set your Sanctuary up right here and I’ll be able to shoot from inside.”

Krysta blinked at the rebuke, then nodded and backed away. She slid a bit farther down the dune and started pulling out what she needed to set up a campfire and cooking equipment. The familiar pulse of her magic swept outward to form a boundary around them.

Li Ra shifted to lay on her stomach and took out a slim, bronze triangle frame—there was a cup on the top that made it clear it was meant to support the barrel of her rifle. The base was flared to stabilize it, which was good as it prevented the stand from sinking into the rusty sand. “I’m ready,” she announced.

Skylar positioned herself closer to Krysta. Beaky and Splinter began circling the Sanctuary, which Vester assumed was part of Skylar’s plan to monitor Krysta while the Puppetmaster controlled Dent. The smaller golems weren’t really made for combat, but they could alert Skylar when needed.

With the Puppetmaster assuming control of Dent, the rest of the Party began making their way down the dune’s face. Ruddy grains of sand tumbled forward and began sliding until the entire slope threatened to go. Vester had to create platforms of stone under Dent just to keep the golem from sliding away and getting buried. Woody and Kora had no such problems: they both jumped from point to point without issue.

Once they were close enough to make it worth the effort, Vester began creating copies of Dent in a cluster around the golem. The ground at the base of the dune had firmed up to a thick, reddish-gray sandstone, and Vester was relieved not to have to continue providing a stable platform for the golem to march across.

He did replicate the deafening clangs of Dent’s feet coming down a dozen times over, and soon his head was throbbing from the noise. Kora wasn’t enjoying it much either, judging by the way her ears were flat against her skull—fortunately, her constitution was high enough to shrug off the overload.

Huh, she’s dual wielding right now instead of using a shield. Makes sense, she’s not going to fight to protect Dent or Woody, just do what damage she can to the elemental. I wonder if she’ll use acid like Li Ra?

His question was answered moments later when one of Kora’s blades took on a sickly green glow. The other shimmered with frost, and it was clear she’d fully activated the armor she was wearing when a cold aura radiated out from her body. With the curved blades firmly in hand, Kora charged at the elemental.

The stone giant spun to face them and started stomping toward the advancing threats. The thing didn’t appear remotely fast, but Vester hadn’t forgotten the speed with which it had flattened his illusion earlier. Slow feet and slow hands aren’t the same thing, he thought.

Before the two groups met each other, a green bolt of light streaked through the air and slammed into the elemental’s hips. The energy splashed across the stone and then began to sizzle with acidic energies. Rock melted and the elemental stumbled before stone crawled up its leg and started filling in the hole.

Woody was the next to hit the giant. The bone golem leaped forward and landed on the center of the thing’s torso. Clawed limbs flashed and it scrambled like a spider up along the elemental’s body before vanishing over the top to get onto the monster’s spine. Stone fists slammed into the elemental’s chest, then drew back to swing toward its back instead.

Shame, it doesn’t look like it damaged itself with those hits, Vester observed with a frown. He’d been hoping the giant could be goaded into pummeling itself to death, but that didn’t appear to be in the cards. Okay, Kora’s turn.

The Elemental Knight’s charge saw her leap into the air at the last moment and her blades flash along parallel tracks while she spun in a move that Vester was sure wouldn’t have worked without attributes boosting the body. Kora twisted and carved lines of damage across the giant’s shoulder while she moved past it.

The fact she’d gotten thirty feet of air was stunning to Vester.

Kora’s attack left lines of damage that exploded with elemental energy moments later. The upper track sprouted icicles and frost dug deeper into the giant’s shoulder while the other laceration sizzled with the same hissing corrosion Li Ra’s blast had caused—something Li Ra clearly noted.

The oni’s second bolt slammed into the very crack Kora had created and expanded it by sending the acid even deeper into their foe’s body. The elemental abandoned its attempt to punch Woody off its back, because the bone golem just kept crawling to new locations. Wrecking-ball fists rose into the air and the giant sought to flatten Kora as the kitsune landed to reset herself.

Unfortunately for their enemy, while Dent was slow, it wasn’t immobile. Before the elemental could launch its attacks on Kora, the iron golem hit it from behind. Dent wasn’t even a third of the elemental’s height, but the golem’s hammer fist still smashed a massive chunk out of the giant’s knee. The ax followed in a blink and the crack it made on striking was deafening.

The stone colossus swung its fists in a huge circle that caused everyone near it to duck. Woody dropped to the ground and flattened its limbs out to let the attack whip over its ivory body. Kora did something similar, leaning back so far she looked like she belonged in The Matrix.

Dent’s attempt at ducking didn’t go nearly as well. The iron golem was sent tumbling, so Vester moved the illusory duplicates to surround the elemental. That gave the monster pause, and it raised its fists like a boxer getting ready for a hard match.

Then an acid bolt hit the same shoulder Kora had slashed and one of the giant’s arms sagged. Stone was still crawling up the monster’s body, but it wasn’t a fast process and the wounds were higher up—still, the elemental wasn’t actually losing mass.

I’m not sure we’re going to wear this thing down anytime soon, Vester thought. He idly twisted a hand around Trickster’s Cane and tried casting a Labyrinth Ward under the elemental. The trap sprang into being… and accomplished nothing. The elemental walked over it like it wasn’t there. Damn. Should have known that wouldn’t work.

Kora raced between the giant’s legs and slashed her blades across the inside of both its knees. On a biological creature the move might have been crippling. Vester didn’t see the point regarding the elemental—not until he saw that the rising stone stopped to fill in the gaps created by the attacks.

The lower wounds halted the flow of stone up to the elemental’s shoulder, and that meant that Li Ra’s next blast melted in deep enough to cause the giant’s arm to fracture and collapse free of the body. The ground shook with the weight of stone falling to the ground and the elemental staggered at the change to its balance.

Woody shot up its side and immediately began clawing at the broken shoulder like it intended to burrow into the elemental’s body. The giant raised its remaining fist to smash the puppet, only to take Dent’s hammer to the inside of its elbow. The follow-up ax bit into the other side, and the iron golem ducked and shuffled to swap places with illusions.

Dent’s attacks weren’t enough to cripple the giant. All they accomplished was slowing its strike down to give Woody plenty of time to get out of the way.

Then the giant lifted a foot and brought it down with a boom that shattered the entire platform everyone was standing on. Spikes of stone exploded upward to stab at the sky. Dent was sent flying as a pillar burst up underneath it and tossed it into the air.

Kora also got hit—the spray of blood from the spike that speared up along her body terrified Vester, but she waved off his concern and darted back to pull a potion from her pouch. Woody handled the sudden area attack the best. The bone golem took the momentum of the rising stone shard and used it to springboard onto the elemental and resume its slashing attacks.

Dent’s body sank into the exposed sand when it came down and the iron golem vanished like it had been dropped into a pond. The platform had also begun merging back into a single plate, threatening to bury the golem underneath.

That didn’t actually worry Vester much; he was confident Dent could break its way free in time. What did worry Vester was the idea of Kora and Woody trying to take the elemental down without the iron golem.

Li Ra shot the giant’s elbow just above where Dent had struck, and the sizzle of her acid shot reminded Vester that he needed to do something to help. He caused the illusions of Dent to swell and grow as they charged the giant in a swarm.


Chapter Twenty-Seven



The colossus swung its remaining arm in a circle around its body in an attempt to drive back the fake golems. Kora intercepted its swing with both blades. She’d changed the elemental energies so both weapons were now glowing green, and acid melted into stone along the wounds while she rolled away from her opponent.

Woody flung itself from the giant’s chest onto its arm and began raking its claws through those burning furrows without regard for the acid damaging its talons. The elemental flexed its arm in an attempt to fling Woody away, but the puppet clung stubbornly to its stony body.

A rhythmic booming from underneath them made it clear Dent was working on getting back out from under the stone platform, though Vester wasn’t sure how it was going to climb free of the hole. Hopefully the sand under it has bedrock to brace against. Maybe Dent can use its ax like a climbing pick?

Kora was up and attacking again. She launched a flurry of cuts against the back of the elemental’s arm. The giant allowed itself to fall to the side suddenly, almost catching her under its tremendous weight. The ground rippled like water when the elemental came down, and Woody was launched away to hit a dune hard enough to toss up a geyser of sand.

Instead of trying to climb back to its feet, the elemental seemed to crumble into a pile of stone shards. For a heartbeat Vester thought they’d beaten the creature—then its body began reforming. It was smaller, but all of its injuries were gone. Now a mere twenty feet tall, the elemental launched rapid blows with its reformed arms that blew straight through Vester’s illusions.

It’s faster now, Vester realized. Sacrificing its mass must allow it great mobility. He started to rise, intending to help, then saw Kora pointing a blade at him. “Stay there, focus on the illusions,” she shouted. He opened his mouth to protest, but she cut him off. “Trust me,” she insisted.

Having said her piece, Kora raced back in at the elemental and began slashing her blades across its body. Frost billowed out from her armor and actually seemed to freeze the stone beneath her feet. The monster swung its wrecking-ball fists—but she remained just out of reach.

Sizzling blasts of energy struck it from Li Ra’s position, and the beast stumbled back when three shots came in one after another and melted a hole through its torso to expose the air on its other side. Woody came racing back across the hardened ground and lunged to crash into the elemental’s back once again.

Claws dug and gouged at the hole Li Ra had created, tearing away huge chunks of stone.

The elemental brought its fists around to slam into its own chest and spikes roared out from its back to shatter against Woody’s body and send the golem flying into the air once more. But while it was defending itself from the ivory puppet, Kora was racing around it, carving lines of acid-touched damage through its legs.

The monster took a step and its legs shattered to send it crumbling to the ground.

Once more the stone began reforming—only this time the ground around it ruptured and spikes burst up over and over, spreading to turn the land it was lying upon into a blender of whirling shrapnel. Kora’s armor pinged upon impact and the blind kitsune was thrown back in a spray of blood.

But as the now ten-foot-tall elemental rose back to its feet, a horde of iron golems charged it. The metal juggernauts slipped between the spiraling spikes of granite and the elemental was forced to back up to avoid them. Vester could immediately tell the elemental was faster, more agile, and far warier than it had been as a colossus.

Unfortunately, it backed right into the real Dent and a hammer hand came down on top of its head. Dent’s ax arm swung in a horizontal arc that carved halfway through the elemental’s body. The two small arms normally tucked in Dent’s lower torso lashed out in rapid punches that broke off thick chunks of stone—then grabbed hold to lock the elemental in place.

Unable to break Dent’s grip, the elemental began pounding on the iron golem with its thick fists. The clamor of stone on metal made communication impossible. A pounding match between stone and iron wasn’t a fair competition, especially when Li Ra continued to put shots into the elemental’s back.

Almost before Vester registered it, the stone elemental had crumbled into a pile of rocks at Dent’s blocky feet. A miasma of brown energy swirled around the rock pile and began condensing in midair. Moments later, a round jewel the size of a baseball fell to the ground and clattered across the broken terrain.

Vester paid that no mind—he was up and moving with all his considerable speed toward the spot Kora had fallen. The Elemental Knight had been thrown into a patch of broken ground and begun sinking into the sand. The rust-red grains were muddy with blood, yet Vester dove forward and stretched out Trickster’s Cane.

His divine tool changed shape to a staff with a shepherd’s crook for a head, and he caught Kora’s shoulder with the dark wood. He took care drawing her toward him, and while he pulled, he formed stone beneath her feet to push her up and out of the pit.

By the time he’d freed her from the morass, Skylar had reached them. The blue-skinned Puppetmaster pulled Kora up and over her shoulders in a fireman’s carry and immediately started running up the dunes toward Krysta’s Sanctuary. Vester formed solid ground beneath their feet and raced behind to make sure she didn’t trip or fall.

Even before Kora was set down, Krysta was pouring energy into her. Skylar carefully put Kora on her side and Vester got a good look at the woman’s injuries. Kora’s armor was torn along one side in a dozen places and one of her tails had clearly snapped, bending at the wrong angle not far from the base.

Worse, sand and stone were embedded in all the wounds. “Help me strip her armor off. We have to get all this debris out of her injuries,” Krysta ordered. Nobody asked questions. Skylar just started undoing buckles and passing pieces of armor to Vester. A dagger sliced the laces holding her chainmail in place and Kora let out a gasp of pain when the damaged chain links were peeled out of her flesh.

Vester transformed Trickster’s Cane into a scrub brush and went to work on Kora’s wounded flesh. The pale kitsune was beautiful, and in any other circumstance Vester might have been distracted by all the skin on display. At the moment, however, his mind was on nothing but digging as much sand, mud, and stone out of her wounds as possible.

Between his incredible dexterity and his inability to do any damage, Vester’s work didn’t actually make the wounds worse. He focused on Kora’s right side, her arm, ribs, hip, thigh, and shoulder. While he worked, Skylar molded a piece of wood into a splint. Kora’s entire body spasmed when the Puppetmaster dragged her tail back into alignment, the pop of bones setting somehow both wet and sharp at the same time.

Krysta moved behind them and her hands glowed with the healing energies she was pouring into Kora. Even Li Ra was there, carefully feeding soup broth from Krysta’s cauldron into the Elemental Knight’s mouth.

Long minutes passed while the Party worked, and by the time they were finished, they were all coated in Kora’s blood. Eventually the kitsune fell into a deep sleep. “She’ll be okay,” Krysta rasped, leaning back from Kora. The pandali looked exhausted. Blood soaked her arms almost to her biceps and her tail was matted with muddy sand.

“Will you?” Li Ra asked. The oni carefully put an arm around Krysta and guided her to the fire to sit down. “Let me help you get cleaned up.” At some point the oni’s wide-brimmed hat had fallen off and her pale hair was now blowing loose around her face. It revealed that her horns were longer than Vester had realized.

He blinked several times to stop staring, then focused on creating more water. Fantastic Reality materialized the bath, then he and Skylar used soft cloths to wash down Kora so they could wrap her in a blanket. Fortunately, Skylar had spares, so they didn’t have to worry about the fabric vanishing if Vester’s mana ran out.

“You okay?” Skylar asked. She was staring into his eyes, though it took Vester a few seconds to actually see her face before his. She had to cup his cheek and give his head a little shake before he truly focused on her.

“Frustrated,” he admitted. “I’m not sure how useful my illusions were in that fight… and I can’t help but feel I should have been able to do more.”

“Bullshit,” Skylar said. The sudden profanity caused Vester to blink. “That’s bullshit, Vester,” she repeated. “Look, you’re the only reason we made it across this desert as easily as we did. You solidified the ground underneath us. You kept Krysta from overheating. You kept Dent from sinking into the sand. Your Labyrinth Wards weren’t useful on this floor, true, and we need to get you better material and enchantments for your trap cards—but you are the reason we made the progress we did.”

Skylar grabbed the wet rag and started scrubbing her arms with a bit more force than necessary. Her expression suggested she was frustrated with Vester’s doubts, so he took a moment to consider her words.

She’s… not wrong, he admitted to himself. Even with the mana demands and the limited area of affect, Fantastic Reality is a broken skill. From a utility standpoint, I’m probably almost as valuable as Krysta. From a crafting perspective, I’m even more valuable. So long as the crafter can work the material I create fast enough, it becomes an independent item.

He picked up the cloth and started cleaning the blood off his own hands and face. This floor being populated by elementals made it a bad matchup for my skills, just like the undead. Mindless monsters don’t care about illusions. Ironically, my abilities are better suited to fighting intelligent foes.

He sighed and tossed the rag into the basin, then let the entire thing evaporate back into illusions. That done, he reached out and pulled Skylar into a hug. The move startled her enough that she let out a squeak of surprise.

“Thank you,” he said. “I guess I needed a reminder that I’m not going to be great against everything we encounter.”

Skylar wrapped her own arms around him and squeezed him so hard his ribs creaked. “Obviously,” she said with a snort. She let go and planted a soft kiss on his lips. “But it’s okay, you’re allowed to be dumb once in a while.” She paused, then motioned over to Krysta and Li Ra. “Go take your laundry service that way while I gather the elemental’s core.”

The limping form of Woody was there to escort her, so Vester didn’t worry about Skylar. He got to his feet and walked over to join Li Ra and Krysta at the fire. The Hospitality Mage had placed Kora near the food so she could drip water between her lips every so often. When he created a tub of warm water with soft clothes for washing, she flashed him a grateful smile.

“Oh, thank goodness, I need to clean my tail so badly,” Krysta said with a long sigh. The Hospitality Mage turned a guilty glance at Li Ra and the oni grinned at her. It didn’t take a genius to realize that Krysta must have refused to let the other woman groom her tail. Especially when she extended her hands and a bristle brush toward him. “Can you help?”

“I suppose I can,” Vester agreed. A wave of affection washed through him while he accepted the brush and sat down just behind Krysta. Her fluffy tail flopped into his lap, and he began to carefully drag the boar-bristle brush through her black-and-red bands. The bloody sand came out in chunks. “How are you both doing?”

“Honestly? Better than I should be,” Li Ra said. “Firing from inside Krysta’s Sanctuary feels like a cheat. My mana was regenerating faster than I’m used to, so it was just the delay in skill activations slowing me down. Once I realized I could charge elemental mana into the rifle to fire faster… well.”

“That was how you hit it with those rapid-fire shots at the end?” Vester asked. When Li Ra nodded, he let out a slow breath. “Those shots tipped the balance. The acid energy you used won’t damage the rifle?”

Li Ra grimaced. “I don’t think so,” she began slowly. “But I can’t add neutral mana to the battery while there are elemental energies inside it. I have to deplete the rifle’s battery before I can refill it. So, it’s a useful trick if we know what we’re going to be facing, but it stops me from swapping elements mid-fight.”

“Don’t feel bad,” Krysta said while reaching out to pat Li Ra on the knee. “A lot of our abilities seem geared toward needing prep time. You and Kora are the only two of us who can really fight at full power at a moment’s notice.”

“She’s not wrong,” Vester agreed. “I can only do damage by tossing out traps and tricking people into harming themselves. Skylar is an okay combatant, but her real power is her golems. Krysta needs to set up her Sanctuary to get full use of her skills. Honestly, we’re a lot better at playing defense than offense.”

“Offense is easy,” came Kora’s whisper, shocking all of them. She sounded exhausted, but her milky eyes were open. “You just hit the other guy until they stop moving. Offense without the ability to keep what you claimed? That’s useless… Now, all of you shut up… I need… a… nap.”

Almost before she’d finished talking, Kora had fallen back asleep. This time, however, soft snores were escaping her. Vester exchanged glances with Li Ra and Krysta and saw identical looks of incredulous surprise on their faces. He was sure his own features mimicked the expression.

It took all of his willpower to avoid bursting into laughter.

He dedicated his focus to grooming Krysta’s tail, and by the time he was done, Skylar had returned. She confirmed that the archway was the path down to the sixth floor, and then she settled in to repair her golems.

Vester was so drained from the fight that he didn’t even realize he was drifting until the sounds of the other Parties arriving woke him back up.


Chapter Twenty-Eight



Elondolin was pleased with how fast they’d found the path down.

The Warden of the Woods and his Party had arrived two days after signaling the discovery of the stairs. The rest of the Adventurers took longer. Vester and his team spent almost a week roaming the desert taking down whatever they could find.

They managed to gather several more cores for Skylar to experiment on, along with some dungeon stone that had magical properties. Vester stored that in his inventory after Skylar shaped it all into blocks. The shaping allowed it to stack, so they gathered quite a stockpile.

Over their period of hunting, Vester managed to hit level 22 and put his free point into wisdom. Krysta and Skylar also reached level 22, while Li Ra remained level 25. Kora Dol, however, managed to hit level 30 by completing a few old Quests she’d had that involved both protecting Party members and killing monsters.

It had taken Kora two days to recover from her injuries, and she’d given them a thorough lecture on the things they’d done right and wrong during the fight with the rock giant—though mostly that just amounted to her acknowledging a sixth team member with a combat focus would have helped quite a bit.

The only true downside to the long wait was having to listen to Purifier Ran’s rather brutal criticism of the conditions, day after day. Despite being at least twenty levels above the floor, the woman still bitched every time a sandstorm rolled through. The elementals and the strange ant-lion-creatures didn’t go near her or Elondolin’s Parties, yet she acted like every inconvenience was an afront to the dignity of her goddess.

Personally, Vester hoped the Great Dungeon did have a personal vendetta against her. The woman was incapable of lowering her voice, and the third time she’d woken him up with her bitching had led him to thoughts of pranking her with his illusions.

By the time the last of the groups had arrived, he’d started contemplating different ways to try and make her life miserable, but so far had resisted giving in to temptation—despite knowing Non would probably find some way to reward him if he pulled it off.

Ultimately, Vester chose not to add chaos to a stressful situation. The healers were all put to work fixing up the battered Adventurers and priests who arrived, and once everyone could move, they started down the stairs. The latecomers didn’t get much time to rest, but Purifier Ran reminded anyone who complained that they just had to grow stronger if they wanted more rest.

Vester noted the rest of the people in the Raid seemed to dislike her as much as he did.

“Do you think we can gain another three levels before we reach the Safe Zone?” Skylar was asking while they descended the long marble staircase. “We’ve gotten more powerful, but we’re not exactly shooting up in levels every floor.”

“We should,” Kora said. “The Elite guarding this stairwell was level 30. Depending on what kind of monsters we face and how frequently we’re attacked, the levels should come quicker.”

“Why was the guardian at the top of the stairs and not the bottom?” Krysta asked. The Party was moving together, so the conversation included everyone. Li Ra and Woody were in the front, but the oni had the best hearing out of all of them. Dent was in the rear guarding them—though the mixed Party was also back there, so they assumed the golem wouldn’t be required.

“This dungeon doesn’t seem to like playing by the normal rules,” Li Ra said, glancing back over her shoulder to look at everyone. “Though it’s possible the Elite was there because if someone was unable to beat it there would be no way they could survive the sixth floor.”

“More likely it’s reacting to the Raid,” Kora suggested. “I don’t think it can defy the laws that force us to—” Her comments were interrupted by shouts of shock and fear. It was the only warning any of them had for the stairwell shuddering around them.

Then the steps vanished, and the marble turned smooth as glass.

The spiral staircase was large enough for them to walk two or three abreast, so when it suddenly changed, it meant that no one was in any position to stop the inevitable slipping. Li Ra let out a surprisingly loud shriek when her feet went out from under her and she slammed down on her back.

Vester’s dexterity actually allowed him to shift his footing and, using his cane, he braced himself in a three-point stance; he was managing to control his slide—then the huge form of Dent crashed into his back like a runaway truck.

Something snapped inside of him on impact and his awareness was washed under a haze of pain. He felt small arms reaching out and gathering him against the golem’s chest. There came a horrible scratching sound, then Woody landed on top of Dent’s careening form with Skylar and Krysta in its arms.

Kora and Li Ra weren’t so lucky. They were bouncing off the walls like pinballs, and when Dent’s body began spinning it was too much for Vester to keep track of. Woody held Krysta steady, and her magic swept through him to fix his broken ankles even as they continued falling.

Conversation was impossible. Armored bodies bouncing off the wall crashed and clanged like anvils in a laundry chute.

Somehow, Kora got her hands on Li Ra’s coat and managed to fling the oni upward. Woody’s long limb snapped out, snagged her from the air, and yanked the pale-haired woman down to join the rest of them on top of Dent.

This is the sled ride from hell! Vester thought as Dent bounced off a wall, spun six or seven times with a horrid screeching noise, then hit Denny like a battering ram. The Hero, to his credit, actually managed to deflect the blow off his shield. But that just left Vester’s twin staring in shock at the sight of a spinning golem flying past—straight through his Party.

Krysta flattened all of Denny’s teammates against the walls of the spiral with Rebuke the Guest, though the pandali looked ready to vomit all over herself from the constant rotations. Skylar was supporting her, and Vester saw the Puppetmaster had her eyes squeezed shut.

Thanks to Krysta, Dent didn’t turn anyone into a pancake.

Ahead of Denny had been Purifier Ran and the other Church of Light team, but none of them were visible. A white cocoon of glowing power was rolling down the tunnel, and the golem bounced off that like it was any other wall.

Has to be some kind of barrier spell, Vester realized. Ugh, I might be sick if we don’t stop spinning soon. “Skylar!” Vester shouted. “Make Dent spread its arms and legs as far as they’ll go!” Skylar offered a shaky nod, and the iron golem went spread eagle under them.

Vester closed his eyes to focus and concentrated on the idea of abrasive sand coating the underside of Dent’s body. The sandy grit did nothing to harm the dungeon floor beneath them, but it did give Dent’s frame more friction… and that, in turn, slowed down their spin.

Once they were at least partially under control, Skylar opened her eyes and managed to command Dent to angle itself so its weapon arms were touching one wall and its huge plate-feet were striking the other. That bracing stopped the golem’s out-of-control slide—

—right up until the Hero’s Party and the mixed group behind Denny plowed into them. The sudden impacts knocked Dent free, and they all went flying down the tunnel once more. The heap of Adventurers had grown truly prodigious, and Vester wasn’t sure exactly how many people were flattened against them.

Everything was chaos.

Shouts and screams echoed down the tunnel.

Finally, they flew out the open archway that marked the next floor and went bouncing across the loamy soil. Vester grunted as several heavy weights rolled over him and found himself crushed face down under someone with his face buried in a grassy lump.

Fucking hell that suc—Vester’s complaining was cut short when a Quest formed before his eyes. He heard muffled sounds that hinted others had gotten it as well. Before anyone could truly grasp what had happened, or take in where they were, the notification filled their gazes.

Floor Quest: Survive the Ninth

Requirement:

Survive all nine waves of foes and unlock passage to the tenth floor.

Conditional: All individuals above level 35 will be held in stasis until the waves are defeated.

Reward: Passage to the tenth floor.

Punishment: Death.

Wait, ninth floor? What happened to the sixth floor? Did we just skip three fucking floors? Shit… this can’t be good, he thought while shoving himself up and out of the grass. Doing so dislodged whoever it was that had been lying across his back and he saw that snow-leopard-colored cat-girl staring at him, then she took off. “Glad I could help give you a soft landing,” he grunted.

“Ninth floor?” an unknown figure shouted.

“How did we skip so many?” another woman yelled. Vester didn’t pay too much attention to the panic around them, he just focused on his own problems—such as pulling himself out of the dent he’d created in the ground.

Once he was back on his feet, Vester brushed the dirt off himself and checked on his companions. Krysta was already setting up a campfire and Kora was helping her. The kitsune had a black eye, but otherwise seemed okay. Skylar looked to be repairing some damage Woody had taken. It took him a second to spot Li Ra.

The oni was perched on top of Dent’s head and scanning the area around them with a spyglass.

“Everyone okay?” he called. He received weary sounds of agreement and took that to mean no one had a serious injury. Krysta’s Sanctuary sprang into being with a pulse of magic and Vester felt his aches and pains immediately begin easing. He walked toward the fire. “I take it we all got the same Quest?” he asked.

“I got it,” Skylar said, looking up from Woody.

“Me too,” Krysta confirmed. “Should I let everyone nearby into my Sanctuary?”

“Not yet,” Kora said. The kitsune had risen and walked over to make sure Vester was fine. She pulled some grass out of his hair, then looked to the others. “Callous as it may sound, protecting your skill is more important than making sure everyone in the Raid survives.”

“But—”

“She’s right,” Li Ra said quietly from on top of Dent. The oni jumped down and reached out to pat Krysta on the shoulder. “You can’t underestimate how valuable your abilities are or how fast others might turn on you for them,” the oni whispered.

Vester didn’t blame her for the fierce look on her face. Li Ra had an unfortunate familiarity with betrayal… but he understood the oni might seem harsh to Krysta. After giving Kora a quick hug, Vester stepped over to rub his hand along the back of Krysta’s neck.

“If it looks like everyone is going to be overrun, we’ll make sure they survive,” he assured the kindhearted pandali. “Remember, the Hero is my twin,” he said softly. “Much as Denny and I have had problems in our lives… I won’t just let my brother die.”

Li Ra looked ashamed, but Vester shook his head to tell her she didn’t have anything to apologize for. Skylar let out a grunt, which drew everyone’s attention to her. “Vester,” she said, glancing at him. “I think it’s time to swap Beaky and Splinter into something a bit more… assertive.”

“That… is probably not a bad idea,” Vester agreed. “Which frames were you thinking?”

“We’ll go with the agility models—can you get the enchantments?” Skylar asked with a frown. She’d begun pulling metallic bones from her inventory and stacking them on the ground in front of her. Vester recognized them: they were the replacement frame parts they’d prepared before entering the Great Dungeon.

While Skylar sorted and prepared her frames, Vester went through his inventory to pull out the papers he’d need to put the inscriptions onto the bones. They’d agreed on durability and speed for the agility models. Speed wasn’t his best enchantment, but every little bit helped.

“Are you sure you’ll have time to assemble them?” Li Ra asked with a frown. Kora and Krysta had moved over to the side to have a quiet conversation, and the oni had remained to keep watch. “We don’t know how long we have before the first wave arrives.”

“I’ll go as fast as I can, but I might not,” Skylar admitted. “Beaky and Splinter aren’t suited for attrition battles. Storing their bodies and putting their cores into a disposable frame will give us extra fighters, even if they’re weaker than Woody. We don’t need scouts if the enemy is coming to us.”

Vester focused on studying the parts Skylar was assembling while listening to the two women speak. He had to make sure he lined up his enchantments with the bones. I am really glad we plotted out these frames ahead of time. Trying to do these enchantments on the fly would be a pain in the ass… or impossible.

Li Ra had taken her hat off and was using a cloth to wipe her forehead. “Yeah, wave attacks tend to be rough. If we set up the Sanctuary and fight defensively, we should be fine…” He could hear the unspoken but hanging in the way she trailed off.

“But it exposes Krysta to risk, and the only way to do it and make sure the Raid continues on is to bring in all the other Parties,” he concluded for her. “I’ve come across enough rogue Adventurers since arriving here that I don’t blame you for worrying.”

“I hate being paranoid,” Li Ra muttered under her breath with a frown. The woman carefully put her hat back on, threading her horns through the hole in the brim. “I get that we’d all do better cooperating, but it’s hard after… everything.”

Skylar paused in twisting a metal skull to pop the neck joint into place in its prepared socket. “You lost your friends,” she said in a gentle tone. “That’s not something you just get over immediately. Worse, you lost them to betrayal from people who were supposed to be on your side. That leaves scars.”

“She’s right,” Vester agreed. “I’m not exactly a trusting person to start with. Denny’s my twin, and even then, I’m still not sure we can trust him. I’ve seen what the blessings and curses of the gods can do, and no matter what I can’t get the idea that one of them is fucking with his head out of my mind.”

With the way Law’s curse restricted me and forced me to obey all those rules, and knowing Peace’s servants automatically dislike me, I can’t help but think there’s a time bomb inside Denny that’ll go off on me at some point.

It was the main reason he’d resisted trying to force the issue of letting Denny know who he was. The fact no one reacted to him having the same last name as the Hero told him something supernatural was going on.

“We’re inviting the other Parties into the Sanctuary,” Krysta announced suddenly. Vester turned to look at her and found Skylar and Li Ra doing the same. “I know it’s not the safest option, but I trust all of you to keep me safe if anyone tries anything. The only way we survive right now is to work together.”

Vester took in the look of determination on her face and decided against arguing with her. “Alright, let’s just make sure we’re ready first.” He turned to the golem frames Skylar was assembling and started putting his incredibly dexterity to use.

He could almost feel the clock ticking.


Chapter Twenty-Nine



Kora handled negotiations with the other groups. The Church of Light’s two unfrozen teams were saved for last, which included Denny.

“You could have been sheltering us this whole time?” Jack shouted, looming over Krysta angrily. “We had to deal with those fucking bugs attacking us over and over and you had a perfectly comfortable camp? That is such bullshit!”

A thump echoed as Dent shifted to stand directly behind Krysta. The redhaired man swallowed, glancing up at the iron golem. When that wasn’t enough to get him to back down, however, Vester decided to step in.

Click.

The sound of his cane tapping against a rock was shockingly loud—thanks to his illusions—and it drew all eyes to him. “I am certain I didn’t just hear you berating one of my companions because you’re too soft to handle sleeping in the dungeon,” Vester said. He intentionally pitched his voice in a mild, casual tone. “Because it would make me very cross to think I had to repeat the lesson I so recently taught you.”

While Vester spoke, he wove writhing illusory shadows around his feet. Glowing teeth and shimmering eyes seemed to appear within the midnight pool he was standing in. He wasn’t even sure Jack would realize that the lighting was all wrong for the shadows to be where they were, but the Bloodrager’s Party certainly grasped the implied threat.

Denny grabbed Jack’s shoulder and pulled him back. Vester kept his face impassive as his brother stepped up to confront him. “He has a point,” Denny began, looking at Vester.

“He doesn’t,” Vester said without hesitation, cutting his twin off. “The Great Dungeon is a place of risk, discomfort, and danger. No one is obligated to share their skills with you. Every person who knows your abilities is a risk. The only code that is absolute within the dungeons is this: Strength governs. That is it.”

“So, what, might makes right?” Denny snapped. “People do whatever they want because they are strong enough to get away with it?”

“Of course,” Vester said with a snort. “Do you think the Adventurer’s Guild exists because your church and your king want it to?” When Denny looked at him in confusion, Vester’s snort transformed into a full-on laugh. “The Adventurer’s Guild exists because a single dwarf dictates that it should. A dwarf so powerful that nations fear him. A man who gathered others with nearly the same level of strength to his side. They forced each kingdom to accept their presence, and they maintain the peace by being so powerful no single country can challenge them.”

Denny’s eyes widened, Jack’s jaw dropped, and Vester saw Rachel, Kimmy, and Davis looking just as confused. Strangely, it was Emma, the one most steeped in the Church of Light, that seemed to accept what he was saying the easiest. When the Hero looked around, Vester saw his shock at how the other Adventurers were just nodding in agreement.

Oh Denny, Vester thought while holding back a sigh. I love that you want to see the best in people, but they’re going to eat you alive if you think the population of this world is doing things out of kindness. You have to assume that everyone has an agenda.

“That’s… not right,” Denny said, clearly frustrated. “People with power have an obligation to those with—”

“No,” Vester said, once again cutting his brother off. “No one is obligated to help you or anyone else. It is noble to help others, but compassion given from a place of weakness is self-destruction. Only the strong can truly afford to be reckless in their kindness. If you want to help others, then grow so strong that no one can stop you. But if you expect mercy and handouts, if you think you should be given anything for free, then you’re missing the chains that bind you.”

“Incoming!” came a shout that saw everyone turning toward Li Ra. The oni had climbed into the branches of a thick tree, one of many around them. The spot they’d landed in was rich with grasses, shrubs, trees, though Vester hadn’t seen a single sign of life outside the plants themselves.

A brilliant bolt of crimson energy lanced out of her rifle and several dozen eyes tracked it to where a horde of figures were charging through the trees in their direction. Vester saw the bolt strike one of the runners in the face and detonate its head in a fireball.

The reminder that they were in danger energized everyone. Adventurers moved rapidly, and Vester was among the fastest. He slipped through the running figures like a ghost. When he reached the edge of Krysta’s Sanctuary, he swept his cane before him.

Two rings of eldritch symbols formed out the ground as Vester outlined his Labyrinth Wards for those not in his Party. After the stat increase from his most recent level, Vester’s intelligence sat at 37. Each of his Labyrinth Wards stretched thirty-eight feet across, and the expanse of trap protected an entire flank.

But Labyrinth Ward wasn’t the only way Vester sought to help. His free hand flicked repeatedly, drawing metal cards from the box at his hip and throwing them out into the path of the approaching creatures.

He wasn’t the only one aiming to slow down the horde running their way: arrows, energy blasts, fireballs, and other spells streaked through the air to tear through the onrushing monsters. Melee fighters shifted and placed themselves just outside Krysta’s protection, where they could fight without blocking the view of the casters.

Jack and a few other stealth figures vanished, fading from view. The idea that Jack might be lurking near him, invisible, wasn’t a pleasant thought for Vester, but he doubted the guy would try anything while they were fighting for their lives.

Not that the first wave was proving to be that great a challenge. Vester took a moment to study the monsters, confused at how easy they seemed to be going down. They were green bipeds and their hunched-forward posture reminded him of a gorilla, but they were clearly covered in scales and had long tails balancing their outthrust heads—which resembled a snub-nosed T-rex more than anything else.

They look like someone crossbred pugs, dinosaurs, and apes, Vester thought. They’re running on their knuckles and their claws are almost long enough to scrape their elbows, those look sha—woah!

His observation of the creature’s claws was interrupted by the sight of one putting them to use. The monster reared to its full height upon reaching Kora, and its arm lashed up and then down. When it unfolded its hand, the fan of its claws spread wide, revealing each of those talon-like nails was almost a foot long.

Kora’s shield screamed in protest at the slash she blocked, and her blade flashed out to slice at the monster’s stomach. Surprisingly, the beast twisted like a serpent and pulled back to avoid the strike. Then it lunged in again, this time attacking with both claws.

Vester observed the beasts, seeing that most of them used their tails like a support, spreading their legs wide to balance themselves. Their bodies flowed like willow stems allowing them to dodge weapon strikes with ease. Then Vester saw Kora discover one of their weaknesses. She slammed forward in a shield bash that knocked her opponent off its feet. Once the creature’s footing was disrupted it wobbled instead of dodging. A blink later, her sword opened it from hip to throat in a single slash.

“They have to be stable to dodge!” she called. “Disrupt their footing and they’re vulnerable!”

“Right!” Denny shouted, then he launched himself upward into the sky. The Hero glowed while coming down, shield first and in position to take the impact. The move caught the monsters completely off guard—and did the same to most of the Adventurers.

When Denny crashed down, the entire area shook. Energy rippled outward and Adventurers and monsters alike lost their footing. Those with less-robust physiques were especially vulnerable, and while Vester’s dexterity let him ride out the shockwave without an issue, most of the spellcasters couldn’t.

Magic ceased to flow over the heads of the frontline as half the Adventurers in the back toppled over. The sudden end to the offensive spells meant more of the scaly figures were able to reach the melee fighters.

Krysta raised her staff over her head and swept it down. Magic pulsed outward and the creatures visibly slowed down under Rebuke the Guest. Krysta’s ears were flat against her hair and sweat coated her face, a sign of how much it cost her to affect such a large group.

But that was also the exact moment Skylar sent the modified frames for Beaky and Splinter into the fight alongside Woody. The slender golems leaped forward, flying over the heads of the fighters. The disposable frames had long-bladed fingers and four arms each to go with their legs. Their spines were articulated for maximum flexibility, and they quickly proved that they could run on their hands just as easily as their feet. The clever joints meant one could flip completely over and still function.

Twelve arms, six legs, and inexhaustible momentum saw the golems hit the monsters like living blenders. Blood sprayed everywhere—and that was before Dent arrived. The iron golem couldn’t compete with the others for speed, but Dent quickly proved that the monsters’ ability to dodge didn’t matter when the reach of their attacker was too great to escape.

“Second wave!” Jack yelled. He appeared from the forest with blood coating his arms almost to his shoulders. The daggers in his hands were dripping. “They’ve got some bigger critters with them!”

A feline scream sounded as Kimmy tumbled between the trees in the embrace of one of the monsters. The shackled cat-girl looked absolutely feral as she clawed and bit at the giant reptilian creature. If someone had crossed a crocodile and a grizzly, that might have produced the enemy Vester was seeing.

It clearly lacked the sinuous grace of the smaller monsters, but it also had twice the bulk, four times the armor, and even more teeth. Its jaws snapped repeatedly in an attempt to tear the woman’s head off, and if Jack hadn’t driven a dagger elbow-deep in the monster’s eye, it might have gotten her.

“They’re resistant to poison and magic!” he called while yanking his arm free of his victim’s skull. Vester saw Kimmy twist out from under it fast enough that the carcass didn’t crush her, and he made a note that the woman’s speed nearly matched his own.

Vester raised his cane and caused mirror images of Kora to spring to life around the Elemental Knight. Her opponents paused, momentarily confused, and she capitalized on the opportunity by slamming her shield into the ground, causing a wall of flames to erupt before her in a half-dome. Scales burned and monsters screamed at the sudden conflagration.

“Golems, focus on the larger beasts!” Vester called. Skylar let out a sound of acknowledgement and her puppets pivoted to meet the larger monsters emerging from the woods. Dent waded into them with ax and hammer swinging. The creatures nearly matched the iron golem in size, but their focus on the largest threat blinded them to the danger of the others.

Skylar must have seen how Jack took out the first one, Vester realized when he saw the nimble golems stabbing claws into eyes. Woody seemed capable of handling one of the monsters on its own, but the weaker frames of Beaky and Splinter meant they required numerous thrusts to take out their targets.

Li Ra dropped down out of the tree and drew her pistols while falling. A rapid flurry of energy streaked from the guns. Each one burst into flames on striking their targets, and by the time she hit the grass and rolled, she’d killed four of the monsters.

The mages had recovered from Denny’s impromptu earthquake, and spells once more began flying out to take down the running creatures. The beasts didn’t seem capable of turning easily while they charged, and they couldn’t dodge unless they were standing still; Vester couldn’t imagine what had driven them to evolve the way they had.

With the melee fighters moving outward to fight the larger beasts, Vester had to illuminate the areas beneath his trap cards to protect them. He gave thanks the reptilian things couldn’t alter course, because the glowing areas didn’t stop them from running into his traps.

Blades erupted from the ground and stabbed into monster bellies. Nets burst up and tangled them—yet the monsters were strong enough to break through and keep coming. I really need better traps, he complained to himself. He glanced to the side and frowned. At least the Labyrinth Ward is doing its job.

Whatever the monsters were, they were clearly intelligent enough for his best trap to work; there was a steadily growing pile of collapsed beasts face down across his defensive line. “Skylar, can you spare a golem to take care of them?” he asked with a wave of his cane to indicate the problem. “Some of them might start waking up soon.”

“On it!” she said. The weaker golems pulled back and raced into the trap field. The wet, steady sound of blades rising and falling sang like a metronome. The death announcements were coming so fast in the slaughter that Vester was forced to try and ignore the pulsing lights. Though he did note they were called Feral Troll-kin.

Kora and Li Ra had joined up and seemed to be playing a brutal game of cat and mouse with the Troll-kin. The kitsune drew their attention, blocked, and provided cover for the agile oni. Li Ra kept popping out from behind her to place precision shots into monster faces and duck back behind Kora before the beasts could retaliate.

Denny, meanwhile, was covering almost an entire arc of perimeter by himself. His tower shield was glowing with power and his sword swept out like the strike of a vengeful god. Nothing got past him, and the spellcasters in his Party fought from behind him to slaughter everything that tried to flank his territory.

Things were going well—right up until someone called to announce the third wave was coming. This time the Troll-Kin had sleek, smaller members that spat acid from their jaws in thin streams. The smaller beasts ran up along their larger brethren’s backs and clung on like baby chimps.

Everyone collapsed back into the Sanctuary for a moment to regroup. Denny and the other defensive fighters created barriers to block the sprays of acid, though it became clear the Raid would soon be buried under a swarm if they didn’t find a better way to handle the tide of Troll-kin.

Krysta and the others began moving around to heal the wounds suffered, and Vester saw most of the mages were breathing hard.

Then an ominous roar echoed through the forest and the trees around them shook.


Chapter Thirty



The brief respite had prevented any casualties, but it had become clear that the groups needed to work on their coordination. To help with that, one of the surviving dwarves spoke with Kora briefly, then stepped up to take command.

Garrick Rockhammer, a burly figure in heavy plate armor that radiated magic, took Denny aside and spoke with him intensely for a few minutes. From that point on Denny took point as the Raid’s primary defensive warrior.

Vester saw other experienced Adventurers shifting position and moving to spots where they could give advice to the members of Denny’s team and—after Denny forced the issue and made the temple group listen—the other party from the Church of Light.

While those people were working out how they were going to handle things, Kora came over to join him and the others. “We’re going to be taking care of this third of the defenses,” she said without preamble. “Skylar, are you good with leaving one golem to take care of anything in Vester’s traps?”

“Yeah, shouldn’t be a problem,” the Puppetmaster confirmed. “I’ll assign Splinter over here and have Beaky stay with Woody. Dent’s pretty solid on his own… and too slow to push forward much.”

“Great,” Kora said. Her blind eyes were practically glowing with excitement, and Vester realized she looked more alive than he’d ever seen her. She swung her head to gaze at Krysta and Li Ra. “Krysta, I’d like you to focus on using your skills to slow down the acid spitters. Li Ra, you take care of them once Krysta immobilizes them. I’ll be up front holding the line.”

Vester tilted his head. “And what should I be doing?” he asked. His traps had mostly been expended, so with the hordes constantly pouring in there was no way he was recovering any of the cards to recharge them.

Kora flashed him a smile and kissed him on the cheek. “If you could keep three mirror images moving around me to confuse the Troll-kin, that would help a lot. Put a purple stripe down the back of their armor so Li Ra knows which ones she can shoot through if needed.”

“I can do that,” he agreed. It was one of the tactics they’d practiced over the past several weeks, so Vester didn’t think it would be a problem. “I’ll also release some shadow hounds to accompany you, that way there’s even more targets to confuse the monsters.”

His shadow writhed and midnight wolves crawled up out of it to shake themselves off. Kora glanced at them, chuckled, then turned to face the enemy. He saw she’d swapped out her shield for another with a craggy, rock-like surface. Her sword, however, remained frosted and steaming in the forest air.

“Remember!” Garrick roared, his hammer held up above his head like a torch. “This is a battle of attrition! Watch your energy levels, don’t overextend, and kill efficiently. Keep an eye on your fellow Adventurers and get the wounded back inside the perimeter before they get swarmed!”

When he lowered his hammer, the dwarf struck it against the steel face of his shield to release three deafening clangs. The sound drew the attention of every Troll-Kin around them, and when the group charged toward Garrick, eager for violence, Denny leaped into the air. “Brace!” the Hero shouted.

Once more, Denny crashed down like a meteor with his sword and shield hitting the ground. And once more, the area around them was blasted with a shockwave that threatened to tumble everyone. This time, however, the Adventurers were ready.

While the forest trembled, the casters unleashed spells into the horde of Troll-kin that were stumbling about—fireballs, acid clouds, whirlwinds of razor-sharp ice, spikes of stone erupting from the ground—slaughtering the disoriented monsters.

Melee fighters charged out along the edges and began carving into the surviving foes. The defense-oriented figures shifted position to create a boundary outside the Sanctuary. The faster, more agile warriors slipped among them to slash ankles and cripple tails to prevent the Troll-kin from setting themselves against the charge.

The wall of armor rolled over the Troll-kin.

Spells flowed out from the Church of Light, and Adventurers glowed with increased strength, speed, and mended wounds. Garrick, who had clearly been paying attention to people’s skills, called orders and suggestions to people, and the battle’s cohesion rose significantly.

Vester’s side of the Sanctuary, while far less crowded, was proving no less lethal. Kora had created two half-domes of stone to push the Troll-kin into either running across the Labyrinth Wards or directly into Skylar’s golems. The Elemental Knight moved alongside the golems without fear, and Skylar ensured they backed her up perfectly.

A wave of Vester’s hand saw a shadowy platform rise next to him. Li Ra didn’t hesitate to climb it and take position at the top. It wasn’t very tall, but the elevated position gave her the view she needed to snipe the acid spitters. Krysta was up there next to her a few seconds later, and the pandali was soon sweating with the effort of slowing specific targets.

Focusing on directing his illusions to sow confusion among the Troll-kin, Vester lost track of time. Everything around him was chaos. The noise of the battle was like an ocean storm: overwhelming, constant, and ever shifting. The sounds, smells, and flashes of energy that came from all the skills being used blended together to make the world feel unreal.

But no matter how intense it was, Vester refused to let himself lose focus. He manipulated the false Koras to constantly move between her and her targets. The distractions let her disrupt her foes and kill them with brutal efficiency. It also proved particularly effective in luring the larger Troll-kin away from her and into Dent’s waiting arms.

The iron golem was relentless. Its weapons cared nothing for the heavy armor and magic resistance the grizzly-sized creatures possessed. Hammer and ax smashed them flat while they were harassed by harmless shadow hounds.

Woody and Beaky moved like jumping spiders. Their leaps took them up and into the horde, then they raced back on bloody claws. Over and over, the pair descended to deliver a bewildering flurry of blades and then scuttle back. Their speed and flexibility made it hard for the monsters to avoid taking some kind of injury—and Skylar was fine with simply hurting them and fleeing.

Without fail, the wounded Troll-kin pursued, so she led them right into the Labyrinth Wards.

Vester glanced over at the mountain of dead filling that area and grimaced. He was genuinely worried the trap might get clogged with all the dead inside. “I’m going to clear the traps!” he called.

“You’re going to… what?” Skylar yelled back. The last word had come out a grunt, as she’d swung her wrench in an arc that culminated in smashing a monster’s skull in a spray of blood. “What do you mean you’re going to clear it?”

“Stay safe!” Kora shouted back at him, not even glancing over to see what he was doing. Vester felt oddly warmed that she trusted him enough to focus on the mission at hand instead of checking on his intentions.

“Just some harvesting,” Vester said, answering Skylar’s question while darting into the field of his own trap. His cane flashed out, tapping body after body while he activated Chaos Thief in quick succession. Vester didn’t even take the time to check what was being stored; he just did his best to poke as many corpses as he could.

His movements left behind a gruesome pile, but one that was significantly smaller. The gore also spread out, causing oncoming Troll-kin to slip and crash face first into the traps. That wasn’t much of an improvement, since most of them dropped the moment they hit the glowing wards.

Three times, the ominous roar sounded within the forest during the battle.

Each time it echoed through the woods, the dungeon beasts rallied and their wounds mended. Vester had lost track of how many waves had hit them by that point. Without the addition of new kinds of Troll-kin in each wave, it just felt like a constant battle instead of reinforcements arriving.

At some point, the acid spitters had been replaced with red-scaled Troll-kin that spat fire, but it was the only significant change that Vester registered.

When the forest suddenly shook and trees exploded to send spears of shrapnel flying at the Adventurers, well, he noticed that. Vester twisted like a serpent and bent himself over a shard of wood thicker than his leg when it hurtled toward him. His hand touched the ground, and he effortlessly flipped into a cartwheel to come down on his feet next to Li Ra’s tower.

The detonation had been caused by a hill beyond the trees coming apart. The creature that pushed itself up out of the soil would have made a great kaiju. Trees grew from its back as well as the thick shell of earth that comprised its armor. Two long, thick arms hung down to the ground and ended in claws the size of people. Its head was wide, blunt, and filled with far too many teeth for Vester’s comfort.

Each step of the giant shook the ground, and yet before anyone could comment, Denny suddenly leaped at it. Vester’s jaw dropped in shock at the sight of his twin flying through the air like a comet and delivering a glowing strike of his sword to the creature’s head. The monster’s jaw let out an audible crunch and its body spun in a circle.

What the fuck, Denny! That thing is like… forty feet tall! How fucking strong have you gotten?

Vester stared, blinking, while Denny rebounded up into the air and then used his drop skill to come down shield first on the beast’s muzzle. The boom of his shield striking the stone-armored shell was accompanied by a crack like shattering ice.

The impact came with such force that it actually buried the giant’s head in the forest floor. Jack and Kimmy seemed to just materialize on either side of the downed beast and immediately began tearing into its vulnerable neck with daggers and claws—all while a glowing spear of light from Davis impaled the exact spot Denny had shattered.

The beast’s death came so fast, so brutally, that the entire battle seemed to fall silent for a moment. The remaining Troll-kin let out piercing screams, wailing in despair, then began fleeing into the forest. While some of the Adventurers started to give chase, a single bellow from Garrick stopped them.

“Let the beasts go!” the dwarf roared. “Get back here and heal up. It’s a miracle we haven’t lost anyone yet, but we need to be prepared in case that big bastard wasn’t the ninth wave!” His commands seemed to remind everyone of the stakes, and Vester saw more than one shamefaced Adventurer come jogging back into Krysta’s Sanctuary.

Splinter, now completely coated in gore, continued stabbing its bladed fingers into the monsters trapped in Vester’s Labyrinth Wards. The golem looked like someone had poured an entire bucket of bloody entrails across its body. The wet splat of its strikes caused him to shudder.

For a brief moment, he was tempted to release the traps and let any surviving Troll-kin escape, but then he took a deep breath and closed his eyes. It might be gruesome, but we need the levels to make sure everyone hits 25 before we reach the Safe Zone. Can’t afford to leave power unclaimed.

The dead and dying were piled so high in his traps that it took Vester two tries to find his voice, when he did, he turned to Krysta and motioned toward the traps. “Hit the piles with Rebuke the Guest,” he said. She stared at him in horror, and Vester pulled her into a hug. “I know, it’s gross, but we have to reach level 25. Get the kill credit you can for it.”

“He’s right,” Li Ra said quietly. “Adventuring isn’t always glamorous. Sometimes it’s… this. Exterminating something that posed a threat.” The oni rubbed the top of Krysta’s head, and then stepped back to give the other woman space.

“Okay,” Krysta said, visibly choking up on her staff. “I… you’re right.” She swung the toad-topped staff down and an invisible hammer hit the pile of sludge the Troll-kin were lying in. The splash was horrific and Vester couldn’t help but flinch.

Twice more she used her skill, then she doubled over and threw up on the ground. By that point Woody, Beaky, and Dent had waded in to speed up the process, and finally it was over. Vester helped her stand and got her to rinse out her mouth with some clean water. She buried her face in his shoulder, and he pulled her into a hug.

He didn’t blame her for being upset. Butchering the helpless Troll-kin had felt… evil. But he reminded himself that they were monsters who existed to kill anyone who came into the dungeon. If the dungeon ever broke, they’d pour out of its entrance and slaughter everyone they came across.

His Party wasn’t the only one taking care of disabled monsters. The other Adventurers had left their fair share of wounded and tangled beasts, and their part of clean-up went on for hours. Most of the Parties didn’t have looting skills like Vester’s, so that left them harvesting materials the old-fashioned way.

It wasn’t long before Garrick, Kora, and Denny had gathered to talk. They agreed on a rotation to watch the camp, then people dispersed. Campfires were lit and food was cooked. Nobody looked enthused to be eating, but everyone forced themselves to get something down.

Vester’s stomach nearly rebelled when he first bit into the sandwich Krysta had made him, but he let the soothing energy of her skills help comfort him. They didn’t bother to set up individual tents; Kora created a wall of stone and Skylar shaped it into a shelter for them.

Once they had some privacy, the Party collapsed onto the padded ground Krysta created and mostly passed out. Vester was vaguely aware of Li Ra and Kora talking near the entrance, but he was too tired to focus on it.

With Krysta and Skylar cuddling in on either side of him, Vester drifted into what may have been the deepest slumber of his life.

The next morning was solemn, but everyone was relieved to find that the dungeon had absorbed all the corpses and their scattered bits. The forest was still torn to hell from the battle, but the lack of blood everywhere did a lot to improve people’s moods.

Li Ra and others with high perception classes spread out to search for the entrance to the tenth floor. It took a few hours, but eventually someone located the marble arch half-buried in a tree studded hill.

Frozen in pillars of white crystal next to that entrance were the high-level individuals in charge of the Raid. Vester wasn’t sure how much power it took to lock someone like Elondolin in stone, but he felt intimidated by it.

Fortunately, the crystals were shockingly light, so it wasn’t long before they’d been hefted over shoulders and the Adventurers began their trek down the stairs.

After skilling three floors and losing out on their chance to level, Vester couldn’t help but wonder what kind of challenge the tenth floor Boss was going to present.


Chapter Thirty-One



Floor Quest: Defeat Sargo

Requirement:

Defeat Sargo and gain access to the tenth-floor Safe Zone.

Conditional: All individuals above level 35 will have their powers reduced and abilities locked to the appropriate level. Sargo has been empowered due to presence of a Raid group.

Reward: Access to the 10th floor Safe Zone

Punishment: Death.

Oof, should have seen that coming, Vester thought. Still, having their powers nerfed but being able to use them is better than leaving them trapped in crystal. Not sure I’m happy to see that bit about the Boss being empowered though.

Vester resisted the temptation to rub the bridge of his nose in frustration. We all knew that going into the Great Dungeon as a Raid group was going to have consequences. I didn’t think that would include skipping several floors and the levels they’d offer though Denny took down that final Troll-kin like it was nothing, but most of our Parties aren’t the fucking Hero.

He saw the others cease reading their Quest notifications and took a second to look over at Kora. “Should we check our Grimoires? The power-ups from the ninth floor would be useful.” The kitsune blinked at him, then nodded.

“Of course, we should have done that before we left,” she said. “I blame how exhausted we were from the waves. Let’s get Krysta to set up the Sanctuary and tend things. We could all use some sleep… and it’s very unlikely the dungeon will let the Boss attack us before—”

Whatever Kora was going to say was lost to the splintering sound of crystal coming apart. The shells imprisoning Elondolin and the others fell like broken glass and crumbled away on the stony ground. But it was that very ground itself starting to quake that killed the conversation.

The tenth floor was a massive stone plateau under a high ceiling. They’d emerged from the side of a hill, but the land that spread before them was relatively flat and solid. Vester had glimpsed a few signs of cracks and bulges in the stone, though nothing that implied more impressive geography.

Which made it all the more awe inspiring to see that dark-gray landscape bulge and begin to tear apart as something forced its way up from beneath the ground. A split raced across the earth and a long tail erupted to send boulders spilling off in every direction. When that massive limb crashed down, the entire floor shook.

The tail crushed stone while levering the rest of the body free and Vester watched a grand serpent burst from the rocks. The head featured a spiked hood and a viper’s skull. Once it had finished emerging, the serpent swept its tail around itself and the broken stone was crushed into gravel under its armored scales.

Sargo opened its jaws and exhaled a foul hiss that seemed to tear at Vester’s ears. Five spheres of magic dripped from the serpent’s mouth one after another. They floated up and began to drift in a lazy circle behind the viper’s hood like a halo. The ghostly-blue flames flickered and pulsed in time with the snake’s matching eyes.

Those eyes were staring directly at the stairwell exit and all the gathered Adventurers.

“Rally!” Kora called. “Defensive spells! Shields to the front! The Boss is upon us!” Her voice rang out like a clarion call and exhausted delvers leaped into action. Denny, Garrick, and Kora surged forward along with Skylar’s golems.

Vester raised his cane and created shadowy knights that peeled forth from the defenders’ shadows and began spreading out to try and draw Sargo’s attention. Each of the midnight illusions had a tower shield that crackled with green flame and a matching longsword in their grip.

The Church of Light stepped up behind the group and started casting spells to buff the power of the front line. Vester heard them muttering in confusion at their spells completely ignoring the shadow knights, but someone commented, in derision, that those spells don’t work on conjured summons.

Thanks for the cover story, he thought in amusement. His moment of levity vanished when the five spinning ghost-fires around Sargo unleashed beams aimed at the Adventurers. Each lance targeted a different person—none of them among his illusion warriors advancing on the snake.

Davis Kincaid, the Lightmender from Denny’s team, raised his staff and an umbrella of golden energy surged into the air to meet those attacks. Emma, the Holy Lighthouse, clasped her hands in prayer and a secondary layer of shimmering white power flowed up to coat Davis’ spell. Thunder echoed when the attacks met the shield—cracks radiated from each blow, but the shield held.

By that point, the people assisting Elondolin and the others finally helped them back to their feet and people started reacting to what was happening. The elven Warden of the Woods seemed to shake off his stupor and realize the danger they were all in.

“Healers, focus on the front line!” he called. “Ranged, aimed for the eyes! Casters, if you can slow its movements or block it, do so! Defensive spells at the ready for more attacks… it’s coming!”

The last announcement was, to Vester, completely unnecessary. He didn’t think anyone was going to miss several hundred feet of serpent crushing its way across the rocky plain toward them. He tried throwing a Labyrinth Ward in front of it, but Sargo just shattered the trap without slowing and kept coming. Denny’s light barrier met the same fate, and soon fighters were spreading out to either side to avoid the Boss’ charge.

Denny rose into the air and crashed against the beast’s head. But if he thought to take down Sargo the way he had the last monster on the ninth floor, he was destined for disappointment. Vester watched his twin slam face first into an emerald scale and bounce off. The scale did shatter, but the wound barely made Sargo’s head sway.

The ghost-flames floating around the Boss like a crown flared, and five lances of light lashed out to hit Denny and drive him into the ground. In retaliation, the Adventurers finally unleashed their opening volley. Arrows, spells, and bolts of energy screamed through the air to pepper Sargo’s face.

Vester spread his arms and shadowy figures rose all around Kora. These ones had flaming scimitars, and he sent them and the illusory knights he’d created earlier rushing forward to surround the snake’s undulating form. To his shock, Sargo actually paused in its advance and let out a deafening shriek. The sound caused the gravel on the ground to bounce and rattle, but only Vester’s illusions were in range of the sonic attack—and they couldn’t be harmed.

The Boss’ head reared back in confusion. A second later, Sargo coiled on itself and its huge tail swept around to shatter the phantasms Vester had created. While it focused on them, several Adventurers were charging their attacks.

Elondolin fired an arrow that glowed with power, and the moment it impacted Sargo’s eye the snake screamed. Li Ra hit the same eye at almost the same time. Then Rachel Kincaid, the Soulsage, released some kind of ghostly spear that followed the other two attacks. That third hit seemed to surpass Sargo’s ability to shrug off damage, and its eye burst in a shower of gore.

The five spheres of blue fire circling the snake’s head suddenly arced out and down toward the Adventurers. Purifier Ran shouted a command, and the Church of Light began layering spells under Davis’ umbrella.

The first impact shattered Davis’ spell like glass. The second broke the reinforcement Emma had cast. The third detonated and tore apart two arcane barriers. Garrick Rockhammer lunged into the air and caught the fourth on his shield. The explosion of flames blinded Vester to what followed.

When the light faded there was no sign of Garrick—and a crater had formed where the weakest Church of Light team had been standing.

Tolbert, the Arch Magus, had begun chanting moments after he’d been helped onto his feet. The old man now stood on a ring of magical glyphs that spun beneath him in a dizzying array of symbols. A second magic circle floated behind his back, and a third hovered before him. He pushed his hand forward and those rings flashed brilliant red.

All around Sargo, mystic chains emerged and latched onto its scales. The chains were anchored to magic circles that floated in midair, and when the Boss attempted to break them, the anchors adjusted position.

“It won’t hold the Boss long,” Tolbert said in a calm voice. “But the spell will slow it and lower its defense. I suggest attacking now.” The aged human seemed completely unperturbed by the smoking crater a dozen feet to his left, though Vester supposed a man didn’t reach level 81 without seeing it all before.

The Raid’s ranged fighters launched new attacks while Vester sought to distract Sargo with more phantom knights. The snake ignored the shadow attackers now except to sweep its tail through them. He’d hoped it would leave Sargo vulnerable to the arrows and spells, but the Boss curled its hood around its face and shielded its remaining eye.

Skylar’s golems reached the snake at the same time and Dent’s ax slammed home with a meaty thud that split a scale in half. Woody, Beaky, and Splinter used Dent like a springboard and started running up Sargo’s spine.

Kimmy, Jack, Kora, and a few other Adventurers quickly mimicked that tactic. The Boss soon had a dozen figures running along its scaly body, all doing their best to find weak points in its armor to carve into.

Sargo twisted, rolling its huge length in an attempt to crush the vermin on its back. At least one scream sounded from the group of invaders, and Vester’s eyes sought Kora. To his relief he saw her emerge from under the Boss with Denny’s teammates. The remnants of a shattered stone barrier revealed the method of her survival.

Vester faked a conjuration circle of his own in the air above his head, then sent illusory bats made of flames and smoke to pester the Boss further. Sargo hissed and flinched back when the flaming beasts flapped around its head. This time, Vester’s distraction served its purpose and Elondolin scored a direct hit on the Boss’ remaining eye.

Jaw gaping open, Sargo exhaled, and one by one its ghost-flames were restored to start drifting up around its head once more. Lances of blue-white light began blasting Vester’s illusions out of the air. Have fun with that, he thought. Bet I can make more illusions than you’ve got mana.

He sent a new wave of flaming bats at the Boss, and it continued to twist and weave to avoid them.

A terror-filled scream drew Vester’s eyes down toward Sargo’s tail and he was stunned to see Denny crouching over both Emma and Krysta, with his Holy Bulwark skill fracturing. His twin looked like he’d been dipped in a vat of acid. Most of his armor was slagged, and soot covered his body. But it was obvious the pair he was sheltering had been healing him.

It was Emma that was screaming, and she frantically prayed on her knees behind Denny. Light poured out of her and flooded into Vester’s twin. While Emma began bleeding from her eyes and ears, her skin starting to tear, Krysta worked to keep the woman alive.

Krysta, what the fuck are you doing over there! Vester wasn’t even aware he’d started moving until he was forced to leap a surging wave of broken gravel created by Sargo’s thrashes. The Dreamspinner effortlessly tumbled into a midair somersault and came down on his feet to keep going.

Desperate to draw Sargo’s attention away from Denny, Vester covered his own body in lime-green flames and made himself appear to grow until he was twenty feet tall. Trickster’s Cane appeared to change into a huge rapier—though it was an illusion— and when Vester lunged, he aimed the tip straight for Sargo’s eye.

The huge serpent hissed once more and closed its hood to protect its head. The move forced it to shift its tail and regain its balance. That freed Denny from the pressure trying to crush him, but also left Vester in the direct path of a wall of scales.

He manipulated the illusion until it looked like his towering form hopped over the snake like a jump rope while simultaneously flattening himself on his back to let the huge limb pass over his body. He flipped back to his feet and flicked his arm in an attack—his illusion copied the move and slashed at Sargo’s head.

The Boss writhed, undulating under the strike. Li Ra fired her rifle at the exact moment Vester mimed a second thrust, and the empowered bolt she’d been charging seemed to travel down the illusion’s blade to strike Sargo in its remaining eye.

Vester knew his illusions couldn’t cause harm, yet even he thought he’d somehow stabbed the eye when it exploded in a shower of ichor. He didn’t have time to process what was happening, because the moment it was blinded, Sargo fired its ghost-flames downward. The explosions washed over the battlefield and clashed with defensive spells.

Vester heard screams of pain, but he couldn’t take in who’d been harmed before the chilling burn of the strange attack hit him and sent him flying through the air. Ice formed all across his body and he felt something draining out of him. But the cold wasn’t the only damage; the flames still burned, and Vester’s flesh cracked and cooked under the roiling energy.

Upon hitting the ground, Vester bounced and rolled to a stop against a chunk of boulder. Kora reached his side and slammed her shield down to create a thick dome of stone over them right before Sargo’s tail trampled across the ground they were occupying. The shield cracked but held.

“You alright?” the kitsune asked, staring at him.

Vester, who felt his heart stop dead under the energy drain of the cold, let out a smoke-filled cough. “I’m always alright,” he grunted. Muscles tore as he forced Trickster’s Cane into the ground to leverage his body back up. “Though I’m going to drink a health potion.”

“I can see your ribs. There’s no skin or muscle covering them,” Kora said. “Remind me to pray my thanks to the God of Life when we get out of this.”

“Can do,” he managed after forcing himself to swallow the potion he’d drawn from his inventory. Vester resolutely tried to ignore the wetness he’d felt creeping across his collarbone while he swallowed, preferring to think it was blood… not potion leaking out of his burned throat.

His concentration had been shattered by the attack, so he knew his illusions were gone. He tried to peek out through a crack in Kora’s dome, but she grasped his arm to keep him still. “Take a second to heal,” she advised. “If you can’t dodge, you’re just going to get pulped when it retaliates.”

Much as he wanted to argue her point, Vester could see how fiercely Sargo was thrashing. She was right.


Chapter Thirty-Two



While Vester was willing to hold back and let the potion accelerate his healing, he sent Kora to help Krysta and make sure their Hospitality Mage didn’t get crushed. He waited with all the patience he could muster until the mana calmed enough within his body that he could take another potion without causing a feedback issue.

While he waited, he watched the gathered Adventurers rain hell on Sargo. Purifier Ran and Denny were teaming up, and between the two of them they managed to hit the giant snake with some fairly powerful blows. The blind Boss struggled to evade them, and it had taken to moving its head at random to try and dodge blows it couldn’t see coming.

Attacking the Boss in melee range was made more dangerous by Sargo having erected a new defense. With its scales being torn and shattered from constant attacks, the snake was now coated in that ghost-flame that had drained Vester’s life force.

Those flames, however, didn’t help the Boss avoid the slashing claws of the golems crawling over it. Vester saw no sign of Beaky or Splinter, but Woody was still scrambling across Sargo’s body and digging pits wherever it could tear a scale free. The golem was soaked in gore by that point, and Vester watched it climb into a hole in Sargo’s body to avoid being crushed when the thrashing beast rolled over to try and drive it away.

Healing flashed over the fighters still going after Sargo, but Vester noted that it came far less frequently than it had before. Losing that third team from the Church of Light really put a damper on the total of healers for the Raid. Not sure what everyone in Purifier Ran’s group can do, but it doesn’t seem like they’re priests.

His eyes tried to find the rest of Ran’s Party, and eventually he spotted them. The four individuals were kneeling and praying around Emma, the healer from Denny’s group. It looked like they were working to undo or sooth whatever damage she’d done to herself in buffing Denny.

Why it took four people to do that, Vester didn’t know. An abrupt scream drew his eyes before he could dwell on it further, and his gaze snapped to Sargo in time to see Jack and Kimmy go flying away from the Boss. The huge snake had lifted a loop of its coils and then abruptly twisted into a knot. It looked like the maneuver had thrown some of its attackers free.

It also brought Sargo’s head down toward the ground, and a heavy clang echoed as Dent hopped up to slam both hammer and ax down inside the serpent’s jaw. Golem weapons met Boss fangs, and while the teeth didn’t shatter, Dent’s weight momentarily pinned Sargo’s skull to the ground.

Three things happened at the same time in that brief moment Sargo was held immobile.

Denny lunged forward, his shield impacting against Sargo’s jawbone and snapping it. The sword in Denny’s hand glowed a brilliant white and cleaved deep into the broken scales to carve a trench that nearly severed that side of the snake’s jaw entirely.

Purifier Ran swung her mace, and a tremendous golden echo appeared in midair to slam down on the top of Sargo’s head. The shockwave created by that mace impacting saw gravel and larger rocks bounce into the air and come down like an earthen hail.

Finally, Tolbert finished whatever new spell he’d begun casting and spikes of iron appeared in midair and impaled the snake in four spots. The giant spears of metal sank into the ground and stood like harpoons, the exposed metal visibly vibrating where they emerged from the armored body.

The sound Sargo produced was unreal, and Vester felt something in his ears actually burst under the pressure that washed over him. The second healing potion he’d drank was still working, so his hearing soon returned with a pop, but he almost didn’t notice it in his awe of the snake still being alive.

With a wrenching twist that tossed Dent aside and finished the job of shattering its jaw, Sargo pulled its head up from the ground and flared its hood to send flames blasting outward from its body. The ghost-flames washed over everyone and screams of pain echoed through the cavern.

Vester extended his cane and caused a series of explosions to start going off around Sargo’s head. The snake barely flinched. Fuck! I forgot snakes are mostly deaf, he cursed at himself. Blind and it can’t hear me, how the fuck do I use illusions to help out if the thing can’t sense me?

Since his illusions weren’t limited to normal senses, though, Vester tried a variety of combinations, and to his surprise one of them worked. He created an explosion out of nothing but heat, vibration, and the scent of brimstone—the moment he cast it, Sargo flinched back so far that it tore its own body on Tolbert’s spikes.

Vester focused on keeping Sargo off balance with more of the harmless detonations, and the flinching snake did more damage to itself in its attempts to escape them than almost any other attack had so far. When Denny flew into the air and swung his sword in another glowing arc, Sargo was wide open for the blade to strike home in its wounded jaw.

The bone sheared through with a vicious crack and the snake’s mouth gaped open, unable to close with half its jaw torn loose. Moments later, Purifier Ran’s mace struck the serpent’s muzzle with a blow that echoed around the plateau and somehow repeated three times before the impact faded. The triple strike finished the job of detaching the lower jaw, which went flying across the chamber. Then Kora was there, her blade coated in fire and slashing to carve a line across the center of Sargo’s mouth.

Elondolin and Li Ra weren’t the only ranged attackers still sending piercing shots to rock the Boss; their shots simply hit the hardest. The elf somehow managed to arc a flaming arrow into the wound Kora had caused—where it exploded.

Sargo’s head shot upward toward the ceiling and ghost-flames exploded outward from its body yet again… and then the Boss crashed down on its side. The entire cavern shook violently, and Vester was forced to use Trickster’s Cane to help keep his balance while he watched nearly all the other Adventurers lose their footing on the unstable floor.

Two figures didn’t topple over when Sargo fell. One was Kimmy; the cat-girl leaped onto Sargo’s back and her claws flashed repeatedly while sending crescents of cutting energy into Sargo’s torn-open throat. The other was Woody. The blood-soaked golem skittered along Sargo’s head like a spider and then vanished into the crater Elondolin had created in the roof of the snake’s mouth.

Moments later, the Boss let out a shudder that renewed the trembling in the cave and finally went still.

Level 40 Boss Sargo defeated.

Vester stared at the bland notification, then let out a heavy breath. “About time,” he said. We really fucked up not checking our Grimoires before we came down here, he thought. Can’t afford sloppy mistakes like that. Who knows how many Quests and levels we missed out on when the dungeon dropped us down deeper.

Despite how much he wanted to see his new levels, Vester pushed his way out of Kora’s shattered defensive dome and went looking for everyone else. Skylar, at some point, had made her way through the cavern and joined up with Krysta. The pair were now standing under the shadow of Dent—which was missing an arm and a sizeable chunk of the shoulder that should have supported it.

Kora was shoving through the crushed gravel. The kitsune had to wade to push the knee-deep stone out of her way. Vester took in how tired she was and vowed to make sure everyone got some solid rest once they set up camp.

He turned in a circle and spotted Li Ra. The oni’s firing tower had crumbled at some point. Vester had completely forgotten that he’d created the platform using Fantastic Reality and hoped she hadn’t been hurt when it deteriorated. She saw him looking and pulled her hat off to give him a weary wave.

Vester waved back, then motioned for her to come over and join him. He could tell the exact moment he limped into Krysta’s Sanctuary because it was like a warm energy surging through his body to help ease the pain of his injuries.

“You ladies alright?” he asked. Krysta looked exhausted, her dark complexion ashen and her hair soaked against her head with sweat. She offered a tired nod and flopped down to sit on a thick cushion she pulled out of her inventory.

“Sorry…” she mumbled. “I know I was supposed to stay in the backline and heal from a distance, but Mend Body is more powerful and the Hero needed me.” She sounded ashamed of herself, so Vester made sure to tip her chin up with his finger until he was staring through her glasses to her brilliant green eyes.

“Thank you for saving my brother’s life,” Vester said gently. “Yes, you scared the hell out of me… but I prefer the idea of a world with him in it.” He shifted and dropped down onto the cushion next to her so he could lean against her side. When her tail looped over her lap and then his, he started combing his fingers through it.

Neither of them had a complaint when Skylar sat down on his other side and cuddled into his chest. The blue-skinned woman rested her head on Krysta’s tail for a few moments, then let out a groan. “Promise me we don’t have to go anywhere for a few days?”

“A few hours, at least,” Kora said wearily while joining them. She slid down onto the gravel in front of them and leaned into the pile. “We shouldn’t have to go anywhere immediately, but we can’t wait forever. With the Boss dead, the entrance to the Safe Zone should be open and we can go down when we’re ready. The danger is that Sargo will eventually be reborn, so if we’re still hanging around we’ll have to fight him again.”

That was a sobering idea, and Vester felt Krysta and Skylar shudder. His attention went to Li Ra, whose entrance into the Sanctuary was met with an audible groan of relief. “Oh, that feels good,” the oni moaned. “My mana has run out so many times my skull might split open.” The pink-eyed woman stared at them in their heap for a moment, then shrugged and walked over to flop down and let herself fall back against Kora.

“Comfortable?” the kitsune asked in a dry voice. If she objected to serving as a pillow, it didn’t show.

“Not really,” Li Ra admitted with a laugh. “Your armor is hard.” The oni shifted around a few times, then settled in. “That’s better. Now I don’t have a pauldron crushing my kidney.”

That drew chuckles from the rest of the Party and Vester felt something inside him relax. He shifted to rest his head against Skylar’s while his fingers continued to comb out Krysta’s tail. “What’s the damage, all told?”

“The Hero’s Party made it through intact. Purifier Ran and Elondolin both have full groups as well,” Kora’s explanation came without inflection, the kitsune keeping her face composed while reporting on the Raid losses. “The third church Party was wiped out. We lost Garrick, and every other Party took significant losses.”

“Beaky and Splinter are gone,” Skylar added. “I’ll have to craft new cores. I know it’s not a big deal in the long run, but…” She trailed off and Vester patted her on the knee a moment later.

“Your golems are part of your strength,” he reminded her. “Losing half of your fighting power is something we’d need to know about if the next floor was dangerous. It’s good that Woody made it, but I saw Dent took some serious damage too.”

“It did,” she agreed. “Lost the right arm, shoulder, and the enchantments are shot. Repair Golem will restore the metal, but I’ll need you to reapply the enchantments to get Dent back to full power.”

“We can do that,” he said. “First, though, we should check our Grimoires.” Perhaps he was being paranoid, but Vester definitely wanted to make sure that they’d gained their full power before anything else had a chance to go wrong.

With a bit of shifting around, everyone took the time to call their books into being.

Quest Log: Survive the Ninth

Contributions: Survived the waves of Troll-kin on the ninth floor.

Reward: Progression to level 24 Dreamspinner.

Quest Log: Defeat Sargo

Contributions: Assisted in the defeat of tenth floor Boss Sargo.

Reward: Progression to level 25 Dreamspinner. Access to tenth-floor Safe Zone, completion of Quest: Reach the Safe Zone.

Quest Log: Reach the Safe Zone

Contributions: Took part in the Raid to reach the Safe Zone and contributed to all battles. All Party members reached level 25.

Reward: Freeform Illusion (SS-Rank) level 3. Progression beyond level 25 Dreamspinner. Dreamspinner upgrade available. Growth capped until Class upgrade has been selected.

Freeform Illusion (SS-Rank): Level 3

The ability to craft detailed illusions within a 40-foot-by-40-foot-by-40-foot space that can override the senses of another being. At level 3, this spell can deceive 6 senses. At SS-Rank, each additional level doubles the volume covered and allows the mimicry of 2 additional senses. Like most skills, level 5 is the cap. This spell requires mana to use.

Quest Log: Dungeon Exploration (Ongoing)

“How come I got credit for reaching the Safe Zone already?” Krysta asked in a quiet voice. Vester, who was trying to process to the sheer number of pages he had to turn to get through his contributions, cocked his head to listen to Kora’s answer.

“It’s because the dungeon won’t throw any obstacles in our path,” the Elemental Knight explained. “The Quest is fulfilled, even if we might face trouble with other Adventurers. Transition from the Boss to the Safe Zone is always safe from dungeon threats.”

Vester finally finished flipping through the pages listing the monsters they’d killed on the ninth floor by the time Kora was done speaking. He did pause when he discovered the final ninth floor creature Denny had killed was called a Forest Troll-Giant.

After that, he had to apply the free points he’d gained in three new levels of Dreamspinner. He chose to drop them into wisdom and constitution, and only when he’d applied them did the page turn to let him look at the classes available for choosing…

Only for him to see a single class offering: Nightmare Weaver

Reward: Progression to level 26 Nightmare Weaver. Gain +1 to dexterity, intelligence, and wisdom each level. +1 free point per level. Nightmare’s Release has been upgraded.

I probably should have seen that coming, he thought. With the limitations I’ve had put on me, and Non’s guiding hand, it just makes sense my class evolution options would be limited. He glanced at Nightmare’s Release, nodding while he took in the changes.

Nightmare’s Release (Unique):

This skill supplanted the Dreamspinner ability (Phantasm Hunter) and is unique to the Avatar of Non (So don’t tell anyone about it, Vester!). Nightmare’s Release causes a target to experience their worst fears for 2 minute per point of the caster’s intelligence score. While the spell cannot deal direct damage, it can leave the target traumatized. When cast through Trickster’s Cane, this spell is amplified.

Usable three times week, this ability affects all those targeted and capable of perceiving the Avatar of Non.

Okay, last skill point goes into constitution to reach 18, there, now... Wow, that’s a lot to take in. Nightmare’s Release is a lot more powerful now. I can choose who gets hit with it and it lasts twice as long—not to mention I can do it three times a week instead of only once.

With a final sigh, Vester looked over his character sheet.

Vester Gambit: Elf

Nightmare Weaver: Level 26

Profession: Enchanter

Strength: 13

Dexterity: 38 (88)

Constitution: 18

Intelligence: 41

Wisdom: 30

Charisma: 23

Skills: Freeform Illusion 3, Don Disguise, Decoy Swap 2, Labyrinth Ward 2, Chaos Cock MAX, Chaos Thief 2, Aura of Illusion MAX, Remove Divine Curse, Fantastic Reality MAX.

Profession skills: Mana Manipulation, Inscribe Enchantment

Unique Ability: Nightmare’s Release

Gear: Avatar’s Raiment, Trickster’s Cane

Free Points: 0

Vester closed his Grimoire and let his head rest against Krysta’s shoulder for a moment. “I am really looking forward to a brea—”

“Everyone up!” Elondolin’s voice rang out. “We’ve located the entrance and it’s time to get to the Safe Zone!”

Vester took comfort that his Party all groaned together with him.


Chapter Thirty-Three



The Safe Zone turned out to be through a huge obsidian arch marked by bronze doors.

The doors opened at their approach and revealed a wide, spacious cavern with a bowl-shaped depression. The expanse sank downward and allowed Vester to look out over the nearby forest that spread beneath a false sky. Up at the top of the cliff, he was close enough to see the huge spike of crystal that radiated heat like a miniature sun.

A path extended from the doorway down into the valley, and it ran along the curved edge of the cliff for quite a distance. Vester saw other doors positioned along the path and wondered if multiple entrances meant there were alternative Bosses to face and unlock the route.

The trees were thick and had widespread branches along with huge, star-shaped leaves. A few clearings were visible, as were the ponds and streams that cut through the woods. When the group began descending the path, Vester saw signs of mineral nodes set into the sides of the cliff.

“The Safe Zone has resources?” he asked, glancing to the others. Those of his group were bunched tightly enough that part of him was unconsciously expecting an attack—but the Safe Zone was the one place the dungeon couldn’t attack them.

Though fellow delvers could.

“Some,” Kora said. The kitsune was warily scanning the pathway down, and Vester noticed she’d replaced her damaged armor with a new set. She held a heavy shield in one hand and one of her blades in the other. “Generally, resource nodes in Safe Zones have a slower regeneration rate and are slightly lower quality than the stuff found out among the monsters.”

“It’s still valuable though,” Li Ra added. “A lot of Parties make good coin by traveling to Safe Zones and then carrying back the materials harvested in them. It’s one of the steadiest sources of dungeon materials in the world.”

“True,” Kora agreed. “Dungeon Gates are one of the only places to gain access to materials in this quantity, which is a primary source of contention with the nations of Ordinal. Not many kingdoms like being denied exclusive access to resources.”

No shock there, Vester thought. It’s always about the bottom line and denying the competition access to power… and wealth is power in any society. Though… if we can harvest materials here, we’ve got a solid chance at earning some serious profit. We’ll have to rebuild Skylar’s extra golems, but having a never-tiring workforce will give us an advantage.

That inspired a question, so he turned his eyes to Kora. “The Raid has reached the Safe Zone and it’s Tolbert’s responsibility to craft the teleportation circle. Has Elondolin outlined what our responsibilities are under the exploration guidelines?”

“Not yet, but keep an eye out for good locations,” Kora replied. “We have a right to claim territory in the area as part of the Guild laws, so if we see a good spot, we can mark it for ourselves.”

“I think I already found a spot…” Li Ra said. The oni had a hand to the wide brim of her hat, and a small smile was dancing on her shadowed face. “There’s steam coming out of that rocky area to the southern side… and the water is flowing into some ponds.”

“Do you think it’s—”

Krysta’s excited question was cut off when Skylar suddenly said: “Ssssshhh,” and glanced around them. “We don’t want to give it away.” The Puppetmaster hugged Krysta against her side, clearly wanting to make sure there was no hard feelings at the interruption.

“You’re right,” Krysta said, her ears drooping. Then she let out a squeak of surprise when Vester created an illusory hand to pinch her ass. Her huge tail swept around behind her, but she only succeeded in smacking Kora in the face.

The kitsune let out a startled cough and stared at Krysta, her own ears folded back. Then Kora stepped forward and used the flat of her sword to deliver a smack to Krysta’s backside. “Your tail is too big,” she complained playfully.

“How dare you!” Krysta said, whipping her tail around to smack Kora a second time before wrapping her arms around her tail and hugging it close to her chest. Kora retaliated by delivering a barrage of swats with all three of her own tails, and after a second Krysta retaliated and the pair broke into giggles.

Vester, watching the tails swish back and forth, had to resist the temptation to reach out and stroke all the silky fur flying around. It’s fine. I’m not a furry… They’re definitely women, not animals. This is fiiiiinnneeeee… It’s not like being reborn on a world ridiculously similar to anime has unlocked things in me. There’s absolutely nothing wrong with finding women both incredibly sexy, and incredibly fluf—cute. Yup. Just cute.

The women’s relaxation was good to see, and while he restrained his impulse to pet the tails, he did nothing to stop the smile from spreading across his lips. The good mood remained for the duration of the hike down the cliff and as they found themselves at the entrance of the forest. At the bottom of the basin, it was plain to see that the trees were much taller than he’d realized.

These things rival redwoods, but they look more like… oaks? I think. Fuck I’m not a tree-guy. Pretty though with the huge branches and the giant roots along the ground. I wonder if anyone is going to make tree houses? That could be cool.

Elondolin stood before the remnant of the Raid and cleared his throat to draw everyone’s gaze. “Our hope was that the Great Dungeon would be more forgiving of our levels if we refrained from using our skills to conquer its challenges,” he began. “Unfortunately, the dungeon chose to act, so our casualties were higher than they would have been had you had the opportunity to grow by conquering the skipped levels. You have all battled valiantly and earned your place here. Standard claims shall be respected, and rest assured that the Guild will do its best to ensure everyone who has fallen shall be resurrected.”

Elondolin shifted, his almond-shaped eyes running over everyone who remained. There had been close to sixty of them when they’d entered the Great Dungeon, and now there was less than thirty. Vester gave a silent prayer of thanks to Non that both his Party and his brother had survived.

While he did that, Elondolin resumed speaking: “Arch Magus Tolbert will be spending the next week establishing the teleportation circle that will make movement between the first and tenth floors possible for all who have defeated Sargo. While I had intended to request your assistance in building the Trading Post, I’ve changed my mind. For now, please take the time to explore the Safe Zone and decide what areas you’ll want to claim for yourselves. We will reconvene in one week and resume working toward our common goal.”

“Woo!” Jack cheered, a wide smile across his face. The redhaired young man didn’t seem to grasp that most of the other people in the crowd were exhausted and mentally worn. He glanced around, disgruntled no one joined in, and leaned over to mutter something to Denny.

Vester watched Denny reached out and pat his friend on the shoulder, but he knew his twin well enough to understand that Denny was humoring the man. His brother’s focus was on the young woman next to him. Emma, despite having been healed by Purifier Ran’s Party, still looked like she was hovering on death’s door.

Whatever her skills do to her… I am glad it doesn’t happen to me. Must suck to have a class that requires an entire support team to make sure I don’t kill myself every time I use it, Vester thought. His returned his eyes to Elondolin and confirmed that the elf was done speaking.

With a clear nod of dismissal, Elondolin and his Party departed. Vester turned his attention to his own team. “Shall we take a walk in the woods?” he asked. While none of them looked ready for a long camping session, no one hesitated to follow Li Ra as the oni led them away from the grassy knoll Elondolin had chosen at the base of the cliff path.

It took them about two hours to hike to the spot Li Ra had found. Unlike the relaxed walk along the cliff, this time they were careful. Li Ra moved along ahead of them while Kora guarded their backtrail. Dent, still missing an arm, stood guard over Krysta, and Skylar and Woody moved along either side. Vester was shifting between each of them, keeping mirror images of the entire Party moving along parallel paths positioned ahead and out to their left.

Vester didn’t think Denny was about to turn bandit, but he trusted Purifier Ran as far as he could throw her, and there were also a few desperate Adventurers who’d lost their groups. Without Elondolin watching over them, it was best to start being wary once more.

For all their preparation, the trip proved quiet.

Li Ra had to shift their course a few times after climbing trees to scan the cliff faces for landmarks, but she eventually led them to an area where the trees opened up to heavy boulders and a few rolling hills. Nestled amidst the rounded foothills was a clearing with three ponds.

From there, Li Ra guided them up over two more hills to find a spot where the cliff face bulged to produce a tongue of stone that half curled around a pocket valley. It was into that valley she led them. There they found a small waterfall, a grassy field, and a series of steaming springs spraying hot water into the air.

Krysta’s eyes grew huge. “You were right!” she whispered in joy. “Natural springs and running water, its beautiful!” The Hospitality Mage was practically vibrating when she brought down her staff to establish her Safe Zone. The rejuvenating energy washed over him, and Vester let out a groan.

“I can’t wait to sleep for a solid day… but first I still have to pick my level 25 skill,” he said while rolling his shoulders. “Any reason I can’t look over my options while soaking in a hot spring?” he asked.

Kora let out a snort. “I can think of a few,” she said while dipping a finger into one of the pools spraying steam into the air. “At least if you enjoy having skin. We’ll need to dig a new pool to dilute the water if we want something warm enough to soak in that doesn’t boil us alive.”

“Awwww,” Krysta whined, visibly wilting. “Wait! Maybe I can use my skills to adjust the water temperature… if I can make the rocks into cushions, why not?” The robed pandali was so excited no one moved to stop her. She choked up on her staff, closed her eyes, and began focusing intensely on one of the bubbling pools.

Vester blinked when he realized that the pool was shifting. The edges hardened and slowly transformed into round, smooth rocks. The stone edges descended to form a sheer wall, and the bottom visibly spread and deepened until it was large enough for them to soak up to their armpits.

By the time seating was forming under the water, Krysta looked ready to fall over. Skylar reached out to stop her once the first bench had finished. “Hey, you don’t have to do it all at once.”

Krysta swayed, but when her emerald eyes opened, she looked proud of herself. “It worked!” she said. “It actually worked!”

“It did,” Li Ra said. She walked over and bent down to flick her hand through the water. “And the temperature isn’t bad… Water’s clearer too. How much mana did that take?”

“A lo—oof!” Krysta’s reply was lost by her abruptly sitting down with a thump. Her ears went flat and her tail flopped against the ground. She took a moment and leaned against Skylar’s legs, then gathered herself. “A lot,” she repeated. “It’s much harder than just creating cushions. I don’t think I could have done it without the passive I picked when I leveled. It’s called Sanctuary Mastery and offers greater control of my area of influence.”

“That sounds like a wise selection,” Kora praised. Vester blinked when he realized the kitsune had managed to strip while they were looking at Krysta. She slipped into the water without shame while letting out a deep sigh of pleasure. “Ooooooh, Krysta, you might be my new favorite person.”

Her obvious enjoyment set off a rush of stripping and soon the entire Party was soaking. Li Ra hadn’t hesitated to join them, and Vester wasn’t blind to how the pale oni looked. Her muscular curves were more generous than he’d realized with the heavy leather coat she generally wore. She saw him looking and winked at him.

Vester chose to summon his Grimoire to make the selection he should have picked earlier. The book flipped open to the choice he had to make, and three skills presented themselves to him.

Haunting (S-Rank): Level 1

The ability to place an invisible field that hexes the targeted area to create paranoia, fear, and confusion. This spell does no harm to those trapped within, but the longer they remain within it, the more their mental state deteriorates. Confused and Fearful individuals may lash out at those around them. Once placed, the field cannot be moved, only canceled. Each field is 1 foot in diameter and gains an additional foot per point of the caster’s intelligence. At level 1 the user can place 1 field that targets all sentients who step within it. A S-rank, this spell will gain 1 additional field per level. At level 2, the caster can set the field to ignore those in their Party. This spell can be resisted with high wisdom and immunity to mental effects. Like most skills, level 5 is the cap. This spell requires mana to cast.

He'd seen this one before, and he still considered it a solid choice.

Inconvenient Illusions (S-Rank): Level MAX (Passive)

While unable to cause harm, this passive allows illusions to become solid for the purpose of creating walls, obstacles, and entangling features that slow or hinder those trapped within the field of illusions. The tangible illusions will shatter before doing any damage, and if the trapped subject would harm themselves fighting the illusions, it breaks instead. Intentional attempts by those within the illusion field to cause harm to themselves has a minimal chance to trigger Nightmare’s Release. This activation does not count against its limited uses. This S-rank skill is a passive and thus cannot be turned off or leveled. Activating this passive doubles the cost of the spell.

Not a terrible choice, Vester thought. Being able to turn my illusions into a maze would allow me a lot more options for crowd control. Doubling the mana cost of Freeform Illusion is steep, but I get an eighty-percent discount when channeling through Trickster’s Cane, so I’d still be fine in that regard. And, well, if someone triggers Nightmare’s Release on themselves trying to tear through my maze, that’s just a bonus.

With the powerful passive in front of him, he almost didn’t bother to look at the last skill, but when he did…

Are you fucking kidding me?


Chapter Thirty-Four



Vester stared in disbelief at the skill he’d been offered. It was one he honestly hadn’t expected to ever see again.

Remove Divine Curse (Unique)

Each time this skill is taken, it can remove one curse, no matter the source. This skill will appear at random intervals and can never be given as a Quest reward. It provides no benefit and the curse it removes is random.

The last time I got this, I lost my chance at Doppelganger’s Trade. A skill that could have changed everything for me, he thought bitterly. The odds of the curse I don’t want to be removed getting picked will go up every time I select this. Now it’s a one-in-three shot. Honestly, I can live with my current limitations.

Shaking his head, Vester selected Inconvenient Illusions. The passive would give him a lot to work with. He glanced at his character sheet and saw that the new passive had been listed, then let his tome dissolve. When he turned his attention to the others, he saw that they’d all settled in to soak.

All but Li Ra, at least. She’d seemingly washed herself and then departed at some point. “Where’d Li Ra go?” he asked. The others ceased their hushed conversation and turned their eyes on him. Vester suddenly became acutely aware of the fact he was naked in a hot spring with three incredibly beautiful women around him.

“She’s scouting the valley and putting down claim markers,” Kora replied. “She thought we might appreciate some privacy.”

“She’s a very considerate oni,” Skylar added, an impish smile dancing across her lips. The woman’s lavender eyes gleamed as she shifted to sit closer to Vester. “Don’t you think?”

“I think she is,” Krysta agreed while adjusting her position until she was on Vester’s other side and cuddling against him. “We should do something nice for her to thank her for giving us time alone.”

Kora waited until the other two were firmly pressed against Vester to shift until she was standing before him in the hot water, her arms resting on his shoulders and her lips brushing the tip of his nose. The woman’s pale gaze stared into his face like she wanted to memorize every line.

“Not that I’m at all opposed to where this is going,” Vester began with an amused chuckle, “but do I get any say in this?”

“No,” the three women said in perfect unison. They paused, blinking at each other in surprise, then burst into giggles. It was Skylar who continued, saying, “Vester, we’re in a hot spring on the tenth floor of the dungeon. If you don’t take shameless advantage of us, we’re going to be merciless in our revenge.”

“It’s true,” Krysta agreed. “I won’t let you brush my tail anymore. Or cuddle me when I’m in my pandali form.”

Nooooooo, not the fluffy! He kept his face composed to hide his torment. “That sounds more like a punishment for you than me,” he teased. When her ears drooped and she looked ready to pout, Vester leaned over and planted a soft kiss on her lips. “But I still won’t risk it.”

With a happy squeal, Krysta kissed him. Her kiss was far more passionate than his, and he suspected she’d have climbed into his lap right then if Kora hadn’t been in her way. The kitsune just watched with a small curl at the corner of her mouth. Skylar, meanwhile, had begun combing her fingers through his hair.

“We’re getting you cleaned up first,” she said firmly. “You were so busy with your Grimoire you haven’t had the chance to wash yet.” She braced a leg against the ledge and lifted him until he was sitting on the edge of the hot spring with only his lower legs in the water.

The others rose with her, and Vester found six arms rubbing their hands along his skin. Kora and Skylar had soapy cloths in hand, while Krysta was scooping up water to wash the suds away. Every time he tried to move, he was playfully pinned.

He was hopelessly outclassed in terms of strength by all of them except Krysta, so Vester gave in and let them have their fun. It wasn’t like they weren’t generous with their touches. Three lips took turns claiming his, and whoever wasn’t kissing his mouth seemed focused on nibbling his ears.

It turned out having both ears nibbled at the same time was incredibly distracting.

At some point during the endless stroking, Skylar shifted behind him and began thoroughly massaging his shoulders. Her strong fingers dug into the muscles of his neck, and he couldn’t help the groan that escaped him. When she added her breasts rubbing up and down his spine, the sensation was absolutely exquisite.

Kora pressed into his left side, continuing to lick and drag her teeth along his ear. Vester felt one of her hands stroking through his hair, caressing the back of his scalp. He opened his eyes to see what she was doing with the other just in time to spot her curl her fist into Krysta’s head and pull the pandali down face first into his lap.

Krysta’s ears flicked wildly while she took his shaft into her mouth. The force of Kora’s hold kept her head down, and the kitsune slowly started tugging on Krysta’s hair to get the woman moving up and down. Each time Krysta took him into her throat, the muscles convulsed and Vester let out another groan.

Kora began to bob in time with Krysta’s head, the kitsune’s breasts rubbing along his arms in opposition of Skylar’s movements. One rising while the other fell, and neither quite in sync with the way Kora maneuvered Krysta’s bobbing mouth.

Well, this… this is good, this is very good, Vester thought while letting his head tilt back. The move put his ear in the path of Skylar’s mouth and she didn’t hesitate to suck on the sensitive tip. Krysta let out an appreciative noise when Vester’s cock flexed in her mouth in response.

“Keep massaging, Skylar, that’s a good girl,” Kora directed. Her purring voice and clear command was accompanied by lightly slapping Skylar across the back with her wet tails. The wet slap was oddly fitting in combination with Krysta’s eager choking. “And you, let’s get you working a bit faster,” Kora added with a glance down at Krysta.

Then she began pumping the pandali’s head with far more vigor.

Krysta’s tail flicked, and she let out a pleased hum that removed any doubts she had an issue with Kora taking control. Her hands were rubbing across Vester’s thighs, and then they dipped under her heavy breasts to begin using those to rub his leg.

The kitsune was breathing hard, and the fingers in Vester’s hair kept clenching into a fist. The way Kora squirmed against his side, rubbing her breasts along his arm and panting while nibbling on his ear, it was obvious taking control of Krysta had turned her on.

Skylar, meanwhile, wasn’t really massaging his shoulders so much as using them for leverage while she kept grinding her breasts against his back. Her hot skin felt good, and she was letting out faint moans while planting soft kisses along his neck.

“You really have amazing muscle definition,” Kora said, and it took Vester a moment to register that the compliment was directed at Skylar. The kitsune had leaned slightly to the side to stare at the other woman while Skylar rubbed against his back. “I think I’d like to see you ride him… Krysta, do you mind sharing?”

An almost feral noise hummed down the length of his cock and Vester burst into laughter. “Judging by the sounds she’s making… I think she might mind,” he said. He lifted his hands and caught Krysta’s ears, rubbing the soft, velvety skin between his fingers and thumbs. “Would you feel better if I promised nobody is going to sleep without many orgasms?” he asked.

Krysta pulled her head up with a pop. Her glasses had tilted to one side, so one emerald eye stared at him from above the lenses while the other peeked below them. “Promise?” she asked, panting in an effort to catch her breath.

“Promise,” he assured her. Kora and Skylar were both muffling their laughter against his shoulders, which didn’t help him keep his composure.

For a woman with such bountiful curves, Krysta did an amazing impression of a snake when she slid her body up along his side and then squirmed between his back and Skylar. Vester enjoyed the sight of her playfully hip checking the blue-skinned woman out of the way while Skylar batted at her and laughed.

Skylar, not deterred at all, slapped Krysta on the ass before coming around Vester’s side and straddling him. Her firm hands gripped his shoulders, and it was Kora that took hold of his shaft to ensure it slid into Skylar’s folds. The woman sank down onto him with a raw sound of enjoyment, then she began to flex her thighs to resume the same smooth rise and fall she’d been using while rubbing his back—only this time Krysta was copying her while smooshing herself against his spine.

Seeing that no one had objected when he’d played with Krysta’s ears, Vester was more than willing to trace one hand up Skylar’s abs and then cup her breast to roll her nipple beneath his thumb. The move caused her to arch her back and sent ripples along her frame.

“Oh, I was right,” Kora murmured happily. “You do look very nice riding him… I think aaaaaah—”

Kora’s firm tone dissolved the moment Vester’s other fingers slipped between her thighs and curled upward to flutter into her cunt one by one to lightly rub against her g-spot. The kitsune was sopping, so he had no problem fitting several fingers in to make her squirm.

“What was that, Kora?” he asked teasingly. “Did someone forget she’s not in charge anymore?” Three fingers stretched her, scissoring back and forth. He used his hooking digits to jerk her hips forward, his thumb starting to rub over her clit. “Because you’re sounding awfully bossy…”

“Gmmmmm,” the kitsune managed, burying her head against his shoulder. He felt the drag of teeth across his skin a moment later. Her breathing grew fast and hot against him as she tried to maintain her self-control. “Nnnnggggh!”

“Now who looks good?” Krysta giggled against his back. There came the wet sound of her own fingers, and Vester realized only one of the pandali’s hands was still on his back. Krysta hooked an arm across his chest to keep herself tight against him, but she was clearly back to enjoying herself. “M-m-make her cum, Vester!”

The encouragement was stilted, but it wasn’t like Vester needed it. He kept his fingers dancing to make Kora shudder even while he ran his arm around Skylar’s back to drag the woman closer to him. She claimed his face between her palms and kissed him greedily.

Their tongues dueled, and he felt Skylar begin to pump her body faster and faster. Her breasts bounced against his chest, and he dug his nails into her back to try and draw her tighter to him. “Cum in me,” Skylar begged with a whimper. “Please?” The muffled pleading vanished into his lips when she kissed him again, and Vester almost wondered if the words had been his imagination.

Despite the speed in which Skylar was slamming down her hips, it was Krysta who came first. The woman let out a long, happy moan, shuddering against his back, though Vester could tell she hadn’t stopped fingering herself at all.

A sudden clenching around his fingers and a gasp saw Kora rocking her hips roughly against his hand. Her thighs clenched and Vester realized he couldn’t pull his arm back in that moment even if he wanted to. From the way she was whimpering, he didn’t think Kora would be relaxing that hold anytime soon, so he doubled down. That saw her biting his shoulder to muffle a truly undignified sound.

“I… win…” Skylar panted. She’d finally released his lips, and her eyes took in the other two women with a smug expression. “Told… them… I’d… win!”

Vester raised an eyebrow at her. “What, did you three bet on who could cum first?” he asked in amusement. Pretending to be outraged, he added, “Am I just some pawn in the games you play with each other?”

Skylar let out a breathless gasp and her eyes rolled up. She used the hands on his face to pull his head down and shove his lips to her chest. “Nooooo, mmm… Vester, you’re the prize!” she exclaimed while shivering. “And… now… I get… to pick… who goes next!” she finished in a barely understandable squeak.

With a grunt, a bite to one of her dark nipples, and a dig of his nails into her back, Vester released inside of Skylar in a barely controlled spasm. His entire body jerked, and all three women seemed to twitch in time with him.

Skylar calmed down enough to stroke his cheek and tug his head up to meet his eyes. “You’re okay missing a night of sleep, right?”

“Absolutely,” he agreed with a grin.

“Okay… then Krysta, you’re next,” Skylar said, then she leaned down to kiss Vester again. “We all owe Li Ra the next two days off from watch,” she added.

Vester wasn’t sure how they’d gotten the oni to agree to a deal like that in first place, but he decided then and there that he’d need to look into enchanting some of her gear.


Chapter Thirty-Five



A night of bliss later, they settled in to talk about their plans.

One of the first things they did was discuss their new abilities, and for those who’d gotten class upgrades, how to incorporate the changes into their group tactics. Vester wasn’t alone in having altered his class.

Skylar had become something called an Artifice Maker—the class still focused on golems, only now she had far greater control over her Shape Material, Repair Golem, and crafting abilities. She had also gained a passive called Living Mechanism that allowed her to replicate organic parts in inorganic materials.

One of the best facets of her class change was that she was able to craft new cores for her golems faster. She estimated that she’d be able to replace Beaky and Splinter’s cores in the next two days and add at least one more golem to her crew.

Vester passed her all the materials he’d stored for her and promised to assist in enchanting any new frames she created. Fortunately, because she’d swapped the lost golems into disposable bodies, the more-intricate scouting puppets simply required their cores to be reformed and replaced.

Krysta admitted she felt left out because her class hadn’t changed, since she was still a Hospitality Mage. At the same time, it was hard to deny the power of her abilities when she was actively reshaping the area around them to turn the hot springs into a real home. It wasn’t like she needed a powerup.

Her ability to warp the terrain of her Sanctuary synergized with Vester’s Fantastic Reality in a way they couldn’t have predicted. It turned out that molding the illusions he made real required far less mana—and the transformation persisted even after Vester ceased concentrating on it. The reduction in energy cost was so great that Krysta was able to lay the foundation of a building by the end of the first day.

The Party’s overall level had risen significantly. Krysta and Vester were both at level 26, while Skylar had surpassed them and reached level 28 thanks to all the killing her golems had done; she now matched Li Ra, who congratulated her. Kora Dol remained the highest level among them at 32. The Elemental Knight was quick to point out that once the teleporter was established, they’d want to travel back to the first floor and make their way back down to the Safe Zone again, this time without the Raid.

Sargo being level 40 was a reminder that descending farther would mean they’d be fighting upward at near-impossible odds. She estimated that grinding the first ten floors at least three times should put everyone where they needed to be to delve the eleventh floor safely.

It was Li Ra who pointed out that Sargo was meant to be fought by a single Party, not an entire Raid. The dungeon had significantly boosted the Boss’ power when confronted by the Raid group. They might be able to defeat it by the time they were all level 35 so long as it didn’t get boosted again.

Kora felt strongly that they should focus on repeating the first ten floors until they could take down Sargo on their own, but that led to the uncomfortable truth that they weren’t a complete Party. The problem was that none of them could think of anyone who’d be a good fit for their sixth position.

Realistically they needed an offensive caster of some kind.

Li Ra’s new class, Frontier Duelist, gave her more versatility and allowed her to add elemental damage to her attacks. Combined with Kora Dol’s position as an Elemental Knight, the two of them could tailor their damage against a number of enemies, but there were some monsters that could only be defeated by arcane spellwork.

Oddly, the same damage done by arcane spellwork was also done by Skylar’s golems. The heavily enchanted claws and weapons of her golems turned them into magic weapons. Because Vester hadn’t messed with the elemental alignments of the materials, they were arcane by default—a fancy way of saying they were mana-enhanced.

Unfortunately, they were the weakest form, which meant killing anything that demanded pure arcane damage would take forever if they had to rely on the minimal energy transferred with every hit; since the golems never got tired, though, it was technically possible.

At least, it was possible if their enemy was willing to stand there and allow golems to pound on them until they died. For something smart enough to get caught in a Labyrinth Ward, that was potentially doable. A mindless enemy like a powerful undead, golem, or elemental, however, would probably destroy Skylar’s puppets before that happened.

In the end, they decided to simply keep their eyes open for a potential spellcaster and dropped the subject. Vester and Krysta shifted their focus to building up their camp while Li Ra enjoyed the hot springs and rested. Kora Dol guarded them all and Skylar worked on recreating her lost golem cores.

Their first few days of rest passed in a tranquil manner that left them all feeling far more relaxed than they’d been since the journey began. After her day off, Li Ra took Woody and began scouting the area around the hot springs to determine what dungeon resources they had access too. The Frontier Duelist also tried out her Dungeon Harvester skill on a tree she knew was made from valuable wood.

The S-ranked skill didn’t use mana, it did, however, hit Li Ra with a sudden exhaustion strong enough the oni nearly passed out. Woody carried her back and Krysta’s Sanctuary helped her regain her energy. The skill drained her physical reserves in equal to the energy she’d have expended harvesting the materials personally.

A rough but logical drawback.

While Li Ra recovered, Dent stood guard and Kora napped, and the newly restored Beaky played sentinel. The automaton bird perched on top of a boulder and monitored the area while its master focused on bringing Splinter back.

Vester, meanwhile, amused himself by creating various buildings in the different Earth styles. Since they were taking advantage of the hot springs, he’d decided to start with a vaguely Asian resort look, but the ladies couldn’t grasp the point of doors made from paper and thin wood.

Because Krysta was the one turning the raw product into a finished building, she had the ultimate say on what things looked like. She chose a dark stone so they could create a solid foundation of black bricks.

If bricks were the correct term for stone squares three feet to a side.

She’d flattened and merged a thick floor of hardwood on top of that, then they’d begun work on the pillars supporting the building. The first building they sought to set up was only four rooms. One was a kitchen, another a bathroom, then a sitting room, and a chamber for storage.

“We’ll add stairs along this side,” Krysta was saying while she guided Vester in crafting illusions to mimic her ideas. “Once the first floor is set, we’ll add a second and do three bedrooms. Afterward, we’ll have to put a hallway to either end so we can expand the building with wings that stretch around the hot springs.”

“You want to enclose them inside the building?” Vester asked. He suspected he knew what she was going for. “It makes sense. That way people can’t just go into the hot springs without coming in through the house.”

“Exactly!” she exclaimed, bouncing with excitement. “We’ll do the two wings, and then another wing on the far side of the pools. I think the external walls have to match the foundations. That stone is thick and we should be able to enchant it to act as a curtain wall, right?”

Vester paused and contemplated the heavy black stone he’d been forming for her to twist into foundation blocks. “Possibly…” He frowned. “Honestly, I’m not sure. The most-effective inscriptions would need to be layered inside the stone, and we’ve already put a floor over it. I could start tracing durability enchantments around the outside, but then they’d be vulnerable to someone damaging them.”

The pandali seemed to deflate for a moment. Her ears drooped and her huge tail swept around to get crushed into a hug. Vester noticed she was nibbling on the tip while considering his words. Then she rallied and shot him a wide grin.

“That’s fine,” she said with a nod. “We’ll do the enchantments on the outside once the walls are completed—then I’ll layer something over the outside of the stone so the building looks like it’s made of wood.”

“Hmmm.” Vester thought about it for a moment, then nodded. “Should work. If we do the veneer in segments and I enchant each panel before we lock it in place, we’ll even have a second layer of protection… but are you sure you want the walls that thick?”

“No, no! Good point,” she agreed hurriedly. “Here’s my thinking…” Krysta launched into a surprisingly in-depth breakdown of how she wanted to do a core of stone with an inner and outer panel of wood. The walls would still end up nearly a full foot thick, but the stone would only comprise about six inches of that.

By the end of the day, they’d identified a significant snag in their plans. Vester couldn’t focus on drawing out the enchantments and inscribing them while also ensuring the illusions remained solid with Fantastic Reality. Even his high intelligence struggled with controlling three separate skills simultaneously.

Skylar promised to start helping once she got her fifth golem operational. She’d replaced Splinter’s core and chosen to insert him into one of the spare humanoid frames, just so the golem could fetch and carry for everyone. Some begging, a lot of giggling, and a dash of whispering took place between Krysta and Skylar, and before Vester knew what was happening, they’d turned his illusions into a very crude butler’s outfit for the blank-faced puppet.

Unenchanted as it was, Splinter was still strong enough that Vester and Krysta could use the golem to move entire wall segments. Skylar carefully segmented the hardwood floor using Shape Materials and Splinter was able to lift the pieces away to expose areas of the building for Vester to enchant later.

Skylar promised once everything was enchanted, she would come around and seal the building back into a single piece—assuming Krysta’s skill didn’t take care of it for them. Experimenting with that saw the vacation passing quickly. By the end of it, Li Ra had returned with a map of the surroundings that had all of them staring.

The oni had discovered a small pocket valley near theirs that had three mineral nodes. The thick rocks held iron, copper, and tin. On top of that, the land around that valley’s entrance was still heavily forested, and she had seen several more valuable trees. She and Kora left to measure out the area and put down markers to ensure their claim was evident.

The discovery did cost them their helper, since Skylar nearly sprained something in her rush to send Splinter out with a pickax. She started to yank the core from Beaky to replace the bird with another humanoid golem, but stopped when reminded they needed someone watching out for trespassers.

Vester wasn’t sure if motivated was a strong-enough word to describe Skylar’s focus when it came to creating her fifth golem core so she could put a second construct to work mining. He didn’t blame her—the dungeon metals were valuable and she needed the iron to replace Dent’s missing arm.

When their week of free time wound to a close, the Party had accomplished more than Vester had expected. Their building had most of the first floor completed, though it lacked furniture, appliances, and enchantments. They had also set the foundations for the other three wings Krysta wanted, though those lacked floors.

Skylar had used the dungeon iron mined by Splinter to repair Dent. Her unnamed golem had also completely mined out the nearby copper and tin, and Vester had stored all the bricks of purified ore she’d shaped for later resale—after she got him to promise to talk to the smith he knew and get some of it smelted into bronze.

She had an idea for the permanent body she wanted to build for her fifth golem.

Li Ra had thoroughly mapped every entrance and exit to their little valley, and Kora had put down enough signs and markers designating their claim that there was no way to erase them all without tearing up the landscape—Li Ra had even gotten Skylar to shape some of the claim signs into the cliff walls.

It had definitely been a working vacation, but the week had allowed all of them to decompress. They’d enjoyed soaking in the hot springs each night, and the more-relaxed pace had let Vester get some quality time with all of his lovers. Kora Dol got along with Krysta and Skylar without much tension, and for that he was very grateful.

With Beaky flying overhead and watching the path, their return to the clearing Elondolin had chosen went smoothly. Skylar reported that the Church of Light seemed to have claimed a fairly large area of forest and had clear cut it instead of using one of the natural openings in the forest. There was no sign of all the trees they’d removed, just a field of torn-up stumps and large white flags designating their spot.

The moment he reached the Trading Post, Vester saw where the wood had gone. The logs had been stripped of bark, branches, and leaves and set in massive piles to dry. Those piles had been carefully placed to one side of the clearing, and on the opposite sat Tolbert’s teleportation circle.

Calling that a circle is bullshit, Vester thought while staring at Tolbert’s creation. That thing is a full-on portal. If it opens up and there’s a dimension full of blood-crazed orcs on the other side, I would not be surprised.

The stone dais was about forty feet across and looked like obsidian inscribed with liquid sapphire. The blue glow cast the entire thing in an eerie light. But rising from it was a vast arch that extended at least fifty feet into the air before meeting directly above the circle’s center. Vester didn’t have names for most of the symbols glowing along that arch, but they worked together to create a liquid mirror that filled the interior like a vertical pool.

The entire thing made the portal between Porter’s Walk and the Great Dungeon resemble a barn door.

But the detail of the barren Trading Post that most disturbed Vester was a cheap bulletin board with a map pinned to its face. Elondolin had rendered the Safe Zone in intricate detail, and their claim was already clearly drawn and marked in exacting precision on its surface.

“I guess I shouldn’t be surprised a Warden of the Woods has some kind of mapping skill,” he muttered. Kora offered a nod and lightly flicked him with one of her tails—silently reminding him the empowered Ranger could likely hear everything he said. Vester noted Li Ra looking between her own map and the one on the board, likely comparing details.

“It’s all there,” she said with disgruntled sigh. “But… he’s also got two resource nodes I missed listed. I can’t believe I didn’t see them! We’ll have to investigate those when we get back.”

“If you get back,” Jack suddenly said from behind them. “Because I want a fucking rematch. I’m still convinced you cheated!” Vester turned to find the redhaired man, Denny, and the rest of the Hero’s Party standing on the path they’d just exited.

Seriously?


Chapter Thirty-Six



I don’t have time for this bullshit, Vester thought while suppressing a sigh. Carefully schooling his face into a neutral expression, Vester arched one eyebrow and stared at Jack with his mismatched gaze.

“I’m sorry,” he began, folding a hand across his stomach and offering a shallow bow. “Until an official Guildhall has been established on this level, I’m afraid I am unable to serve you in the manner you’re accustomed. Should you care to purchase a combat lesson and return with a voucher, I shall, of course, honor your request once the proper facilities have been established.”

“Why you smug little—” Jack’s snarling reprisal was cut off when Denny put a hand on his shoulder.

“Easy,” Denny said. A single word was all it took to rein in his friend, and Vester was genuinely impressed that Denny was able to keep control of the hothead. But the majority of Vester’s focus was now on his twin brother’s face. Denny was staring at him with a strange expression, almost like he was at war with himself.

The same couldn’t be said for the rest of his Party. Kimmy was flicking her tail and shifting in her chains. The cat-girl looked ready to leap into a fight at a moment’s notice. Vester noted one of her ears was twitching to some unheard tempo.

Rachel and Davis, Jack’s half-siblings, looked unnerved. The pair actually seemed afraid of him, and Vester might have felt bad about that if he hadn’t remembered that beating them had somehow averted a war.

But it was the last girl, Emma, who gazed at him with the greatest intensity. Where Jack stared with his standard contempt and smug superiority, Emma looked at Vester as though he represented some nameless horror. The woman’s exhausted features were shadowed by fear, disgust, and an emotion that might have been loathing.

She’d also shifted to stand behind Denny like she needed him to defend her at a moment’s notice. Considering Vester hadn’t done anything remotely threatening, he assumed her response stemmed from her class and a connection to Peace.

No matter what his team was feeling, Denny’s gaze was intense and focused—the man refused to look away. “What can I do for the Hero?” Vester asked. He intentionally directed his attention to make it clear he was speaking to Denny alone, maintaining eye contact with his brother.

“Say your name,” Denny demanded. It wasn’t the request Vester had expected. For a moment, hope surged that Denny might actually be able to recognize him.

“Of course,” Vester said while curling his hands around the knob of Trickster’s Cane. “My name is Vester Gambit,” he continued. He watched Denny’s brows furrow. It was like his brother was concentrating on something ferociously.

“Again,” Denny insisted. “Say it again.”

Is he breaking free from whatever keeps him from noticing our connection? Vester wondered. I don’t even know if he is being controlled. The gods might have some magic effect changing what he hears. I’ve got no way of knowing…

“Vester Gambit,” Vester repeated gently. “Son of Evander and Athena Gam—”

“Stop bothering the Hero,” Purifier Ran suddenly commanded. The woman had walked up behind Denny’s group without Vester spotting her, and her expression was clearly disapproving. “We have no need of a receptionist. You can go.”

Son of a bitch! Vester screamed in the privacy of his own mind while keeping his expression still. Was I getting through to him? Damn it! Fucking cunt… He drew a silent breath in through his nose, then exhaled while offering the woman a slight inclination of his head.

“Certainly,” he managed. Keeping his voice mild was one of the hardest things Vester had done in a while, but he was fairly certain he managed it. “Have a good day.” Vester turned on his heel and ensured his cane clicked audibly with every step as he moved away from Denny toward the one building that had been completed.

When he got close enough to actually see it clearly, he almost doubted his early assumption that it was a building at all. The structure had clearly been grown from a number of vines, trees, and plants he had no name for. The woody walls twisted into a four-story tower. The doors and windows were lined with fruiting ivy, bright green borders against the dark brown surface.

The roof was a twisted dome covered in moss, and a thin stream of smoke emerged from the top of it. The small tower had a front porch that resembled a smoothly sliced stump, and sitting on a bench hanging from more vines was the Arch Magus Tolbert himself. The old man was eating one of the odd, lumpy orange bananas he’d clearly plucked from the doorframe.

“Finally back?” the old man asked with a broad smile. “Your group went the farthest out… guess you didn’t want to be around the rest of us?” His eyes went from Vester to the ladies of his Party, then the Arch Magus waggled his eyebrows. “Can’t say I blame you. If I were a young man…” Tolbert let out a laugh and waved them toward the wood pile. “Elondolin was hoping you youngsters could do something about turning those logs into planks. You’ll find each pile has exacting specifications of what they’re to become.”

When they turned toward the stacked logs, Tolbert snapped his fingers like he’d just remembered something. “Oh, that’s right! For those of you without skills suited to the task… well, there’s a nice thick rock pile that could use breaking up. We’re going to need a lot of crushed stone for the pathways, after all!”

The ancient wizard just laughed harder at the groans that Krysta and Li Ra let slip. Vester sighed and gave the man a nod. “Of course. We’ll do our part,” he assured the man. The manual labor, unfortunately, set the tone for the following week.

Elondolin and his high-level Party were able to accomplish a lot with their high stats, but it was soon clear that aside from the elf and Tolbert, most of the group didn’t care to get their hands dirty. They would emerge from time to time and perform some singular task—generally complaining the entire time—then vanish back into the wooden tower.

Skylar, Krysta, and Vester were set to transforming the logs into smooth planks, beams, and whatever else was demanded of them. Skylar had her golems assisting Li Ra and Kora in transporting raw materials. Dent was left creating the crushed rock for the walkways Elondolin wanted, and its tireless pounding rang through the clearing.

While the labor was tiring, there were some benefits to it. Tolbert seemed to enjoy watching Krysta work, and the old wizard knew more about enchantments and rune formation than Vester could ever hope to learn. He wasn’t shy about offering tips and tricks, either.

The result was that when Elondolin dismissed them for a few days of rest, Vester had an entirely new inscription pattern for Skylar’s golems. While the others soaked in the hot springs back at their clearing, Vester completely rewrote the formula he’d created for Dent.

Woody came next, and Vester found Trickster’s Cane had no problems drawing the complicated symbols in the black chitin that Skylar had used to coat the golem’s bones. The new layer of armoring was faintly marbled with ivory bone, and it took Vester a while to realize that Skylar had somehow folded the chitin and bone together to create an entirely new material.

Altering the inscriptions to fit Beaky’s avian form took a bit more work and also meant that Vester couldn’t get to Splinter, or the fifth golem Skylar had taken to calling Rattle—claiming it had a loose neck joint she “just couldn’t fix.” But since those golems were still in the disposable frames, that wasn’t a great loss.

Sadly, improving the golems ate into Vester’s time to relax on their days off. Beaky and Woody remained at their claim to harvest materials and guard their property. Skylar kept Dent, Splinter, and Rattle with her to aid in the tasks she was given.

Vester was somewhat amused to see that Denny and his team had been tasked with pure grunt work. Though that was a brief spark of joy in a mind numbingly dull routine. Elondolin wasn’t a slave driver, so they did get free time on occasion.

Purifier Ran and the survivors of her team rarely came into the Trading Post. They were supposedly building a minor temple in the Safe Zone that would allow Adventurers to be resurrected once it was properly staffed. Vester overheard Jack complaining about “bossy assholes who get to delve when we don’t” and gathered that Ran had begun dipping her toes into the eleventh floor.

By the end of their second week the resource nodes near the hot springs had regenerated, so Skylar used her constructs to mine them out—including the quartz and second iron node Elondolin had marked. The Artifice Maker’s inventory was fast filling with materials she’d shaped into bricks for clean storage.

It was another month before Elondolin felt the Trading Post was established enough to meet the requirements of the Guild Charter. The elf had guided the construction of six barracks-style buildings, two storefronts, one administration structure, and several open-faced boxes to house craftsmen.

When he finally decided the area was prepped, he unceremoniously had Tolbert power up the teleportation circle and reminded everyone that they were expected to reside on the tenth floor—though he acknowledged delving ‘up’ would be required for some of them, echoing what Kora had told Vester’s Party.

Vester found the sendoff condescending, but he still looked forward to returning to Porter’s Walk. Their inventories were overflowing with things to sell off and he also wanted to stock up on things to make their hot springs camp a more comfortable home.

More importantly, he wanted to be somewhere private when he finally examined the rewards for the Dungeon Exploration Quest.

Stepping through the arch, he found himself on the first floor of the dungeon and the abrupt transition caused his ears to pop. He glanced around and saw a few Adventurers staring at them enviously.

Once his entire Party had emerged, they headed to the Guildhall to collect their pay for almost two months of service… which turned out to be a rather hefty stack of gold for each of them and a hearty “job well done” from a chipper receptionist who stared directly at Vester like he was a ghost come to haunt the building.

“That was underwhelming,” he murmured while they walked toward Skylar’s home. “I’m not sure what I was expecting… but I do feel let down.”

“Trumpets, cheers, and fanfare?” Li Ra asked with an amused grin. “Cheer up. At least your reputation remains intact. The poor girl looked like she was going to pee herself when she asked if you wanted to count your payment right there.”

Krysta clicked her tongue and shook her head. “You shouldn’t scare people, Vester,” she scolded.

“How did I scare her?” he asked in surprise, turning to look at the pandali. “I just said there was no need!”

Kora had a grin remarkably similar to Li Ra’s. “I think it’s more how you said it,” the kitsune replied, answering for Krysta. “Your tone clearly implied that no one would dare cheat you.”

“ ‘No need,’ ” Skylar said, trying to pitch her voice deeper, which just made her sound like she had a cough. “ ‘I trust no one in employ of the Adventurer’s Guild would cheat me.’ ” Her terrible imitation of him caused the others to lose their battle with laughter.

Vester snorted. “I’m glad you all find me so amusing,” he managed, doing his best to keep his voice dry. “Since you’re having so much fun, I’m sure you’ll all enjoy selling off your loot yourselves?”

Vester maintained his poker face while Krysta and Skylar immediately sobered up and squished themselves against his sides. “Awww, but Vester, you do it so much better than I could,” Krysta whispered, all while rubbing her huge tail against his chest.

“How could I take that joy from you?” Skylar added. At the moment, she was adjusting his tie with one blue hand, her eyes staring into his earnestly. “We all know how much you enjoy haggling with the craftsmen… and you worked so hard making connections. It just wouldn’t be fair to take that away from you.”

“Your generosity is overwhelming,” he said with a laugh. “But I’m not selling anything until I’ve had a long bath and a good night’s sleep. We’ve only got a few days before we have to start making our way back to the Trading Post.”

“True,” Kora Dol agreed, “but since we’ll be delving down the long way it’ll take a while to reach it. There’s no way we’ll be able to beat Sargo a second time without a significant boost to our levels.”

Li Ra nodded thoughtfully. “I don’t think we should even try it until we’re all a minimum of level 35.” The oni reached up and scratched the base of a horn with a fingertip. “We’ll probably have to run the seventh, eighth, and ninth floors a few times to gain that many levels.”

While Kora wasn’t far from level 35, she was still quite a bit ahead of the others. Vester needed nine levels to hit the mark, and he spent a moment wondering what skills he’d be offered.

Most of my abilities right now are passives, he thought. It makes my Freeform Illusions extremely versatile, but also limits what I can do against creatures immune to illusions. My Don Disguise skill has been next to useless for a while now, and Decoy Swap isn’t particularly helpful in large-scale combat—not against something like Sargo, at least.

“I wonder if anyone has reached those floors yet,” Krysta said. She glanced back over her shoulder toward the Guildhall. “Maybe I should go and see if they have any information pamphlets…”

“Tomorrow,” Skylar interjected firmly. She reached around Vester’s body to catch hold of Krysta’s bicep so she could drag the pandali around and hug her close. “Tonight, we pamper ourselves and relax. Tomorrow, we sell loot and start making plans… and then we have a big party and drink!”

“That sounds like a good plan,” Li Ra said in agreement. “I’ll meet all of you at Skylar’s place tomorrow after sixth bell. Don’t you dare start drinking without me!” With that, the oni peeled off and headed toward her own home.

Kora let out a chuckle, then she gently batted Vester with her tails. “Thank you,” she said quietly. “I can’t tell you how much I’ve missed being a delver and enjoying the companionship of other Adventurers.”

Vester, reaching out and taking her hand in his, gave her fingers a light squeeze. “You don’t have to thank me,” he said. “You’ve done a great deal for me since we’ve met… and I wouldn’t change this for the world.”

Kora flashed him a smile and planted a soft kiss on his cheek.

I truly am a lucky man, Vester thought while they walked back to Skylar’s.


Chapter Thirty-Seven



To say his dwarven acquaintance was happy with the materials provided would have been a vast understatement. The excitable fellow literally choked while watching Vester pull block after block of dungeon tin and copper from his inventory.

This show of excitement, of course, left Vester in a marvelous position to begin his bargaining. The pair went back and forth for nearly an hour before they agreed to a final price. Skylar’s share of the bronze produced wouldn’t be nearly enough for her to craft an entire golem, but the dwarf had a counter offer that Vester felt deserved serious consideration.

Vester chose not to give him a solid answer. They made an agreement they’d revisit after he’d spoken to Skylar, and then Vester left to visit the other craftsmen he’d worked with previously. The chitin was a relief to unload. The sheer volume of bug parts that had been clogging Vester’s storage left the buyer speechless, and the gold he got for selling it made Vester extremely happy.

Elemental cores and some of the more esoteric materials that had come from fighting the undead were sold at a new store that catered to arcane and clerical classes. The materials fetched a great price, and when he considered the significant windfall they’d gotten, Vester realized he could probably get Skylar what she needed for her golem.

But first he had to go down to the Guildhall.

Vester made sure his uniform was crisp and perfect, and when he strode through the doors, he braced himself for a lot of unwanted staring—only to have almost no one so much as glance at him. Bemused, he made his way through the lobby to the smaller counter that handled supply requisitions.

The clerk behind the desk flashed him an anxious look and Vester had to resist smiling. There it is… For a moment I thought I was losing my reputation, he mused. Though I suppose that is inevitable if I’m going to be living down on the tenth floor for the next several months. Still, nice to see I haven’t been completely forgotten.

He was tempted to laugh at his own ego. It wasn’t like he’d actually done much to build up such a fearsome reputation. Most of the things people believed him having done were gross exaggerations at best.

“I need the ordering sheets, if you please,” he said to the young man behind the desk. The dwarf nodded, and Vester was amused that the poor fellow couldn’t find the sheets because his beard had covered the papers. “Try here,” he offered with a tap of his cane to the correct spot.

“Gah!” the dwarf grumbled, skin flushing dark. “Woke up late this morning and didn’t have time to braid my beard,” he muttered. “Absolutely shameful. It was my first delve and the celebration…”

“I understand,” Vester said with an amused smile. “Congratulations on delving. How did it go?”

The pair made small talk for a while as Vester filled out the order forms to acquire the rest of the dungeon bronze Skylar would need. Because he was ordering it, he was able to use his discount as a Guild employee. It was still expensive, but Vester made up the difference with some of the pay he’d gotten for establishing the Trading Post.

He also put in an order for several books on enchanting that Tolbert had recommended.

With a farewell to the clerk several minutes later, Vester departed the Guildhall and made his last stop. It was a testament to how much Porter’s Walk had grown that his inquiries got him the directions to two separate haberdashers. They weren’t exactly a trade he took much note of, but some people genuinely loved their hats.

After a small time spent perusing the shelves, Vester selected the gift he liked best, stored it in his inventory, then made his way to Skylar’s home to prepare for their celebration dinner. He found Skylar working some of the iron she’d kept for herself into new golem pieces, though it took him a while to realize she was attempting to recreate an animal from the inside out.

“Practicing your new skill?” he asked.

She glanced up from the bone she was sculpting and nodded. “I’m having trouble recreating the joints based on the diagrams. The skill is helping, but I have a feeling I’m missing a key element.”

“Would it help to have real parts to examine?” Vester had carried enough Troll-kin bones in his inventory for a long-enough period of time that he could now create a near perfect illusion of one. He waved his hand and it shimmered into being. Skylar’s eyes lit up and she leaned closer to study it.

“Seeing it in three dimensions is definitely easier than trying to imagine it based on pictures,” she admitted. “Though… if I have to get the parts of an animal to recreate it as a golem, that’ll limit what I can make.”

“No golem slimes?” he teased. Vester could have dodged the slim book that thumped off his chest, but he chose to let it hit him and catch it instead. His reflexes even let him twist it back around and set it down without losing the page she’d had open. “Is that a no?”

“Slimes don’t have parts!” she pointed out with an amused snort. “Though I suppose with the right enchantments on the core…” Skylar’s eyes lost focus and he could tell that she was picturing something ambitious. After a moment, she shook her head. “No, no, you’re not allowed to distract me! Get out of here so I can get back to work.”

Vester laughed while planting a kiss on her forehead. “As you wish,” he said. He made his way out of the workshop and followed his nose into the kitchen. There, he found Krysta working on a cake that looked… incredible. She was carefully applying a smooth, blue frosting around the outside.

He didn’t think she’d seen him, yet her tail flopped against his face the moment he opened his mouth to surprise her. “Sssshh,” she whispered. “I’m concentrating!” Vester had to work his tongue and lips to get the long, thick fur out—trying to keep it out of his teeth—all while remaining silent.

It took her a few more minutes to finish icing the cake, and he watched the entire time. When she straightened up, she almost immediately flopped into him. Vester wrapped his arms around her and kept her from sliding to the floor. “It looks good,” he praised in complete sincerity. “Is that for the party this evening?”

“The afterparty,” she corrected. “It would be rude to bring our own dessert to a restaurant, but I figured we could save money by drinking at home… well, unless Li Ra wants to spend some time at the bars.”

Vester squinted at her, one eyebrow rising slightly. “Hoping to get her drunk, bribe her with cake, then have your wicked way with her?” he asked. To his amusement, Krysta blushed a rosy hue, her emerald eyes going wide behind her glasses. When she didn’t deny it, he rolled his own eyes at her. “No shenanigans from you, little miss fluffy-tail.”

Krysta giggled and twisted around to kiss him. He was more than happy to drop his hands to her rump and give her wide backside a squeeze. She wiggled her tail against his fingers, nuzzling closer while she did. “It would be convenient if you were sleeping with all of us,” she pointed out. “Then nobody would have to be excluded.”

“Convenient, huh? That’s one word for it,” he said with a shake of his head. “And when we’re killed because you’ve instigated a dungeon orgy and no one was on watch? What then?” He dug his fingers into her backside gently and was rewarded with her cooing at him. Her fingers closed to fists around his uniform shirt.

“That’s what the golems are for,” she pointed out unrepentantly. Her eyes took on a smoldering heat and she licked her lips. “We’ve got a little time before the party…” she pointed out. “I want a… swiftie?”

Vester nearly choked. “It’s quickie,” he corrected, “and… that sounds delightful.” Krysta buried her face in his neck as he lifted her up. Her thick tail looped around their bodies to help support her weight, and she began biting his shoulder while they walked up the stairs.

Once on the second floor, Vester caught a glimpse of Kora reading a book in the room she’d taken for herself. The Elemental Knight offered him an absent wave before taking off the enchanted spectacles. With him so close she didn’t need the magic glasses. Vester created the illusion of a hand to wave back at her, since he had no intention of dropping Krysta.

Somehow, his eager pandali lover had managed to get his shirt, vest, and jacket completely undone by the time they reached her bedroom. That didn’t impress him quite as much as the fact she’d also undone her robes. She squirmed so the silky fabric was no longer between them. Her nails dug into his shoulders, and she heaved herself back to cause them both to collapse onto her bed.

She’d looped her legs around his waist by the time her back hit the mattress, and Vester could feel the heat radiating from between her thighs. She stared into his eyes while reaching up to cup his face between her palms.

“Vester,” she breathed, her chest heaving. “I love you, and I love that you enjoy taking your time to make me happy… but right now I want you to put my legs on your shoulders and try to fuck me through this bed… okay?”

Vester, blinking at the request, nodded his head. “Yes, ma’am, I think we can manage that,” he agreed. Stepping back, he let his clothing slide off his shoulders and then undid his pants. While he stripped, she did the same, wriggling until she’d yanked her robes out from under herself to toss them across the room.

Then she was spreading her legs and lifting her knees in a clear signal that she was getting impatient.

It’s always the quiet ones, he thought, scooping her legs up over his arms and bringing them to his shoulders. It was a phrase he felt he repeated a lot to himself in Krysta’s presence. He stared down at her and she crossed her arms over her stomach to grasp her hips, trapping her breasts together between her biceps at the same time. “Make them bounce,” she demanded huskily.

It wasn’t like he needed motivation, but she managed to encourage a harder thrust than he’d intended when he caught her waist to yank her close. The gasp she let out was met with an arch of her back and a glorious jiggle. Her tail lashed to one side, and Vester had to dodge it when it almost slapped his face.

“What were you thinking about while baking that cake?” he asked, surprised at how worked up she was. He respected her wishes and made full use of his dexterity, his rapid thrusts causing a slap-slap-slap to echo around them.

“Y-y-you,” she said. It came out a bit jumbled because she was tossing her head from side to side while he maintained the rapid rhythm. Her nails scratched at her own hips, and she kept squeezing her arms together to push up her breasts—which needed absolutely no help in drawing his attention.

Vester leaned down and licked one of her dark nipples, his tongue spinning around the tightened nerves before he sucked it into his mouth. That was all it took to set her off and she let out a wail of pleasure while thrashing under him.

I have a feeling I’m not going to be getting a more coherent answer out of her, he thought, somehow, I’m sure she was thinking about more than just me… but now I’m really looking forward to setting up a real kitchen at the hot springs so she can bake more.

What impressed him about the violence of her orgasm wasn’t how her thrashing body tried to toss him off the bed—it was her ability to cross her ankles behind his head and simultaneously loop her tail around his waist like a leash to make sure she didn’t.

She didn’t give up the death grip she had on her own hips, and Vester shifted his hands to brace them on either side of her body so he could leverage his weight toward his thrusting. The way he pumped into her might have lacked both art and style, but he did his best to make up for it with speed and the force she seemed to crave.

He’d have been lying if he denied that sometimes it felt amazing to just fuck, especially knowing it was what she wanted—and there was no denying she wanted it. Krysta was practically screaming, long sounds of pleasure escaping her each time a new wave of pleasure caused her pussy to clench around him.

Somewhere around her third, possibly fourth orgasm, Krysta twisted so hard under him that she managed to hit him in the face with the breast he wasn’t sucking on. The sudden impact nearly knocked him over, though that did nothing to stop the next climax from crashing through her.

For his own safety, he drew his head back a bit and just enjoyed the show. Fucking hell, whatever has her so wound up… well… Vester lost his train of thought he had when his own orgasm slammed home. The ferocity of their coupling saw him spasm, and the next thing he knew, she was nuzzling his face between her breasts.

At some point, he’d collapsed on top of her and she’d gotten her legs around his waist instead of his shoulders. He glanced up to find her lying with her eyes closed and a wide, almost comical smile stretched across her features. One of her ears was popped up while the other was flat against her skull.

Taking slow, deep breaths, Vester squirmed up enough to plant a kiss on her lips. “You okay?” he asked. She responded with a vague ‘mmmmm’ sound that he took for an affirmative.

“I… like… swifties…” she mumbled.

He opened his mouth to correct her, then shook his head. I’m just going to let her have this one, he decided. She’s earned it. He gave her another kiss, and a small shift in position saw her clinging tightly to hold him closer.

“I should probably wash before Li Ra gets here,” he whispered to her. “Can’t go to dinner smelling like sex.”

“Nooooo,” she whined. “I like how you smell,” she complained. To prove her point, Krysta shoved her face against his neck and nuzzled in close, going so far as to lick his throat. “You smell good, like sweat, and me, and perfect.”

“True,” he agreed, “but that’s not exactly the aroma most people out in public will appreciate.”

“Then they’re stupid,” she insisted. It took a few more minutes of cuddling before she finally agreed to get up and head into the bathroom to wash with him. Vester was proud that he had to help her—the pandali’s knees were far too wobbly to get there on her own.

Li Ra had been at the house for twenty minutes by the time they came down.


Chapter Thirty-Eight



Li Ra, Kora, and Skylar were waiting downstairs when Vester and Krysta reached the bottom. The amused smiles that greeted Vester implied that Krysta’s noises had been even louder than he’d thought, though he did his best to keep his composure.

Vester glanced down at his suit and the dark blue Guild uniform shifted to a soft, sleek black material. He changed the shirt to a shimmering blue and the vest to pearl gray that matched his gloves, though he ensured the runic stitching was the same as his shirt. It took a mere thought to see a ribbon drawing back his hair so it wouldn’t get in his face.

When he looked back up, he found everyone but Li Ra staring at him. “What?” he asked in amusement. “We’re going to a nice place, right? Have to make a good impression.” A small smile tugged the corner of his lips up. “It wouldn’t do our reputation any good if people thought this was just some business meeting. Don’t want people to think I’m taking bribes after all.”

It was Kora who cocked an eyebrow at him. “Mmhmm, and I’m sure it has nothing to do with the fact you enjoy looking nice,” she teased. The kitsune reached out and adjusted the fall of his lapel slightly, then smiled at him. “Still, if I have to have an escort, having one that looks good is a plus.”

“I dunno, he makes me feel kind of plain,” Skylar admitted. She looked down at herself and Vester’s eyes followed hers. The blue-skinned woman wore a simple black slip dress with a belt of silver links around her waist. The dress left her shoulders, arms, and legs bare, which allowed him to see the glowing red runes that marked her skin. A pair of thin black slippers covered her feet, and he saw that she’d done her hair in multiple braids that fell to her ass.

“You could never be plain,” he assured her with complete sincerity while planting a kiss on her lips. “You look marvelous, as do all of you.”

Kora Dol was wearing a silver dress with dark blue embroidery across it. The skirt was slit to her hip on one side, while its lacy hem brushed her calf on the other. Dark blue moccasins covered her feet, and Vester was amused to realize they had small heels.

It’s not like she needed help being taller than me, he thought. Heeled moccasins, that is a weird look… but she pulls it off.

“Oh, do I?” Li Ra asked in amusement. When Vester looked over, he realized she had a button-down shirt, a vest similar to his own, and a pair of trousers on under her long coat—all a pale gray seemed to enhance the bright red of her eyes. She was also wearing her pistols, though that didn’t surprise him.

“You do, though you’re missing something,” he offered. When she stared at him in confusion, Vester rolled his hand and a hat materialized between his fingers, held by the brim. The midnight material was so dark it almost seemed to absorb the light, though arcane symbols in silver thread crawled across its wide brim like spiderwebs.

“What is this?” she asked while taking the hat from him. It wasn’t as tall as the one she normally wore, and it was flat as opposed to the more Stetson style, but she didn’t hesitate to swap the pair. Vester breathed a small sigh of relief when the shopkeeper’s promise that the material would shift to allow her horns through the brim turned out to be true.

“That,” he said, “is my way of saying thank you for watching the camp while we enjoyed the hot springs back in the Safe Zone. You didn’t need to give us the entire night, so I wanted to show my appreciation.” Another flick of his hand later, he was passing her the card of the man who’d made it and the enchantment effects.

Li Ra’s pink eyes quickly scanned the card and she positively vibrated. “It boosts my wisdom?” she asked incredulously, nearly squealing. Vester was caught off guard when she suddenly wrapped him in a bear hug and lifted him off the floor. She spun them rapidly and he gave thanks that he didn’t get dizzy easily.

When she finally put him down, both Kora and Krysta reached out to stabilize him.

“Where’s my present?” Krysta asked, though her smile and the playful tone made it obvious she was joking. Probably. Her bushy tail swept back and forth behind her. Of all of them, Krysta was the only one who hadn’t truly dressed up. But her emerald robes looked good regardless.

“You got it earlier, we all heard,” Skylar stated dryly. “Several times, judging by the screaming.” Vester nearly laughed at the flush that colored Krysta’s dark cheeks.

“Be nice,” he said with a poke to Skylar’s ribs. “Oh, and this is for you,” he added while passing her the receipt for her metal order. “The bronze should be arriving in two weeks’ time, and the smith wanted to make you an alternative offer for the metals. We can talk about that later.”

Skylar nodded agreeably, and once she’d gone through the sheet, she made it disappear into her inventory. Kora reached out and poked him on the hip. “Well, now I feel neglected,” the kitsune said. “Then again… you did give me those marvelous glasses and I was able to spend the morning reading even though you were gone, so I suppose I will get over it.”

She leaned into him and planted a kiss on his cheek. “But you can make me scream later,” she breathed into his ear. This time, Vester couldn’t do anything to prevent the heat rising along that long appendage, and she added insult to injury by lightly kissing the tip.

Vester pointedly cleared his throat. “Shall we go? We don’t want to miss our reservation.” He did his best to ignore the giggles that accompanied his obvious change in subject. The ladies gathered around him, and they moved out in a group.

Li Ra linked arms with Krysta, and Vester had to admit the Frontier Duelist looked good escorting the pandali. He couldn’t quite hear what they were saying, but the pair were obviously enjoying their walk together.

He had Kora holding onto his elbow, and his cane clicked with every step. Skylar had slipped her own arm around his bicep but stayed just far enough away that he could walk with his cane the way he normally did. “Do you want me to put away my cane?” he asked while looking over to her.

She shook her head quickly. “Nope,” she said firmly. “I think it’s sexy. Besides, even in the middle of Porter’s Walk it’s good that at least a few of us stay armed.” The words were a vivid reminder to Vester that the world of Ordinal was far different from Earth.

Not sure why that feels like a surprise, he thought. I’ve been here for… what, almost half a year at this point? I’ve fought monsters, gained stats, met a goddess. I’m on a date with three beautiful ladies and in a Party that includes another.

Still, something about the idea that it was considered wise to be armed while in town left Vester feeling uncomfortable, yet he didn’t even try to deny the sensation. I think… it’s because I’m on a date, he realized. It’s a lot easier to accept the world is violent and dangerous when you’re doing dangerous things. But a celebration should be a safe time. He flicked his eyes to Li Ra for a moment, then chuckled. Well, partially a date. Not a date with everyone. I don’t want to fall into a trap of thinking every hot woman I talk to is going to fall for me.

For a brief moment, he swore he heard a soft, feminine laugh echoing around him. A pair of ephemeral fingers brushed across the back of his neck a second later, likely to remind him that there was another woman in his life who enjoyed making herself known.

‘Voyeur,’ he scolded her through a prayer, a small smile on his lips. ‘You behave! I’m doing fine on my own and I don’t need you causing more mischief.’

‘But I like mischief,’ Non whispered in the depths of his mind. ‘Not that you ever disappoint, my beautiful Avatar… You keep doing what you’re doing and we’re going to have a long, wonderful time together.’

“Here we are!” Krysta exclaimed in excitement, interrupting Vester’s silent communion. “It’s new but I’ve heard great things about the cooks!” She spun to look at him, pointing back at the restaurant behind her. Vester’s eyes widened as he took in the large golden-arched M decorating the outside. “They specialize in cooking food recommended by the Hero and other Reincarnates!”

Vester bit the inside of his cheek to stop himself from laughing. Any chance he had of taking his new life seriously seemed to evaporate before his eyes. “It looks great,” he managed, all the while trying to keep his composure. “I can’t wait…”

The Party entered MacDoolans and Vester was treated to the sight of red trays made from blown glass, a gleaming counter of black marble, dishes hammered from sterling silver, and the distinct smell of burgers and fries.

And seated right in the middle of the upscaled fast food spot was Denny and the rest of his Party.

“Oh, it’s these assholes,” Jack grumbled loudly enough to be overheard. “At least we’re almost done eating.”

“Jack, be nice,” Rachel said with a shake of her head. “You can’t hang onto a grudge forever,” the Soulsage insisted. “It’s not healthy.” She’d looked up from the milkshake she’d been slurping, and Vester saw the straw was made of the same glass as the large cup.

“Shut up!” Jack snarled, waving his hand in an angry dismissal. “The guy is an arrogant jackass and I still think he cheated!” Vester resisted the temptation to close his eyes and start counting to ten. He felt the women around him tensing.

“Jack,” Denny said with a weary sigh. “Man, I know your class has some side effects… but can you give it a rest? You’re upsetting Emma.” Vester’s twin had paused in eating his burger to give his redhaired friend a stern look.

“It’s fine…” Emma said, her voice almost inaudible. “I don’t like him very much either…”

“Hah, see!” Jack said, motioning toward the pale figure in triumph. “Even your sweetheart thinks that elf is a sack of crap. Bro, I know you like to see the good in people, but that guy is trash.”

By this point, Vester had had to grasp Skylar’s forearm to stop her from storming over there, and Kora was holding onto Krysta’s tail—the pandali looked ready to charge. Li Ra shifted to stand in front of Krysta and turned to face all of them.

“Perhaps we should go enjoy food elsewhere,” she said in a loud, ringing tone. “The smell in this place is positively foul.” The oni glanced back over her shoulder. “The management should consider sweeping for vermin.”

“An excellent idea,” Kora seconded. Her blind gaze ran over the restaurant like she was looking at a field of rodents. “It would seem they have some kind of infestation… we wouldn’t want to catch a disease.”

The pair were graceful in the way they maneuvered Krysta and Skylar back out through the door; Vester waited for the rest of his Party to depart, standing in the doorway to make sure Jack wasn’t going to follow them out.

The human stared at him. “Gonna do something?” the man demanded with an eager expression. He couldn’t have been more obvious in how he was looking for a fight. Denny had reached over to put a hand on Jack’s shoulder, but for once the guy didn’t seem ready to back down.

Vester tapped his cane on the ground twice, tilting his head like he was examining a bug. Before he said anything, his eyes went to the woman standing behind the counter. The gnome looked anxious, her gaze shooting between Vester and the Hero’s Party.

It wouldn’t be fair to her to start something in her establishment, he thought. He made sure to meet her gaze. “Ma’am, have a lovely evening,” he offered with a bow, his hand crossed over his stomach. “Please accept this for your troubles,” he added while moving his hand to pass over the podium behind which another anxious gnome stood. He let several gold coins clink down onto the polished wood.

Then he straightened and left without another glance at his brother’s table.

“Chickenshit,” Jack called out to him. “Ow! Denny, what the hell?”

“Do you always have to be a loud-mouthed piece of—” The rest of Denny’s frustrated condemnation was lost to Vester when the door closed. He paused when the cool air touched his face, lifting his gaze to the sky to let the breeze wash over him.

“You okay?” Skylar asked in a quiet voice while wrapping her arms around his waist. She led him away from the door and it took him several long moments to decide how to answer her.

“I will be,” he finally said. “I will be.”

Kora and Krysta moved in to trap him in a triangle hug, and Vester found himself squished between them. Ordinarily, it would have been an amazing feeling, but he was still lost in thought. Denny, you seriously need to get rid of that toxic asshole, Vester thought. He actually seems to be getting even worse than he was on Earth.

Li Ra carefully cleared her throat. “I know a good spot to eat, if you still want to?” she offered. The oni knew all his secrets, but it was obvious she wasn’t sure how to react to the group huddle she stood on the outside of.

“Yes,” Vester said with a nod. “Let’s find somewhere to eat. No matter what others think of us or how poorly they’re willing to behave in public, we’re not going to let them stop us from celebrating. Let’s enjoy a good meal… and then retire for drinks. I have it on good authority that Krysta made us an excellent dessert.”

“Did she mention the fruit extracts in the frosting are an aphrodisiac for her species?” Kora asked. The kitsune’s ears flicked back, and then swiveled to focus on Krysta while she batted the other woman with all three of her tails. “I’d say it was rather effective.”

“It’s the best flavor to go with the filling!” Krysta protested. “What happened earlier is a complete coincidence!” Her sudden need to defend herself caused Skylar to burst into laughter. The pandali playfully shoved at Kora. “Bully!” she complained with a giggle.

“Ah, so we’ll need to chain Krysta down before we slice the cake. Good to know,” Li Ra said in such a deadpan voice that the group momentarily fell silent. All eyes turned on the oni and she offered a shrug. “What? I’m not passing up on a good cake.”

Vester was quite happy the good humor set the mood for the rest of the night.


Chapter Thirty-Nine



The second restaurant they went too wasn’t quite as ‘exotic’ as the first, but they didn’t run into anyone who soured their mood, which made it worth it. Vester found there were even some dishes that almost resembled Earth food, which put him in good spirits while eating. Skylar, however, was fairly eager to get home so they could enjoy a rowdier time. She didn’t quite choke down her food, but she definitely ate it faster than most would consider polite.

The entire time they were eating, Kora teased Krysta on her choice to make a cake with aphrodisiacs. She continued to insist the fruit pairing was necessary, going on about the various cookbooks she’d referenced. Not a single person at the table believed her. Vester sat out of the teasing, however, watching with a smile on his lips and enjoying the way his Party was relaxing.

Seeing them all have fun messing with each other was comforting after the confrontation with his brother’s Party.

Once they’d finished both their food and laughing at Krysta’s protests, the group walked back to Skylar’s workshop, where they intended to celebrate properly. Kora had a number of fine wines, liquors, and beers for them to try, and Li Ra was eager to start tasting.

They then settled in Skylar’s living room, the Puppetmaster was able to convince Vester to use his illusions to show them movies from Earth. The recent increases to his intelligence had sharpened his memory even further, and he found he could recall programs he’d watched only a single time—even those he’d seen in his childhood.

He wasn’t sure why he chose to start them off with Star Wars, but he didn’t regret his choice. Vester explained to the ladies the order in which the movies had been released, and then let them decide if they wanted to watch them in that order or the chronological order they were meant to exist in. Krysta, who had already chugged a fairly large stein of beer, was adamant that they watch the movie in the correct chronology, only to be countered by Li Ra’s desire to see the movies in the order they were created.

While the others discussed the viewing order, Kora moved back and forth from the kitchen to the living room, constantly topping off drinks and carrying snack trays with the desserts Krysta had prepared earlier. She abstained, leaving Skylar the deciding vote.

Skylar spent about fifteen minutes—and four shots—thinking the matter over before finally siding with Krysta and setting them up to watch the movies in a timeline accurate marathon. While Li Ra had a few complaints about favoritism that likely stemmed from the pouty faces Krysta had given Skylar, no one was actually upset.

They’d only made it about halfway through Phantom Menace before Li Ra declared her open desire to shoot Jar Jar Binks, and Vester made sure to praise her decision making. Copious amounts of liquor saw them through the rest of the prequel trilogy, though by the end it felt more like Vester was trapped in an episode of Mystery Science Theater 3000 than anything else.

Skylar was almost asleep by that point, drunk enough that she was slumped half across Kora’s lap, Li Ra was staring at the illusions like she wanted to memorize every detail of the films, fiercely heckling the choices made by Anikan Skywalker and Obi Wan Kenobi, and Krysta had transformed into her red panda form and was curled up on Vester’s thighs. The pandali was openly snoring.

“And these are things that exist in your world?” Li Ra demanded, waving a hand at the starships. “These metal devices that fly through the void of space above worlds?”

“Not quite,” Vester explained. “Earth does have space travel, just not so advanced. There’s also no magic on my planet, at least not that I’m aware of. Instead, we use science, more like a combination of alchemy and magitech. Our spaceships get launched from the ground on pillars of fire by burning explosive chemicals in a controlled method.”

“How do you get the chemicals to explode without magic?” Kora asked, slurring a little from the alcohol she’d been chugging. At least four empty bottles rested next to her chair, and if Krysta’s Sanctuary hadn’t been both passively boosting their health and cleansing the toxic buildup, Vester was certain she’d have been unconscious.

Even Kora’s constitution had a limit where booze was concerned.

“Experimentation,” Vester said. “Cooking oil burns, right?” When the others nodded, he continued, “It’s a lot like that. We learned how to enhance naturally occurring reactions to produce different results. It takes longer and the processes are harder without magic, but science can manage it.”

“But…” Li Ra paused, frowning. “The guns that fire beams, those aren’t magic?” At some point during the night she’d lost her hat, and Vester was amused to realize that she’d somehow gotten frosting on one of her horns.

“Nope,” Vester confirmed. “Not magic. No idea how they do it in Star Wars, but on Earth we were able to use specially cut crystals to focus light into beams capable of burning and melting things. They’re called lasers. Again, it’s not as impressive as science fiction, but that’s because the genre is about taking what we can do and imagining if we could take the science even farther.”

“Amazing…” Li Ra breathed. Considering how she’d reacted to some of the weapons in the movie, Vester suspected that Li Ra might have a religious experience when she finally saw the Death Star go to work. But he was starting to get tired, and he didn’t think anyone would be awake to watch a fourth movie.

A snore drew his eye, and he realized Skylar had finally passed out. She was also drooling on Kora’s thigh, which seemed to be what the Elemental Knight had been waiting for. Kora carefully gathered Skylar up. “I’ll put her to bed,” the kitsune whispered gently. She swayed for a moment, then added, “And I’ll be retiring myself. We shall have to watch more of these later. Your science fiction is fascinating.”

Krysta let out a little hiccup and rolled onto her back, her tiny paws flopping over her face. Vester began scratching her stomach to help the pandali fall back asleep. She kept curling her tail around his arm, then shifting to using it as a pillow. The sight of her squishing it to her face to nibble on the tip in her sleep nearly killed him with its cuteness.

“It is fascinating,” Li Ra agreed. “Our world must be so different to you. How do you cope with the changes?”

“Well,” Vester said, pausing to try and frame his response. “There’s a genre called fantasy that deals with settings very similar to Ordinal. There’s also something called anime that is remarkably similar to some of the stuff I’ve seen here.” Vester’s wine-addled brain tossed up a dozen titles to use for examples, but since they were all hentai, he shoved them away. He was not going to introduce Li Ra to porn. “I’ll be glad to show you some time… when I am sober.”

Vester’s vision blurred, and he wasn’t sure if it was his phantasm or his eyes causing the words of the credits to swim. Fortunately, he’d made it all the way to the end of the movie before it had gone wonky, so he gladly canceled his Freeform Illusion and sat back on the couch.

“That is probably wise,” Li Ra said with a yawn. “I have enjoyed this very much. I hope we have more time to see other plays from your world, as well as that music you played when we fought the undead on the fourth floor. It’s all so vibrant and creative that it’s hard to imagine they were done without the use of magic.”

“People can do a lot when they try,” Vester agreed with a smile. “And I look forward to it again. Are you going to be okay getting home?”

Li Ra stared at him in confusion for a moment, then shook her head. “Absolutely not,” she laughed, “I am sleeping on Skylar’s couch… just as soon as you take your rear end off it. There is no way I am going to attempt to walk back with the amount of beer I drank.”

The oni race, it turned out, had a rather aggressive fondness for ale. Fortunately, they matched it with a tolerance for alcohol or Li Ra might have managed to drink herself into a stupor. Vester was genuinely impressed that no one had made a fool of themselves during the entire evening.

Perhaps it was the distraction offered to the others by getting to see something completely new to their world, but the celebration had been more laid back than Vester had been expecting. He genuinely wouldn’t have been surprised if Krysta had tried to offer sex to get her way during the viewing-order argument, but everyone had behaved fairly well.

Li Ra hadn’t minded Krysta stealing the occasional kiss, and Skylar and Kora had been more discrete in their affections. Li Ra had, however, teased Vester mercilessly when he’d messed up his illusions after a particularly vile shot that tasted like grapefruit mixed with cinnamon. He’d accidentally turned Anakin’s head into a giant blue blob while sneezing and blinking away his tears.

Vester shook off those memories and carefully climbed to his feet. “I’m glad you’ll be here to sleep it off. I’ll do my best to make sure the morning is quiet,” he promised. Krysta let out a tiny squeak and shifted in his arms until her furry body was nuzzled into his neck. “And I’ll make sure she behaves too.”

Li Ra let out a snort. “She did enough misbehaving before we left for dinner,” the oni pointed out.

Vester looked at the innocent red panda he was cradling. “You’re not wrong… Now, have a good night, Li Ra,” he said.

“You as well, Vester… oh, and you can call me Li. I think we have spent enough time together now that it is right for you to use the closer form of my name.”

Vester blinked in surprise, then nodded. “Okay, Li, I’ll do that.” For some reason that made the oni blush, but Vester forced himself to set it aside while he made his way up the stairs. I am way too drunk to consider the ramifications of that right now. Not to mention she might change her mind when she sobers up.

By the time he reached the top of the stairs, he’d had to spit out Krysta’s tail twice, since she kept swatting him in the face with it. He gratefully slipped into Skylar’s room and deposited the red panda on the Puppetmaster’s pillow.

Maybe I’ll pick Kora Dol’s brain about oni culture and make sure I don’t cause a problem the way I did with the tail grooming first, he thought sluggishly. I wouldn’t want to start a fight because I say the wrong thing at a stupid moment.

He opened the door to the guest bedroom and found Kora Dol draped completely naked over the bed, a series of shot glasses with brightly colored liquors arranged from the top of her sex to the valley between her breasts. One of her hands was holding the headboard, the other was tapping against her thigh.

“Oh, Vester, I’m glad you came… now we can truly end the night in the proper fashion,” she purred. Her tails carefully swished along the bedsheet, moving flat over the mattress to avoid disturbing any of the shots—he could see how much effort Kora was putting in to holding still. The action made the muscles of her body stand out in beautiful definition.

I know I promised Li I’d keep the noise down, he thought, but… I’m sure she’ll be asleep in a moment. I’m just going to have to be very, very quiet. He walked toward Kora, only to stop when she raised a finger.

“There are rules,” she said softly. “You only get to touch me when all the shots are gone…”

Vester eyed the glasses. None of them were particularly large, but he’d learned to be wary when Brewer was an actual class in this world with skills to boost the potency. Some of those probably had more kick than Everclear.

“Is your goal to get me too drunk to perform?” he asked playfully.

Kora let out a giggle, though she had to clamp her fingers tight on the headboard to avoid shaking and knocking over the seven shots. “Not at all,” she protested. “These are each carefully selected to enhance performance, stamina, flexibility, and enjoyment.”

“Kora,” Vester asked, amused, “are you trying to improve my bedroom game with alcohol?”

One of her tails flicked up and paused in the air instead of thumping back down on the bed. Her eyes narrowed at him, and for a moment he thought she was going to taunt him; instead, she chose to offer a careful shrug. “If you don’t want to ravish me all night like a wild animal…”

You know what… shut up, Vester, he thought at himself, how about you just shut up and do what the sexy kitsune suggests and have a glorious finale to this evening?

Deciding to take his own advice, Vester lowered himself onto all fours, crawled up her body, and started kissing his way to the shots. By the time he’d gotten through the third, his body felt like it was on fire.

Not sure that pineapple is really a whiskey flavor I was expecting, but I can make this work. Considering the other benefits pineapple supposedly offers, I’m sure this is for her benefit… and mine. After all, nothing ventured nothing gained, and who wouldn’t want to ravish a kitsune. Only a few more… number four—blueberry and peach, gross, number five—ooh, tastes like scotch, number six… tastes like water, weird, and now, where the hell did that final shot go?

He found it stealthily hiding between Kora’s breasts, and for some reason that just had him giggling like a maniac. Kora seemed equally amused, and they were both having enough fun that Vester didn’t even mind her accidentally slamming his head into the headboard of the bed when she rolled on top of him.

The last thing he remembered clearly was her whispering something about getting her own treat, then kissing her way down his body until her head completely covered his thighs. Then Vester found a few new definitions of pleasure occupying his mind.

The rest of the night passed in a blur, as well as some of the following day. But judging by the glow on Kora’s face, and the look of awe Krysta was sporting, Vester’s decision had been the right one.

Skylar did insist he buy a new bed, despite her ability to repair the shattered frame on the old one.


Chapter Forty



The Adventurer’s Guild hereby designates your Party as official couriers between the tenth floor Trading Post and Dungeon Gate 5. Couriers will be compensated for each trip they make between the first and tenth floor. Until such time as other courier teams have been recruited, this responsibility comes with a bonus of ten gold per trip and an additional five-percent discount to all purchases made through the Guild.

Vester grunted while reading the missive he’d just received from the Guildhall. “You called it,” he informed Kora. “We’re being drafted to run trade between here and the tenth floor because of our inventory spaces.”

“Yes,” Kora said with a shake of her head. “Kromm had mentioned it, and Tomlin seemed to think it was a good idea. The original plan was to give couriers expanded spatial bags, but I’m sure Elondolin informed him that we had an unusual number of storage skills after seeing us harvesting monsters.”

“Hard to get anything past someone that level,” Li Ra added with a sigh. “No offense, but I’m kind of glad they can’t make me carry stuff.” The oni was sitting at one of Skylar’s workbenches at the moment, carefully cleaning the crystals along her rifle. “Though it doesn’t make much difference… since I’m in the Party, I’m going along every trip.”

“What’s the rest of the message?” Skylar asked. Vester flipped past the first page and skimmed the other documents in the message bundle. Most of it was legalese, but he was familiar enough with it to know what it spelled out.

“They’ve confirmed our claim…” he said before pausing for a moment, “and expanded it. For ‘exemplary service to the Guild,’ they’ve pushed out the boundaries of our claim and stamped their approval. The order is signed by Tomlin, Kromm, and Elondolin.” Vester took a second to read the map, then passed it to Skylar.

Skylar held it up to read it, and Li Ra rose and came to examine the document with her over her shoulder. The oni whistled. “Ooooh, they moved the boundaries to include another node. That’s another iron vein.”

“We could make a living just mining these,” Skylar said. “If we wanted to retire and just keep digging up these veins and running the hot springs, we could probably make enough gold to live comfortably for the rest of our lives.”

“And is that what you want to do?” Kora asked. The Elemental Knight was dividing up the purse of gold that had come with the message into stacks. Vester casually reached out with his cane and pushed the stack meant for him back toward her.

Confused, Kora turned her eyes to him. “Divide my portion among the others,” he said with a smile. “Consider it a bonus from the Party leader.” She looked ready to argue, but he shook his head—to his surprise she just nodded and began recounting.

Skylar who had patiently been waiting, met his eyes and then rolled hers. “I actually want to keep growing in power,” she admitted. “You realize that we’ve shot up in levels far faster than normal, right?”

“We have,” Li Ra agreed. “My old Party was considered good, but it took us two years to reach the teens.” Her expression briefly saddened at the mention of her old delving group, but she shook it off. “Your leveling speed has been insane.”

“It’s because Vester and Krysta are S-rank,” Kora explained. She set each stack of gold in front of the person it belonged to before dropping Krysta’s share back into the purse and knotting it. “The higher skill rankings let them do more with less. As unfair as it might sound, they’re just better suited to growing.”

Vester rubbed the knob of his cane against his skull behind his ear, a small frown crossing his features. “That’s only because we live right next to a Dungeon Gate,” he countered. “From what I’ve read, it’s not unusual for people exploring the Great Dungeon to grow faster. If we were trying to level in a D-rank dungeon, it would take forever.”

“True,” Kora agreed. “That’s very true. No dungeon can match the Great Dungeon for variety, energy, or danger. But any S-rank Adventurer would find themselves rising in levels faster than their counterparts. It’s simply a natural advantage of their tier.”

“And I thought I was impressive as a B-rank,” Li Ra said with a snort. “I’ve got nothing on you overachievers.”

“It is humbling,” Kora admitted. “What you did in two years took me five. Fortunately, being B-rank meant I never lacked for a Party to delve with before I was blinded. But with starting expenses, finding slots to explore dungeons, recovery times, and waiting for gear to ensure we were prepared, it all took far more time.”

“Krysta makes a huge difference,” Li Ra said. “The passive healing and safety of her Sanctuary is absolutely impossible to comprehend until you have spent time delving without it. Sincarla was a perfectly good healer, but we’d still need to take extended breaks after rough delves.”

“What are you all talking about?” Krysta asked while walking in through the door to the workroom to join them. She had a wide wooden tray filled with sandwiches and sliced fruit she’d prepared for them. “Are we leaving for another delve already?”

Vester shifted to take the tray from her and set it on the workbench. He planted a kiss on her cheek. “They were just going on about how amazing you are and how we couldn’t do what we do without you.”

Krysta’s ears shot up and her tail fluffed out before she covered her face with it. The embarrassed Hospitality Mage buried her face in her fur. Skylar, meanwhile, snorted and picked up a slice of blue fruit that vaguely resembled the inside of a watermelon. “How is it Li Ra and Kora were the ones singing Krysta’s praises, but you manage to make it sound like you’re taking credit for it?” she asked.

“Sheer skill,” Vester replied with a smile, then he grunted at the elbow Kora caught him with. “Ooof!” he wheezed. The bump hadn’t hurt in the slightest, but he still pretended it did, doubling over and coughing.

“Oh, stop that,” the kitsune said with a series of tail slaps across his back. “Unless you want me to give you a reason to start boosting your constitution,” she threatened while raising a hand in warning.

“So violent,” Vester whispered, hiding behind Skylar, who just rolled her eyes at him.

Li Ra shook her head. “Vester, it’s amazing you manage to come across as such a tin-plated dictator behind the desk at the Guild, now that I see the way you act when you’re alone with your Party,” she observed. “You’re a completely different person.”

Vester straightened up and draped an arm over Skylar’s shoulders to lean against her. She tilted her head back to press her hair against his chest. “Well, it started because I was cursed to obey all the Guild laws—every fucking one of them,” he said. “Honestly, I was kind of a slacker on my world, and I was bitter because it seemed like I could never compete with my brother… but since coming here, well, I’m starting to think I was just born on the wrong world.”

Krysta had finally recovered from her embarrassment. She peeked out from behind her tail and then squeaked at Kora ruffling her hair. Then she focused on the rest of them. “You know… I kind of feel the same way,” she admitted. “I enjoyed going to school on Taryl and becoming a magi, but I’m loving the life I have here.”

Li Ra listened with rapt attention, then she seemed to remember something. “Oh, show her the new map! We have to make sure we have everything we need to expand our holding.” With that practical reminder that they had obligations, the Party started going over their claim map once more.

Krysta absently accepted the pouch of gold from Kora, then began listing various pieces of magitech she wanted for their home at the hot springs. The group talked for well over an hour, devouring the food Krysta had brought, before they broke up and started shopping once more.

The next morning saw them arriving at the Guildhall to accept their first delivery to take down to the tenth floor. Their new status as couriers allowed them to jump the line to portal to Dungeon Gate 5, and then expedited their entrance into the Great Dungeon itself.

With Tolbert’s teleportation circle close to the dungeon’s doorway, it took almost no time for them to reach the Trading Post. The longest part of the trip involved waiting for someone from Elondolin’s Party to finally open the door to accept their delivery. Then, they made their way back to the first floor.

“Alright, so, we’re heading down the slow way this time, right?” Vester asked, just to be sure no one wanted to change the plan now.

“Definitely. We’ll need to advance quite a bit before we can take Sargo alone,” Kora reminded everyone. “Don’t be surprised if we have to go slow once we reach the sixth floor. We have no idea what’s there, or the seventh or eighth. Depending on how they’re set up, any one of them could be our best spot for farming monsters.”

“They’ll definitely be a better choice than trying to face the waves on the ninth floor,” Li Ra agreed. “Well, assuming they aren’t bad matchups for us,” she conceded. “We’re going to need to reach the fifth at least before its worth our time to keep killing monsters. I have a feeling nothing below that will help us.”

“At least this time we can really gather resources while we go,” Skylar added. She’d begun pulling her golems from her inventory, and soon Dent, Woody, Beaky, Splinter, and Rattle were standing around her.

Skylar had chosen to keep Splinter and Rattle in their humanoid forms. She’d equipped them with tower shields and short spears, which Vester thought was an interesting choice. Beaky sat on top of Dent’s head, giving the avian golem the best view considering the relatively low ceiling in the first floor.

“Does that mean we’re taking our special tunnel?” Krysta asked, turning toward the original route they’d used. Sadly, the number of Adventurers coming out of the tunnel they’d found hidden behind the crystals suggested the gold node was going to be fully depleted before they got to it. “Guess not.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Li Ra said with a smile, “there will be other nodes. Let’s just get going!”

“Alright,” Kora said while making sure her armor and shield were settled comfortably. “Take a moment and let’s all check our equipment. It might be a long time before we see the sun again. Everyone ready?”

Vester, who had no armor or weapons, had the easiest time. He kept watch while everyone did their last-minute equipment checks. Once they were prepared, the Party advanced through the first floor.

Their new life had officially begun.


Epilogue



“Do you really think he might equal Father one day?” Julius asked. The cat-man was lounging on a thickly cushioned couch and eating salted nuts. Dressed in a simple vest and a pair of soft pants, Julius was the epitome of a lazy god.

His eyes were glued to the large crystal sphere that dominated the center of Non’s living space. The Goddess of Chaos was constantly redecorating, but the sphere never changed. Even now, she was lying on her stomach on a couch, her chin resting on her palms, staring intently into the sphere.

“I do,” she said. Her draconic eyes gleamed while she watched Vester and his group fight through the swarms on the second floor. “At long as I can keep Peace from slaughtering his lovers,” she added sourly.

“Has she made an overt move yet?” Julius asked, sitting up slowly. “Or is this just your general dislike of her?” His tail swished and his ears flattened against his skull. Non saw that his nails were starting to grow into claws, before he took control of his body and stilled the instinctive responses. When he saw her looking, he tossed a nut into the air and caught it in his mouth.

“ ‘General dislike’ is a mild way of saying I hate the bitch,” Non muttered. “And she’s been attempting to issue Quests to her followers to target him. It’s only a matter of time before Law reminds her she can’t directly strike at a fellow god’s Avatar.”

Julius shook his head. “If she had the intelligence to match her vindictive nature, she’d be a true menace,” he said. “You think her next step will be to cripple his Party?”

“It’s what I would do,” she admitted. “I’m tempted to side with the Dark Lord for a while, just to make sure she’s too busy to give my Avatar problems.”

Hissing, Julius threw a nut at her. “Leave that poor woman alone,” he said. “She’s been through enough… besides, I have plans for her.”

“You have plans for her?” Non repeated, twisting to sit upright in a flash. “What kind of plans can the God of Life have for an evolved monster that only recently achieved sapience? The Dark Lord’s working hard to try and unite the monster tribes… but she’s hardly one of your followers.”

“She’s not,” he said. “If anything, I’d say she was one of your followers.” When he failed to elaborate, Non jumped out of her seat and ran around the crystal ball to tackle him. She began mercilessly poking her brother. “Stop, stop!” he shouted while trying to fend her off.

“Then tell me!” she demanded. “What are your plans for the Dark Lord of Ordinal?! Come on, you have to tell me! I’m the one in charge of changing the status quo for the planet!”

“And I’m in charge of making sure as many people survive your changes as possible!” he said. Though instead of telling her anything further, Julius shifted until he had taken the form of a large, surprisingly fat, gray cat. His paw swatted out to slap her on the nose and she backed up with tears in her eyes—the tiny smack had caused a surprising amount of pain.

“I don’t cause that many casualties!” she protested. She reached up and rubbed the bridge of her nose, blinking away the moisture. “You always cheat! You know I can’t torment you when you’re that cute.”

Julius turned in a circle, opened his mouth to yawn lazily, and then smugly curled into a ball to start purring on her couch. A few moments later soft, rumbling snores escaped the sleeping god.

Non shot him a look and then glanced out the room. A pitcher of water began forming over his head, but she changed her mind and dismissed it without allowing a single drop of water to fall into his fur. “You’re lucky you’re cute, Little Brother,” she said with a huff. Then she turned her attention back to her viewing sphere.

The cool crystal rippled when her finger brushed it, and on Ordinal Vester shivered at the sensation of a hand brushing across his ear.


Afterword



I want to thank everyone who’s read this far. Book 2 of the Otherworld Adventure series took longer than I had intended to write. My initial plan would have seen it released in mid-September. Unfortunately, real life has a way of doing whatever it wants and my summer was filled with a wide variety of misadventures.

I understand that not everyone enjoys the wait for a book, and this one came slow. So, again, thank you all for sticking with me and reading. I’m already working on book 3 for Otherworld Adventures, continuing the story straight away, and I’m hoping it won’t take quite as long.

If you’ve enjoyed the book, please leave a review.
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There is no cure. Everyone is infected. They’re always coming.


Three truths to the world as we know it. Not the work of some long dormant god. Nor the work of mother nature. But by the folly of man.


Evolution 2.0


It was supposed to be a miracle.


It cured cancer and genetic disorders. It bolstered the human lifespan by decades and even reversed the ravages of time. Humanity at its greatest.


It was only after administering it to the population at large. That someone infected with Evolution 2.0 inevitably died. Accidents, violence, and while distant, even age. Death comes to us all and with little warning. When the dead can rise behind you, safety is fleeting and before long there were millions.
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