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Prologue








Vester
 climbed
 onto
 the
 student-transit bus, then frowned when he saw that most of the seats were taken. There were a few openings in the back… but that would mean sitting near his twin brother. Denny wasn’t a bad guy, but that didn’t mean the two of them always got along.


One of the whole reasons I wanted to go to college out of state was to start living my own life, so how the hell did I end up sharing an apartment with my brother and having to deal with his friends?


He knew the answer of course—money.

Denny had gotten a scholarship to play soccer for the university and their parents had offered to help him pay for his apartment if he maintained a 3.9-or-better GPA. Vester wasn’t going to change his academic plans just because his brother was attending the same school, which left the two of them in the same city… and since nobody was offering to help pay for his
 apartment, well, he’d made his choice.


It’s not like Denny goes out of his way to annoy me… But it fucking sucks to see him getting special treatment from Mom and Dad just because he’s good at soccer while I… well, I’m not.
 The worst part, Vester admitted to himself, was that he could have been good at soccer. He just didn’t care. With how easily his brother seemed to have everything, well, it would have been easy to resent him.

Speaking of Denny, his brother had raised his hand to signal at a nearby seat. Vester was about to ignore it, but then remembered he’d promised to bring Denny the bundle that had arrived in the mail for him. With a sigh, Vester made his way down the bus aisle as it started to move.

“Hey,” Denny said with a grin. “Did you remember to grab my mail?”

“Yes, Denny, I grabbed your mail.” Vester swayed with the bus while he swung his bookbag around in front of himself so he could open up the zipper and start rooting around for the manilla envelope. “I don’t get why you don’t just have the school send your mail to the campus PO Box with how often you spe—”

“What is that?
 ” yelled a girl to Vester’s left. His head snapped around just in time to see a big white truck slam into the side of the bus. Then everything was rolling, and he was bounced off the ceiling. A sharp pain flashed through his head, then the small of his back, he heard a dull crunch
 , and finally everything went black.

“Welcome to the Reincarnation Network,” a pleasant female voice seemed to come out of nowhere, and Vester was only dimly aware of it. It was hard to focus when he felt… nothing… where his body should be. “We’d like to apologize for your temporary incorporeal holding pattern, but we’ll be shunting you to your destinations in just a moment. Please keep your mind focused on what you’d like to be. Good luck!”

Some strange force seemed to compress around Vester, affecting him, even in his state of nonexistence. With a sensation like he was being sucked down the world’s largest vacuum cleaner, Vester felt like everything he was had begun spinning. It was worse than the time he’d greased the bottom of his metal-disk sled and tried to take it down a ski slope. If he’d had a stomach, he was sure it would have spewed its contents.

What was worse, it wasn’t simply a spin. No, he distinctly felt like he was looping, twisting, and somehow moving backward—all at the same time. It seemed as if he was also moving in more than three dimensions and his consciousness couldn’t handle the overload. The nausea simply grew more and more violent, and then he slammed back into his body.

Now that he had the chance, the first thing he did was double over and vomit. His hands clasped his knees, and he very nearly fell in surprise into the puddle of bile he’d created when a warm flash washed over him.

“Why do we have a seventh summon?” an older, cranky male demanded.

“That is… unusual,” another man rumbled out. The voice sounded gruff and unpleasant. “The Hero’s Party is full, correct?”

“Yes,” a young-sounding girl responded. “One Hero, five supporting members. The group is complete. Though there’s something about this soul that seems to… resonate with the Hero.”

“Oh!” shouted an excited woman’s voice. “He’s a twin! Look at the soul. He’s the Hero’s twin. That must be why he was pulled along with the ritual. We’ll have to figure out something to do with him.”

“Why bother?” the gruff man spat. “Let’s simply vaporize the soul and call it good. This one stinks of potential Demon Lord.”

“That is indeed the easiest answer,” added the crotchety old bastard. “After all, if we never tell anyone we caught this soul by mistake, there’s no way the Hero will find out. Allowing him to finish reincarnating on Ordinal will just spell trouble in the long run.”

“No! We can’t do that!” the young girl protested. “He’s a living being, and we
 brought him here. We have a responsibility to him.”

“I agree, besides, think of the fun the Hero’s twin could be… all the delicious changes it could cause,” the excited woman added. “I think we should keep him.”

Vester had been steadily regaining his wits as the room stopped spinning, though the babbling voices didn’t help any. It had taken a second for their conversation to really register; when it did, he realized they were arguing on whether or not to kill his soul.

“What the fu-fuck is your problem?” he asked, coughing to clear the last of the bile from his throat. “D-d-did you bastards hit my bus with a fucking truck and now you’re debating killing me? What gives you the right?” Anger flashed through him, and without realizing it he’d straightened up with his fists clenched. “How the fuck can you be so casual about killing someone?
 ”

“Silence!” the gruff figure roared. A weight slammed down on Vester, and it took all he had just to stay on his feet. His eyes crossed, which made staring at the green-skinned… orc… hard. He clenched his jaw and refused to let the pressure crush him under.

Next to the orc sat an old man in dusty robes, who was checking through a large tome. “The rules dictate that we cannot kill the boy,” the old man said with a reluctant sigh. “We can, however, impose limitations on his reincarnation to keep him from causing problems for the Heros. Perhaps we should reincarnate him as a tree…”

Vester opened his mouth to speak, but the old man waved a hand and suddenly it was like a force was crushing his throat. Nothing he did allowed words to emerge, and he found himself clutching at his neck in an attempt to draw a simple breath. The worst part was that he sensed the choking could go on forever and he might never die.

“How about a horned rabbit?” the orc suggested with a malicious smile. “The lowbies can always use a good hunt and it would be amusing if the Hero gained experience from him!” The big brute seemed to find himself amusing.

That set off an argument where they began recommending different things; each seemingly trying to figure out a better form of rebirth to keep him away from their plans. Not everyone was an asshole in their suggestions, and while they squabbled, Vester came to a realization.

He slowly started to grasp he wasn’t technically alive.


I might never be, if these assholes get their way… They want to reincarnate me as a plant?
 Vester’s outrage grew as they threw suggestions back and forth. Each time the old guy checked his big book and shook his head, since the ideas appeared to go against their rules. While they discussed his fate like he wasn’t there, Vester studied the figures.

Aside from the orc and the old dude, there was a dark elf in a black dress. She had ruby eyes slit like a lizard’s and a pair of small horns curling up from her forehead to arc over either side of her silver hair.

Next to her was a fragile-looking girl who appeared to be between ten or twelve. That pale child had hair of liquid gold and wore pristine white robes. Something about her reminded him of that Wonka character… Salt-something-or-other…

Farther over from her was a young man with distinct cat-ears and a fluffy tail swooshing back and forth behind him. The young cat-like-guy, at least, kept insisting they give Vester a form capable of moving and talking.

The last figure… was a skeleton in a bikini


Maybe I didn’t die,
 Vester thought numbly in the confines of his own mind. Maybe I simply hit my head and now I’m in a loony bin. That’d make sense. It’d make a
 lot more sense than a bikini-clad grim reaper with a pink scythe. Yup. I think I’m brain damaged.


The cat-guy looked over at Vester and winked. A flick of his fingers and a golden glow flashed before Vester’s eyes, and he felt the shock receding from his mind. What the fuck was
 that? Was that magic to stop me from freaking out?
 The fact he couldn’t yell at the people now arguing about what species to turn him into was incredibly frustrating, yet the golden spell seemed to keep him from completely losing it.

“Enough!” the orc bellowed at the others. The huge orc slammed his palms down on the table and the entire desk bucked. Considering it was made of black marble in the form of a huge crescent moon, the show of force was impressive. “If the law states we have to return him to life in a state his mind can handle, then I demand the right to place a curse on his reborn form to keep him from messing up my plans!”

The old codger checked his books, then nodded. “That is
 allowed, and I think it a good idea. I too shall place a curse on him.”

“Come on, that’s totally
 not fair!” The dark elf, at least, seemed to be on Vester’s side. “He hasn’t done anything to deserve cursing…. He’s just an unexpected wrinkle.”

“I don’t like the unexpected,” the little girl said with a shake of her head. “I especially
 don’t like him because he’s disruptive.
 ” She turned her eyes on Vester and suddenly the pressure around his throat vanished. “What do you have to say? Are you going to apologize for being disruptive?
 ”

“Fuck you!” he snapped before his mind had finished registering that he could talk. “Why should I apologize for shit that’s completely outside my control? You all brought me
 here by mistake and you’re treating me like I’m
 the problem. Take some respon—” His ability to speak vanished once again and the choking sensation returned.

“I’ve heard enough,” the old man said. “All in favor of cursing the distraction and preventing him from interfering with the Hero’s duty?” The man raised his hand, as did the orc, the young girl… and bikini-death. “You’re overruled, Non.”

“I disagree!” the dark elf said in protest.

“As do I!” called the cat-guy, speaking for the first time. “He reminds me of my dad. I like him.” The dark elf actually turned toward the cat-guy and the pair fist bumped. The gesture seemed to cause the lawyer to sag in on himself.

“His resemblance to the Demon King of Taryl is even more reason to prevent him from acting,” the old man muttered, though he seemed to be avoiding the pair’s eyes. “My curse shall bind him to obey the proper authority; I shall generate a Quest to see him taken in hand.”

“I curse him to be harmless,” the orc said with a malicious smile. “If he can’t kill others, he can’t level up. No levels, no power.” The green-skinned behemoth seemed proud of himself and gave a smug nod.

“I curse him to be undying,” a feminine voice whispered. “Let nothing end his suffering. He shall age, scar, and grow crippled through the passage of time, yet his torments shall never end.” It took Vester a second to realize the words were coming out of the skeleton, and his eyes bulged with his desire to spew insults at the… woman?

“I curse him to be unwelcome,” the little girl said. “I don’t like him, and I don’t want others to like him. The more important the person, the less they’ll want him around.” She sniffed and turned her head away from Vester.


Are you fucking kidding me!
 he practically screamed in his head. What the fuck is wrong with you people? All I did was drop an F-bomb or two! How the hell can you pull this shit on me? If I had the power right now, I’d—


His silent tirade was interrupted by the cat-guy raising his hand. “I bless
 him with life and health. No scar shall form on his body and time shall not touch him. His injuries shall always heal smoothly… eventually. No offense, Delar, but your curse was just too much. There was no need to be so cruel. The young man has been through a trauma and deserves some consideration.”

The skeleton let out a snort. “You’re too soft, Julius. Who’d have thought the son of Bloodwind the Slayer wo—”

“Don’t
 call my mother that,” Julius said, voice frosty. His ears had flattened against his head, and his tail was bristling. Vester saw claws that gleamed like moonlight had emerged from the tips of his fingers. The skeleton froze and turned away.

The dark elf, Non, was the only one who hadn’t spoken yet. She was staring at Vester with a complex look on her face. Then a wicked smile crossed her lips, the other… gods… seemed to be waiting for her to offer her curse or blessing, but she just tossed Vester a wink. With a clap of her hands, she suddenly said, “Since we’ve all said our piece, I’ll just send him along with my own blessing. Good luck, mortal!”


Wait… what’s her blessing? She didn’t say anything,
 Vester thought, registering that look of mischief.

Seeming to realize Non hadn’t announced her intentions, the other immortals turned to her with looks of concern on their faces. But none of them seemed capable of stopping what happened next.

A magic circle swept into being beneath Vester’s feet and power surged all around him. He was temporarily lifted into the air, where he saw four ghostly chains slam into his chest over his heart. The pain was excruciating, yet he couldn’t scream. Then a glowing flower seemed to blossom over the chains and the pain faded.

But none of the discomfort came close to what happened when the dark elf stretched out her hand and her shadow detached, then blossomed within that magic circle to wrap around Vester like a woman scooping up a fallen leaf. “I bless you, Vester Gambit, to be my Avatar on Ordinal. I claim you and your starter class. I name you my Trickster and shape you on your way to the new world.”

Her voice rang with power and completely overwhelmed the protests of the four gods who had tried to curse him. Her laugh was wild and carefree. “Dad would have loved you… and your thoughts… they’re so very
 entertaining. I’m sorry truck-kun got you, but I’m glad you’re here. If you do a tenth of what I hope you will… Ordinal will never be the same.”

Magic crawled up his body and he felt himself shifting. His body seemed to stretch and flex as unseen hands molded him into a new being entirely. His hair grew and grew until it was brushing his ass—fuck, have I been naked this whole time?
 —and his ears burned and then grew outward from either side of his head. A similar fire seemed to form in his eye sockets, and if Vester could have screamed, he would have.

Then the pain vanished and the magic circle underneath him started his body spinning all over again. The last thing he heard before he was sucked out of the divine chamber was Non whispering:

“Damn, I do good work… look at that ass!”














Chapter One








Vester
 suddenly
 found
 himself
 stumbling to his knees on a stone floor. His hands patted his body, and he exhaled with relief to realize he was wearing a soft cotton shirt and trousers. “Oh, thank god,” he muttered. After a moment, he realized he’d been so concerned about his potential nudity he hadn’t noticed the uproar around him.

“Seven? There can’t be seven! Guards! Secure the summoned until we get to the bottom of this!” For the second time that day, some ancient bastard was yelling at him; then Vester was suddenly grabbed. Hands like iron clamped around his biceps and he heard his brother shouting.

“Get off me, you assholes!” Denny yelled.

“Fuck off, bastards!” shouted Jack Kincaid, making Vester realize that Denny’s best friend had come along somehow. There was more shouting, then came the sound of a fist driving into someone’s stomach. Jack groaned in pain.

Vester twisted against the hands holding him tight, and a fist had just begun looming in his vision when an imperious voice rang out. “Enough,” a woman said.

Everyone froze and Vester swore he could feel the knuckle hairs hovering over his nose. The female guard about to knock his block off slowly lowered her hand, and Vester got a brief glimpse of a group in plate mail before he was jostled around to face a woman clad in an elegant dress.


Ten bucks says she’s the queen,
 he thought while she glared at the cluster of restrained students. Vester twisted his neck and picked out Denny, Jack… and at least one other person he’d noticed on the bus. Guess that’s what they meant by being the Hero’s twin… figures
 .

“The summoning worked,” the woman announced coldly. “Take the Hero and his Party to the grand hall so we can explain their purpose on Ordinal… However, the… elf remains here.”


Elf? Who the fuck is the elf?
 Vester didn’t see any pointed ears, then he remembered the pain he’d felt when that magic had washed over him. God damn it
 , of course I’m the fucking elf. That’s just how my luck is going.


He opened his mouth to protest, but a fist sank into his stomach before he could. It felt like he was being punched by a car, and he’d have doubled over if the arms grappling him hadn’t kept him in place. With one man holding him and the woman before him, there wasn’t much Vester could do.

Aside from tasting his own blood. He was doing that like a champ.

“Silence
 ,” hissed the guard who’d moved to block his view of Denny and the others getting dragged away. The woman raised her fist again when he opened his mouth, and Vester forced himself to lock his jaw closed.


One day I am going to make you eat that fist,
 he promised internally. He didn’t consider himself a violent person, but he was getting damned tired of being kicked around.

The woman in her fancy dress seemed to wait until the shouting of Denny and the others being hustled out had faded, then she gracefully descended the steps of her dais to stand before him. With a disdainful sniff and a squint, the feeling of someone stripping him naked and exposing everything
 about him suddenly tore over Vester’s being.

“Pathetic,” she murmured. “A level 1 Dreamspinner… What a terrible spy to send to the Hero summoning. No wonder you were so easily captured.” She raised a hand and gestured to the woman who’d punched him. “Execute him.”

“Wait—” Vester’s protest was cut off by a sword slash and the meaty sound of his own decapitation. His vertebrae crunched
 when the blade hit, and the bone came apart under the strike. Vester’s vision swam and tumbled. It confused him… until the sudden thud
 of his head hitting the ground echoed through his skull. He tried to complain even while all that came out was a wet bubble that burst between his lips.

But the worst part was, Vester didn’t die.

He was left staring at his body collapsing to the ground. Blood was fountaining from the stump of his neck and the guards had backed away with a laugh. “It is done, high priestess,” the woman said. Then everyone stared in horror at Vester’s body.

The puddle of blood on the ground flowed toward
 his head. It linked up with the pool his cheek was sitting in, and when it did Vester realized he could feel his body once more. Slowly, the blood began coagulating and twisting together in thin threads. Shards of bones hardened among the threads, and before everyone’s eyes his decapitated head was dragged back toward his body.

The wet squelch
 of his neck merging with its stump caused everyone to back away. “Are you fucking kidding me,
 ” he groaned once he was reattached to his lungs. Vester coughed twice and spat a glob of ichor onto the ground, then started to push himself to his feet.

“Demon!” the guardswoman screamed and slammed her blade into his back. She twisted the weapon viciously and wrenched it out through his side. Vester screamed in pain and stumbled over to collapse to the floor once more. His thin cotton clothing had gotten completely soaked in blood, and he slipped when he tried to catch himself on his hands.

Other blades sank into his body and kept him from rising off the cold tile. Despite the pain, however, he couldn’t pass out. Oh… I hate it here,
 he mentally cursed. I so fucking hate it here. I am going to burn this kingdom to the ground someday.


They finally stopped stabbing him and he found himself lying in a giant pool of his own bodily fluids. “Is it dead?” the woman in charge said. She sounded shaken, and he could just barely see that she’d backed away to keep her slippers clean. At the moment, she was staring at him with a distressed look on her face.

Vester wasn’t even sure how many pieces he was in… but the pain made it clear he was definitely
 still alive.

“You ain’t that lucky,” Vester managed with several more wet coughs. His blood was slowly pulling back into his body once again. It was coming back together slower than it had when he was decapitated, though he had no idea why.

The woman let out an undignified shriek, then threw a hand up at the sky. “Divine smite!” she screamed. Vester got no warning before a beam of golden light shot down from the ceiling and blasted into his body. He felt immense heat tearing into his flesh and his clothing burst into flames.

“Fuck!” he screamed. Then he couldn’t say anything because the heat had poured into his throat and set his lungs ablaze. Vester flopped in an attempt to get back up or crawl out from under the beam. His charred muscles cracked and tore when he tried to put pressure on them. He went nowhere and flopped onto his face once more. “Would… you… bastards… stop… trying… to kill me!”

The hoarse words seemed to panic everyone even more—perhaps it was because Vester spewed smoke out from between his teeth with each broken word. He couldn’t even describe what he was feeling in that moment. His body had taken so much damage he’d actually gone numb.

A boom
 echoed from somewhere nearby and guards began repositioning themselves. Vester heard shouts to stop, grunts of pain, heavy thuds,
 and the sound of people getting knocked around—then the repeated thumps
 of someone’s boots on the cold marble floor.

“You have no business here, Tomlin!” the high priestess snarled. The woman looked equal parts outraged and terrified. “This is the business of the Holy Church. We’re exorcizing a demon who crept into the summoning ritual.”

“On the contrary,” the man growled in a bass voice that seemed to vibrate the walls. “I have a Quest directing me to take ownership of my newest Guild receptionist: the elf, Vester Gambit.”

“W-w-what?” the woman gasped. “That’s impossible. While he might wear the face of an elf it must be some form of illusion! Just look at what the monster has survived so far! He stands after facing divine retribution.”

She waved an arm at Vester and the man turned in his direction. To his credit, the guy immediately threw a hand out and cast some kind of healing magic. The waves of relief from the pain washed over Vester and he lay on the ground, unable to process the sudden cessation of his suffering.

“Thank you,” he said with a gasp. His eye twitched when he saw that he’d actually spit more smoke out when he’d spoken. The guards seemed more unnerved every time he spoke after their attempted executions.

Tomlin walked over and knelt at his side. The man had to be a dwarf, as he was only just above five-foot-tall and almost as wide. “Take a moment,” the man said in a gentle tone. More healing magic poured out of his palm, and Vester closed his eyes while it sank into his body. “I received a Quest from Julius, the God of Life stating you would serve the Guild well… but I don’t believe in slaves.”

“Tomlin!” the high priestess shouted. “Cease healing that monster at once! That abomination corrupted the Hero summoning and must be destro—”

“Shut up,” the dwarf rumbled. “Vera, if you try to interfere with me one more time, I will kill every guard in this church and collapse your temple on top of the corpses.” What amazed Vester was that there was no heat to the threat. It was stated simply, like it was inevitable.

From the way Vera recoiled, Vester suspected Tomlin had the power to back up his promise. “Hospitality on this world sucks,” Vester said. The healing had left him weak, but he found he could move again. His body was completely blackened with soot and his clothing was gone, but he still managed to roll himself to a seated position.

Tomlin let out a loud laugh. “So, you’re a Reincarnate?” he asked in amusement. “That explains a lot.” The dwarf slid an arm under Vester’s shoulders and helped him to his feet. “Don’t try to do too much, kid, my healing will have drained you of all your strength. You’ll need to eat several meals before you can really move around again.”

Vera’s eyes bulged and her mouth dropped open. Vester could tell she wanted to say something, but a fearful glance at Tomlin caused her to remain silent. He was about to tell her off for what she’d put him through when a wave of weakness washed through him—only Tomlin’s arm kept him from flopping to the ground like a boneless fish.

“Oh god, I hate it here,” he groaned. “Yeah, I guess I was reincarnated. Guess I didn’t leave a good impression with the gods…”

The dwarf chuckled and started walking out of the room. Vester was helpless to do anything but go with the man; the armored arm holding him up had no give to it at all. It was like he was being held up by a forklift.

“Don’t tell your story until we’re safe at the Guildhall,” Tomlin said in an amused tone. “I suspect it’s going to be a pretty wild one, so we’ll want to keep it private.” Vester didn’t even have the energy to nod—he was just doing his best to keep his head vaguely upright.

“Sure. Sounds good. How the hell did you know to come looking for me anyway?” he asked.

“Like I said, I got a Quest!” Tomlin paused, glancing over at Vester. “Ah, of course. Sorry kid, I forgot that as a Reincarnate you won’t know how our System works. The gods gave us a way to level up and grow stronger. Everyone has a status and a class that helps guide our growth. Once we’re back at the hall I’ll show you how to access your status and we can figure out how best to slot you in.”

“If
 I go to work for you,” Vester muttered. He appreciated the dwarf had helped him out, but at the same time Vester was having a really, really, really
 hard time getting over how much he disliked this world already. He wasn’t sure he could have had a worse introduction to these people if they’d wanted
 to offend him.

“Awwww,” Tomlin said in a cheerful voice, “don’t judge us all by Vera. The Church of Light is full of uptight assholes. I think you’ll find the Adventurer’s Guild is a lot
 more fun.”

“Yeeeeeeaaaaah. No offense man, but the bar for ‘best group I’ve run into on this world’ is set pretty fucking low,” he replied. “I’ve been here less than twenty minutes and I’ve had my head cut off, been repeatedly stabbed, then got set on fire.”

Tomlin let out a grunt. “Fair point, kid, fair point. That would leave a bad taste in anyone’s mouth.” The most amusing part about the entire conversation, to Vester, was that they were stepping over unconscious guardsmen the entire time they’d been walking down the hallway. Huh, guess that’s what all the banging was when the guy came in…


They traveled out through the double doors of what appeared to be a huge temple, and he found himself in a sprawling city. The steps of the temple descended a hundred feet, and it looked like the building was at the peak of some kind of steppe pyramid. The pyramid rested on top of a hill, which allowed the entire city to unfold before his eyes.

He saw a huge wall that divided the city in two while another marked the outer boundary. Holy shit,
 he thought, this place is massive… It has to go on for miles.
 He managed to turn his head to look at Tomlin. “H-how many people live here?” he asked in confusion.

“Here in the capital?” Tomlin grinned at him. “Not entirely sure. I think the last census said there were about two million. It’s one of the oldest and largest cities on Ordinal.” The dwarf hitched his arm and bent his knees. Then, still carrying Vester, he jumped.

Vester, hung over Tomlin’s arm like a dress the man was trying not to drag on the floor, let out a garbled noise at finding himself flying through the air. The dwarf just let out a deep laugh as a golden aura surrounded them. While Vester had expected them to crash into a building or splatter on the ground, he soon realized they were floating down like dandelion seeds.

“What the hell, man!” he shouted when he regained his voice. “Warn a guy, would you?”

“Aww, live a little!” the dwarf roared with another booming laugh. “There are some benefits to being the most powerful Paladin in the kingdom.” Vester couldn’t believe the guy was so cavalier about scaring the hell out of him… but he had to admit the view was lovely now that they weren’t falling to their deaths.


I’m pretty sure I
 should be an insane, gibbering mess right now,
 he thought, but there is something cool about seeing real magic… when it’s not being used to try and fucking
 kill me. All those bastards in the Church of Light can fuck off, but maybe… just maybe… the rest of these people aren’t that bad.


They set down lightly on the roof of a building, and a second later Tomlin sent them careening back into the sky. “Hang on, kid, we’re going to be doing this for a bit. The Guildhall is outside the city in its own compound. We’re independent to the nation, so we’re more like an embassy. I hate the political bullshit. Only reason I came into town was to get you.”

“Not like I’m going anywhere,” Vester managed to get out through the air pressure trying to pull his head backward off his neck. Tomlin seemed to think that was hilarious, because their journey was filled with his boisterous laughter.














Chapter Two








“Let’s
 get
 you
 washed,
 fed, and dressed before we look over your status,” the dwarf said as they arrived at his Guildhall around twenty minutes later. Vester had been fascinated to see that beyond the wall of the giant city was a series of rolling hills, thick grasslands, and several broad rivers that were filled with ferries. He swore he’d even seen an airship hanging from huge balloons, flying away from a tower set near the outer walls.

“Yeah… getting a bit sick of hanging off your arm like a coat,” Vester admitted. “How long is this full body weakness going to last?”

“Hah,” Tomlin laughed. “Healing sickness can be brutal. We’ll pour a stamina potion down your throat so you have enough energy to wash yourself, then—”

“Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!” a woman screamed the moment they went in through the heavy door—for the first time it truly dawned on Vester that he was wearing nothing but charred scraps. “Why is he naked
 !”

Tomlin boomed out a guffaw. “These things happen!” he roared while striding through the front room. The Guildhall looked like a massive tavern; the first floor opened into a giant chamber with a number of counters manned by people in suits. “Now, I need a few of you to get him cleaned up and brought to my office after he’s eaten.”

Then the dwarf was setting Vester down in a thick chair and patting him on the shoulder. Without a word, the armored figure stomped away. Tomlin was still humming cheerfully, and Vester tried to shake his head at the eccentric man in exasperation, though he only managed to flop his head to one side.

Doing so did give him a view of the rest of the room. To one side was a bar with various individuals clustered around drinking. The opposite wall had a board made of some kind of green crystal with glowing symbols moving sideways across it. Each was lined with a silver box, and when Vester focused on them, he saw a faint image of some monster or other.

He was amused to note that only a few people actually seemed to find it strange that a naked, soot-covered elf had just been deposited on their floor.

Of course, he only had a brief moment to focus on that before a trio of people in blue suits were wrapping him in blankets. “Put me down!” he yelled at the indignity of being lifted up like a used carpet and carried past the counters and into the back rooms.

“Nonsense,” a prim and refined-sounding elven woman said. “We’ll not allow you to dirty up our floors.” She had one hand behind his neck to support his head, and her other hand was already placing a flask of yellow fluid to his lips. Her pale-red hair was tightly bound in a bun on the back of her head.


Ugh,
 he grimaced, it tastes like roast beef. What the fuck is up with that?


“The Founder wants you taken care of,” added a human woman with dark skin and closely braided hair. “Once the stamina potion takes effect, we’ll let you wash off. Can’t be fun being covered in such crusty ash.”

“Nothing about today has been fun,” Vester grumbled. “And while I appreciate the idea of getting clean, I can’t say being carted around is enjoyable.”

The last woman was another elf, and she had long blue hair and crimson eyes. She was carrying his legs, which had his ass resting on her shoulders. She glanced back at him. “Unless you need some help washing?” she teased. “You’re not a bad-looking fellow… Don’t see different-colored eyes very often.”

“Like you can tell what he looks like with all this dirt on him,” the first elf said with a sniff. “Stop being such a flirt, Esmeralda. We have a job to do.”

“Yes, Mom,” Esmeralda replied while rolling her eyes. Vester blinked several times, trying to look between the two of them. Whatever they’d fed him was restoring his energy already, so he did manage to turn enough to compare their features. Once it was brought to his attention, they did
 look similar.


This world is so fucking weird…. Why am I not freaking out more? I got killed by a truck, interviewed by asshole gods, reincarnated, decapitated, stabbed, and then set on fire. A random dwarf showed up and basically kidnapped me… and now I’m being carried around by some strange women. I’m pretty sure I should be screaming right now.


He closed his eyes in an attempt to analyze his own feelings. His predominant emotion was anger. He was pissed off about the entire situation… but there was more to it than that. Part of him was honestly giddy at the idea of a fantasy world with real magic. It wasn’t like the two emotions were balanced, however, because he could tell he wanted to throw a raging fit.


So why am I keeping my calm? It’s like there’s a glass wall between me and the emotions, and while I can see them, they’re not pushing me to act. Is this some kind of spell?


His thoughts came to an abrupt end when the women carrying him tilted him forward and he suddenly slid into a large porcelain tub. “Gah!” he managed and braced his feet on the side so he didn’t slide underwater. The hot water felt incredible. “A little warning would be nice…”

The women let out laughs and Esmeralda leaned over his shoulder. “Sounds like you do wa—OW! Mom! Let go of my ear!” The flirt was dragged out of the room by her red-haired mother, and after a moment Vester realized the human was the only one left.

“You going to manage okay on your own?” she asked with an upraised eyebrow. “I ain’t offering you any extras, but I can help scrub you down if you’re still too weak to do it.” She paused, then shook her head. “Nobody gets covered in that much soot without having been in one hell of a fire. Want to talk about it?”

Perhaps it was just paranoia, but after his greeting from the church he just didn’t feel like sharing a lot of details about his life. “I think I can manage, thanks.” Every second saw more energy filling his limbs, and by the time the woman walked out of the room and closed the door a few seconds later, he found he could move his arms easily enough.

He felt around until he came across a hooked wire. His fingers followed it and were led to a basket made of bent, woven metal. Inside was a brick of soap and a wooden brush with bristles. He scooped those up and set to work trying to clean himself off.


I don’t get how this water isn’t turning gray,
 he thought. There’s so much soot coming off me I feel like a used barbeque grill. This is
 so gross.
 He scraped the brush repeatedly over his skin until the black flakes were mostly free. Then he began rubbing himself down with the soap to build up a lather. I wonder if it’s magic keeping the water clean?


It wasn’t cooling off either, which was wonderful. He appreciated that, because it was letting some of the tension drain out of his body. While he took the time to really scrub his body clean, he closed his eyes and let his mind wander over what he’d experienced.


Alright, let’s think this over logically. I got cursed a bunch, though ironically the death-curse actually saved my life. Julius’ blessing is letting me heal, but I ain’t Wolverine, it was taking longer and longer for me to come back together each time. I’m betting it was that little girl’s curse that made all those people in the church want me dead. Fuck them. Tomlin seems pretty important, yet he doesn’t seem to hate me… though he did say he had a Quest about me. I’m guessing he’s the dude I’ll have to listen to? That might not be so bad.


Vester dunked his head and took the brush to his scalp. The soap lathered underwater, which was pretty weird, and when he popped his head back up he found the tub had filled with sparkling bubbles that seemed to glow with prismatic colors.


Fuck, I’m hungry,
 he thought. My arms and legs are starting to feel weak too. Tomlin did say the stamina potion wasn’t going to be a permanent solution. I suppose I should get out soon… but I really don’t want to be walking around naked. Are there any clothes in here?


He craned his neck and spotted a bundle sitting on a dresser under a mirror. It was a deep blue that matched the uniforms the women had been wearing, so he assumed that was something to put on. Vester carefully pushed himself up and climbed over the side of the tub. His stomach let out a thunderous gurgle, which made him grunt in discomfort.

“Okay, dry, dress, and find something to eat,” he muttered to himself. He reached the counter, then immediately froze at his own reflection. He had hair the color of spun silver and it appeared to be growing before his eyes. A comb helped get it out of his face and let him see his features.


I
 do have different-colored eyes,
 he realized. One eye was a brilliant blue while the other was a bright purple, and both stared at his face in shock. I don’t look anything like myself. Pointed chin, high cheeks, large eyes… And look at these ears!
 One of his hands rose and ran along the edge of his ear which—like the other—stood out to either side of his head like knife blades.


Am I
 really an elf? Those church assholes called me it several times… guess it didn’t register.
 He tilted his head, turning it from one side to the other. I must be an elf… I’m definitely shorter, and slimmer.
 A quick glance down and he let out a laugh. In better shape too. Not that I was fat or anything, but I would be a model or something now.


His stomach rumbled again and he realized it was time to stop stalling. He grabbed a towel and started drying himself off, then quickly dressed. There wasn’t any underwear in the bundle, but the pants were soft enough that he wasn’t worried about chafing. It took him a bit to figure out how to lace up the ankle-high boots, but once he had those settled, he slipped on the button-down shirt, vest, and long-tailed coat.


I feel like a fucking butler in this get-up,
 he mused. A glance in the mirror showed that he looked decent, and he shook his head at his own vanity. Alright, let’s find some food before my stomach eats my spine and I fall over onto my face.


He walked slowly to the door and opened it to find the human woman waiting for him. “You took less time than I thought you would,” she said. “Come on. If you don’t eat in the next ten minutes or so, you’ll pass out.”

Vester stuck his hands into his pockets while he followed along, then blinked when he found a pair of gloves in one of them. The dove-gray silk had red embroidery along the backs of his hands and his knuckles. “What are these?” His fingers felt cold when he brushed them over the stitching.

The woman looked at him, frowning. “What, you don’t know what gloves are?” she asked with an upraised eyebrow. She seemed confused that he’d even asked. Vester blew out a breath and resisted the temptation to say something sarcastic.

“They’re cold—like ice,” he explained. “The fabric is so thin that I’m not sure I’d feel them if I put them on… so how can they be that cold?”

She let out a laugh. “Oh that! They’re enchanted. The Guild gives them to all its receptionists. The message Tomlin sent ahead said to get you set up with a starter pack of gear, and mana-focusing gloves are part of that.”

“What, so they’ll help me cast spells?” he asked in confusion. Once again, she squinted at him like he was a puzzle she couldn’t figure out, then she turned her attention back to the door they were approaching.

“If your class has spells, sure.” She opened the door and waved him in ahead of her. He found a small table with food on it and three chairs around it. The only person at the table was Tomlin. “The Founder will explain more,” she said.

Once he’d walked in, she closed the door behind him and stayed outside. He let his eyes go to the dwarf before he pulled out a chair and sat down. “Seems there is a lot I’m waiting for you to explain,” Vester said dryly. “Is this going to be a whole thing, or do I get real answers soon?”

The dwarf paused in lifting a heavy tankard to his lips. The amber beer inside had already stained his beard, and the guy licked his lips clean before he set the giant mug back down. “You’ll get answers, kid, but you do need to eat first. While you get some food in your stomach, I’ll give you a rundown on Ordinal.”

The broad-shouldered dwarf leaned forward and rested an elbow on the table. He picked up a wedge of cheese and took a bite and began to chew loudly. While Vester did want answers, he grasped that pushing the dwarf wasn’t going to get him anywhere, so instead he picked up a spoon and started in on the soup. His second bite froze on the way to his mouth, and he struggled to process what his taste buds were telling his brain.


What the fuck kind of cream chowder tastes like root beer and cinnamon?
 He shuddered and carefully put the spoon down before pushing the bowl of soup away from him. He picked up his own wedge of cheese and sniffed. Thank god, this actually smells like cheese.
 His cautious bite saw his eyebrows rise.


Really good cheese!


Vester finished that eagerly, then ate something that looked like a steak but tasted like rotisserie chicken, which wasn’t too hard to stomach. He sampled the fruit, and while it was all the wrong color, none of it traumatized him further. The buttered bread had an odd savory note, but it wasn’t bad.

Tomlin was content to let him eat. The dwarf drank, ate, and watched in a way that made Vester slightly uncomfortable. It wasn’t the same as when the high priestess had done… whatever she had… to make him feel so exposed, but he still felt like he was being analyzed.


I really need to learn more about what is going on in this world,
 he reminded himself. If this were a video game, I’d think they were using skills on me that showed them part of my nature. They’ve already talked about levels, classes, and Quests, so maybe there are some similar aspects?



Oh god,
 he realized. I’m living an isekai story.
 He tapped his lip with another bun, then took a bite. The food was helping his stomach, but he was starting to feel weak, both a mental and physical fatigue. It expressed itself in a yawn that cracked his jaws.

His yawn seemed to be the signal Tomlin was waiting for.














Chapter Three








The
 dwarf
 slapped
 a
 hand down on the table and straightened his shoulders. “You’re not the first Reincarnate to come to Ordinal,” Tomlin began. “In fact, the realms are constantly seeing people reincarnated. While most of those who are reborn have lived in the planes before, there are others who come from dimensions far outside our experience.”

Tomlin pushed himself to his feet and started to pace. His boots thumped rhythmically on the wooden floor. With his hands clasped behind his back, the stout figure looked every inch the warrior.

“Heroes and Demon Lords. That’s what history tends to call those brought from outside our dimensions.” He glanced at Vester, and the young man nodded to show he was listening. “Heroes are summoned by kingdoms. They’re meant to serve as saviors that protect the people from great dangers. Demon Lords, however, are fueled by their own passions. Some are good, though many get overwhelmed by their experiences and do anything
 they can to grow in power.”

Vester picked up a glass that he hoped was juice and took a sip. He tasted pears and citrus, which was shockingly refreshing, and he drained the glass almost before he realized it. “Am I a Demon Lord?” he asked. “Is that why those assholes at the church tried to kill me?”

Shaking his head, Tomlin snorted. “No,” he said. “To be honest, I’ve never seen anything like you. My Analyze skill says you’re a level 1 elf, and cursed to boot.” The man rested a hand on the table and frowned in concentration. “Yup, cursed elf, level 1. Demon Lords never start under level 10.”

“What about Heroes?” Vester asked. If he’d understood everything the gods had said, then his brother was the Hero who had been summoned. Figures Denny gets to be the chosen one,
 he said while facing his resentment head on. He’s always been the golden boy. Ugh. Okay, let’s push that aside for now and learn what I need to learn.


He forced his attention back to Tomlin as the dwarf resumed speaking: “Heroes are summoned, while Demon Lords occur on their own. Not every dimension has levels. It’s something our gods put into place to help us grow. One thing the histories make clear is that Demon Lords always get a head start when they’re reincarnated. Heroes don’t get that advantage… but since they are
 brought to the world through a ritual, they’re almost always power leveled by the group that called them. When they arrive with a Party, that goes for their allies too.”

“And the Party is always six people?” Vester asked. Someone at the church, or maybe one of the gods, had called seven an unlucky number. I don’t remember who exactly, it’s been a long fucking day already.


“Always,” the dwarf confirmed. “The only exception are for people who have special skills that allow them to form raid groups. It is believed that the perfect Party is meant to reflect the number of the gods. But we can get into that later. First, we need to talk about why the Hero was summoned and what to do with you.”

Vester grimaced, his eyes half closing. What to do with me… as though I have no choice in the matter. I should definitely be angrier than I am right now. Ugh. This all sucks… fuck it.
 He picked up another glass of the pear drink and took a long sip. Warmth spread through his stomach when the citrus flavor hit, and he blinked sharply. Is this booze?


“Careful with the elven wine, kid. If you’re not used to it, you’ll be under before I’m done giving my lessons,” Tom said as if responding to his unspoken question. Then resumed his lecture. “A Dark
 Lord is a unique being but not
 a reincarnated soul. They’re usually a monster that develops some kind of special sapience. The one that the Church is up in arms over at the moment was born as some kind of bat monster. She’s smart, and they’ve tried to kill her several times. Worse, she’s not entirely opposed to diplomacy. On top of her magic power, she’s also gained followers from the noble races.”

Vester tilted his head and rested his cheek on the palm of his hand. He tapped a finger against his cheek. “So, a magical bat-woman is raising some kind of army and the city freaked out and summoned a Hero… Those church bastards panic, and I and who knows how many other people on my bus end up getting killed?”

Maybe it was the alcohol hitting him, but Vester could no longer keep his irritation out of his voice. His free hand had clenched into a fist, and it took focus to get his hand to relax and let him unfold his fingers and spread them across the table.

For the first time, Tomlin stopped smiling. The dwarf’s brows furrowed and he glowered at Vester. A muscle under his beard twitched, the braid hanging down near the side of his mouth jumping in time with the spasm.

“Look, kid, I get that you’re mad. I don’t much care for the church myself, but if you run your mouth like that you’re going to get killed.” The dwarf walked over and rested a hand on Vester’s shoulder and gave it a powerful squeeze. “You’re going to need to let the circumstances of your reincarnation go if you want to live a long life here.”

“I can’t fucking die, so I’m going to do that either way,” Vester spat. That saw the dwarf’s eyebrows rise up into his hairline.

“What did you say?” he asked after a momentary pause. “Just what are your blessings from the gods?”

“Don’t you know?” Vester replied, his eyes narrowing. “You’re the one who got the Quest to take charge of me and make me work for you.”

“Pah,” the dwarf said with a snort and a wave of his hand. “I’m not going to make you do anything you don’t want to do,” he said. “Look, we’re getting off topic. The Hero has been summoned to deal with the Dark Lord, and you… weren’t.
 You’re an anomaly, so the gods have given me a Quest to keep you out of the way.”

“Awesome,
 ” Vester said. He sighed. “How can you say you aren’t going to make me do anything… and then tell me you’re keeping me out of the way in the same breath? What if what I want
 to do is go after my twin brother and hang with him while exploring this crazy world?”

“Your twin bro—” Tomlin’s words suddenly halted. So did all movement in the room. In fact, as far as Vester could tell movement everywhere
 stopped. The only sound reaching him was his own breathing. It was so quiet he thought he could hear his heart beating.

Then Tomlin’s shadow peeled off and thickened until the dark elf goddess Non was standing next to him. “Hey, you,
 ” she said with a wiggle of her fingers. “Sorry to interrupt your tutorial, but I was getting bored, and there’s only so long the calming spell can keep you from going nuclear.”

“Calming spell?” Vester repeated, then it clicked. “That’s what’s holding my feelings at a distance, right?”

“Yup! But it isn’t really important right now.” She came and sat down next to him. One of her hands reached out and wrapped around his fist. “We have to talk about what is going to happen to you on this world first.”

“Great, more people telling me what to do,” he muttered.

“Oh no, no,
 just the opposite!” she said with a shake of her head. “As my Avatar, you’re going to do whatever you want. But you need to understand the problems facing you. People in this world gain experience when they kill, and that lets them level up. You can’t kill, though—at least not directly.
 ”

She said the last word with so much emphasis that he could tell she wanted him to think about it, but Vester was still more than a little put out. “So it works like a video game? I slay monsters, adventure, grow in power… and what, take over the world?” he asked sarcastically.

Non shrugged and smirked at him. “If you want? Dad told me about video games, and Julius and I managed to get the other gods here to institute the System. We did it to feel what dad felt when he played games back on Earth. Oh, by the way… you ever met anyone named Levi Walker?”

She offered him a hopeful glance, and before he could answer, she added: “Time can be wonky across dimensions, especially in places without magic like yours.”

“Nope,” he replied, shaking his head. “Was that your dad?”

“Yeah,” she said, and while he could tell she was disappointed in his answer, she didn’t take it out on him. “Anyway. Here’s the thing. Your class is a tricky one, and you can’t fight offensively
 with the skill you have. A lot of people are going to reject you. But when you came before us, I got a glimpse of your soul. You’re clever, lazy… and kind of a wild card. I love
 that.”

Vester opened his mouth to deny her accusation, then frowned. “You, uh, might have a point,” he admitted. “I’ve always done what I could to get things accomplished with the least amount of effort. My parents called me lazy… well, a slacker, and useless…”

Non let out a rude sound and flipped off the sky. “That’s dumb. Why work harder if you don’t have to?” She waved her hand like she was casting aside his parent’s opinions. “Now. The dwarf there is in a bind. He’s a big believer in personal freedom, but Lilu’s Quest is forcing him to make you work for the Adventurer’s Guild. If he refuses to finish the Quest, he’ll die. She put the strictest punishment on it she could. If he dies, his people lose his protection and the kingdom takes over the Guild. The Adventurer’s Guild is vital as a neutral force on Ordinal.”

“So, why should I care?” he asked.

“If you don’t, you don’t. But the Adventurers are a force of change and thus something I
 approve of. Without them, Lilu’s followers would turn everything into politics and monsters would end up overwhelming the world.”


Damn it,
 Vester thought. He lifted a hand and rubbed it across the back of his head. “Whatever. I don’t need to hold a grudge… and if they thumb their nose at the Church, then I guess I’ll work with them.”


I don’t need to hold a grudge against Tomlin,
 he amended. I owe the guy for getting me away from that lunatic and her divine fire. If it keeps him from dying, I suppose I can stomach getting some stupid nine-to-five for Adventurers.


Non was smirking in a way that made him think she could hear his every thought. He let his eyes run over her slender body and she wiggled her eyebrows at him. “Get stronger first,” she advised. “If I so much as kissed you now, you’d explode into a pink mist. Maybe if you break level 100 I’ll take you for a test spin. Mom said Earth boys are feisty.
 ”

That saw Vester laughing and he nearly slipped out of his chair. “Alright, fine, I’ll agree to work for the Guild. Anything else I should know?”

She nodded, sobering a bit. “Yes. Don’t let people know that you’re related to the Hero. I’m actually going to take that memory from Tomlin. If people think they can use you to control your brother, you’ll never be free. Don’t let the information out until you’re strong enough to protect yourself.”

She let go of his hand and reached up to poke the tip of his nose. “I made you a damned
 sexy elf, so nobody is going to assume you have any connection to your brother unless you make them. Now, let Tomlin teach you how to access your status, learn your skills, and do whatever you want to shake this world up. I’m counting on you.”=

“Ugh. Okay, I guess that all makes sense,” he agreed. She beamed at him and hopped out of her chair, then paused. Non studied him closely, once more gazing at him from head to toe. A disapproving look crossed her face, then she reached out and grasped his shoulder.

“Let’s improve your gear. After all, I can’t have my Avatar looking like a vagabond.”

Magic pulsed through the room and swirled around him. The vortex of power sank into his clothing and it adjusted itself to hug his body like a glove. The fabric had already been comfortable, but now it felt absolutely sinful. Even those frosty gloves transformed, vanishing from his pockets and appearing around his hands.

Instead of cold, however, they were suddenly incredibly warm. The heat faded after a moment and he found himself holding a long cane of black wood, a blue orb clutched in a dragon’s claw topping it. “There. I’ve always
 loved canes. My dad has one.” She gave him a final wink. “Nobody will be able to tell these garments are holy, so don’t go spilling secrets.”

“I… won’t,” he said. He ran his hand over the cane, which shrank down until it resembled a slim black stylus with a blue crystal tip. The idea of having a magic item of his own caused him to smile, and he slipped the writing implement into his pocket and out of sight. “What are we going to do about…”

His question faded when he realized he was once more the only thing moving in the frozen room. Non had vanished. Vester glanced around the room to see if anything had changed, then Tomlin shifted and scared the hell out of him. “Don’t look so jumpy, kid. Being a receptionist for the Guild isn’t that
 bad. It pays an honest wage and you’ll be protected as long as you remain in these walls.”

“Is that so?” Vester asked, trying to get over the fright he’d gotten when the still figure had launched back into motion as though no time had passed.

“It is!” Tomlin declared. “And just in case our walls aren’t protection enough… I’m going to send you far, far away from those religious bastards. There’s a new town being founded and it has a fresh Guildhall. They’re short staffed and all relatively low level. The Adventurers out there are good people. They’re still figuring out the best way to beat the dungeon, so there’s a lot of opportunity to grow.”

The stout man clapped his hands together and rubbed his palms against each other. “But before we can do any of that, we have to get you registered. Given your irregular presence, I’m going to handle this personally. We’ll record your mana signature, get your papers written out, and if I can give you pointers on your class, I will.”

“Uh,” Vester hemmed for a second, unsure of exactly what to say, then shrugged. “Sure. I guess there’s no reason not to work for you. Just because I can’t die doesn’t mean I want to starve to death.” While he was still struggling with the anger gnawing at the magic keeping him calm, Vester’s talk with Non had done a lot for helping him settle his mind. The idea that he could do whatever he wanted if he just got strong enough felt like a challenge.

“Wonderful!” Tomlin boomed. The dwarf pulled Vester to his feet effortlessly, and for the first time the young man actually grasped he was no taller than Tomlin. Getting clapped on the shoulder almost knocked him down, but Tomlin caught him and started tugging him down a hallway.


Alright what the hell… let’s see where this takes me,
 Vester thought.














Chapter Four








He
 was
 brought
 to
 a podium with a crystal sheet covering the top. Tomlin walked up to the plinth and gave the wooden stand a slap. “Just to give you a warning, this is gonna hurt like a bitch. The enchantments will reach inside you and carve out the pathways to your soul that let you manifest your Grimoire. Once you can do that, you can see your status, learn your class, and access your skills. It’s awful, but anyone over sixteen can do it.”

Vester, still swaying from the elven wine, gave the pedestal a side eye. “Sounds fun,” he said. “Anything else I should know before I go through with this?”

Tomlin’s hand rose and stroked his beard for a moment. He let out a thoughtful sound, then nodded slowly. “Classes are what you make of them. They’re manifestations of your inner-most soul. If you don’t understand your class, it means you don’t understand yourself.
 The Guild has records for a lot of classes. No matter what you have, we should be able to figure out how to level you up.”


Not sure the philosophy is necessary, but I get the idea that no Class is useless,
 Vester thought. Let’s get this done.


He walked over to the podium and saw the sides of the crystal plate had metal imprints shaped like hands on either face. At the dwarf’s gesture, he wrapped his hands over those plates and squeezed. Then, to his discomfort, his hands seemed to stick to the metal.

The plates under his palms and fingers began heating up, and that rise in temperature seemed to travel up his arms, through his veins and arteries, and burrow straight toward his heart. Vester started to sweat, and his jaw clenched at the rising discomfort. The burning sensation simply grew as the magic dug deeper and deeper into his core.

“Fuck!” he snarled. The flaming tendrils reached some knot in the center of his chest, and a flash of heat burst outward to spread through his entire body—then vanished seconds after it had begun. He immediately sagged, though his grip on the pedestal kept him upward. “That sucked…
 ”

“Yeah,” Tomlin agreed. “Nobody likes it. The good thing is, you’ll never have to do it again. When you can manage to let go, hold out your hand and say ‘Manifest Grimoire.’ ”

Vester understood why Tomlin had said ‘when he could manage to let go’ after it took four tries to get his fingers to uncramp and actually relax enough to open. He spent a few seconds to just flex his hands and make sure they were working properly, then held his hand out. “Manifest Grimoire,” he repeated, not sure if he actually believed anything was going to happen.

Magic coalesced over his hand and a leather tome dropped into his palm. The book wasn’t that thick, which he supposed made sense since he was only level 1. It had a crimson leather cover with black pages; there were strange dark runes and symbols engraved all over its surface, though he couldn’t read them.

Vester flicked it open to the front page and blinked.


Vester Gambit: Elf



Dreamspinner: Level 1



Strength: 10



Dexterity: 11 (51)



Constitution: 10



Intelligence: 16



Wisdom: 14



Charisma: 14



Skills: Freeform Illusion, Don Disguise, Decoy Swap



Unique Ability: Nightmare’s Release



Gear: Avatar’s Raiment, Trickster’s Cane


The first page made sense, though it was written in a flowery calligraphy. It was the rest that confused him. “What is all this?” he muttered. He flipped a page and found paragraphs describing his skills. Once he realized they were breakdowns of his abilities, his confusion vanished. Then he did his best to grasp every detail.


Freeform Illusion (SS-Rank): Level 1



The ability to craft detailed illusions within a 10-foot-by-10-foot-by-10-foot space that can override the senses of another being. At level 1 this spell can deceive 2 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.


A flip of the page showed him his next spell.


Don Disguise (S-Rank): Level 1



The ability to alter someone’s features. At S-rank, this ability transcends mere illusion and allows for actual physical alterations. The greater the changes, the shorter the duration of the spell. This level 1 spell is limited to no more than a 10% change of any individual’s body. At S-Rank, this shall gain +10% change each time it levels up. Like most skills, level 5 is the cap. This spell requires mana to use.



Huh… wait, so I can change what
 other people look like? And it’s shapeshifting, not illusions? That’s kind of fucked up. At max level I could change, what… 50% of someone’s appearance? Is that like, total body mass or something? How the hell do you calculate what a person’s total body change is? Also, how short is short when it says shorter duration? Ugh, not very specific.


A little disgruntled, Vester flipped to the next page.


Decoy Swap (A-Rank): Level 1



The ability to teleport to a new location and leave behind an illusory clone that will follow the caster’s commands. The caster benefits from a brief period of invisibility before becoming visible once more. Level 1 allows for a 15-foot teleportation with a five-minute cooldown. At A-rank, this shall gain +10 feet per level and generate one additional decoy. Like most skills, Level 5 is the cap. This spell requires mana to use.



Okay, so I can teleport and leave behind a copy that does what I want? That’s kind of cool. Let’s see… level 5 would mean I can teleport up to 55 feet and generate 5 decoys? I like that. Makes for a solid escape skill… and if the cooldown shrinks when I level the skill, I might be able to use it multiple times.


Vester didn’t consider himself a huge gamer, but he’d played D&D and enough video games to appreciate the kind of mobility this spell offered. However, he wasn’t sure what to make of the ranking system. Do different powers grow at different rates depending on what rank they are?


There were a few more pages for him to go through. He had questions for Tomlin, but he wanted to read over everything before he actually started asking them. He turned to the next page to look at his unique ability.


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 1 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 once per week, this ability affects all those capable of perceiving the Avatar of Non.



Holy fuck,
 Vester thought while he read the description. Sixteen minutes living out their worst fears? Talk about a mind-fuck. Too bad I can only use it once a week… and it doesn’t look like it’s an ability I can level. Still, that is one hell of a way to tell someone to leave me alone.


He was amused to see that Non had left him a personal message in the description. I won’t, don’t worry,
 he thought to himself, unsure if she was still reading his mind. I heard your points about secrecy loud and clear. Now, is there a description of my gear too? Ah, neat, there is.


The last page gave him a basic rundown of his god-granted belongings. They weren’t overly complicated, so it didn’t take him long to read them.


Avatar’s Raiment: This elegant suit will change appearance to fit the desires of the Avatar of Non. It will always reform within 24 hours of being destroyed and possesses the self-cleaning enchantment as well as supreme comfort. The garments also provide a +40 bonus to the wearer’s dexterity. Due to a curse, the wearer cannot change the garments into armor.



No armor, but a massive boost to my dexterity. I’m not sure what all the numbers mean, but I doubt most level 1s are running around with 50 points in any of their abilities. Getting hit is definitely something I want to avoid, even if I can’t die, so I’ll take it. Now, what’s the cane do?



Trickster’s Cane: A more-elegant tool from a more-elegant world, the cane is an indestructible item that reduces the mana cost of all skills and spells by 80% when used as a focus. While unable to inflict damage, the cane can be used to block the weapons of others and is guaranteed to never break. This is a divine item and can be shifted to conceal it. It will always return to the Avatar of Non within 5 minutes of being lost.



Eighty fucking percent?
 Vester blinked his mismatched eyes and stared at the page, then read it again to make sure he understood it. So, it can’t be broken, can’t be kept away from me, and I can change what it looks like to hide it… all on top of it reducing the cost of my abilities by a ludicrous degree. Non really hooked me up.


Tomlin cleared his throat, causing Vester to jump. He turned his head to regard the dwarf and received a broad smile in return. “I get it can be a lot, but I am here to explain some things if you need it,” Tomlin rumbled in amusement. “So, you’re a Dreamspinner?”

Vester nodded. “Yeah, level 1. I have three starter skills and a unique ability… that I can only use once a week?”

“Ah, yeah, every class has a signature power that comes with a hefty cooldown.” The dwarf waved a hand as though signaling it was nothing to worry about. “You also gain a new skill at every level that’s a multiple of 5—level 5, 10, 15, and so on. The real importance is the rank of your skill. Your Rank as an Adventurer is determined by the average of your skill ranks. A basic Fighter with B-rank skills is more valuable than a Paladin with F-rank, just as an example.”

“I see,” Vester said. “What are the average ranks?”

Tomlin let out a humming sound, rocking on his feet for a second. “Well, the majority of people in the Adventurer’s Guild are at least E-rank. That’s the minimum average. Lower than that and they just won’t grow strong enough to handle dungeons. Most people have skills within 3 ranks of each other. So, an E-rank Adventurer might have a few skills at F-rank and others at D-rank. That’s why we take their overall average. The most powerful folk have A-rank skills.”

“Is there a rank above that?” Vester asked.

“Oh sure, but they’re rare. Some folk get S-rank skills. Those are the people who can change the world.” Fortunately, Tomlin hadn’t seemed to consider Vester’s question unusual. After he’d answered with a smile, Tomlin then motioned toward the book Vester was holding. “No one can read your Grimoire but you. There are some rare skills that let a person examine someone else’s status, though a lot of folks find them offensive because they touch on a person’s soul. None of them give full detail, and you should know it’s considered rude to demand to know someone’s exact details.”

Then Tomlin clapped his hands together. “Now, let’s register you for your employment. That means signing you up for the Guild… and if you’re wondering why I’m not asking you about your ranks, that’s because the registration process will give me your average.”


Damn it, there goes my chance to hide my power
 , Vester thought with a snort. He followed the dwarf along to a desk next to the podium and accepted a slim crystal card when it was handed to him. There was a sensation of getting poked, though it wasn’t physical, and the card bloomed with light a second later. Fancy script formed across the surface of the card, and Vester saw it appear in the open book resting on the table at the same time.


Vester Gambit: Elf – Level 1 Dreamspinner. C-Rank. Occupation:



Huh, I know my average is S-rank, so either the card is faulty, or Non did something to mute my power levels. Given I’m her Avatar… it might be innate.
 Vester studied the card and did his best to keep his expression neutral when he noticed the ranking displayed. Occupation is blank…
 There were a couple more pages to my Grimoire I didn’t have the chance to go through, so I’ll have to read them over to check.


While he was thinking about it, Tomlin came around the side and drew out a stylus with a crystal tip. He wrote in Receptionist
 in blocky script and tapped the page. Vester saw his Guild ID update in real time. “And there you go,” the dwarf said. “Now you’re officially on the payroll. Anyone who comes after you is picking a fight with the Guild.”

The man glanced over at Vester, then reached out to pat him on the shoulder. “I know you’re going through a lot right now. I appreciate you chose to accept the job… I didn’t want to tell you this, but the punishment for failing the Quest was… well… death. I wasn’t going to force you… but, well, I really
 didn’t want to drop dead.”

“Quests can kill you?” Vester asked. He had to pretend he hadn’t known the details, because Tomlin had no idea Non had paid him a visit, though he didn’t try to overact his ignorance. Vester didn’t have to fake how creepy he found it that a Quest could lead to his death.

“Not usually,” the man admitted. “Most Quests just grant you progress toward your next level. The really good ones can boost a skill level, or raise one of your attributes. That’s the only way those go up, by the way. That and leveling. Each class gains a couple of points in specific attributes each time they level. Skills and abilities can grow stronger as your attributes rise, but the only way to level them or upgrade them is to get a Quest to boost you. Those are the gods rewarding you for following your soul.”


If I hadn’t met Non and the others, I might have thought that was all bullshit,
 Vester thought to himself. But it doesn’t sound like there are specific things like experience points and hit points. Growth seems a bit more freeform… which makes sense since this isn’t an actual video game. Just a weird fucking world that I’m stuck in.


“How are Quests generated?” he asked. Tomlin grinned at him, nodding like he’d just posed a very smart question.

“The gods put the System in place. It reads our souls, and if the need is there it generates a Quest. The more powerful the need—the more people it effects—the more powerful the rewards. A little child’s lost dog could generate a Quest, but the reward would be smaller than a village in need of salvation.”

“I guess that makes sense,” Vester admitted. “So… what now?”

Tomlin chuckled. “Now? Now, I take you to meet Kora Dol and we get your ass ready to take the first Vapor-wagon out to the frontier.” He clapped Vester on the back yet again, and yet again almost knocked him down. “No offense, kid, but I want you away from the capital as soon as possible.”

“None taken,” Vester said dryly. “I’ll be just as happy to never see that church again.”














Chapter Five








The
 pair
 made
 their
 way through the Guildhall, and on the walk, Vester found that Tomlin didn’t actually mean to shove him onto a wagon immediately. The dwarf took him down to a storage room first. Vester had a minor scare when he thought he’d lost his Grimoire, but Tomlin assured him it simply faded away when not in use. All Vester had to do was call it forth once more with the incantation when he wanted to read it over.

Within the storage room was more equipment than Vester could shake a stick at… and none of it was organized. It took almost three hours for the dwarf to find a sturdy backpack, some basic camping gear, and the normal equipment a receptionist needed for their job. But once it was all sorted and packed, Tomlin led Vester out through the hallways to a loading dock at the back of the hall.

What Vester saw resembled a boat pier. The so-called wagons were huge, each easily a hundred feet in length with a dozen tall wheels. Copper and brass piping stuck up like chimneys from various spots, and Vester saw pale white steam puffing out the tops. He saw no sign of draft animals, and Tomlin just smirked at his demand to know what moved the monstrous vehicles.

Each wagon was painted with a unique color scheme, apparently so people would know what town or village they were traveling to. Rich folk, Vester was informed, traveled by airship. But these huge wagons were the staple of transportation in the kingdom.

He was guided down Pier 5 and brought over to… a woman with tails. Tails,
 like three of them. They swished lazily and appeared so silky that Vester had to resist the temptation to pet one. They were black with silver tips and matched the pointed ears standing up through the woman’s sable hair. She even wore a dress that matched the color theme; black silk with silver embroidery swished around her body when she spun to face him.

“Tomlin!” she purred in a husky voice. “Is this your problem child?” Her eyes didn’t quite find Tomlin, nor did they settle on Vester—she was staring straight past them. It took a moment for Vester to notice her pupils were dull.


Oh, she’s blind,
 he thought. How does a blind woman use a sword?
 he wondered on seeing the woman was armed. She had a pair of curving blades strapped to her waist, and the leather grips looked shiny from regular handling. Maybe she sees through magic?


“Kora!” Tomlin cried with a cheerful boom. “You always know when it’s me. May your hearing never fail you.” The dwarf reached out and took her hand, gave it a firm shake, and then released it. Then he caused Vester to stumble forward with a smack to the small of his back. “And yes, this is Vester. I’m sure you two will get on wonderfully!”

With that, the dwarf vanished in a flash of gold light. Vester was left blinking rapidly to clear the spots from his vision. “Ow!” he muttered while rubbing an arm over his eyes. To his surprise, he saw that Kora had also flinched away from the light.

“It is a wonder that man manages to run the most powerful Guild in the world,” she murmured. From how quietly she spoke, Vester suspected she was talking to herself. She glanced around for a moment but couldn’t seem to lock onto where he was. “Did you fall off the pier?” she asked.

“Ah, no,” he replied. “I’m right here.” Her ears oriented on him first, then her face shifted until she was staring in his direction. He had to resist the temptation to wave to test her vision. How did Tomlin’s teleport make her flinch, but she can’t see me? Maybe she really can sense magic…


“Since our glorious Founder didn’t bother to properly introduce me, allow me to do it myself. My name is Kora Dol, I’m going to be taking over running the Porter’s Walk Guildhall. The message Tomlin sent said that you’re going to be my receptionist. Do you know anything about the job?”

“Not a clue,” Vester admitted. “I just got hired today.”

“Of course,” she said. “Well, come on. Once we’ve boarded, I’ll find my training manual for you to start reading. What level are you?” She didn’t seem mad at him, but he could tell she wasn’t thrilled at his lack of experience.

He couldn’t really blame her. Before he could respond, she motioned for him to follow along, and then turned to start walking down the pier. A flick of her wrist called a slender bamboo staff to appear in her hand and she used it to tap the stone.

“I’m level 1,” he said. Her tails rapidly flicked for a moment, then she let out a soft sigh. “If it makes you feel better…” Vester began, feeling a bit frustrated at coming off as useless. “Tomlin’s sending me out with you to get me away from the capital. I’m pretty sure it has nothing to do with you.”

“I’m not sure why having a burden added when I’m about take up a new job is supposed to make me feel better,
 ” she replied. Her ears flattened against the top of her head. “But it’s fine. You don’t need to be strong to work the front desk. I’ll explain your duties once we’re in our cabins.”

Her cane tapped against the edge of the loading ramp, which she moved up without any signs of difficulty. Vester had to hang back an extra few steps to make sure her tails didn’t slap him. He had no idea what the etiquette was on extra body parts… and he was still fighting the temptation to pet them.


So floofy,
 he thought, flushing and feeling a bit like an idiot. She’s also gorgeous. At least if I’m going to be cooped up with someone for a long trip they’re nice to look at… and hopefully she won’t turn out to be a bitch or anything.



You’ve received a Party Invite from Kora Dol. Accept: Y/N


Vester stared at the sudden words that appeared before his eyes, then mentally accepted. “Good,” she said. “Now I’ll have a general idea of where you are. If we have to help defend the wagon, I can keep track of you. At level 1, you’re probably not going to be much use in a fight.”

“Is there going to be much fighting?” he asked. “I don’t really have any training at all.”

“The trip out takes roughly two weeks. Between bandits and roaming monsters, there’s almost always a few attacks on the wagons. One of the services the Adventurer’s Guild provides is security for these trips. The Transportation Guild is our partner. They oversee the wagons and caravans. Porter’s Walk is the farthest stop for the wagons, and that’s our destination. Know anything about it?”

“Just that it’s the frontier, and I think someone mentioned something about a dungeon?” Vester started to yawn, which made his words distorted. The food had gone a long way toward restoring his energy, and that damned pedestal had thoroughly woken him up, but the temporary jolt was wearing off fast, and he felt like he could fall asleep at any moment.

“Yes,” she nodded. “Dungeons are opportunities for levels, magic, and growth. They form wherever the mana in the world starts to overflow. Whenever someone finds a dungeon, you’ll find a new town forming. There’s two reasons for that. One, nothing provides people a chance to grow like killing dungeon monsters. The material from their bodies and the magically enhanced resources from the dungeon are second to none. The other reason is that if a dungeon isn’t regularly culled, the monsters build up and overflow. Rampaging dungeon monsters can wipe out nearby towns and breed out of control once they reach an area that works for their species.”

“So the Guild is in charge of keeping them trimmed?” he asked.

As they walked, she tapped her cane along one of the wagon walls while leading him across the deck toward a door. Her other hand lifted and she waggled her palm. “The Adventurer’s Guild offers support and regulation for people who’d risk their lives either way. We make it easy to get reliable gear, group with others, and sell materials for good prices. We’re kind of like a middle-man that helps delvers avoid stupid deaths. Not everyone who runs a dungeon belongs to us. Other Guilds send teams—they just generally have different objectives. Like gathering specific materials.”

“Ah,” Vester said, though a yawn made it sound more like aaaaaah.
 He flushed and shook his head to try and wake up. “I guess that makes sense. What are the requirements to delve?”

The way her ears twitched made him think he’d asked a dumb question. “Anyone can go into a dungeon… but not everyone comes back. It’s not our job to stop people from risking their lives. What we do, instead, is regulate access to the Quests for an area. Well, Quests that pertain to monsters and dungeons, at least. The Quest Board in each Guildhall gathers them, and someone can’t accept one without a Guild ID. It doesn’t stop people from accepting a spontaneous Quest, but it helps keep things from getting too chaotic.”


Nice scheme,
 he thought. If developing skills and attributes requires completing Quests, and the Adventurer’s Guild can keep people from getting those Quests, then they can control who grows in power. If the Quest rewards are listed, then it would also let them have a rough idea of how much people are advancing… Sneaky.


He had to admire the game, even if it felt coercive to him. “What are the requirements for staying in the Guild and taking a Quest?” he asked, wondering if they had a strict method of making sure that only the people they approved of could really start making gains.

“Dues,” she said. Then she motioned for him to follow her down a hallway. There, he saw thin copper pipes running along the ceiling and there was a faint acrid smell that came from a nearby valve. She paused and sneezed when she got too close to it. “Going to have to talk to the wagon master about making sure his maintenance is getting done,” she muttered in annoyance. Then she put her palm on a door near the valve.

A crystal plate over the doorknob glowed and clicked a moment later, then the door swung open. “This is our suite,” she said with a flick of one ear. “Come on in. You’ll take the room on the far side. I shall respect your privacy, and you’ll respect mine.” There was a silent “or else” in there, and he didn’t blame her for that. “Once the caravan is underway, we’ll go over the rest of how the Guild works. For now, go to sleep. Your yawning is making me
 tired.”

“Sorry, it’s been a day from hell,” he said. In the ensuing moment of silence, he studied the room. There was a desk against the far wall with a door next to it; that door was almost directly across from the one they’d walked into, and aside from a small table and a pair of soft chairs, there wasn’t much else in the room.

On one of the side walls was a second door, and that was the one she pointed for him to head toward. Vester hitched his bag a little higher over his shoulder and walked toward it, only to pause when she said: “Oh, and I apologize if I sound grumpy. I… was looking forward to a quiet trip. I didn’t expect to be training a new person.”

Vester had his hand on the doorknob, but instead of going in he looked over his shoulder. “Lot of stuff happening that people aren’t expecting lately. I
 definitely wasn’t expecting any of this. I’ll try not to be a hassle for you.”

She offered him a smile, though her eyes were still on the wall behind him. “We can make the best of it together. Have a good rest, Vester Gambit, and welcome to the Guild.”

“Thank you, Kora Dol. I’ll do my best.” With the courtesies out of the way, he ducked into his room and closed the door behind him. There was a trunk at the foot of the bed to hold his rucksack, and a shelf nailed to the wall. Most of the room was dominated by a bed that was a touch bigger than the one he’d had at home.


I had wondered how this wagon could carry that many people, even big as it is… but if this is bedroom of a suite, well, I imagine the regular passenger quarters are going to be a lot smaller.


He closed the trunk over his bag and mana glowed underneath when he touched his palm to the plate on top of it. A test showed it was locked, and he nodded before draping himself across the bed. Fuck, I’m tired,
 he thought. Fortunately, the pillow was comfortable, and he quickly felt himself fading.

Instead of passing out immediately, however, he called his Grimoire back into being. He flipped through the blood red book until he found the area past his equipment. That
 revealed his curses.


Undying: Rejected by Death. This curse prevents a final release from existence on Ordinal. The subject of this curse will simply grow older and progressively more scarred until they transition into undeath.



That’s fucking nasty,
 he thought. Directly under it was a blessing from Julius.


Fountain of Rejuvenation: Beloved by Life. This blessing ensures the bearer will heal from any injury and return to a prime state of existence. They shall bear no scars, nor age a day. While not true immortality, the holder of this blessing will eventually return to full health unless they are killed.



Huh, Julius outdid himself. If Delar hadn’t cursed me, then I’d still have died when they cut off my head, but because of the curse I can’t be killed that way… and because this heals me, I can’t become undead. I wonder what I’d have turned into if the decapitation had actually worked?


He suspected the reason Delar had cursed him was that the skeletal bitch wanted an undead minion. The phrasing of the curse certainly implied it. Julius had created a Catch-22 that let him stay alive. Then he read the next curse.


Unwelcome: Rejected by Peace. The bearer of this curse will find that those in good standing with the Church of Life will be repulsed by their existence. The stronger a being’s connection to Peace, the greater their disdain.



That fucking kid,
 he grumbled. Though if it’s just her followers, I guess it isn’t as bad as I thought it might be. What’s next?



Harmless: Rejected by War. The bearer of this curse can wield no weapon and wear no armor. They can cast no damaging spells, and their touch is unable to harm another.



Ah, I see. If I can’t hurt anything I can’t level. But Non implied there are ways around this if I am clever… and I don’t see anything about traps. Maybe people don’t gain experience for setting traps? Whatever, what’s next?



Bound: Rejected by Law. The bearer of this curse is forced to follow the commandments of the
 
Church of Life

 
ERROR

 Adventurer’s Guild (
 
Hah, fixed it for you, old man!

 ) to the letter. They will obey the strictures of their organization at all times.



Oooooh, those bastards. They were trying to curse me to be the slaves of a church where every fucking member was going to hate me? Fucking assholes. But it looks like Non tweaked this for me… I have got to thank her next time I talk to her. Working for an organization where everyone was out to get me would have been awful. Now, what’s the last thing?


With a bit of trepidation, Vester flipped to the final page.














Chapter Six









Avatar
 of
 Chaos:
 The
 bearer of this Title is granted divine gear suitable for their position. They also gain a significant upgrade to any skills related to deception. Their deep connection to Non allows the goddess of chaos to communicate with them if she feels like it. Other boons may be granted if the goddess is amused.


He grinned while rereading the description. I love how this basically says that she’ll give me powers and talk to me if I entertain her. Kind of fits the theme.
 Definitely chaotic.


With the last of his reading done, Vester closed his Grimoire and watched it fade out of existence. By the time it was gone, he’d fallen asleep. His dreams were unpleasant and bloody, and he woke soaked in sweat and grimaced to find he’d wrapped his hand around his new cane at some point.

He’d smacked his cane into the wall opposite his bed with a hearty thwack
 during those moments between sleep and waking, fighting some unseen monster in his dreams. The sudden impact radiated down his arm as he shook off the last bits of his slumber.

The combination of impact and sound had jolted him fully awake, but over the jostling of the wagon it was barely noticeable. The huge vehicle must have started moving while he slept, because they were rocking like a sailing ship—the rumble of the wheels turning filled the air with a shocking degree of noise. The wagon groaned, banged, and regularly let out a whoosh
 as steam escaped from something.

Despite all the noise, and despite him having just slept, he found that he was still exhausted. He rolled over on his small bed and wrapped an arm around his cane. With the cool orb pressed against his forehead, Vester fell back to sleep. It was a pattern that repeated several times. His dreams were pure hell, but his tired body wouldn’t let him stay awake.

Not, at least, until a firm knock on his door sounded. “Vester, I’ve got breakfast. It’s time to eat and start going over your duties.” Kora Dol’s voice was muffled through the door, but her knock had caused the wall to vibrate. He idly wondered how strong she was.

“Be right out,” he called. He pushed himself to his feet and found he was… good. No cramps, no tension, no sore back, his body felt great. He took a second to stretch and twist his body, finding it relaxed. He also moved with a precision that let him avoid bumping into anything in the room, and that surprised him.


Maybe it’s the high dexterity? Let’s not dwell on it right now, I’ll shrink the cane and get out there.
 He picked up Trickster’s Cane and collapsed it back into a stylus to slip into his coat pocket. A mental flex and his suit lost all its wrinkles. He sniffed his shoulder and immediately grimaced. I wonder if this wagon has showers?


When he came out the door he saw that Kora had placed a tray of meats and bread on the table next to a small tea set. The woman herself was sitting in one of the chairs sipping from a mug, and he took his place across from her. “Thanks for breakfast,” he said.

Her ears flicked in his direction and she offered a small smile. “Technically, as the junior member, it’s your job to fetch food from the galley,” she replied. “But since we’re VIPs, the captain has a page deliver meals directly to us.”

“Well, I needed the rest, so I appreciate you letting me sleep,” he admitted. He tore a bun in half and piled some meat between the halves, then took a bite. It looked like fish, tasted more like alligator, and the bread was like buttery chicken. This world’s food is fucking weird,
 he thought. For all that it wasn’t… terrible.

“You were having bad dreams?” she asked. Her expression hinted at concern, though she looked like she was trying to avoid prying. “Founder Tomlin said not to press into your background, so do not feel obligated to tell me anything, though he told me you were displaced by the Church of Light. It’s something… well, doesn’t matter. Eat your fill and we’ll begin going over your role as a receptionist.”


I wonder what she was going to say? Maybe she has her own problems with the Church of Light.
 He would have felt bad about keeping secrets had the distinct memory of a blade cleaving through his neck not flashed through his mind. “I appreciate you respecting my privacy,” he offered instead.

After that, the pair ate in silence until the tray was empty, and then Kora drew a thick book out of a very small purse at her hip. The blue-and-silver tome matched his uniform for coloring, and she set it on the table in front of him. “This is the handbook. It lists the regulations that guide life in the Guild. They can be a little overwhelming, but all of them exist for the purpose of reducing conflict in the life of an Adventurer. I’d like you to spend the trip studying it.”

The book reminded him of a dictionary, though when he opened it he found the paper was rough and thicker than he’d anticipated. There weren’t as many pages as he’d feared, and the thing had clearly been handwritten. Okay, not quite a textbook, but still beefy. Let’s see what’s in here.


Vester rested the book on his knee and started reading. As he began, Kora excused herself, summoned her cane, and tapped her way out of the room. Part of him wanted to follow her so he could see what the world looked like… and just to enjoy the thrill of traveling in a magic wagon, but he didn’t want to be seen too close to the capital. A few days inside won’t hurt, and when we’re farther away I can start exploring.


The first quarter of the book was centered around the paperwork that needed to be filled out to get a Guild ID, the maintenance of the podiums that created those IDs, and the regulations to ensure they couldn’t be tampered with. The foolproof identification was one of the cornerstones of the Guild.

The second quarter regarded how to properly log, file, and post Quests. Most of that was automated, but it looked like receptionists were in charge of making sure the board stayed organized and that each Quest was listed under its appropriate danger level. The guidelines for how to rate a Quest centered around known information, so it was a little fuzzy.

Next came regulations on how the Guild managed the purchasing of monster loot. It was a very
 thick segment, and it talked about quality of materials, supply and demand for the area, acceptable damage, and special dispensations for rarity and danger in harvesting.


Half this damned book is centered around how to buy and sell chopped-up monster parts and other weird shit found in a dungeon? I’m glad the book indicates that the Appraisal Glasses do all the work at rating the various bits in terms of durability and quality… because I would have no chance in hell in figuring out how to score the remains on my own. How am I supposed to evaluate the flensing skill used in the harvesting of a monster pelt?


The smallest segment of the book dealt with mediating Party disputes, forming raids, and distributing spoils. It also talked about disqualifying activities that would get someone thrown out of the Guild; they almost all referenced referring to the Guild Master of a branch and ‘the leader’s best discretion regarding each situation.’

It seemed like there were only a few activities or crimes that justified an automatic dismissal from the Guild.


A lot of these rules seem to boil down to playing nice with Party members, being reliable, and not being an asshole. The branch leader has a lot of power to take things on a case-by-case basis… and the general tone seems to be “Don’t be a dick.” I can respect that.


He closed the book and blinked in discomfort at the realization that he somehow could remember every single regulation he’d read. More than remember them, they’d settled into his mind like the word of god. He felt like someone had etched each one into his psyche.


Oh fuck, this has to be Law’s curse. That is so… uncomfortable.
 He tried to imagine letting someone accept a Quest without presenting their ID and it was like a greasy hand started fingering his brain. He nearly threw up. Oh, I hate that. How am I supposed to be an agent of chaos if I’m stuck with a fucking rulebook engraved in my mind?



Is Denny stuck with shit like this running his life?
 Vester wondered. I doubt the gods would have heaped a bunch of curses onto the Hero and his Party. Most likely they’re all sitting pretty with five or six OP blessings each… and I’m stuck slave to random rules about how to tally the value of hellboar pelts. This is so unfair!


It took a few minutes of heavy breathing and another mug of tea before the nausea subsided. During that time, he’d forced himself to go over the rules he couldn’t seem to forget again and again. Only by affirming he wouldn’t try to break them did he reduce that creeping sensation inside his skull. Forced evaluation of the rules revealed most of them only applied to the running of the Guild.

The stuff that would affect his outside life was all centered around being in a Party.

He closed his eyes and leaned his head back on the chair. If I’m the leader in my Party, almost all my issues go away. The Guild is pretty firm on top-down enforcement. But I can’t see any Party accepting me as leader at level 1. I’ll need to be careful who I… wait, I’m already
 in a Party
 . He’d initially forgotten because Kora had said she was using it to keep track of where he was.

Now that he was thinking about it, a small map seemed to blossom in the corner of his vision; he could see the room he was in, the hall he’d moved down, and when he followed that, it opened to the deck he’d walked across.

Kora wasn’t present on his map, and he also couldn’t seem to see the wagon that he hadn’t examined himself, but there was a glowing point that screamed Kora in his head, and he could tell its general direction.


While she’s gone… let’s see if I can figure out how my spells work.


Vester stood up and pulled out his stylus. A flick of his wrist later, it expanded into cane-form, and he rested his hand on top of the cool blue stone. Definitely not going to try teleporting inside a small room. I don’t want to discover I’ve merged myself with a wall or something. Let’s try an illusion first.


Freeform illusion talked about fooling two separate senses, so Vester began by picturing an apple in his hand. He remembered the warm sensation of mana flowing into the podium and tried to recreate that—only with his hand as the target.

To his delight, a bright red apple started to materialize into view. His excitement broke his concentration, however, and the spell came apart with little sprinkles of light. He tried again, and then again, and after an hour he found he could conjure an apple.

Trickster’s Cane seemed to thrum each time he cast the spell, and he could tell it was amplifying the energy he was using. By the end of the hour, he had a pounding headache and felt mentally exhausted. He stowed the relic and slumped back down into the chair. He could sense an emptiness inside that he assumed was his personal store of mana.

“I wonder how many times I could have done that without the cane helping?” he groaned to himself. His hands rose and he rubbed his palms against his eyes. It helped with the headache, but he could tell he wasn’t going to have the mana to try again for a while. No clue what my regen rate is.


Vester folded his legs under himself, leaned his head back, and focused on simply breathing. He drew air in through his nose and released it through his mouth. Back in high school he’d dated a yoga instructor who’d been big into meditation. He’d never been good at it, but she had been incredibly flexible and creative in how to reward him for engaging in her hobbies. She’d kicked his ass when she realized he was only seventeen when they started dating.

The memory brought a small smile to his lips and helped him center himself. He was surprised to find that the rhythmic breathing seemed to draw energy in that replaced what he’d used. His headache began to fade, and gradually he could feel his stores replenishing. He focused on that sensation to try and get an idea of how deep that reservoir of power went.


I wonder if Kora has any books on spellcasting? Tomlin said the Guild could offer me training, so that implies I’ll get lessons in how to do this stuff… but figuring it out on my own gives me something to do. That, and the less questions I ask, the less secrets I need to give away.


There was some comfort in how the handbook had included rules on treatment of Guild employees, and Tomlin had been pretty firm that fucking with a receptionist or other staff member was a disqualifying offense.

Vester didn’t doubt for a minute that powerful Adventurers would still try and throw their weight around, but he was reassured knowing he wouldn’t have to let them abuse him. There’s even clauses about acceptable uses of force in cases of self-defense, so I can definitely fight back… sort of.


His curses would be a problem there—it was hard to fight back if he couldn’t actually fight. Though there’s no rule against dodging… and Non made sure my dexterity is pretty high. I can wield Trickster’s Cane, and it mentions blocking attacks, so I’m betting she wants me to learn how to defend myself so I can avoid getting hurt. I’ll have to see what I can pick up. Learning combat for the defensive value might keep my head from getting lopped off again… which is a definite pro.


With a tentative plan, Vester checked his mana levels. He’d have loved some kind of numeric value, but it didn’t seem to be a thing in this world. However, he felt like he could start practicing again, so he did. This time, he rested his cane across his knees and tried summoning the illusion of music. To his surprise, he could recreate sounds he’d heard almost perfectly.

He was entertaining himself by playing music to listen to when he saw the blip for Kora appear on that tiny map display. He collapsed his cane back into a stylus and put it away. Once it was gone, he picked up the handbook and opened it across his knee.

The stupid rules were already burned into his memory, but he didn’t think she’d believe him if he said he’d memorized it in an hour or two. For now, he’d let it look like he was studying and work on perfecting his magic when she wasn’t in the room.














Chapter Seven








Kora
 Dol
 was
 a
 pleasant kitsune to travel with. She quizzed him on the handbook over the next few days, and the more he proved he’d memorized it, the more relaxed she was. She seemed absolutely delighted to find he could remember all the rules and regulations.

When he summarized the Guild’s stance on ethical violations as, “Refer to you as Guild Master so you can make the decisions,” she nodded firmly. She must have been reassured that he was actually going to put in the work to earn his place, because she seemed to loosen up and start opening up to him.

He found out this was going to be her first posting as a Guild Master—which turned out to be an official title. Founder was too, and they each conferred some kind of leadership skill. Tomlin had gained his by creating the Adventurer’s Guild, while Kora had received hers because Tomlin had put her in charge of Porter’s Walk. Well, the Guildhall anyway.

Apparently, Tomlin had a habit of dropping responsibility into the laps of reliable members when they were injured. Kora didn’t go into detail there, but Vester picked up it had something to do with her blinding; she’d been quiet the rest of the day after letting that slip.

After that first day, Vester had found himself unable to sleep in past the hour he knew the page would be bringing the food. Rules laid out for Guild decorum saw him waking up against his will, cleaning up the suite, and accepting the food delivery. Then he laid it out and waited for Kora to come out so they could eat.

She’d flashed him a warm smile the first time he’d done that, and he’d earned some brownie points entirely
 against his will. It had grated on him, but he didn’t take it out on her. He saved his rancor for the gods that had cursed him, while he also began contemplating how to use his magic to overcome his obstacles.

Kora helped by giving him some visualization exercises meant to teach him the minimum amount of mana needed to trigger a skill. It was repetitive, boring, and despite that, he worked at it constantly.
 He wasn’t content to only use his cane, but when she was out of the room, he practiced on easy mode.

By the evening of their second day on the trail, Kora invited him out onto the deck—the wind on his face felt amazing as he walked alongside her. “I never realized how stifling those wooden walls were until I got back outside,” he offered.

After he spoke, Vester tilted his head back and studied the sky. The sun had just set, so the horizon was a wash of gold, pinks, and umber shadows. The sky above the wagon, however, had faded to purple, and stars were starting to gleam. A bright blue moon was occupying one area, and… a deep-green one another. Two moons? Neat.


“It can be rather stuffy,” she agreed. The kitsune rested her palms on the wooden rail that marked the edge of the deck, then motioned for him to join her. “You’ve showed amazing talent in memorizing the Guild regulations. I’m impressed by your dedication.”

“I couldn’t forget them if I tried,” he said with complete sincerity. She flicked an ear at him, but otherwise seemed lost in thought. Instead of interrupting, Vester took the time to look out over the land they were rolling across.

The hills were mellow, and the grass was tall. It was like they were a ship moving on a sea of green. The farther he looked, the more his tiny map displayed. That encouraged him to look down the length of the wagon toward the back. The big vehicle left a trail of squashed grass sixty feet across in its wake. That was also about how high the deck was above the ground.


This thing really is huge,
 he thought to himself. I wonder what they power it with?
 He was distracted from his curiosity when Kora shifted in her position. Her tail thumped against the side of his leg, and he swore he saw her grimace for a second.

“Vester, what is your goal in working with the Guild?” she asked while moving to lean against the railing. “Have you considered a profession to go with your class?” He blinked several times, having no idea what she was talking about.

“Not… really,” he admitted. “I’m still learning and trying to figure out what I should do. I don’t want to rush into any decisions.”

“That’s smart,” she commended him. “Your mana control is already improving. I know you’re a casting class, so that’ll be to your benefit. There are some professions that benefit from fine control. Enchanter, Alchemist, Rune Crafter, things like that. It’s something to think about while we travel. Receptionist pays okay, but it doesn’t cover the gear you’ll need to delve in your off-hours. Most Guild staff take up a crafting role to make up the difference.”

“Huh,” Vester said, “I see. Do you have any books on the subject?” His question caused her expression to brighten. She reached into her pouch and drew out yet another blue-and-silver tome.

“As it happens, I do. I’ve got most of the standard Guild tomes in my bag, because I’m going to be stocking the hall when we arrive.” She passed it over, then let out a sigh. “I used to love reading. Going through a good book while I was resting in camp during a delve? It was a great way to relax.”

She looked so sad that Vester found himself wanting to do something to make her smile. He had no idea what, however, and any question he might ask in that moment seemed too intrusive. Before he came up with anything, she reached out and after a second of fumbling, she patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t make too much noise when you come back in,” she said. Then she left.

When she wanted to, she could move fast, and being blind didn’t seem to slow her down a ton. With how swift and precise she was able to swish her bamboo cane and use it to navigate, Vester found himself wondering just what level she was. The movements bordered on supernatural.

He was also wondering how she knew how his practice sessions were doing… She’s got to have some kind of sense that informs her of her surroundings,
 he decided. She flinched when Tomlin cast that spell that took him off the pier, and I swear I’ve seen her tilt her head in my direction when I use the exercises she showed me. I think it might be some kind of mana sense, but Tomlin said it was rude to ask about people’s abilities.


There was something immensely aggravating about constantly feeling like he didn’t quite understand the world around him and having to restrain his questions to avoid giving away his nature as a Reincarnate. It was a constant cycle of ignorance and hesitance that threatened to sour his mood.

Despite his lingering frustration with the world he’d been reborn into, Vester didn’t want to lash out at the people who were being kind to him. He was hoping to make a fresh start and that meant not letting himself turn into a bitter asshole. Deciding he needed a distraction, he opened up the book she’d given him and sat down to read.

Vester settled in against the railing so he could enjoy the fresh breeze and dove into learning about the various professions.

It turned out they were kind of like a sub-class. They didn’t improve a person’s attributes, though they did give crafting skills. They leveled through doing, which meant they were popular among people who didn’t
 want to risk their lives. The book in his hands described the kind of professions that went into making gear, potions, and items for Adventurers.

Gear and items were apparently separate things. An item was a limited-use object. Once it reached its limit, it would go inert. High-quality items could get recharged or re-enchanted, but those were prohibitively expensive. Gear, on the other hand, was permanently enchanted and would work continually.

The clothing Non had made him fell into that category, though at such a ridiculously high level as to be their own thing. The book briefly mentioned relics as “creations of such a powerful grade as to rival the work of the gods.” Guess a god’s gear qualifies for that.


He skimmed over Alchemy and shuddered. What kind of fucking nerd wants to do magical chemistry all day? It looks like half the skills offered are just to stop from poisoning yourself…
 He swore he heard giggling for a moment and looked around, then went back to reading.

Rune Crafters worked alongside Vapor Engineers, whatever those were. Crafting runes apparently allowed mana to be channeled through buildings, vehicles, and equipment. They weren’t enchantments in the traditional sense, because they had to be powered from the outside, but they were a related field.

Vester figured that was how the wagon was moving, and while it was cool to create a giant, self-propelled landship, he didn’t think that was the task for him. The profession that really
 drew his attention was Enchanter.

“An Enchanter inscribes symbols into an object through various means and then channels mana to fill the formations and create a permanent mystic effect. The skill of the Enchanter and their knowledge of the symbols used, as well as the quality of the material they are working with, dictates the limits of the enchantments created. In theory, a skilled crafter could produce any result given the proper resources, time, and knowledge.”


That sounds pretty badass,
 he thought. It looks like it takes fine motor control to get the symbols drawn with precision, but… my dexterity is insane right now. How small could I draw something if I really practiced at it?


That led him to taking out the stylus his cane had concealed itself as and trying to use it on the deck. It actually left a faint line, and that was all he needed to start doodling on the tough wood. Trickster’s Cane had no problem scribbling marks, though it wasn’t until he’d drawn a few curses directed at the gods that he realized he was vandalizing the wagon.


Do these things have an eraser?
 They did not, he discovered. I’m sure it’ll be fine… It’s not like anyone on this world reads English… and the people who do, well, maybe it’ll be okay if they read it.


He’d been avoiding thinking about Denny, but now that he was on the subject, he let himself really brood about it while tapping his stylus against his lip. Denny is the Hero. They dragged Jack along, I heard that asshat’s voice. If the others who got brought with us are Denny’s friends, then he’s probably fine. Hell, he’s probably fine either way. He’s never had a problem making friends.


If Vester was being honest, he had to admit he was jealous. His twin was getting power leveled right now and was probably going to end up having the people of this world worship the ground he walked on. Meanwhile, Vester was stuck with a bunch of curses, all designed to make his life harder. It’s not fair—but it never has been.



Denny has always had an easy time learning new things and doing whatever he wanted. Martial arts, sports, school—they all came naturally for him. If he didn’t genuinely try to be a nice guy, I’d probably hate him. Being jealous is nothing new. That’s the stupid part. If the gods had let me, I’d have helped him without question.


Vester loved his brother, but Denny had some big blind spots. One was a complete lack of imagination. Another was an almost pathological need to follow the rules. His parents were thrilled to have a kid who never really asked why or pushed limits… which was why Vester had completely failed to win their affections. He’d always been the one to test things. Fuck, what do I do if those Church of Light bastards tell Denny I’m a demon or something?


His brother might not be imaginative, but he wasn’t dense. There was no chance Denny wouldn’t demand to know what happened at the ritual. It was painfully obvious they hadn’t expected a seventh person, and they’d dragged the Hero’s Party away by force.


Denny’s going to want to understand what happened, and if they’re not convincing, he’ll still ask questions. Then again, Non altered Tomlin’s memories… For all I know the gods will have fucked with his memory and he won’t believe it’s me if we run into each other.


Vester thumped his head back against the railing and took several deep breaths. In the end, he had to acknowledge there was nothing he could do about his or his brother’s situation in that moment. He let his eyes rise to watch the stars and those brilliant moons moving through the sky. Then he wrapped his hand around his stylus and transformed it back into its cane form.


Might as well get in some practice while I’m alone,
 he thought. He started off by trying to conjure a solar system in the air above him. Picturing the glow of a planetarium display, Vester built the image up carefully. He followed Kora’s method of applying the smallest trickle of mana possible until the skill activated.

Channeled through the cane, that didn’t take much energy at all. The sun revealed itself, and one by one the planets swirled into being around it. They began to gracefully orbit the flaming sphere, and he amused himself by adding as many tiny asteroids, moons, and comets as he could.

Where he couldn’t remember the exact details, he improvised. The rings of Jupiter, Saturn, and Neptune shimmered with ethereal light, and their moons twinkled like crowns of glitter in orbit around them.

For just a moment, staring at the starscape he’d created, Vester felt at peace. There was a simple beauty to the image, though when he added Holst’s Symphony of the Planets,
 it truly hit him that he would probably never see Earth again. He’d never hear from his parents, never finish college, never read another comic book, or watch the newest movies in his favorite franchises.

But… he had magic.

The music shifted and Mars, Bringer of War
 began to play. The sun crackled and grew more intense, the flames licking out into space. Mercury was devoured. The star shrank, then pulsed outward once more until it had swallowed Venus. The crimson ball hovered over him like Sauron’s eye.

Under the harsh rays of the sun, he watched the green on Earth char brown and the oceans dry up. The white clouds vanished and left behind a barren, burnt husk. Mars grew water as ice caps melted, and he pictured the canals filling. Hints of green began to form across the planet’s desert surface.

Vester let himself get carried away in his illusion, the music pounding in his ears, and he imagined life continuing on a new world. It was cathartic and allowed him to get lost in his creation. Perhaps that was why he didn’t realize someone else had come out onto the deck.














Chapter Eight








“Oh,
 that’s…
 beautiful,”
 a
 woman breathed—she sounded like she was right next to him and Vester let out an undignified squawk of surprise. The skill shattered and fell apart in motes of light, and his head whipped around to find a blue-skinned woman in overalls standing only a few inches away. “Sorry!” she squeaked.

With his heart in his throat it took him a second to calm down. “It’s… okay,” he managed. “You just surprised me.” He’d dropped his cane, but found it hadn’t rolled out under the railing to the plains below when he put his hand down and felt for it. Vester pushed himself to his feet and offered her a handshake. “I’m Vester Gambit.”

“Skylar Free,” she said with a smile. She took his hand and gave it a firm shake. Her palm was calloused, and her forearm flexed with muscle as they shook, though she didn’t seem to be trying to crush his hands. She was just damned strong. “Were you practicing magic?”

It felt like an obvious question, but when he took in how she was standing, it occurred to him that she might just have been looking for an excuse to keep the conversation going. A real look at her and Vester wasn’t in a hurry to end it either.

She had long lavender hair pulled into a braid that went down to the back of her knees. Her overalls didn’t hide the fact she was fit, and they strained over her torso. But the most arresting feature, outside her blue skin and purple eyes, was the crimson runes that glowed faintly all over her skin.

She was gorgeous, and it was only after a few seconds that he realized he was standing there like an idiot. He cleared his throat and nodded. “I was, yeah. Practicing my illusions. Trying to get them to activate with as little mana as possible.”

“Oh! I’ve done those exercises, though for me it’s about activating my golems,” she said. She looked genuinely excited to talk, so Vester smiled and motioned for her to join him. She came and stood next to him, close enough he could feel the warmth coming off her skin.

“You make golems?” he asked. He figured it wouldn’t be a rude question, since she’d brought them up first.

“I animate them, yeah. I’m a Puppetmaster. I wanted to travel, so I got a job with the wagons. Being a porter and handling the freight and storage isn’t glamorous, but it means they pay me to travel…”

“Smart,” he said, and he meant it. “You looking to be an Adventurer?” He rested his elbows on the railing and leaned out a little, and she echoed the move. Her eyes sparkled in the moonlight, the purple nearly matching her hair.

“I am,” she admitted. “It can be hard to find groups, though, and the more established areas don’t want to wait for me to level up and get stronger.” Frustration showed on her face. “If I get called a ‘carry-me’ class one more time I’ll…” She let the threat trail off and huffed. “Stupid prejudices. It’s not like my class can’t do a decent amount of damage, and golem tanks are some of the best! But because it takes an investment to make my puppets…”

Once again she trailed off, so he let himself lean over to bump her with a shoulder. “I get it,” he said softly. “My class isn’t good at direct confrontation. I’m not sure how I’ll find a Party to travel with. In fact, I’m pretty sure I’ll struggle with it a lot. Don’t let your abilities get you down. If people are smart, they’ll see the value of long-term planning.”

“Thanks!” She beamed at him, her smile bright and warm. “It’s nice to feel like someone gets where I’m coming from. Some people have it easy. They can just swing a sword or throw a fireball and boom,
 monsters die! They get levels and people cheer for them.”

“Some of us need to use our brains,” Vester said, pretending to be a wise old man. “But you know what? I’ll take someone who uses their brains over someone who just throws attacks at a problem every day of the week. Sometimes the answer is to stop trying so hard and think outside the box.”

“ ‘Outside the box’?” she echoed. He realized he’d confused her and coughed.

“It’s a, uh… saying my dad made up,” he lied. “He used to create these mazes you could roll a little metal ball through. The goal was to get the ball to the end. But he said the only way to do it was to think outside the box and look at the maze from above. The whole point was to teach me to look at a whole problem instead of just the spot right in front of me.”

He was worried his explanation wouldn’t make any sense, but Skylar seemed to get it almost immediately. “That sounds like a fun puzzle, and a really good lesson! I like that. I’m going to try and remember it.”

He chuckled at how earnestly enthusiastic she seemed. “Glad I could help,” he teased. “Still, I’m only level 1, so I’m sure you know more about what it takes out there than I do. I’m just starting my new job.”

For the first time, she seemed to take in his suit. “Oh! Are you going to Porter’s Walk? That’s the end of the line and where my contract expires. I heard there’s a new dungeon out there, so I was hoping I’d be able to find a Party.”

She seemed pretty giddy, and he watched her wiggle happily. It did amazing things for the overalls, though he did his best to avoid looking like he was leering. Regardless, her enthusiasm was charming. “Yeah, I’ll be one of the Guild receptionists. Feel free to use my line when you’re selling your loot, and I’ll make sure you get a good price.”

She caught him completely off guard by pulling him into a hug, and Vester froze for a second. A moment later he returned the gesture and felt something in his chest loosen. It wasn’t until she’d stepped back that he realized how much he’d needed that.

Thankfully, nothing made it weird… no horrible anime tropes cropped up like a nosebleed or someone coming along to call him a pervert. Despite being trapped in an isekai life, he was able to just enjoy a moment of genuine human contact.

“I’m glad I met you,” she said. “I was kind of anxious at the idea of moving to a new town where I wouldn’t know anyone. But now I can start my new life with a friend. Thank you.”


Oh my god, she’s going to get eaten alive,
 Vester thought. She’s willing to call me a friend after five minutes and a single hug?
 I can’t imagine what some unscrupulous assholes might do if she’s this trusting with other Adventurers.


His introduction to this world hadn’t exactly left him in the most generous mindset, but if she were playing him, she was an amazing
 actress. His gut said she really was an idealist, and it left a bad taste in his mouth to picture her getting taken advantage of.

“I’m glad I met you too,” he said. “I don’t know anyone except the Guild Master. But that’s a job, she’s just giving me the basics… I’m still starting from scratch in a new place too. It’ll be nice to have a friendly face around.”

She seemed really happy at his agreement, and for a second he thought he’d get hugged again. Skylar managed to restrain herself, though she did offer him a brilliant smile. Then she leaned over and bumped him with her shoulder. “Then it’s a deal. We can watch each other’s backs in a new place.”

“I like that idea,” he agreed. “Not sure how much help I’ll be, but if I do learn how to enchant stuff maybe I can make yo—GAH!” Now
 she hugged him again. She was pretty strong too. Her embrace lifted him off his feet and she spun him in a circle.

“Enchanting has great synergy with golems!” she said in a rush. “There’s all sorts of methods to improve the materials to make them stronger. Layering enchantments is one of the best ways to do it. Some people swear by soaking the golem in alchemical potions, but I’m a traditionalist.”

He dusted himself off when she set him down, and she blushed at him. “I’ll take that under advisement,” he said with a grin. “I was just considering it because I have pretty good dexterity, so I was hoping that would translate to fine motor control.”

“It does!” she said, then she launched into a lecture on how the physical attributes affected various crafts. Dexterity was highly prized by crafters for the exact reasons he thought it would be. According to her, constitution was also pretty valuable. She went on for a while about how often people worked long hours and how that stat helped them ward off ill-effects from various processes.

Apparently, her job skills let her assist the Vapor Engineers, and he listened while she went on about the various magical machines that moved the wagon and airships. She seemed to find the topic fascinating, but after a while she wound down.

“Sorry, I love the whole field of mana engineering, especially the elven methods…” she said with a bashful smile. “But it’s super
 expensive. The whole reason I wanted to become an Adventurer was to make money so when I retire I can afford an education.”

“Not a bad plan,” he said. “As long as you can stay alive, that is. I’m surprised there aren’t programs that help new people get started.”

“Well, there are,” she admitted. “Except, most apprenticeships are given out to kids from wealthy backgrounds or family. Nobody from the orphanage was getting an opportunity like that. Most of us had to work hard just to avoid ending up in the Thieves’ Guild.”

“Ah,” he breathed. “Money talks.” That Earth phrase didn’t need an explanation. She just gave a sad nod. “Well, you have a plan. If you take things slowly, I’m sure you’ll get where you want. Sometimes, taking things one step at a time is the best way to reach your goal.”

“That’s my thought,” she agreed. “And if I can get enough levels and a few good skills then I can use my golems as assistants. With them helping me, I’ll be able to out produce my competition—then I can show all those elitist bastards what a girl from the slums can do.”

“I look forward to seeing that,” he said. “Just don’t forget about me when you’re rich and powerful.”

She blew out a raspberry. “Forget about you? Who do you think I expect to be doing all my enchanting? You’ll be working in the back, making all my stuff work better. Hope you don’t mind.”

“Hah, well, if I can fit you into my schedule I’ll consider it,” he teased. She let out a little laugh, and after that they both fell silent to relax while looking out over the grass. He spotted a town in the distance, taking in the streetlights with surprise.


Airships, wagons that are practically trains, gas lamps; this world might be a fantasy world with magic… but I think I was wrong to assume it was primitive. From what she was saying, it seems like they have a pretty sophisticated kind of engineering.


He considered those anime stories of isekai characters who completely revolutionize the worlds they arrive in by bringing modern technology. Yeah, that doesn’t seem like it’ll be happening here. If anything, I feel like
 I’m the primitive one. The way they use magic here might lead to some real interesting options for me if I keep my eyes open.


A yawn took him by surprise, and he stretched. “Skylar, I am really glad to meet you, and I hope I’ll see you again tomorrow… but if I don’t get some sleep I’ll pass out and fall over the rail.”

She snorted and pulled him back from the railing. “Can’t have that. I just met you and you haven’t even bought me dinner yet,” she said. “Which… I might look forward to...” He swore he saw a tiny hint of a blush on her cheeks; just a faint purple tint to her blue skin that was hard to make out in the dark.

Vester offered her a nod, then pulled her into a short, quick hug. “I think… I might like that too. Let’s keep getting to know each other… but don’t think I’m not interested…” He released her and stepped back, and he was pleased to see her smiling while she walked back along the side of the wagon to enter a different hatch than the one that led to his room.

He took the time to look up at the stars one last time and this time noticed a red moon rising over the horizon. “Three
 moons? I should see if Kora has a history book or two. There’s only so long I can afford to be ignorant if I am going to pose as a native.”

He shrank Trickster’s Cane into a stylus, slipped it into his breast pocket, and walked to the door. When he reached the bottom of the stairs, he made his way to the suite and took care to open the door slowly. There was no sign of Kora, so he moved quietly to get to his own room and closed his door without a noise. Then he took off his shoes, stripped down to just his pants, and lowered himself onto the bed.

With an arm under his pillow, Vester studied the ceiling and tried to figure out how he felt about the world he was in. Skylar seems nice, and Kora has been fair to me. Tomlin could have forced me to do whatever he wanted, yet he gave me a choice… even though it might have killed him. The people who follow Peace seem like assholes, but at least the Adventurer’s Guild has a few good people in it.


His hand scratched the underside of the cushion and he crossed his ankles. He lifted his other hand and twisted his fingers while calling on his magic. The illusion of his favorite sandwich appeared in the air in front of him. Without using his focus it took more energy, but the gloves that were part of his uniform still offered some mana discount.

His fingers flicked and the sandwich turned into a bird, then a cat, and finally a television with one of his favorite porn videos playing. A juvenile smile crossed his face and he let out a snort. “There are some
 benefits from illusions,” he admitted. “I just have to figure out how to use them to kill monsters, and then I’ll be able to level up.”

A few ideas sprang to mind, though all of them would require prior set-up. It wasn’t necessarily a deal breaker, but it did limit what he could manage on the fly. He might have worried about that more, but his skills were well suited for getting away if he needed to.


Worst comes to worst… if the monsters kill me I’ll just come back, but that’s not a route I really want to start relying on. For all I know, I’ll have to go through some animal’s fucking digestive system and grow back from its—
 He aborted that train of thought with a grimace. Yeah, let’s avoid that fate.



If Kora has an entire Guild library in her bag, then she might have a few starter books on enchanting. From what Skylar said, I should be able to master the drawing skills required once I have something to practice… though I have no idea what taking a profession entails.


With that in mind, Vester let his eyes close and released his magic. He was ready to fall into a blissful sleep when the entire wagon lurched and tossed him to the floor.














Chapter Nine








His
 nose
 cracked
 when
 he hit the deck face first and Vester let out a sharp curse while pinching off the bleeding. He was pushing himself to his feet when something flashed in his vision.


Quest: Defend the Wagon



Reward: variable



Punishment: variable


“What the hell does that
 mean?” he muttered while he yanked open the door to his room. He was confronted by the sight of Kora Dol with one of her blades drawn. Crimson runes glowed along the scimitar’s length, and her other arm supported a tower shield. She was still wearing her black dress, but now armor covered her lower legs, shoulders, forearms, and wrapped around her torso like a corset.

“Stay on the wagon,” she ordered. A pulse of something
 shot out from her and it took Vester a moment to realize it was mana. Moving faster than he’d expected, the kitsune yanked open the outer door with her shield hand and charged down the hall.

A valid command from a superior in the Guild meant Vester didn’t have a choice, but at the same time he wasn’t going to just hide in his room. He grabbed his shirt and coat to pull on while he ran out the door. To his surprise, his gloves and boots appeared on his limbs while he jogged. Convenient,
 he thought.

He had Trickster’s Cane firmly in hand by the time he got up the stairs, where he immediately had to duck several arrows that went flashing past. The rapid thwack-thwack-thwack
 of the shafts hitting the door made it quite clear the deck was not a safe place to be.

Vester took a second to regard the wooden block that held the door latch, then he hopped up and caught it with the tip of his foot. A twist, another step, and he bounced up off the top of the door to scramble on top of the wagon. He had to grab a few of the hot pipes to finish climbing up, but once he was there he found he could see what was going on.

The front of the wagon was tilted down into a giant pit. The wheels were churning backward in an attempt to halt the slide, and for the moment it looked like the huge vehicle wasn’t going to pull free of the hole. If it had gone in fully, the deck would be level with the ground,
 Vester realized. Someone was prepared.



A lot of someone,
 he amended. Has to be fifty people in armor down there.


His position on top of the wagon gave him the perfect view of Kora vaulting off the side of the wagon and slamming down in the middle of one of those armored groups. She spun in a circle and flames chased her blade. Bandits screamed as they were burned, and the few that attacked her found her shield rising to block their blows almost preemptively.

Impulse saw Vester channeling through his cane in an attempt to give the woman some cover. He crafted an illusory duplicate of her on the other side, and while it didn’t do any damage, it did
 confuse the group she was fighting. She took advantage of their distraction and tore through them.

He grimaced at the blood and burning flesh that splashed away from her shield bash. That is brutal,
 he thought. It made him nauseous, but he forced himself to keep watching. This is the world I’m in now. I can’t be squeamish about this stuff.


A bright light to one side drew his attention farther back along the wagon. Men and women in dark-brown uniforms were forming along the rails. They held rifles with crystal barrels and were sending energy blasts down at the bandits who were trying to climb over the side. Among them was Skylar, and Vester spotted a small wooden figure carrying a tray of clay jars moving behind her.

The overall-clad woman kept picking up the jars, lighting a cord hanging from their tops, then tossing them over the side. The grenades detonated in small fireballs that sent ceramic shards bursting outward. Unlike Kora, it took each wagon guard several hits to bring down their targets.

His illusion of Kora had been dispelled by someone slashing their sword violently through it. It didn’t look like she needed his help at the moment, so he kept looking over at Skylar and trying to think of some way he might be able to give her a hand.

When he saw one of the bandits about to pull their way over the railing, an idea came to him. He pushed his illusion to form swiftly, and suddenly the image of Tomlin barreling at the bandit came into being. The bandit looked up to see a heavily armored dwarf raging straight at him and lost his grip on the rail.

With a scream, that bandit tumbled backward and fell. The man bounced twice off the side of the wagon before striking the ground headfirst. Vester saw a flash of light, and a message scrolled across his vision.


Level 12 human defeated.



Wait, what? I thought…
 Vester’s eyes narrowed and he realized what had happened. I never touched him. I didn’t do a single point of damage. Despite that, he died as a result of my spell. The System still awarded me credit for the kill. I
 can gain experience.


He clenched a fist and shifted the illusion of Tomlin into one of the dark-uniformed wagon guards. Then he started scanning the rails to see if there were more people he could startle into falling.


Level 8 human defeated.


The message came when he used the wagon guard illusion to swing at a man and the bandit’s dodge caused him to step in front of an energy blast that took him clear off the wagon. Vester started doing his best to contribute to the fight.

His trick didn’t always work. Some of the bandits just seemed better at spotting the illusion than others. Twice, he watched his creation get dispersed. Once with a sword slash, once with a small ball of flame shot from a woman’s hand. The second time brought attention to him specifically.

The spellcaster seemed to know exactly where the illusion was originating and her eyes snapped over to where he was lurking amidst the chimney pipes. She pressed her palms together, then pulled them away from each other. Another ball of flames, significantly larger than the last one, formed in the air between her hands.


Nope, I don’t think so,
 Vester thought rapidly. His eyes went to a spot farther down on the roof and he activated Decoy Swap for the first time. He stumbled a few steps when he suddenly appeared fifteen feet from where he’d been, but the brief period of invisibility allowed him to get into position behind one of the larger chimneys.

It also gave him time to see the duplicate left behind go up in flames and vanish. The Hollywood scream I had it do may have been a bit much,
 he mused, though a small smile was playing on his lips.

Now that he’d used that ability, he better understood what a cooldown was. There was a sensation of being blocked from Decoy Swap and he knew he wouldn’t be able to access it again for a little while. He was poking at it in his head when he heard footsteps near him.

His head snapped up and he saw the spellcaster running toward him. “God damn it!” he snarled. Then he was rolling in a dodge that took him across several hot pipes. She’d thrown another ball of flames at him, which he was surprised he managed to evade.

“You’re a slippery one, aren’t you!” she hissed. “Now stay still and die!” This time, she created a rope of flames around her arms. Vester was confused on the purpose—until her hand lashed out and it snapped at him like a whip.

He swept Trickster’s Cane in a circle and brushed it aside, twirling like a dancer to allow the attack to pass by. “Does that ever work?” he asked. “Telling someone to give up and die, I mean?” He couldn’t believe how easily he was dodging her attacks, and it hit him that he was feeling the effects of his elevated dexterity.

It was like he had a speed boost helping him.

“I hate talkers,” she growled, then snapped the whip out several more times. On these swings the tip detonated each time it reached the end of its arc. The explosions weren’t very large, and the whip was growing shorter each time, but since she was constantly moving toward him that didn’t matter.

Vester ducked, jumped, and flinched back from the explosions. Flames burned his face and hands, but his greater speed kept him from taking much damage. He scanned the roof, looking for some way out of this while he tried to stay alive until Decoy Swap became available once more.

“To be fair, you started talking to me first,” he pointed out. “I was just cursing because you keep trying to blow me up.” A few of the pipes to his left gave him an idea, so he began working to cast Freeform Illusion while he danced around.

She flicked her whip at his legs, which meant he had to jump straight up to avoid having his feet blown off. Even with that leap, the explosion charred the front of his pants and badly burned one of his legs. He came down wrong and one of his knees slammed into the roof. Trickster’s Cane tumbled away, and he had to grab a hot chimney to stop from going over the side with a wince of pain.

“Got you now!” she cried in triumph. She lunged—and her foot hooked through a curved pipe she hadn’t seen under his illusion. The abrupt yank changed her momentum, and she slammed face-first down onto the roof and slid sideways to go over the edge.

Vester stretched to look over the side and saw she’d toppled straight into a group of wagon guards, though she was still alive. The men fired several energy bolts into her body before she could get back up.


Level 16 human defeated.



Ooof, that sucked,
 he thought. He carefully got into a seated position to wait for his cane to return. He wasn’t sure his leg would hold his weight, and the burns on his face made it hard to see out of his left eye. A couple of his fingers were protesting their own charred nature, so Vester decided it would be a decent time to sit the rest of the fight out. I did enough here.


Trickster’s Cane reappeared across his lap a few seconds later, and he painfully curled his fingers around it. His mana felt pretty low after using it the way he had, and he reviewed his actions to figure out what had cost the most. The answer was Decoy Swap. That spell had pulled a good quarter of his energy, even with
 the cane reducing its cost.


Not sure I could even afford to cast that without my focus,
 he realized. I’ll have to see if Kora can give me some tips. I can’t imagine abilities are generally so expensive a person can’t use them. Maybe it’s because I haven’t practiced that one specifically and I wasted my energy?


His eyes kept going down to the fight, in part to keep track of Kora, and in part to make sure Skylar was okay. The former was still carving her way through the bandits on the ground. Her tails were dark ribbons behind her, and her flaming sword left streamers each time she swung. He’d never have known she was blind if this was his first time seeing her. In a fight it was like she was a whole other person.

Skylar, however, was far less aggressive. She stuck to throwing her grenades over the side, though the few times something got close to her she hit it with a wrench the size of a club. Her golem dropped the tray and tangled up that attacker each time that happened. If the construct had been larger, he suspected it could have accomplished more.

A sudden steam whistle blasted over the battle, and clouds of smoke roared out of the chimneys. The wagon lurched backward and dragged its nose out of the hole with a violent heave. Bandits trying to climb the sides screamed and toppled off, more than a few falling under the giant wheels.

Wagon guards didn’t seem to have any trouble keeping steady, though Vester saw others without the dark uniforms stumbling and falling. He’d simply braced his cane against a chimney and found he now had little trouble keeping his balance.

With the wagon moving, the bandits seemed to lose a lot of steam. They started retreating and using defensive tactics to try and keep from being picked off by the energy rifles. Kora leaped upward and caught the rail to yank herself over the side. Once her feet hit the deck, she slumped, and Vester started down to make sure she was okay.

By the time he reached her, she was sweating and looked a little lost. He wrapped an arm around her waist and she immediately flinched. “It’s me,” he said. “You okay?”

“Tired,” she said after a few harsh breaths. “Combining Mana Sight and Blind Fighting takes a lot out of me. Get me back to the cabin.”

“You got it, boss,” he said. He tapped his cane against the deck so she could hear it and she gave a tiny nod of approval. When Kora slung her arm over his shoulder, he found himself wishing he had a few more points in strength.

The kitsune wasn’t a big woman, but she was densely muscled and taller than he was. Combined with his bad leg, it wasn’t the easiest thing to help her down the stairs. When they reached their suite, she slid into a chair with a sigh of relief. “Thank you, Vester. Did you stay out of trouble?”

Vester sat down in the chair across from her and stretched his burned leg out to reduce the pain he felt having it bent. “I never left the wagon,” he said with complete honesty. “Tripped up a few bandits with my illusions, but never fought them directly.”

“Then why do I smell burned silk and flesh?” she asked. Her nose wrinkled and her ears flicked in his direction.

“Ah, well, one of the bandits wasn’t quite so polite. She kept tossing fireballs at me until she tripped over a pipe and got herself shot repeatedly by the guards.” He flexed his hands while he spoke, and one of his eyelids twitched each time he saw little flakes of burned skin fall off.

“Here,” she said, while reaching into her bag—she seemed to know he was hurt. She pulled out a slender vial of orange fluid and tossed it to him. He caught it, though he had to juggle it for a second when his fingers refused to close properly. “Healing potion should help.”

“Thanks.” He pulled the cork with his teeth and slugged it back. It tasted like an orange creamsicle, and he felt cool energy flowing into his body as it traveled down to his stomach. The pain in his leg immediately diminished, and he found he could use his hands easier. “Should we expect more of this?”

“It happens sometimes,” she answered with a nod. “Porter’s Walk isn’t the only new town being established. Knowing so many resources are being funneled to the frontier probably made a few people feel bold. Now, if you haven’t done it already, you should summon your Grimoire and see if you gained anything from the Quest to defend the wagon.”

Vester’s eyes widened eagerly, though before he could open it, she motioned him toward his room. “You’ll want privacy,” she added. “Depending on what your rewards are… things can get awkward.
 ”


… well, that sounds ominous as hell,
 he thought.














Chapter Ten








Once
 he’d
 limped
 into
 his room, he called his Grimoire out and flipped it open. It didn’t go to his status; instead, it flipped to a back page.


Quest Log: Defend the Wagon



Contributions: minimal partial credit—level 5 human, level 9 elf, level 3 human, level 19 orc, level 6 half-elf…


That list scrolled on and he realized he was also getting some part of everything that Kora had fought and killed. The list culminated with:


Full credit: Level 12 human, level 8 human, level 16 human.



Reward: Progression to level 3 Dreamspinner. Freeform Illusion (SS-rank) level 2



Only two levels for partial credit on so many, and full credit on three people so much higher than me? What a rip…
 If this was a game, Vester would have chalked up the weak experience to the fact he was in a Party with someone who was significantly stronger than anyone else on the battlefield. He made a note to ask Kora if that was a thing.


Let’s see what’s up with my status now.
 He found he could flip his Grimoire back to the beginning now that he’d checked his Quest Log.


Huh, so I gained 2 points automatically in intelligence and dexterity, must be one each per level. Then I got 2 free points to do whatever I want with. The intelligence is obviously important if my class is giving me points in it when I level, but what else do I want to boost?


He briefly considered strength, then realized there was no point—he couldn’t hurt anything no matter how strong he got. He decided to drop a single point into constitution and another in wisdom. How’s it look now?


A final glance at the status saw him nodding and closing his book.


Vester Gambit: Elf



Dreamspinner: Level 3



Strength: 10



Dexterity: 13 (53)



Constitution: 11



Intelligence: 18



Wisdom: 15



Charisma: 14



Skills: Freeform Illusion 2, Don Disguise, Decoy Swap



Unique Ability: Nightmare’s Release



Gear: Avatar’s Raiment, Trickster’s Cane



Free Points: 0



It’s not bad progress considering I’m not supposed to be able to level up at all… I’m just glad there are those loopholes I can use to get around War’s curse. Won’t be able to count on tripping my opponents to death all the time, but if I can keep getting creative I’ll have a chance.



Now, what does level 2 Freeform Illusion look like?



Freeform Illusion (SS-Rank): Level 2



The ability to craft detail illusions within a 20-foot-by-20-foot-by-20-foot space that can override the senses of another being. At level 2 this spell can deceive 4 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.



Wow… that’s a solid boost. I’m not sure what I can do with… fuck, eight thousand cubic feet of illusion? No wonder the spell is so cheap, since I’ve only been using it to make a person or two, but I can actually cover the whole area. And now I can deceive four separate senses. That is crazy.


He let his book fade away and frowned. From what Kora said, it’s generally pretty hard to boost skills. She told me it happens from Quest rewards, but I don’t feel like I did enough to qualify for such a huge reward. Is it because it was my first Quest… or….



‘It’s because you made that woman fall on her face! It was
 hilarious! Now stop asking silly questions and don’t get used to handouts. But good job on overcoming the curse and realizing some of your potential. I look forward to more,’
 Non whispered unexpectedly in his head.

For a brief moment, he swore he saw a dark elf leaning over his bed and smirking at him, but when he blinked, she was gone.

“Nobody likes a stalker!” he called to the empty air of his room. Despite his taunt there was no response—not even a giggle. I guess there are some benefits to being an Avatar of Chaos,
 he mused. Then he let himself slump back onto his bed. “Alright… I’ve been on this wagon a few days now and really
 need to find out how people shower. I didn’t see any signs of them in the bathroom, and I’m not digging the smell of burnt me
 and ash.”

His head rested firmly on his pillow and a yawn escaped him. “After
 I get some sleep.” With the battle adrenaline fading, Vester found that staying awake was almost impossible, and soon he was snoring in a dreamless slumber that didn’t end until his internal clock told him it was time to snag Kora’s breakfast.

He found his clothing had repaired itself, and he was baffled to find he couldn’t spot a trace of soot or burned skin on his body. A side-eye at his bed had him wondering if there was magic involved. However, before he could spend time pondering it, his compulsion to follow the rules had him leaving his room to snag the breakfast tray, and he began brewing Kora’s tea while scooping out two bowls of the oatmeal-like-meal.

She came out looking no worse for wear, and there wasn’t a sign of the armor she’d added to her dress. She slipped into her chair and gracefully accepted the cup of tea he passed her way. “How are you doing?” she asked. “This was your first taste of combat, yes?”

“Yeah,” he said. He sat in his own chair, sipped his tea, then set it down so he could claim his bowl. “I kind of expected post-battle nightmares… but maybe I was too tired. I slept like a baby.”

“Some people adapt better than others,” she offered. “It doesn’t seem like any of your rewards caused a significant disturbance, which is good. I once saw a young man gain a new passive skill that saw him screaming for an hour before he adjusted to it.” She paused, sipping her tea, then added, “While it is none of my business what you found in your Grimoire, if you have any questions… part of my duty is to help young Adventurers learn.”

“I did have a few,” Vester said. “Do all Quests come with a punishment if you fail?” he asked to start. She took a moment to take a longer drink of tea, then set the cup on its saucer with a faint clink.


“Not all,” she replied. “Quests generated spontaneously by the System and the gods are far more likely to have penalties. It is believed that this is because the Quest is something the world values, though no one knows for sure.”

She picked up her bowl and took a few bites first, so he gave her time to continue speaking. He didn’t want to push her and ruin her sharing mood. “Generally, the punishments tend to be fairly self-explanatory,” Kora resumed. “If you fail a Quest to stop a dungeon break, monsters rampage the town. Only rarely does a punishment turn into something targeted at a specific individual.”


Wow, so the gods
 really fucked Tomlin over with that death penalty if he’d refused to make me join his Guild. I’m glad I accepted. It’s annoying having to follow commands, but so far, they’re still the best people I’ve met in this world. Low bar.


“Thanks, I think I understand better now. But then how do parties work? I was receiving partial credit for the bandits you were fighting, is that normal?”

Her smile lit up her face. “Of course! The level disparity between us means you won’t get much unless you contribute a great deal, but for someone at level 1, well, every bit helps. That is a benefit to being my assistant while we travel… Now, Vester, may I ask you
 a question?”

Her sudden shift to nervousness saw him lifting his eyebrows. He wasn’t sure what had her looking anxious, but it worried him. “I guess? Not sure what I can tell you that you don’t already know.”

“When I was fighting the bandits, did you cast any spells near me?”

Vester’s mind went back to the illusion he’d created to distract her opponents. “I did, yeah. I created a duplicate on the other side of the people you were fighting. I was hoping if they got confused, you’d have an easier time fighting them.”

“I see,” she murmured. Her face turned thoughtful and she waved a hand to indicate the room around them. “Can you create an illusion of the room we’re in? Nothing elaborate, just try to layer what is there on top of itself.”


That is a weird request, but I can probably do that.
 Vester stuck a hand in his pocket and curled his fingers around his stylus. With Trickster’s Cane in hand, the mana cost to duplicate the room wasn’t that heavy, especially since nothing was moving.

He had to shift his head to look around and really make sure he was getting everything. It took a few minutes for him to copy the areas that were harder to see; the entire time he worked to get the illusion right, Kora remained sitting perfectly still.

When he was done, he glanced back at her to find she was crying. “Fuck, are you okay?” he asked. The illusion wavered and she held up a hand, reaching out like she was scared it would disappear. He managed to stabilize it, though he was confused by her reaction. “What’s going on?”

“I can see it,” she whispered. “I can see your illusions like they’re reality.”

“You can what?
 ” he asked, surprised. “Um, no offense, but I sort of assumed you were, well, blind…”

“I am,
 ” she said. “I have been over a year now. I stubbornly tried to keep fighting regularly after the injury happened, even picking up Blind Fighting and Mana Sense as skills. With them together I have a strong idea of where my opponents are. In the end, though, the skills aren’t enough to let me face opponents of my own caliber. Without being able to face strong opponents I stopped advancing my class; I was going to retire. Tomlin insisted I take over Porter’s Walk instead.”

“Oh,” Vester replied. He felt stupid for not having anything better to add, but she’d revealed a lot about herself. “Wait, so your Mana Sense can see my illusions?” he asked, finally starting to get why she was more emotional.

“Like they’re real. Normally, an illusion is just a blob of mana and color. Sometimes I’ll pick up details. Your skill must be high rank for me to see it so clearly…”

“It is my highest skill,” he confirmed. He didn’t give her the actual rank because the Guild had him registered as a C-rank Adventurer. But with the way their system worked, that could mean his Freeform Illusion should pass for an A-rank without suspicion. He figured he’d let her make the assumption so he wouldn’t have to lie to her face. “I had no idea you could see it. If I had known I might have done something like this sooner…”

The fact he saw tears in the corners of her eyes and couldn’t really get a read on her expression left him feeling like he’d fucked up somehow. The ears and whipping tails made her body language a touch harder to grasp.

“It’s okay,” she reassured him. “I’m not upset. In fact, I’m practically ecstatic. I would like you to consider becoming my permanent assistant. If you can do this while I’m in a dungeon, I can go back to delving properly!” She waved a hand to signal the room around them.

Then, as though to prove her point, she leaped up from her chair and spun through the room. She danced without a care, effortlessly avoiding every piece of furniture while tapping each small knothole on the walls. He thought he’d been going overboard by including those, but he’d looked at it like a training exercise.

“You see? Even if you can’t include this much detail every time, just outlining our enemies would let me attack them!”

“Aren’t I kind of low level to go into any dungeons with you?” he asked. It was all he could do to restrain his excitement at the idea. Much as he was trying to be cautious, the idea of getting leveled by a high-powered member of the Guild could be just what he needed to grow fast… and if she’s doing the killing while I help, I’ll definitely level.


“You are,” she said. That seemed to calm her down significantly, but she came and knelt at his feet. Her hand had to shift around before she found his knee, and he realized he hadn’t included himself in the illusion he’d created. “But you’ll grow, and I can help you. You can kill the weaker monsters, and I’ll protect you.”


And there it is,
 Vester thought, realizing he still had a problem. I
 can’t kill the weaker monsters. Can’t do a single point of damage to them without tricking them into hurting themselves somehow or setting them up for someone else. Anyone I Party with is going to have to know part of my secret or we’ll never last in a group.


“I… might need some time to think it over,” he said. “It sounds like an amazing deal, but I still have a lot of work ahead of me before I reach a point I can cover everything in illusions and keep it updated. Perhaps we can practice during the trip? I’ll stay by your side and do what I can to keep the area around us coated, and we can see how well we coordinate.”

She let out a faint noise, almost a whine. He wasn’t sure if that was her thinking it over, or if she was genuinely disappointed in his careful answer. Her ears drooped and her tails slumped, but eventually she nodded in agreement.

She looked so sad he felt guilty. Must. Not. Pet. The. Guild. Master,
 he reminded himself.

“That’s… a good point,” she agreed. “I don’t want you to feel pressured just because I’m your superior. Forming a Party to delve a dungeon is one of the riskiest things a person can do. It is good you want to be cautious.” She nibbled her lower lip for a moment, her tails starting to swish rapidly once more.

Considering how bushy they were, and how they moved in different directions, it created quite a breeze. He could see the steam coming off their breakfast floating away in the wind she’d created. “How about part of my training be recreating the pages of a book for you?” he suggested. “It would help me work on fine detail, and I’d have to keep up with you moving the pages.”

Her face practically glowed with joy, and he seriously thought she might crawl into his lap for a moment. Instead, she took a deep breath, gave him a dignified nod, then reached into her bag to draw out a slim brown tome.

“That would be marvelous.” This time her I’m-not-excited voice nearly failed completely, but he didn’t blame her. It had to be pretty hard dealing with being blind. He accepted the book and created a duplicate on the table. Her head turned toward it, and then she was back in her chair.

It took a few tries for him to master moving the fake book with her hands, so it actually was great practice. “I just have one question,” he added before she got too engrossed in the book. “Where are the damned showers on this wagon?”














Chapter Eleven








Vester’s
 head
 was
 killing
 him.

It had been killing him ever since he’d made his deal with Kora to constantly practice his illusions. The kitsune reveled in being able to see the world around her, and she had offered him a variety of tricks to improve his handling of his mana.

That saw him improving his magic control by leaps and bounds, which he loved. But it also meant he was constantly running on low mana—hence the headaches. In return for his efforts, Kora had given him the primer books on gaining the Enchanter profession. That had provided him a pair of useful skills: Mana Manipulation (S-rank): level 1 and Inscribe Enchantment (A-rank): level 1.

Vester had been disappointed to learn the book didn’t implant the knowledge of basic runes in his head, and he had to memorize the various inscriptions himself. It left him spending a great deal of time studying the book to master the basic enchantment phrases.

During his off time, he’d finally found his way to the wagon’s gally on the second day after the attack, and there he’d found Skylar, who had gladly helped him study.

The first week of their trip passed relatively smoothly in that manner. Kora Dol and Skylar were his only points of social contact, and he dedicated most of his time to perfecting his skills. Kora helped him refine his technique with Decoy Swap, which reduced the mana consumption for it significantly.

Skylar let him practice his Don Disguise ability on her golem. She found it amusing to see him give the four-foot-tall mannequin a mustache or change the color of its wood grains. The percentage of the body he could affect wasn’t particularly big, but Vester slowly came to see how useful it could be if he applied it correctly. He’d tried changing himself and found it didn’t hurt. Mostly, he started using it to fix his hair.

It had grown back fast after his facial burns had healed. To his shock, Vester had learned that his hair was included in Julius’ blessing of healing; because every time it had been damaged it had returned to the full length. He wasn’t sure how to feel about it, but he suspected he wasn’t going to be needing many haircuts in the future.

On their eighth day traveling by wagon they were attacked once again. This time, however, it was more comedic than anything else: a band of goblins riding pigs had repeatedly tried climbing the wheels. The pigs—likely stolen from some nearby farm—struggled to keep up with the wagon, and the goblins didn’t have arms long enough to use the ridges on the wheels as ladders.

The captain hadn’t even bothered to sound the alarm, and Kora had just laughed when Vester had recreated the scene in miniature for her. He’d also managed to split the area he could create his illusions in, which earned him praise from his teacher and yet more pain in his head. It was worth it when his tricks had lured several goblins into getting rolled over by the heavy wagon, however.

They were only around level 6, but that was still a bonus for him. Since he’d done it without help, he’d gotten full credit for the kills and risen to level 4. That saw him gain another point in his dexterity, his intelligence, and at Kora’s recommendation he’d placed the final point into wisdom.

Wisdom, she’d explained, assisted casters in recovering their mana faster. It also helped people perceive the world around them as a whole. Those with high wisdom generally seemed more creative, while high intelligence was the hallmark of the analytical. For that reason, spellcasters who ignored their wisdom often ended up rigid and predictable.

The day after the goblin attack Kora had insisted he take a day off from his magic—and he’d nearly sighed in relief. She’d taken him aside and handed him a wooden practice blade. On the deck of the wagon she’d proceeded to do her best to teach him how to fight. The results had been… awkward.

Thanks to his divine Raiment, Vester’s dexterity was higher than hers. He learned the blocks swiftly, and soon she found she couldn’t hit him with her blade at all. The frustrating part was that Vester couldn’t hit her back at all, no matter how fast he was. The blade twisted out of his hand and swished past without touching her each and every time.


If I don’t tell Kora about my curse, she can’t teach me effectively,
 he realized. He could see the frustration started to show on her face at the dichotomy of perfect evasion and utterly failing offense. Finally, it came to a head, and she accused him of cheating with his illusions and left in a huff.

Skylar had witnessed the argument, but didn’t say anything, and Vester had retreated to his favorite spot on the wagon: the roof.

Lying on his back and watching the land pass by was one of the few things that helped dull the mental strain of practicing so hard, and that location was where he did most of his soul searching. Normally he just tried to let his mind decompress, but this time he was struggling with a simple reality.


The sword training was going well in the sense I was learning how to move and block, but we’re never going to get anywhere if she thinks I’m deceiving her… and I am, sort of. I can tell she’s eager to imagine we can Party together in a dungeon. She’s trying hard to prepare me; though she’s being polite and not pushing the subject. She was ecstatic when I gained another level.


He reached up and rubbed a hand over his face, pulling at his nose like he wanted to stretch it.


Skylar has asked about grouping together too, especially now that I’m learning how to enchant. It wouldn’t be fair to either of them if we got into a situation where they needed my protection beyond just illusions and I couldn’t do shit to help them. If I get my own dumb ass killed, well, I’ll get better. They won’t.


Vester ground the curve of his palm into his eye socket and groaned. I’m going to have to tell them, at least a little. This is too good an opportunity to pass up, and they’re decent people… or they’re so damned good at hiding being awful that I’ll never know the truth until they stab me in the back.



Fuck, I’m getting jaded.


His mind made up, he effortlessly flipped up and landed on his feet. It took no focus at all to balance on the roof of the moving wagon, and he jogged to the edge and dropped the fifteen feet down to the deck below. His foot tapped a pipe or two on his descent and he drained his momentum before hitting the wood.


Look, Mom, I know parkour,
 he though sourly. Fat lot of good it does me if I can’t fight.
 He knew he wasn’t being fair to himself. Being able to dodge the way he could had saved him against that human mage. It had allowed him to lead her into a trap, and when she’d fallen, he’d gotten the credit for her death.

He blew out a breath and went looking for Kora.

When he reached their suite, he found the front room empty. He raised a hand and knocked on her door carefully. “Ma’am, are you available to talk?” She wasn’t big on formality, but given she was mad at him… well, he didn’t think it would hurt to be a bit more respectful.

“What do you want, Vester?” she asked, and it bothered him he could immediately hear the hurt in her voice. He wouldn’t have thought she’d be bothered by the idea of some low-level stranger keeping secrets from her; then again, he’d never had someone return a lost sense to him.

“I would like to explain a… condition… I have that affected our sparring. It’s one of the reasons the Founder sent me away from the capital.”

“Come in,” she said through the door. “No, wait, don’t. I’ll come out to you.” He heard a thump,
 some rustling, and then she was opening the door. The laces for her dress weren’t done up the way they normally were. It occurred to him she might have been taking her dress off, then almost invited him in without having fixed it.

She shooed him out of her doorway and walked out into the main room. He’d automatically recreated their surroundings with an illusion layered over reality, and he’d covered himself with it as well. It had taken a while staring into the mirror before he was able to do that. The first time he’d tried, he’d started off with his old self-image. He was glad she hadn’t been around to wonder why a somewhat-out-of-shape human had been in his room.

“Now, what did you want to tell me?” she asked while seating herself. She crossed her knees and folded her hands over the top of them. Her gaze was fully focused on him, following his illusory cover.

“I’m cursed,” he said. He walked to his seat and dropped into it. “The god of war put a curse on me that keeps me from doing damage to anyone. I also can’t wear armor.” She stared at him. Her face had settled into a fairly impressive neutrality, and it didn’t change while he spoke. She was even keeping her ears and tail still.

“Vester, that’s not something to joke about.” Her eyes narrowed and her fingers curled in the fabric covering her knee. “The gods rarely curse people, and when they do it is almost always under extreme circumstances.”

“Would having interrupted their Hero summoning and bearing the potential to be a Demon Lord count?” he asked. He couldn’t keep the acid out of his voice, and he raised a hand and waved it for a second to hold off her response. “I’m sorry, I’m not trying to lash out. Give me a moment.”

She shifted in her seat but remained silent. Her ears had flattened into her sable hair, and her tails flipped like they wanted to toss her out of her chair. He was impressed she didn’t say anything, because the shock and curiosity pouring off her were immense.

“I was reincarnated at the same time they were calling the Hero to Ordinal. I wasn’t supposed to come here
 at all. The gods were pissed at having a disruption
 in their midst. Because of that, they wanted to make sure I couldn’t damage their plans. They dropped a couple curses on me with the intention of making me harmless, useless, and level 1 forever.”

Instead of responding, Kora jumped to her feet and began to pace the small room. She’d called it a luxury to be able to just roam and move while she lost herself in thought. Apparently it wasn’t something she was comfortable doing when she couldn’t see, though she said she’d used to do it constantly.

He pulled Trickster’s Cane from his pocket and began twirling the stylus between his fingers. He’d been pleased to learn that the focus worked perfectly for Inscribe Enchantment; he’d been able to etch metal and stone with its crystal tip. Non makes good tools,
 he thought while he waited.

“You can’t do any
 damage?” Kora asked, suddenly whirling to face him and planting her hands on the back of her seat. “Have you tried?”

“You saw what happened when I tried to hit you with the sparring sword. I missed every time.”

“I thought you were making fun of me,” she admitted. “Nobody who can dodge the way you do should have such poor aim.” Her tail lashed wildly, and her ears shifted from lying flat to cocking in his direction. “But how did you kill the bandits and level?”

“I can’t do direct damage, but nothing stops me from tricking them into harming themselves. If I use my illusions and lead them into the situation where they die, I gain credit for the kill—or at least partial credit. I made one bandit fall off the wagon by making him think Tomlin was about to smash his face. I lured another to chase me across pipes and hid where they were. She tripped over one and fell to the deck. When the guards killed her, it counted.”

“And you misled the goblins on where the wheel was so they were run over,” she concluded. “I see. I thought you were simply staying far back because of your low level.” She resumed pacing, though her expression had once more fallen into the careful neutrality he’d seen before she’d gotten out of her chair.

He managed to avoid saying anything stupid in response to the blind kitsune saying ‘I see’ and was vaguely proud of himself. I can’t tell if she believes me or not, and honestly I’m not sure which would be worse. If she fires me… I’m not sure what would happen. Would Tomlin die? Would I still have to do whatever the Guild regulations said? Ugh, being cursed
 sucks.


“Vester,” she said, drawing him out of his thoughts. “Is that the only reason you don’t want to delve with me?” She once more leaned over the back of her seat. This time her tails were sweeping from side to side in unison, and the look on her face was intense.

“I mean… pretty much? The idea of having someone help me level is awesome.” Vester reached up and scratched the side of his face. “Don’t get me wrong, I do
 want to learn how to handle shit on my own—I’m not thrilled at the idea of other people doing all the work. But I can already tell that this world has a certain amount of might-makes-right going on, and I’d rather be strong than be left at the tender mercies of those above me.”

She nodded slowly, then she reached into her belt pouch and drew out a roll of parchment. “Study this. When you can recreate the inscriptions that border the page, draw up a Contract. If you do it properly, it will create a magical bond between us that guarantees I won’t be able to betray your trust, or you mine.”

Eyebrows raised in surprise, he accepted the paper and unrolled it. He was staring at a Guild charter that placed her in charge of the hall at Porter’s Walk, but his eyes went to the tangle of symbols around the outer edge of the paper. “What’s stopping me from writing in clauses that put you at my mercy?” he asked.

She frowned, her nose crinkling and her ears going flat. “Well, for one, a Contract is readable, even by the blind. The System will even read them for creatures with no eyes. The god of law ensured that no being could be tricked into an agreement against its will. But you extended trust by talking about your curse. I’m doing the same by showing you this… and make sure you don’t write on the charter itself. Magical Contracts tend to explode when tampered with.”

“Import safety tip,” Vester said dryly. “No doodling in the margins.” He pushed himself to his feet and nodded to her. “I’ll start studying then. Thank you.” She waved for him to get going, then retreated to her rooms.

Once he was alone, Vester went into his room and unrolled the parchment fully. He drew out a blank notebook she’d given him to practice drawing his inscriptions on, and began the long, long process of recording all the symbols that made up the enchanted scroll. From how heavily the runes were entwined…


This is going to take a while.















Chapter Twelve








It
 took
 him
 three
 days to fully untangle the enchantment, study the individual symbols, figure out the syntax, and feel like he had a grasp of how the hell the Contract actually worked.
 It had taken so long to figure that part out he hadn’t even started in on how he was going to phrase it.

He was sitting at a table in the galley rubbing the bridge of his nose when Skylar sat down across from him. “Are you still trying to master Contract magic as your first real enchantment?” she asked. The blue-skinned girl shook her head. “It’s so
 complicated. I have no idea why you’d start there.”

“Favor for my boss,” he answered honestly. “I’ve finally gotten it all untangled and deciphered how all the symbols are linked… I swear the people who wrote up that Contract intentionally made it hard to grasp.”

“Of course they did,” she chided. “Nobody wants someone to come along and steal their work. Enchanters aren’t like Rune Carvers. Runes are standardized as part of the industry; apprentices have to show they’ve mastered each rank before they’re taught the more-complicated methods. But Enchanters tend to make unique things and don’t want to get undersold by the competition.”

“Huh… I guess that makes sense.” Vester picked up a purple carrot and squinted at it. It smelled like mint. When he bit down, he blinked at the sharp peppermint flavor. So weird,
 he thought to himself. I’ll never get used to how bizarre some of this food is.


“Still, it’s not a bad idea,” Skylar admitted. “There’s a lot of good money in Contracts, and they’re used for all sorts of things. Most of them have conditions that allow them to break automatically once those conditions are met. Like my Contact with the Transportation Guild. Once this wagon has reached Porter’s Walk and I’ve helped unload the cargo there, I’m a free agent again.”

He finished the “carrot” and sipped cautiously from his mug. It wasn’t that the water beer was potent, it was just an unpleasant combination with the minty taste in his mouth, yet he didn’t have anything better to use for a palate cleanser.

“Then you’ll be ready to start delving,” he teased. She brightened and gave a happy nod.

“Should be!” A pensive look crossed her face. “I’ve been saving my gold. If I’m careful, and the materials aren’t too far over standard prices, I should have enough money to make a combat golem. It won’t be anything special, but it should let me delve the first floor or two of the dungeon.”

“You know, I’ve been helping Kora for a while now, yet still haven’t learned a damned thing about this dungeon. Does it have a theme or anything?”

“Nobody knows,” Skylar replied with a shake of her head. “At least, none of the reports have reached the capital yet. Dungeons are usually discovered before they open. They change the mana flows all around them, and that generally gets someone’s
 attention. Once it’s located, the Guild starts building a town.”

“Isn’t that expensive? What if the dungeon turns out to be something useless?” Vester couldn’t imagine how much it cost to just drop new towns on a whim. Of course, he also wasn’t sure how often dungeons formed. The wagon had rolled through three towns so far that belonged to new dungeons, though all of those had been established for months.

“It is, but all dungeons have value.” Skylar tapped a finger on her tray to emphasize her point. “Usually the more dangerous a dungeon, the more profitable the materials it produces. They’re ranked by the power of the creatures they spawn and the value of their loot.”

“Right, I’ve read the Guild regulations on loot pricing. Lethality plays a part in how much we pay for what Adventurers bring back. Every 10 floors to the dungeon itself is an automatic increase in a dungeon’s rank, but some jump ahead of the curve if their floors are considered unreasonably dangerous.”

“Exactly,” Skylar said. “If a dungeon is too lethal and can’t be cleared regularly, the Guild sends an extermination team of S-ranks to kill it.”

Vester closed his eyes briefly and internally recited the passage for dealing with an extermination team. It had been a relatively small piece of the handbook he’d memorized and it boiled down to 'nobody but the one running the Guildhall can tell them what to do.’

“So basically, we’re not going to know what to expect from the dungeon until we get there and can look over the notes left by the survey group?” Vester had a whole slew of regulations regarding how to process those notes, write them up for Adventurers, and post them as addendums to Quests. It was a rhetorical question, but Skylar enjoyed answering things, so he asked it anyway.

“It’s so exciting!” she said while leaning toward him. “New dungeons produce some of the best leveling opportunities! There are new Quests, rare monsters, and people paying for information on how to clear floors. Being part of a start-up town is a great chance to grow.”


And a great way to die,
 Vester thought. People don’t know the dangers yet. The dungeon is a wild card. Less-established law and order. The Guild is basically acting as sheriff until the town gets on its feet. It’s like a Wild West gold town… and it attracts people who want to live on the edge.


He wasn’t overly worried about that part, but most people had to be afraid of dying. He was glad Skylar was excited, but he also found himself worried for her. “Just be careful who you Party with,” he said. He reached out and caught her hand, giving it a squeeze. “Knowing who you can trust in a dungeon is important.”

“Like you’ve been in one,” she teased. “Besides, I’ll have someone watching my back if you come with me…” She winked at him, then sighed. “…which I know you’ll only be able to do on your off hours. The Guild needs its receptionists, and you’ll be working hard to get the hall set up. I don’t imagine you’ll have much free time for a while.”

“Probably not,” he agreed. “I have a feeling that Kora is going to run me pretty ragged. I don’t even know if there are any other receptionists. For all I know, it’ll just be me and I’ll slowly descend into madness dealing with people who keep forgetting their Guild ID.”

She giggled at that. “Well, let me know if you need a drinking buddy after hours. If nothing else, we can hang out and blow off steam that way.”

“I’ll do that,” he said. Vester had somehow eaten his entire meal while they spoke, and he saw she’d done the same. They were getting annoyed looks from the galley staff at that point, so he picked up his tray. “Alright, I’ve got to go back to studying. Thanks for dropping in to share a meal with me.”

“Of course!” Skylar threw her arms around him and dragged him into a hug, then quickly let go. She dusted off his suit jacket and took his tray. “I’ll take this to get cleaned, and you go back to your books. I need you smart if you’re going to help me make epic golems.”

Vester just chuckled and started walking away. He did throw a glance back over her shoulder to watch her make her way to the bin with used dishes. Her overall-clad hips swayed while she walked, which was always a nice view.


Skylar’s definitely been dropping hints that we should consider being more than friends…
 he mused. Suggesting dinner, wanting to go delving together, all the comments about us making golems together. I might need to put some serious thought into my love life now that I’m in a new world.


He sighed, a thought hitting him. Kora Dol is beautiful too… and sometimes when she gets excited about the idea of delving she gets this look… I wonder how dating works in a weird-ass fantasy world?


The thoughts occupied him while he made his way back to his room, where he planned to do some serious thinking about how to develop the Contract for Kora.


Let’s see, we’ll need a mutual secrecy agreement, so we can’t share anything we learn about each other’s abilities—outside of general terms. That’ll need to include my curses and blessings. If I tell her about them all and my real rank, I definitely don’t want her to share them with others. I should just be able to modify some of the Guild’s pre-existing long-term Party Contracts. Those aren’t enforced by magic unless the group is really paranoid, but the Guild punishes violators.


His—reluctantly acquired—encyclopedic knowledge of Guild regulations came in clutch, and Vester started carefully writing out the terms of a Party with Kora Dol. He made sure to include the ability to add other people to the group. The language was a bit tricky when it came to expanding to a Raid if necessary, but once again he copied the parts he needed verbatim. Once he was done, he stared at it.

It had taken almost an hour to write the entire thing out, what with having to start over on a fresh sheet of paper every time he made a mistake. He carefully read through the document three times to confirm it said what he needed it to, then he began the painstaking process of enchanting the document.

Another three hours went by while he drew tiny symbol after tiny symbol along the border of the Contract. He slowly worked his way around the outside, turning the page under his hand, until he’d completed a border that could easily be mistaken for filigree. He’d had to channel mana through Trickster’s Cane the entire time, so he was lightheaded when he finished and had to lean back for a moment.


Fucking hell, that was a lot of mana… and if I got my 80% reduction for the cane, how the hell would someone do that normally? I mean, I’m sure other Enchanters have tools that lower the cost, but that still seems excessive.


Vester exhaled and examined the parchment. The paper had turned a faint gold and now glowed in his hand. “Well, time to see what Kora thinks… Definitely hope I didn’t goof somewhere. I really, really
 don’t want to do that again any time soon.”

The edges of his vision were actually pulsing from the focus he’d exerted, and he seriously considered taking a nap before he went to his boss. But Vester knew the kitsune was being patient, so he didn’t want to leave her hanging. They’d be arriving at Porter’s Walk any day now, and he’d feel better if they had their situation sorted before they reached the dungeon.


Or maybe I’m just eager to be able to share all my secrets with someone and make sure they can’t gossip about them. If she signs the Contract, she won’t be able to talk about what she’s already learned either, and that’ll be good.


He came out of his room and found her sitting in one of the chairs. She had a small music box on the table before her, and her eyes were closed. The music box was reciting a story in a deep, sonorous voice, and it took Vester a moment to realize it was the same book she’d had him recreate for her. Huh, this world has audiobooks,
 he realized. He closed his door quietly, then waited for a chapter break to clear his throat.

“Ah, Vester,” she said with a smile. “How are you doing?”

“I’m alright. More importantly, I have something for you to look over.” He walked up to the table, took his seat, then set the Contract down in front of her. He swore the document sparked at the edges when she picked it up, making him hope that wasn’t a sign he’d done something wrong.

“This… how did you produce a A-rank Contract? I know you gained the Enchanter profession, but I didn’t realize your affinity with it was so high already,” she murmured. He was about to answer when she held up a finger. She was staring at the page, though her eyes didn’t move like she was reading.

After a few minutes, she set the paper down and leaned back in her chair. “Does that work?” he asked. “I based it off the Guild agreements from the handbook.”

“I can tell,” she said. “It’s practically textbook. Guild Contracts don’t usually extend for a person’s lifetime, but since you’ve got secrets you need kept, it makes sense. I don’t see any hidden traps, and you took all the standard rules for loot distribution word for word.”

“I figured if it wasn’t broke, I didn’t need to fix it,” he said. That saw a small smile cross her lips. She reached into her pouch and drew out a slender stylus of rose-gold with an emerald tip. Her signature flowed smoothly across the line for it, then she pushed the Contract to him.

“Once you sign, it will be official.”

Vester used his own stylus and scribbled his name across his line; once it was done, he felt a snap
 go off in his head. Law’s curse triggered and he grunted at the addition of yet more rules he wouldn’t be able to violate. It wasn’t that he intended
 to break any of them, it was just… each regulation engraved on his soul was like a weight pushing down on him.


Not a fan of how that feels.


This time, however, he wasn’t alone. Kora had let out a grunt of her own, and her ears flattened against the top of her head. “It is impossible to get used to that sensation,” she murmured. “Even willingly, I dislike being shackled.”

“I feel you,” he agreed. “So, now that we’ve got the Contract signed… where do we go from here?”

“Well,” Kora said, “the traditional first step is sharing our relative power levels and skills. For instance, I am level 28. I’m an Elemental Knight B-rank. I have 8 skills and two of them are at max level.”

Vester couldn’t help the whistle that escaped him. He’d known she was more powerful than he was, but he hadn’t imagined it was that
 significant. From what he’d learned, it was rare to have maxed skills. “Right, then let me start telling you about my own abilities.”

Explaining he was a Dreamspinner wasn’t exactly news, and she knew he was low level, but the way her eyes widened when he started talking about his specific skills and what rank they were?

That was fun.

It also led to him describing how he’d come to the world why the gods were so annoyed with him exactly. The shocked expression on her face looked like it might become permanent—and that wasn’t even the news that hit the hardest.

Nope, that was when he informed her about being an Avatar of Chaos and how he had two divine items bound to him. By that point the poor kitsune looked ready to faint, and he wasn’t surprised when she politely asked for a break to go and rest.

Vester swore he heard a feminine giggle while he went to his own room to take a nap.














Chapter Thirteen








One
 day
 out
 from
 their goal, the wagon was attacked a final time. Steam sirens went off in the middle of the night, and while the vehicle had managed to slow enough that it didn’t toss Vester to the floor this time, he still woke disoriented.

Despite that, he was still one of the faster people to get out onto the deck. Kora beat him to it, though, and they both screeched to a halt when they saw the thing blocking their path. “What is it?” Kora hissed, “All I see is a dense blob of mana-infused muscle.”

“One sec,” Vester whispered, then created an illusion of the beast in front of her. He wasn’t sure ‘beast’ was the right word, but it was so covered in shaggy hair that he wasn’t sure if ‘person’ qualified either.

The creature stood nearly eighty feet tall, and actually loomed over the front of the wagon. Its wide shoulders supported arms that reached to its knees, and it held a club nearly its own height in its thick-fingered hands. Vester saw a broad face with a flat nose, four nostrils, and two massive eyes that reminded him of a lemur. It had a matted coat of red hair that gave it a sort of orangutan vibe, though it was far more upright.

“Plains giant,” Kora said. She drew her sword and set her shield, bringing them together with a clang.
 “Weak to lightning attacks. Captain’s going to have to use the cannons for this one.”

“We have cannons?” Vester asked, and then he heard the thunking
 coming from behind him, a ratcheting sound that marked the roof unfolding. The pipes that traveled horizontally along the roof had confused him for a while, but as the panels retracted into each other he saw that they all fed into a bronze tube tipped with a crimson crystal. “I see we… have a cannon.”

“They’re expensive to fire,” Kora offered. “The Transportation Guild hates using them, since the things cause a lot of structural damage. The wagon will be laid up for at least a week when we get to Porter’s Walk while they inspect their integrity and make sure the hull is sound.”

While the wagon prepared to fire its big gun, Kora ran forward. Vester took off to keep up with her. It wasn’t hard—he was significantly faster than she was. “What’s the plan?” he asked. He was recreating the wagon deck as they ran, and he kept an outline of the giant suspended in front of her that highlighted the real thing to give her a target to aim at. Getting the perspective right was tricky, and he already felt a migraine forming.

“It’s going to take the cannon a moment to warm up, so that giant will get at least one swing of its club in before the captain is ready. I’m going to block it,” Kora explained. Her confidence was impressive, but when Vester glanced between her and the giant, he found himself worrying she was seriously overestimating herself.

“Are you sure?
 ” he demanded. “That thing is huge.”

“Trust me,” she answered without hesitation. Her shield started to glow a dark brown, and her sword crackled with blue lightning. The closer they got to the giant, the harder it was to present both it and the deck to her. “Focus on the club. Show me exactly where it is.”

Vester skidded to a halt and raked his eyes over that massive chunk of timber. He did his best to wrap the whole thing in a faint flicker of light. The giant didn’t even seem to notice the glow as it raised its weapon up over its shoulder like a baseball bat.

The beast let out a bellow and its club began to sweep around. The weapon was so long it seemed to be moving in slow motion, yet Vester could tell that wasn’t the case by how fast he had to continually manipulate his illusion. When it was twenty feet above the wagon, Kora turned on a dime and jumped into the air. Her shoulder braced against her shield and a wall of stone seemed to blossom midair.

The club slammed into the stone wall and shattered it. Kora, braced against her shield, was blasted backward through the air like a perfectly struck fastball. Vester lost track of her as she went streaking past him through the sky. The giant’s club vibrated after the hit like it had just tried to smack a telephone pole with a fishing rod.

The monster wrapped both hands around the base of its weapon in an effort to maintain its grip, and while it was struggling an ominous hum sounded from behind Vester. He glanced back, saw the ruby-tipped cannon glowing, and threw himself to the deck without hesitation.

The beam of green light that passed over him flickered with gold-and-red pulses, and when it hit the giant the thing exploded. Its torso momentarily lit up with a muffled glow, then it just detonated outward and began falling all over the countryside in chunks. Vester stared at the upright pelvis and watched it slowly topple over backward.


Okay… so… they could probably make a
 Death Star if they wanted one,
 he thought numbly. “Fuck. Kora?” He twisted upright and began running back down the length of the wagon to see if he could find his missing employer. “Don’t be dead, please don’t be dead!”


Level 22 plains giant defeated.



No shit it was defeated, it got blown across the prairie in chunks!
 His—only slightly hysterical—mental ramblings came to an abrupt stop when he saw Kora pulling herself over the back of the wagon. She had a black eye, one of her arms was hanging lower than it should, and her shield was missing its bottom half. But she looked so proud of herself he didn’t have the heart to start yelling at her.

Tempting as the idea was.

He took several deep breaths to steel himself and walked over to her. “Are you alright?” he asked. “Because you look like shit.” He didn’t see any blood leaking from her shield arm, but it was clearly dislocated. Yet that still didn’t stop her from shaking off the broken shield. Then she casually gripped her forearm with the opposite hand and gave her arm a hard yank.

He felt the crunch
 that sounded and grimaced. “I’m fine,” she said. “I’m a tank. Taking hits like that is part of the job.” She slowly rolled her reset shoulder, then sighed. “But I am going to have to negotiate with the captain to replace that shield. It was a good item.”

“I… so… that was normal for you?” He felt dumb having been that worried about her, but seeing a five-foot-three kitsune block an eighty-foot-long club was a bit outside his life experiences. “I thought you were dead for sure when I saw you go flying.”

“Well, I wouldn’t call it normal,
 ” she admitted. “If that club had been enchanted, I’d never have tried it. I knew the creature had a weapon because you included it in your illusion… but since I couldn’t see the blob using my Mana Vision, it had to be mundane. It was a calculated risk.”

Vester shook his head. “I thought I was adjusting to this world fairly well. Handled the bandit attack okay. No nightmares after the goblins got squashed… But that? That
 was insane. That giant is now in chunks all over the grasslands and there’s thirty feet of legs blocking the wagon.”

“Ooooh, we’ll have to make sure we get our share of the harvest for those! Giant bones are wonderful building materials.” Kora clapped him on the shoulder, then looped an arm through his. He restarted his illusions, and she escorted him down the length of the wagon toward their suite. “Encounters like these happen. It’s okay to be rattled by them. But I can guarantee that you got a level from that. Let’s get back to our rooms, because that means you hit level five and have unlocked a skill selection.”

“Right, let’s do that.” Vester had to admit to himself he was shaken, but the worst part was the creeping suspicion that she’d taken that risk just
 to get him to hit that milestone. Her determination for me to help her delve hasn’t wavered at all. Not even with knowing my secrets.


One of the wagon crew ran up to Kora and passed her a healing potion, compliments of the captain. She mentioned her shield and the man promised to pass the message on. Then, she and Vester were descending the stairs and heading into their rooms.

Once the door was closed behind them, he held out his hand. “Manifest Grimoire,” he said. The blood-red book formed in his hand, and he immediately noticed it was thicker. He flipped it open and found the pages seemed to fuse together to force him to look at a specific section.


Level 5 skill selection.



Choose 1 of the following:



Dream Walk (B-rank): Level 1



The ability to invade the dreams of a target and spy on their memories, thoughts, and fantasies. The caster must be within 100 feet of their target or possess a suitable effigy containing the target’s blood, hair, or other body tissue. At level 1 this spell can be used on 1 target per night, for a maximum of 1 hour. At B-Rank this skill gains 1 target and 1 hour of duration each level. Range increases by 100 feet per level. Effigy distance is 1 mile per level of spell. Like most skills, level 5 is the cap. This spell requires mana to cast.



Phantasm Wall (S-rank): Level 1



The ability to craft illusory walls that confuse and disorient those who attempt to pass through them. These walls must be at least 1 foot in thickness and can be shaped to a maximum of 20 feet wide and 20 feet tall. At level 1 this spell will last for 30 minutes. At S-rank, this spell doubles in size and duration for each level gained. Like most skills, level 5 is the cap. This spell requires mana to cast.



Nightmare Blade (SS-rank): Level 1



The ability to—
 "Look, it doesn’t matter. You can’t use this, Vester, so I’m going to rewrite your options here. It’s bogus you’re being denied the best combat skill for your class, so we’re having an Avatar moment. Hold on.”—
 Non


The book seemed to warp and ripple as the skill was scribbled over and something new took its place.


Labyrinth Ward (SS-Rank): Level 1



The ability to place a trap that draws the target into a limitless maze within their own mind. This spell does no harm to those trapped within, but they are disconnected from their body until they escape their personal labyrinth. Once placed, the trap cannot be moved, only canceled. Each trap 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 trap that targets all who pass over it. At SS-rank, this spell will gain 1 additional trap per level. At level 2, the caster can set the trap to ignore those in their Party. Like most skills, level 5 is the cap. This spell requires mana to cast.


The words stopped blurring and Vester was able to reread the text for each skill like normal, only now with no sign of the skill Non had edited.


All of them are useful,
 he thought. Sneaking into people’s dreams would let me gain a lot of information, but the distance limitation is kind of bullshit. Sounds like I need some kind of voodoo doll to get around having to be next door to the person. The Phantasm Wall could be really useful in a Party—if I block something coming through and Kora beats it down while it’s confused, yeah, that’d be good…


He nibbled on his lower lip and squinted at the last skill. Downside of the traps are the fact that I won’t be able to avoid hitting my Party to start… but if the labyrinth is hard to escape, then dumber monsters might starve to death before they can make it out. That kind of trap is exactly what I need if I want to level without someone to kill for me. It’s also going to start off pretty big, and I don’t see a limit on how many creatures I can catch.


He read it again, then his eyes widened. They all say they take mana to cast… but none of these list a cost to maintain… Are these single cast spells that remain until they expire?
 And the Labyrinth Ward specifically says I have to cancel it. That means… I could just leave it somewhere and let it harvest monsters for me? Alright, fine, that’s a no brainer.


Any doubts Vester had that Non was doing her best to help him get around the limitations of his curses were firmly gone. It was clear the beautiful dark elf wanted to help him grow stronger so he could help her sew chaos around Ordinal. He wasn’t sure what her ultimate goal was, but this Labyrinth Trap skill was tailor made for his situation.

He’d have to be careful to make sure Kora knew about the trap and how to avoid it, but it was simply too good to pass up. Phantasm Wall would have been his second choice, and part of him hoped it came up in selection at level 10. A new skill every 5 levels isn’t bad, especially if Non is making sure I don’t get fucked over with options I can’t use.


He offered her a quiet thank you, then flipped to his level. He dropped his point into wisdom and studied the status.


Vester Gambit: Elf



Dreamspinner: Level 5



Profession: Enchanter



Strength: 10



Dexterity: 15 (55)



Constitution: 11



Intelligence: 20



Wisdom: 17



Charisma: 14



Skills: Freeform Illusion 2, Don Disguise, Decoy Swap, Labyrinth Ward



Profession skills: Mana Manipulation, Inscribe Enchantment



Unique Ability: Nightmare’s Release



Gear: Avatar’s Raiment, Trickster’s Cane



Free Points: 0



Barely two weeks on this world and I’m level 5. No idea if that means I’m leveling fast or not, but Kora seems happy with it. She mentioned that levels come even faster in a dungeon. If I can start taking Guild Quests, that should help too. I’ll have to do some research to see if I can gain experience from monsters killed in the dungeon if I’m not inside.


Vester pursed his lips while he considered it. If not, it’ll be harder to use the Labyrinth Ward. Maybe there are areas around the town where monsters regularly travel, like spawn points… If spawn points are a thing I could be golden. I’ll be a spawn-camping bastard if it means getting levels.


Just imagining how pissed the god of war would be if he spawn-camped some poor monsters with Labyrinth Ward had a smile spreading across his face.

“You seem happy,” Kora said, apparently noticing the illusory recreation of his expression. “Done leveling?”

“Yeah, let’s talk about my new skill and you can give me some practical advice on how to use it.” He sat down across from her and started preparing the tea for them both. While he did, he went over the skill he’d chosen, and the ones he’d rejected. He figured her opinions held value, even if he had already made his own choice.

The kitsune listened quietly, sitting forward in her seat to give her tails room to swish against the back of the seat. She audibly choked when she heard he’d gotten a second SS-rank skill, and then they began dissecting his reasoning.














Chapter Fourteen








After
 the
 giant,
 the
 final stretch to Porter’s Walk was boring. The wagon’s crew had worked through the night to harvest all the giant bones they could find, and then the huge vehicle had begun trundling forward once more.

Vester could immediately see what Kora had meant about the cannon doing damage to the vessel, because the last few hours of the trip were significantly bumpier than the previous days had been, and their speed had noticeably dropped.

Instead of arriving at town in the early morning, it was mid-afternoon when they ground to a halt at the L-shaped pier that had been constructed from thick tree trunks. Vester took the time to study the terrain, knowing it was going to be his home for a while.

Porter’s Walk was situated at the border where the grasslands began to rise into real mountains. The smaller hills had passed unnoticed beneath the wagon’s wheels, but these stony rises grew progressively taller until they formed a true mountain range.

He could see where the forest that covered those foothills was being logged, because there were large bites taken out of the tree line. The clusters of stumps gave the land an odd, speckled look. The only reason he could see everything was because the wagon was still nearly twenty feet taller than its loading pier.

He waited at the top of the ramp while Kora finalized her business with the captain of the wagon. She’d changed into a silver dress with black embroidery, and the asymmetrical hem left one knee exposed, while descending nearly to the ground on the other side. The rear was slit to allow her tails to swing freely.

He was fairly certain she was taking her time in that conversation and stalling.

At the bottom of the ramp was a round-bellied man dabbing at his head with a handkerchief and several older folks wearing a great deal of jewelry. If I had to guess, I would say that’s the town mayor and whoever else thinks they’re in charge. From what Kora has said, she’s going to be the real power in the town. If the Adventurers can’t handle the dungeon, then the whole place will dry up.


He rocked idly on his feet, letting himself sway forward and back while he tapped a finger on the head of his cane. He was impatient to get down and see the Guildhall. It wasn’t hard to tell which building it was, because the Guild had built it out of stone; it loomed three stories tall and was the largest structure in the fledgling town.

It was also sitting at the end of the widest thoroughfare in a straight line from the freight ramps. There were a couple buildings that came close in size, and from the bright-colored signs, Vester assumed he was looking at a few taverns, inns, and maybe a store of some sort. All designed to cater to people coming to visit the dungeon.


Feed them and give them places to drink, sleep, fuck… and of course buy shit they need to stay alive. Whole purpose of this town right now is to provide for the people who are going to be delving inside that dungeon for loot and levels. Kind of fascinating how the economy in this world revolves around the dungeons.


His comparison to a gold town hadn’t been far off. Talking to Kora had made it clear that the parallels were extremely close. He’d even learned there was an ancient dungeon under the capital, though only the nobility were allowed to use it. The entire area was defined by whatever dominant materials the dungeon provided.

Kora touched his arm to indicate she was ready, and Vester began simulating the area around them with his illusions. Trickster’s Cane clicked
 each time it struck the ground, and he found the sound almost… reassuring. With the Guild Master hanging off his arm, he felt like an old-timey gentleman escorting a lady.


Doesn’t hurt that she coached me on the persona that would help most as her personal assistant, and I get to play the part of the semi-sinister butler,
 he thought with amusement. How many people are going around
 asking me to be creepy? I mean, she practically gave me a gift.


“Pompous windbag,” she muttered under her breath. Her ears had flattened against her hair, and he saw that her tails were flicking faster.

“Who?” he asked quietly. They were going to be down the ramp in only a few moments, so he didn’t want to get caught gossiping. Still, he’d never heard Kora say anything insulting before, which got him curious.

“The Transportation Guild’s quartermaster attempted to weasel out of his obligation to replace my shield,” she explained. “He wanted to do an analysis to see if I took excessive risks and had thus incurred my own losses. Fortunately, the captain overrode him. She, at least, understands the relationship between the Adventurer’s Guild and her wagon.”

“Free security,” he suggested.

She gave a nod of her head, and he watched as she shifted her expression into a pleasant smile with ears alert. The transformation removed any hint that she’d been annoyed, and by the time she extended her hand to the mayor, there were no remaining signs of her displeasure.

“Mayor Gorman, how nice to meet you. I’m Guild Master Dol, and I will be officially taking ownership of the Porter’s Walk Guild Chapter as of today,” she said in a warm voice. While she spoke, she presented the glowing Guild Charter for the man to examine. He barely gave it a glance before passing it back to her.

“Guild Master Dol, it is our honor to have you here. I’d like to assure you that we’ve been complying with every request the advance team has made…” The rambling went on like that for a while, so Vester mostly tuned it out. What began as assurances they were working hand in hand with the Guild gradually became the man seeking a few concessions and bargains to enrich certain businessmen he represented.

While it was tempting to try and draw dicks on their faces with magic, Vester kept in mind that Kora wasn’t the only one who could see the illusions, and the only reason most didn’t notice was that he was maintaining a faithful projection of reality.


Huh,
 he thought, I’ve been thinking of this like I was crafting a hologram over everything and Kora was the only one who could see it, but I’ve never really put a lot of thought into how the illusions might look to other people. Are they so realistic that nobody has noticed?


Curious, Vester created the illusion of a small white-and-black cat and had it walk around behind the mayor. One of the women shifted her skirts to ensure the cat wouldn’t touch her, and another man made a vague shooing motion with his foot.


I guess they can’t tell what’s real or isn’t. If Kora wasn’t blind, would she be able to tell where the fake parts were?


It wasn’t like Vester had a great deal of experience using his magic against thinking creatures. His track record so far argued that most people had struggled to tell his creations from reality. The first bandit had fallen to his death, but the one tossing fireballs had figured out he was playing tricks. The goblins hadn’t shown any grasp at all they knew they were being messed with.


Every explanation I’ve heard about skills is that the rank of the skill effects its potential for growth. SS-rank isn’t even thought to be a real thing by most people. SS-rank Freeform Illusions must already be more powerful an ability at start than some Dreamspinners ever get. Kora said wisdom helps people think more creatively and perceive more around them… maybe it’s only folks with really high skills that can actually see through my bullshit?


That sounded like video-game logic to him, yet he knew Non and the other gods had built their System based on her dad’s knowledge of video games, so that could still hold true. He might have spent more time thinking about it in those moments, except Kora finally excused herself and started walking toward the Guildhall.

“Is it normally like that?” he asked.

She flicked an ear in his direction. “What, the discrete bribe offers and attempts at getting deals to make a killing off a new town? Oh yes. When they made me Guild Master, they warned me all about it. He didn’t try to threaten the Guild’s business at all, though, so he’s got more sense than some.”

“Regular store owners actually threaten the Adventurer’s Guild?
 ” he repeated in disbelief. “The people who regularly go hunt down monsters and risk their lives for fun?”

“There are always those who believe that money equals power,” Kora offered with a snort of contempt. “Many of them even get away with it by using money to buy
 power. But few realize that at some point, the only true power is… well, power.
 ”

“Like Tomlin,” he offered.

“Exactly!” she said, clearly glad he’d gotten her meaning. “The Founder has reached a level where he can stand up to entire armies on his own. No one knows how many Quests he has completed, or how high his stats have grown. The Adventurer’s Guild remains autonomous and neutral because his personal might guarantees reprisal if we’re interfered with.”

“A one-man political deterrent,” Vester murmured, contemplating the kind of force that represented. For an entire nation to choose to allow an organization to do what it wanted because a single figure could shatter their armies… Something to aspire to.



Of course, if I can’t shake the curses holding me back, then no matter how strong I get, I won’t be able to directly harm them. On the other hand, if I reach a point where my illusions can fool all five senses and completely cover the land around me, could anyone come near me without risking their sanity?


He had his weekly ability as well, though he’d never used it. Twenty minutes trapped facing their deepest fears, and the duration just gets longer with every level I earn. What would that do to someone?


Nightmare’s Release required its targets to be able to perceive him… if his illusions count as part
 of him, well, he could do some serious damage if he chose.

They reached the Guildhall a few minutes later, where Vester took in the sight of the three-story building. Two wide wings extended out to either side of the building, though they were a floor shorter than the main structure. The heavy wooden doors were banded with iron and tall enough for a fifteen-foot-high figure to walk in without stooping.

A simple bronze plaque announcing the building’s owners had been nailed to the wall next to the door. When they walked through, Vester saw a layout similar to the main building Tomlin had taken him to. The far side was a long counter with a number of divided areas for different receptionists. One side held the huge crystal screen awaiting its Quests, and the other side of the room had the bar, tables, and eating area.

“Here we are,” Kora said with a hush to her tone. “No turning back now.”

That caught Vester by surprise. “Were you thinking of running?” he asked. She glanced at him and her ears folded back, then she let out a snort of amusement.

“I considered it,” she admitted. “This is my first time as Guild Master, and Tomlin believes in letting his managers sink or swim. It’s up to me to control this area, make sure the dungeon is safe, and not let the Adventurers run wild. That’s a lot of responsibility.”

“Better you than me,” he agreed cheerfully. “I’ll just go find a desk to sit on my ass waiting to fill out paperwork.” He started to walk away, but she caught the fabric of his sleeve.

“Oh no you don’t,” she said in a firm voice. “Someone has to help me organize the library, get all the IDs stacked, and start going through the initial reports. Welcome to responsibility, Vester, because you’re my personal aide from now on.”

“Oh sure, get reincarnated they said, see the world they said, but then it’s nothing but work, work, work all the time,” Vester protested while offering his best Dread-Pirate impersonation. Kora just looked confused, then shook her head at him.

“No time for slacking. You need to earn your dungeon time like any other receptionist.”

That caused him to pause. “I had forgotten that our work hours count against the tolls to get into the dungeon… Fine, I suppose I don’t mind a bit of overtime.” It was one of the subclauses in the handbook, but when he’d read it over, he hadn’t thought he’d be able to apply it to himself.

“That’s the spirit! Now, I am sure you’re going to love helping me stock the library. Tomlin was pretty stingy, so we only have 352 unique volumes, and a couple crates of the handbooks.”

“A couple crates?!”

Kora’s laugh was downright malevolent, and he couldn’t tell how serious she was. The idea of shelving that many books was absolutely mind numbing, especially because he had no doubt that she’d get called away to start handling eager Adventurers wanting to be first in line for the dungeon, leaving him to take care of it alone.

Despite that, he hadn’t expected to find a line waiting in the hall once they’d gotten past the front desk. The closest part of the crowd was a trio of women the likes of which he’d never seen before. Vester hoped the momentary stutter in his step wasn’t obvious as he escorted Kora toward the cluster of Adventurers.

He thought one of the ladies in plate mail was an orc, judging by her size and the tusks jutting from her lower lips. The one in pale green robes… Is that a bunny girl? Really? Bunny girls are a thing?
 Vester forced his eyes off the woman and looked at the final member of the group.

She was glaring directly at him, so the large crimson eyes were the foremost thing he saw. Second was the fact she was pushing back her leather coat to reveal what appeared to be a crystal-tipped pistol. “You better explain why you’re casting magic on us,” she hissed angrily at him.

He blinked and finally registered that the woman actually looked prepared to shoot. Her hand was perched on the pistol’s grip and she seemed ready to draw. Fortunately, he didn’t have a chance to explain, because Kora stepped in front of him.

“My assistant is helping me
 to see my
 Guildhall,” she stated. The frost in her voice saw all three of the women looking their way straighten up. The gunslinger had bent at the waist, which was when Vester noticed she had a pair of slim horns rising from her forehead next to her short, white hair.

“Apologies, Guild Master,” she mumbled. “I felt the spell pass over me and made an assumption.”

The orc snorted, while the bunny girl rolled her eyes. Neither offered an apology, but then they hadn’t actually said anything hostile. “Bloody oni,” the green woman growled. “If we can’t delve because you’ve offended the Guild Master…”

Kora raised a hand and cut off the complaint. “I’m not offended, but if you’ll spread the word that Vester is constantly casting a spell that helps me see, I would appreciate it. Now, what are you ladies and… all the others… waiting for?”


I’ll eat my shoe if she doesn’t know
 exactly what these people are lined up for. Ugh, how many people are behind the orc? Woman takes up so much room I can barely see past her.
 He could see glimpses of people, but nothing distinct.

“The dungeon is already overflowing and threatening to break!” the bunny girl cried.














Chapter Fifteen








“No,
 it
 
isn’t,

 ”
 snapped
 the orc woman as she slapped her companion across the back of the head. “I told you we’re not going to make that up just to get the Guild Master to listen to us.” The green-skinned woman was scowling at the busty bunny and Vester had to bite his lip to keep from laughing.

Kora’s tails twitched hard enough to slap against Vester’s lower legs, but she managed to remain quiet and professional. He saw her eyebrows rise and her lips narrow, however, which told him she was not
 amused to have someone start things off with that kind of claim.

The orc and the oni, at least, seemed able to tell that Kora’s patience was wearing thin already. Before they could speak up, however, some people in the hall started shoving each other out of the way. A man with elven features pushed past the trio and inclined his head. “We were waiting to talk to you about the dungeon’s entrance. It’s… weird.”

Kora sighed so quietly that Vester wouldn’t have heard it if he hadn’t been standing right next to her. “I’m afraid I’ll need a bit more information to go on, preferably after I’ve had a chance to see my office. Is this an urgent
 matter?”

Not-quite-Legolas gave a kind of half bow. “Apologies,” he said. “My name is Cam, and I’m in charge of the dungeon survey. The doors have yet to open, but if we’re reading things right, we think
 we’re looking at an outcropping of the Great Dungeon, not a regular dungeon.”

Vester got a sudden, violent
 reminder of every regulation regarding the Great Dungeon; which only had four known entrances in all of Ordinal. Clauses and subclauses started rolling through his head regarding the international treaty and Guild Law that stated no capital or major city could be built around a Great Dungeon entrance.

They were the only lands directly claimed by the Adventurer’s Guild. The reason was that while a regular dungeon could be destroyed, the Great Dungeon could not—exploration had never found the bottom floor.

The rest of the regulations were centered around what kind of defensive works were required for securing the doors. The Great Dungeon had never had a known dungeon break, but the monsters inside were stronger; treaty declared they had to fortify the entrance to ensure nothing got out.


Ugh, really? I have to remember rules regarding wall density, enchantment standards, construction materials, methodology, and the minimum level of all individuals using construction skills? I get the stuff about standard loot, Party, and materials distribution, but what are these stipulations on enforced neutrality? What the fuck is the Great Dungeon? Stupid fucking laws! You didn’t tell me anything useful… I still don’t know what they’re talking about!


Vester was annoyed because he knew he’d have to wait to talk to Kora if he didn’t want to reveal his ignorance to every Adventurer currently in the hall. It was clear from their words and expressions that all of them
 knew what was going on.

Kora extended a hand. “I’m pleased to meet you, Cam. Now, accompany me to my office. The rest of you, please disperse. Once I’ve contacted Founder Tomlin and have word, I’ll make sure it’s posted on the Quest board. Vester, come along.” The kitsune was moving before she’d finished talking.

Cam had shaken her hand and fallen in step next to her. That left Vester walking behind the pair. It was inconvenient, since he had to look around them to ensure he was creating the illusions of their surroundings properly. He knew there were going to be gaps, but fortunately Kora didn’t expect miracles.

Once they’d gotten through the crowd and Kora was standing in her spartan office, she turned to Vester and smiled. “Vester, thank you for your help. I’ll be calling for you soon, but for now why don’t you go pick out a room? Receptionists get their own accommodations if they don’t choose to rent in town… and I doubt this
 town has established any rental properties yet.”


Come on! I wanted to know more about the damned dungeon…
 However, he swallowed his impatience and inclined his head to Kora. “Of course, Guild Master. I’ll be available when you need me.” He stepped out of the room and closed the door, then turned to find a dozen eyes staring at him. “Can I, uh, help you?”

None of the Adventurers seemed to be in a big hurry to go. It dawned on Vester that they were lingering in the hopes of listening in on what Kora and Cam talked about. He tapped his cane twice on the floor with an ominous click
 and used his illusions to expand his shadow until the door had faded into darkness.

At that point, the Adventurers finally started walking away.

He waited until they’d all left, noticing the orc, bunny girl, and oni took the longest. The white-haired gunslinger studied him for a bit before she departed, and for a second, Vester thought she’d try to strike up a conversation. To his relief, her partners had dragged her away and he was left to his own devices.


Find a room, huh? It’s not like I have many belongings to put away.


The rules were pretty clear on how a Guildhall was laid out, so he didn’t have any trouble finding the living area, which was located in one of the wings. He claimed a second-floor bedroom with a window overlooking the main street.

He unpacked his bag and put his meager possessions on the various shelves provided, then stripped down and went into the bathroom. While he’d been relieved to discover the beds in the wagons were enchanted to clean their occupants each night, Vester was still looking forward to taking a long, long,
 hot shower.

Having to spend forty minutes in line to use his five minutes of shower allotment on the Vapor-Wagon had sucked ass.

He stepped under the spigot and carefully adjusted the brass valves until steam filled the room and a decadent warmth sprayed down to soak his body. Vester leaned forward until his forehead was resting against the cool stone, then just… existed. The hot water poured over him and ran into a drain set in the floor. A thick stone ridge marked the border of the small stall and kept it from soaking the rest of his bathroom.


Kind of a shame there’s no tub, but showers are considered a luxury item and a sign of the Guild’s wealth—at least, that’s what Kora said when she stopped laughing about my ignorance. She also said that communal bathhouses tended to be one of the first buildings put up once a dungeon town starts making money.


Coed baths, from what she’d said. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that. He enjoyed a hot soak as much as the next guy, but lingering in a pool of water surrounded by naked men and
 women promised at least a few awkward moments.

After a few minutes, he grabbed a rough cloth and scrubbed himself down, then finger-combed his long hair until it no longer felt greasy. Since his uniform cleaned itself, he only had to dry off to dress once more.


Let’s see, so the Avatar’s Raiment are supposed to take on whatever appearance I want…
 He focused on the idea of a loose black tunic, thick linen pants, sturdy boots, and a long leather vest, and a moment later found exactly that wrapped around his body. Don Disguise let him darken his hair to a rich blonde and change his eyes to green, though he knew the change would only last an hour or so.

He picked up his empty pack and his coin purse and smiled. “Nice of Kora to make sure I had all my pay from the wagon trip ahead of time. Now, let’s see what I can purchase.” Perhaps it was paranoid to disguise himself just to go shopping, but Vester found himself wanting to cultivate an air of mystery.


If I have to be stuck behind a desk all day while I keep track of the random stuff Adventurers do, I don’t necessarily want them knowing too much about me. Let them think I’m a hermit or something.


He was about to walk out the door, but paused when he considered his cane. A moment later, Trickster’s Cane grew into a staff Saruman would have been proud of, and then Vester was on his way. The staff clacked
 each time it came down on the stone and he found people getting out of his way.


Yes, run,
 run mortals! All hail the powerful elven wizard… or… whatever. Just move so I can go buy some cool shit.


The town was a bustling place. Small carts were moving up and down the road with cargo traveling away from the massive wagon, and he paused when he saw a few corpses wrapped in linens waiting for a man in a dark suit to take possession of them.

He sidled up to one of the porters handling the cart’s horses. “What happened to them?” he asked, nodding toward the shrouds. “Did they die in the bandit attack?”

“Them?” the orc said, twitching to look back at the bodies. He shook his head and checked a clipboard on his bench. “No, they died of dysentery. Happens to a few pilgrims every trip. We picked them up from their convoy when we passed by. I guess their wagon broke an axle, and when they ran out of supplies, they tried drinking dirty water.”

Vester had to compress his lips to avoid letting any reaction cross his face. “That’s terrible,” he said. “I hope they have better luck in their next life.”

“Yup,” the orc replied. “Or at least the common sense to carry better supplies. Doesn’t pay to be cheap when traveling.”

“Guess not,” Vester said. Then he excused himself and left. They died of dysentery after breaking an axle on Ordinal’s Trail,
 he thought to himself. The temptation to have a laugh was wildly inappropriate. He acknowledged it, got himself under control, and after a quiet chuckle, he made his way into a general store.

The girl behind the counter glanced up at him, then lowered her head to go back to reading whatever she had spread across the counter. It looked like a newspaper. Vester ignored her and started walking along the shelves, taking in the stuff around him.


It’s ironic that my having no choice but to know the
 exact pricing method the Guild uses for all gear purchased on behalf of Adventurers is showing me
 just how marked up most of this stuff is. The vapor-lamp looks pretty cool, but selling it for five times the Guild price seems excessive. Really, a four-times markup for rope?


Vester wasn’t sure if the prices quoted in the book reflected some kind of wholesale cost, but knowing he could get all of this stuff cheaper if he requisitioned it through the office dampened some of his joy at being able to shop in a fantasy world for the first time.


The guy running this store is a fucking crook,
 he thought with a sigh. I’m not exactly poor, but I’m also not rich enough to purchase what I need at these prices. I wanted to get enough gear to ensure I could survive a few days in the dungeon… not take out a mortgage.


He wound up leaving without purchasing anything, and this time he stopped on the side of the road to really take in the town. At three stories high, the Guildhall was the tallest building. A couple of the taverns came close, but it looked like their floors were scaled for human-sized occupants.

Most of the construction was rough timber on stone foundations. He wasn’t sure, but it appeared that the blocks the buildings rested on had been enchanted. Faint lines of magic ran around the edges of the construction, and he saw the inscriptions run into each other to form a continuous circuit around the entire establishment. None of the boards had been painted, so everything was various shades of… well, wood.

Glass windows were covered in slatted shutters and had curtains on the inside. With how bright it was with the sun shining, he’d have expected those curtains to have been thrown open, but quite a few of them were pulled shut to keep people from looking in.

Back past the initial road and buildings he could see stakes and ropes. He assumed that had been someone putting down markers to let others know where they could build, or even outlining buildings about to get constructed. Either way, there wasn’t much else to look at.


Well, I guess I’ll just head back and make sure Kora doesn’t need me.
 Walking back to the Guildhall without getting to actually make a purchase on his shopping trip was a disappointment, but Vester reminded himself that he was on the frontier. Change would probably happen fast. Maybe by the time I walk to my rooms there’ll be more known about the Great Dungeon.


There were still people milling around the main room of the hall, though most of them were standing at the bar. Vester considered hanging out and seeing what he could overhear, but he didn’t want to push his luck if people started asking for details on who he was.


I guess I can entertain myself by thinking up some kind of cover story for this identity. Might as well get a set story. Maybe I’ll use it when I go into the dungeon with Kora. I know she doesn’t want people to think she’s favoring me…


That amused him a little. Apparently, power leveling had a mixed reputation among the Guild. If someone had an extremely rare class, they were often helped to level 10, where they could truly start to define their skills; otherwise, everyone was expected to grind for their growth. Nobles often paid parties to power level their scions, which was part of where the resentment came from.

That info had been included in Kora’s request that he keep their status as a Party quiet.

Vester made his way to his room. After he’d slipped behind the counter and into the back, he shifted his appearance back to normal. When he got up the stairs to his room, he flopped down onto his bed and stared up at the ceiling.


Once we’ve got the library set up, I can start devoting more time to learning new enchantments. I’m sure I’ll be able to make a few things to help with my leveling, but right now all I know how to produce is a magical Contract. Unless I plan on binding some animal to me and using it to kill, that’s not going to do much good in a dungeon run.


He considered that for a moment, then shook his head. Beast tamers have special skills to support their animals. I’d just be some dude with a pet. I need to focus on what I’m good at. I can make it hard to grasp the true battleground, so deployable traps should be what I go for. There has to be a way I can enchant stuff to work as a trap, and then toss it out without monsters catching on.


He felt a bit more comfortable now that he had a barebones plan. It wasn’t a ton, but it built on the conversations he’d had with Kora and it worked within his limitations. He reached under his head and fluffed his pillow. Might as well take a na—


A chiming sound echoed in his room and he sighed. I forgot the Guild had a weird intercom system to let people know when they were needed. Guess it’s time to help Kora put together a library.















Chapter Sixteen








Vester
 had
 been
 glad
 to find several other people in Guild uniforms waiting in the hall when he arrived outside Kora’s office. The Guild Master passed him her pouch, along with a list of how she wanted the library organized, then she went back to talking to Cam.

The peek inside he’d gotten hinted that they wouldn’t be leaving any time soon; he’d seen food on trays and steaming mugs of tea. He slipped the pouch onto his belt and walked with the others down to the library. At the moment, it was just empty shelves, but once he made it to the main desk and started taking out books, that began to change.

It was not a fast process, but over the next three days they got the room organized, the books shelved, and the ladders set on their rolling tracks. Drawing books out of the pouch had been a strange experience, but Kora’s instructions had been pretty clear: “Think ‘library book’ while reaching inside.”

The notes had also included the order to send the bag back the very moment he stopped finding new books, along with a comment about her trusting him. He’d walked it back to her personally, making sure nobody had a chance to play with it after his third hour of pulling things out.

He’d come back to an odd sight. His coworkers had been gossiping and leaning on the blue and silver tomes; but the moment they heard the click
 of his cane on the floor they’d sprung back to work.

None of them had seemed overly eager to talk to him at first, and it took almost a full day for him to grasp that they seemed to think he was someone powerful because he’d come in at Kora Dol’s side and she’d said he was helping her see. The rumors were swirling all about, mostly regarding the exotic class he must have.

Most of the receptionists were young. It seemed like a common job for people with classes that were technically
 combat oriented but had very poor survivability without the proper Party. After the first day, they started to relax and he got to learn more about them.

Well, to a degree. Turned out that most of them just wanted to gossip about various Adventurers and place bets on how far they’d make it in the dungeon. That
 had led to a hushed discussion about whether they really were sitting outside a Great Dungeon entrance. Fortunately, that had let Vester finally learn more about the place.

Supposedly the Great Dungeon had been some kind of tear into another dimension before the gods stepped in. Legend claimed the place had sent an endless horde of gibbering monsters into Ordinal: creatures determined to break the fabric of reality and reduce the world to nothing.

One eager young redhead had launched into a fervent explanation about how the combined might of the gods had built a giant prison that had forced all that chaotic energy into the System; in doing so, they had created the first classes, levels, and the dungeons. Instead of letting mana stagnate and wear at the fabric of the world, dungeons spawned so Adventurers could constantly bleed the energy away.

The Great Dungeon, however, was endless because it tapped another reality. According to the young receptionist, there were new levels constantly forming, and the might of the monsters inside was always rising.

Vester had to break up an argument when a gnome boy had denied the monsters always got stronger. He’d insisted that since nobody could pass level 100, the monsters couldn’t either. It had led to an interesting back-and-forth argument with a lot of names from history that Vester didn’t recognize.

All the discussion had amounted to the conclusion that people who hit level 100 eventually vanished into the Great Dungeon and were never seen again. The rare figures like Tomlin who stuck around were the linchpins of society on Ordinal.

He’d spent the last day of book stocking contemplating what he’d learned. He strongly suspected that people over level 100 either never left the Great Dungeon, or they exited into another world. He’d heard the gods talking like normal people. That implied there was a universe out there with folks strong enough to build and restructure entire worlds… which implied if an Adventurer got strong enough there’d be somewhere to go.

He couldn’t be sure it worked that way, of course, but considering he’d been born on another world and reincarnated here—he had some concrete evidence that Ordinal wasn’t the only world out there.

That, he found, was a topic the receptionists had been pretty reluctant to talk about. He’d asked about whether the Great Dungeon might lead to other worlds at one point, and they’d all laughed and changed the subject. He’d been left feeling like the guy who asked why people didn’t wear underwear on their heads.

But while learning more about the Great Dungeon had been interesting, the thing that excited Vester most about finishing up on organizing the library was that he’d regained access to the primers on enchantments—this time, he made sure to snag a few books on magic traps. He had to sign the ledger to show he’d taken them out, but that didn’t bother him. He was just happy to have something to do while Kora remained in closed door talks with the survey group.

Four days later, he had grown irritated at being left out of whatever was going on. He’d been called on to carry a sealed bag out to the wagon on the fifth day, and on the sixth day he’d gotten written instructions on how to properly set up the Quest board. That led to him discovering an error in the installation enchantments and required he track down the inscription mistake preventing it from working.

He’d spent the day crawling across the floor and reading thin lines of magic symbols until he’d found the one that was engraved wrong. Then,
 he spent most of the seventh day consulting the Enchanter’s guide on how to repair the faulty rune and had just
 gotten it corrected in time for Kora to emerge and walk up to the counter to start updating the board.

Thus, a week after he’d arrived in Porter’s Walk, Vester got to see the first Quest go live from his position on the floor in front of the reception counter, stylus clutched between tired fingers while he did his best to avoid getting stepped on by eager Adventurers rushing across the room to get to the wall.


Quest: Protect stonemasons quarrying stone for Great Dungeon Fortification #5



Reward: 1 gold per day. Rights to any monster slain. Automatic entry into Dungeon Registry.



Penalty for failure: Standard fines, terms, and conditions.



Minimal rank: All ranks accepted.


“Ow!” Vester grumbled. “Watch where you’re going!” Someone had stomped on his hand before he’d managed to push himself to his feet. He’d taken an instinctive swipe at their leg in retaliation, only to have his hand miss completely.


Stupid curse keeping me from hurting anyone,
 he thought to himself. He was still nursing his hand when he came around behind the front desk, where he was out of the way of the rowdy group. Kora was standing there looking proud of herself, so he began coating the area in his illusions.

“Thank you,” she said. “It’s nice to see the Adventurers are reacting so well to the first Quest. I’d worried they’d be resentful that it wasn’t something like clearing the first floor.”

Vester scratched the side of his head with the back of his stylus, then slipped it into his jacket pocket. “Well, if the Great Dungeon is all I’ve heard it is… I imagine getting a guaranteed spot among the first groups to go in is what has them excited.”

“Oh definitely,
 ” she agreed. “Guarding stonemasons is a standard Quest that would normally pay only a few silver a day. Setting the reward to gold and making sure they get priority treatment? That should ensure we have no interruptions in mining the stone we need to fortify the entrance.”

“Regulations say we can’t open the door until the fortress is complete, right?” He knew that was exactly
 what they said because every line was burned into his memory against his will, but he didn’t like to make that known.

Besides, he figured some people were listening in and reminding them wouldn’t hurt.

She nodded. “The wagon will carry back the news, provided our other Couriers don’t arrive at the capital first. I imagine Tomlin will move fast to teleport the appropriate groups to see everything get handled promptly. Porter’s Walk is about to get a lot more important.”

“Is that going to change the way we do business?” he asked. He wanted
 to ask their plans for delving together and his assistance in allowing her to see to fight, but it felt selfish. He also couldn’t really talk about it in the open.

“A little,” she said. “We’ll have to expand the Guildhall to hold a lot more people, and we’re also going to be upgrading our library and other facilities to handle up to A-rank Adventurers. We’ll probably need to double the staff. I don’t think
 Tomlin is going to replace me as Guild Master, but I’d be the only person under level 60 running a Great Dungeon entrance.”

Vester whistled at the idea of how strong a level 60 Adventurer had to be. Kora could already do things he thought qualified as impossible, and she’d admitted she hadn’t reached level 30 yet. From what he’d learned second hand, most of the high-ranking nobles were believed to be in the 50-to-60 range. Apparently, few made it past that without dedicating their lives to Adventuring.

“Sounds like a lot of pressure,” he observed, though he made sure to speak gently so it didn’t sound like he didn’t think she could handle it. “Are you going to be able to resume delving with everything going on?”

That saw Kora’s ears wilt and her tails drop until they very nearly brushed the floor. “Probably not until things calm down. It could be months,” She replied sadly, though she then rallied, offering him a smile. “On the other hand, if Tomlin replaces me and forces someone more powerful to retire, I can delve all I want!”

“Oh, well great, we have that to look forward to,” Vester said with a laugh. “I hope it all works out the best for you.” He meant that sincerely. While he’d be disappointed if he found that he couldn’t go into the Great Dungeon with her, Vester was sure he could make other arrangements.


What’s important is that she doesn’t get trapped in a job she hates just because circumstances have changed,
 he decided. It’ll suck if I’m stuck at level 5 for a while, but I can figure something out. Meanwhile, I can entertain myself by imagining the kind of havoc I could cause if I were level 100.


He reached up and brushed a stray lock of hair behind his ear, once again blinking when he found his thumb touching the long point. Though… if the Great Dungeon is such a big opportunity… is there a chance the church might send Denny here?


He supposed he should feel worse that he hadn’t spent much time worrying about his twin’s fate, or that of the people who’d been brought over with them. But Denny had always seemed to come out alright no matter what happened to him. Vester was sure he’d be fine.

His conversation with Kora didn’t resume, because she was swamped by people wanting to know what other Quests would get set soon—whom she promptly referred to him. That done, the blind kitsune darted into the back of the Guildhall with amazing speed.


Traitor,
 he thought, then he turned to face the trio of Adventurers standing in front of his counter. “How may I help you?” he asked. It took him a second to place them, then he realized it was the same bunny girl, orc, and oni who’d been waiting for Kora in the halls a week ago.

The orc woman crossed her arms over her heavy armor. “We want to know when the listings for new Party members is going to get posted.”

Vester felt a tug of his curse, sighed, and said, “And do you have your Guild ID?”

The tusked woman stared at him in confusion. “What?”

“Guild regulations state that anyone inquiring about the membership present their Guild ID to ensure they’re in good standing. If you’d like to know about the status of pending Parties, you’ll need to present your ID.”

“You trumped-up little bureaucrat!” the orc growled. She slammed a fist down on the counter, then froze when Trickster’s Cane was suddenly in his hand and its knob was resting on her knuckles. A heavy black aura began pouring off of him, and the air grew chill while frost formed in midair from everyone’s lips with each exhalation.

It was all illusion, of course, but only the oni seemed to realize it.

Her companions looked absolutely terrified. Vester lifted his cane up and tapped its tip twice against the stone floor. “I’m sure you all
 remember the regulations that forbid threats against a Guild reception or any other member of the staff, correct?”

The green woman slowly nodded her head, while the bunny girl stepped behind her a hair.

The oni, however, pulled a slim crystal card out of her coat and set it on the counter. “Li Ra, Gunslinger, B-rank, level 15. I’d like to make an information request.” Unlike the other two, she remained calm and collected, with a tiny smile playing across her lips.

Vester glanced down and confirmed the information matched her ID, then tapped his cane yet again. “Marvelous! What is the nature of your inquiry?” He knew, of course, but it was fun seeing the veins in her orc companion’s forehead start throbbing.

“Do you happen to know when the Quest board will have an updated list of people looking to group?” Li asked.

Ironically, Vester knew the answer to that without having to look up anything: “As you can see, we’ve only just activated the Quest board. Tomorrow morning marks the start of registration for all the present Adventurers waiting a turn at the dungeon. We’ll start collating each as they come and assemble the list. However, if you’d like to register a day early, I can arrange that.”

Just like that, their attitude changed. Suddenly, Li’s companions were all too eager to step up to the counter and present their IDs. Vester took down their information, no one seeming to notice when his cane vanished and his stylus took its place.

Once some of the Adventurers realized what was happening, a line began to form behind the trio, and soon Vester was scribbling down name after name on the crystal tablet that topped his desk. Behind him in a far-too-mundane tray, paper was appearing. Despite their ability to record and transmit information via crystal, the Guild world still ran on paperwork.

With a sigh, he understood that he was going to have to sort and store all of that. At least I can’t die if all those files fall over onto me.















Chapter Seventeen








It
 was
 amazing
 how
 mind numbing a week of taking names, assembling lists, and organizing Quests could become, even in a fantasy world. Vester never would have thought he could get bored writing up a hunt for monstrous wolves or putting in a request for someone to slaughter a flaming bull, yet it soon grew routine.

He quickly developed a reputation for his unwillingness to bend the rules, which resulted in people thinking him the most straight-laced receptionist in the building. That, combined with his habit of assisting Kora in her tasks, only grew the assumption he was someone powerful. By the end of the second day of his second shift, he’d noticed impatient Adventurers giving his counter a wide berth unless they couldn’t avoid it.

The exception to this was Li Ra and his friend from the wagon, Skylar.

Li Ra, because the red-eyed oni had figured out that if she followed the rules, he wasn’t averse to bending them when he had the discretion—such as when he’d registered her a day early because there was no rule against it. She was always friendly, and she seemed smart enough not to ask him for exceptions to the regulations.

That said, Vester found he didn’t care for her Party. The orc seemed arrogant and prone to acting in a domineering way toward the other two. The bunny girl, on the other hand, tried to be sneaky… but didn’t seem particularly bright. He remembered how she’d claimed the dungeon was breaking in some odd attempt to get Kora to give access to the place early.

The orc was named Moska Trask. She was something called a Rage Knight level 12 (C-rank), which wasn’t terrible for the Adventurers in this area; most of them seemed somewhere between level 8 and level 19. A Rage Knight was a kind of Barbarian-Paladin hybrid. They could swap from damage to tanking, and had enough skill at healing to fill a gap in most Party compositions.

Sincarla was the bunny girl, and she was a Leaf Mage level 15 (C-rank). To be honest, Vester found himself impressed that she remembered to breathe some days. From what he’d gathered, a Leaf Mage was kind of like a Druid, just without the innate connection to nature as a whole… and without the animal companion. Basically, she used plants as weapons.

Li Ra was the most powerful of the team, given she was B-rank, and had the most focused damage production. She’d mentioned that her teammates kept the monsters back while she took them down, and he could see how it worked. But he also saw that Li Ra really
 wanted a dedicated healer to join the group.

Still, Li Ra dropped in regularly to talk about her experiences guarding the quarry, which broke up the monotony of slower shifts. He knew she was building a good rapport to influence his decisions; he didn’t mind. His only other regular customer was Skylar, and she was just a ball of excitement whenever she came in.

The level 9 (A-rank) Puppetmaster had also been working down at the quarry; but where Li Ra and her team were guarding it, Skylar had once more ended up with a job facilitating labor. The benefit for her was that she was technically double dipping; she got credit for the Adventurer’s Quest because she was at the Quarry where her golem could defend the stonemasons, but she was also getting paid by those same masons to have her golem carry blocks to load the shipping wagons.

Between the two jobs she had been earning 3 gold a day, and she was pretty enthusiastic in explaining how her careful budgeting meant that she could finally start getting the materials she needed for a combat golem.

Budgeting apparently
 meant sleeping in a rough tent and skimping on meals, which was why Vester had taken to buying her lunch whenever she came to visit him, while also making sure she had leftovers to take back with her. He’d have offered to let her stay in his room as well except it went against regulations.

At the moment, Vester was marking time until his shift ended. He glanced at the time piece on the wall and considered that she should be showing up any min—

“Vester!” Skylar called and bounced up to his counter. “When does your weekend start?” she asked. “We’ve been having lunch on your coin all week and I want to treat you
 for a change!” The blue-skinned woman rested her elbows on his counter and leaned forward in a way that offered him a glance down the front of her overalls.

She’d forgone her heavy combat coat, which was a leather and chain jacket she normally wore over the tough material of her work outfit, and since the top she wore under the overalls was barely
 a tank top, there was a lot to look at. He managed to resist, but it wasn’t easy.

“Give me two seconds,” he said with a smile. “Once the clock strikes, I’m officially off duty for the next two days and can finally relax.”

She nodded, which saw her thick lavender braid bouncing along her back. “I can’t believe you’ve worked every day for the last two weeks! Aren’t there rules that give you free time?”

Vester raised a hand and waggled it from side to side. “There are, yes, but there are also emergency regulations regarding setting up dungeons and getting a new town started. Basically, my time off is being banked and I can take it once things calm down. It’s supposed to ensure that people who work for the Guild can still take periods of time to do their own delving.”

The time piece released six solemn dings
 and Vester stepped out from behind his counter on the final note—physically unable to take a single step away before it chimed. He extended an elbow to Skylar, and she tucked herself against his side. She didn’t give him time to suggest any particular place to go—she just started dragging him toward their usual venue.

Porter’s Walk only had three options for food if someone wanted something that didn’t come out of a cart.

The Golden Boar tavern was the unofficial Adventurer’s bar. The food was plentiful, the alcohol was watered down, and it had enough rooms for them to have a place to sleep—if they didn’t mind being crowded into a room with several others.

The Guildhall itself had a kitchen to go with its bar, and Adventurers got a discount eating there. But it was constantly packed and the small start-up staff meant the wait times for the food tended to be long.
 That turned into a cycle, because people waiting around made the overcrowding worse, and the fact it never emptied made it harder for the staff to get things clean and organized to reduce the wait.

The last option for eating was the Verdant Glory, and the inn matched the pretentious quality of its name. The food was undeniably good, it was also undeniably overpriced. The owner was part of the group determined to gouge every Adventurer for the maximum amount of coin they could manage. Vester hadn’t been surprised to find the woman who owned it was close friends with the man who ran the general store.

What amused him was that it had taken less than a week for the Adventurers to start avoiding the place like the plague. Since that increased the traffic for both the Guildhall and the Golden Boar, neither place had room for the regular townsfolk, which left the locals stuck eating at their own overpriced inn.

Vester suspected the staff wasn’t charging non-Adventurers the same rates for the food, and while he wasn’t the only one, nobody had been able to prove it. Townsfolk tended to be pretty careful to avoid any signs they were setting separate prices for the Adventurer’s Guild, because differentiating prices just
 for Adventurers was punishable by the Guild Charter the town had agreed to.

All special discounts were carefully worded to avoid appearances of favoritism, but everyone knew they still happened.

Skylar dragged him toward the Golden Boar, as he’d known she would, and she’d started talking the moment they got away from the desk. “I finally purchased that iron stock. Now I can forge my golem’s body. I’ll have to melt it down and pour it into the molds to get the pieces I need, but I should be able to have it running by the end of next week!”

“That’s wonderful,” Vester said, and he meant it. “Are you still planning out the shape, or have you finally settled on a design?”

“Weeeeellll,” she began, and then she swatted him on the shoulder when he snickered. “Stop that! It’s a big decision! If I do something shaped like a beast, it’ll be more versatile in combat. Quadrupeds are faster and harder to disable than bipeds…”

“But if you go with a humanoid, you can get more work at the quarry or moving freight, which lets you earn more money to make your next
 golem,” he added. “You’ve mentioned that. You also said that you could arm your golems with weapons and armor recovered from delves. So, why not just do that?”

Skylar’s enthusiasm dimmed and her shoulders slumped. “To be honest, I’m not sure I’ll be able to delve at all,” she admitted. “I’ve been turned down by every group I’ve approached, and because I’m a lower level it probably won’t be safe for me to try anything solo. The Great Dungeon’s floors always progress at a steady pace, but they’re also A- or S-rank. Theoretically, the first floor should be suitable for people under level 6, but depending on what kind of monsters there are, I might encounter a bad matchup.”

Vester had learned a bit more about how Adventurer’s evaluated danger, and he understood what she was talking about.


If the floor has spirits or a lot of swarms, then it’ll be hard for a golem to control the attacks. While they’re physically powerful, they don’t have the same skills a tank does. With no way to do area attacks, she’d get overrun by a swarm, and without magic, the golem’s attacks would go straight through a ghost.


“That is
 tough,” he agreed after a moment. Vester shifted from holding her arm in the crook of his elbow to giving her a side hug. Skylar was a very
 cuddly person, and she always rallied if he offered her some physical reassurance. “I’ve been studying more inscriptions, but aside from some basic durability and strength enhancements, I’m not sure I have anything I could add to your golems.”

“Your scripts have improved Woody a lot!” she reminded him. “Boosting his strength helped us earn more at the quarry. Also, a block slipped and fell on him at one point; if you hadn’t increased his durability it would have done a lot more than just broken off one of his legs.”

The fact she’d named the mannequin-like golem she controlled Woody never failed to amuse him. The wooden frame was tough in its own right. The orphanage she’d grown up in had received a grant to help each kid get starting materials for their classes when they manifested around sixteen. For Skylar, those materials had been the wood she’d carved to create Woody.

The four-foot-tall puppet was stronger than it appeared, and the enchantment Vester had inscribed along its body had boosted Woody’s physical capabilities by about fifty percent. The durability symbols were actually supposed to double how tough the thing was, but there were limits to what the wood could take. Vester had learned that each material could only absorb so much mana, and it tended to react violently when overloaded.

Which was his
 greatest stumbling block at the moment. He’d found an enchantment for a defensive trap called a ‘blade trap’ that would work with his illusions—theoretically. When triggered, it produced a blade that shot toward the person who came into range. He’d even figured out how to inscribe the entire enchantment into a space no larger than a page of paper so he could toss it out under the cover of his magic.

The problem was, the spell took more mana than paper could hold. A clay tablet had dried out, then exploded in his face. A stone slate worked, but it had to be at least eight inches to a side and a quarter of an inch thick. The weight of carrying more than a few of those was prohibitive.

Metal, he’d found, held it relatively well. Thanks to his incredibly dexterity, he could even shrink the inscription further down to something that could fit on a playing card when working with the denser material. But metal was expensive, and getting custom orders from blacksmiths in town was… not easy.

It also tended to triple the price—which the locals had already marked up indecently.

He’d gotten two blanks made to test his theory. The first blank held the trap and produced a three-foot-long bladed spear that shot up the second someone stepped over it. Instead of enchanting the second blank, Vester had taken to using it for throwing practice. If he tried hitting a person or animal, he’d miss every time—but nothing stopped him from hitting an inanimate target.

Juggling his free time between meals with Skylar, studying enchantments, and throwing the metal card had helped the week pass quickly. His aim would have been deadly, had he not been cursed. But he’d still developed the skill he needed to toss a card and have it land where he wanted it to go most of the time.

Skylar elbowed him, which made him realize he’d been lost in his own head. They were now standing outside the Golden Boar, and he offered her an apologetic smile. “The good thing is that a metal golem should
 be able to hold stronger enchantments. I’m still learning, but I’ve figured out how to do a blade trap. Would a trick like that work to help your golems fight?”

Skylar made a thoughtful sound while dragging him to one of the few free tables. A maid waved to signal she’d be over soon, and the pair sat down to wait. “It would have to be modified with some kind of conditional trigger,” she said. “If it’s left to a proximity release, it would go off whenever the golem walked near something, which could lead to accidents. I think it would be cheaper to just craft attachments if I need blades. But you’re right, a metal frame could contain more mana. You could also pile on the strength and durability inscriptions and make it almost indestructible!”

“For the level of its material,” he amended. “I can reinforce it a lot, but it’ll still qualify as the base material, and I can’t really change its resistances yet. Woody is still vulnerable to being set on fire, and this one would still rust or melt. I’ll keep researching, but elemental-resistance enchantments are complicated.”

“Being able to punt a monster is a great start,” she said with an easygoing shrug. He appreciated that Skylar never seemed bothered by how he was still learning. He
 found his lack of knowledge annoying at times, because he wanted to help more.

The pair settled in to enjoy their meal while discussing the details of her project.














Chapter Eighteen








In
 the
 end,
 Skylar
 decided to make a seven-foot-tall iron man. If it had been a human, the golem would have been considered skinny. Skylar had had a limited amount of material to use, and she’d chosen a uniform thickness for the parts that resulted in a very lean frame. The leftover iron had been fashioned into protection for the golem’s shoulders, hips, and especially its torso.

The torso housed the core that animated the golem—so long as that part wasn’t shattered, she could repair the thing with her own mana.

With the joint protection in place to avoid having its limbs easily separated, and the torso plating to keep its core safe, the golem had a vaguely armored look, but no one would mistake it for a fully dedicated combat golem; Skylar just hadn’t had the material to give it the heavily reinforced arms and legs of a fighter.

That said, after Vester spent a weekend enchanting the golem, it was a lot
 tougher than it looked. She’d worked herself to the bone the week after their dinner to cast each piece, then brought it to him with detailed instructions on how it would be assembled so he could inscribe the thing.

It had been an interesting challenge, because the enchantments had to form circuits across the different pieces to give the entire golem the benefits of the enhancement.

Vester purchased a bottle of brandy for them to drink in celebration, and they’d spent the last hour watching Woody and Dent—because that was the name she’d given it—sparring. The wooden golem was slightly faster than its new partner, but Dent took no damage at all from its strikes. If Skylar hadn’t called Woody off, the smaller golem might have cracked its own body by continuing.

“You did a great job!” she informed Vester, leaning close to plant a small kiss on his cheek. Her breath smelled liked candied cherries, courtesy of the brandy they’d been drinking, and Vester found he enjoyed it.

“They’re your
 golems,” he pointed out. “I just added some scribbles to make them a bit tougher. This is all the product of your own skills.” He was feeling pleasantly warmed by the alcohol, and her being curled up against his side on the blanket they were sharing made him even warmer.

The hill beneath them had thick grass that provided a nice cushion, and they’d set up on the curve so they could easy watch the golems.

“Pffft
 ,” she raspberried, “Dent would be a third as strong and only half as tough if not for you. The way he is now, I bet I could even manage to run the first floor, provided I don’t encounter a stupid
 monster type… Speaking of, any word on when the dungeon is going to open?”

Vester opened his mouth to answer without a second thought, then broke into coughing when his throat closed up on him. He held up a finger while he struggled with his curse; Kora had given him confidential information, and he’d gotten so comfortable with Skylar he’d forgotten she wasn’t included in who he could talk about it with.

While the existence of the rumor mill confirmed some of his other receptionists weren’t shy about sharing info, Vester didn’t have the same freedom. Skylar patted him on the back while he regained control of his breathing.

“I—I can’t say for sure,” he said. “But I can tell you that some senior Guild officials teleported into town and have taken over construction of Dungeon Gate 5.”

She let out a soft whistle. “Dungeon Gate 5. So it’s confirmed, it really is an entrance to the Great Dungeon.” Her large eyes stared at him, then she rested a head on his shoulder. “I can’t wait to see it.”

Vester wrapped an arm around her shoulders and helped her burrow in close to his chest. His own head rested against the top of hers and he let out a sigh. “Truthfully? I can’t either. Though I’m not sure when I’ll be able to get in there. I’m an even lower level than you are, and I can only go during my off hours. I’ll probably have to hire some group to guard me if I can’t team with the other staffers.”

“We can go… together… when you have time off!” she offered, though it came out garbled since she’d yawned about halfway through. The brandy was apparently hitting both of them hard–he could see her eyes fluttering. “I’ll… mmm…. protect you with Woody and Dent.”

Vester tightened his arm to give her a brief squeeze. “We’ll see. By the time I can make it in you might already be hitting the second floor. But thank you for the offer.” He didn’t want to drag her down, and he still wasn’t sure how well he’d be managing in a delve for himself. He’d finally gotten two additional metal blanks crafted, but three blade traps hidden by illusions wouldn’t be enough for him to take on an entire floor.

Each trap had to be left to recharge on its own—which took hours—or manually filled. He had the mana to get them charged in about twenty minutes, but it cost enough energy that his own spell potential would be reduced. Trickster’s Cane didn’t help with powering the traps, though his Mana Manipulation skill did.

From what he’d read in the primers, a normal Enchanter would have taken at least an hour to charge each trap. Once again, his high-ranked skills were proving to be a potential benefit for him. As long as I fight smart and pick my battles, I should be able to do this… and it would certainly be easier with someone at my side.


He regarded her and wondered if some of his reluctance came from not wanting to see her get hurt. Skylar didn’t look like a warrior in her overalls, leather coat, and rough tank top… she looked like a sexy mechanic.

The Puppetmaster’s weapon of choice was an iron wrench the size of a baseball bat. Her class gave her intelligence and constitution every level, though she’d split her free points between strength and dexterity. It left her with a strong physique that allowed her to work with the heavy materials involved in crafting her golems.

She’d also taken Golem Sculptor for her profession, which allowed her to craft molds and parts that she turned around and animated. The only thing stopping her from making a killing was the lack of a sponsor to help her get started. A wooden mannequin for her first golem gave her a start at delving, but they were considered the realm of F- or E-rank Puppetmasters. Her potential was a lot higher, but she had to earn the money to upgrade her automatons.


Dent will help with that,
 he thought while holding back his own yawn. And she has some more time. The Guild Geomancer will need another week to get Dungeon Gate 5 set up, then it’s another week until the wagon is expected from the capital. Official orders from the Guild will come in the mail bag, and we’ll see what the Adventurer’s Guild stance is for the newest Great Dungeon entrance. Two more weeks and everything changes again…


His thoughts grew sluggish and he let out a huge yawn. He glanced down at Skylar and carefully wrapped the blanket they were lying on around the pair of them, then he let himself drift.

He regretted that decision when he awoke to a blow to the stomach that doubled him over and sent him tumbling across the grass. “Let’s see if they’ve got anything worth keeping!” a voice called while Vester found himself jerked brutally awake.

His eyes snapped open to reveal three figures in mismatched armor standing over him. One of them was holding a polearm with a U-shaped head point-down over Skylar. The tines were buried in the ground on either side of her throat so she couldn’t get up. Her mouth was moving, but she didn’t seem capable of producing any sounds.

Her hands were grasping at the shaft of the polearm, but the second man was leaning against it to keep her from breaking free. It was the third man—dwarf—who’d kicked him. “Awake now, princess?” the bearded figure jeered at Vester. “Empty out your pockets and gear and we might
 let you live!”

One of Vester’s hands had already moved to his stomach, where he felt a lump forming from the kick. Pain radiated through his abdomen, and he tasted bile and copper; but even that wasn’t enough to keep him from accessing his Freeform Illusion skill. Habit and hours of practice saw him overlay the land around him. He glanced around quickly, though he couldn’t spot Dent or Woody.


They would have just stood there without Skylar to give them orders, and I didn’t hear her tell them to guard us before we fell asleep,
 he thought. Fucking brandy! It was stupid to get drunk outside of town.


The dwarf pulled his foot back again, so Vester snapped his fingers and used Decoy Swap. An illusion of him lying there groaning in pain was left behind while he reappeared fifteen feet to the side. Now that he was standing behind the men holding Skylar down, he pulled his metal cards from his suit jacket and tossed them on the ground ahead of them.


Hope three traps is enough.


He pulled Trickster’s Cane from a different pocket and returned it to its full size. By then, the dwarf had kicked a boot at him and his decoy faded away. “You assholes looking for me?” he asked. He wasn’t going to give them a chance to hurt Skylar if he could help it—he wanted their attention all on him.

“Careful, boys, he’s a caster of some kind!” the dwarf snarled, then he pulled a knife out of the inside
 of his pants and hurled it at Vester. He twisted without issue and let it swish past him. To his perception, the blade was moving so slow he felt like he could have reached out and caught it. But no way in hell am I going to snag a knife out of the air some guy was keeping next to his dick. Who
 knows what magical diseases I might catch.


He raised his cane and brought the tip down on the ground. Even though the grass was soft enough for the cane to sink into the soil, he ensured it produced a loud clack
 when it struck. Then he conjured mirrored images surrounding himself.

“Come on, you guys can do better than that, can’t you?” he taunted. The dwarf and the second man holding down Skylar started charging him, and Vester tracked their movements with regards to the cards he’d thrown down.


I should have waited to throw the cards until I could see the direction they were running—I was just worried the curse might consider it a direct attack.


With the traps outside his control, he felt annoyingly helpless. Especially when the dwarf raced straight past the closest trap to swing another knife at him. Vester bent backward and let the blade slice over his body, then twisted to move around the side of the dwarf. Vester poked Trickster’s Cane down to plant the tip in the grass, which blocked a nasty underhand slash the dwarf aimed his way while Vester slipped past.


Thank you for teaching me to watch out for dirty tricks, Kora,
 he thought. Unfortunately, he wasn’t ready for the dwarf’s blade to glow yellow and send electricity crackling up his arm, locking his muscles. Vester let out a choked grunt of pain—he couldn’t dodge the backhand that sent him tumbling away.

A sharp scream distracted the dwarf and the squat bandit looked over to see his ally impaled through the stomach. “Lenny!” the dwarf screamed. Then he turned back to glare at Vester. The man flipped his blade point down and raised it over his head, screaming, “I’ll kill you!”

His charge suddenly ended when he managed to race into range of both remaining traps at the same time. Because he was short, the dwarf was impaled by two blades crossing like an X through the center of his chest. He spat blood, looked down in shock, then glanced back up at Vester.

“Guess you won’t,” Vester offered with a shrug while pushing himself back to his feet. He looked over at the last man just in time to see Skylar shatter the bandit’s knee with her foot, slap the polearm off her throat, and roll away.

“Protect me!” she shouted. Dent pushed its way up out of the grass and lumbered toward the bandit. The man’s eyes widened in complete panic at the sight of the tall iron golem moving in on him, but his attempts to flee ended when a huge serpent suddenly reared up in front of him.

The would-be-killer screamed in terror and recoiled back, his injured leg giving out and dropping him onto his ass. He was scooting back away from the snake when Dent found him and grasped a hand on either side of his head. The golem’s palms came together with a wet crunch
 that put an end to the guy’s screaming.

“Vester, are you okay?” Skylar asked while she got onto her feet. She started rushing toward him, then froze. “I-i-is it safe to cross the grass?” she asked while looking around anxiously. “Where did those blades come from?”

“It’s safe,” he confirmed. He also dispersed the illusion of the serpent and stopped hiding the glowing magic circles that had sprung up around the cards when the traps had activated. He’d been making sure no one saw them, just to keep them guessing on what was producing the blades.

“I’m so sorry, Vester, I should have ordered the golems to protect us last night before we fell asleep!” Skylar looked ready to cry. Vester limped over to her with one arm curled across his stomach. She stared at him, the tears just welling thicker at the corners of her eyes.

He reached out with his other arm and wrapped her shoulders in a hug, then he dragged her close. For the first time it really sank in how much taller than him she was. In fact… well, his chin was very comfortable with the way she was hugging his head into her cleavage.

He felt a little bad that that
 was where his mind was when she started crying into his hair. “It’s okay,” he said. “We were drinking, and we made a mistake. We’re not going to let it get us down, right?”

“R-right,” she said, though it came out shaky. She sniffled, then slumped a little. “We weren’t even in a Party to share the kills!” That managed to startle a laugh out of him, and his chuckling set her off. Since she hadn’t relaxed how hard she was hugging him, well, he worried for a moment she might smother him right up to the verge of death.


Worth it
 , he thought smugly. Then the notifications hit and he found a new reason to smile. “They were level 9 and level 8… With luck, this’ll be what I needed to hit level 6.”

“Congrats!” she shouted—like magic, her tears had faded. She turned to look at the bodies, her nose wrinkling. “I’m glad I can have my golems search the remains for me. Think they have anything good on them?

“Let’s find out.”














Chapter Nineteen








The
 bandits
 were
 not
 wealthy men, which did not surprise either of them. What did
 surprise Vester was finding Guild IDs on them. He skimmed the crystal cards, and then sighed. “Well, this is inconvenient,” he murmured.

“What’s wrong?” Skylar said, blinking her violet eyes at him. “We’re not going to get in trouble for defending ourselves, are we?”

“Hmm? Oh no, not at all. It’s just now that I know they’re Adventurers who turned to banditry… I’m going to have so
 much paperwork to fill out.” He grimaced with distaste at that thought. “I’ll also need to bring in proof of identity, take your statement for a witness account, and then file the appropriate reparations forms. The Guild has clauses in its charter that repay victims of any members that go rogue. We qualify for that, so we’ll actually get a payout for this, which is nice…”

Skylar was staring at him with a confused—and possibly hungover—look while he rambled. “Why don’t we just bury them and pretend we never saw anything? Wouldn’t that be easier than all of that?
 ”

“Absolutely,” Vester agreed. He waved his cane at the bodies. “Burying them in an unmarked grave, pawning their belongings, and telling no one would be the simplest solution… but sadly, rules are rules. Now, could I trouble you to have Dent cut off their heads for me? My stomach is still killing me from that kick.”

Skylar blinked twice, looked at the bodies, then back at him. “Their… heads? Oh! Proof of who they were… That’s gruesome.” Despite the repugnant nature of the act, she still had the metal golem decapitate the bodies and load the heads into one of the bandit’s packs. They gathered all the loot into one of the other sacks, then started walking back toward Porter’s Walk. “Rules are important to you, huh… Isn’t it a hassle doing everything the proper way?”

Vester definitely had opinions about the rules he had to follow, and he had to swallow his irritation at the fact he couldn’t just do whatever he wanted—but he also knew that he had to be careful in how much he told people. Tomlin knew some of his secrets, and he’d told Kora Dol to try and ensure he had a way of delving to gain levels.


Skylar isn’t much stronger than me, though. Choosing to share my secrets with her would be stupid. She’s not strong enough to protect herself, definitely not strong enough to protect me. Without a magical Contract to bind her to secrecy, there’s nothing to stop her from selling me out to those assholes at the Church of Light… At the same time… Skylar’s been nothing but a friend to me.


He felt bad being suspicious of her, so he decided to walk a line between complete honesty and deception. “There are secrets and rules in my life I’m not free to talk about,” he began gently. “Opening up about them could be dangerous, both for myself and for others… Some of whom are important people. I consider you a friend, and I would love to explain to you the how and why of my decisions, but I can’t yet.”

“Yet?” she asked. Her face implied she was conflicted about what she was hearing. She nibbled on her lower lip, and her fingers tapped against the metal handle of her giant wrench. “If… if you think it’s something you can tell me in the future, then I can wait.”

She paused in her walk and reached out to put a hand on his sleeve, tugging him to a stop. Then, Skylar turned him to face her and stared into his eyes. Vester stared back without blinking or looking away. He let her have her time to consider what he’d said, because he knew that trying to base a friendship—let alone something more—on lies would only backfire horribly.

Finally, after several long moments of studying him, she gave a tiny nod.

“I’ll just have to grow stronger. When I’m strong enough that you can’t wait to take me into your Party… that’s when we can keep each other’s secrets. Don’t worry, Vester, I trust you.” She drew him into a hug, then started bouncing away while humming happily. Her golems moved on either side of her, guarding her while she walked back to town.

He watched her go and had to choke off the desire to sigh.


Skylar is so wholesome. It makes me wonder how she’s survived in this world this long. Not everyone I’ve met is an asshole, but none of them have seemed so willing to trust me. It makes it hard to not tell her everything. I can’t tell if that innocent aura she gives off has something to do with what she is, or it’s just part of her personality. Yet she’s not naïve. She didn’t blanche at how we killed those bandits in self-defense. Despite how kind and willing to trust she is, she’s obviously accustomed to the violence in this world.


Considering that made Vester realize he had absolutely no idea what race Skylar belonged to. Blue skin and crimson runes didn’t match any mythology he was familiar with. He’d never asked, because it seemed kind of rude, but he’d also not come across anyone else with similar traits. He’d seen orcs, elves, hell, he thought he’d seen a gnome—but Skylar stood out.


I wonder what she is? For all I know, she’s the long-lost heiress of some grand empire. The only thing I know about her is that she grew up in an orphanage and received a basic starter kit due to a grant given to all the orphans when their classes appear. She’s never really talked much about her childhood. It could be a touchy subject.


He sighed. I’ll have to make it up to her when I can. Once I’ve processed all the paperwork for these stupid bandits, I’ll take her to dinner or something… and the next time we drink we’re doing it somewhere
 safe. That was far too close for comfort. I might come back from the dead, but Skylar won’t.


He tightened his fingers around the globe that topped Trickster’s Cane and began walking faster. Porter’s Walk was in sight, and he wanted to reach it soon. The pain in his stomach had yet to fully recede, though he’d been doing his best to hide his discomfort from Skylar. He could feel the swollen mass of his stomach protruding against his arm, which he’d kept tucked across the front of his suit jacket.

The irony that it made his walk even more stiff and formal hadn’t been lost on him, and he saw that when he arrived at the main street, he was receiving more than a few nervous looks. I can’t imagine my reputation with the Adventurers has reached the townsfolk yet. I wonder why they’re staring so much?


It wasn’t until he brought his hand forward and noticed the bloody glove that was gripping his cane that he realized what was disturbing people. Ah, yes… the sack of heads.
 He glanced over his shoulder and confirmed the bottom had gotten soggy. He could see the trail of blood he was leaving in the street behind himself. Yeah, I can see why that might draw a few stares… But come on, this is a dungeon town! It’s not like I’m the only one walking through with a bloody bag.


Perhaps it was the staff uniform’s silver and blue and the formal attire on top of the blood. He hadn’t really thought to morph his clothes into something more casual, since he was on his way to the Guildhall. He channeled some of his mana into his clothing to encourage the self-cleaning aspect to work faster.

By the time he got to the doors, he was clean once more, with only the sack remaining grotesque. He walked around the counter and pulled out a tarp, then took the heads out one by one. “Let’s see about getting you processed,” he muttered.

A receptionist he didn’t recognize was staring at him with horror. He glanced over at her and she adjusted her round-lensed glasses. He noticed she had red-and-black-striped ears and a huge black-and-red-striped tail. “Why… do you have heads?” she asked in a weak voice.


Is… she a red-panda girl? Are red-panda girls a thing?
 Vester felt his eyebrow twitch for a moment with the effort he put into keeping his poker face, but he was fairly sure he managed it. If he failed, it seemed like she was too disturbed by the heads to notice.

“I’m registering dead Adventurers who turned bandit and were killed in self-defense. Regulations require proof of identity through physical examination and Guild ID. If you’d like to scan the IDs and verify they match the individuals described, I would appreciate it.”

His calm seemed to unnerve her even more. She stepped over and accepted the three crystal cards like she was worried he would murder her
 next. Vester was struggling to contain his amusement at how skittish she was. The trembling just made her figure jiggle in a very distracting way… she was quite curvy, with a rich brown skin-tone. Her Guild uniform looked… odd.

It took him a second to realize she’d chosen one of the variants. The pleated skirt is
 very schoolgirl.
 Not sure that’s the outfit I’d have picked to work with a bunch of Adventurers, but I don’t have an enormous tail to figure—gah!


When she’d turned back to her counter, her tail had swung around and slapped him in the face. Soft fur filled his nose for a moment, and he threw up an arm to cover his face while he sneezed.

“Oh! Sorry about that,” she said. She kept sneaking peeks at him before turning her eyes back to her desk. “I’m Krysta Breen. It’s my first day.”

“I figured. I’ve never seen you before,” he said. “It’s nice to meet you, Krysta. I’m Vester Gambit.” For some reason, his name caused her to let out a squeak and drop one of the IDs. She bent over at the waist to pick it back up, her tail now sticking straight up and bristling to a shocking degree.

Vester had to stare at the ceiling to avoid the view she was inadvertently offering him, and he counted quietly to himself to resist the temptation to peek. When she straightened up, he realized she wasn’t much taller than he was, if he discounted the furry ears sticking out of her hair. He was vaguely glad of that. Being an elf occasionally caused him a bit of dysmorphia, since his human body had been significantly taller.

“Can I ask, Krysta, why do you keep looking at me like I’m about to jump out and shout boo?” he asked in a mild tone. His finger tapped quietly against the globe of his cane, mostly to avoid bouncing the cane itself against the floor.

“Oh! I’m sorry,” she said in a rush, then she leaned in to whisper to him. “Founder Tomlin said that you and I have something in common.”

Vester’s eyes narrowed and a chill ran down his spine. “Did he? What… exactly… did Tomlin say we shared?” He was shocked at the idea the leader of the Adventurer’s Guild would give away any of his secrets, but he supposed he was foolish to think trust could be something relied on in this world.

“We both met the Hero!” she replied. Her tail puffed out and stood straight up behind her, vibrating visibly. “I encountered him while journeying to the capital to get reassigned here. We traveled on the same airship for a few days, then he headed into the royal dungeon.”

“I wouldn’t say I’ve met
 him,” Vester offered. “I’ve seen him, briefly, but only before he got hustled away for training. I was accompanying Tomlin through the Church of Light at the time. I can’t even imagine why he’d think it was worth mentioning.”


I’d kick that old dwarf’s ass if I could,
 he thought in annoyance. Why the hell would you tell some random woman I knew the Hero when I’m supposed to be keeping any connection between me and Denny a complete secret? What the hell, Tomlin!


Vester quietly inhaled through his nose, held it, then let it out his mouth. He did this several more times until he felt like he wasn’t going to start yelling. While he calmed himself, Krysta finished processing the ID cards and passed them back to him. She turned to grab the files that had appeared on the shared desk behind them.

“Okay, I confirmed the identifications. What do we do with this stuff now?”

Glad for a change of subject, Vester smiled. “Great question, and since this is your first day, I am happy to walk you through the process. Now
 we get to enjoy the glory of paperwork. We’ll fill out the documents and record the events that led to these Adventurers being killed, as well as the crimes they committed. After that, we get to take out a reimbursement allotment to pay to their victims.”

“Who was their victim?” she asked. It seemed like she’d forgotten she’d been afraid of him, which was a nice change of pace. “Sorry if I sound confused. This world does things a lot differently from the one I come from. We didn’t have a System to help us with our magic or anything… I’m still adjusting.”


She’s from another
 world? Okay, fine… Tomlin, I apologize. Now I understand why you wanted me to meet her. If she’s another Reincarnate, she’ll need someone to keep her out of trouble and I guess I can do that.


Knowing the Founder hadn’t screwed him over for the fun of it helped his mood immeasurably. “As it happens, their victim was me. That’s one of the reasons I’m going to be walking you through all the paperwork. It would look fairly corrupt if I filed the documents that led to my getting a payout.”

“Ummm, but how do I know your story is true?” she asked. Her ears had folded down and her brilliant green eyes widened with new hints of anxiety. Vester was starting to worry the girl might give herself a panic attack and pass out before they’d even managed to get the documents signed.

“I have a witness,” he said. “She’ll be coming by soon to make her own statement and you can interview her without me. That way you can verify our stories. Since we were attacked while camping in the woods, she needed to stop and make some repairs to her equipment. I’m going to show you how to record everything, and you’ll be able to take down her information without me around, thus allowing you to look for signs of a scam.”

“Wow, that is… very thorough.”

“I try to play by the rules,” he offered with a smile. “Now, let’s get to work.”














Chapter Twenty








It
 took
 a
 while
 to walk Krysta through all the steps they had to do to get to a point where she could take his statement. Each of the heads and their corresponding IDs had to be logged, then the Adventurer’s files had to be amended with their death certificates and the fact that they’d gone rogue.

While Vester walked Krysta through that process the pair of them held a steady stream of conversation regarding the workings of the Guild and how Krysta was finding Ordinal. She turned out to be quite intelligent. Vester was having a lot of fun chatting with her.

At the same time, she was so easily startled it was all he could do to avoid the temptation to prank her. Right after she’d gathered all the forms she needed to take to the back rooms, an Adventurer nearby let out a burst of raucous laughter, and she jumped so badly she tossed the stack of papers she was carrying toward the ceiling.

The look on her face when Vester managed to snag each of them out of the air before they fell was entertaining. She actually does that panda thing where she throws her arms up when she’s startled? I hope she doesn’t plan on going delving, she’ll get kil—



Quest: Form a Party to delve the Great Dungeon



Requirement:



Take Krysta Breen into your Party. Assist Krysta Breen in reaching level 10.



Take Skylar Free into your Party. Assist Skylar Free in reaching level 10.



Reward: Skill Upgrade



Punishment: Displeasure of Chaos



Oh come on!
 Vester thought with a scowl. ‘Non, you’re seriously going to bully me now? I don’t even know what this girl’s class is!’
 The goddess chose to ignore his complaint, though he swore he felt laughter dancing at the back of his mind.


Quest: Reach level 10—
 
Take those hotties into the Great Dungeon.




Requirement:




Being alive, duh. I’m getting bored seeing you act like a good boy.




Reward:
 
It’s a surprise, but you’ll make some friends! Friendship is its own reward, right?




Punishment: Displeasure of Chaos



‘You really are just fucking with me now, aren’t you.’
 Vester’s prayer went unanswered and he sighed. He handed the papers back to Krysta and took her into one of the back offices so he could begin going through the steps she needed to use to record his testimony.

“Are you okay?” she asked, seeming to notice his sudden state of distraction.

“Yes,” he replied. “I just received a Quest and I’m trying to figure out how to handle it.” That wasn’t completely unusual. While many Quests were created through the System and the Guild formalizing things, they did spontaneously generate for Adventurers too. He’d seen how people on this world treated it like a holy thing.

“Really?” She was suddenly brimming with curiosity. “I got a Quest too! It’s what made me jump earlier.” Her dark face flushed in embarrassment. “I’ve never gotten a Quest before, so it caught me by surprise. But… I don’t know how I’ll accomplish mine.”

“What… kind of Quest did you get?” He didn’t quite know the etiquette of asking someone about a personal Quest. Might be rude to inquire, but I think I know what it is. I’ll have to see if Kora can give me a heads-up on social standards, since she’s aware of my situation. But since Krysta isn’t from this world, she might not have a problem with it.


She pulled her tail around in front of herself and hugged it to her chest. It was so adorable he had to resist the urge to pet her. She actually bit the tip of her tail and nibbled on it for a few moments. He could see her green eyes moving behind her glasses, and assumed she was reading over the notification.

He gave her time and sat behind his side of the table while she moved on autopilot to sit across from him. She still had the papers smushed under one elbow, otherwise he’d have calmed his nerves by sorting them. Since he couldn’t fidget with those, he activated his Freeform Illusion and started practicing covering her with a thin illusion.


That
 broke her out of her mental paralysis. “What are you doing?” she asked in fascination. “I can feel your mana all over me, but you don’t seem to be affecting me at all. What kind of spell is this?” Her head began glancing in every direction as she tried to figure out the spell’s purpose.


She must have a high wisdom score, or some kind of mana sense
 . Vester dropped the spell and waved a hand in apology. “Sorry. I was practicing your likeness. You have met Guild Master Dol, yes?” When she nodded to confirm that she had, he continued, “One of the services I provide is to allow the Guild Master to see the room around her while I am at her side.”

Krysta’s eyes grew positively huge. “You can help her see?” she asked in shock. “That is amazing! No wonder you’re the lead receptionist!”

“I’m… wait, what?
 No, I’m just a personal assistant, and a normal receptionist like you.” Vester didn’t have any extra authority, though he knew the other staffers treated him like he did; however, Kora had never given him an official title beyond referring to him as her assistant or helper.

She hugged her tail to herself closer and shook her head from side to side. “No, no they were very clear. They said that Mr. Gambit knows every rule and regulation and that he’s clearly been working with the Guild for decades. They think you’re an expert receptionist and that your job is to help Guild Master Dol run her first Guild, and that the Guild sent you because
 they knew the Great Dungeon was opening here.”


What nonsense is that?
 he thought. I mean yeah, I was doing my best to try and look like some fancy butler or something, but that doesn’t mean I know what I’m doing! I don’t have a fucking choice about having memorized all the rules! It’s not my fault you’re all too lazy to study the manual…


Vester felt a headache coming on, and he swore the throbbing in his temple matched the ache in his stomach. He shifted in his seat and took a deep breath. “You shouldn’t listen to rumors. Truth is, I’ve worked for the Guild for only a short time. I’m simply… very good at remembering the manual, that’s all.”

He supposed he should be flattered that his attempts at maintaining a straight-laced and imposing demeanor at the Guildhall was working, but he was starting to wonder if he would need to keep an eye on the rumors his coworkers were spreading about him. He resisted the temptation to rub his fingers against his temple.


‘Mr. Gambit’ sounds kind of hardcore though,
 he thought with amusement. After a few seconds he let a small smile dance over his lips. “Since I am the esteemed Mr. Gambit,
 Guild receptionist extraordinaire, does that mean you’ll tell me what kind of Quest you got?”

She blinked at him, then let out a giggle. “I can tell you’re making fun of me,” she said, “It’s not nice…” Despite that, she was definitely smiling at him. He was starting to think she enjoyed being flustered.

“Yes, well, I’m only making fun of you a little… Besides, you like it.”

That saw the pink in her cheeks spread across her face and descend her neck. The change in shade was impressive against the starched white shirt, which was doing its best to keep her curves contained. The vest under her jacket was accomplishing most of the heavy lifting there.


Emphasis on lifting,
 he mused. Ugh. I keep letting myself get distracted. Acknowledge she’s a hot beast-girl or whatever and focus, Vester
 . Focus! You got isekai’d, but that doesn’t mean your dumbass is going to start a harem or anything… Though, if you do,
 well, you definitely need to make sure this girl and Skylar are members, because damn…


“Maybe I do,” she admitted, then she shook herself. If he didn’t know better, he’d have sworn she was going through similar mental gymnastics to his own. “And my Quest is to join a Party and reach level 10. I don’t know how I can manage that, though, because I’m a level 1 Hospitality Mage.”

“A… Hospitality Mage? What, if I can ask, is a Hospitality Mage?” It wasn’t like he knew every class in existence—he still had a lot to learn. But he’d recorded a great many classes in the recent weeks as more and more Adventurers showed up looking to access the Great Dungeon, and still he hadn’t heard of that one.

“Nobody has,” she said, almost whispering. She leaned over the table toward him. “My old world, Taryl, didn’t have classes or levels or anything. I was a student at a school for Magi. I… left, to go find an ancient treasure, since I wanted to be a famous explorer. Except I got caught in a weird time-space anomaly in this old ruin when I touched a magic staff. When the trap finally faded, I died and found myself reborn here.”

She’d explained it all with the hushed sense of urgency of someone talking about something illegal, or something that could get them in trouble. Vester considered the way Tomlin had talked about those who got reincarnated and sighed.

“I would keep that quiet,” he offered gently. “There are people who might want to take advantage of your knowledge of other worlds. Should I assume your class has something to do with the magic you used in your old world?”

“Yes,” she replied, nodding several times. “My school of magic focused on helping other people. We purified foods, created spells to help people rest, mended wounds, and other stuff like that. The skills that came with my class are all centered around those concepts. And… Founder Tomlin told me not to say, but—”

Vester held up a hand. “Then don’t,” he interrupted. “I appreciate the sign of trust. But if the dwarf said not to talk about it, don’t. Not unless you have something like a Contract in place to make sure the other person can’t spill your secrets or use them against you. In fact, I recommend you consider a Contract mandatory for any Party you join. From what I know of the reincarnated they… almost always have things about them that aren’t safe for others to know.”


Sounds like her skills would be highly sought after.
 His mind was racing, and he felt bad he’d had to interrupt her and cut off her offer to share information with him, but he also didn’t want to be responsible for her secrets getting out. The room they were in wasn’t immune to spying if someone were so inclined.

“Tell you what,” he added after a moment. “I know it can be hard to form a Party when working full time for the Guild—we have strange schedules compared to most Adventurers. If you’d like, we can Party together. I have experience drawing up the proper Contracts, and I can also make sure your secrets are safeguarded. How does that sound?”

“It sounds great!” she exclaimed. Her huge tail swung around behind her to flail about in a way that almost bounced her out of her chair. If she hadn’t already been leaning so far over the table, she might have fallen over. As it was, it just caused her lush figure to sway enticingly. “Thank you so much!”

“Well, don’t thank me yet,” he said. “Let’s make sure we can survive in the Great Dungeon before we get too far ahead of ourselves first. Besides, you’ve thoroughly crushed my files by this point, so we’re going to have to start over on the paperwork. I’ll need the payout to get the supplies to create the Contracts.”

That part was true. While Kora had provided the rare parchment he’d used to craft the Contract the two of them shared, he didn’t have more of it available. He hadn’t even realized the book she’d lent him to practice in had been made of special materials—not until he’d started looking into getting material to make his traps.


With the bounty for killing three Adventurers-turned-bandit, I should be able to get more metal-card stock for my trap enchantments. Add some inscription papers and a few other odds and ends, and it might be enough to get me set to actually try the first floor… assuming the damned thing ever opens.


Krysta had positively wilted when he pointed out they’d have to redo the paperwork, so Vester pressed his lips closed to avoid snickering at the look on her face. Considering how much he hated the paperwork himself, schadenfreude helped sustain him while he took comfort in the suffering of his coworkers.

He shooed the girl out so she could get what they needed to start over, then he let himself slump in his chair. His head tilted back as he stared aimlessly at the ceiling. One of his gloved hands rose to rub the bridge of his nose.


Non is playing games with me. Giving me a Quest to Party with Skylar and Krysta is clearly a message. I’d ignore it… except I have no desire to find out what the displeasure of Chaos entails. Could mean she’d just be annoyed with me, but it could also mean she starts throwing random shit into my life to entertain herself.


He kept an ear out for Krysta’s return so he could resume a more… formal seating position. He didn’t know her well enough to drop the sinister-butler act, but he felt a connection to her. She wasn’t from Earth, but she’d died and found herself in a weird world… Obviously, he related.


Skill upgrades aren’t something to ignore either,
 he thought. Boosting any of my skills to level 2 will improve them significantly, and if Freeform Illusion goes up to level 3, it’ll be insane. Gaining levels improves both our bodies and our ability to use the power we have, but it’s the rank of our skills and what level we get them to that actually determines how powerful we are. A level 100 Adventurer with F-rank skills will never have the raw strength of someone with S-rank skills… Though at the same time, they’ll be far tougher and have insane life experience under their belts.



The whole System is kind of weird. It’s more a framework for growth than something that controls the growth itself.


He heard Krysta coming and straightened up. A thought sent a ripple through his clothes to remove any wrinkles he’d gotten during his slump. By the time she came in the door, he was composed and looked in complete control of himself as usual.

“Excellent,” he said. “Now, let’s begin, shall we? You’re going to have to record my testimony thoroughly, so make sure you have plenty of paper for your notes. I recommend saving the final copy for last so you can pen the best version to go into the official record. Makes things easier for any who have to reference your work.”

She nodded eagerly and brought forth a fresh stack of papers, then got out her stylus. The tip glowed faintly with mana, and once she was poised and ready, he started walking her through the questions she should ask. It would take a while to get all the events recorded, and he found she had an agile mind for seeking detail. Before they’d finished, he felt like she’d helped him recreate the entire event.

Him being able to quote the exact Guild regulations that had been violated seemed to amaze her, but Vester was used to that. He was exhausted by the time they finished and quite looking forward to retiring to his room.

It wasn’t until he laid down that it occurred to him that unlike Skylar, there was nothing stopping him from inviting Krysta to his rooms. Staff members could visit all they wanted. Considering how attractive—and fluffy—the woman was…

The thought did not
 help him fall asleep faster.














Chapter Twenty-One








The
 next
 few
 days
 were hectic for the Guildhall.

Vester managed to ensure that Krysta and Skylar got the testimony done, though it was while bustling about with tasks for Kora. The wagon from the capital had arrived earlier than they’d expected, and the vehicle had been creaking at the seams with how overloaded it was.

Adventurers of all sorts poured out of the Vapor-wagon and brought with them new Guild staff, as well as enough supplies the wagon should have only been moving at half speed. Apparently, it was going to be out of service for at least a month due to how badly they’d stressed its systems. But the Transportation Guild had already promised to send more wagons to Porter’s Walk now that it was a confirmed Great Dungeon entrance.

The influx of people overwhelmed the town, causing tent cities to spring up all around it. Construction on new taverns, new shops, new businesses, and homes of all sorts developed overnight. The mayor was overwhelmed and tried to protest to the Guild, but Kora shut him down firmly.

City planning was his
 responsibility. She swore to keep the Adventurers in line, but he was on his own for feeding and housing them—suddenly, businesses were having second thoughts about their price gouging.

Vester found the whole situation fascinating… and exhausting. He spent long hours registering new Guild IDs and updating the Quest board and the Party lists. It was barely controlled chaos with a hint of festival mixed in, because every moment saw Dungeon Gate 5 move closer to completion.

The new staff was heavily skewed toward those with skills to push Dungeon Gate 5 into full functionality. But the part that Vester truly marveled at was how fast the curtain walls went up around the Guildhall. It had taken him a moment to understand what was going on at first, and then he’d seen the portal being created in the newly formed back courtyard.

The portal was required due to how the Great Dungeon entrance was being reinforced.

Dungeon Gate 5 was being completely isolated under massive walls and defenses. The only way into the heavily armored keep was going to be a magical entrance at the Guildhall. Adventurers couldn’t sneak in, they couldn’t bypass the Guild, they couldn’t avoid registering their loot and paying their dues—and any prospective dungeon breaks would be contained by simply shutting off the portal.

The entire fortress around the actual dungeon entrance was rigged to self-destruct and bury the doorway before the monsters could spread out into the surrounding environments. It was a brutal system, but one that had worked since the gods started the System.

Long hours at the reception desk didn’t give Vester much time to gather his own supplies, so the days blurred together a bit, but at some point a few days after he’d filed the forms, he received his payout for eliminating the bandits.

A benefit of the huge influx of people was that a number of new crafters had arrived with the intention of taking advantage of the raw dungeon materials to boost their trade and classes to greater heights. They set up their small shops in tents outside the town, and they were looking to make all the money they could to start building true homes.

Which meant Vester found a stock of suitable parchment for much cheaper than he could have through Porter’s Walk, and it also meant he encountered a young blacksmith eager to work and willing to make him a large number of card blanks in exchange for gold. With those purchases made, he could finally prepare the Contracts for Skylar and Krysta, as well as make more trap cards.

He hadn’t had a lot of time to learn more trap enchantments, which he found frustrating, but he’d managed one
 more. It wasn’t a lethal trap, but the enchantment created a net of metal threads that could entangle those who came too close to it. He suspected crowd control could be very important while in the dungeon, so he still planned to inscribe a few cards with the nets.

But the one thing he had to do that he was struggling to manage was talk to Kora Dol about forming a Party with anyone else. The Guild Master was so swamped that he rarely saw her outside of official business, and while walking alongside her and helping her see was great for practicing his Freeform Illusion skill, it didn’t give him much time to speak in private.

He didn’t think she’d forgotten their delving agreement and had no reason to think she was avoiding him. She looked perpetually exhausted and stressed, so he made sure not to add any guilt to her shoulders. Finally, on the fifth day of frantic activity, he simply dropped a note enchanted to read itself with the insertion of mana.

Interestingly, he hadn’t had to learn that enchantment. The Guild stocked paper holding that spell in its offices because there were a number of Adventurers who used senses other than sight… and some who simply couldn’t read at all. He did
 snag a piece of that paper for his personal supplies so he could learn its enchantment later, when he had time.

The next day, he received a notification and a note. The note read:


“Quests are important. I still intend to uphold our bargain and consider our Contract sacred. You’ve been incredibly patient with me and I appreciate that. I also value all the hard work you’ve put into creating an image of yourself as a stoic, reliable receptionist. It amuses me to know that your reputation and the rumor mills have both created something that enhances my authority here.



I’m transferring the leadership of our Party to you. Link the new Contracts to the one we share, and I will cosign my copy once I see the new members have signed on. While going into the Great Dungeon without me will have risks, I am certain you should be able to handle the first floor.



I also received a Quest, similar to yours, and I feel this will be the best way to achieve each of our goals. Take care with Krysta Breen. She is even less experienced than you, but her skills will serve you incredibly well. The Puppetmaster will help make up for the lack of a defensive line. I have an eye on a few other potential prospects, but I trust your judgement if you find someone you think will work with your skillset.



Tomorrow marks the official opening of the Great Dungeon for delving, and I’ve arranged for you, Krysta, and Skylar to be allowed entrance in the evening. When that happens, you and all the other full-time members of the Guildhall, myself excluded, will have five days off to delve. Good luck.



Kora Dol”


The notification simply confirmed that Vester was now listed as Party Leader, though he read the note twice more to ensure he understood it. He was anxious about taking the women into the Great Dungeon without a true defender, but he trusted Kora. If she thought it was safe, he was sure it was.

But if Dungeon Gate 5 opened tomorrow, it meant he didn’t have much time to get his group together. He checked the time and found the rules allowed him to take a meal period. He signed out for it and gave silent thanks to the fact he’d already prepared a few of the Contract parchments after he’d gotten the proper materials.

It took half of his available time to track down Skylar, which just showed how crowded the hall had gotten—she had been standing in front of the Quest Board. The place was so packed it was hard to see individuals, and pushing through the crowd had taken forever. But when he finally reached her, he snagged her elbow in a gloved hand.

“I need to speak with you,” he murmured. She glanced at him, then tapped her ear and shook her head, which led to him trying again a bit louder. Finally, he pulled her out of the press and took her outside to walk around the courtyard to find a private space. Then he sent her a Party invite.

“Before you accept that,” he began, “read this.” He handed her the Contract so she could study it, and he was amused to see she barely skimmed it before signing. She hugged him tight and started dancing out of sheer excitement.

“I just completed a Quest and got a skill upgrade!” she squeaked in excitement. Then she kissed him. Heat shot down to his toes and he felt them curl inside his boots. It wasn’t even a particularly passionate kiss—but she’d flattened him against the wall and pressed herself firmly against his body while offering him the tender moment, and for Vester, well—it had been a while.

When she stepped back, she blushed. “Sorry,” she mumbled. “I uh, I got excited.”

Vester cleared his throat and blinked. He took a second to adjust his tie, just to give him the chance to organize his thoughts. “Think nothing of it,” he finally said. “Or, do, when you’re alone and miss me.” The tease saw her laugh and smack at his shoulder. “I’m going to be issuing the same Contract to Krysta Breen as well,” he told her. “Guild Master Dol recommended her, since she has skills we’ll need. We’re going to the first floor tomorrow night, so get some rest.”

By that time, Skylar had accepted the invite and could see the tiny Party list in the corner of her eyes. Those lavender orbs practically popped out of her head as she scanned the member list. “You’re in a Party with the Guild Master?
 ” she hissed in disbelief. “Is she coming with us? We won’t gain many levels if she’s killing everything.”

Vester didn’t blame her for worrying about her personal growth—it was the whole reason they were delving, after all. “She’s not going with us for the first trip in. Don’t worry, I’ll explain more once we’re inside and safe from anyone overhearing us. I still have to find Krysta and get her to join. Kora suggested you can use your golems to tank for us to start. Here’s what little gold I have left. Do what you can to outfit them for the trip before tomorrow.”

He didn’t have much left after getting his supplies, but he knew that she could use it. He pushed the bag into her hand, and then rushed off to go find the red-panda girl. She actually wasn’t that hard to find, since she was working the front desk, but Vester had to convince someone to cover her for a few minutes.

He managed it, but it didn’t give him much time to work with. When he got Krysta away from the desk, he was amused to notice she was fidgeting. “Are you alright?” he asked.

“Well, yes,” she said, squirming a little. “I just didn’t think you’d be so bold.”


What the fuck is she talking about?
 he wondered. “Bold?” he asked, genuinely confused. She blinked her large green eyes at him, and he saw she’d pulled her tail in front of her body to hug it once more.

“I mean, asking me to sneak off while you’re on lunch. I know I was flirty… but I didn’t think you’d actually try to get me in bed so quickly without a date or anything,” she rambled. “I’m really flattered, and the hot, mysterious, sinister-elf vibes… well, I mean, they really work for me, you know? But this is a new world and I can’t just go jumping into sex with the first guy to express an interest—”

“Krysta,” Vester interrupted. “You are beautiful, don’t get me wrong, but I didn’t ask you away from the desk for a quickie.”

“You—you didn’t?” she asked, shocked. “W-why not?” It was his turn to stare, and he saw her ears practically quivering. “I’m basically throwing myself at you! What, do you think I’m too strange or something?”

“Uh, no,” he replied. “I think you’re stunning, and I am
 attracted to you… but I brought you out here to invite you to my Party so I could take you delving tomorrow night.”

“You, wait, what
 ?” Flabbergasted, she stared at him with her mouth slightly open. “Oh! Um, yes. I’d like that. Just ignore everything I said.” She buried her face in her tail, and while Vester knew he’d have to talk to her about what had just taken place, he also knew he had a Quest.


I really hope she’s not completely insane,
 he thought. But time to get this done.
 He pulled out the Contract and passed it to her. “This is a privacy Contract, like what I mentioned to you the other day. If the terms are acceptable, I’ll send you a Party Invite. We can talk about our secrets in the privacy of the Great Dungeon tomorrow, okay?”

She took the parchment and adjusted her glasses while reading it over. Unlike Skylar, Krysta read it carefully. Twice. Finally, she gave a nod and signed on the line provided. Once that was done, he shot the invite her way and saw her accept.

The expansion of the odd pressure in his chest that marked the Contract was still an alien sensation, but it hadn’t affected him the way the first signing had. He wasn’t sure if that was because this was just adding to the initial terms, or if him being a higher level made it less impactful.

Once Krysta was officially in his Party, he reminded her they were going delving tomorrow.
 He told her to pack supplies for several days of delving and make sure she was rested and ready.

By then his lunch break was ending, so he had to run to reach his counter on time.

The speed at which he suddenly appeared behind the desk precisely
 on time startled several people, and he knew his reputation had just gained a new rumor. The way he’d been forced to move had pushed his dexterity to the limit, and few in the area would have the ability to be that quick… not unless they were a high level.

He didn’t have time to worry about that, however, because he was immediately bombarded by new Adventurers in need of IDs. As always. Fortunately, the routine confirmation of their abilities, registration of their skills, and swearing them in took on its own rhythm, and the soothing monotony actually helped calm his nerves.

By the time the sun had set the lines were no shorter, but it was no longer Vester’s problem. He clocked out the moment he was free to do so, then made his way to his room. Once he was behind closed doors, he brought out his Grimoire to make sure he hadn’t forgotten any details about hitting level 6. I forgot to apply the free point I got a few days ago in all the hurry.


He debated for a second, then dropped it into wisdom yet again.


Vester Gambit: Elf



Dreamspinner: Level 6



Profession: Enchanter



Strength: 10



Dexterity: 16 (56)



Constitution: 11



Intelligence: 21



Wisdom: 18



Charisma: 14



Skills: Freeform Illusion 2, Don Disguise, Decoy Swap, Labyrinth Ward



Profession skills: Mana Manipulation, Inscribe Enchantment



Unique Ability: Nightmare’s Release



Gear: Avatar’s Raiment, Trickster’s Cane



Free Points: 0



I’ll probably need to at least put a point or two into constitution soon, but I want to hit 20 for wisdom first, just for the boost to my mana regeneration and senses.


With his details confirmed, Vester began going over his preparations with the idea that they’d be away for several days in mind.














Chapter Twenty-Two








The
 last
 hours
 of
 work before the opening were insane. Every receptionist and staffer worked from the moment the sun rose until it reached its peak at noon. The last-minute preparations gave way to the official activation of the portal in the courtyard.

It was done without much fanfare, but Vester suspected that was because the Adventurers were practically frothing to get into the Great Dungeon. Group after group lined up to wait their turn to pass through the portal. They formed up by Party and presented the tokens they had been given by staffers.

Lists and Quests were checked, the order sorted by how much they’d contributed to getting Dungeon Gate 5 set up, and one by one the groups went in through the swirling gate of blue energies. Fortunately, there was minimal pushing and shoving, which surprised Vester.

He saw Li Ra and her companions, now accompanied by three others. The group made their way toward the door, and when Li saw ,, she offered a small nod. Then they vanished through the portal.

Kora seemed to have gotten a good night’s sleep, because she was at the top of her game. She was overseeing everything, and her black-and-silver dress was covered in an armored corset, heavy boots, gauntlets, and a helmet that allowed her black ears to peek out through the top. With her tower shield and the swords strapped to her back and hip, she made for an intimidating sight.

She was no longer the most powerful Adventurer in the town, but she was still toward the top. She was
 the strongest member of the Guild staff, though, which put her in charge of maintaining the peace.

Vester was doing his best to maintain his illusion for her across the entire courtyard, which he only managed because he’d kept the illusion’s height lower and increased the width and breadth of the spell. He couldn’t manage every single figure in perfect detail, so he’d given everyone a very faint glow. It caused a lot of looks to get shot his way from the more perceptive Adventurers, but they’d all been told a ‘benign spell to assist in orderly conduct’ was going to be cast over them.

He was amused it worked. A couple of figures definitely didn’t look happy, but none of them were ready to jeopardize their delving. One after another, the groups vanished in through the portal. “How long is a usual delve?” he asked Kora.

With the speeches over they were able to talk, and she seemed to relax the more Adventurers got inside. Her ear flicked in his direction, and one of her tails swatted the back of his legs.

“They stay within as long as they can safely manage,” Kora replied. “The Great Dungeon is limitless. It’s up to each Party to figure out how fast they can push and how deep they can go. Eventually, the risks grow higher than the rewards. In a run-of-the-mill dungeon it’s just a matter of pushing on to the Boss and then coming back, but this one… this one is different.”

Her expression was thoughtful, and Vester listened intently because she had actual experience. He wanted to know all he could before that evening so he could make the best decisions with his own trip in.

“The Great Dungeon has a Boss every ten floors,” she continued. “After the Boss is a safe zone where monsters don’t spawn. Adventurers usually build waypoints on those floors so they can use them as bases for deeper delves, they establish paths to help each other push deeper—almost like roads through the floors. But they’re never safe.”

She paused again, a thoughtful frown on her face. “Not everyone goes in to gain treasure and return. Some never come out once they reach those safe zones. In the coming months, we’ll get teleportation stations set up so people can go from the first floor to the waypoints, though the Great Dungeon’s magic stops anyone who hasn’t beaten the right Boss from entering a safe zone.”

“It can tell?” Vester asked. “Does that mean the dungeons have… intelligence?”

Kora glanced at him, then wiggled a hand like she was weighing something on a scale. “We don’t think so. We suspect that it’s part of the gods’ workings. They designed the Great Dungeon to lock away a great evil, and by making sure the people inside are strong enough to face what they find, they keep it contained. Letting folks cheat and go deeper than they should likely hurts that goal.”

“Ahhhh,” he said. That did match some of the stuff he’d read. He wondered if there was a way he could get Non to tell him. Probably not,
 he thought in amusement. “So, what’s the first floor like?”

“You don’t want to be surprised?” she asked with a mischievous glint to her eyes. “Good. Surprises can kill you on a delve.” She pulled out a very
 slim book and passed it to him. “This is everything we know about the first floor. If you bind the book to yourself, it will expand with your experiences. I was hoping you’d agree to record what you see and encounter to help us grow our knowledge.”

“Yeah, I can do that,” he agreed. “Though you didn’t answer my question.”

She swatted him with all three of her tails. “That’s because I’m giving you the rest of the afternoon off to study that book, nap, and prepare to go down with your Party. Get out of here and remember… stay safe, Vester.”

“I can do that,” he promised. Then he slipped off the stage and worked his way through the waiting Adventurers until he was back in the relative quiet of the Guildhall. He’d already made arrangements with Skylar and Krysta to meet them an hour before they were scheduled to leave.

The nap was a good idea, but he decided to read over the pamphlet in his room first.


Hmmmm, looks like the first floor is full of… kobolds? I’m not sure what makes dungeon monsters different from sapient races, but from the descriptions, they’re exactly the same as the kobold races on the surface. Though these ones just attack everyone who comes into their dungeon like we’re their mortal enemies.



But kobolds mean we need to watch for traps. They’re miners with basic elemental magics—fire most commonly. Small, physically weak, and tend to come at people in large numbers. That could be tricky.


He flipped a page and hummed to himself while studying the book. The illustration provided showed him a three-foot-tall figure covered in scales with stunted horns on the top of their reptilian heads. They had hairy shoulders and some fur on their backs—which was what set them apart from civilized kobolds, apparently. There was a note that some of the more-powerful members could even grow wings.


Looks like if we’re careful to avoid the kobold warrens themselves, we can avoid getting swarmed. It’ll take us longer to level if we can’t just slaughter our way through their groups, but the tradeoff is that the isolated miners tend to have precious metals and tools we could resell. Downside is that none of us have a spatial bag to hold our loot in a pocket dimension. Luckily, Skylar’s golems can carry a
 ton of stuff.


Skylar had told him not to worry about the loot and promised she had the bags and the strength to carry everything. Vester trusted her to know what her golems could manage, and while he’d snagged a few spare bags for paranoia’s sake, he wasn’t worried about hiking the loot back out of the dungeon.


According to the book, it takes three to five dungeon kobolds for the average level 1 Adventurer to reach level 2. There’s no recorded math to help guide people in leveling, but it’s pretty common for low-level people to gain multiple levels per floor. That starts tapering off after level 10, but according to this, we should hit that point before we leave the first floor—or the dungeon floor will be so powerful we get steamrolled before finding our way to the stairs down.


He knew they’d have to check their Grimoires semi-regularly.


We’ll need to make sure Krysta monitors her level progress in between most of the fights. Since she’s level 1, she’s going to be growing the fastest. Once she’s at level 5, she’ll get another skill to go with whatever she’s got now. I can’t wait until we have some privacy to talk and can figure out how to best combine our skills.


He’d learned that the Great Dungeon prevented outside scrying; no one could spy on them once they were inside, at least no one outside the dungeon itself. They’d still have to ensure other delvers weren’t close enough to spy on them… but that came with the task of making sure they didn’t get ambushed anyway.


If we’re dumb enough to try having a heart to heart where someone could jump us, we probably deserve it,
 he thought sourly. Okay, I think I’ve got a solid idea of what we’re looking at. Time to get some rest and then meet the girls. Once we’re on the first floor we’ll find a quiet corner to go over our skills, make a plan, then grind to level 10. I am really curious to see what Non hands out for rewards when I complete her Quests.


Daydreaming about possible upgrades let him drift off, though his dreams were full of kobolds dressed in sailor suits throwing ice cream at him. He had no idea what his subconscious was on about, and he woke up hungry to boot.

He nibbled on some jerky while waiting for Krysta and Skylar to join him in the courtyard. He’d changed Avatar’s Raiment to resemble a suit of black leather and Trickster’s Cane to look like a rapier on his belt. Well, at least he tried to do that. Trickster’s Cane refused to change into a weapon, and he’d ended up covering it in an illusion. He’d also used Don Disguise to turn his hair black and tan his skin.

Nobody was giving him a second glance and he wound up having to whistle to get Skylar’s attention. Woody was holding Krysta’s elbow to keep them together and the group came over to him with Dent leading the way through the crowd.

“Glad to see you,” Vester offered. “You ladies ready?” Krysta was looking anxious, which he didn’t blame her for. She had a dark green robe wrapped around her body and sturdy leather boots. Her tail was standing out like a bristle brush, and her ears were twitching wildly over her hair.

“N-n-no,” she admitted. “But we’ll do it!” She was hugging a staff to her chest, and he noticed it was made from a black metal with silver engravings all over it. The stave looked like it had been cast to resemble wood, and it twisted up into a shepherd’s crook that held a silver toad perched on top.

It was weird, making him wonder what it meant, but he didn’t question her tool choices. Considering Skylar was standing next to her with a backpack that stuck up half a foot over her head and a wrench the size of a small child, a frog-staff didn’t seem that out of place.

“We’ve got this,” the blue-skinned woman said with a smile. “Krysta’s nervous, but I promised that Woody would protect her. I got him some good-quality daggers, and he’s fast enough to make sure nothing can make it past him.”

Woody wasn’t the only one who had gotten an upgrade; Dent was now covered in an old, patched suit of chainmail and had a long-handled hammer in each of its hands. The iron golem also had a heavy pack. Vester couldn’t deny the pair looked fierce.

“I’m sure we’ll be okay,” he offered, wanting to reassure Krysta. Then he motioned for them to come with him. “We need to take our place in line.” He pulled the token Kora had given him, securing their specific placement in line, and held it up so nobody would start an issue while they got into place.

A few disgruntled mutters came from those with a number behind his, but Vester ignored them.

Dent moved ahead of him, Woody staying by Krysta’s side. Skylar came to walk by his side, and while they pushed ever closer to the portal she leaned in to whisper to him, “Do we know what Krysta can actually do yet?”

“No,” he admitted. “From what she said, though, her skills are either magical healing or survival based. She told me her class is unique. Trust me, I have reason to know she’ll be able to help us.”

The Puppetmaster nodded. “Of course I trust you,” she assured him.

“And I won’t let either
 of you down,” Krysta suddenly said from behind them. “Oh, um, and I have really good hearing… So you know.”

Skylar jumped like she’d just been goosed, and Vester closed his eyes for a moment while letting out a breath. “Thank you for being understanding, Krysta. We all have a lot to talk about when we’re inside.”

The Hospitality Mage offered him a bright smile, then nodded toward the line ahead of them. The group had moved, so there was now a gap leading to the swirling blue energy field that marked the portal’s boundary.

Vester knew they couldn’t delay going through—the crowd behind them wouldn’t tolerate it. He straightened his shoulders. “Okay, let’s go,” he said. He gave Dent a nudge, and the golem began walking forward. Skylar strode along at his side, and they hit the portal together.

The transportation was cold and disorienting.

He emerged with a small stumble and found himself in a huge courtyard. Towering castle walls loomed over them, and he saw a vaulted ceiling completely enclosing it. A giant bony archway made from obsidian rose from the ground in the center of the space, and a pair of aged wooden doors stood open and waiting.

Adventurers were hurrying toward that tall entrance, and Vester began moving to follow. He studied the walls around them and saw various enchantments, murder slits, and what appeared to be a number of mundane traps surrounding the entire area.


We’re walking in the middle of a giant kill-zone,
 he thought. I knew that’s what they were making, but knowing it and seeing it are different things. The air in here feels strange and oppressive, and a lot of that is coming out that door.


He ran his eyes over the Great Dungeon’s gateway and found it made something in his head ache. There was a vague wrongness to seeing that door resting in the open, like it defied some element of the natural universe, and his consciousness didn’t want to face it.


Has to be a side-effect of the tear in reality that fuels the Great Dungeon. Hopefully the feeling subsides once we’re inside. It’ll be hard to concentrate if my senses are rebelling the whole time we’re delving.


When the shadow of the door crossed over him, most of the pressure faded. Then he stepped through the doorway and found himself in another world.














Chapter Twenty-Three








They
 were
 in
 a
 large cave that hung with stalactites and stalagmites. The sound of fighting echoed around them, and Vester saw a number of other groups pushing out toward various tunnel exits. The air was dry and cool, and the whole place smelled of dirt and fungus.

It wasn’t as dark as he’d expected, and he saw a number of glowing crystals set into the walls traveling down like veins through the stone. Every so often a spike of the gemstones jutted out from the walls like lanterns, which added to the general glow.

Despite his fascination with the ambiance, Vester knew they had to get moving.

Skylar pointed to a thick cluster of crystals rising into the air like a fan; Vester spotted a dim shadow behind the glowing pillars. “I think there might be an exit behind those,” she said. “We can have Dent break through and explore that way. What do you think?”

He nodded slowly. “I see the shadow. I think you’re right. Let’s do it.” The golem led the way, and it only took one swing of the heavy hammer to shatter the thin columns of crystal. The stuff crumbled to dust and Vester paused a moment to wonder if they should gather it. “This stuff valuable?”

“Not really,” Skylar said. “The glow fades the moment it’s outside a dungeon, and processing it down into a luminous ink is considered more expensive than it’s worth. People used to use it to make text that could be read in the dark, but they’ve found better ways to accomplish the same thing through alchemy.”

“Oh, I know a recipe that does that with mushrooms!” Krysta offered excitedly. “Do you mind if I take some of this to experiment with?” When no one had any complaints, the Hospitality Mage bent down and scooped a large pile of the dust into a bag. “I love experimenting.”

“Good to know,” Vester said. “Now, let’s see what’s down this tunnel. Once we’re away from others, we can have a real talk about our abilities and how to use them together in a group.” It was frustrating that they hadn’t been able to find much time to practice beforehand—or at all—but with how busy the Guild had been in setting up Dungeon Gate 5, well, it hadn’t really been an option.

The tunnel they found would have been cramped if any of them had been particularly large. Skylar and Krysta were both taller than he was, but that wasn’t saying much. The only one whose head scraped the ceiling regularly was Dent, and the golem had no issue walking stooped over.

Vester had expected to get attacked soon after they left the main chamber, but the tunnel they were in ran for nearly a mile without branching off. The whole time they’d walked, the walls had released a dim glow from their crystal veins, yet the light hadn’t revealed a single enemy.

They emerged in a round cavern about thirty feet across. The ceiling rose high into the air like a chimney, and Vester saw a pit off to one side that descended into darkness. Tall, thicker pillars of glowing crystal emerged from the walls like random spears waiting to impale them; nearby, a trio of kobolds were banging at a vein of gold with pickaxes.

“One moment,” Vester whispered. He’d immediately covered the tunnel entrance they were standing in with the illusion of solid stone to keep them out of sight of the creatures. Krysta’s eyes had grown huge, then turned to him when she lost sight of the kobolds. Skylar began undoing the straps that held the packs on her golems without a word.

“We can’t see through your illusions,” Krysta pointed out. “Or at least I can’t. That’s going to make it hard to aim… Though, I only have one offensive ability,” she admitted anxiously. Krysta was rubbing her hands along her staff, a frown on her face. “It’s called Rebuke the Guest. It’s S-rank, and I can use it to chastise those who come too close to me in various ways. What should I do?”

“You have an S-rank skill?
 ” Skylar said in a choked voice. “And you just casually mention it?” The blue-faced woman turned a little purple before she cleared her throat. “Sorry. Sorry!
 Just caught me by surprise.”

“Skylar, your golems can handle three kobolds, right?” Vester’s question was rhetorical, but he still waited for her nod of confirmation before he turned to look at Krysta. “Can you choose how your ability affects the kobolds? Like a debuff, or is it straight damage?”

“Ummm,” Krysta hesitated, and he saw her fingers fidgeting along her staff’s engraved shaft. “I could just blow them back away from me with it… or I could slow them down. It’s up to me, really. I’ve never used it in a fight before, but it’s mostly freeform.”

Vester was familiar with freeform powers, so he just nodded again. “Skylar, send Woody to get them and bring them toward us. Krysta, when they get close enough, I want you to use your spell to toss them at that big cluster of spikes on the wall. I’m going to hide the spikes with my spell, and we’ll hope the kobolds don’t notice.”

The women agreed to the plan, so Vester shifted his illusion to smooth over the wall and make the crystal spears resemble lumps of curved stone. Once that was done, Skylar whispered careful instructions to Woody. Vester had learned her golems could follow simple plans, though the guidelines had to be carefully worded or they’d lock up.

Krysta was looking anxious. Her body was trembling, and her tail stood up straight behind her. He put a hand on the small of her back and rubbed it slowly up and down. The contact seemed to calm her and she offered him a thankful look. Then she set her staff horizontally before her and braced herself.

Woody ran out with a dagger in each of its hands and sliced the rearmost kobold with both blades in a rapid X-pattern before it knew the golem was there. The wounds sent crimson spraying out to either side, yet the small golem danced back so fast none of the droplets hit it. The monsters screeched in anger and alarm and spun with swipes of their tools.

The golem had no issue retreating. It didn’t even turn around, just started running backward. That was when Vester realized that Woody and Dent were both designed so that their forms had
 no real front or back; their feet were wide plates that extended out to every side, and their hands could articulate in both directions. That versatility is impressive.


The kobolds were chasing after Woody with their picks raised over their heads. The hairy-reptiles kept producing a high-pitched yelping sound that was fast getting on Vester’s nerves. He had to resist the urge to toss a few traps in their path to end them sooner, because the whole point of the exercise was to let Krysta get used to the idea of combat.

The monsters reached a point just outside Vester’s illusory cliff face, then clearly became confused when Woody vanished into the stone wall. They paused, chirping at each other, then the wounded one crept forward to swing its pick at the façade. When the tool swished through empty space, they growled and began moving forward once more.

Skylar started giving Krysta nervous glances, and she turned toward Dent to issue the command for the iron golem to attack. Before she could, however, Krysta shoved her staff forward like she was pushing a lever. A shimmering force burst away from her and caught the kobolds. The small beasts were lifted into the air and sent sailing back at the wall behind them—directly into the spikes Vester had concealed.

Bodies crunched
 when they impacted the stone. Crystal cracked, unable to support the weight of the corpses, and one by one they collapsed to the ground. Let the bodies hit the floor,
 Vester hummed to himself. “Good job,” he praised his companions.


3 level 5 kobolds defeated.


After the confirmation they were dead arrived, Skylar sent Woody forward to strip the bodies. Vester dropped his illusions and waved a hand toward the pit at the far side of the room. “Let’s be cautious of that… but I think this spot makes a decent shelter for the moment.”

“I can have Woody mine the gold vein while we talk,” Skylar pointed out excitedly. “And Dent can watch the other entrance.” She, like Vester, had noticed there was only a single other opening in the wall that didn’t involve climbing. The tunnel mouth opened up near the gold the kobolds had been mining.

“I… can turn this area into a temporary camp. It’s one of my skills called Create Sanctuary. It’s S-rank, like Rebuke the Guest.” Krysta’s shy offer was met with an outraged stare from Skylar.

“You have two
 S-rank skills?” the Puppetmaster demanded. “How are you not… famous?”

“Well, I’m only level 1,” Krysta pointed out. “I haven’t been on this world long…” Seeing the girl was getting uncomfortable, Skylar offered her a warm smile, then the blue-skinned woman walked over and gave Krysta a hug.

“Sorry,” she said. “I’m not used to dealing with S-rank Adventurers. You guys are the stuff of legend. To me it’s like all of you just start off at level 100 and the world shakes when you walk.”

Vester looked between them and reached up to brush a finger along one of his ears. He gave the tip a little twist. “Yes, about that,
 ” he began. When the two women turned to stare at him, he took a deep breath. “The reason I wanted you to sign those Contracts was because I’m also
 an S-rank Adventurer… and I was summoned alongside the Hero.”

Skylar sputtered in confused outrage, and Krysta’s eyes widened behind her glasses. Garbled noises continued to come out of the Puppetmaster, while the Hospitality Mage looked like she had a million questions trying to bubble out of her throat at once. Vester wasn’t sure if the women would survive their reactions.

“Krysta, set up your Sanctuary, and then we’ll sit down and I’ll explain everything. After that we can find out more about you, Krysta, and hopefully by the time we’re both done talking, Skylar will have recovered her senses.”

Skylar shot him a dirty look, and he was glad to see his teasing seemed to have snapped her out of some of her shock. While Krysta was waving her staff in a circle to do whatever it was her spell did, Vester manifested his Grimoire to see if the kobolds had pushed him to reach level 7.

He wasn’t surprised to find that a single fight hadn’t propelled him to a higher level, but he couldn’t help his disappointment. He was surprisingly eager to see what Non would provide when they hit level 10.


Patience. You know it’s not going to be a quick thing. There’s a reason Kora said we should prepare for a five-day delve. You’ve been in the Great Dungeon less than an hour. It’s fine.


When Krysta signaled she was ready, the trio sat down and the ladies checked their own Grimoires. Like Vester, Skylar hadn’t gained a level, but Krysta had. She wiggled happily when she said she’d reached level 2, and once she’d distributed her free point and dismissed her book, they started talking.

Like he had with Kora, Vester offered his Party the truth of his arrival to Ordinal. Most of it. He was careful not to reveal his direct interactions with the collective gods, and he kept his exact
 connection to Non private, but he explained that the Hero was his twin and that he’d been cursed for the possibility he might become a Demon Lord.

He also mentioned that he sometimes received divine messages, figuring that the safest explanation for some of the stranger things that happened around him.

Skylar found it fascinating, but neither of them were prepared for Krysta to announce that she’d gone to school with a Demon Lord. She blushingly talked about serving him drinks in some vacation spot under the school… and seeing him dating one of his teachers. That led to her talking about a school on Taryl, and how she’d followed a legend to try and find her fortune on another world.

When she name dropped Levi Walker and Vester realized she was talking about Non’s dad, well, several pieces started to click into place for him. The timelines didn’t make any sense… but given they were all reincarnated, he realized that the different worlds they’d been in might not have been moving at the same pace.

Or maybe they’d just been dead a long time and didn’t realize it.

Krysta admitted that she’d died in a temporal trap in some hidden temple, and when she’d been reborn she found herself on Ordinal. The Guild had taken her in and she’d met Vester’s brother and his party on an airship leading to the capital. Once she’d been interviewed by the Founder, Tomlin had sent her to Porter’s Walk and suggested she speak with Vester.

The whole thing smacked of Non, but Vester kept his mouth shut on that. Instead, he let the conversation turn to their skills. He made his limitations clear, and explained how he got around his inability to directly fight. Krysta shared that her three skills were all S-rank—which again made Skylar’s eyes bug out—and they consisted of Create Sanctuary, Rebuke the Guest, and a final skill called Happy Home.

Happy Home allowed her to create things that would help people rest and recover. It was an odd skill that both enhanced her crafting abilities and ensured that everything she created carried boons that healed her companions. She used it to brew potions, cook food, and produce pillows from the environment to help people rest.

“So, basically you can create a safe camp for us any time we sleep… and if we eat your cooking we’ll heal our wounds and recover our mana faster?” Skylar asked to confirm. “And if people invade your space, you can blast them or curse them?”

When Krysta nodded, Skylar spun to grab Vester’s hands and pull them against her chest. “We’re keeping her, right? She’s amazing! An S-rank Adventurer that can create the perfect spots to rest and nurse us back to health? Please
 tell me we can keep her!”

The dramatics had Krysta giggling, and Vester pretended to put a great deal of thought into it. “I suppose so…” he finally said with mock reluctance. “But you’ll need to take care of her. No letting her get hurt, no letting her get lost, and make sure she stays out of trouble.”

“I will!” Skylar promised. Then she let go of Vester and shifted to yank Krysta into a hug. “She’s perfect! With her skills and my golems, we’re practically a walking fort! You can hide us with your illusions, and we can just slowly grind through the floor. It’ll be awesome.”

“Glad I can help,” Krysta squeaked while still getting squeezed by the enthusiastic Puppetmaster. “Besides, I had a Quest to join this Party.”

“Yeah…” Skylar said, cocking her head—she frowned. “It’s kind of weird. I’ve never really seen anyone get a Quest to join a specific group before. Maybe it’s because both of you are Reincarnates or something. But I am not going to look a gift horse in the mouth. This Party is awesome.”

Vester looked at the pair of them hugging and smiled. Maybe Non
 was onto something,
 he admitted to himself.














Chapter Twenty-Four








Once
 Skylar
 had
 calmed
 down, they went over their skills more carefully. Vester explained how his Labyrinth Ward worked and placed one at the mouth of the unexplored entrance to their cavern. The ladies couldn’t see the shimmer, so Vester walked Skylar through where exactly Woody needed to place a few chunks of broken stone to mark the border facing them.

Which answered the question of whether mindless things could pass through the trap. Woody was completely unaffected by the spell and followed the instructions Skylar gave it without an issue. That led them to speculate that undead and other constructs could probably also pass through without a problem.

Skylar’s skills were of the least use to them directly. Her three skills were all A-rank, and two of them focused on animating and repairing her golems; Repair Construct and Animate Construct weren’t the most creative names, but they did what they were called.

Her last skill, Shape Material, could be very useful in the right situation. For instance, as they talked, she was molding the stone around the pit to form a small wall that would make it harder to fall into it—with some inward-facing spikes to discourage anything from climbing out to visit them.

Krysta insisted monsters couldn’t come into her Sanctuary, though she did admit the spell had limits. The Sanctuary was a 15-foot-radius spell that warded off monsters of a level up to double Krysta’s intelligence score. The multiplier would go up each time she leveled the skill. That made it incredibly useful, especially since they shouldn’t be running into any level 36 monsters on the first floor, but Skylar insisted on building good habits.

Happy Home actually converted several of the boulders to something soft enough to use for beds. They wound up becoming squishy beanbags, and while the rocky texture looked horrible, Vester found them soft enough. The group didn’t plan on sleeping just yet, but they’d decided to try and make this cave their camp while exploring the far tunnel.


I’ll cancel the Labyrinth Ward when we start ranging out to hunt more kobolds, then recast it to close the door when we rest.


Part of the reason for this decision was the gold vein Dent was currently mining. Skylar had swapped which golem she wanted to use to mine the node when they saw how thick the vein was. She’d had Woody toss the kobold corpses down the hole after stripping them of any valuables. Their bodies didn’t have any sellable parts, and none of them wanted to eat anything that closely resembled a sapient race.

So, while Woody played janitor, Dent was using two of the kobold picks to carve out several dozen pounds of gold ore from the side of the cavern.

Skylar, meanwhile, was able to use her Shape Material skill to separate the gold ore from the rock, then compress it into ingots that stored easily in their packs. A few hours of Dent digging into that node and they’d have earned a small fortune in gold bricks.

Vester actually hoped the sound of mining might draw new monsters down the tunnels. With Woody or Dent able to move through his traps, anything that got caught in the Labyrinth Ward would be easy for the golems to dispatch, which would let them harvest kills in a relatively safe manner that befitted their classes.

He discussed it with the others, and to make their area even safer, he cast an illusion over the zone Krysta had created her Sanctuary in so that it appeared to be a large lumpy boulder. Dent was still in plain view, but no one staring in from one of the tunnels would get a good look at them. They’d have to talk quietly, which would be hard with the banging from the mining, but it gave them a hard-to-spot shelter.

The Sanctuary was surprisingly restful. Vester could feel his mana regenerating at a rapid pace, which allowed him even more freedom in playing with his illusions. Skylar asked him about the music he’d been listening to when they first met, and that led to him offering an impromptu listening party. While he began with Vivaldi, Carmina Burana, and even Wagner’s Ride of the Valkyries,
 he eventually shifted to more-modern music.

He'd always enjoyed a band called Smash into Pieces, and the girls especially enjoyed Paradise,
 which been released just before Vester had died. The song was playing loud and Krysta and Skylar were dancing around to it when a squealing sound suddenly interrupted them.

The noise cut off abruptly, and they ducked their heads out to find a large kobold with a whip—the weapon had been raised over its head, the monster’s mouth opened like it had been screaming, but as they watched its eyes glazed over and its arms drooped down to its sides.


Yeah, that guy has gone bye bye into his own head,
 Vester thought.

“Looks like you got one,” Skylar said. “I’m betting that one is a bit higher level than the others—notice the thicker muscles, longer tail, and the more-developed neck?”

“Oh!” Krysta adjusted her glasses and leaned forward. “It’s also got better armor. I can feel faint traces of magic around its gear. Do you think Woody can strip the gear off before we kill it? If it is enchanted, it’ll be worth more if it’s not covered in blood.”

“Depends on who you sell it to,” Vester pointed out. “Guild regulations don’t allow gouging based on fair use or condition as long as the items are functional. But resellers would likely give you a better price, yeah.”


And fuck you, god of law, for turning me into an asshole rules lawyer,
 he thought mutinously. Stupid rules and regulations. Ugh.
 Vester blew his breath out in a snort, then a small smile played over his lips. Still, it
 is kind of fun putting on the creepy butler act. Maybe I should lean into this reputation even more?


While Skylar supervised Woody, the smaller golem did its best to strip down the kobold without waking the monster. The thing didn’t seem aware of the fingers undoing its armored breastplate or dragging off its pack. Vester noticed it was drooling, its eyes glassy and distant.

Once she’d claimed everything off the beast, she had Woody slit its throat, then toss it down the pit to the side of the room.


Level 9 kobold defeated.


“That almost felt… mean,” Skylar admitted. “I grew up with a few kobolds at the orphanage. I keep having to remind myself that these dungeon monsters aren’t sapient… the fur helps. Real kobolds don’t have hair.”

Vester put a hand on her shoulder and gave it a squeeze. Krysta went a step further and gave the blue-skinned Puppetmaster a hug. “Did its death cancel your trap?” the mage asked Vester. He took a second to check his Labyrinth Ward and saw it was still glowing.

“Nope,” he replied. “Still going strong. It remains until I cancel it on my own… and there’s no described limit to how many beings it can trap. For all I know, we can get an unlimited-size group trapped in there.”

The red-panda woman let out a thoughtful noise and her nose scrunched in concentration. Her big tail swished behind her, and Vester did his best to avoid letting the cuteness distract him. When she looked up, she was grinning. “I think we should have Woody play bait,” she announced.

Skylar frowned. “You mean send Woody down the tunnel to draw more kobolds and lead them back to us?”

“Exactly!” Krysta said excitedly. “We lure them in and Woody passes over Vester’s trap. They go numb, we strip them of gear, and then get rid of them. It’ll be faster than just waiting here for them to investigate the noise.”

Pulling her braid over her shoulder, Skylar stroked a hand up and down the thick rope of hair. “I don’t know…” she began, nibbling on her bottom lip. “Woody could get destroyed, and then I’d be down a golem. The wood used to make it was expensive. And that would mean less loot we could pull out and we’d be weaker in a fight. Since Vester can’t directly hurt anyone, it would come down to you and me.”

Vester had an idea that there was more to it than Skylar was saying. His hand on her shoulder offered another squeeze. “It’s that you really don’t want to lose Woody, right? I know you created it as your first golem and have put a lot of work into it.”

“I… yeah, that’s a part of it,” Skylar admitted. “I’ve had Woody for years. But I really am
 worried about cutting our combat ability in half. We’re in the Great Dungeon, and while it might just be the first floor, we have to keep in mind that this place actively
 wants to kill us.”

“Can you use the leftover stone we have from Dent’s mining?” Krysta asked suddenly. She waved a hand at the wastage that was left over from Skylar’s gold refining, and Vester blinked at the thought. “After all, if we just need something to use as bait it doesn’t have to be a great golem, does it?”

Skylar opened her mouth, then paused, her brow furrowed in thought. “I… probably could? I’ve never tried controlling three golems at once before. But if Vester can enchant the stone to make it more durable, maybe we can craft something
 useful. Theoretically I can control a golem for every 5 points of intelligence, so my limit should be four at the moment.”

“I can definitely add some inscriptions to the material,” Vester said to confirm her suggestion. “I’ve got the strength and durability enchantments pretty well memorized, and with Krysta’s Sanctuary boosting mana recovery it shouldn’t be too hard.”

That gave them a plan, so Skylar quickly had Woody start bringing over the broken chunks of rock and the heavier stones that had been lying around the cavern. The largest had already been turned into the odd cushions they were using to rest, but there were still plenty of rocks to go around.

While she worked and Dent mined, that left Vester with nothing to do. He decided to take out the notebook that Kora had given him and begin recording what they’d experienced so far. There wasn’t much to add yet, but he wrote about the hidden tunnel behind the crystal outgrowth and also indicated the presence of gold veins in the walls.

Once that was done, he looked up to find Krysta standing next to him. She was leaning over him and studying his face intently from behind her glasses. Her green eyes reflected the dim light of the cavern and practically glowed with the intensity of her stare.

It was unnerving, but he did his best not to let that bother him. “What can I do for you?” he asked. To his surprise, she suddenly looked anxious. She swished her tail around her body and hugged it against her chest. It seemed to be a nervous gesture of hers—he’d seen her do it several times.

“I have a confession to make,” she said softly. She kept her voice low, likely so she didn’t disturb Skylar’s work on the golem parts. “I’ve been flirting with you pretty heavily…” She trailed off after that, squirming a little.

Vester waited several long moments, not sure if he was supposed to respond to that or not. “I had
 noticed,” he finally admitted. “I thought it was a bit sudden.” He lifted his hand and gently touched her forearm. “And it’s not that I’m not flattered, but Skylar and I have had a few dinners already and we haven’t had a chance to talk about how relationships work in this world… I didn’t want to lead you on—”

“Wait!” she squeaked. She actually reached out and put both her hands over his mouth to stop him talking. He was amused to note a rosy tint was now coloring her cheeks and the exposed skin of her neck and cleavage. “I’m not done! I was hitting on you because I got a Quest.”

“Pardon?” he asked, confused. “You got a Quest to… date me?” He stared, not sure what she meant. As far as he could tell, the System didn’t really do things like that… though he knew someone who might. ‘Non! I don’t need your help getting laid… and don’t play around in my love life. I don’t need you messing with me or the people around me!’


The goddess didn’t respond in any way, and while he was sending off his angry prayer, Krysta was back to squirming. “Not date, not really. It’s sort of a class Quest. It’s called Ultimate Hospitality. It… um… well…” She trailed off yet again
 and Vester closed his eyes and prayed for strength.

“I’m not going to judge you, Krysta. What does the Quest say?”

His question saw Krysta nibbling on the tip of her tail and staring at the floor, her ears completely flat against her head which made Vester wonder if he should just drop the topic until she was ready to talk about it. It was frustrating, since she was the one who had brought the whole thing up, but he understood it might be embarrassing for her.

“Is there a time limit or a punishment for failing the Quest?” he asked. It occurred to him that if the gods really were trying to railroad his love life, then forcing someone to do something would be coercion and he wanted nothing to do with that.


I swear to fuck if Non is threatening to punish Krysta with death or something if she doesn’t fuck me I’ll become the most boring receptionist this world has ever seen just to spite her.


“What? Oh! No. No, no time limit and no punishment. The reward says it’d be Unique, though, and from what I’ve been able to research those are the rarest kinds of rewards someone can get.”


So, not coercion, just old-fashioned bribery. Awesome. Damn it. Now I have to wonder if Skylar
 also has a Quest to go to bed with me?
 Vester had to resist the temptation to start rubbing his palm over his face in frustration.


‘Non, if this was you then you’re a
 huge asshole!’
 he mentally shouted, tossing out another prayer before going back to his thoughts.


How am I supposed to know if the people in my life care about me if you’re pulling strings up there to push us together?


Vester was genuinely angry, and he blinked when he saw Krysta was looking more and more distraught. He took several deep breaths, then forced himself to relax. A moment later he wrapped her in a hug. “Okay, to start… I am not upset with you,” he said.

“You’re… not?” she asked, and he noticed tears in the corners of her eyes. “But I was trying to take advantage of you!”

He held up a hand to slow her apologies. “If you were seducing me just to gain a Quest reward, that would be manipulation, yes. But you also chose to tell me. That means I have the ability to choose to help you or not. And I know that you won’t die or lose a level if you don’t get me in bed now. You gave me the power to make that choice. That’s a sign of respect.”

She sniffled and dabbed at her eyes with the now sodden tip of her tail. He couldn’t see how the chewed-on fur would help dry her cheeks, but it still whisked the tears away. “That’s true,” she admitted. “I just didn’t think it would be fair to try and sleep with you to get a Quest reward… Besides, you’re pretty hot and I… I think I’d like it without a Quest.”

“Well, that is definitely a good place to start,” Vester said with a laugh. “It means we have something to build on. So, how about we start with talking? Skylar’s going to be a while with those golem pieces, and then I’ll be busy enchanting them. No reason we can get to know each other more while we wait.”














Chapter Twenty-Five








Krysta,
 it
 turned
 out,
 was not what he’d call experienced
 when it came to romance.

He did learn some interesting things about the species she’d been born into. She was something called a pandali. Apparently, her kind had a seven-to-one ratio of female to male births, so polygamous relationships were the norm in her culture.

She also talked about another group called the greater pandali, which seemed to act like guardians. They were big bruisers who fought with their hands and did what sounded suspiciously like martial arts.

Vester reduced her to helpless giggles by creating a few illusions based on Kung Fu Panda,
 and she admitted some of the warriors did share a resemblance. Apparently the greater pandali were voracious carnivores, and extremely
 horny as a people.

He teased her until she admitted her own people tended to be on the easy side as well. But the talk of sex got derailed when he discovered she could actually shift into a red panda. She shrank down, clothes included, and climbed all over him.


This is the cutest thing I’ve ever experienced!
 he thought with joy. At the moment, Krysta was playing with his tie, pulling on it with her tiny paws, and he was petting her head and fluffy tail like she was a stuffed animal. She’s so warm, so
 fluffy… so adorable!
 He was glad the world wasn’t actually an anime, or he might have had giant hearts replacing his pupils right then and there.


Can’t let myself get seduced by the power of the cute and fluffy… I must hold strong and not give in to Non’s evil machinations,
 he reminded himself while cuddling her.

When she flopped onto her back and trapped his hand against her stomach for rubs, Vester nearly lost it. He scratched her chin, tickled her belly, and rolled her around on his lap. It was all he could do to avoid making baby talk at her. He had to work to remember she was actually a grown woman and a member of his Adventuring Party.

“It seems Vester Gambit, boogeyman of the Guildhall, has a weakness,” Skylar teased from where she was slowly finishing off the spine of the golem. Vester glanced up guiltily. “Who knew you had a soft spot for cute animals?”

Vester cleared his throat and felt his cheeks and neck flush, though it didn’t stop him from attacking Krysta’s soft belly with his fingertips again. “Cute is cute, and I’m man enough to admit when I find something adorable. Are you telling me you could resist this?”

He held up Krysta and the pandali waved her tiny arms and squirmed like she wanted to jump all over Skylar. The blue-skinned woman’s face immediately melted. “Nooooooo! That’s not fair. I want to play with her too. I’m almost done.”

Krysta, who was apparently an adorable menace while transformed, twisted around like a toddler on crack and almost fell out of Vester’s hands. He caught her before she hit the ground and tugged her back onto his lap to resume petting her. She was releasing soft squeaking sounds, and her tail smacked his hands while she mock bit at him.

For play fighting, it was remarkably harmless. The one time she managed to clamp her teeth around the meat of his palm she barely pinched hard enough to leave dents, and her claws were pretty blunt. He could see why her species needed something bigger and stronger to protect them.

It also amused the hell out of him that Skylar seemed to be pushing herself to work faster just
 to get a chance to play with Krysta. When she dumped the various golem parts into his lap after snatching the pandali up, she smirked triumphantly. “Mine now!” she crowed, then she danced off to play.

He might have just sat there watching them play if he hadn’t seen Krysta put a paw to her eye and stick her tongue out at him in a clear mocking gesture. Oh, she’s a lot more playful than she lets on,
 he thought with a quiet laugh. She knows
 exactly how cute she is and she’s willing to use her powers for evil… I love it.


He transformed Trickster’s Cane into a stylus and lowered his head to get to work on the two-foot-tall golem. The inscriptions weren’t hard thanks to how high his dexterity was, but he still had to carefully measure out how much room he had to draw on the symbols. After that, he had to ensure that each piece was going to work with each other to create a series of magic formulae that reinforced each other.

Part of his process was creating and suspending illusions of every piece of the golem. Then he assembled them into the shape they’d take when completed, mapped out his pattern, and held the entire thing while he planned. It was mana intensive, but thanks to the Sanctuary combined with Trickster’s Cane, the drain was manageable.

Skylar had to pause in playing with the pandali a few times to correct him on how the parts were going to go together, and he saw that the finished product was going to look like a runty kobold. The golem would have long front arms, a bent spine, and a longer tail, but share the same general shape. Skylar had even given it a reptilian head.

Her distraction turned into a game of Krysta trying to steal the golem pieces while Skylar aimed to get them back, all while Vester worked to enchant the individual parts. Giggles and shrieks of delight echoed through the cave, and that led to them getting a new series of visitors.

Three kobolds with picks came charging around the corner of the tunnel and slammed directly into the Labyrinth Ward. Once they hit the border of the trap, their momentum slowed. Without conscious control, they plowed into the ground face first and lay there drooling.


Huh. I hadn’t considered how the trap would affect a body moving quickly. With their minds locked away, they pretty much go limp. That means if I combine Labyrinth Ward with my blade traps… I could turn it into a fairly efficient killing field. That would let me delve solo if I had to.


Despite the new possibilities, Vester had to admit to himself he no longer wanted to delve alone. He was having fun with Skylar and Krysta, and so far things hadn’t been very hard. He watched Skylar set to work on stripping the dungeon monsters, and then a notification flashed across his vision.


3 level 5 kobolds defeated.


“Don’t forget to check your Grimoire,” he reminded Krysta. “Since you’re the lowest level, you’ll be the one growing fastest. You need every boost you can get while we work.” He had to resist the temptation to check his after every encounter, because he knew it would take longer for him to level up.


There’s just something so enjoyable about seeing the numbers go up though,
 he admitted.

Krysta transformed back—reluctantly, he noticed—and manifested her Grimoire. Hers was green and edged with bronze leaves… and it had a silver frog on the cover. Or maybe it was a toad? Vester could never tell the difference. But her eyes lit up when she read her pages. “I hit level 3!” she squealed.

That saw her doing a victory dance, which was hard to take his eyes off of so he could resume enchanting.

Skylar took care of loading the packs with what they wanted to resell, and the useless stuff got dumped down the hole. Vester vaguely wondered what might be down at the bottom—or the top, for that matter—but he didn’t have time to explore it. He needed to tune out the distractions if he didn’t want to spend days getting this golem ready.

Hours later he found his hands cramping and felt like his fingers were going to fall off. So he set down Trickster’s Cane and started carefully flexing his digits to try and release the tension that had built up. A heavenly smell hit his nose a few seconds later, and when he looked over, he saw Krysta carefully stirring a pot of stew.

“Here, I made this from our trail rations,” she said, then brought him over a bowl. Some kind of dough or dumplings floated amidst the meat and sliced vegetables, and while the broth looked odd because it was purple, Vester’s stomach informed him that eating wasn’t optional.

The stew tasting like fried chicken, bacon, and a very faint citrus tang didn’t deter him at all. “It’s great,” he said, and he meant it. The pain in his hands had begun fading the moment he’d started eating, and by the time he was finished he felt like he’d had a full night’s sleep. “I feel... wonderful.”

“That’s the side effects of Happy Home,” Krysta explained. “The food acts like minor healing and rejuvenation potions. I tested it in my room back at the Guildhall, and as long as I cook my own food and keep my Sanctuary active, I can go three, four days without sleep. It let me spend more time studying books from the library to shore up my ignorance about this world.”

“And there’s no long-term detriment to using it?” Skylar asked from nearby. She’d gone back to compressing the gold into easily stacked bricks, and Vester saw that Dent looked to be almost done with the gold vein.

The golem had torn a pretty wide fissure in the wall that rose nearly nine feet up from the floor, but it didn’t look like there was much more in the way of metal inside.

“Not really,” Krysta said. “I did some reading on the differences between an F-rank skill and an S-rank, and I’m willing to bet if my skill wasn’t S-rank there’d be more limitations. But I’m still careful to make sure I get real sleep regularly, just in case.”

“That’s probably smart,” the Puppetmaster said. “Sometimes skills like that seem like a miracle, and then you find a hidden cost that can come back to bite you.”

Vester nodded, the statement making sense to him. “Back on Earth they did studies on sleep deprivation. When someone went too long without dreaming, they started to lose their grasp on reality. Our scientists thought that the brain did something while sleeping that helped memory formation and… well, basically helped keep people sane.”

“Fascinating,
 ” Krysta breathed. “I’d love to know more.”

“After he finishes the enchantment,” Skylar interjected with a smile. “Dent’s almost done mining the gold, and we won’t have anything to do after that if we can’t lure people down here. If we’re not going to use the trap plan, then there’s no point keeping this spot for our base… and I like it in here.”

“It is
 pretty,” Krysta agreed. Then the pandali went over to Skylar and crouched next to her. The two started talking too quietly for Vester to hear, so he took that as his cue to go back to finishing his job.


I suppose this isn’t the most courageous way to hunt monsters, but it’s certainly a safe method. Perhaps when Krysta hits level 5 we’ll get a bit more adventurous. Levels don’t seem to give hit points or anything, but higher-level people are tougher than those under them. It has to be something innate with the amount of power stored inside a being.


Soon he was back to his inscriptions, with the refreshing effect of Krysta’s magic allowing him to work faster. He’d fully inscribed the left-side parts, so now he just had to mirror the enchantment along the right side. Since he’d done each part already, this side went smoothly. The boost to his mana regeneration kept the headache at bay, and before he knew it, he was done.

“Alright, Skylar, look this over and let me know if I have to fix anything.”

The Puppetmaster took her time examining the pieces and slowly slotting them together. Once she had the entire puppet assembled, she closed her eyes and rested her hands on the stone. Mana swirled around her, and after a few moments the body began to twitch. If the whole thing hadn’t been made of stone it might have looked like a zombie coming back to life.

It took nearly twenty minutes of solid channeling before the golem climbed to its feet. Once it was upright, Skylar collapsed onto her ass and leaned back on her hands. “Wow. Nonmagical materials take a lot more mana to embed a core into. I’d never have managed that if it wasn’t for your Sanctuary, Krysta. I think I used enough mana to bottom out my pool three times over.”

Krysta came and sat next to her. The pair leaned into each other, and Skylar let her head sag onto Krysta’s shoulder. “I’m glad my spells are being helpful,” the pandali said. “When I saw that most of my abilities were focused on utility, I thought nobody on this world would want to delve with me.”

“Oh no, your abilities are amazing!” Skylar said. “Having a mobile safe zone is incredible. We can’t relax completely, because there’s always a chance we’ll run into other Adventurers looking to make a quick profit by taking out the competition, but just the fact you can guarantee we’re not jumped by the monsters on this floor is a huge benefit.”

“She’s right,” Vester agreed with a nod. “And look at what you’ve helped us accomplish already. Skylar and I managed to do four days of work in an afternoon. Right now, I think it’s fair to say that you’re actually the one doing the heavy lifting for our delve.”

With Krysta comforted, Skylar let herself relax to regain her energy. She practiced commanding the new golem around, and they tossed name suggestions back and forth. Vester was amused when she settled on Chip—she’d noticed that she’d made a small mistake on one of the golem’s shoulders and a little bit of stone was missing.


I’m starting to think she leaves a few imperfections in to justify her names. She didn’t have to leave the knock in Dent’s head. She could have repaired it. Now Chip’s missing a few flakes from a shoulder? It’s amusing to think she’s intentionally messing up her golems just to give them personality.


He stretched his arms over his head and leaned back to let himself flump down on the stone-cushion. The soft solidity was comforting, and Vester felt himself drifting a bit. “Hey, if it’s okay with you two I’m… going to take a nap. Wake me up if you need me, okay?”

“That’s smart,” he heard Skylar say. “We should all take turns sleeping, just so we can be ready if anything happens.” He vaguely heard Krysta murmuring in agreement, then both women started to giggle.


If I didn’t know better, I would think those two ladies are gossiping,
 he thought just before he drifted off. But there’s not much to talk about in a cave…















Chapter Twenty-Six








Vester
 woke
 to
 a
 startled scream.

His eyes snapped open and he twisted to roll onto his stomach and push himself to his feet. The movement came so fast that his vision swam for a second before he steadied. He didn’t see an immediate source for the distress, but the sound was definitely coming from the tunnel they’d used to enter the cave.

Dent and Woody were already positioned in front of that tunnel, and Skylar was standing behind them with her massive wrench in hand. Vester noted she was staying on the edge of the Sanctuary spell. Behind her was Krysta, staff in hand. The pandali looked sleepy, and her ears flicked rapidly while she struggled to contain her yawns.

“Do we know what’s going on?” he asked the women. He spun Trickster’s Cane into his hand and considered renewing the illusion over the Sanctuary. It had faded at some point while he slept, which made him grimace at his own limitations. It took practice to get an illusion to remain while he wasn’t focusing on it—he was still working the kinks out of the technique.

“Combat in the tunnel,” Skylar said softly. She was careful to pitch her voice so it wouldn’t echo into the corridor. “Some Adventurers probably saw the opening we made in the crystal and came down to investigate.”

“But who are they fighting?” Krysta wondered. She ran her hands over the engravings on her staff. “There were no openings or branches for them to get ambushed through. It was a long, boring tunnel straight to here.”

Vester narrowed his eyes, an unpleasant idea occurring to him. “Which means they might be getting attacked from behind,” he pointed out. “And since the main entrance to the Great Dungeon is at the mouth of that tunnel… that would mean they’re fighting other delvers.”

Krysta immediately looked uncomfortable, while Skylar simply choked up on her wrench. “I already sent Chip out to see if it could lure kobolds to us a few minutes before the screaming started,” she muttered. “I hope we don’t end up getting attacked from both sides.”

“They… wouldn’t attack us, would they?” Krysta bit her bottom lip. “My Sanctuary only protects us from monsters. Other people can pass straight through the boundary… Though Rebuke the Guest will still work on them.”

“They might,” Vester said. “Some people will always go for the easiest path to get their power and wealth. Attacking other delvers and looting them to claim the spoils? It’s dark, but some do it. You remember the bandits Skylar and I ran into outside of town, right? They chose that path.”

“And didn’t live to regret it,” Skylar added. “If someone makes the same mistake, we’ll teach them the same
 lesson for their next life.” She glanced over her shoulder at him. “Vester, let’s change the layout of this cave. If they can’t spot us, they can’t attack us, right?”

“Yes,” Vester agreed. “You’ll both need to be careful, though, since I can’t exclude you from the illusions. Make sure you remember where things are so you don’t hurt yourself. I’d hate to lose my Party because you fell down a hole.”

The whole time they’d talked the sounds of combat had grown more distinct. Vester heard the hiss-crack
 of an energy weapon go off a few moments later. Someone was roaring, though distortion made it hard to tell if the bellow came from a man or woman. The sharp, echoing clang
 of weapons striking the walls, or each other made defining all the sounds harder.

But nowhere did Vester hear the screech of kobolds.

He began building an illusion out from the mouth of the tunnel to hide Dent and Woody, then motioned for Skylar to choose a side so he could create the image of a boulder rising over her in a rounded bubble. Once she was hidden, he pulled Krysta back to stand at his side and pulled a wall out from the side of the tunnel to form a bulge that would lead people right past them.

The way the caves lined up, however, his only options were to funnel them toward the pit or into his Labyrinth Ward. “I could cancel the Labyrinth Ward at the other opening and replace it across this tunnel head,” he pointed out.

“Don’t,” Krysta said with a shake of her head. “If you do that and kobolds attack from behind, we’ll have nothing to slow them down. So far none of the dungeon creatures have been able to get through your trap. We can deal with anyone who gets trapped inside once we resolve this.”

“Agreed,” Skylar said. “Good reasoning, Krysta. I was going to say the same.”

Vester, who hadn’t actually wanted to move the trap, simply nodded. The waiting is the hardest part,
 he thought. We have no way of knowing how far down the tunnel the fight is. It could end before it reaches us… and if blood soaked Adventurers come out, we’ll have no way of knowing if they’re the bandits or the people struggling to stay alive.


In addition, it was entirely possible there were no innocents in this scenario. Vester had to admit it was possible they were listening to a Party falling out from betrayal, or two greedy groups battling for supremacy.

Tension grew in his stomach, and he contemplated drawing some of his trap cards. “I’m going to toss a few net traps into the mouth of the tunnel,” he said quietly after making up his mind. “It’ll tangle up anyone who comes through so we can sort this out.”

“Sounds good,” Skylar agreed. Next to him, Krysta simply nodded. Vester reached down for the square wooden box he’d fixed to his belt. The flap came up, showing the thin leather tab that separated the cards into the two categories he could produce. He’d practiced until he could draw the cards quickly, and with a flick of his wrist he sent two of the net traps to drop to the ground beyond Dent.

It took a simple flex of will to cover the shiny metal plate with the illusion of rock. Now if anyone steps within two feet of the card, they’ll get wrapped in a strong metal mesh. I wish I’d been able to master the script required to enchant an expanded trigger, but it’s tricky. I didn’t need it for the blade traps, since those don’t have the reach to hit past their trigger radius.


His thoughts were interrupted by flashes of light. Someone inside the tunnel was throwing fireballs—or something similar. A very feminine scream sounded and a body wrapped in flames came tumbling out through the opening. The figure was moving far too fast for the golems to react to, and she fell to the ground accompanied by the gruesome crackle of fire.

Krysta let out a gasp, then kicked one of the boulder-beds with surprising strength. The softened rock flipped over on top of the burning woman and snuffed out the flames, though the pandali didn’t have time to do anything more before the conflict found them.

A leather-clad shape hit one of the traps Vester had thrown, and metal webbing exploded up and wrapped around them. The trap had enough momentum to toss the person sideways and slam them into a wall. Unable to move, they toppled over sideways with a thud.


A green-skinned orc woman swung her weapon wildly while battling three humans in a mix of leather and chainmail. The orc was bleeding from a number of wounds, including what appeared to be a dagger broken off in her eye. A crimson aura surrounded her, and Vester saw her wounds were visibly healing while she fought.

Vester recognized her, Moska Trask, one of Li Ra’s Party members. With a sinking feeling, he glanced at the burned body on the ground and tossed the soft cushion up off her to reveal charred bunny ears. He couldn’t tell if Sincarla was still alive, but she was clearly gravely wounded.

“Protect the orc!” Vester yelled. Skylar didn’t hesitate, she sent Dent and Woody rushing in. The golems leaped out of the illusory walls, Dent’s hammers crashing down on the smallest of the human bandits. Woody’s blades stabbed rapidly, and a second man screamed in surprise and alarm.

The distraction was all Moska needed to cleave her ax straight down through the shoulder of the final bandit. The blow tore down through the man’s torso and emerged just left of his hip. He managed to produce a gurgle before falling in two parts with his entire chest cavity opened along the side.

Dent’s victim was down—a pair of follow-up strokes of the golem’s hammer had ensured he wasn’t moving anymore. Woody’s victim was also dead, but now the small golem had to dance away to avoid Moska’s attacks. Vester’s eyes widened when he remembered she was a Rage Knight. The crimson glow around her body was simply becoming more pronounced.

He caused the illusion over his last net trap to flash gold. “Krysta, see if you can push her toward the mark!” he instructed. “She’s twice our level and raging.” Krysta swung her staff in a circle and a heavy pressure seemed to drop on top of the orc.

The powerful woman’s movements visibly slowed, like she was fighting through molasses. It didn’t stop her from continuing to try and shatter the mannequin, however, and her ax blow took off one of Woody’s legs. Fortunately, with Krysta’s spell active the golem was fast enough to drag itself away from any further danger on Skylar’s command.

Dent, meanwhile, waded in without fear. The tall iron golem kept punching forward with its hammers. Each prod shoved Moska backward, and the length of Dent’s hammer handles let the golem avoid the return swipes of the orc’s weapon. But Moska was very strong, and she kept surging forward in her attempts to get at the golem.

Despite the ongoing fight, Krysta knelt by the burned Leaf Mage’s side and poured water from her canteen between Sincarla’s lips. The act of hospitality was required for her to use Happy Home to try and kickstart the bunny girl’s healing, though Vester would be shocked if the woman lived through those burns.

A powerful bellow saw Moska connect with Dent’s torso and the iron golem flew backward to slam into a wall. Dent rebounded and clipped Skylar, knocking the Puppetmaster out of the illusion that had hidden her. With a new target, Moska charged—only to find Vester in front of her.

“No, I think not,” he hissed. She swept her blade across to cut off his head, though he easily bent down to let the strike pass over him. She was fast, but thanks to Avatar’s Raiment he was faster. He twisted to one side and allowed her return stroke to drop past him, then he stepped up onto the haft and poked the shard of broken dagger with Trickster’s Cane.

Thanks to his curse, the move did absolutely no damage, and the attempt caused Trickster’s Cane to try and wriggle free of his grasp. He had to spin his wrist rapidly to keep hold of the divine tool. The erratic movement was accompanied by him stepping off the ax handle and slipping behind Moska.

He hadn’t hurt her at all, but the perceived attack meant her attention was now focused entirely
 on him. Her body glowed with great fury and she seemed to swell before his eyes. Rapid slashes with her ax came at him, which forced him to dance away with every drop of speed he could muster to avoid the blows.

Vester sought to draw her back into the tunnel, and he kept in mind where his net trap sat. His hopes of catching her with the metal card failed, however, when her ax effortlessly sheared through the rising mesh and the distinct sound of tearing metal echoed in the tunnel. “Well fuck,
 ” he muttered.

She bellowed in his face and dropped her shoulder while charging in an attempt to flatten him against the wall. Vester swayed to one side and briefly shifted Trickster’s Cane into a staff to push himself farther out of her path. She trampled over the extended stave with no effort, the heavy impact tearing the tool free of his grip.

She spun to face him and raised her ax up above her head. Vester snapped his fingers, and when her blow came down she cleaved straight through an illusion. Her weapon smashed into the floor and cratered the cave stone with a thunderous strike. The attack also sent cracks crawling through the width of her ax blade.

Momentarily invisible, Vester snagged Li Ra’s mesh-covered form and pulled her back toward the mouth of the tunnel. “This is a bad place to be helpless,” he said. The oni’s eyes widened with recognition. She couldn’t move, but that didn’t stop her from twisting her neck to stare at him.

“Vester? What the hell are you doing here?” she grasped. “You have to get out of here. Moska is going to keep raging until she’s killed everything she can see that’s not in her Party. It’s her weekly skill!”

“Marvelous!” he replied. “Would it help if we looked like you?”

He had to jog to stay ahead of the Rage Knight. It wasn’t easy, because the oni was a densely muscled woman and was heavier than he’d expected. He was wishing he’d put a few points into strength—his arms had started to burn. Fortunately, Skylar stepped in and grabbed his burden to yank them both free of the tunnel.

“No,” Li Ra said, dashing his hopes. “She’s immune to most magic like this. It’s how she killed those bastards spellcasters and the traitors on our team. We’d have died if she hadn’t triggered it... I’m so sorry, we didn’t know you were down here!”

“We’ll deal with that later,” Vester promised. He let Skylar have Li Ra and turned his attention to the raging orc stalking down the corridor toward him. “Skylar, get her into Krysta’s Sanctuary. Then you all need to look away. I have to try something pretty intense to stop Moska… and hopefully not kill her.”

“What are you going to do?” Skylar asked. She scooped the oni up over her shoulder and hopped back over the shimmering border that marked Krysta’s area. Vester had stopped concentrating on his illusions, so the perimeter was easy to spot.

“My weekly skill,” he replied flatly. “And it is important that none
 of you are looking my way. It doesn’t discriminate.” The spell would have been more powerful if he’d had Trickster’s Cane, but the 5-minute guaranteed return hadn’t triggered yet. He stepped back into the tunnel and threw an illusion up behind him.

He didn’t know for sure if that would protect the others from Nightmare’s Release, but it was the best he could do for them. Once Moska Trask had spotted him again—going by the bellow and mad rush to reach him—he raised both hands before his chest.

“I’m sorry, but it’s time for unpleasant dreams,” he whispered. Then he unleashed his magic into her psyche and she began to wail.

It was one of the worst sounds he’d ever heard.














Chapter Twenty-Seven








Somewhere
 around
 the
 seventh
 minute of Moska Trask’s ordeal… she fell silent. He found her slumped against the wall, unmoving. Vester shut his mismatched eyes against the message that appeared before his gaze.


Level 14 orc defeated.



So, she managed to level since she came into the dungeon,
 he thought numbly. Intellectually, Vester knew that the wounds she’d taken before he used Nightmare’s Release were what killed her. The combination of stab wounds she’d suffered fighting her attackers had mixed with the shock to shatter her rage. But that didn’t change the fact that she was slumped dead against the wall of the tunnel.

During the fight he’d overlooked the messages regarding the bandits Skylar’s golems had killed. Two level 15 humans. He grimaced at the mess and walked up to Moska to close her remaining eye. “For what it’s worth… I’m sorry,” he whispered to her. “I didn’t mean to kill you.”

Li Ra was tending Sincarla’s wounds. It was a testament to how powerful Krysta’s abilities were that the bunny girl hadn’t died. She was horrifically scarred from the flames, and she hadn’t woken up yet, but was at least stabilized. Vester had been doing his best to use illusions to muffle the noises of Moska’s terror from the cave, though Li Ra had heard him.

When the silence fell, she left her friend’s side and came down the tunnel. “She died?” the oni asked in a calm voice. Vester didn’t turn around. If she shot him in the back it wouldn’t kill him, and he figured she deserved her chance at revenge.

“I’m sorry,” he said while straightening back to his feet. “I think the mental agony was too much when combined with her wounds.”

To his surprise, the Gunslinger didn’t choose to empty her weapon into his spine—she walked up until she was standing next to him. He saw tears in her pink eyes, then she lifted a hand to wipe them away with the back of her hand.

“She was so stubborn,” Li Ra said. “We talked about the strain of her Relentless Rage skill so many times. Without a healer who could mend her wounds before the enrage wore off… we all knew there was no way she’d survive. Her wounds don’t heal fully. They heal—healed, I mean… enough for her to keep fighting. But once the battle ends it caused a massive debuff to her strength, dexterity, and constitution. I doubt your spell was what killed her.”

She glanced over at him. “What… did you even do? Physical pain wouldn’t have made her scream like that, and most magic would have bounced off of her.” The oni wasn’t accusing him of anything, though it was hard for Vester to avoid judging himself.

He knew it was stupid. He was level 6 and Moska had been level 14. He couldn’t fight and do damage, and he’d used every tool he had to avoid killing her. He’d been acting entirely in self-defense, both of himself and his Party. But some lingering bit of conscience from Earth still wanted him to feel guilty.

He pushed that voice away. “I can’t tell you,” he said, looking over at Li Ra. “Rather, I won’t.
 I won’t tell anyone my abilities outside my Party. I’m sorry. It was a class skill and it affected her mind. I’ll say that much.”

“I… understand,” she replied after a few moments. “I’m sorry we brought this to you. We’d had a few arguments with that crew, but nothing that should have escalated like this. We saw the broken crystal shards and the open tunnel and decided to investigate—and they apparently noticed. Worse, the rest of our Party was in on it. It was an ambush that turned into a running battle…”

The oni trailed off, so he tentatively raised a hand to give her shoulder a squeeze. “For what it’s worth… I’m sorry too. I did what I could to incapacitate her, and I had hoped the spell would leave her immobile until she came out of her rage. I wish things had turned out differently.”

“Yeah,” Li Ra said, her voice distant. “Me too.” She fell silent and he kept her company. Tears ran down her cheek and Vester left his hand on her shoulder while she cried. A few minutes later, she gave his hand a pat. “Can you give me some time alone with her? I need to honor her last wishes.”

“Of course,” he agreed with a small nod of his head. Vester turned and walked back to rejoin his own Party.

He saw that Sincarla had been wrapped in sheets and that Krysta was carefully dribbling broth into the bunny girl’s mouth. Every trace of hair and fur on the girl had burned away under the flame spell, and the exposed skin looked cracked and charred, though it was starting to show signs of pink reforming beneath.

Skylar was standing over the body of five kobolds, a bloody wrench in her hands. That was another set of notifications he’d barely glanced at. Three level 3s, one level 6, and one level 8 overseer. They’d gotten trapped in his Labyrinth Ward while he was fighting Moska, so it had taken a bit of time before anyone could deal with them.

Woody and Dent were waiting for repairs, lying flat on their backs in the Sanctuary. Chip moved around the kobolds and used its nimble fingers to help Skylar strip them of gear and whatever other valuables they had. Despite its small size, the stone golem was strong enough to toss the bodies into the chasm opening.

Krysta looked up at him when he came back into her Sanctuary. “It’s over?” she asked in a small voice. When he nodded, she winced. “I hate this! I wish I was stronger so I could have helped more.”

“You saved my life,” Skylar pointed out while stacking the kobold belongings with the rest. “If you hadn’t slowed her down, she’d have destroyed Dent and probably cut me in half. I’m not sure Vester could have distracted her without you either.”

“It’s true,” he agreed. He carefully lowered himself onto one of the cushions. Physically, he was fine, but he’d be lying if he didn’t admit he was feeling fragile emotionally. “The rage skill she was using boosted her abilities to the point I think she’d have wrecked me if not for your Rebuke. It is tragic, what happened to their Party, but it’s not our fault.”


It’s not my fault,
 he repeated to himself. This world was brutal before I ever got here. Capricious gods and a System have both pushed the agenda that might makes right. I’m
 not the Hero. Maybe Denny has the power to change the way things are… but that’s not me. I’m just going to focus on my slice of life and do the best for me…


His eyes went to Skylar, then Krysta, and he reached out to give the pandali a gentle touch. Me
 and the people I care about,
 he amended. “We’ll provide a safe place for Sincarla and Li Ra to regroup. They have a straight shot to the exit through that tunnel, and once Sincarla is healed enough I’m sure they’ll take it. In the meantime, we keep doing what we can to grow stronger.”

“We’re staying, then?” Krysta asked. Her ears half-rose from where they were flat against her hair. “I feel bad worrying about our delve, but it’s not going to be easy to get time off. I… didn’t want to abandon our Quests.”

“We won’t,” Skylar said as she came up to join them. She sat down next to Krysta and leaned against the curvier woman. “Tragedies happen in dungeons. It’s terrible, but it’s also something we’re going to have to adjust to. If we let it overwhelm us, then we’re never going to make it as delvers.”

“And there is compensation,” Vester offered. “I’ve gathered the IDs of the three we helped deal with and also wrote out instructions and testimony for Li Ra to take to the Guildhall. Her Party will receive death benefits for their friend, and we’ll all be reimbursed for the removal of a rogue delving team. They’ll have to handle the paperwork for their traitorous teammates, but I’ve done what I could to assist them.”

He felt grateful that Krysta and Skylar knew some of his secrets, since neither accused him of being callous for his rules-focused approach to the situation. He knew that getting a bag of gold for the death of a friend was poor comfort, but it was regulation, and it was the best he could do for Li Ra or her friend. He simply didn’t have the levels to offer more effective aid.

They fell silent after that, so Skylar went to work on repairing her golems. Vester manifested his Grimoire and saw that he’d gained a level. He applied his free point to strength and let the book fade.


Vester Gambit: Elf



Dreamspinner: Level 7



Profession: Enchanter



Strength: 11



Dexterity: 17 (57)



Constitution: 11



Intelligence: 22



Wisdom: 18



Charisma: 14



Skills: Freeform Illusion 2, Don Disguise, Decoy Swap, Labyrinth Ward



Profession skills: Mana Manipulation, Inscribe Enchantment



Unique Ability: Nightmare’s Release



Gear: Avatar’s Raiment, Trickster’s Cane



Free Points: 0


He’d remind Krysta to do the same once she’d finished feeding the sleeping Leaf Mage. If he’d gained a level, she should have gotten at least two, which would put her to level 5. It was possible whatever new skill she picked could help the wounded woman more.

As it turned out, the skill she chose was far more practical. It was also the only skill offered above C-rank, so it made sense she’d chosen it. Close the Gates was an A-rank ability that would allow her to decide who could enter or leave her Sanctuary. While a powerful Adventurer could still force their way through, they’d need to at least match her intelligence in level to stand a chance.

Skylar had also gained a level—in fact, she’d hit level 10. She took an S-rank ability called Telepathic Link. It would allow her to command her golems mentally, and when combined with the Share Sense A-rank ability she had from level 5, meant she could control her golems like drones. He could tell Skylar wanted to celebrate gaining an S-rank skill, and he silently vowed to make sure she got a chance once Li Ra and Sincarla had departed.

The oni had come back with a heavy pack across her back and had offered them gold to help her construct a sledge to pull her injured friend out. They refused the offer of payment, and Skylar used her Shape Material skill to transform the kobold picks into a wheeled sling Li Ra could use.

“I won’t forget this,” the oni said. “You all could have finished me and Sincarla off easily. Nobody would have known. If there’s ever anything I can do for you, just let me know.”

Skylar shook her head. “We’d never do that,” she insisted. “That would make us worse than monsters.”

“Just stay safe,” Krysta added. “The bonuses to healing will only last a few hours, so you’ll need to go fast.”

“Well, thanks to you I can do that,” Li Ra replied. She waved a hand at the wheeled stretcher that Skylar had made. The metal-rimmed wheels suspended it a few feet off the ground, and the fabric-and-wood frame held the bunny girl strapped in place. “I will
 repay you one day.”

Vester could tell she wasn’t going to let that go, so he stepped forward and took Li Ra’s hand in a firm grip. “Always file your paperwork properly,” he said in the most serious, deadpan voice he could manage. “Never forget your Guild ID, and always make sure you document irregularities in a posted Quest. That is all the payment I require.”

Skylar and Krysta stared at him with horror, like he’d lost his mind and just insulted Li Ra’s mother. The oni’s mouth fell open, confusion on her face. A moment later she burst into laughter. There was a hysterical edge to it, but she’d earned that. Her hand lashed out and she punched him on the shoulder hard enough to rock him back a step.

“Asshole,” she accused. “You’d probably fine us if we died without the appropriate forms.”

Vester nodded, still trying to keep his expression neutral. “Of course. Incomplete paperwork haunts me so.” He tapped his cane on the floor of the cavern and the click
 echoed loudly. “Now, stay safe so I can sleep easy without worrying about a missing form slipping through the cracks.”

“I’ll do my best,” she assured him. She still looked awful, but some of the pain had faded from her eyes. She grasped the ropes connected to the stretcher’s handles and looped them over her shoulders. They’d rigged it so she could keep her hands free—available for her guns.

By rights, Li Ra shouldn’t face any trouble getting back to the main cavern and exiting the Great Dungeon… but the same logic said that her group shouldn’t have been ambushed by other Adventurers. Krysta had made sure the oni ate before gearing up to leave, and she’d fed Sincarla one last time to give both of them the maximum boosts she could.

Vester had also seen Skylar slip a cube of gold into Li Ra’s pack.


They care,
 he thought while looking at his companions. It’s good that they want to help others. I might not be Hero material, but I don’t want to turn into some bandit. Having people around me who care about others will make it easier to avoid brooding on the curses dropped on me by the gods.


They all watched Li Ra make her way back into darkness, and then Vester turned to face Skylar and Krysta. “Do we remain here or find a new place to set up? Our strategy has been working, but obviously there are drawbacks we hadn’t considered. It’s possible more Adventurers will start exploring that tunnel, and any one of them could be a risk to us.”

Skylar ran a hand along her braid. Eyes narrowed, she tapped a boot against the floor while considering the question. After several long moments, she said, “I think we should move on.” Skylar motioned toward Krysta. “Her skills mean we can set up a relatively safe camp anywhere, and yours means we can hide it. If we can find a cave with no other exits, we’ll have a more defensible position.”

Krysta nodded. “And… I want to see more of the Great Dungeon. Playing it safe is smart, I know that, but I don’t want to just stay in one spot forever. I want to explore.
 Eventually, we’re going to need to descend to the second floor, and if we only know how to ambush kobolds that could be a problem.”

“I agree with you both,” Vester said. He ran his finger along the smooth stone that formed the knob on Trickster’s Cane, then shifted the weapon to resemble as close to a sword as he could manage. Once it was strapped to his hip again, he motioned toward the other exit.

“Let’s see what we can find.”














Chapter Twenty-Eight








Once
 they’d
 packed
 up
 everything, the trio got moving.

Not wanting to be caught off guard, they determined how they wanted to proceed through the tunnels: Skylar would use Chip to scout ahead while Woody and Dent acted as guards with Skylar, Vester, and Krysta in a group. They didn’t have anyone suited for a traditional stealth role, but Vester’s illusions offered a great deal of protection.

He duplicated Dent and Woody twice each and maintained them as illusions that maneuvered around the group. He also covered his teammates with the illusion of the tunnels surrounding them to make the women harder to spot. Using Trickster’s Cane made the mana usage manageable, and with most of the party concealed they’d be harder to hit.

It technically left him as the most exposed member of the team, but given he couldn’t die, he was willing to take that chance—especially since his dexterity was the highest by a significant margin. Still, he found himself wishing that Kora Dol was with them so they’d have a proper protector.

The tactics worked surprisingly well against the first group of kobolds they ran into. The small mining party of three diggers and an overseer couldn’t seem to grasp which of the golems were real and which were fake. In their confusion, Krysta hit them with Rebuke the Guest and dropped their ability to move to the point they looked like bugs trapped in amber.

After that, it wasn’t hard for the golems to finish them off. “Almost feels like bullying,” Vester muttered while they looted the bodies. They’d decided to ignore the tools and just take the minimal weapons the overseer carried and the raw ores the miners had already carved out of the walls.

“Kobolds are only D-rank threats,” Skylar pointed out. “The overseers might be C-rank. But we won’t see anything more advanced unless we find a settlement. The camp guards, brood tenders, and chiefs all go up a rank. But unless a dungeon has a true kobold theme, they rarely ever get stronger than B-rank with an A-rank chief.”

Krysta smiled. “Well, the experience is good, and if we can keep this method going we should be able to hunt the tunnels in relative safety. Should we explore further and see how we do?”

Vester nodded in agreement, and once they’d gotten what they needed from the bodies, they moved on.

That set the pattern for the next several hours. They took tunnels depending on how clear they looked, though Krysta remained dedicated to recording every path they took in a journal and marking down the observations Skylar made through Chip of the routes they chose not to take.

Her notations included any traps they discovered.

It proved fortunate that they were using golems to scout their path, because even Chip was heavy enough to set off most of the traps; while the darts, spears, and occasional pits damaged the stone construct, Skylar was able to repair it each time.

By the time they were ready to call it a night, they’d killed over 50 kobolds ranging from level 3 to level 9. The entire Party was tired, so they found a cave set into one tunnel wall that was large enough for Krysta to establish her Sanctuary. Once that was done, Skylar assigned her golems to guarding the entrance and Vester covered the whole opening with his Labyrinth Ward.


I think we’d have a lot more trouble finding kobolds if we’d taken the same tunnels into the main area as everyone else. That undiscovered passage let us find new ground,
 Vester thought. We’re not really competing with other delvers at the moment. I’m sure we’ll move into areas where the other Adventurers are hunting soon, but for now we were able to clear out a hefty number of monsters. I wonder if I’ve gained enough to reach level 10?


Considering he’d only hit level 7 earlier that day, he doubted it.

Still, it was with hope that Vester manifested his Grimoire and read over the pages. Nope, not 10 yet. Well, I did hit level 9. I’ve got 2 free points, so I’ll drop one into strength and the other into constitution. Ugh, seems like a waste to put too much into my physical stats, but if anyone gets hurt I want to be able to carry them to safety.


With that done, he closed his book and let it fade away. He saw that Krysta and Skylar had done the same. Krysta was smiling, and she mouthed ‘level 8’ to him. He offered her his congratulations, then turned to look at Skylar. The Puppetmaster was condensing the ore they’d taken from the various kobolds into more bricks to add to the stacks.

The majority of the metals the kobolds mined were silver, gold, and copper, but they had also found several bags of gemstones on the overseers.


Financially, this delve is definitely a success,
 he mused. We’ve probably got several hundred gold worth of raw precious metals, and with all the crafters setting up outside the Dungeon Gate, we’ll be able to sell it for more than coin value. Dungeon metals are more mana conductive, and Skylar’s Shape Materials skill lets her clear out all the impurities.


It was nice to think they’d be able to really enjoy a windfall like that. Since Vester and Krysta lived at the Guildhall, only Skylar had to worry about paying for her lodgings. Vester enjoyed the thought that she’d have her own place soon… and wondered if she’d object to him coming over.


Krysta’s people seem prone to group relationships, but I have to wonder if her motivation is based on attraction for me, or simply because she has a Quest. I don’t think she’s completely insincere, but I’d like to get to know her more. We’re getting along as a Party, and relationship drama could completely ruin what we’re building.


Vester pursed his lips, taking a moment to look between the two women he was delving with. Watching them was one of the more enjoyable aspects of a camp that doubled as a safe zone.


I also have
 no idea what kind of relationship Skylar might want… I’m confident that she does want one. She’s thrown enough signals my way, and if we hadn’t gotten drunk off brandy, well, I’d probably have made a move that night. Damned bandits ruined any chance of a pleasant morning too.


Thanks to all the work that had gone into setting up Dungeon Gate 5, they’d had little time to hang out. He was looking forward to the boosted staffing at the Guildhall. Once the heavy hours were reduced, he could start considering an actual social life outside of work.

He wasn’t sure if he’d keep moving around town with an altered appearance. He was starting to feel like he’d let paranoia win—perhaps he’d been wasting his time. Worse, if he got a reputation for disguises then he might actually draw more
 attention to himself.


Probably best I just embrace the persona of the straight-laced receptionist. No reason I can’t be seen around town buying delving supplies, eating dinner with my friends, and enjoying my life. Denny and his party might have enemies, but outside the Church of Light, I don’t think anyone knows a seventh Reincarnate exists…


With that thought, he let himself relax. His eyes went to Skylar again and he saw her looking at him. He raised a hand and beckoned a finger. She came over and crouched at his side. “What’s up?” she asked.

Vester patted the large rock-turned-cushion he was reclining on and then pulled her down to sit next to him. He slipped an arm around her shoulders and she cuddled into his side without hesitation. “I think I’d like to spend more time with you when we’re not inside the Great Dungeon,” he began—though he didn’t get much further because she giggled at him.

“We already eat meals together as often as we can. How much more time do you want?” she teased with a sigh. He knew her well enough to know the exasperation was fake, because she was smiling at him and one of her hands had started playing with the tip of her braid.

“Maybe the occasional night as well,” he said. “After all, we’ve already slept together under the stars… might be nice to explore that a bit more.” He noticed a faint purpling to her pretty blue cheeks and realized she was blushing. She didn’t let that deter her, however.

“Aaaaah, Mr. Gambit has finally noticed I’m a beautiful woman?” she sassed. “I’m flattered… though aren’t you worried you’ll disappoint Krysta if you pick me?” Purple eyes stared into his, and Vester met the gaze steadily.

“That could be complicated,” he agreed. “And I think it’s something we’ll need to talk about when it won’t be a distraction that could get us killed for slipping up. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t attracted to her, but I’ve known you longer, and you don’t have a Quest to—”

When Skylar stiffened, Vester let out a groan. “You do
 have a Quest? Seriously? Do you both
 have Quests to sleep with me? Why the hell
 do you have Quests and I—”

He couldn’t even finish the question before something formed before his eyes.


Quest: Kiss the Girl (Repeatable)



Requirement: Develop your love life. Each time you go to bed with a member of your Party, you’ll gain favor with your Patron goddess.




Stop being such a stick in the mud. But this one is all on you to figure out. The rewards you get will depend entirely on how far you can get them to go. The more fun you have, the more rewards you get!




Reward: Unique



Punishment: Be a lame virgin elf forever!


“Are you fucking kidding me?” he demanded of the air. “Non! This is not funny! My love life is not a game for you to play with just because you’re bored! Who I choose to romance is my own damned business!”

The world around him seemed to freeze. Skylar was staring at him in shock, but she didn’t seem to be moving. Krysta’s mouth was half-open, and he saw salt that had spilled out of her hand hanging in midair before reaching the meat she’d started cooking over their tiny fire.

“You know, not many people would talk to a goddess that way,” Non pointed out, now leaning against the wall opposite him. One of her bare feet was pressed back against the stone, and she had her arms crossed over her impressive chest. She’d chosen a toga of shimmering bronze for this appearance. “I could
 smite you.”

“You could, but I wouldn’t die from that, now would I?” he retorted. “It’d probably be hell and I’d hate every minute of it, but that doesn’t I won’t put up with it if it means the gods stop messing around with my life. You and your brother seem cool, but the other four are assholes.”

“True,” she agreed. “Also, I’m totally
 telling Julius you think he’s cool. He’ll get a kick out of that. It was one of the compliments Dad used to give us. But none of that is the point. You’re my Avatar, Vester, and that means I have ways of helping you… They just require steps.”

He narrowed his mismatched eyes at her. “What do you mean?”

The dark elf blew a strand of hair off her forehead and started walking toward him, hips swaying. She slowly leaned forward until she was touching the ground, smoothly transitioning to crawling at his feet. Once there, she ran her hands along the inside of his pant legs and pushed herself up between them.

She stared at him with sharp intensity, and then she arched her back to press her breasts down so they flattened over his suddenly aching cock. Vester managed to hold back a groan at the sheer sensuality of the perfect movements. Her hands seemed to flow up from his thighs and over his stomach until she was cupping his cheeks between her palms.

“It means, dimwit,
 that if you do Quests issued by your Patron, then I can give you special rewards… which lie outside the regular boundaries of the System. The bond between a goddess and her Avatar is an intimate one, so the more you please me… the more I can please you.
 ”

Her voice turned husky, and she stared at him with her eyes half-closed, her teeth tugging at her bottom lip. Vester exercised every bit of self-control he had to just hold completely still and think about what she was telling him.


Part of me is sure she’s just fucking with me to see what happens,
 he realized. Course, part of me is also thinking about how good those breasts feel around my cock, but I can ignore
 that part for the moment. She
 sounds like she’s flirting with me, but I think there’s more going on than that. If I’m right… she’s trying to give me more power. I have no idea what the limits for a unique Quest reward are, but Krysta seemed to think they’re incredibly special.


While he was lost in thought, Non let out a sigh of boredom and walked one of her hands down his chest until she reached his belt. She casually undid it with a flick of her fingers, and his pants opened themselves so she could admire the body she’d given him.

“I really did do a good job with you,” she murmured to herself. “I’m tempted to take you for a test spin myself…”

He caught her watching his face, clearly hoping for a reaction, and raised one eyebrow. “Do I get a reward if I take you
 to bed?” he asked. The brazen question seemed to surprise her, but instead of being mad, she let out a cackle of laughter.

“Aside from a divine fuck?” she replied. “Sadly no. I can’t issue a Quest and then fulfill it for you myself. We put safeguards into the System to make sure loopholes like that don’t exist. Law wasn’t able to trap me in too many restrictions, but Chaos has to balance. Technically, if you want to fuck Peace or Death…”

“Pass,” he said firmly. “One looks like a kid, and the other is a skeleton in a bikini. Neither are my type. Not to mention Peace tried to turn me into a slave, and Death wanted me as an undead minion.”

“Fair… I suppose that would put a damper on things.” Non’s fingers had started stroking along his shaft—the ache soon intense. She leaned up so her breasts dragged over his throbbing cock, all so she could put her lips to his ear and whisper: “And to be fair, Delar… doesn’t always look like that. She just wanted you as an Avatar without giving you the option to refuse. It’s the same thing I did… I’m just offering better perks. If you want, I could give you a peek at how she looks when she wants
 to impress someone. It’s… mmm… worth the view.”

“Fucking hell,” he groaned. He flexed his knees inward, which trapped his cock between her breasts. She obligingly rocked herself up and down slowly, and then dipped her head to claim him in her mouth.

Divine didn’t begin to cover the sensation of exploding in between those dark lips. Vester literally had the world fritz and whiteout around him. When reality came back, he found no sign that Non had been there, and Skylar was still staring at him with a confused look on her face.

Well, she was staring at his cock.














Chapter Twenty-Nine








“Uh,
 Vester,”
 she
 said…
 clearly confused, though she didn’t look overly alarmed. “Why is your dick out?” That caused Krysta’s head to whip up and around, and when she took in his open pants she gasped.

Her hands flew up and salt scattered all over the cave. Her tail matched the frantic motion and flipped her pack off the cushion she was kneeling on. But despite looking like she was trying to hold up the ceiling with her arms over her head, Krysta’s dark skin flushed crimson and he saw her nipples harden.

Vester didn’t exactly have a lot of time to figure out his reply. First, he carefully put a hand over his softening shaft and then tugged his pants closed. “I had a visit from Chaos regarding a Quest I was just issued. Also, I think need to have an open conversation… because I’m pretty sure, Skylar, that you just let slip you had a Quest as well?”

The Puppetmaster gave a slow nod, though she seemed to be having trouble drawing her eyes away from his crotch. When he finally did his belt back up, she looked disappointed. Krysta let out an audible pout. “I do,” Skylar admitted. “It’s called Tie Some Strings. It’s offering me a unique reward if I admit my feelings for you and take you to bed.”

“Same,” Krysta said, then she corrected herself. “Well, I told you mine was called Ultimate Hospitality. But I also get a unique reward, and there’s also a bonus if the consummation takes place within my Sanctuary, and that bonus increases if it’s during a dungeon delve.”

Vester resisted the temptation to sigh. “So, to be clear,
 all three of us have Quests encouraging us to get into a relationship or at least have sex, essentially risking our lives by fooling around inside a dungeon where all the monsters and maybe some fellow Adventurers want us dead?”

“Yes,” Skylar said. “Though my bonuses come from letting someone watch, and extra bonuses if I… let you control me so I experience being the puppet.” She looked confused at that one, and it puzzled Vester for a moment.

“Oh, kinky,
 ” Krysta noted with a bit of excitement. “It makes sense these come from the goddess Chaos! I’d wondered why they’d want me to do something so risky. I felt bad though, Vester, because I didn’t want to just use you for a reward.” She paused and her head tilted, then a small smile played over her lips. “Though now that I’ve seen what you’re working with, I kind of do want to use you… at least part of you.”

Skylar shot her a scandalized look, then let out a laugh. “You’re not nearly as bookish as you look!” The blue-skinned woman took a few breaths to calm herself down, shaking her head in bemusement. “It’s always the quiet ones.”

Vester felt heat rise to his own cheeks, but he ignored it. “It’s always
 the quiet ones,” he agreed. “And girls who read tend to be the wildest creatures on any planet when it comes to their daring imaginations… but all of that is beside the point. Krysta, you said there’s no punishment for refusing. What about you, Skylar?”

She blinked, then frowned. “No, no punishment for refusal or failure. There’s also no time limit, so technically we could complete it in thirty years if we felt like it.” Vester heard Krysta let out a whine and fought to keep from glancing at the pandali.


She’s like a horny raccoon version of Velma,
 he thought to himself. His body was quite happy with that thought, and Vester had to flex his thighs and abdomen in an effort to keep blood flowing where he
 wanted it. But if there’s no punishments, then they’re not being coerced. Yes, it is possible they’re doing it for the rewards, but now all three of us benefit. Is there really a downside to us having fun? Aside from the chance one of us might get weird later and ruin our Party.


That was a fairly significant downside; he liked the Party they had right now. True, it would struggle against more powerful monsters, but they were working their way toward completing the Quest to reach level 10. Once they could delve with Kora, they’d just need a dedicated healer and someone who could fight at range.

“Would you still be interested if there wasn’t a Quest?” he asked. He was careful to keep his tone free of emotional weight, not wanting to feel like he was manipulating them. Before they could answer, he held up a hand. “If there wasn’t a Quest, would you still be interested in getting into a relationship with someone who wasn’t from your world… who might be attracted to more than one person… and wildly ignorant about the greater world out there?”

“I don’t know much about this world either,” Krysta replied. “And males having multiple females is normal for my species. You’ve also been nice to me, and you’re helping me delve, so yes, I’m attracted to you without the Quest.”

“I hit on you before I got the Quest,” Skylar pointed out. “I didn’t get it until after Krysta talked to you about hers, then told me about it. Once she revealed it, I got my own. I was going to bring it up, but things got hectic with Li Ra’s party getting attacked. I should have told you earlier today before we left the Sanctuary, but I really want to finish the level 10 Quest I got. It requires my entire Party to reach it… and I need
 higher-level skills.”

Vester put his arm back around her and squeezed her closer to him. “You did flirt with me back then,” he agreed. “You and Kora Dol are the first friends I made on this world, and I appreciate that. I don’t want to mess that up by rushing into something and hurting anyone’s feelings.”

When he noticed Krysta pouting at him, her ears drooping and her tail starting to flop against the cushion she was kneeling on, he motioned at her. “And you’re a friend now too,” he said. “Just because you didn’t meet me before anyone else doesn’t make you less important.” That perked her up and she smiled while giving a happy wiggle.

Then Krysta gave the food a flip on the skillet and leaned back on her bushy tail. “Nobody can predict what’ll happen in a relationship,” she pointed out. “Sometimes they work. Sometimes they don’t. But I’m not so immature that something like sex would keep me from being in a group with people who respect me. Besides, Skylar’s really nice and it’d be hot to watch her get railed.”

“Gah!
 ” Skylar choked, clearly not having expected such a graphic admission. “Krysta!” The Puppetmaster had almost darkened enough to match her hair, and Vester could feel the heat radiating off of her skin. “It won’t happen if you make me self-conscious…”

The pandali sagged, pouting once more. “Awww, seriously? Because I really do think it would be sooooo hot, oh, and you can watch me! I don’t mind. I don’t mind kinky stuff. I bet it’ll be a lot of fun and—”

“Krysta,” Vester interrupted gently. “Take it down a few notches. You’re making Skylar anxious and need to relax. It’s fine that you’re from a sexually open culture, and I love the enthusiasm, but we have to make sure everyone is comfortable if we’re going to work as a Party, right?”

“Thank you,” Skylar said meekly. Then she cleared her throat and adjusted how she was sitting. “Now, I think we’ve gotten a bit off track.” She turned her gaze back to Vester. “Vester, to answer your earlier question, yes, I would enjoy something more with you… but not tonight. Let’s all hit level 10 first. That way it can be a celebration and not just finishing a Quest.”

“Awwww,” Krysta groaned, though when they both looked at her she held up her hands. “It’s okay, I just… was starting to daydream. I’m also the farthest from level 10, so it feels like it’ll take forever.
 ”

“Hardly,” Vester replied with a laugh. “You were level 1 less than four days ago. We’re making great progress killing these kobolds. Besides, just because we’re not going to sleep together immediately doesn’t mean I can’t offer you… this.”

Vester winked at her and ran an illusory hand along the inside of her thigh. She let out a squeak, then a moan at the touch. She also had no inhibitions about spreading her thighs further. Vester let the phantom hand run along her hips, the soft inner curve of her ass, then over her mound in a slow caress. Krysta slumped back over her tail and just let herself enjoy it.

“You’re terrible,” Skylar whispered, though she started running a hand along his chest. He leaned over and let his lips touch hers. It began slowly, softly, then her mouth opened and their tongues brushed against each other. The kiss deepened, and one of Skylar’s hands curled into his long hair as she dragged him closer.

Her other hand went to his pants, and before he realized it, she’d freed him once more. Blue fingers looped around his shaft, and she carefully began to stroke her palm up and down along his girth. She swirled her hand each time she reached the ridge of his tip, then slid smoothly back down.

“I thought we were waiting,” he murmured. He wasn’t complaining, however, and his lips ran along her jaw and neck while she worked his cock. He kept his illusions stroking along Krysta’s body, and two illusory fingers slid into the pandali. The wet sound was positively lewd, and she’d dug both hands into the cushion while thrusting her hips up at each noise.

“This isn’t sex,” Skylar replied, keeping her voice down. “This is a reward for defending me from the horny girl over there.” She turned her head to stare at Krysta, and he felt her shiver in his arms. He also let one of his hands slip into her overalls and cup one of her firm breasts, rolling it under his palm.

“Not sure she’s the only horny girl here,” he teased. “Your nipple’s like a tiny diamond right now.” He pinched it between his fingers and gave it a twist that had her biting her lip to stifle her moan. She arched her back and pressed her chest more fully into his palm, so he dug his fingers in in return.

“S-shut up,” Skylar protested. “This is just making out… um, advanced
 making out… like a prelude.” Then she hissed and her hips twitched at the way his hand rolled her breast against her ribs—he pulled it up to hang while he held the nipple until gravity pulled it free. “I-i-if… if you want to go sleep with her, I won’t stop you.”

Skylar seemed to have trouble meeting his eyes when she made her offer, and he could sense that she was anxious. So, he leaned down and kissed her. Silently, he let his lips inform her that he wasn’t in a rush to go anywhere. Her hand felt marvelous sliding up and down his shaft, and Krysta was clearly fine with the tactile illusions touching her at his command.

In fact, the pandali let out an echoing squeal and bucked up and down before slumping on the cushion her Sanctuary had created. She went utterly boneless, and Vester grinned at the sight. Then his attention went completely to Skylar as he let his weight press into her a little.

The Puppetmaster was stronger than he was, but she gladly let him roll them until he was on top of her while they kissed; just like she welcomed his arm curled around her to cup her chest beneath his palm. When his other hand cupped her ass and squeezed, she let out a husky sound into his mouth.

Her fingers also stroked faster, and she tugged and angled his cock until she was holding him positioned over her sex. Her legs went up and looped around his waist, where she held him in place while she pumped his cock. If not for her clothes he could have simply slid inside her, but he didn’t regret the barrier when he saw how content her face looked.

“I’m going to—” he began, only to be interrupted.

“Do it,” she whispered harshly. “All over my hand. Paint it, please? Give it to me.” Her hips twitched up and he saw that she was rubbing her knuckles against her own sex while she caressed his shaft. Knowing she was getting off on the way they were making out was enough to tip him over the edge.

Vester let out a grunt and felt himself explode. He was surprised at the amount, given Non had just emptied him minutes ago. Maybe it doesn’t count in the weird time bubble a goddess makes?
 he thought irreverently, or maybe she just recharged me in the hopes I’d do exactly this…


Whatever the case, he made a true mess of Skylar’s overalls, and her hand, and his own slacks. He had to wait for the aftershocks to stop shaking his frame before he could roll off of her. He gave her one last kiss before he climbed to his feet.

Once he’d steadied himself, Vester channeled mana through his clothes to clean them off, then tucked himself away and walked over to Krysta. The first thing he did was take the meat off the fire. The second thing, however, was to cup the back of her head and lift her face up so he could stare directly her eyes. Once her gaze focused in on his, he bent down and gave her a lingering kiss.

“That help tide you over?” he asked playfully. She gave him a numb little nod, then raised a hand to tilt her thumb upward. He gently lowered her head back to the cushion. “Alright, looks like you need a nap. I’ll take first wat—”

Once again he was interrupted, this time by a notification appearing.


Completed: Kiss the Girl (Repeatable)



Completed: Kiss the Girl (Repeatable)


“That counted?” he exclaimed in surprise. He didn’t even need to ask Skylar or Krysta if they’d gotten theirs, because both ladies let out shrieks of joy at nearly the same time. Skylar manifested her Grimoire and Vester was quick to do the same.

Even Krysta shook off her lethargy to consult her tome

Vester lowered himself to sit on the floor while he flipped his pages to the Quest details to see what exactly he’d gotten for his reward.


Quest Log: Kiss the Girl (Repeatable)



Contributions: Brought Krysta Breen to climax using tactile and visual illusions while on the first floor of the Great Dungeon. Due to the presence of a secondary Party member, this erotic act has received bonus credit that pushes it over the completion threshold.



Quest Log: Kiss the Girl (Repeatable)



Contributions: Allowed Skylar Free to stimulate a climax via manual caress while in the presence of a secondary Party member. This erotic act, combined with the dominant position and the danger of a nearby enemy force, pushes it over the completion threshold.



Wait, enemy force?
 Vester’s eyes widened, yet before he could say a word, something slammed into the Sanctuary barrier.














Chapter Thirty








A
 roar
 sounded
 from
 the other side of the rocky illusion he’d used to mask their hideout that could not have come from the throat of a kobold. The boundary of the Sanctuary wobbled with whatever had impacted it—but far more ominous were the cracks that formed in the cave wall.

Pebbles, dust, and larger chips of stone rained down on their heads. “It’ll collapse the cave!” Skylar shouted. That was something they hadn’t considered: that while a beast might not be able to get into Krysta’s protections, it might just be flat-out strong enough to bring the dungeon down around their ears.

Vester raised a hand and dropped the illusion blocking their line of sight. The monster revealed was like nothing he’d ever seen. A huge eye with a horizontal pupil sat in the center of a round, scaly head. A score of smaller eyes circled around the main one and spread out along the front of the thing’s head—all blinking at random.

The bottom of the beast was a mouth that unfolded like a blooming flower. Five fleshy ‘petals’ peeled back to reveal hundreds of teeth, and around the maw and from its back emerged dozens of powerful-looking, scale-covered tentacles. Those appendages tapered to thin whips, then swelled into perverse knobs that sported several wicked claws each.

Those limbs were what was slamming constantly against the wall around their cave opening. The creature’s eyes kept flicking down to the spot where Vester had cast his Labyrinth Ward and it refused to advance into the space. With the chaos of so many limbs moving at once it took Vester a moment to realize the monster was using several of its tentacles to hang from the ceiling.


I thought it was floating for a second,
 he thought rapidly. He lifted his hand and conjured the illusion of a fireball, then tossed it to the ground beside the beast. Several eyes followed the spell, yet when it hit the ground and burst into a wall of flames the creature ignored it completely.

“It can see through my illusions,” he said to the others. “It’s also strong enough to crack the stone, which means it can break your golems.” He glanced over at Skylar and Krysta, then he picked up Trickster’s Cane and grimaced. “I’ll focus its attention on myself. Krysta, slow it down with Rebuke as much as you can. Skylar, wait for an opportunity to send in your golems.”

“Wait you can’t—” Skylar’s protest was cut off by the beast roaring.

“I can,” Vester said. “Trust me.” Then he shot forward with every bit of his dexterity on display. He passed over his Labyrinth Ward and found himself in a tangle of lashing claws. Trickster’s Cane rang from repeated impacts: he twisted, spun, and flicked it around to slap tentacles away from his body.

Despite his incredible agility, claws still sliced open his uniform. Blood sprayed into the air as three parallel cuts opened up along his arms, legs, face, and sides. None of them were deep, his movements kept them as glancing blows, but the number started rising quickly.


If I hadn’t boosted my constitution I’d probably be winded already. I suppose it wasn’t a waste to increase physical stats. Not that I really wanted to take my place as a dodge tank and keep all the monsters focused on myself… but I can’t die, unlike my Party.


A swell of magic seemed to rise into the air and slam down on the monster. The horrible thing slowed, its pace cut in half, and Vester found it easier to maintain his position. With the debuff on the monster, he spun his wrist and poked out with his cane to jab the creature right in its central eye. To his surprise, the tip made contact with the squishy orb. It still failed to do any damage; but it drove the beast mad.

Tentacles spasmed and flailed at random, and then they all shot toward Vester in converging arcs. He extended Trickster’s Cane to increase its length, then spun it around to deflect the blows up and away from his body. Two still managed to get through; one tore a thick chunk of flesh off his calf, the other smashed across the side of his head and ripped an ear free.


Fuck!
 His mental scream of pain was matched by curses from behind him. He wasn’t prepared to see Chip fly up over his head and land on top of the monster. The small stone golem immediately started to claw at the thing’s eyes.

The slowed monster lashed upward, and then its talon-tipped limbs were coming down like rain at Chip. The nimble little golem tried to avoid them, but it was shattered by the repeated blows that hammered it. But in sacrificing itself, Chip created an opening. All the monster’s tentacles were curled around the top of its body when Dent barreled past Vester to take advantage of its distraction.

One hammer whistled across and slammed into the scaly hide hard enough to bounce the monster off the far side of the tunnel. The beast ricocheted back at them like a rubber ball, and that was when Dent sidestepped and swung its other hammer. The blow hit the thing from behind while it descended, and the monster’s momentum sped the creature’s journey to the ground.

It bounced downward, hit the tunnel floor—then shot forward into Vester.

The impact sent him flying back to crash into the Sanctuary, but it also left the monster squarely in the center of the Labyrinth Ward. Multiple eyes glazed over, and then it flopped across the cave floor like a dead octopus.

Dent waded in and resumed smashing it repeatedly with its heavy hammers.

Woody also charged forward and began stabbing blades down at the thing with all the speed the mannequin could muster. “Die, you fucking monster piece of shit!” Skylar screamed. Her purple braid was whipping around behind her from the force of her blows as she swung the wrench like a baton, and Vester was incredibly grateful she’d stopped before reaching the Labyrinth Ward.

Krysta, meanwhile, knelt next to him and shoved a piece of meat into his mouth. Vester blinked, momentarily confused, then remembered how her skills worked. His jaw hurt like hell, but he managed to bite into the meal and start chewing.

That enhanced the magic of her Sanctuary and a moment later he felt his wounds starting to mend. He reached up and caught her wrist before she could feed him more. “I’m fine,” he said, though it came out a bit garbled. He suspected his jaw might have gotten cracked when the beast had bounced off his skull. “Help Skylar. I’ll heal on my own.”

The pandali stared at him with huge green eyes, then nodded. She pushed the meat skewer into his hand and went to fetch her staff. He saw her raise it over her head and then swing it down to activate Rebuke the Guest again.

This time, she chose to use it to try and blow the monster away—except she aimed it straight down. A wave of force seemed to crash down around the beast and flattened all of its limbs even farther. Dent and Woody were completely unaffected by the impact, so they continued to whale away on the monster’s central body.

“Aim for its eyes!” he called. He couldn’t tell if the thing was taking much damage, but he figured if they could blind it before it worked its way out of the Labyrinth Ward they’d still have an advantage.

Skylar clearly heard him, because Woody changed the aim of its stabbing to impale the eyeballs as rapidly as the golem could move. He didn’t blame her for waiting to send Woody out until the beast had succumbed to the Labyrinth Ward. Woody wasn’t weak, but of all her creations it was the one with the least durability. Given how easily Chip had been shattered, Woody would have been reduced to splinters by the weakest glancing blow.

The frustrating part was that while Vester felt his body mending enough for him to get back to his feet, there was nothing he could do to join in the fight. He could toss a trap card or two, but the triggers didn’t distinguish friend from foe. In fact, he’d started to feel like he’d wasted his time enchanting the things, with how they’d been fighting since they’d come into the Great Dungeon.


No, they’re still useful. I just have to admit that my skillset has situational disadvantages.
 He slowly pushed himself to his feet. Taking a few more bites of the skewer, he chewed mechanically while ignoring the pain in his face. I could have left traps out in the hall to hit anything coming toward our camp… but I let the power of Krysta’s skill make me overconfident. This thing is no kobold, and it’s obviously far more powerful.


He stared at the beast. But what
 is it?
 He had no idea what the blended fusion of octopus, lizard, and multi-eyed monstrosity could be. It matched nothing in any mythology he was familiar with.

The worst part about standing there watching while his Party hammered the thing was knowing it could emerge from the Labyrinth Ward at any moment. The spell trapped people within a maze, but it was one they could navigate with their minds. Theoretically, the smarter a being was, or the better its instincts for puzzles, the faster it would break free of the trap.


This thing can see through my illusions, and it’ll be out of the Ward eventually. Nightmare’s Release is on cooldown for the rest of the week. Aside from poking it in the face so it can use me as a punching bag… there is nothing I can do to stop it from killing Skylar and Krysta. We need to round out the Party. Kora Dol could probably tear the thing in half, but she’s not here. Our sacred Party of six is weak with only three people delving.


He wasn’t sure if the monster was overpowered for the first floor, some kind of wandering Boss, or an aberration. For all he knew, it had been released by some Adventurer’s spell and left to roam at random. Until they killed it and got the notification of what it actually was,
 he had no answers.

A foul-smelling, oily, glowing, purple fluid started trickling out of the bottom of the monster from all the abuse and its round skull had begun sagging inward from the heavy blows Dent and Krysta were dropping on it. Cracking
 sounds grew more regular, and after several minutes a notification finally appeared.


Level 20 Abhorrent Consumer (Boss) defeated.



Access to second floor granted.



That thing was a
 Boss? I thought they were supposed to stay in a specific area. Wait, I thought Bosses only opened access to the Safe Zones between every ten floors? Why is this saying we gained access to the
 —“Gah!”

Vester’s thoughts were interrupted by a startled scream. The cave floor under them opened up and the three Adventurers and their golems dropped down a slide. The tunnel was glassy and twisted at a mild enough slope that they weren’t falling out of control, but they still gained a lot of momentum on the way down.

All of them spilled out onto a rounded hilltop covered in dark brown moss. Vester let out a sharp grunt when Dent’s pack slammed into his back and took him to the floor. Something in his leg snapped, and he had to clench his teeth to avoid whimpering in pain.

The thuds,
 exclamations of surprise, and clatter of falling items suggested he wasn’t the only one who’d taken a bad landing. Krysta, however, pushed herself to her feet and brought her staff down on the hill. The warm embrace of her Sanctuary spread out around them, then she slumped onto her ass.

“What was that?
 ” Krysta said, panting. “Nothing in the journals I’ve read suggested the Great Dungeon forces you to move floors…” The pandali was lying in a heap with her tail curled around her torso to drape over her head. Her skirt was flipped up around her waist, though she didn’t seem to be injured.

Skylar let out a groan, and when she sat up, he saw she had a goose egg of dark purple skin forming over her left temple. Her hand tentatively rose to rub the knot. “Oh, ow, fuck,” she mumbled. “I think I’m going to be—”

She doubled over and heaved up a mouthful of bile. Krysta managed to get upright and rushed over to help her. Vester, however, wasn’t going anywhere until he managed to get Dent’s pack off his lower body. The heavy bag was loaded with the precious metals Skylar had processed, so it weighed more than he did.

Moving it wasn’t easy, especially when pain lanced through his leg each time he shifted the bag. “I’m stuck,” he finally admitted with a groan. He sagged back onto the ground. “I think my leg is broken and I can’t get leverage to move this bag.”

Skylar waved a hand in his direction and her golems stepped over to help him. Dent carefully lifted the pack straight up while Woody gently dragged him out from under it. Moving hurt, but Vester clenched his jaw again and kept silent through the process.

By the time the mannequin had settled him against a curved boulder, Skylar had recovered enough to push Krysta in his direction. The Puppetmaster began trying to gather and organize all their belongings. She had Dent and Woody stack things while she took out what she needed to start a new fire.

Watching her distracted Vester from the pain his leg exuded. His toes had gone numb, and a quick glance showed his lower pantleg had darkened with crimson. Krysta’s hand wrapped around his ankle, then the other gripped his knee. “I’m sorry,” she said. It was the only warning he had before she jerked his ankle down and twisted.

Something crunched
 in a way that ran up Vester’s body directly into his brain and he nearly passed out. When the agony faded, though, he realized he could wiggle his toes again. By then, Krysta had cut his pant leg away from the knee down and was wrapping his calf in bandages. The fabric quickly soaked through with blood.

“That doesn’t look good,” he muttered. He did manage to flex his foot, which was nice. Julius’ curse meant he’d heal without scars or lingering issues, and he took a great deal of comfort at that. Wonder if the blood loss is why I feel so… floaty right now. Could be shock, I suppose.


“Trade,” Skylar called, then she rushed to Vester’s side while Krysta went to do something around the fire. “Are you okay?” she asked, kneeling at his side. A cool blue hand stroked along the back of his neck.

“I’m fine,” he said with a smile. Then he looked up and saw the ceiling above them was crawling with monstrous bats. “For the moment…”














Chapter Thirty-One








The
 beasts
 above
 them
 were about four feet tall, if he was judging the proportions correctly. One of them stretched out its wings, which had to be at least ten feet across. Vester blinked, because he couldn’t actually count how many of the monsters there were. The only reason he could see them was that the cave had a number of glowing crystal spikes emerging from the floor and ceiling.

“We… might have a problem,” he said softly, then he raised a hand to point upward. If there was one benefit of seeing a giant horde of bats, it was that it effectively broke him out of whatever condition had left him feeling so lightheaded and distant.

Skylar followed his gaze, then paled, swallowed, and looked back at him. “It’ll be fine,” she insisted. “The Sanctuary will keep them out. We’ll just have to avoid making any loud nois—”

It was at that moment Krysta spotted the bats. The pandali threw her arms over her head, her tail shot straight up, and she let out a startled squeak like a kettle. The high-pitched noise caused the bats to explode into motion, and the air around them filled with the thunder of flapping wings.

Bats careened in every direction, bouncing off each other and the boundaries of the Sanctuary. None of them seemed remotely capable of forcing their way inside, though, and Vester didn’t see any sign they might use an attack that could slip in.

Despite the chaos, the trio seemed safe for the moment. Krysta calmed down and started cutting one of their last loaves of bread. Some jerky and sliced cheese later, she’d made him a rough sandwich. The first bite sent healing energy flowing through his body and he let out a sigh of relief.

“Thank you,” he managed. He worked slowly through the meal, and each bite helped reinforce the magic that was restoring his body. “We should check our Grimoires. I know I had rewards already waiting when that Boss attacked.”

Skylar looked up skeptically, and Vester didn’t blame her. The bats were flying around like a hurricane of leathery wings, and it was hard not to think they’d come swarming down on the Party at any moment. Even Krysta looked nervous, and she’d created
 the Sanctuary.

Krysta was also the first to manifest her Grimoire. Vester made sure to eat every bit of the sandwich before he did the same. The first thing he did, aside from noting the book continued to look thicker, was flip back to the Quest they’d completed.


Quest Log: Kiss the Girl (Repeatable)



Contributions: Brought Krysta Breen to climax using tactile and visual illusions while on the first floor of the Great Dungeon. Due to the presence of a secondary Party member, this erotic act has received bonus credit that pushes it over the completion threshold.



Quest Log: Kiss the Girl (Repeatable)



Contributions: Allowed Skylar Free to stimulate a climax via manual caress while in the presence of a secondary Party member. This erotic act, combined with the dominant position and the danger of a nearby enemy force, pushes it over the completion threshold.



So what’s the reward?
 he wondered, then his brow raised when he saw it. While he’d been hoping for a skill upgrade, what he got caused his brow to furrow. Seriously, Non? Seriously? What the fuck am I supposed to do with this?



Cock of Chaos (SS-Rank): Level Max (passive): For every lover taken, gain a +3 to Charisma. Additionally, the wielder of the Cock of Chaos will find himself able to get it up on command and hold off on orgasm until he chooses to release. This does not prevent orgasms from building, and once released, all accumulated orgasms will be let out simultaneously.



Additionally, the Cock of Chaos grants a temporary +1 constitution bonus to anyone who ingests or absorbs its release for each withheld orgasm. This boost lasts 6 hours before fading.



Non… you… absolute.
 Vester had to close his eyes to avoid cursing out the goddess. ‘I am not turning my life into a porno for your amusement!’
 he called to the void. He had no idea if she heard him or not, but he forced himself to move on so he could see what else he’d earned.

He saw he’d shot straight through level 10 and hit level 11. Whether that was from rewards gained by completing Quests or the Boss fight, he didn’t know. It did mean he’d finished Non’s Quest to hit level 10, and he also saw he’d finished the Form a Party Quest.


Quest Log: Reach level 10



Contributions: Achieved level 10.



Quest Log: Form a Party to delve the Great Dungeon



Contributions: Through clever use of illusions and traps, the members of your party have all reached level 10. Your tactics and methods have been used to determine the appropriate rewards.



Skill Labyrinth Ward (SS-Rank): Level 2



The ability to place 2 traps that draw the target into a limitless maze within their own mind. This spell does no harm to those trapped within, but they are disconnected from their body until they escape their personal labyrinth. Once placed the traps cannot be moved, only canceled. Each trap is 1-foot in diameter, and gains an additional foot per point of the caster’s intelligence. The caster can set the trap to ignore those in their Party. At level 3 the user can place 3 traps that target all who pass over it. At SS-rank, this spell shall gain 1 additional trap per level. Like most skills, level 5 is the cap. This spell requires mana to cast.



Well, at least I can designate the trap to leave my Party alone, and now I can set two of them. That’s useful. Kind of sucks I’ll only ever have five traps though. Then again, the diameter is going to keep growing, and they’re already pretty big.


That skill was for one of the Quests. His reward for reaching level 10, however, was different. What the hell is… Oh shit, it’s a looting skill.



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.



Well, I’m not complaining, but that’s kind of broken. It lets me loot and works as an inventory… and since it scales with my charisma. God damn it. Non, this is a trap. I can tell it’s a trap. I’m not stupid. If my entire Party turns into a harem and I’m sleeping with all five members… that’s a +15 to my charisma, which translates to a bonus seventy-five inventory slots… which doubles any time the skill levels up.


Vester was tempted to put his Grimoire over his face and shout into it, but he resisted. He took several deep breaths, then flipped the page to his level so he could choose his level 10 skill. He was worried that the Quest skill he’d gotten would negate it, but to his relief found it still waiting for him. He dropped his 2 free points into constitution, then started reading to select his new skills.


Level 10 skill selection.



Choose 1 of the following:



Trap Concealment (B-rank): Level 1



The ability to make any trap placed invisible. The triggers of each trap will be hidden through magic and are only visible to those with the ability to perceive magic, spot traps, or see the unseen. This ability allows for 3 traps to be hidden. At B-rank this skill gains an additional 2 traps per level. Like most skills, level 5 is the cap. This spell requires mana to cast.



Phantasm Wall (S-rank): Level 1



The ability to craft illusory walls that confuse and disorient those who attempt to pass through them. These walls must be at least 1 foot in thickness and can be shaped to a maximum of 20 feet wide and 20 feet tall. At level 1, this spell will last for 30 minutes. At S-rank this spell doubles in size and duration for each level gained. Like most skills, level 5 is the cap. This spell requires mana to cast.



Aura of Illusion (SS-rank): Level Max (passive)



For 5 feet per point of intelligence, the Avatar of Non can replicate the world around him perfectly and merge it with his Freeform Illusions. Within the sphere of influence, the entire world is coated in his illusions, making it hard for even those who perceive magic to tell what is real and what is not. This SS-rank skill is a passive and thus cannot be turned off or leveled. It requires no mana to maintain.


Vester stared at his skill selection, and while he found Trap Concealment useful, the mechanics were underwhelming. Phantasm Wall was the same spell he’d skipped at level 5, and once he saw Aura of Illusion he immediately knew which he’d be taking.


This is a no-brainer,
 he realized. I won’t need to actively do anything to allow Kora to see, and it’s already going to encompass over a hundred feet around me. I’d be a fucking idiot to skip this ability, especially since it might not come back as a choice later.


Even if it hadn’t helped deal with a weakness in his illusions, he’d probably have still chosen it. Just knowing it would allow Kora to delve with them that much better would have been enough motivation. The fact it could also let him fool creatures who could see through his magic? Well, that was an added bonus.

With the skill selected and his free points chosen, he took a second to look at his character sheet.


Vester Gambit: Elf



Dreamspinner: Level 11



Profession: Enchanter



Strength: 12



Dexterity: 21 (71)



Constitution: 14



Intelligence: 26



Wisdom: 18



Charisma: 20



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



Profession skills: Mana Manipulation, Inscribe Enchantment



Unique Ability: Nightmare’s Release



Gear: Avatar’s Raiment, Trickster’s Cane



Free Points: 0



Doing pretty good,
 he thought. The range for my Aura of Illusion is actually—
 he did some quick math—130 feet. I can hold up to 100 items in my inventory because of my current charisma. Labyrinth Ward will be two traps 27 feet across. Krysta had to have hit level 10, since those Quests completed, so she’ll be more powerful too, and I’m betting Skylar got at least a level from the Boss fight. Maybe we’re not under leveled for the second floor after all.


The worst part was knowing that if the Sanctuary failed, he’d survive. He be torn to pieces and so would Krysta and Skylar, but he’d… get better, or something. The thought of surviving without them left a bitter taste in my mouth. He hated that and it saw him closing his book with an aggressive thump
 .

He turned his attention to his companions and saw Skylar staring at the bats. The monsters had finally started calming down and returning to the ceiling above them. He considered speaking, then turned his attention to the area around them. He hadn’t really had time to take in what the second floor looked like.

The cavern spread out in a vast expanse to the point it was more like a world with a stone ceiling hovering over their heads. Rolling hills were covered in moss that ranged from rust red to neon purple. Giant spires of stone jutted up at the sky, and everywhere grew scattered spikes of glowing crystal. He saw at least two rivers running through the expanse, and a number of winding gorges that might have indicated more.

The ceiling above them was several hundred feet up. That left Vester confused as to how they hadn’t taken more damage when they crashed down on the top of the hill. We should have shattered every bone in our bodies when we hit the ground…


Farther away, however, the ceiling curved up until it was almost lost from sight. Here and there he saw enormous pillars coming down to merge into the cavern floor, and that helped him reconcile the vast space as a cave.

Vester also saw that the bats near them were tiny, unlike the others hanging from the ceiling.

One absolutely massive example of the species flapped slowly on its way from one pillar to the other, and the beast must have had a hundred-foot wingspan. They weren’t the only examples of wildlife he saw, however; herds of something moved across the moss, though they were too far away for him to make out detail.

The entire area felt more like he was staring at an African savannah than the inside of a dungeon, but he chalked that up to inexperience on not having known what to expect in the dungeon. His examination of the landscape ended when Krysta knelt at his side and put her hands on his face.

Warmth flowed through him and his various wounds began to rapidly vanish. Skin, bone, and muscle all knitted back together while the pain faded. Her palms emitted a warm green light, and when she took her hands away, she had to shake off a few last sparkles from her fingertips.

“That tickled,” she said with a laugh. “I didn’t know magic could tingle like that. Are you better?”

Vester assessed his body for a moment, then nodded. “I seem to be, yes. What was the skill you used?” He assumed it was some kind of healing magic, but he didn’t want to just guess.

“Mend Body,” she replied. Then she rose and went over the Skylar. The Puppetmaster yelped in surprise at having her face grabbed, then moaned in relief when the huge bruise faded away. Vester realized it had spread into a black eye that covered half her head before Krysta had healed it.


I need to quit sitting here thinking. Let’s assess our situation.
 He pushed himself to his feet and grimaced at how crusty his leg felt under the bandage. He could tell the break had fully sealed, but that didn’t make the discomfort of dried, congealed blood coating his calf any nicer. At least there are rivers down here. We can get water to wash with.


He came over to join the others and impulsively drew them both into a group hug. “Glad you’re both alright,” he confessed to them. “Between the Boss and that sudden drop… well, I was pretty worried about you.” Neither hesitated to turn in his arms and add to the hug, and for several long moments they just stood there embracing each other.

“We shouldn’t have run into a Boss on the first floor,” Skylar said. She stared at the two of them, frowning, then one hand rose to brush her face. “And we definitely
 shouldn’t have been dropped down to the second floor. The Great Dungeon can be harsh, but I’ve never heard of it being this aggressive.”

“What do you think it means?” Krysta asked. Vester looked to Skylar, because she had the most experience of all of them.

“I’m not sure,” she began slowly. “But I suspect we’re going to have to be careful while we make our way back to the surface. First priority has to be finding a stairway up. We’re only scheduled for another day or so of delving. Considering Vester’s curse, I’m… not sure what will happen if we miss our deadline.”

Vester’s blood ran cold, realizing her concern could be very
 valid.














Chapter Thirty-Two








A
 swift
 mental
 review
 of the relevant passages in the Guild manual, however, let him exhale with relief: there were clauses and conditions regarding hostile dungeon environments and scheduling delays. While he could face fines and penalties, as long as he could show he had made a good faith effort to get back on time, he couldn’t be held liable.


This rules-lawyer shit is going to drive me nuts,
 he thought. But at least the Guild regulations aren’t insane. I can’t imagine how much worse this would be if I were stuck trying to follow the tenets of the Church of Light. Especially since Peace seems like a capricious little shit.


He let himself relax, then filled the others in on the rules. Krysta’s tail was flicking from side to side by the time he’d finished his explanation. “That solves one problem,” she said, “but doesn’t solve how we’re going to get out of the dungeon. Theoretically we should be able to handle the monsters down here… if I’m remembering the projected scales for levels correctly. But we’re half a Party and only two of us can do damage.”

“True,” Vester agreed. “Though thanks to you we have an active healer now. We lost Chip, but Woody and Dent are still solid for damage. We’ve got a chance. We just need to take things one step at a time.”

“He’s right,” Skylar said. “And the first step to that is improving Woody. I’ve been holding off on it because I thought it could wait until we were back outside. But if you two don’t mind me using some of the kobold armor we were going to sell, I can upgrade him.”

“Go ahead,” Krysta said. “Armor we can’t wear is useless to us. Also, we can’t sell it if we’re dead, and we still have the ore Dent mined.”

“Great.” Skylar turned to look at Vester. “If I mold the armor into something Woody can wear, can you enchant it with more durability and strength? It’s called layering, though it’s not the best technique. Each new layer will be less effective, but for now it’ll give Woody a boost. I’d ask for speed…”

“…but I don’t know that inscription yet,” Vester finished. “Yeah, I’ll have to fix that when we’re back at the Guildhall. Until then, I can enchant the armor pieces you mold. Let’s all take our time and figure things out slowly.”

The group got to work. Vester took out a notebook to start referring to the enchantment he’d done on Woody previously; Krysta started designating rocks to turn into cushions, and generally trying to make the camp more hospitable; Skylar, meanwhile, was digging through the packs and pulling out the few pieces of leather armor they’d gotten.

She pushed mana into her hands and started molding the leather around Woody’s body, using her Shape Material skill. Vester appreciated what a versatile skill it was, and decided he’d start looking into materials he could purchase to help her create more powerful golems upon their return. While he worked he considered modifications to his enchantments… and new ways to use his Freeform Illusions.


With the addition of Aura of Illusion, I can sort of sense where everything around me is. It’s not clear, more like an instinct. But I can feel how things would be affected if I wanted to coat them in an illusion. For instance…


His eyes went to Krysta and he imagined her blending into the scenery. It was like watching the Predator fade out in the movies. A few moments later, she’d vanished. It wasn’t hard to maintain the camouflage, though it did put a tiny strain on his focus.

Of course, he hadn’t considered the fact that she couldn’t see herself. The pandali let out a gasp upon realizing that. “What is happening? Why do I look like the moss under me?” Her surprised shout woke the bats once more, and once again the group was surrounded by the angry monsters.

“Sorry about that,” he called. “I picked a passive ability for my level 10 skill, and I was trying to figure out how to make it work. I was hoping I could hide us while we moved.”

“Shame she and I can’t see through your illusions,” Skylar said. “With practice I’m sure we’ll get used to it, but it does make things harder in the middle of combat. That’s something we’ll have to train when we’re not stuck down here.”

Krysta, apparently having adjusted to the way she was blending into the ground, picked up the cooking supplies she’d dropped. She brushed them off, and then started packing them back up. That was when Vester noticed she made the pack vanish once she’d gotten it closed up.

“Did you get an inventory skill?” he asked. He also dropped the illusion covering her, because it was a hassle talking to someone who was only partially visible. “I got one too.”

“Me too!” Skylar exclaimed in excitement. “It’s amazing! It’s called Chaos Thi—”

“—aos Thief!” Krysta said. The two women had said it so fast that it overlapped and Vester heard double. He let out a laugh and nodded, indicating he’d gotten the same skill.

“Yup, mine too. Apparently the goddess was amused by our… start,” he said. It had taken him a moment to pick the word he wanted. It wasn’t like he’d regretted fooling around with the two of them, but some part of him wouldn’t have minded something a bit more romantic. Maybe I am a prude,
 he thought. I wasn’t complaining when Non used her tits to get me off… But then again, she’s a goddess and can do whatever she wants.


The ladies excitedly compared details to their skills and Vester immediately noticed that theirs scaled off intelligence instead of their charisma. On top of that, since their version was S-rank instead of SS-rank it gave them 3 slots per point instead of 5. He wasn’t sure if that was fair, since both of them gained intelligence every level. Unless he wanted to use his free points, he only got a charisma boost when he slept with someone new.


I am
 not fucking my way through a brothel for inventory slots,
 he promised himself. Besides, what the hell would I do with a charisma that high anyway? I mean, aside from Chaos Thief I don’t even have any skills that use the stat.


He shook his head at what he saw as Non’s continued attempts to mess with his life, then went back to figuring out how best to improve the enchantments he was going to put on Woody. Trickster’s Cane soon resumed its role as a stylus, and by their fourth hour on the second floor, he’d finished the task.

By the time he and Skylar had finished, the mannequin was equipped with a covering of leather armor that hugged its body and even offered its fragile joints some protection. Vester had drained his mana three times over to enchant it all, but thanks to Krysta’s Sanctuary he’d gotten it done.

During that time, Krysta had taken a nap, and Vester didn’t blame her. They’d made camp in that cave with the intention to rest, yet their goal had gotten completely derailed. Once he’d finished, he looked at Skylar and jerked a thumb toward the sleeping Hospitality Mage. “You rest too. We should all get some sleep before we try to head out and find a stairway.”

Of all of them, Skylar had the best constitution. It was a class feature, but he also knew that Chip’s core being shattered had definitely hit her with a backlash. It would take time before she could create a new core, and that meant they couldn’t just wait around while she built a replacement golem. So, while technically she should need the least sleep, the loss of one of her golems had left her hurting—he wanted her to rest.

It was a sign of how tired she was that she didn’t even argue with him. She just nodded and trudged over to Krysta. Soon, she’d wrapped herself around the pandali and drifted off. Vester was amused to note that Krysta covered Skylar’s body with her tail, using it as a blanket and pillow for both of them.


I don’t think she even woke up before she did that. She’s a natural born cuddle-bug.


He watched them for a moment, then shifted to walk up to the highest point in the Sanctuary. That let him lift a hand and shade his eyes while he ran his gaze over the wide-open floor.


If I had to guess, I’d say that the stairs between floors are located in those giant columns. It makes the most sense. Dungeons don’t
 have to make sense, technically, but they generally don’t start breaking the laws of physics in the early floors.


At least that was what the books he’d read told him. But they also never mentioned a Boss significantly more powerful than the floor average. I wonder if that’s why the Great Dungeon floors are considered A- and S-rank? The kobolds weren’t that tough… but if there are more monsters like that Abhorrent Consumer, well, that’d definitely boost the difficulty.


There was no way the average group of low-level Adventurers could have survived meeting that thing. His Party had gotten lucky that they’d gotten most of the way to level 10 before it had found them. That and being able to get his Labyrinth Ward to work on it.


If we hadn’t had Dent to push it into the trap, we wouldn’t have had a chance. Skylar and Krysta couldn’t go onto the Ward, and the Boss refused to follow me when I tried to lure it over. The golem had the brute force to shove it around… and even then, it still took a lot to kill. We were lucky it couldn’t fight back.


Vester blew out a breath and undid the cord holding his hair back. He shook out the long silver strands, then took a few minutes to finger comb them and tug his hair back into a new tail. Once it was wound with string and knotted off, he felt a bit better, though his skin itched horribly.

He dug into his supplies and pulled out a waterskin and a rag. He stripped out of his clothes and started scrubbing himself down to get rid of the dried blood. Mana repaired and cleaned his uniform whenever he needed, but none of that helped his body. He started feeling better when his skin had begun returning to its original color.


‘I hope you know I had nothing to do with the Boss,’
 a voice whispered in his head. ‘I was so proud of you… and then
 boom, monster. Don’t put that on me, okay? I am screwing with your life, I won’t deny that, but I’m not trying to ruin it. You intrigue me.’



‘Spying on me?’
 he asked Non silently. He didn’t stop scrubbing, despite it feeling weird knowing there was a goddess watching him.


‘Of course. I’m your Patron. I’ve always got some level of awareness about what you’re doing, though it can vary a lot. I know you feel like I overstepped with those Quests, but it’s
 hard to justify giving Adventurers an inventory, and Chaos Thief is a powerful tool. Since I embody change and Chaos I can bend certain rules, but not break them completely.’


He looked around, but Non hadn’t manifested physically, which left him a little disappointed. ‘And the magic dick? Do you expect me to start banging people left and right to gain some kind of ultimate power?’


A giggle echoed through his head. ‘I mean you could… you look good when you’re hard. But no. I mean, well… if you want? I won’t deny being a voyeur. That panda girl? Oh my god she looked hot with her boobs bouncing while she came. I can’t wait to see the real thing! Do you think she—’



‘Non!’
 Vester interrupted. ‘Seriously? Be honest, are you pretty young for a goddess?’
 The sensation of someone pouting in his brain was amazingly profound, and Vester wasn’t sure he ever wanted to experience it again. Non also refused to answer, which made him think he’d guessed right.

Finally, he sighed. ‘Yes, I’m going to sleep with Krysta when I can. Skylar too. I like them both. And yes, I’m
 hoping maybe I can get Kora involved as well. Something about banging my boss, well, it’s a huge turn on. Now, got any advice for getting us off the second floor?’


He waited, but if she was going to offer him anything it didn’t seem to arrive. With a sigh, he finished washing up and dressed once more. With Trickster’s Cane in hand, Vester realized he actually felt pretty strong. He’d given up hope she’d answer and had resumed scanning the horizon when a message appeared in his vision.


Quest: Escape the second floor



Requirement: Travel to the second closest column and defeat its guardian to open a pathway to the first floor.



Reward: variable



Punishment: variable



‘Thank you, Non,’
 he prayed silently. She didn’t answer, so he turned his attention fully to the Quest. He noticed the format closely resembled the first Quest he’d ever gotten, which had given rewards based on participation. Apparently, it was how most System Quests looked.

There wasn’t a time limit, which was good. Technically, he knew that some Adventurers went years without leaving the Great Dungeon. He didn’t want that to be the case for himself and his Party, though. If nothing else, he had a job to get back to.

He wasn’t sure how long he could draw out returning to the Guildhall before the regulations would tighten around him. While there were rules regarding good-faith attempts and delays… he also knew the god of Law didn’t like him. At all. He couldn’t help feeling paranoid that his wiggle room might not have much actual wiggle.

His eyes rose to study the bats once more. They’d settled down again, but they still covered the ceiling like a brown-furred carpet. He wasn’t sure how powerful each individual bat was, but sheer numbers could certainly kill them.


They definitely react to sound,
 he mused. I wonder if I can confuse them with some auditory illusions and draw them away from us. Maybe…


Vester started to practice his illusions.

It took some effort to learn how to properly use his Aura of Illusions. The more he focused on it, the more tricks he learned to make the illusions subtle. But every time he tried to camouflage someone, he found it hard to keep up with their movements. At the moment, Dent was on patrol, and the golem made a great test subject.

When he finally had an idea for how to deal with the bats, he couldn’t stop the smile that spread across his face.














Chapter Thirty-Three








“Are
 you
 sure
 this
 is going to work?” Krysta asked anxiously. “That is a lot
 of bats up there.” With all their gear stored, the only thing Krysta had on her at the moment was her staff. She kept twisting the metal shaft between her hands to run her fingers along the engravings.

Vester studied her for a second, then lifted his eyes to look at the bats. “We have a solid chance,” he said. “We’ll have to walk quietly, and we’ll also have to move at a slow-enough pace that I can maintain the illusion… but I think so, yes.”

They’d gotten as much rest as they could, which left Vester feeling uncomfortably aware that his allotted time off was nearing its end. Time was hard to track in the Great Dungeon, though, so upon their return he fully intended to purchase one of the mana-powered timepieces that Skylar had told him about.

For now, however, he could only estimate how much time he had left.

Skylar stepped up to put her hand on his shoulder. She gave him a reassuring pat, then took her hand away to tighten the laces of her combat coat. Between the heavy leather and chain coat, her overalls, and her heavy boots, she was the best armored of the three of them. Krysta’s robes didn’t offer much protection, though the same could not
 be said for Vester’s Raiment.

His simply came in the form of bonus dexterity to avoid getting hit in the first place.

“We’ll stay close together,” Skylar said. “But not bunched up. Krysta in the middle, Vester on the left, I’ll take the right. We’ll have Woody up front and Dent at the back. Sound good?”

It was the plan they’d already discussed, so Vester merely nodded. He gave Trickster’s Cane a spin, then waited. He’d already prepared the illusion, so all they needed to do was begin walking. He offered Krysta a reassuring smile, and then gently nudged her.

They slowly started down the hill toward the pillar. The moss underfoot muffled their footsteps, which was a blessing. It was also extremely damp, which was a curse. On the slope of the hills it would be easy to lose one’s footing and slide. With the bats occupying the ceiling above them…


One sudden yelp and we could end up royally fucked,
 Vester thought grimly.

Several of the beasts stretched their wings and looked around, yet none of them reacted with alarm. Vester was glad to see that his idea was working. He was bending an illusion of the ground beneath his feet over the outer edge of his Aura of Illusion—creating a pocket in which they could walk.

He’d left the bottom ten feet of the Aura empty of illusions, which let them see out and all around them. But in practicing, Vester had realized he could both see and see through his illusions. He wasn’t sure entirely how it worked, but since he created them, he saw the truth behind them.

That left him the only member of his Party who could currently see the ceiling of the cave. To Krysta and Skylar, the sky was now a dome of moss to match the ground they walked over. His magic hung like an umbrella, keeping them out of sight. For some that might have offered comfort, but Krysta was clearly unnerved to have a horde of monsters nearby yet be unable to see them.


I don’t blame her,
 he mused. If I lost track of a hundred murderous bats I’d be freaked out too.


While their movements were slow and somewhat anxious, the Party still made good time. It only took thirty minutes to get to the bottom of the hill, and the greater the gap between the floor and the ceiling, the less likely they were to trigger the swarm. By the time a full hour had passed, they’d gotten out of sight of the monsters entirely.

The second hour saw their first unavoidable monster encounter. One of the lumps of moss Woody was passing suddenly unfolded and revealed itself to be a gray, crag-skinned humanoid covered in lichen. The figure rose to stand just over eight feet tall, and his first blow sent the mannequin flying through the air.

Vester quickly turned to Krysta. “Don’t step forward,” he warned her. He flicked his hand and three metal cards stabbed into the ground a few feet apart in a line between her and the beast. The blade traps were armed, which meant the pandali would trigger them if she tried to pass between them.

His second act was to duplicate Dent. The golem was already charging forward, so a second later Vester made it appear to have four brethren moving around it. He had the illusions swapping places like a shell game, just to make it harder for the beast.

Skylar was running out to the side to get behind the monster, wrench in hand. The big creature let out a hooting-grunt and swung a fist down at Dent—hitting nothing but moss when the golem faded to sparkles.

Two hammers slammed into the monster’s elbow with a deafening crack
 , but that didn’t stop him from backhanding the iron golem in return. Dent, unlike Woody, was quite heavy. The golem carved furrows through the moss and soil while skidding backward, but it wasn’t knocked down.

Then the monster was throwing punches at all the illusory golems. Skylar took the opportunity to wind up her wrench and bring the heavy metal tool down on the monster’s ankle. Another crack
 echoed, this one duller than when Dent had struck. Yet before she could strike again, Skylar was forced to jump back when her target kicked at her with its other leg.

The sudden kick also made it disturbingly obvious the beast was male.

Dent returned and swung both hammers once more. They came in from either side and crashed against the humanoid’s breastbone and spine, yet the thing didn’t fall. Whatever he was, he was clearly incredibly tough. He snapped his head forward and headbutted the golem, making Dent stagger backward.

Krysta hit the monster with a downward surge of Rebuke and he grunted and fell to one knee under the weight. A cough saw blood appear on his lips, and Vester was heartened by proof that they’d finally
 managed to do damage to the thing. The Dreamspinner doubled Skylar, so when she came back for another hit the monster would have to guess at which one was real.

By luck or skill, the monster guessed right and his awkward uppercut sent the Puppetmaster flying up into the air to crash down on her back several yards away. Vester shot toward her with all the speed he had, and then he skidded to his knees to check her pulse.

She caught his wrist with one hand. “I’m fine,” she groaned. “Broken ribs, but I’ll be okay. Help me up.” He grimaced at the idea, but Vester slid an arm under her shoulders and helped her stand. Her purple eyes locked on the monster and guided Dent in another attack. But this time the golem wasn’t alone.

Woody leaped up onto the humanoid’s back and started stabbing frantically at his neck. The blade sank in, powered by the golem’s arms, and soon crimson was staining the moss on the monster’s shoulders. The beast reached up to grasp at the mannequin and Krysta hit him with a second Rebuke. The sudden blast of force tore something in his throat and the monster let out a gurgle and collapsed forward onto his face.


Level 21 moss ogre defeated.


Vester let out a sigh and quickly guided Skylar over to Krysta for healing. While the Hospitality Mage tended Skylar’s ribs, he began the delicate process of retrieving his blade traps. He had to poke them with his cane to set them off, slip to the side to avoid the blades, then pick up the cards.

It wasn’t hard, but since he had no desire to be stabbed, he took care each time he did it. He slipped the cards back into the box and sighed. “I’m starting to think these traps were a dumb idea,” he muttered. “That, or I need to rethink how I use them.”

“They’re not,” Skylar said, though she sounded strained. Krysta shushed her and pressed glowing hands harder against Skylar’s ribs. The Puppetmaster grimaced, but continued speaking despite the pain. “If the ogre had charged Krysta, those would have slowed him down. They’re situational, but they’re useful.”

Vester let out a noncommittal noise, then walked over to the deceased creature. He put a hand to it and willed its body into his inventory. If he understood Chaos Thief, then only the most valuable parts would go in… and he had no idea what would happen to the rest.

“Fuck!” he shouted while dancing back from the mess that suddenly spilled out from the corpse. “That’s disgusting…” He discovered that the skin and bones of a moss ogre were what was valuable, which left a huge pile of meat and organs to slop out in every direction—including directly at him.

A quick glance down revealed he’d dodged the slop. He heaved a sigh of relief and moved around the… parts… to inspect the spot the moss ogre had been hiding in. The bulky beast appeared to have created a small hollow and been curled in it. Several odd, lumpy glowing spheres were nestled at the bottom.

He wasn’t sure what they were. “Any idea what kind of loot a moss ogre nest might hold?” he called. “I’ve found some weird, sort of round… glowing… balls?” He glanced over his shoulder at his Party and saw Skylar looking delighted.

“Oh! Make sure to gather those. They’re very valuable. If you see more, you should definitely collect them as well.” She seemed pretty excited, so he went down into the shallow bowl and looted all of the spheres one by one. He felt a sort of greasy-glass texture under his gloves, which made him glad he didn’t have to use his bare hand.

He got back to the others and found Skylar looking significantly better. She also looked like she was suppressing giggles, which saw him narrowing his eyes. “Why do you look like you just pulled a prank on me?” he asked suspiciously.

Krysta swung her tail around and bit down on the tip; her dark cheeks glowed red with the effort to keep her laughing quiet. That just confirmed that he’d been pranked, and Vester turned his eyes fully on Skylar. “What did you do?” he demanded.

“Nothing!” she protested. She held up her hands like she wanted to ward him off. “The ogre dung really is valuable! It’s a mana-rich fuel source that blacksmiths will pay actual gold for! It burns slow but very hot, making it perfect for forging stronger magic ores.”

“Dung,” he repeated. “You had me loot the ogre’s… dung… by hand. Without telling me.” Vester looked down at his glove and began pumping mana through it to activate its self-cleaning feature. He wasn’t sure if he was imagining the faint iridescent residue on the tips or not, but he still bent down and wiped his hand across the moss. “That’s disgusting.”

Krysta burst into near-hysterical laughter, only partially muffled by her tail. Skylar wasn’t much better. The women leaned against each other and pressed their heads together while they enjoyed his disgust. They were still laughing when Dent and Woody walked over so Skylar could start inspecting the damage.

Woody’s new armor had served it well. There were a few cracks along the mannequin’s legs and head from tumbling across the ground, but it was mostly intact. Dent had, well, a few new dents, but nothing that would affect its abilities.

Skylar used her Repair Golem skill, and then they got back on their way.

While they walked, Vester filled his traps with mana to speed up the recharge. He still wasn’t sure if they’d prove useful at some point, but he didn’t want to need them and not have them. He wasn’t the only one planning ahead; Krysta kept mana running through her staff, and Skylar had a tight grip on her wrench.

She’d also moved Dent forward to support Woody if the mannequin got jumped again. Woody was instructed to dive to the side away from any sudden movement. The mannequin needed those instructions, because less than twenty minutes after they’d resumed walking another moss ogre rose from the ground.

This time, the fight saw Vester multiplying the golems from the get go. Denied a ready target, the ogre had to rely on luck to hit one of its attackers. Showing Skylar’s growing coordination, Woody formed a stirrup with its hands and launched Dent into the air. The twin hammers came down on the confused ogre’s forehead and ended it in a single strike.

The next two fights weren’t quite so one sided. One of the ogres was significantly more powerful than the others had been, and a lucky hit managed to break Woody’s legs off. Vester jumped in to keep it distracted, though he was forced to use Decoy Swap to avoid getting flattened. In the end, Skylar managed to kill the monster with a wrench hit to the temple. The ogre after that didn’t last long, but it did throw a boulder at Krysta after she hit it with a Rebuke, the projectile nearly crushing her.

Several hours and a half dozen fights later, they found themselves at the base of the huge column stretching up toward the cave ceiling. Vester and the others slowed, as all of them had received the same Quest instructing them on how to escape… and none had forgotten the mention of a guardian.

Krysta used Create Sanctuary to give them a safe space to rest, and all of them took some time to check their Grimoires before they decided what to do. Vester and Krysta had both gained two levels, while Skylar had gained one. That gave their Party an average level of 14, Skylar within one level of getting her next class skill.

Vester split his points between strength and constitution again, then decided he’d start focusing on wisdom once more. He didn’t want to go too heavily into a physical build, and now he was confident he could carry his teammates if he had to.

“What’s the difference between a stair guardian and a Boss?” Krysta asked from where she was preparing them a light meal. It was all they could manage at the moment since their supplies had started running low. But any meal she put together was enough to trigger Happy Home and ensure they were well rested and free of minor aches and pains.

Skylar was taking the time to work on Dent. The golem had taken a bad hit in the last fight and one of its shoulders was wrecked. Mana glowed on her palms while she molded the armor back into place to allow the joint to move once more. She glanced up at Krysta.

“Generally, a floor guardian is a normal monster that’s a few levels higher than the average. Though, considering we ran into a Boss on the first floor, we might want to prepare to run into another.”

Vester tapped his cane into the moss. “What I don’t understand is why the guardian is at the bottom of the stairs and not the top.”

“The guardian is at the bottom so you can still retreat if its level proves to be too much for you when you reach the next floor!” called a voice from beyond the Sanctuary’s borders. “Can I come into your camp?”














Chapter Thirty-Four








They
 spun
 to
 face
 the stranger as one. He appeared human, though something about him made Vester narrow his eyes. The man stood an imposing six-foot-six and wore a white tabard over a suit of silver chainmail. A long blade was strapped across his back, clearly intended for two hands, and for some reason he had a shimmering cloak that rippled like falling water over
 the weapon.


How the hell do you draw a two-handed sword with the blade
 under your cape?
 Vester wondered. Something about this guy just… gives me the creeps. Stupid blonde hair and blue eyes. Stupid perfect smile. Wait, what the hell is his charisma score if I’m noticing his smile?


Krysta was offering a goofy smile in return, and Skylar looked entranced. That just made Vester’s suspicions grow. “One second,” he called to the man. Then he grabbed his partners by the elbows and yanked them around to face him.

“What?” Skylar snapped. She seemed to recoil from her own response, shaking her head. “I’m sorry, I don’t know why I said that…” Her apology came quick, and she shifted uncomfortably while looking down shamefaced.

“What are the effects of a high charisma?” Vester asked quietly. “Can someone charm you with just a smile or a gesture?”

Krysta’s eyes widened. She glanced over her shoulder at the man, then her eyes narrowed, and he felt her change something about the boundary to the Sanctuary. It was a subtle ripple of mana, and when it faded the man looked… somewhat less reputable.

His blonde hair was now hanging in tangles. There were blood flecks all over his gauntlets as well as the bottom of his white tunic. His silver cloak continued to shimmer, but now Vester could see the small tears along its hemline. Tiny imperfections that had been hard to spot were suddenly glaringly obvious.

But the most obvious change to the man’s appearance was his smile. The friendly grin now bore a sinister edge, and all of them could see the fangs that marked either side of his mouth. This guy is a vampire? Shit… was he trying to mind control us or something?


He nudged Krysta to turn back to face him. Vester saw she was shivering when their eyes met once more. Her tail had puffed up so thick that it almost completely blocked the sight of their visitor, and that worked to their benefit. All Vester had to do was take a small step to the left and Krysta’s tail completely blocked him from view.

“He’s a vampire,” Vester said, speaking quietly to avoid being overheard. “Could he be the guardian of the pillar?”

Skylar’s expression hardened, then she nodded. “The moss ogres are ambush hunters. The guardian being an ambush from the moment a Party steps off the stairs would serve as a good warning for the theme of the second floor.” The Puppetmaster closed her eyes, and Vester suspected she was issuing instructions to Dent and Woody.

“What do we know about vampires?” Krysta whispered. “On my world they are said to be both faster and stronger than other races, but are supposedly allergic to sunlight, silver, and holy magics.” She paused for a moment, then shrugged. “Of course, on my world necromancy was considered a lost art and vampires were mythical.”

“Vampires are very
 real,” Skylar replied grimly. “And they’re incredibly dangerous. Most undead are mindless beasts. They’ll attack any living thing they come across, but they don’t really strategize. Some have animal cunning, but the intelligent ones are the real danger. The worst part is dying and coming back as the vampire’s slave. I’ve heard stories about them wiping out whole towns.”

“Excuse me,” the vampire called from outside the Sanctuary. “It is generally considered quite rude to leave a guest lingering on one’s doorstep. Could you be so good as to let me in so I can enjoy a place by your fire?”

Vester raised a hand with a single uplifted finger. “Just a second, we’re conferring,” he called, with no intention of letting the vampire into their camp. He sighed and lowered his voice once more. “Soooo, how do
 we fight a vampire? Does silver work? Because the only silver we have are the cubes Skylar created from kobold loot. None of us can shoot fire, and I don’t think we have any holy spells.”

He was going off what Krysta had mentioned, because Skylar hadn’t offered a solid method in her grim warning.

Krysta shook her head when Skylar gave her an inquiring look. “No, my magic isn’t holy. It’s unique but not blessed by the goddess Peace.” The pandali was shifting in unease, so Vester reached out to squeeze her shoulder gently. She offered him a grateful smile.

“Well, if you’re going to continue to be rude, I’ll do something about it!” the man cried. Before any of them could react, the vampire simply moved.
 The speed was incredible, yet Vester found he could track it. One of the man’s arms swept to the side and the cloak faded to mist while a hand rose and clasped the hilt of that large sword. Steel rang as it screamed free of its sheath and began arcing upward.

The vampire’s other hand grasped the hilt, and his legs fueled the lunge that saw him bringing his blade down against the Sanctuary border. His weapon pulsed with crimson lines—the steel black as pitch. When it hit the boundary, Krysta let out a shriek of pain.

It was the first time any of them had seen her take damage from something trying to break into the Sanctuary—most monsters couldn’t even trigger a reaction. “I’ll slow him down,” Vester said to Skylar. He cast a half dozen illusions around himself, pulled Trickster’s Cane into his hand, then darted out to face the vampire.

Vester had been subconsciously creating his illusions to be as real as possible. They reacted to touch, sight, smell, and produced sound. They didn’t, however, radiate heat. That seemed to be a problem, because the vampire oriented on him like they weren’t even there.

“No good, conjurer! Phantasms don’t sing with your hot blood,
 ” the man hissed. His blade whooshed
 when he sliced across at Vester. Though his look of superiority faded to confusion when his weapon hit Vester’s cane and failed to snap the dark wood.

Vester was lifted bodily off the ground, but he twisted in midair and kicked off a boulder to roll and regain his feet. Despite the vampire’s speed, Vester found he could match the man. In terms of strength, however, he was completely outclassed. While his divine cane wouldn’t break, blocking without being sent flying was going to be a problem.

“How are you still alive?” the vampire demanded. The look of befuddlement on his face caused Vester to smile wide.

“Maybe you’re not as tough as you think?” he suggested. That taunt seemed to enrage the swordsman, who came in hard, teeth bared. An overhand swing saw Vester tumbling to the side to get out of the way, and when the man’s blade hit the stone behind him the boulder exploded in a shower of rock fragments. “Okay, maybe you are…”

“You’re too weak for the second floor,” the vampire said with a snarl. “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure no one remembers you when you’re gone.” He launched a dizzying series of sword swings, and it was all Vester could do to keep out of the way. Even using Trickster’s Cane to deflect some of them still cost him a number of deep slices along his sides.

A final sweep saw Vester snapping his fingers and activating Decoy Swap. He teleported to the other side of a boulder and the vampire cleaved through his illusion in a shower of motes that dissipated harmlessly.

Then the swordsman bellowed in pain when a chunk of silver slammed into his temple and dropped to the ground near his feet. The square corner had left a solid dent in the man’s face, and his hand rose to cover the injury. “Graaaaaah!” he screamed.

Vester took the moment of distraction to toss his traps between the vampire and the Sanctuary. The guardian was so enraged he never even looked down—he just launched himself straight at Skylar with his sword over his head.

His path took him directly over three of the traps. The net that sprang up tangled his legs, though the strands started breaking the moment he flexed his knees. The other two, however, were blade traps. Those speared through the guy’s stomach and crossed like an X inside his body.

That slowed him down further, so Vester cast Labyrinth Ward ahead of the vampire, then another slightly to the left. Between the two of them, they created an arc of forty feet that would trap the guardian the moment he stepped into it.

“Stay in the Sanctuary!” he called to the others. Technically, Skylar and Krysta shouldn’t trigger his Wards anymore, but neither of them was fast enough to deal with the enraged monster—a monster that brought his armored fist down on one of the blades impaling him and shattered it. The move repeated, and then the vampire jerked to break the last restraints around his legs.

The whites of his blue eyes had filled with blood, the pupils splitting the blue iris like black slashes. His fangs had extended to the point of now resembling sabretooths, and Vester saw claws tipping his fingers. The monster was well and truly angry, and he had a ready target for that rage.

His head snapped in Vester’s direction. Oh, shit,
 Vester thought when they made eye contact. Then he was backing up. The guardian gave chase as Vester led him around a boulder and then ducked under a thin arch of stone that emerged from the moss. The two-handed sword shattered it behind him, and its tip cut a fierce slash down the side of Vester’s back.

The pair played cat and mouse, with Vester having agility on his side versus the vampire’s raw power. Two more blocks of silver thumped into the swordsman’s head while he chased Vester, and the second actually let Vester escape a blow that would have cleaved him in half. He still lost his arm at the shoulder, which was horrible, but he was alive to dance back away from his attacker.

Pain radiated up and down his frame. The damage he’d taken from shards of broken stone, the vampire’s sword, and now his missing limb were taking a huge toll on him. He was fortunate he’d managed to hang onto Trickster’s Cane, because he needed it just to keep his balance as blood loss started making him woozy.

The dizzy spell cost him. The vampire charged and swung his blade downward. Vester hadn’t anticipated how easily it carved through the mossy soil, and when the tip burst up out of the ground the dirt blinded him for a moment.

That moment was all it took for his leg to get severed at the knee and the force of the blow to toss him into the air. His shock was too great to regain his balance before he hit the ground, where he bounced twice and rolled to a stop. Dimly, he heard Krysta and Skylar shouting. A dark shadow fell over him.

The vampire glared down at him, raised his blade high, and took a step forward to finish him off—right onto Vester’s Labyrinth Ward. Vester watched the vampire’s eyes dim then he swayed in place. The monster’s muscles went slack, his sword falling free of his grip, and his knees gave out. Then the vampire collapsed face first into the moss next to Vester.

Dent arrived with lumps of silver crudely wrapped around the heads of its hammers, which it used to begin pounding at the skull of the paralyzed vampire. Woody, meanwhile, grasped Vester by the shoulders and dragged him back into the Sanctuary.

Every bump was agony on his injured limbs—or remnants of limbs–and Vester found his vision blurring while he fought to remain conscious. Krysta’s hands grasped his shoulders and healing energy flowed into him. His stumps closed over, which caused her to keen. “It’s fine,” he murmured. “Remember, I’ll heal back perfect. Blessing of Life.”

That seemed to relieve the pandali some, at least enough for her to turn her attention to the vampire. The mystic force of Rebuke the Guest slammed down like a falling anvil, and the comatose figure’s body bounced hard. Dent didn’t miss a step in trying to pound the creature’s head into goo.

Skylar had joined her golem by that point. She’d wrapped silver around the head of her wrench using Shape Material, and now it thumped down over and over while she yelled curses at the vampire. Really glad it’s safe for her to walk into the Ward now,
 he thought a bit woozily.

What amused Vester was that she was being careful not to smash the vampire’s gear. In fact, he didn’t see the guardian’s weapon at all.


She looks hot swinging that wrench… why doesn’t she use a hammer? Did she loot his sword before she started beating on him?
 he wondered. Only the last question actually mattered, it was hard for him to stay focused, but he was growing to recognize that for the blood loss it was. Smart. If he comes out of the trap, he won’t have that weapon to go after us. Should make it harder to beat Dent.


After seeing what the vampire’s blade did to boulders, Vester had no doubts it could have torn through the iron golem. He hoped its fangs and claws weren’t so durable. But it turned out to be a moot point, because the vampire’s head was thoroughly destroyed before he had a chance to escape from the mental maze trapping him.

Skylar stripped his body before having Dent crush his heart with the silver hammer heads. Once the heart was obliterated, the body seemed to crumble to dust and float away on an unfelt breeze.


Level 28 vampire defeated.


Fragments of silver were scattered all over the mossy ground. Skylar’s crude patch job hadn’t really made the metal any stronger, and bludgeoning someone to death had caused much of it to flake off. She tasked Woody with gathering it all up.

When she came back into the Sanctuary, her expression was grim. “If we had encountered that guardian right after those kobolds, we’d have died,” she said bluntly. “We need a proper team to keep delving. At the very least, we need a real defensive warrior.” She looked apologetically at Vester, but he waved his remaining hand at her.

“Oh, I agree,” he said, voice hoarse from the pain. “Trust me, I don’t want to tank. I really
 don’t want to tank. That sucked.” He let out a groan and let his head fall back, which was when he realized his head was resting on Krysta’s thighs. “Though… there are some perks.”














Chapter Thirty-Five








It
 took
 a
 bit
 for the fact that they’d beaten a monster twice their level to really sink in. Vester sat there letting Krysta pour healing into him while Dent did its best to gather the remaining traps up. The metal blades sparked off the iron golem, which made him realize yet another flaw in the trap card system— No good if the trap can’t cut the target.


Woody was on standby to unwrap the other golem every time Dent triggered a net trap. Between the two they got them all and it only took Sklyar a few hours to repair her puppet’s bodies. Not that they were in any hurry, Krysta estimated it would take several more hours before he had all his limbs again.

The Hospitality Mage refused to let him go back to the first floor with missing parts.

Not that the fight had been entirely bad. The Party had opened the Grimoires to discover the guardian had given them a massive boost in levels. Like Vester, Krysta had hit level 15. Skylar had reached level 16. The Puppetmaster had jumped straight past level 15 and still had to make her skill choice.

All of them took the evening to figure out what they were going to do.

Vester dropped the two skill points he’d gotten into dexterity. His gear gave him a great deal, but it was his speed that had let him keep the vampire occupied… and even that hadn’t been enough. The vampire had been a potent reminder that not every monster and class were built the same.

He had three choices to pick for his class skills, and they were… interesting.



Trap Concealment (B-rank): Level 1



The ability to make any trap placed invisible. The triggers of each trap will be hidden through magic and only visible to those with the ability to perceive magic, spot traps, or see the unseen. This ability allows for 3 traps to be hidden. At B-rank, this skill gains an additional 2 traps per level. Like most skills, level 5 is the cap. This spell requires mana to cast.



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.



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.


Interesting in the sense that Vester nearly swallowed his tongue and might have choked to death, had he been capable of dying.


What the fuck is this bullshit?
 he screamed in the privacy of his own head. How is this in any way fair? I have to choose between a random curse being removed or what might be the most broken skill I’ve ever seen?


Granted, he hadn’t seen that many skills, but the description of Doppelganger’s Trade didn’t list any
 targets being invalid. I could turn into anyone I see. There’s also no time limit listed. I could turn into a dragon and use all of its abilities… A choice between
 becoming a perfect mirror or maybe having one of the curses I hate removed?


Because Vester had to admit, the curse that prevented him from dying, well, he was quite fond of that one. If I got rid of War or Law’s curse, I’d be fine… and Peace’s curse doesn’t affect me much as long as I stay away from her followers. Tomlin didn’t seem to have a problem with me, and he’s one of the most powerful Adventurers on the planet. But Death’s curse is what’s making me immortal. If I lose that… I’m fucked.



‘Non, you got any advice for me?’
 he prayed on the off chance the goddess might be willing to give him a clue. ‘Anything? Anything? Come on… really? Damn it.’
 Vester closed his eyes and considered things rationally.


Phantasm Wall showed up at level 5 and level 10. Trap Concealment came at level 10 and it’s still here at level 15. If that pattern holds, then Doppelganger’s Trade will still be there at level 20 if I take Remove Divine Curse now.
 Theoretically I won’t miss my shot at getting that skill… but I’ll still have a one-in-four chance of losing my trump card.


Vester spent a few minutes with his eyes closed, just breathing slowly. On the other hand, Julius’ blessing will let me heal any wounds gradually… and he’s protected me from the touch of time. Technically I’d still be immortal in terms of old age. I’d just have to make sure nobody chops my head off or instantly kills me.


Lifting a hand to rub his face, Vester stifled a groan with his palm. Technically everyone has to avoid being murdered, so if I lose the Undying status, I’ll just be on equal footing with everyone else… but I’d also have to take less risks. That’s the big drawback. It’s been stupid to throw myself into danger the way I have. The only reason I’ve gotten away with it is because I literally can’t die.


It would mean they couldn’t return to the Great Dungeon without something closer to a proper team... Though now that he had the Aura of Illusion and they’d proven they could survive on the second floor, it should be harder for Kora to resist the temptation to sneak off with them.

The power difference wouldn’t be so severe, which would mean there was a solid chance the levels would equalize by the time they reached the third floor. From what he understood, level 25 marked a point where it became significantly harder to grow in power. Then level 50, and then level 75.

Those three points were also the only levels where someone’s class might evolve. Nobody knew what triggered it, and it was rare, but it was considered a sign of divine favor and the mark of someone with potential to reach level 100. Supposedly, Tomlin had evolved his class twice.


Alright, with Kora to tank for us the dungeon should be survivable if I do lose Undying, and I only have a one in four shot of the bad result anyway.
 Vester took a second and several deep breaths.


‘But I swear to fuck if Doppelganger’s Trade doesn’t show up at level 20, I am never letting you touch my dick again, Non,’
 he thought at the goddess. The short prayer might have been disrespectful, but it was also the most vehement he’d ever uttered.

Tragically, he also knew it was a lie.

Even trying to justify it in his own head he knew he’d cave. The dark elf goddess was insanely hot, and the pleasure of her touch had been out of this world. He was pretty sure he’d fold like a house of cards if she went for his pants… but a man had to try and hold onto his pride.

He braced himself, then selected Remove Divine Curse for his level 15 skill. A glacial cold formed in the pit of his stomach, and ice seemed to crawl along his arteries until his entire body threatened to freeze over. A sound like glass shattering echoed in his ears—then a notification arrived.


Curse of Law lifted.


Vester let out a breath that shook his entire body. He could still remember each and every regulation he’d memorized out of the Guild manual, but he could tell that they no longer strapped him in a cage of iron. His face twisted into a smile, and he blinked a few times before realizing a couple of tears had slipped out.


I… can do whatever I want,
 he realized. I’m free again. The Guild wasn’t a bad group to get stuck with, but now I can go wherever I want, whenever I want, and no one can stop me. That’s… amazing.


He hadn’t realized quite how badly he’d hated how the rules had left him trapped, and now that he wasn’t under anyone’s control he felt almost manic. ‘Smart thinking,’
 Non purred in his mind. He swore he felt a hand stroke up the inside of his thigh. ‘You should know, there are benefits to being Chaos’ Avatar on Ordinal.’



‘Oh, look who showed up,’
 Vester thought sourly. ‘Couldn’t have offered me any advice five minutes ago?’



‘No,’
 she answered promptly. ‘No, I couldn’t. I have my own rules, Vester. I might be a god on Ordinal, but there are higher planes and greater beings. There’s
 always greater beings out there. The universe is a stack of plates infinitely tall, and each plate can hold an infinite number of worlds… but travel up and down and you’ll find the nature of powers change. A god on Ordinal might be no more important than… a baker on Earth. It’s all about perspective.’


She actually sounded offended that he’d complained at her lack of assistance, which left him feeling bad. He took a second to consider what might make her feel better. ‘Want me to break a Guild rule and prank someone in your honor?’
 he asked teasingly. To his surprise, she let out a delighted giggle.


‘Yes! Do it.
 Now you’re starting to understand me. So, quit bitching about the help I can’t give you and keep earning brownie points so I can do more. You know what I waaaaaaaaant…’
 She dragged out that last word in a low moan that caused him to shiver.


‘Are all the gods perverts, or just you?’
 he asked. He was relieved when that drew another laugh from the goddess of Chaos.


‘Vester, you have no idea. Peace is just another in a long line of goddesses with sticks up their asses and daddy issues. My own father ended up going to war with the church of one of Peace’s sisters. Law, well, let’s just say he’s really into obeying commands, and Death? You don’t want to know.’


He decided against asking about Julius—just seemed creepy to ask her about her brother’s kinks. But somehow, he wasn’t shocked to find out the other gods were freaks. He might have asked about War, but the orc had been such an asshole he’d probably have mental scars if he got an answer.

But he did have another question, while she was in the mood to respond.


‘What’s with all the crossovers between Earth anime and this world?’
 He scratched the tip of his long ear with a small frown. ‘Honestly, there are parts of my life that make me wonder if you need to worry about copyright infringement.’



‘Ah, well, dimensional bleed is a thing. Dad called it a shared subconscious. Though he also said that the Heroes and Demon Lords who affected our history brought Earth ideas to the multiverse, so that might be part of it—anyway, gotta go, bye!’


Feeling a weird click
 in his head like she’d hung up a phone, Vester snorted and read the changes to his status in his Grimoire.


Vester Gambit: Elf



Dreamspinner: Level 15



Profession: Enchanter



Strength: 13



Dexterity: 27 (77)



Constitution: 15



Intelligence: 30



Wisdom: 18



Charisma: 20



Skills: Freeform Illusion 2, Don Disguise, Decoy Swap, Labyrinth Ward 2, Chaos Cock MAX, Chaos Thief, 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



Not bad,
 he thought. Though I really do need to start boosting my wisdom for my manga regeneration and perception. I can’t always count on Trickster’s Cane dropping the cost of my spells.


He considered the cane and how it had been knocked from his grip a few times already. I know it’ll always return to me, but five minutes is a long time in a fight. Though… maybe I can get some gear to boost some of my stats. I can’t wear armor or use a weapon, but there must be other items I could wear.


He smiled, because they actually had the cash to buy some of those items now. If nothing else, he could purchase a few more books on enchanting and learn some new symbols. Then he could craft stuff for all of them. He’d still need to pay for the proper raw materials, but it would be a lot cheaper to make gear for everyone than to commission it.

With his level handled, Vester closed his book and let himself drift to sleep. He knew Krysta wasn’t going to budge on leaving the Sanctuary before his leg grew back, and he didn’t have the energy to argue… or a cursed reason.


I can tell work to fuck off if I really want to… man, that’s going to give me some amazing dreams…


In the end, it took a total of two days before all his parts were back. They’d lost about two bricks worth of silver to the fight with the vampire, but Skylar was sure the enchanted chainmail and sword they’d looted would make up for that. Even better, the vampire’s cloak was heavily enchanted. Vester couldn’t tell what it did, just that it was powerful.

All the items were.

Skylar said that the guardian had likely been an Elite monster. Elites were in between normal dungeon beasts and Bosses. The floor Bosses that blocked passage to the safe floors were both, which was one of the things that made them so dangerous.

The group discussed their plans for when they got back to the surface, and Skylar and Krysta both demanded that Vester take them on dates. It amused him that they chose that for their priority over him making sure Kora Dol would return to delve with them, though he couldn’t help but agree.

He was looking forward to spending time with each of them.

And one of the bonuses of delving with an expert on Guild paperwork was revealed when Vester guided them through inventorying everything gathered and used his encyclopedic knowledge of the regulations to ensure they paid the smallest amount of Guild tax possible on their loot.

He also took the time to carefully fill out the journal Kora had given him so there was a clear record of the kobolds, the Abhorrent Consumer, the moss ogres, bats, and the vampire guardian.

He still thought it was dumb that Boss monsters had to have capitalized names, but he didn’t want to get his paperwork sent back. He’d found a reason to look forward to his free time, and he wasn’t letting anyone take that away from him.

When they finally started up the stairway back to the first floor, Vester was practically humming. They didn’t act carelessly, but knowing the monsters they were heading toward were weaker than the ones they were leaving behind was a wonderful feeling.

Not that they saw many kobolds on the first floor.

Delvers were everywhere now, and the Party did their best to avoid other Adventurers while they departed. It took some time to find their way out because they had no idea where they were on the first floor… but the Great Dungeon had its own logic.

The exit could always be found by heading where the green crystals grew thinnest.














Chapter Thirty-Six








Stepping
 back
 through
 the
 gate was an experience. Vester shivered all over at the weird sensation of his mana equalizing with Ordinal once more. He hadn’t even been conscious that the flow of energy inside the Great Dungeon was different until it went away.

Krysta and Skylar stood on either side of him, and he saw that they were also twisting and stretching like their bodies felt strange. He took a moment to give each of them a hug, which earned him bright smiles. “Shall we get back to the mundane?” he asked with a grin of his own.

“Ugh, I have to find real lodgings,” Skylar complained. “After how nice those big cushions Krysta makes are, I’m not sure I can go back to using my shitty bedroll. But at least we can afford it now.”

That set Krysta to giggling and she swatted at Skylar with her tail. The huge red-and-black-banded limb covered Vester in fluff before she stopped. “I could set up a Sanctuary for you, but it doesn’t last if I don’t sleep in it regularly… and the stupid regulations say we can’t have guests in our room.”

They didn’t have much time to talk further, as Guild officials were already starting to glare at them. Vester gently nudged both women so they could begin walking toward the portal exit that would take them out of the fort and back to the Guildhall. Dent and Woody followed along, and they were once more wearing the heavy packs Skylar had initially intended for the loot.

The packs mostly just held their combined camping supplies and what was left of the kobold treasure. The valuable stuff was all hidden away in their inventories. They didn’t want to let others know they had those inventories if they could avoid it.

Once they’d passed through the portal, they made their way into the Guildhall to fill out the forms that would determine their Guild dues. While Vester was bent over a counter filling out paperwork, he was caught off guard by a sudden embrace from someone who lifted him completely off his feet.

“You’re late!” Kora scolded while setting him down on the ground once more. Then she slapped his arm. He’d never seen the Guild Master look so emotional in a public venue. “You had me worried!” Her three tails lashed rapidly behind her, but she took a deep breath, then visibly took control of her emotions. “Do you have your journal prepared?”

“I do,” Vester replied. He made a show of reaching into Woody’s pack before drawing it out of his inventory. “We ran into something none of us could explain on the first floor. A roaming Boss. Defeating it opened a temporary entrance that spat us onto the second floor.”

Kora’s brow furrowed. She accepted the book, looking at his companions, and a frown clouded her features. “I’ll want to interview you more on that later. Can you come to see me after you’ve had a chance to eat and sleep? Any anomaly in the Great Dungeon has to be studied.”

“I can do that,” he promised. “But that was the source of our delay. We had to locate a stairway back to the first floor before we could make our way out. Sorry about that.”

She waved off the apology. Then, Kora leaned forward to put her lips near his ears. “Your illusions have gotten incredibly detailed, and seem larger too. You must have gained a lot of levels. I can’t wait to hear about it.”

Vester, tilting his head so he could lower his own voice, said, “It’s a passive ability I picked to enhance our partnership. I look forward to explaining it to you when we talk in private.”

Kora nodded, then excused herself. Vester glanced around and saw that they’d definitely
 drawn attention to themselves, but given his reputation as Kora’s personal assistant he didn’t think it was anything to worry about. Though, some Adventurers were giving him very strange looks.


I suppose they don’t see someone getting hugged by the Guild Master every day.


He doubted he had to worry that people were plotting against Kora, after all, the Great Dungeon should be making everyone a profit and skyrocketing the town from a frontier station to one of the most important Questing locations on Ordinal.


Everything I’ve heard suggests Porter’s Walk will become incredibly important, a true trade hub for rare goods and looted gear. That’s bound to make people start working to claim a larger piece of the pie… a groundwork of caution is probably good.


He suddenly wondered how his brother was doing, the vaunted Hero and his party. Krysta had run into him and said they were traveling back to the capital to fight in the royal dungeon—which made him wonder.


Had Denny been delving a starter dungeon somewhere as part of his power leveling? And, if that’s their method… does that mean they’ll be sending him here next?


He tapped his cane on the floor twice, then realized he was holding up the line with his musing. He swiftly went back to his paperwork and had it all filled out in a few minutes. Consulting the notes they’d prepared made it easy, and the receptionist looked positively relieved it was done so well.

“I’ll be in your shoes right there tomorrow,” he told her. “No reason to make your life harder when I’ll be living it too.” The human girl offered him a smile, then she called for the next person. Vester stepped away from the counter and rejoined Krysta and Skylar. The pair had been whispering to each other when he arrived.

The fact that they stopped and shot him smirks led him to conclude they had been talking about him. “You and the Guild Master certainly looked close,” Skylar teased. The blue-skinned woman pulled her braid over her shoulder and ran a hand down its thick length. “Should we anticipate a tank for our next delve?”

“Perhaps,” he said. Now that they were back in the Guildhall, he’d decided to resume his more formal attitude. He actually… enjoyed the persona. “I have to report everything we encountered to her and see what our next steps are. But I think she’s still game. It’s just a matter of getting the time off to do it.”

“Mmmm,” Krysta murmured, offering a noncommittal shrug. “I think we’re supposed to get an Assistant Guild Master in the next month? I heard some gossip about that before we went into the Great Dungeon. I guess they were struggling to figure out who, because the most obvious choices are higher level than she is.”

“That’d make sense,” Skylar mused. “A lot of Adventurers are more likely to pay attention to someone’s reputation and perceived power than the actual hierarchy. It can be an issue when a famous Adventurer butts heads with the person in charge of a Guildhall. At least, that’s what I’ve heard.”

Skylar blushed and Vester couldn’t stop from grinning. It was easy to forget that for all that she had more experience in the world of Adventuring than he did, she hadn’t actually spent much time delving or traveling to different towns. She’d earned her early levels by farming town Quests for her local Guild chapter, then gotten jobs moving cargo for the Transportation Guild.


Course, that still means she’s seen twice as much of this world than I have. Still, she’s cute when she’s flustered.
 He was tempted to plant a kiss on her cheek in response to the bashful look that crossed her face, but he held off. “Let’s go get some food,” he said instead.

They left the Guildhall together, pausing when they exited the doors. The front courtyard had been expanded and a wall had been built around the big building, but what caught Vester’s attention was the glimpse of the town he could see through the wide-open gates.

The street outside had been paved with broad cobblestones, and most of the established buildings had gained at least a floor; the tavern had gained two. Buildings that had only been staked-out survey areas now had solid foundations, and some of those
 were having their second floors constructed.

Vester counted at least two paved side streets—one leading toward the tent city the craftsmen had been living in, while the other was aimed toward the quarry Skylar had spent so much time working in while waiting for Dungeon Gate 5 to open.

Metal poles now lined the streets, and lanterns capped each one. Vester saw small round mana gems suspended in some bubbling liquid filling each of those lights, and the valve at the base of the lamps made it clear they could be turned on and off.

In the distance, down the main thoroughfare, Vester saw one of the huge Transportation Guild wagons rolling up to the pier. A second one was already docked. But what amazed him was the sight of a small airship circling the area and looking for a safe place to land.

The vessel had a pair of sleek balloons contained in a mesh of wires that suspended a sailing ship underneath. What would have been masts on a ship extended up between the balloons and seemed to anchor the harness system. The hull had a flat keel and a pair of outriggers that extended to either side to prevent the airship from tilting when it landed. Something about the crest on the hull, however, bothered him. It was familiar.

“I feel like I should know that symbol,” he muttered. He lifted a hand to shade his eyes and try to get a better look.

“The Church of Light,” Skylar said with a grimace of distaste. “They must have decided to send a temple team. Normally, small towns don’t rate a full temple, but Porter’s Walk is going to be too important for them not to establish a church presence.”

“That actually looks kind of like the airship the Hero travels in,” Krysta added. “It really does remind me of the ship that brought me to the capital. The group that paid my ticket said airships only go between the largest cities, or are run by nobles and other powerful people. They’d gotten a Quest to send me to the main Guild office and wanted their rewards faster, so they scraped up the gold to get me on one of the flights.”


So… that could be Denny on there,
 Vester thought. Or it could just be some random priests setting up their church. If that’s my brother and his team, well, this could get interesting. Though he probably won’t even recognize me. That bitchy priest had them dragged out of the room pretty fast, and not many people have an inspection skill.


While Vester would have enjoyed being able to look at an object and know what it was and how it worked, he wasn’t mad that people couldn’t see through his disguises. He only used Don Disguise to walk around town unnoticed, and probably would have traded it for something else if asked… but having it for an option was useful.

Though now his Aura of Illusion made it incredibly redundant.

“Let’s find a hostel for Skylar, then get some food. I’d like to sleep in a real bed after a hot bath tonight,” Vester suggested. They shook off their surprise at the changes to the town and made their way to the Golden Boar. The Adventurer’s tavern was completely full at the moment, but the owner did direct them to one of the newer establishments.

Apparently, the Golden Swan was owned by his cousin, and Vester wasn’t opposed to a family franchise if it meant he could enjoy a good soak. They had to walk down the secondary street to the tent city, and what they found was a lot of workshops under various levels of construction. None of the buildings were going to be small when completed, yet the Golden Swan was larger than all of them.

The new inn was shaped like an H. Two huge wings came out the central building and it had an actual fountain in front. It was also four stories tall and made of dark gray stone from the quarry. Once inside, they found several gnome ladies behind the front desk and stout porters moving things around.

The porters didn’t look broad enough to be dwarves, but they were too muscular to match the gnomish girls. Vester held off asking what they were, just like he’d never asked Skylar what her own race was. It just felt kind of… rude.

Skylar booked a room and paid with one of the gold bricks they’d looted from the first floor. The concierge weighed it and gave her a month’s stay for its value, and even said the room included a small bathing chamber. To say Skylar was ecstatic at the offer was an understatement.

The gnome also informed them that the inn’s public bathing area would be ready soon. Apparently, they’d constructed an artificial hot spring behind the building and were putting the finishing touches on it. Krysta looked ready to float away at the news.

Skylar received her key, and they made their way up the stairs to the third floor.

Her room turned out to be a small suite. She had a bedroom, with a bed, dresser, and closet, then there was a bathroom with a porcelain tub and surprisingly modern toilet, as well as a miniscule kitchen. Vester had to hold back a snort when she had Woody and Dent sit in a corner—the golems took up quite a bit of room.

“Not terrible,” Skylar said while turning in a circle. “I definitely think I’ll want to get a house or a real place soon… but this is still more than I’d have had at the Golden Boar.” She grasped her braid to start undoing the cord that held the tip in place. “I seriously
 need to wash my hair.”

“I can help!” Krysta said in excitement. “Do you mind if we use your tub, or should we go back to the Guildhall to wash up there?” The rooms they had at the Guildhall were pretty similar to this, though they had showers and not tubs. He supposed his room might be a touch larger, though he didn’t have a kitchen, so he figured it balanced out.


“I
 would love your help,” Skylar admitted. “And I can’t get that at the Guildhall.” As she began unweaving her braid, her purple hair bounced in every direction at being freed. The long locks floated up into wild curls in their freedom, and Vester let himself admire the look. Then he realized Skylar was staring at him.

“Would you mind selling off all the loot we gathered while Krysta and I have some girl time?” she asked sweetly. From the innocent look Krysta was failing to maintain, he realized this had been planned.


Oh, I see how it is. Make
 me spend all my time selling the bones and skin of those ogres. Well… fine.
 Vester felt his eye twitch, but he managed to avoid letting out any overt sign of annoyance. “I suppose I can do that. But you two are going to owe me.”

Vester would have been lying if he denied he was disappointed, but he also knew that things outside the Great Dungeon would go differently. They’d talked about going on real dates, and that meant taking things a bit slower. So, while he’d hoped they’d spend more time together, he wasn’t going to invade if they needed some privacy.

He’d just started to leave when hands grabbed the back of his shirt and yanked him toward the bathroom.














Chapter Thirty-Seven








Skylar
 used
 her
 superior
 strength to drag him into a kiss, and a blue arm hooked around his neck to pull him close. Krysta, meanwhile, began running her hands over his frame to strip him out of his uniform.

“We’re not
 going to have sex,” the pandali said, looking a little breathless from her position kneeling before him. She was pulling his pants down, and her expression implied she regretted speaking. “We both want to save that until after our dates… buuuuuut
 we’re not going to let you go away without making sure you know how happy we are to have you in our lives.”

Vester might have answered, but his lips were by then fully occupied. His tongue twirled with Skylar’s, and his arm slipped around her hips to grasp one firm cheek under his palm. His other hand went to Krysta’s head to stroke one of her pointed ears playfully. That saw her tail puffing up and a shiver running down her spine.

Before Krysta nudged her face under his cock to rest it across her lips and nose, Vester heard the wet sound of fingers slipping into a pussy. He twisted his head around Skylar’s enough to realize the pandali had opened her robes and one hand was occupied thoroughly enjoying herself. Krysta’s other
 hand was groping one of her heavy breasts, lifting and grinding it against her own body while she dug her fingers in and mauled it.

It made for a beautiful sight, but Skylar let out a discontented sound and grasped his face between both her hands so she could yank his attention firmly back to herself. Her kisses grew more aggressive, and soon Vester realized multitasking was going to be a challenge. Their tongues dueled sharply, and he didn’t hesitate to bite and suck on her beautiful blue lips.


Doesn’t seem fair that Krysta’s the only one who gets to play with tits,
 he thought while diving deeper into kissing Skylar. His fingers had no issue undoing the clasps of her overalls and dropping the front panel. In a flash, he had the front of her shirt up and his hands full. Wow, these are so firm,
 he observed while his fingers squeezed and kneaded the breasts.

Krysta seemed intent to shatter his concentration by letting her tongue drag up and down his shaft. Her face ground against his throbbing length, so even when he wasn’t feeling the hot caress of her tongue, her smooth skin was gliding against him. She didn’t seem to be in a hurry to take him into her mouth at all.

No, the pandali seemed eager to worship
 him. She flicked her tongue over the sensitive skin that formed a ridge around the head of his cock, then daintily traced her teeth down his shaft to take one of his balls under her tongue.

Vester wasn’t huge into having his sack sucked, but he wasn’t about to tell her to stop when he felt the ragged wash of her breath across his balls. The uptick came at the same time the wet sound of Krysta’s fingers grew frantic. Then he got to experience the strange vibration of having a woman moan her orgasm against him while holding his testicle in her mouth.


Mental note, Krysta gets off worshiping cock...


He let go one of Skylar’s breasts to grasp her thick purple braid—gently, he pulled her head back and forced her to arch for him. Well, she let him. The woman could have easily stopped him, but she just let out a gasp and whimpers of pleasure at the way he kissed down her throat.

Dragging his teeth over her collarbone, Vester drew a sharper gasp out of Skylar. He apologized with a gentle peck, then nibbled down her skin to the swell of her breast. His tongue traced the glowing crimson runes on her skin, which he noted were a slightly different temperature than the rest of her body. I sense a
 very fun game we can play in the future,
 he thought before taking her nipple between his lips.

“Aaaaah!” Skylar cried. Her hands moved to curl into his own hair and she pushed her breast harder against his face. He quickly realized there was no escaping that grip, so he didn’t even bother trying. His tongue rapidly fluttered across her nipple.

Remembering an old trick he’d read, Vester began trying to spell onomatopoeia
 with his tongue across the delicate flesh.

A side effect of his struggle with spelling the horrid word was that it pushed off the orgasm Krysta was trying to suck out of him. She’d finally swirled her tongue around the head of his cock and taken him into her mouth. What started as rapid bobbing that only claimed half his length had begun to deepen.

The Hospitality Mage lived up to her class, her nose burying itself against his pelvis while she took him into her throat. The convulsive swallowing and wet sounds of her attempting to handle his length were a marked counterpoint to Skylar’s light, gasping pleasure.

Krysta’s fingers didn’t seem to have relented either—Vester could hear her pushing herself toward another orgasm.

Vester was amused to realize that they had
 to have planned this. It soon became obvious that every time his hands tried to wander off Skylar’s body, she was pulling them back to herself. She did the same if he tried to look down at Krysta; the blue-skinned Puppetmaster kept his entire attention on her.

Krysta, meanwhile, seemed enthralled with living out her own personal fantasies. The woman’s fluffy tail was flicking from side to side, slapping Skylar, slapping him, and slapping the floor of the hotel room like she could barely control it.

She screamed an orgasm around his cock and it was all he could do not to empty into her throat then and there. Vester gladly kept his lips and hands active on Skylar’s muscular body while he sucked her nipples a darker purple.

His refusal to climax simply caused Krysta to move into high gear, and soon her head was flashing up and down his length like she’d never heard the term ‘gag-reflex’ in her life. She was pushing herself so fast and hard he could feel her breast bouncing off his leg.

That frantic passion finally pushed him over the edge. Krysta swallowed repeatedly, like it was her purpose in life. The muffled scream that vibrated around his oversensitive shaft showed she’d enjoyed it. He felt her body thrashing against his legs, and her tail somehow managed to hit him in the face.

“Gah!” Skylar cried, having also caught the fluffy appendage to her mouth, and then she was spitting out hair. “Careful!” she said with a laugh. The blue-skinned woman reached down and grabbed Krysta by the ear and dragged her off Vester’s cock with a wet pop
 . “Go take your bath! I’ll be in to get help for my hair soon.”

“Mmmm, I suppose I can now,” Krysta said with a husky laugh. She bounced to her feet, gave Vester a kiss on the cheek, then sauntered out of the room with her tail swishing behind her. He blinked several times before turning his gaze back to Skylar.

“You two seem to be having fun,” he noted with a dry amusement. “How much of this did you premediate?” Skylar offered him a smile and hooked her hands in her overalls to push them down over her hips. She stepped back out of them and crooked her finger at him while drifting toward her bed.

“Is that really what you want to be asking right now?” she asked with flashing lavender eyes. “Or do you want to know what my
 plan is for you?” She propped herself on the mattress with her back arched, offering her chest to him, seeming to wait—daring him to come get her.

There wasn’t a unit of measurement small enough to cover the time it took Vester to cross the distance between them, grasp Skylar by the hips, and lift her to toss her fully onto the mattress.

He started to climb up on top of her when she braced her hands against his shoulders and stopped him.

“Woah!” she cried with a laugh. “How about you finish taking your clothes off first?”

Vester glanced down at himself and realized that aside from Krysta removing his pants, he was still wearing everything. He let out a chuckle and backed up so he could start undressing. Skylar licked her lips and ran her gaze over him while he did.

One of her hands caressed her stomach and then stroked down to caress the tops of her own thighs and silky skin.

Once he was nude, Vester returned to the bed and found welcoming arms drawing him forward until he was draped over Skylar. She hooked a long leg around his, then curled her arms around his shoulders and neck.

Their kissing resumed with greater heat, and she kept his head close by stroking her fingers through his hair and gripping it tightly.

He let his hands explore, massaging her breasts, stroking her hips, squeezing her ass, but finally his hand slid up between her thighs until he was stroking her wet folds with his nimble fingers. Skylar let out a gasp, hitching her hips up in response to the touch.

“R-r-roll. Over,” she gasped. Vester complied, rolling to his back. Skylar immediately twisted to mount him. Her hand smoothly grasped his shaft and stroked it back to life. Vester let out a groan when she adjusted the angle, then sank down to take him into her molten slit.

“T-thought we weren’t having se—” His teasing words were cut off when she clamped a hand over his mouth. She leaned down and made a shushing noise, then bit her lip to silence her own sounds. Skylar began moving her hips in a slow circle, rising and falling in the same motion.


Fucking… hell… she’s
 so tight,
 he thought. Skylar’s pussy was clamped down around him like a vise. She rose, then dropped down so hard her breasts bounced—Vester couldn’t resist reaching up to cup them. He pinched her nipples between his knuckles, then squeezed so that each time she lifted her body she tugged them against his fists.

Skylar’s pace picked up, and the sound of her hips slapping down grew louder. If that wasn’t making enough noise to alert Krysta in the bathroom, Skylar letting out gasps each time he bottomed out inside of her likely was.

For all that, Skylar kept her hand firmly locked over his mouth. Her other hand went between her legs, and she started flicking her fingers from side to side to rub her own clit. Skylar’s eyes closed and her head fell back while she enjoyed her ride. He felt the ends of her hair swishing across his ankles.

“More. More. More. More
 ,” Skylar whispered. Each word was accompanied by a harsh bounce and the wet slap of her thighs coming down on his. She picked up the pace until the words blended together into a gasping sound—halfway between a wail and a scream.

“Told you,” Krysta yelled from the bathroom. “Told you you’d cave! You owe me four silver—ah, f-fuck!
 ” The pandali’s gloating was punctuated by what sounded like another climax. Splashing water echoed clearly, and Vester had no doubts that Krysta was enjoying what she could hear.


How many times can that woman orgasm in a row?
 Vester wondered in genuine admiration. Got to admire that kind of stamina…


Skylar’s pussy had tightened down to the point where he had no hope of a climax for himself. If she hadn’t been so wet, he wasn’t sure she’d have even been able to keep bouncing the way she was.

As it was, however, she had no problem propelling herself, and she seemed lost in the pleasure coursing through her body. She went for a few more minutes, trembling like a leaf, then collapsed onto her side with a gasp.

“G-g-gah,” she moaned incoherently. “I n-n-needed t-t-that…” One of her hands weakly flopped around until she hooked her fingers around his shoulder, then she dragged him on top of her once again. “C-c-come here… your t-turn.”

He shifted until he was above her and watched her open her thighs for him. She tried to get her feet flat against the mattress by lifting her knees three separate times, and each time when a foot slipped off the edge of the mattress, she lost the coordination she needed.


That is an
 adorable pout,
 he thought before he leaned down and kissed her.

Vester was gentle in tugging her away from the side of the bed. Once she wasn’t in danger of tumbling to the floor, he positioned himself against her pussy, then impaled her with a smooth thrust. He hooked one arm under her body at the small of her back; the other cupped the back of her neck so he could keep kissing her while he pumped between her thighs.

Skylar didn’t even try to hold him. She let her arms flop up over her head and curled her fists in the pillows. Each time he bottomed out, she let out a hiss. “Yes. Yesssss. Yes!
 ” Her torso twitched, shoving her chest up into his.

He felt her vise-like pussy milking him, and after a moment he realized she was having a tiny, continual orgasm.


Since she is so clearly enjoying herself I don’t see any reason not to take my time.
 He sucked on her bottom lip for a moment, then slipped his tongue between her lips. The beautiful woman beneath him let out a sultry sound and kissed him back languidly.

The soft rock of their bodies against each other was heavenly, and the gentle kissing set Vester’s blood on fire. He loved every moment of Skylar’s helpless writhing beneath him. She wasn’t really coordinated, but she did her best to help him by trying to jerk her hips up to meet his strokes.

Studying her face, Vester realized how happy he was to see their friendship change into something deeper. While he was still frustrated with Non for messing with his love life as she had, he couldn’t deny that he’d cherish this moment for a long time.


I don’t think I ever connected with someone so deeply while I lived on Earth,
 he realized. He kissed her with greater passion at the thought, and that saw him shudder and release inside of her without warning. Skylar’s eyes fluttered and she let out a gasp—then slumped.

“Skylar?” he murmured, confused. “You okay?” He had a moment of panic before he saw that she was still breathing and a beautiful smile had spread across her lips.

“I’m fine,” she whispered. “Now, go rinse off and sell our loot… because I’m not moving for a while…. I just want to lay here and… enjoy this…”

Vester, who also wasn’t in a hurry to move from where he was holding her in his arms, let out a snort. “That sounds fair, but you’ll have to put up with a few minutes of snuggling, because I’m not going anywhere for a little bit.”

“Good!” Krysta shouted. “This water is amazing and I don’t want to share it… but I’ll still wash your hair in an hour or two… maybe.”

That set all of them to laughing.














Chapter Thirty-Eight








After
 an
 hour
 of
 snuggling, and Krysta begrudgingly letting him access enough water to rinse himself, Vester finally left to make his way to the newly formed crafting district. His storage felt like it was bursting with the things they’d gathered, and he was eager to unload it and see what they could get, either through purchase or crafting.

It turned out that the looting process that stole the ogre parts left them pristine—there wasn’t even a hint of blood on the huge hides. The skin was just as preserved, though the wounds from the corpses remained.

When he’d pulled them out, they resembled thick rolls of leather sitting on the counter in front of him.

The shop he was in wasn’t complete—in fact, the walls just barely reached past his head. The ceiling was covered in poles and tarps to keep the weather out, and the shopkeeper had made it clear that he only worked half days so the afternoons could see more work done on turning the place into a real store.

The elf behind the counter was practically drooling over the moss ogre hides. “These are… very well flensed,” he said. His eyes ran over the material, and then one of his hands did the same. “What process did you use to prepare the hide?”

“A skill,” Vester replied, seeing no reason to lie. “They’re magically looted, so no tools touched them except the weapons that made the wounds.”

The black-haired elf’s eyes sparked with greed, and he practically rubbed his palms together. “Marvelous! Looting skills always preserve the quality, depending on the rank. These look to be at least B-rank. They’ll make incredible armor. I can offer you… ten gold per hide.”

Vester, who knew the payout table for the Guild inside and out, had no issue realizing he was being offered a low rate. “How about thirty gold per hide, and you make me a robe and a set of armored pants and a coat with them as well?”

He’d purposefully gone high, and when the crafter looked at him in outrage, Vester saw a hint of a smile at the corner of the man’s lips. “Thirty?”
 the elf screeched in mock outrage. “Maybe if they were A-rank hides, but no,
 I couldn’t possible do more than twelve gold, and you’ll have to pay for any custom work yourself.”

The pair soon fell into haggling and Vester realized he got a kick out of arguing with the elf. They came to a final agreement on twenty-four gold per hide, and Vester got the robe for Krysta and the new armored overalls and coat for Skylar. He still couldn’t wear anything that qualified as armor, so he didn’t bother for himself.

The man assured him the clothes would be ready in four days, and Vester left.

He’d already sold the bones to a blacksmith who wanted to use them for hilts, shafts, and raw materials for weaponry. He’d visited the same dwarf that had made his card blanks, and the man had greedily snapped up the moss ogre dung. Vester had been more than happy to see that go.

The Party hadn’t ended up with much loot left from the kobolds, but what little they’d kept he’d sold to a general Adventuring store. The payout wasn’t much, but it would cover food and drink on their next delve.

That left visiting a store that specialized in enchantments to sell the raw gold, silver, and copper they’d gotten. That haggling took nearly three hours, but when Vester was done, he’d managed to get them a ten-percent profit over the bulk value of the metal.

As that value was already higher than simply converting the metal straight into coins, Vester considered it a solid windfall.

The Guild worked like a bank thanks to their ID cards, so his next stop was the Guildhall. He divided the coin in three and deposited it into each of their accounts, then went up to his room to rest. He washed his hands and face, then fell onto his bed with a sigh.


Skylar and Krysta are something else…, but I’d be a fucking idiot to complain. Not my first threesome, but definitely the best. It was
 amazing. 10/10, would delve again. What a way to end a dungeon run.


He took a moment and rubbed a palm against his eye, letting himself relax. Ugh, Kora wants to see me soon, but I need sleep to survive an interview.
 With a drawn in breath, he took a second to refocus his thoughts.


Let’s go over my to do list. Already sold the loot, that went well. We’ll be able to get much better equipment for the next time we delve.



I have to study my enchantments more. Two types of traps and a pair of boosting augmentations for Skylar’s golems won’t cut it much longer. Dent and Woody deserve some real makeovers.



Oh, and I’ll need to avoid the Church of Light. Not surprised they showed up though, that was bound to happen.
 He pinched the bridge of his nose, then dragged his fingers down until it popped free of his grip. His hand dropped to his stomach.


I should probably consider what I’m going to do if Denny and the others do wind up coming here. They work for the Church of Light and the Great Dungeon is considered one of the best opportunities to grow. If the kingdom is going to push them to level fast, they will send them to Porter’s Walk…


He paused in his thoughts, just taking a moment to marvel over the fact that he’d succeeded in reaching level 15. On top of that, he’d managed to remove a divine curse from his being. Considering the gods had tried to ensure he couldn’t level at all, he felt he was doing good. He knew the real challenge started after hitting level 25, but he wasn’t too worried.


They tried to nerf me and turn me into some kind of weird undead servant, and instead I’m just getting stronger. I’ve slipped one leash and can do whatever I want now, no more following Law. I’ve even got two amazing girls with me. Despite being brought to this world by mistake, I’m enjoying myself.


It was a strange admission to make. He knew his family back on Earth was probably grieving for him, but he knew they’d miss Denny more. It was an unpleasant truth that he’d long grown accustomed to.


But… I wouldn’t go back. I know Denny probably would. I imagine he’s already trying to figure out his way home. Aside from a couple of hook-ups and some new college friends, I don’t really miss my life on Earth. College, student loans, a job, a lifelong career of stress—Why would I want that when I can enjoy exploring a magical world with beautiful women at my side?


Vester could admit to himself that it was a selfish thought, though he didn’t let that bother him. He acknowledged it was
 selfish, then he let any guilt over it go. He was here on this world, and he didn’t plan on letting himself waste time brooding over his fate.

With his resolve to enjoy his life firmly in place, Vester rolled over and let himself go to sleep.

A rather vivid dream sank its hooks into him and Vester woke feeling… Fuck,
 wow, that was intense. I’m not sure if I’m being paranoid or if that really was Non expressing her happiness with me, but damn.


The elf shivered while pushing himself to his feet. It took a few minutes of stretches, jumping jacks, and finally a cold shower before he was fit to go out without embarrassing himself.

He made sure his uniform was impeccable, his cane firmly clasped in hand, and then made his way down to the front of the Guildhall. A brief word with one of the receptionists let Kora know that he was available for his debriefing; fortunately, he only had to wait a few minutes before he was invited into her office.

The kitsune visibly perked up when he approached, and he saw her looking around her office in wonder.


Ah, the new passive aura that coats the area around me in illusions. I suppose she’s always going to know when I’m coming now. Though the fact that I won’t have to actively cast for her to be able to see will make life a lot easier. Picking and choosing what to recreate with my illusions was a good way to train my ability, but now I don’t need to concentrate to achieve it.


He also didn’t need to worry about getting the details wrong, which he really
 appreciated.

Judging by the look Kora directed his way, she appreciated it too. “This is amazing, Vester,” she breathed. “Your talent has grown truly profound. Your attention to detail was always good, but now it seems like you’ve truly encapsulated the area around us.”

“Like I said, I got a passive ability that is doing the heavy lifting,” he said without going into detail. She offered a nod, then closed the door and locked it behind him. If he hadn’t known the locks were what activated the sound proofing, he might have found the move ominous.

She still looked cheerful while she walked around him to take a seat in one of the more-comfortable chairs in front of her desk. She hadn’t sat behind it, which was another mark in his favor. When he sat across from her, she was watching him.

It was extremely obvious she loved that she could
 watch him.

It seemed to take her a moment to remember she had something to say. She put one knee over the other, smoothed her skirts, then cleared her throat. “Right, first off,” she began, “I’d like to apologize for not delving alongside you. When they gave me this role, we all believed it was a standard dungeon. The presence of an entrance to the Great Dungeon threw everything into chaos.”

The kitsune brushed her fingers through her sable hair and pushed it back. One of her silver-tipped ears flicked against her palm, then it folded back against her head while an unhappy look crossed her face. Vester rose and took a tea set off one of her sideboards. He gave her time to organize her thoughts while brewing them both a cup of the tea she liked.

Once she had the cup in hand and had sipped, she gave him a grateful look and continued: “With all the hard work you put in, I know I don’t have to tell you about the long hours we’ve been working to get Porter’s Walk up to standard. I have requested an Assistant Guild Master who I can trust to watch the hall while I delve, and Tomlin has agreed. Once they arrive, I’ll be able to start going with you… if
 you still want me.”

Vester considered the situation. Kora Dol was an arcane-melee build with a heavy focus on defense—a tank, in gaming terms. Having her on his team would shore up a solid weakness, and the level gap between them wasn’t nearly as significant as it had been before.

“I do,” he said. “I understand we’ll grow slower with you on the team, but I also know we’ll be a lot safer. Krysta is an amazing healer and support caster, and Skylar’s golems provide a lot of tactical advantage… but we’re lacking in both direct offense and solid defense.”

She nodded, showing she was listening. She took a moment to lift a cube of sugar into her teacup, then held it out so he could refill it for her. He did, then sat down once more. Leaning back in his seat, Vester sighed.

One hand unconsciously rose, and he traced his fingers along his long ear, twisting them at the tip before letting it go. “The Great Dungeon is more dangerous than I expected. We ran into a creature that was far too powerful for the first floor, and we really
 could have used you.” She straightened up, motioning for him to continue. “Right, perhaps it’s time to do that debriefing,” he added with a chuckle.

The two settled in for what promised to be a long conversation. It took time to go over several days of delving, and because of the mystic Contract between them, Vester felt comfortable filling Kora in on each of the various Quests he’d taken and completed.

He didn’t hide the fact that they’d been forced to kill the traitorous team to protect Li Ra. He assured her the paperwork was all going to be filed properly. She had a number of pointed questions, but overall, she approved of the Party’s strategy in dealing with the kobolds and the rogue Adventurers.

When he talked about the Chaos Thief skill he got from a Quest, her eyes popped in a manner that had him pausing to regard her suspiciously. If it turned out that she’d gotten something similar to Skylar and Krysta, though, her poker face was good enough to conceal it.

Vester took a second to mentally chastise Non, then went back to the story.

Kora whipped out a notebook and crystal stylus and started taking frantic notes when he got to the level 20 Boss they’d run into on the first floor. At first Kora seemed very alarmed to learn of its existence, but the more she listened, the more she calmed.

It was the fact the Boss sent them to the second floor that seemed to give her the answer she’d been seeking. The two talked about it, and Vester learned that the Great Dungeon didn’t reserve its dangerous challenges exclusively for him.

Apparently, when a delving team proved too good for a floor, the Great Dungeon would sometimes shift things to ensure the group had no choice but to advance. No one was sure why, but they suspected it was meant to keep Adventurers from simply wiping out the same floor over and over.

Essentially, Kora thought it had happened because his group had S-ranked Adventurers, with the lone outlier being A-rank. The kobolds weren’t a true challenge to them, so the Great Dungeon had taken steps to shove them somewhere they could actually grow.

It was annoying, since it implied they wouldn’t be able to just mine the minerals on the first floor, but Vester had gained so much during his single delve that he couldn’t be too frustrated by it.

Kora asked a lot
 of pointed questions about how well he got along with Krysta and Skylar. She didn’t seem to judge the dynamic they were developing; instead, she encouraged it. She talked about how strong emotional bonds between Adventurers could forge teams that stayed together forever.

It took several hours to answer all of her questions, make sure his notes had transferred properly, and record all of his experiences in the Great Dungeon into the Guild’s official log. After they’d finished, the pair left Kora’s office and headed out to the main entrance of the Guildhall.

Neither of them was prepared to see a cluster of people in white, glowing robes standing in front of the counter, berating one of the receptionists.














Chapter Thirty-Nine








Kora’s
 expression
 darkened
 and
 she motioned for Vester to follow closely while she advanced on the church officials. They entered the room in time to hear one of the figures berating the girl behind the desk.

“—telling you that the Church of Light is not
 beholden to the laws of your paltry organization! You will allow our teams free access to the Great Dungeon or face repercuss—”

“I think not,” Kora said. Her quiet interruption sliced through the man’s rant like a blade. The entire room fell silent as the startled figure let out a squawk and turned to stare at her. He appeared livid at the idea anyone might dare disagree with him.

While the human’s face slowly turned purple and his jowls quivered, Kora strode forward and came around from behind the reception desks. The priest’s eyes bulged at the way she boldly walked up to him. The men and women behind him seemed far less inclined to become outraged—Vester noticed them exchanging nervous glances.


This guy looks like he’s going to stroke out just from being told no,
 Vester thought. I can’t imagine what his blood pressure looks like. Scratch him and he might pop like a balloon.


Vester only walked to the gap between the counters, his cane giving a distinct click
 when its tip grounded on the floor. When the priest’s secondaries glanced his way, Vester caused the illusion of his shadow to spread outward and creep up the wall behind him.

Inky black lines seemed to creep out from his feet like compass points and slowly run up the outer walls of the chamber.

His own body grew a coating of shadows until only his eyes remained visible, which glowed like mismatched flames. He contemplated adding music, just for a moment, then decided it would be too much.

His display definitely
 had an effect on the group, because the nervous ones took a few steps closer together. Their leader, however, simply shook his head in a way that made the layers of his neck audibly jiggle.


Oh… that’s fucking gross,
 Vester thought, glad his illusions concealed the shudder that produced. Like a toad had babies with a turkey. I didn’t even know a human neck could
 make that sound. How the hell do you get that fat in a magical world?


Kora took a moment to look over her shoulder at him, then turned her attention back to the angry official. “Bishop…?” She paused, waiting to see if he was going to introduce himself. The man just snorted contemptuously. That saw the kitsune’s face grow harder. “The Church of Light and the Adventurer’s Guild have a magically enforced treaty: one signed by the highest members of your order and ratified by the power of your own goddess. Do you mean to tell me that document holds no authority here?”

If it were possible, the arrogant ass seemed to grow even angrier at being reminded he was completely in the wrong. His pale blonde hair looked almost translucent against the flush of his features; his fingers squeezed around his staff so hard they creaked.

“What do you
 know of it?” he sneered. “You’re no true Guild Master, just a cripple placed here so your Founder doesn’t have to feel pity. Know your place, mongrel.”

The shadow columns Vester had created suddenly swelled. Armored forms stepped out of them. Crimson blades ignited in their hands with a high-pitched, electric-sounding bweyoosh
 . A heavy, rasping breathing seemed to emerge from the depths of each of their helmets. Those dark figures all raised their blades and held them upright before their bodies, an ominous threat.

However, Kora held up a hand like she was commanding them to hold their place.

Vester wasn’t the only one to react. Several Adventurers who had been enjoying a meal at the bar to the side—and others who had been examining the Quest Board—turned to glare at the church figures. Several even drew weapons like they were ready to fight to defend Kora’s honor.

The bishop seemed to finally grasp that he was thoroughly outnumbered. He swallowed and his face drained of blood. Sweat broke out along his forehead, and Vester saw his throat jiggle as he swallowed.

“Perhaps… I have spoken in haste,” he mumbled. Kora raised an eyebrow, and her ears flicked in his direction, her tails lashing behind her. The man cleared his throat several times. “My name is Bishop Llewlyn and I would like to register the local chapter of the Church of Light for delving privileges in the Great Dungeon…”

The man now spoke like his balls were in a vise. Vester watched in amusement. The illusions he’d conjured lowered their blades, which hissed
 as the crimson energy retracted into the hilts, then they stepped back into the shadows and their armored forms dissolved. The columns of darkness along the walls, however, remained.

“… we will of course pay our contractual dues for each delve and offer the standard services: resurrection for the recently deceased, healing, cleaning afflictions, and the like,” Bishop Llewlyn concluded.

“Marvelous,” Kora said with feigned happiness. Vester knew her well enough by this point to recognize when she was faking it. “I’m so glad
 that our organizations can maintain their harmonious relationship. I am sure a man of your stature has much to do in setting up your local chapter. I assure you that we shall maintain the Treaty. Do not feel like you must attend further meetings personally.
 I am sure your staff can handle it.”

“But… ah… of course, Guild Master Dol,” the man said. His eyes had widened at her dismissal, but he chose not to fight it. Instead, he motioned to his group and spun to walk away.


That… was a marvelous way of telling him to get the fuck out,
 Vester thought with an amused grin. His smile was hidden by the darkness coating his body, and that midnight shroud drained down to his feet while the other shadows in the room retracted into his body. By the time Bishop Llewlyn had scurried out of the room, there was no sign of Vester’s illusions or his grin.

Kora watched the man go, and only after he’d departed did she turn to face Vester. “Vester,” she said, raising a finger to waggle it at him. “I did not need you to do that…” He could see how hard she was fighting to keep from laughing. “…but it certainly reminded him that the Guild is not to be trifled with.”

Vester was acutely aware of the people watching him, and he suddenly remembered the rumors that had been spreading about him. With all that in mind, he swept an arm before him and bowed over it—channeling his best British butler. “Of course, Guild Master. I live to serve.”

“Quite,” she agreed. “Now, since we’ve finished your debriefing, I am giving you the day off. I expect you bright and early tomorrow morning.”

“Of course, ma’am,” Vester agreed. There was something hilarious about pretending to be such a stodgy individual, especially now that he was free to break any rule he wanted. “I shall take my leave. Have a good evening.”

With that, Vester chose to make his way to the Guild library.

By the time he was done researching new enchantments, the sun had gone down and it was time for him to get some sleep. A dreamless night passed, and when he woke he cleaned up, ate a quick breakfast, then made his way to the reception desk to resume his duties.

Vester had just set up his station and looked up when he realized Denny himself was standing in front of him. His brother, every six-foot-two, black-haired, brown-eyed, muscular, tanned, armor-clad, inch of him stared at Vester with zero sign of recognition on his face.

Vester took in the heavy shield and long-handled mace on Denny’s back, the sword at his hip, the dagger in his boot, and what might have been another hidden weapon in one of his bracers. Denny looked like a consummate professional, and he was politely holding out a Guild ID waiting for Vester to take it.

Vester silently took the ID and set it in his scanner. What came up caused his eyebrows to rise.


Deneb Gambit: Human



Starstriker: Level 21



Profession: Armorer



Strength: 49



Dexterity: 49



Constitution: 49



Intelligence: 20



Wisdom: 20



Charisma: 20



Skills: Meteor Swing 2, Gravity Shield, Heaven’s Renewal 3, Comet Descent 2, Heaven’s Bulwark 2, Inventory, Heaven’s Insight MAX



Profession skills: Repair Gear, Fit Armor



Unique Ability: Heroic Growth



Wow, Denny’s been putting in the work…
 he thought to himself. What the
 fuck are these stats? How the hell is this fair? How many free points does he get every level to have stat growth like this? And this doesn’t even include gear? The Hero is totally broken!


Vester had to take several deep breaths to calm down. He was fairly sure he’d failed miserably to keep his face calm, and that was confirmed by the smirk of Denny’s teammate while Vester handed back the ID. “The Guild welcomes you, Hero Gambit,” he managed, though he felt like the words were sticking in his throat.

Denny showed no sign of noticing his discomfort. He accepted the crystal card back with a warm grin. “Thank you!” his twin said. “We’re looking forward to delving the Great Dungeon! We’ve been told it’s a wonderful opportunity to grow and boost us to where we need to be to fight the Dark Lord.”


God damn it, Denny, if you weren’t so fucking
 sincere I might hate you,
 Vester muttered quietly to himself. I have no doubt you’ve thrown yourself entirely into the idea that you’re the savior for these people, though why they need an outsider to save them when we have monsters like Tomlin running around, I have no idea.


It occurred to Vester in that moment he’d never stopped to wonder why
 this world had gathered souls and given them a purpose. He’d have to ask Non the next time they spoke. But for now, he had to finish registering Denny’s party.

Denny’s best friend Jack was there, red hair, asshole expression, looking like a fucking anime-villain douchebag waiting for a chance to monologue. He was the twat that had been grinning at Vester’s discomfort.

Vester took his card, scanned it and was relieved to see that Jack wasn’t nearly
 as strong as Denny. The level 19 Bloodrager was a strength- and dexterity-based warrior of some sort, judging by the stat distribution Vester was looking at. He passed back the card and ignored Jack’s cocky smirk.

Davis Kincaid appeared to be the party healer. A level 20 Lightmender, his build was all intelligence and wisdom. Vester vaguely recognized him from the bus. Davis had been in the seat behind Denny. The guy looked nice enough, though kind of timid.

Rachel Kincaid was probably Davis’ sister. They were both pale, blue eyed, and had similar features, though Rachel had brown hair where Davis had blond. She was a level 18 Soulsage, and like her brother, seemed to be a caster of some sort.

It was the last figure in Denny’s group that caught Vester off guard; the woman didn’t appear to be from Earth at all. She had the spotted hair of a snow leopard with feline ears and a thick, fluffy tail. Her wrists and ankles were actually bound in silver shackles, and she was dressed in a ragged outfit that appeared to be made from hides.

Her ID listed her as Kimmy Jones, however, which was a damned Earth-like name. Her race was listed as felid, and she was a level 22 Ragedancer. The chains were concerning, but Vester couldn’t imagine Denny would tolerate any kind of slavery.

Her ears folded back against her head when she took her ID back from him. “Mind your own business, receptionist,
 ” she hissed. He felt his eyebrows rise, but before he could say anything, Denny was pulling her back and stepping between them.

“Easy, Kimmy, easy.” Denny turned his back on the girl and glanced in Vester’s direction. “It’s not what it looks like,” Denny said, holding up a hand like he expected Vester to start yelling at him. “Kimmy’s new passive is just… causing a few issues. She’s completely harmless.”

“Not what the Church
 says,” Jack added in a mocking voice. “Kitty’s got claws and is way too ready to use them!” the ass crowed. Vester watched Denny’s face harden—he saw that his brother was still able to put Jack in his place with a single look. “Sorry, man,” Jack muttered.

Kimmy, meanwhile, had looked more and more enraged at the conversation. The shackles around her wrists began glowing with dull-red runes, and it appeared that her limbs were growing heavier. The catgirl sagged like she was struggling to hold herself up.

Vester raised his hands to forestall any further conversation. “So long as no Guild laws are broken, none of this is my concern. You’re under no obligation to share anyone’s private information with me, and all of your confidential details are sworn to secrecy. Thank you for registering. Feel free to check the Board and see if any of the local Quests would suit you.”

Vester had no desire to see the woman in any kind of distress, and it was obvious the conversation was disturbing her. What he hadn’t considered, however, was that while his appearance had changed significantly, his voice was the same as it had always been.

He caught Denny staring at him, confused.


Fuck. I’m not sure if Denny knows I even came to this world. Everything happened so fast that I don’t know what those church assholes might have told him. He could be in danger if he starts poking into their business to find out how they treated me.


Vester wasn’t even sure how to feel about his brother. He felt petty for resenting his twin’s class, but it was hard not to feel disgruntled at the clear advantages Denny had been given. Fortunately, whatever was going through Denny’s head didn’t seem to stir his curiosity.

The Hero and his party left the line and moved over to the Quest Board so they could start preparing for their first trip to the Great Dungeon. Their arrival marked the only excitement in Vester’s day, and while it left him with a lot to think about… he was shocked to realize he found the mundane routines soothing.

Though it took him far too long to realize that Denny’s Party had only had five members. He wondered what had happened to the sixth Reincarnate that should have been with him. Despite his curiosity, he focused on his work and trusted that the rumor mill would answer his questions in time.

If anyone had told him that he’d be a glorified office worker on a fantasy world while a horny goddess tried to get him to cause havoc, Vester would have laughed in their face, yet that was the exact life he found himself living now.

And to his own surprise, he was starting to love it.














Afterword








Ordinal
 Trail
 marks
 the
 first book of Otherworld Adventures. This is a very number-lite, gamelit Isekai series. There was a lot of world building in book one, so I hope people aren’t too disappointed with the pacing. Now that Vester has been established, he’ll be able to get out there and do more exploring.

I hope you’re willing to come along as he meets new people, explores the Great Dungeon, and builds a real team around himself.

Deacon’s love of fantasy began when his father sat him down for some First Edition Dungeons & Dragons
 . His best friend introduced him to anime at the age of 12, and his nerdy tendencies just got worse from there. If you’re looking for more from Deacon, please check out his other works:


Avalar Explored
 :
 a complete LitRPG series set in a fantasy world. Watch a blacksmith rise in power as he struggles to adapt to his new form.


Fall to the Forest
 :
 a dungeon core standalone featuring a fae soul forced to build a dungeon on Earth as the fae arrive, heralding a System coming to Earth to end human civilization as they know it.


The Otherworld Academy:
 An isekai tale featuring Levi Walker, a college student from Earth, being reborn and enrolled in a magical academy where he’s expected to become a powerful magi. Unfortunately for Levi, he’s been reincarnated as a Demon Lord.


Dragons & Damsels Anthology
 :
 an anthology of harem stories that contains a short story, Otherworld Vacation, which takes place between Raven House and Second Term, giving a glimpse of what Levi, Tawny, and Nox did at the start of their summer vacation.


Singularity Tower:
 a science fiction story about a prisoner forced to climb an ancient alien tower if he ever wishes to have enough power to be his own man. Gideon Pike is too stubborn to quit and too tough to die. Join him while he climbs toward the top and finds more adventures than he bargained for.


Hollow Earth Apocalypse:
 a three-book series featuring modern day Earth when the System arrives and triggers the eruptions of several volcanoes around the globe. These newly opened gateways allow kaiju and smaller monsters from the world below to emerge and threaten human. Pax, his girlfriend, and their best friend are stuck doing everything they can to survive.

For something less spicy, consider my alternative pen name Somnus Quill and the short story , a proto-harem barbarian story.


Blackmist Academy,
 a sapphic futanari novel. The story features Lovecraftian influences, dark romance, bullies to lovers, mind games, and a low-stakes exploration of someone seeing their world expand far beyond what they could have imagined.


The Avalar Explored Omnibus:
 All 5 books of the crunchy LitRPG featuring Jace’s rise to godhood.


The Otherworld Academy Volume 1-3:
 The first 3 books of the Otherworld Academy plus the short story, Otherworld Vacation, which takes place between books 1 and 2.


The Otherworld Academy Volume 4-6:
 The final 3 books of the Otherworld Academy, which do 
not

 include the epilogue short story: Nesting Day
 that culminates Levi’s relationship with Maledict the Purple and Imri the Pristine.


Rider's Dragon: The Complete Omnibus:
 All 4 books of the cultivation series told from the perspective of Nemesis, a dragon just seeking to live his own life.














Social Media








For
 other
 books
 in
 the HaremLit genre—please look at https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit


To follow my writing, find me on Twitter
 as well Facebook


You can also find me on Tumblr
 , along with Threads
 , and Blusky.



Deacon Discord
 – A Discord server for fans of Otherworld Academy, Avalar Explored, and Dungeons of Underhill.
















Other Books









Dungeon Diving 101
 –
 Bruce
 Sentar,
 a
 wonderful anime-inspired LitRPG.


Who Let a Demon Lord Into the Mage Tower?
 – Atlas Kane, a great book, really loved it.


Towers of Acalia
 – Atlas Kane, a harem series about climbing towers and cultivating.


Rise of the Weakest Summoner
 – J. R. Saileri, more of these to read all the time.


Legendary LitRPG
 – A LitRPG Anthology with 28 stories to choose from. Look for Grub’s Day Out by Somnus Quill; it’s mine.


First Fist
 – T.J. Reynolds, it isn’t harem, but I really enjoyed this story. Can’t wait to see more.


Titan Mage
 – Edie Skye, for those who enjoy steampunk harems and battling mechs.


Aycrishi Sodality
 – Phil Aerix, for monster girl lovers.


Magic Steamship Pirate Booty
 – Grady Sparks, if you love pirates, magic, treasure, and harems.


Elemental Empire
 – Peter North, for more fantasy-based isekai adventure with magic and monster girls.
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