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1
The Beginning of Something


The winds outside the tent howled loud enough to wake the dead, but not the two women curled up on the cot next to Jay Morgan. Furs and quilts bundled around the trio in a cozy nest next to the fire in Raina Frostmane’s medicine tent.

The wolf woman, a Shaman Class Witch Doctor, had snuck out in the middle of each night for the past week, leaving Jay alone with his long-time best friend, Molly O’Brian, and the Arcane Archer fox-girl Lyra Golden-Eye.

While Jay appreciated the warm, intimate moments with the girls, he knew Raina’s midnight departures were not for the sake of his love life. More often than not, he found himself anxiously awaiting the wolf woman’s return, afraid that something might happen to their one ally in the ragtag village.

As the girl’s slept peacefully, Jay watched the door on the far side of the tent, hoping Raina would return soon.

Since Jay and Lyra had returned from his first delve, Winterhaven’s leader, Runolf Frostmane—Raina’s ex-husband, a cruel and conniving Lupinari Sprit Warrior—had been intent upon preventing them from returning to the Ice Dungeon.

The wolf man’s animosity had begun the moment Jay had staggered into Winterhaven with Molly’s unconscious form in his arms. Runolf hadn’t cared that Molly was injured, or that she and Jay had been sucked into Arcanicea through a portal from another realm. He only cared that they were human, not one of the animal-hybrid Faunari races.

And he hated them for it.

Jay glanced down at Molly, curled up against his right side, and brushed the copper curls away from her forehead. He bent to kiss the top of her head where a shock of bright white hair had appeared during her Portal Sleep. She murmured something and wriggled tighter to his side, smiling a sleepy smile.

Lyra had an arm and a leg flung over Jay’s torso and her fluffy silver-white fox tail tucked into her armpit. She growled and let out a little yip. Her legs twitched like she was dreaming of chasing after some creature in the dungeon. Jay stroked between her silky, soft ears until she relaxed again.

He couldn’t believe how lucky he was to have the two of them by his side, not to mention in his bed.

But he was about to die of asphyxiation if he spent another minute under the covers with them.

The girls both liked to be bundled up in furs and blankets when they slept, and even without any clothes on it was way too hot under all those layers for Jay to sleep.

Plus, he was worried about Raina.

He wriggled backward, snaking his way out from between the girls and off the end of the cot. They wiggled their way toward the center of the bed and snuggled up with each other in his absence—Lyra naked and Molly dressed only in her bra and panties.

Jay cast the pair a regretful glance as he pulled his clothes back on and tucked the covers around them. Then he tiptoed over to the small kitchen area and filled an old black kettle with water from a pitcher and set it on the fire to boil.

Raina Frostmane was a Witch Doctor, and she had an impressive array of herbs and reagents filling her tightly packed shelves. Jay knew some of them could be used for tea. He used his Dungeon Sight to inspect one of the shelves—smiling when he saw the soft glow of magic that surrounded items that had been harvested in the Ice Dungeon, or perhaps imported from other dungeons around Arcanicea.

He picked up a tin of dried herbs that was labelled in his HUD as [Dried Crystal Ice Petals.]

That looked promising.

Crystal Ice Petals – Rare (Gold) – These are petals of the Crystal Ice Flower, which blooms only in the most frigid depths of the dungeon. Fresh petals are said to enhance the casting of illusion magic. They can also be dried for use in enchanting recipes. The savvy Horticulturist might use them to brew a tea that restores mental clarity and relieves stress, helping to rejuvenate the mind after taxing magical exertions.

He wondered if that tea would work just as well to rejuvenate the body after the taxing physical exertions Molly and Lyra had been putting him through.

Jay brought the tea into his inventory and inspected it using his Apothecary Crafting menu, but no recipes came up.

“Oh well,” he muttered and shrugged. “How hard can it be to make tea?”

Jay wasn’t sure how the dungeon magic worked outside the dungeon, whether or not he could level skills and abilities on the surface world the way he could inside. They hadn’t had much time to experiment in the days since he and Lyra had exited the dungeon, with Runolf harassing them every waking moment.

The wolf man had imposed a new rule on the Ice Dungeon, forbidding human delvers entry, and he’d placed guards at the entrance to ensure the rule was followed. Furthermore, he’d forbidden Jay and Lyra from selling their dungeon-harvested items on the World Dungeon Market—decrying them as outcasts and making it illegal for Winterhaven’s merchants to trade with the pair.

If Raina hadn’t been protecting them, Runolf would likely have run Jay, Lyra, and Molly out of town the moment Molly woke from her Portal Sleep. Fortunately, Raina was the one person in the village Runolf couldn’t push around. She was the only Faunari delver to also have reached Runolf’s impressive Level 10 status, and she commanded as much—if not more—respect from the people of Winterhaven than he did.

But even Raina was wary of pushing Runolf too far. The wolf man had become more and more agitated in the last few days, and there were whispers among the villagers that he was hoping to call for a council to have the three outcasts pushed out of the community for good.

Jay scanned Raina’s shelves for other items that might make a good tea. He missed his morning coffee more than anything else from his old life. So far, nothing he’d found in Arcanicea could compare to a fresh cup of steaming black espresso for that kick in the ass necessary to get him out of bed in the morning.

He hadn’t been in this new world for long, but Jay wasn’t sure he’d be able to go back to his mundane, non-magical life back home on Earth now that he’d gotten used to Arcanicea. Integrating with the Ice Dungeon had awoken powers Jay had only ever imagined in stories and videogames. If he could find a good coffee substitute, there was nothing worth going back for.

The only person he cared about in his old life had been Molly, and she’d fallen through the portal with him. Jay had worried at first, when Molly had been trapped in the Portal Sleep, that she’d want to find a way back once she awoke. He’d just gotten a taste of the Ice Dungeon and its possibilities, thanks to Lyra’s enthusiastic introduction to the wonderful world of Delving, and he didn’t want to give that up.

But he needn’t have worried at all. Once Jay had gathered the ingredients necessary to wake Molly from her enchanted slumber and Raina had performed the necessary spell, his best-friend had proven she was sticking with Jay until the end.

And she wanted to be more than just friends…

The Portal Sleep had woken something inside Molly that Jay didn’t recognize, a passion and ferocity that only grew stronger the more time she, Lyra, and Jay spent together. Molly hadn’t even been in the dungeon yet, but she was eager to integrate and unlock her own potential in this new world.

Jay didn’t think either he or Molly would go back home, even if the portal were to reopen and allow them to return.

For the first time in his life, Jay felt like he’d made it to where he was supposed to be.

Even if the Fates hadn’t aligned in such a way that made him particularly useful in the kitchen.

Jay laughed ruefully to himself as he considered how to go about making the tea. Even simple things, like cooking, had to be done through the crafting menu now. He wondered if he would be able to simply pour hot water over the herbs and make something “new,” or if the fact that he wasn’t inside the dungeon would make learning new recipes impossible. If he couldn’t, he realized that making tea from a dungeon item when he didn’t have a recipe might actually be less effective than using simple, mundane ingredients and experimenting.

Jay set the tin aside as the kettle simmered next to the fire, scanning Raina’s shelves for something else that might work, just in case. He found a small canvas pouch that contained a mixture of leaves, petals, and moss that smelled a lot like peppermint. He set that aside, too.

When the kettle boiled, Jay took two wooden cups from Raina’s cupboard and added a pinch of [Dried Crystal Ice Petals] to one, and a pinch of the mystery concoction in the other. Then he poured boiling water over each, and he waited.

Just as he was about to take a tentative sip of the peppermint-scented brew, the tent’s door flap was torn aside, and a hunchbacked form lurched in from outside.

The winds shrieked past the opening and a chill draft flickered the flames of the fire. Jay was protected from the damaging effects of the cold thanks to his passive Environmental Resistance ability, but he still shivered as the cold air touched his flesh.

The hunched figure shook itself in the doorway, casting aside layer after layer of furs, until Raina Frostmane stood before him. The wolf woman, or Lupinari as the wolf beastkin race was called in this world, had long gray hair with pointed gray ears and a wizened, weather-beaten face that split into a grin when she saw Jay at the fire.

“Couldn’t sleep, boy?” she said, her sharp, wolf-like teeth glinting at him in the flickering firelight. “Just as well. I have news for you.”

“I hardly recognized you,” Jay said, keeping his voice low so as not to disturb the sleeping girls. “I thought maybe Runolf had hired a bearkin assassin to maul me in my bed.”

Raina snorted as she stalked across the room. She was an old woman, but she still had the predatory grace of a wild thing. Her pale, yellow eyes flashed with amusement. “One doesn’t hire an Ursari for an assassin. Too clumsy. Felinari maybe, the catkin are an opportunistic people. Or one of the Hare Bloods.”

“Rabbitkin?” Jay raised his eyebrows and blew across the rim of his cup. “I’d have pegged them for the peaceful type.”

“Many are,” Raina said, pulling a heavy purse from inside her cloak and tossing it onto the table where it landed with a clink. “But don’t let the domestic nature of their race fool you. Beneath the burrows full of long ears and fluffy tails is a vein of dark magic that might surprise you. Hare Bloods are known for a particular kinship with the black arts, and those that reject a peaceful life on the surface of Arcanicea are likely to be formidable in the dungeon.”

Jay eyed the heavy coin purse but didn’t ask about it. Raina would explain in her own time, he’d learned.

“So, I should be wary of any cute bunny girls I find while delving?”

“All delvers should be wary of other delvers, in any dungeon.” Raina sat down next to Jay at the fire and picked up the cup with the Crystal Ice Petal tea. She gave it a sniff and frowned. “You, especially, Jay Morgan, now that Runolf has decided he wants you dead. Tell me… what have you made here?”

Jay chuckled nervously. “Well… I’m not sure exactly. I was trying to make tea from those Dried Crystal Ice Petals you have. But I couldn’t get my crafting menu to provide a recipe, so I improvised. I also made some with this, but I haven’t tried either of them yet. I was bit worried I’d poison myself and save Runolf the trouble.”

He showed Raina the canvas bag, and she nodded. “That blend can be used in teas and salves,” she said. “It’s not very potent on its own, but it’s perfectly safe. But why the Dried Crystal Ice Petals? They make a very handy invisibility enchantment when mixed with some of my other items. And they’re quite expensive.”

“Oh, sorry,” Jay felt his cheeks heat under her watchful gaze. “I wasn’t thinking of the cost. It was the description that made me choose them. I’m looking for something to replace an energizing drink from my old world, and the ‘restores mental clarity and relieves stress’ feature sounded promising.”

Raina reached out and took the peppermint-smelling tea from his hand, giving him the other cup instead. “Drink it.”

The sudden intensity of her gaze lifted the hairs on the back of Jay’s neck. But Raina hadn’t given him any cause to distrust her. He raised the cup to his lips and sipped the hot liquid.

The tea was surprisingly sweet and made his tongue and throat tingle when he swallowed it.

Buff Activated – Get Up and Go (Temporary)

Out of bed, sleepy head! You’ve received a temporary increase to your Intelligence and Willpower attributes and increased your passive health, stamina, and mana regeneration. Don’t let it go to waste!

Intelligence +2, Willpower +2, base stats regenerate 20% faster for 30 minutes.

As he was reading the buff notification a second notification popped up, along with the musical fanfare that often came with skill upgrades.

You have learned Crafting: Research and Development 1!

You have created a NEW Recipe [Go Juice] (Unique)

XP: 300

Jay opened his crafting menu and found the odd new entry, along with the promised recipe.

Recipe: Go Juice

Combine one [Dried Crystal Ice Petals] with one [Water—boiled] and allow to sit for five minutes, to create a regenerative potion that restores mental clarity and relieves stress, helping to rejuvenate the mind after taxing magical… and other… exertions. Applies the Get Up and Go Buff (Temporary).

“Huh,” Jay said. “That’s interesting.”

He read the description of the buff, vocational skill, and recipe to Raina.

The wolf woman bared her teeth in a vicious smile. “That is more than interesting, Jay Morgan. That is impossible.”

“Why is that?” Jay asked. “I just improvised the recipe based on the description given with my Dungeon Sight.”

“Your Dungeon Sight, which cannot be more than Level 2 or 3 at most?” Raina let out a laugh that sounded more like a howl, and the sleeping girls stirred. She glanced at them and lowered her voice, turning back to Jay with a wild look in her pale-yellow eyes. “Yet you receive information about the herbs I have worked with for years and have never unlocked. How is that, I wonder?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did you know that Dungeon Sight does not give more than an item’s name and quality level outside of the dungeon to delvers whose skill is below Level 5? Except for you, apparently… There is a reason that the traders who work for the World Dungeon Market are all Level 5 and above, you know, and they specifically train Intelligence-based skills to level their Dungeon Sight in order to pursue such a profession.”

“Uh, no,” Jay admitted. “I did consider whether or not it would work before I tried, but when it did, I assumed it was normal.”

“Of course, you did not know this.” Raina took the cup from his hands and sipped it for herself, her eyes widening. She smacked her lips and grinned wolfishly. “Why would you? And I’m sure you also did not know that delvers cannot learn skills outside the dungeon, where their connection to the dungeon’s magic is strongest. Nor can they learn new recipes or receive buffs.”

Jay shook his head, glancing at the walls of herbs and reagents the Witch Doctor kept. “But you—”

“Some of us,” Raina interrupted, holding up a gnarled hand with black claws tipping each finger. “At a higher level, have enough dungeon magic in our veins that we can use some of our most powerful spells and attacks beyond the dungeon’s walls. But very few. Many of my skills are unique because they require ingredients and reagents from the dungeon, which also contain magic, making it easier for me to channel my power. Even Runolf, who is the strongest delver in the village, is but a shell of himself out here.”

“Is that why I have been able to resist his Alpha’s Command?” Jay asked, remembering the power the wolf man had used in an attempt to force Jay to submit to him.

“In part, yes,” Raina said, thoughtfully. “And in part, because there has always been something… different about you. Our suspicions were confirmed by your performance in the dungeon, of course. But this is more than even I expected was possible. Runolf is right to fear you as he does…”

“Raina, I know there’s something strange about my progression,” Jay said, putting a hand on her knee. “But you know I’m not a danger, right? I would never do anything to harm you or anyone else in Winterhaven.”

Raina patted his hand with her gnarled fingers and bared her teeth again. This time it did not look like a smile.

“Never say never, Jay Morgan,” she said. “If Runolf has his way, there may come a time when you must do harm.”

“I won’t,” Jay promised. “Not unless I’m forced.”

“I know,” she said. “And that is exactly what I believe will come to pass.”

Raina’s gray ears flicked as the winds continued to howl outside. To Jay, the sounds of the winter gale were eerie and unnatural, like voices calling back and forth just on the other side of the tent walls. The wolf woman’s pale-yellow eyes fixed on fire, and she studied it as if hoping to find some vision within the flames.

“I told you I had news,” she said after a time. “I am afraid it is not good news, Jay Morgan.”

Jay set the wooden cup down and leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest. “It’s Runolf, isn’t it?”

“Yes, Runolf…” Raina gave a low, menacing growl. “It is aways Runolf. You and your companions are in trouble, boy, if the rumors I’ve been hearing are true. Runolf is not satisfied with banning you from the dungeon, nor with banishing you from Winterhaven. Tomorrow, he will call a village moot and argue for the execution of you and Molly, on the grounds that you are spies and agitators of King Wenshire, and Lyra, on the grounds that she has betrayed the Faunari people in order to help you.”

Jay felt the Witch Doctor’s words pour over him like ice running down his spine. Cold, hard rage crystalized in his belly as he imagined Runolf coming for Molly and Lyra. “The hell he will,” he said. “I’ll kill him first.”

“You will not have to,” Raina said, cocking her head as the wind’s howling pitched even higher. “Because tonight, we’re going to take out those guards and break you into the dungeon.”


2
Black Howl


Jay woke Molly and Lyra, and the trio began packing as Raina explained the plan.

“I’ve made a pact with a Faunari rebel group called the Black Howl,” Raina explained as she helped Molly get dressed in the furs she would need to protect her from the icy winds outside. “They’ve been gaining traction in recent years. Most of their members are nomadic tribes who make annual pilgrimages to delve the dungeon rather than living in Winterhaven under Runolf’s thumb. When Runolf and I separated, I almost joined them myself, but I could not in good conscience leave the village completely at his mercy. Who knows how bold he would grow if he was not checked by fear of my skill and of the secrets I hold over him.”

Molly was quivering with excitement at the idea of finally getting to enter the dungeon, and she kept grinning at Jay from across the tent, her bright blue eyes sparkling. While Jay shared her excitement, he was also aware of the danger they faced—both in getting to the dungeon and once they were inside. Delving with Lyra had been exhilarating, but the fox girl was an experienced explorer. Even then, they’d had some nerve-wracking encounters.

Molly was his cheerful, girl-next-door-style best friend. Jay treasured her, had been in love with her for years. Yet as much as he wanted to be with her, he was afraid of what might happen to her in the dungeon. Molly was a sweetheart, not a fighter. Though she’d changed since her time in the portal sleep—there was a ferocious glint in her eye and an intensity that hadn’t been there before—Jay wasn’t convinced that it would be enough to help her survive the reality of their new life

And if Molly died, Jay didn’t think he could live with himself for allowing that to happen.

He pushed these thoughts from his mind as he attempted to focus on what Raina was saying.

“And these Black Howl rebels are going to help us take out the guards?” Jay asked, stuffing an extra set of clothing and armor into his inventory. “Out of the goodness of their hearts, or…”

“I have paid them handsomely,” Raina said, indicating the bag of coins she’d deposited on the desk earlier. “While I suspect they would have agreed to help without compensation. Runolf’s rule has become a thorn in the side of many. Still, when asking one to risk their lives it is only polite to reward them for their effort.”

Lyra tallied up the provisions in their Party Warehouse inventory menu, her silvery ears twitching excitedly. “What will we do with the rest of these items?” she said. “We can leave some of them with you, Raina, and you can continue to sell them for us. But we may not be able to come back to collect in the near future, if Runolf gets his way.”

Since they’d returned from Jay’s first delve, the Witch Doctor had been selling off some of the dungeon items Jay and Lyra had collected. Years ago, Raina had made contact with some black-market connections to underground trading rings that most Delvers in Arcanicea didn’t know about. The Ice Dungeon, widely believed to be cursed due to its irregular monster and loot spawning behavior, had a habit of dropping items that the delvers of Winterhaven weren’t authorized to sell on the World Dungeon Market, making it difficult for Faunari delvers to earn the coin needed to improve their gear or buy necessary reagents and ingredients from other dungeons. The Witch Doctor, who relied on such items to level her assigned class, had been forced to work outside the law for years.

Even before Runolf had enacted the ban on Jay’s trading, Raina had opted to sell for him on the black market, knowing the leader of Winterhaven would be highly suspicious if the registered commodities normally withheld by the Ice Dungeon suddenly started popping up on the World Dungeon Market. She’d warned them that the less attention they drew from Runolf they better off they would be, and while her precautions hadn’t saved them from the wolf man’s wrath entirely, who knew how much worse it could have been had they not followed her advice.

“I have been thinking about that,” Raina said, reaching for the bag of coin and hefting it in her hand with a clink of metal. “I paid the Black Howl using money earned from the sale of your items. I will be able to pay you back, in time. But if you do not return to Winterhaven, that will make things difficult. Perhaps… you would consider adding me to your party?”

Jay closed the menu he was looking at and gave the old wolf woman a doubtful look. “You want to delve with us?” he said. “I thought you were more or less retired, Raina?”

“No, no,” she said, her gray tail swishing impatiently. “I will not leave Winterhaven. I have a duty to the people here, to protect them from Runolf’s growing corruption. However… it is possible that, with your unusual abilities, I may be able to access your party menus from the surface while the rest of you are in the dungeon. Normally, I would have to be in the dungeon with you in order to be added to your party, but—”

“There’s nothing normal about my interface,” Jay said with a dry laugh. He opened his party menu and saw a new entry on the Available Delvers list.

Raina Frostmane | Lvl 10 | Type: Caster | Class: Shaman | Class Tier I: Witch Doctor

Do you wish to add Raina Frostmane to your party? Y/N

Molly did not show up on the list, though, probably because she hadn’t integrated with the dungeon yet.

“I can see you in my menu,” Jay said. “Should I add you? That means you’ll be able to access the Party Warehouse. So… you’ll be able to sell the items we pick up and send messages through the group chat feature, right? I haven’t used that yet, since Lyra and I never got split up, but I see the option. What would be the disadvantage?”

Raina fixed him with her pale-yellow eyes and shook her head. “I almost can’t believe it… Even though it was my idea. Yes, my hope was that I would be able to continue to sell items for you on the black market and put the money earned back into your inventory. This way I can slowly pay off the money I spent on the Black Howl, even if you are unable to return.”

Jay shook his head. “You don’t need to do that,” he said. “If the Black Howl can get us past Runolf’s guards and into the dungeon, I’m more than happy to pay them myself. You did the right thing hiring them, Raina.”

The Witch Doctor nodded, her ears flattening slightly. She seemed relieved that he wasn’t upset with her for spending the cash. But Jay couldn’t imagine why she’d think he would be. He didn’t have any use for the money, and he wanted to get back to the dungeon at all costs.

“The disadvantage,” she said, making a wide gesture to encompass Lyra and Molly, “is that you may only have seven delvers per party. I will be taking up one of those positions. The deeper you go, the more you will need strong party members to flesh out your team.”

“Well, there are only three of us for now,” Jay said. “I can’t imagine we’ll meet another four delvers we want to party with, at least not immediately. That doesn’t seem like much of a downside to me.”

Raina nodded. “Also, there are dungeon dwelling merchants on the lower floors who can essentially perform the same service as I am offering—connecting you to the World Dungeon Market directly. Inside the dungeon, you won’t have any need to use the black markets, as Runolf will not be able to touch you. Once you find one of them you can always remove me from the party.”

“Let’s do it then,” Jay said.

He selected ‘yes’ from the dropdown menu and received an immediate notification.

Congratulations!

You have added a member to your Delving Party!

Party members include:

Lyra Golden-Eye | Lvl 6 | [Arcane Archer]

Raina Frostmane | Lvl 10 | [Witch Doctor]

Congratulations!

Your Scale-Up Ability has been upgraded.

While you are party leader, receive an additional 10% max XP bonus for each party member added. Current XP bonus total 20% of max.

New Passive Skill Acquired!

Affirmative Action – Are you a forward-thinking guy who believes women have a valuable place in the work force? Or do you just prefer to be surrounded by pretty girls instead of guys like Sweaty Carl from Accounting? Either way, we won’t judge. Bringing more women into your party is never going to be a bad idea with Affirmative Action in your pocket. That is what’s in your pocket, isn’t it, Boss?

Yeah, it’s good to be the man…

While you are the party leader, receive an additional 5% max XP bonus for each female party member added. Current XP bonus total 10% of max.

Jay shook his head as his interface read the description to him in its monotone mechanical voice. “What the actual fuck…?”

“Is there a problem?” Lyra asked, her blue-and-gold eyes flashing with concern.

“Not on my end,” Raina said as she navigated the new menu. “It works perfectly. This is… incredible…”

“Just the dungeon messing with me again,” Jay said, deciding to keep the description of the new skill to himself. “But it looks like I’m getting a bonus for adding female members to the party, so I can’t really complain.”

“So, when I join that will help, too, right?” Molly bounced on her heels. “Can we go now? I can hardly wait!”

Raina pulled an item from the Party Warehouse and put it back in, testing the feature. “All right, it seems to work just the same as my normal inventory. Now, I can see my personal Inventory Menu as a tab within the Warehouse. It looks like I can transfer items from my personal inventory into the group inventory as well. This should work.”

“Then let’s go!” Molly practically shouted.

Lyra laughed, her silver ears twitching with amusement. “I think she’s even more excited than I was when I came to ask Jay if I could take him on his first delve.”

Raina grinned wolfishly at the girls. She lifted a clawed finger in the air and said, “Shhh, we await our signal yet. I commend your enthusiasm, though. I hope you will be ready to fight.”

“I’m ready,” Molly said, punching her fist with her hand.

Without any dungeon magic to help her, Jay wasn’t sure what the tiny redhead thought she was going to do in a fight, but her willingness to dive into battle was pretty cute. Molly had never been a fighter in all the years he’d known her, but she had always had a fiery spirit and a thirst for justice. She simply put that energy into petitions to save wildlife and protesting commercial fishing and farming operations rather than throwing punches.

Now, he wasn’t so sure.

“Molly, you’ll have to stay close so we can protect you,” he said. “Runolf’s guards are high-level delvers with Warrior classes. You don’t want to jump into a brawl with them.”

“I do, Jay,” she said earnestly, turning her bright blue eyes on him. “I really, truly do.”

“Well, I’m asking you not to,” he said, with a nervous laugh, not really sure how serious she was being. “Because I don’t want you to get hurt before you get into the dungeon. Once you’re integrated, you can fight as many monsters as you can handle, okay?”

Molly pouted and glanced at Lyra for backup. But the fox-girl gave her a sheepish shrug. “He’s right, Molly,” she said. “You’re going to be a ferocious fighter. I can tell. And against un-integrated guards, I bet you’d hold your own just fine. But these guys will be stacked, magically fortified, and carrying enchanted gear and weapons.”

Outside, the howling wind took on an ominous pitch and Raina’s ears flicked toward the door. “That’s our signal,” she said. “Stay low, keep your hoods up, and let the Black Howl do the fighting. Once you’re inside, take Molly straight to the integration chamber. Be prepared to defend her in case any of the guards manage to follow you inside, but the rebels should be able to handle them.”

Jay and Lyra had dressed in their dungeon armor—the fox girl wore a leather halter top and skirt combo that didn’t look like they’d protect her against frostbite or enemy weapons. However, Jay had seen ample evidence that the skimpy outfit could do both. Jay’s ensemble, the [Beetle Black Scarab Armor] that had been another ‘gift’ from the dungeon, looked like an all-black suit that might have been worn by a videogame assassin. The fox-girl pulled out her bow with an Impact Arrow nocked. Jay took his Bolo Sword out of his inventory and slid it into the sheath beneath his cloak.

Molly was piled with furs, as she didn’t have the Environmental Resistance granted to delvers by the Ice Dungeon and would feel the true bite of the freezing winds outside. As fierce as she was feeling, Jay doubted she’d have much energy for fighting once she realized how cold it was outside.

Raina pulled aside the hide door and held it for them as they each slipped into the darkness beyond the tent. She let the flap close behind her, trotting ahead, and cocking her ears toward the sound of the howls. The Witch Doctor tipped her head back and let out a low, moaning sound that could easily have been caused by the wind. Her voice projected impressively in the crisp air and the wind carried it away. Soon it was answered by another call. She nodded and pulled her hood up. “Follow me.”

The people of Winterhaven were tucked into their tents, hiding from the winds that whipped snow and ice pellets across the tundra. Raina, Jay, Lyra, and Molly moved like shadows between the weather-beaten shelters, their feet barely crunching on the frozen ground.

Molly gasped as she saw the imposing structure of the Ice Dungeon for the first time, but she didn’t slow down. Jay remembered the first time he’d seen the massive, rune-carved door set into the wall of ice. He’d mistaken it for a natural plateau of some kind, coming fresh from Earth, where huge, magical dungeons were not something he had any experience with. When he saw the doors, and the mystical-looking symbols etched into the ice, he’d realized there was nothing from his past life that would prepare him for the world he’d found himself in.

Winter winds howled around them in the darkness as Jay and Lyra crept toward their goal with Molly tucked safely between them. Raina moved ahead of the group, her form flickering like a shadow in the strange light of the ever-present aurora that lit Arcanicea’s night sky. The Witch Doctor seemed almost invisible as she moved closer to the dungeon’s entrance, as if she were using an ability that made her transparent.

“Where’s Raina?” Molly whispered to him, her voice nearly carried away on the icy gale. “She was there and now she’s not.”

“She’s there,” Jay said. He could see a faint purple glow around her form even when she disappeared. If Molly couldn’t see her, he had to assume she was truly invisible, and the outline he could see was due to the being partied with her. “Just stick with us, and you’ll be okay.”

Molly nodded, her face barely visible within the furred hood. Lyra gave her arm a squeeze. Jay motioned for them to follow him closer to where Raina’s outline was crouched—hidden in the shadow of the nearest structure—where they would wait for the next signal from the Black Howl.

A guard stood on either side of the dungeon doors—each a large, muscular Ursari warrior. The bearkin man and woman stared straight ahead, their hands on their weapons. Neither seemed to have noticed the approaching group.

Jay’s Dungeon Sight ability labelled them as Ice Knights but did not give him any additional information. Apparently, the dungeon kept delver details more private than that of the creatures and people that lived in the dungeon. Raina’s earlier scouting had revealed that the man was Level 6 and the woman, Level 8.

Next to Raina and Runolf, the Ursari guards were the highest-level delvers Jay had encountered since his arrival at Winterhaven. Lyra had been level six when he’d first met her, just barely. But being a stealth class, Lyra’s hadn’t been quite as intimidating as the powerful looking bearkin.

Now Jay and the fox-girl were both only a few kills away from reaching Level 9. In theory, they should be able to easily defeat the guards on their own. But Raina had warned them that Runolf likely supplied them with higher-level runes, potions, and enchanted weapons that would make them more powerful than they should be.

Jay was more than happy to let the Black Howl rebels deal with the guards anyway. He had no desire to hurt innocent Faunari people who had no choice but to work for the crooked leader of Winterhaven. According to Raina, the plan was not to harm the guards, but to distract them. Once Raina exposed Runolf’s corruption to the town, like she planned to, then those who chose to back the shady shaman would be fair game. But for now, Jay had to assume the Ursari were just doing their jobs.

From the darkness of their hiding spot, Jay glanced around, trying to spot their allies. But he could see nothing. Probably, they had some kind of invisibility ability like Raina’s, only more complete because they weren’t grouped together.

Raina let out another low howl that seemed to blend into the winds. The guards glanced at each other but didn’t move from their posts or seem too alarmed. When an answering howl came from nearby, Raina turned to Jay and grinned her sharp-toothed grin.

“Be ready,” she whispered.

Molly moved closer to Jay, and he caught the excited glint in her bright blue eyes. He was relieved that she was following their advice and staying close. Lyra quietly nocked an arrow, prepared to fight if necessary.

Another howl came, this one louder and more wolflike than the others. This time, the guards glanced around, drawing their weapons. Raina, fully invisible except for the purple outline in Jay’s HUD, crept closer to the door.

Jay, Molly, and Lyra crouched, tense and silent in the shadows, waiting for their chance.

Raina tilted back her head and howled again, a sound that lifted every tiny hair on Jay’s body with its eerie, bone-shivering tone. As the last ripples of the sound died in the icy air, dark shapes began to materialize as if from thin air until an arc of huge, black wolves surrounded the guards and the entrance to the dungeon.

The poor Ursari Ice Knights didn’t have time to scream before the shadowy creatures were upon them.


3
Ambush


Raina’s voice rose above the snarling of the wolves and the shouts of the dungeon guards. “Now, Jay!” she cried. “Run!”

The guards looked around in confusion as the voice seemed to come from nowhere. But they didn’t have long to wonder, as the black, shadowlike wolves were upon them in an instant.

The Ursari fought ferociously, each wielding massive claymores with huge, clawed, paw-like hands. The weapons glowed with dungeon magic and looked far more powerful than anything Jay or Lyra had found inside the ice labyrinth. It looked like Raina’s suspicion that Runolf had kitted the guards out with over-powered weapons and armor was likely correct.

The bearkin were thickly muscled with muzzle-like mouths full of long teeth and white fur covering their necks and shoulders like additional armor. They were more animal-like than the wolf- and fox-kin Faunari Jay had seen, more like polar bears on two legs than humans. Jay found them more unsettling than he’d expected, up close, and was suddenly glad they weren’t going to have to fight Runolf’s Ice Knights. Even at a lower level, those teeth and claws would do serious damage, and he could see the pair were formidable opponents.

Jay didn’t hesitate. He didn’t stop to watch the fight, despite his urge to ensure the Faunari rebels adhered to their promise not to kill the Ursari guards. He ran for the dungeon with Molly and Lyra beside him, each pushing as hard as they could. As the sounds of fighting intensified, the group was able to skirt the skirmish and rush the entrance.

The runes glowed as they approached and the great stone doors opened with a low, grinding rumble.

Lyra turned sideways to slip through the crack, grabbing Molly and pulling her inside.

“This way, Molly!” The fox-girl’s voice could be heard from beyond the door. “The integration chamber is to the—arrgh!”

Lyra’s directions were cut off with a shout. Molly screamed, a sound that curdled the blood in Jay’s veins.

He heard the twang of Lyra’s bow as he pushed through the gap in the door, his heart hammering in his chest. Molly lay on the ground with a dark-skinned cat-like man dressed in gray leather armor standing over her with a knife. Jay leaped on the man’s back, wrenching his hair back with his left hand and thrusting the point of his Bolo Sword under his chin.

“Drop the knife, asshole,” Jay snarled, pushing the tip of his blade against the man’s skin, hard enough to draw blood. “This isn’t the way you want to die.”

The man hesitated a moment and dropped the dagger, cursing in a language Jay didn’t know.

“You weren’t supposed to make it this far,” he said, a tremor of fear in his surprisingly high-pitched voice. “He said the Ursari would take care of you. We were only supposed to be backup!”

Molly scrambled to her feet and lunged at the man with her hands balled into fists. She reeled back and punched him in the nose before Jay could stop her. The cat man released an angry yowl and tensed in Jay’s grip, writhing against his hold. Blood spilled from his nose and lip, but he was unable to get free. Jay held his blade firmly against the Felinari rogue’s throat.

“Stay still,” he warned. “I don’t want to hurt you, but that doesn’t mean I won’t.”

“Hold him still for me,” Molly said. “I’ll give him another one!”

“Mol, cut it out,” Jay said, twisting to keep the man away from her. “I’m not going to let him hurt you, okay?”

Molly just glared, crossing her arms over her chest and harrumphing angrily. “He hit me when I wasn’t even looking!” she said. “It’s only fair I get to hit him back.”

A loud screech drew their attention to Lyra and her opponent.

A second Faunari guard, this one some kind of owl woman with snow-white feathers and next to no actual clothing, hovered in the air above Lyra, clawing at the Vulpinari with taloned feet.

The owl woman had an arrow sticking out of her right hip, and she released an enraged shriek as Lyra drew another. “Stay back, fox-kin,” the woman screamed. “Our quarrel is not with you. We are only to eliminate the humans.”

The dungeon doors began to grind closed slowly, cutting off the sounds of fighting from outside and locking them in with their attackers.

“If you hurt Jay or Molly, you’ll get more than a quarrel from me, Wingblood,” Lyra snarled in response. “You’ll get a death sentence.”

“Stand down, Minerva,” the cat man yowled. “We are outmatched. This job is not worth your life.”

“She shot me!” The owl woman beat her wings and flew as high as the vaulted ceiling of the dungeon entrance would allow.

“And I’ll do it again if you try anything,” Lyra cautioned. “And the next shot won’t be a warning.”

Minerva, the owl woman, cursed. Her bare breasts hung low from defined pectoral muscles, with dark, distended nipples suggesting that she had nursed several young. Jay thought she looked more like a harpy than an owl.

“Let him go,” she said, turning to face Jay. Her face was human, but her eyes were huge and owl-like, making her even more terrifying to behold than the Ursari. “I will retreat once Pardus is safe.”

The woman had no arms, only huge white wings. Her abdomen was lean and muscular, the skin sagging slightly with age. Her legs were thick and feathered from her hips to her knees, but from her knees to her feet she had the scaled black flesh and talons of a massive bird. Blood dripped from the arrow in her hip, staining her white feathers with streaks of scarlet.

“It doesn’t matter, Minerva,” the cat man whined, twitching in Jay’s grasp. “We’re dead anyway. Runolf will surely kill us for our failure.”

Golden magic swirled around the woman as she attempted to heal herself, but it seemed she was low on Mana. She swore, turning her huge golden eyes on Lyra, then back to Jay. “Let us go,” she pleaded. “Let us retreat to the dungeon and die as delvers, rather than slaves.”

Jay startled. “Slaves? To Runolf?”

The cat man, Pardus, gave an angry feline growl. “As good as,” he spat. “Once you fall into debt with that mangey old wolf, it’s your dues or your life. Saying no to Runolf is a luxury neither of us can afford.”

“It’s not our problem you were foolish enough to buy into Runolf’s lies,” Lyra said, keeping her eyes trained on the Wingblood woman.

“I’d have thought you’d have more compassion than that, Lyra,” Jay said. “It’s not so different from Runolf’s treatment of you, is it?”

Lyra snarled, her fluffy white tail bristling. “It is different. Runolf hates me because I never bowed down to his authority, even after he accused me of killing his son and the rest of my party. These two chose to go into debt, probably accepting favors from him, like extra rations or the upgraded armor and weapons those Ursari guards had. Isn’t that right?”

The fox girl turned her blue-and-gold eyes to the cat man in Jay’s grip. The Felinari was trembling now, his black tail twitching nervously, his ears flat against his dark hair.

“What were we supposed to do when the dungeon does not provide the goods we need to survive?” he hissed. “Should we instead have watched our families go hungry? My brother is raising a litter of kits on his own and he cannot leave them to delve for himself. Minerva had a brood—”

“We do not owe them an explanation,” the owl woman screeched, her huge yellow eyes wild with anger. “It is the same for everyone in Winterhaven. You throw in your lot with Runolf or you starve. And if you’re as lucky as I am, you end up in debt and your children starve anyway, because the wolf’s price is always creeping upward. Go ahead and kill me. I have nothing to live for anyway. Just let Pardus go.”

Jay relaxed his grip on the Felinari man and dropped the sword from his throat. He pointed to the dagger with the point of his blade. “Pick it up,” he said. “And get out of here.”

Molly gasped, turning to stare at Jay with a questioning look on her face.

“Jay, what are you doing?” Lyra asked, keeping her arrow trained upon the bird woman.

“Making a deal,” Jay said. “Lower your bow, Lyra. We’re letting them both go.”

Pardus stumbled forward, his ears still flat against his head. He scooped up his fallen blade and whirled to face Jay. “Why?”

Jay could see the man’s intense green eyes with cat-like pupils wide in the low light. His dark skin blended seamlessly into his slick black hair, making him look like he was covered in fine fur. The gray leathers gave him the mottled appearance of dappled shadows and Jay could well imagine how easily the man might hide in the darkness and ambush his prey.

“Because you are not my enemy,” Jay said. “Runolf is.”

Lyra lowered her weapon, looking a bit uneasy with Jay’s decision. But she didn’t question him further.

Once the point of her arrow was no longer pointed at Minerva the owl woman lowered herself to the ground, wincing as she put weight on her injured leg. Pardus hurried toward her, an anxious purr rumbling in his chest. Once they were side by side, Jay was surprised to see that the Felinari man was much smaller than his Wingblood companion. Even injured, Minerva was an imposing figure.

Jay opened his inventory, searching for something that would help ease her pain.

“Thank you,” she said, glancing between Lyra and Jay, then down at her wound. “But I’m afraid I won’t last long in this condition. You take my things, Pardus. If you can make it to the third floor, you can stay with the trading caravan. Work for them until you can afford to send coin to your brother—”

“Here,” Jay said, striding forward with a bottle of swirling iridescent liquid in his hand. “Take this. Both of you need to get as far as you can into the dungeon. You won’t be able to return to Winterhaven for a while, but you may in time. I plan to deal with Runolf and his followers, one way or another.”

Pardus took the potion from Jay, his green eyes wide with astonishment. “Y-you can’t give this to us,” he said, stammering. “We will never be able to pay you back.”

Minerva’s huge golden eyes glittered as she scanned the potion with her Dungeon Sight. She gasped. “That’s a Vial of Plentiful Healing. It’s worth… I don’t even know how much that’s worth, I’ve never actually seen one. I know I can’t afford it.”

“Take it,” Jay insisted. “I am not asking you to pay it back. Now, do you want help getting that arrow out?”

Pardus turned his startled gaze to the arrow and the bloodied feathers surrounding it. He gave Minerva the potion, which she took with the claw of her uninjured leg, supporting herself by leaning against his side. He sighed. “Sorry, Minny,” he said. “This isn’t going to be fun.”

“It wasn’t fun going in either,” she said. “I’ll survive.”

“You want me to pull it out or push it through?”

“Pull it,” Minerva said. “It’s not too deep and the potion will take care of the damage.”

“Dang it, now I feel guilty,” Lyra muttered, flattening her pointed silver ears against her head.

The cat man gripped the arrow and wrenched it backward without any further to-do. Molly cried out as the owl woman shrieked in pain. Blood spurted from the wound. Pardus tossed the arrow onto the ground and snatched the potion from Minerva’s claw. He used his teeth to uncork the bottle and quickly lifted it to the owl woman’s mouth. She wrapped her lips around the bottle and threw her head back, drinking it down in three big gulps.

Shimmering, iridescent dungeon magic swirled around her as the potion’s effects took hold. Pardus watched in awe as the wound he’d just opened stitched itself together again. Minerva shivered; the feathers on her wings puffed and ruffled and then settled again.

She turned her huge yellow eyes on Jay and nodded. “Thank you,” she said. “I don’t know if we will ever see one another again, but I will never forget this kindness.”

“You should go, quickly,” Jay said. “Runolf may send others to check on you once he realizes the guards outside have been neutralized.”

Pardus’s tail twitched nervously at the mention of the Lupinari shaman. He backed toward the doorway to The Frozen Tomb, Floor 1 of the Ice Dungeon.

“Good luck, Delver,” he said. “If our paths cross again, I hope you will consider me an ally.”

“We have a saying where I come from,” Jay said with a wry grin. “The enemy of my enemy is my friend. So long as you wish to see Runolf stripped of his power, we are allies. But Pardus, wait. Tell me the name of your brother.”

The cat man’s green eyes narrowed. “My brother?”

“I will see to it that he and his kits do not suffer in your absence.”

Pardus straightened in surprise. “You would do this for me? When I tried to kill you?”

“I choose to believe you meant nothing personal by it,” Jay said. “The way I see it, my quarrel is with the man who hired you.”

The dark-skinned Felinari nodded thoughtfully. “You are different from how they tell us the humans of King Wenshire’s court are,” he said. “You have honor like that which the ancient tribes of my people once abided by. My brother’s name is Sabin. He lives on the outskirts of Winterhaven, where the nomads make camp when they come to trade. It would ease my soul to know he and his were taken care of.”

Jay quickly sent a note about the cat man and his kits to Raina, authorizing her to use any money she received from the sale of their items on the black market to help Pardus’s brother. He did not receive an immediate reply, which told him the conflict outside was still ongoing. Jay hoped Raina would be all right, and that he could make good on his promise.

Minerva bowed, and the pair turned to disappear into the dungeon.

Lyra watched them go with a serious expression on her face. When they were gone, she turned to Jay. “Do you think we can trust them? They could wait for us and ambush us again.”

“Trust is a delicate thing,” Jay said. “Sometimes you have to extend it in order to receive it. We have proven we can be valuable allies now, which is more than Runolf offers. Those who rule with fear are easily undermined by kindness. Fear can be unpredictable, though. I think it would be wise to move with caution.”

“Are they dangerous?” Molly asked, her voice shaking slightly. “It looked like you both handled them easily. I got knocked right to the ground and couldn’t fight back, even though that skinny cat guy was hardly bigger than me.”

Lyra glanced at Molly, who was still bundled in her furs, looking a bit pale after her first encounter with real-world violence.

“The Wingblood was a caster called a Wind Mage and the Felinari was a Rogue,” she said. “Both Level 3, approximately, based on their abilities. Not strong, but with surprise on their side, both could be deadly with a critical hit, even at our level.”

“Then we will ensure nothing catches us by surprise,” Jay said. “Who knows, maybe Molly will end up with a class that allows her to detect traps and ambushes? Some kind of Scout or Ranger?”

“I just want to be strong,” Molly said. “I didn’t like feeling so helpless.”

“Well, you did punch the guy in the nose, Mol,” Jay said, laughing slightly.

“When you were holding him!”

“Depending on the class you are assigned, you could pose a threat to them, even at Level 1,” Lyra said. “Or you might always be vulnerable, like some support classes. We won’t know anything until you’re integrated.”

Jay took a deep breath and turned toward the side room to the left of the dungeon entrance. “Let’s go find out what we’re dealing with then,” he said. “Are you sure you want to become a Delver, Molly? Even after all of that?”

Molly nodded, the ferocious glint returning to her bright blue eyes. “Now more than ever,” she said. “I want to be able to fight back, Jay. I want to make up for all those years I let my stepdad push me around. I want to grind guys like this Runolf character into the dirt. I want—”

“Okay,” Jay said, ushering her toward the integration chamber. “Good. Keep that enthusiasm in mind.”

“Because the dungeon will assign my class based on what I’m thinking about?” Molly asked.

Lyra laughed.

“No,” Jay said, gritting his teeth. “Because if your integration is anything like mine was, it’s going to suck.”


4
Integration 2.0


Jay had actually forgotten about the pain of his integration until that moment. Now, as Molly prepared herself to step inside the chamber, he felt nauseated at the thought of her having to go through the same thing.

Lyra had said she didn’t experience anything like the agony Jay had gone though, though, so he was holding out hope that Molly would be spared. But the dungeon had told him the ‘discomfort’ he’d experienced was due to his being an adult, and that integration at later stages was dangerous, so it was a slim hope.

Molly knew the risks, however, and she’d been adamant that she would survive.

Lyra had undergone her integration as a child, like everyone who grew up in a community of Delvers. Those who received classes that gave them a good chance of surviving the dungeon would train from then on, slowly improving their skills until they were ready to delve with an official party. Those who received less useful classes chose different careers—becoming armorers, tailors, merchants, and the like instead. Quality [Common] goods were useful as bases for enchanting and other dungeon professions, so there was never a shortage of need for mundane skill in a delving town.

“This place is so strange,” Molly said, gazing around in awe. “Like something out of a movie or a video game. Remember when we used to play Tomb Raider, Jay? I bet Lara Croft would feel right at home here.”

Jay remembered feeling much the same way when he’d first entered the dungeon with Lyra. The strange entryway they had entered looked like an ancient Egyptian tomb carved from ice. Artificially smooth stone walls surrounded them. The door from the integration chamber back to the entrance was a rectangular cutout in the pale, icy gray. Runes carved into some of the blocks that made up the walls were the only adornments, but they weren’t in a language he or Lyra could read—it had been one of the first things he’d asked Lyra about.

The integration chamber itself was a tall, tube-shaped structure made out of a glasslike material that gave the impression of being carved from crystal clear ice. The top of the tube disappeared into the shadows above them. Thin wires ran from the base of the chamber into the wall on the far side of the room. It looked very sterile and clinical, like something from the med-bay on a starship.

Jay remembered his time in the chamber with a shiver.

Inside the integration chamber had been the first time he’d made contact with the dungeon. He’d been able to sense the presence of an almost godlike entity watching him immediately upon entering the dungeon, but it wasn’t until he was in the chamber that the dungeon spoke to him.

She spoke to him.

Nova.

Jay suspected he was the only person in Arcanicea who knew the Ice Dungeon had a name. Not only that, but that Nova had a plan for him. A quest, she’d called it. And she intended to use the dungeon’s challenges to strengthen him until he was powerful enough to survive whatever it was she wanted him to do.

So far, Jay hadn’t told anyone about the personalized contact he’d had with the being that ruled the delver’s lives. After all, most people in Winterhaven thought the dungeon was insane.

Even so, it hadn’t taken long for Lyra and Raina to realize there was something different about the way the dungeon worked for Jay.

He’d kept Nova a secret, but there was no way to hide his unique class assignment—or lack there of, initially. Lyra had been disappointed at first; the Arcane Archer had hoped Jay would receive a Warrior type to balance her Stealth class. But when she witnessed how quickly Jay was able to level with the unusual skills and perks he’d received, along with his unnamed class, she soon changed her tune.

Once he unlocked his Tier I Subclass at Level 5—something called CEO—Jay learned he had a unique Versatile type class called Dark Horse. The way his skills and abilities were shaping up it looked like his was going to be a kind of support class where he built and buffed his party using business management skills from his life back on Earth. But, like any new startup company, he’d had to grind and scrape his way past a number of deficits and disadvantages at first.

As Molly approached the integration chamber, Jay wondered what Nova would choose for her class. Or if she would be involved at all. As he understood it, the dungeon was largely controlled with automated systems Nova didn’t have to consciously pay attention to. It was possible that Nova wouldn’t pay any attention to Molly’s integration at all. But if she did…

Would she give Molly something that would be useful to their party?

Or would she choose something useless just to spite the pretty redhead?

The dungeon had expressed hesitation regarding Jay’s feelings for Molly in the beginning—the integration process had revealed all of his innermost thoughts and feelings to the dungeon as he was connected to the wires and tubes that pumped him full of whatever strange essence turned normal people into delvers.

Nova had seemed a bit jealous that he cared more about saving his best friend than he did about completing her mysterious quest. She’d gone so far as to bribe him to come back once he’d gathered the reagents he needed for Raina to bring Molly out of her Portal Sleep—giving Jay a silver filigreed box that could only be opened at Level 10 and hinting at the powers contained within.

Nova hadn’t needed to do that. Jay had loved delving far more than he’d expected. Nothing would be able to keep him away from the dungeon—not even Runolf’s machinations, as they’d just proved.

He hoped that would count for something as Molly prepared to step into the integration chamber.

Nova might try to kill them all, but Jay had to trust that she would give them the tools they needed to survive. It was up to them to use those skills to their advantage, work as a team, and level up rather than succumbing to the ‘mad’ dungeon’s whims.

Wires ran from the base of the clear glass chamber into the wall on the far side of the small room. Molly stood before it, glancing over her shoulder and giving Jay and Lyra a small wave. “Wish me luck.”

“You’ll do great, Mol,” Jay said, not wanting to show his nerves. He sincerely hoped it wasn’t going to be as painful for her as it had been for him. “Be strong.”

She paused at the door, then ran back and wrapped her arms around Jay and kissed him on both cheeks. “Don’t worry about me, Jay,” she whispered in his ear. “I’ve got this.”

While she hadn’t spoken much about her time in the Portal Sleep, Jay knew from Raina’s explanations that those who recovered from the strange affliction reported being tested and having to prove themselves in order to awaken. He prayed that Molly was right and that she was prepared for what lay ahead.

He squeezed her to his chest and inhaled the sweet, herbal scent of her hair, hardly able to believe how much their lives had changed in such a short time.

Once, they had seemed destined to live out their lives as kindred spirits on parallel tracks, running forever side by side but never coming closer together than they were as friends.

It had taken being sucked into another world to bring them together in the way Jay had always believed they were fated to be, though they still had a lot of exploring to do. The hesitation that Jay had for years misinterpreted as a lack of romantic interest was actually due to anxiety caused by her physically and emotionally abusive stepfather, Barry. And while Molly had finally been ready to tell Jay about her feelings after awakening from the Portal Sleep, she still had work to do before she could overcome her fears of physical intimacy beyond kissing.

But that didn’t stop Molly from engaging in a little voyeuristic exploration. She’d proven to have quite the voracious appetite for sexual experimentation by proxy, using Lyra as her willing-and-eager stand in. The trio had formed a dream dynamic in the time since Molly had awakened, and Jay frequently had to pinch himself to make sure his new life was real.

The fear he felt for Molly now was a harsh reminder that this dream life came with a heavy price.

He kissed Molly, running his fingers through her copper curls. Parting her warm lips with his tongue, Jay relished the shiver of pleasure that shook her small frame as she kissed him back. When he finally broke away from her, she let out a little moan of disappointment.

“I love you, Molly.” He reached up to tug on the shock of white hair that had appeared while she was in her Portal Sleep, and which now framed the left side of her face. It was a symbol of the challenges she’d already survived and a reminder that she was strong enough to handle the worst the dungeon could throw at her. “You’re the bravest girl I know. I’m so proud of you.”

“I love you, too, Jay,” she said, smiling shyly up at him. “And I’m going to do everything I can to make you proud, just you wait.”

Lyra jumped in next to them and wrapped them both in an enthusiastic embrace, her silver tail wagging with excitement. She let out a sharp yip in her anticipation.

“Good luck, Molly,” Lyra said. “See you on the other side! Whatever class you get, we’re going to celebrate.”

Laughing, Molly stepped back. She gave a final squeeze to both of their hands, then hurried into the integration chamber before she could second guess herself. When the door closed, the clear glass walls began to fog.

She waved to them, and they waved back. Though Jay remembered the inside walls being mirrored so she wouldn’t be able to see them. Soon the glass was completely opaque, as if the tube-shaped chamber had filled with thick, white smoke. It hadn’t been smoky inside during his integration, so he assumed it was something to do with the glass.

As nervous as he was for Molly’s wellbeing, he was still curious to see what the integration process would look like from the outside.

“How long does it take?” he asked. “I didn’t have any sense of time when I was inside.”

When inside the chamber, the dungeon gained access to the delver’s mind. Lyra had explained it all to him before he’d done his integration, but he hadn’t thought much about it since, until now.

“Not as long as it seems like,” Lyra said. “Maybe five minutes.”

Jay shook his head, unable to believe his conversation with the dungeon had happened so quickly. But Lyra had been waiting for him then, so she should know.

During integration, the dungeon assessed your strengths and weaknesses and determined the most suitable path for your potential. That was how it was supposed to work, and how Jay hoped it would work for Molly.

It was unusual to integrate as an adult, however, and there were risks involved. The dungeon’s automated system had told Jay that most humans would not survive the procedure he had gone through.

But he and Molly had discussed the process with Raina and they’d determined that Molly’s surviving the Portal Sleep was a good indication that she would also be able to survive integration. That and the fact that both of them had been chosen by whatever powers had sucked them from Earth into Arcanicea. There was a good chance they both had destinies to fulfill in this new world.

“Don’t worry, Jay,” Lyra said, moving to stand beside him. She took his hand and squeezed it. “She’s going to be okay. Molly’s not a regular human any more than you are. I can sense it.”

God, he hoped she was right.

If nothing else, Jay prayed that Nova would step in to help Molly if she struggled with integration. Because he swore if anything happened to Molly, he would refuse to help the dungeon with her quest.

It frustrated him that he couldn’t talk with Lyra about any of these concerns. He felt trapped in a loop of his own thoughts, cycling between hope and what-ifs and oh-nos, and back to hope again. It was making him feel ill.

If Nova was paying attention, and she remembered Jay’s feelings for Molly, there was no way she would let harm come to the girl. She’d seen inside Jay’s heart and mind, and she would know this was not something he would forgive.

Jay was as dedicated to his new life as a delver as he was to Molly and Lyra. He was looking forward to completing the dungeon’s quest.

Especially as he was beginning to suspect that Nova’s mission had something to do with the corruption in Arcanicea—a poison that flowed from King Wenshire’s court down to Runolf in Winterhaven, and likely infected other delving communities, too.

But he wasn’t so invested in this world that he would overlook a blatant attack by the dungeon on someone he cared about.

Jay had spent a lot of time ruminating over these things as they’d awaited the opportunity to return to the dungeon, but they came suddenly into focus with Molly locked inside the integration chamber.

If Molly was hurt fighting in the dungeon, that was fair game. But if Nova did something to Molly during integration, Jay would destroy her as surely as he planned to destroy Runolf.

His heart hammered against his ribs, threatening to beat right out of his chest if she didn’t come out soon. “How long has it been?”

“Shh,” Lyra said, squeezing his hand again. “Don’t think about it. Think about… where we should go to level her quickly when she’s out. I want to get to the second floor as soon as possible. I can’t wait to see if your luck with loot drops will hold up on the lower floors!”

“I’m sure it will,” Jay said. “And with Raina in our party, we’ll be able to sell everything long before we get to the markets on the lower levels.”

The curse of the Ice Dungeon was that it didn’t drop the items Winterhaven was authorized to sell on the World Dungeon Market. That, and it had a tendency to spawn higher level monsters than it was supposed to in a given area. Few Faunari delvers had made it past the third or fourth floor, and fewer still had managed to grind their way to a Level 10 class.

Nova had been rebelling in her own way all this time, withholding the items she was supposed to reward delvers with. Her willingness to shower Jay and his party with skills, gifts, and treasures indicated that she wasn’t incapable of producing the proper loot drops, just that she was indisposed to doing so for the people of Winterhaven for some reason. And he suspected that reason had something to do with the corruption that was eating away at this new world.

“What do you think she’ll be?” Lyra asked, startling Jay from his thoughts.

“Hmm?”

“Molly’s class,” Lyra said. “What do you think?”

He shrugged, still distracted with his worries. “You know more about it than me. Is there any way to tell what someone is going to get before hand?”

“Kind of…” Lyra looked thoughtful. “Usually bigger people get warrior classes, like if they’re predisposed to strength-based skills. Like those Ursari guards outside. Ursari are usually much larger than other Faunari races, and they tend to have more Warriors. The cat-kin tend to have more Stealth class representation, but they are often Casters, too. Harebloods and Wingbloods are often Casters—”

“Raina mentioned that Harebloods have an affinity for dark magic,” Jay said.

“They can,” Lyra said. “If they have the personality affinity for it. Most are healers or druids, though. Dark magic is pretty rare.”

“So, what about humans?”

Lyra grinned at him, baring her pointed teeth. “Humans are all over the place,” she said. “Completely unpredictable. But size and personality still play a role. I know Molly’s hoping for a strength-based class, but she’s so small. From listening to the two of you talk about your old life, with her interest in nature and animals… I think there’s a good chance she’ll be a druid or a shaman.”

“A Caster, then?” Jay said, unable to hide the twinge of disappointment he felt. He really wanted Molly to be happy with her class, and he didn’t think she wanted to be a magic-wielder.

“Probably,” Lyra said. “But both can unlock more physical subclasses at Tier I. Runolf is a Shaman: Spirit Warrior. You haven’t seen him fight, but you don’t want to be on the wrong side of that staff.”

Jay was about to make a snide remark about the wolf shaman when a noise from the integration chamber turned their attention to the doorway.

Molly exited the tube with her hair in a frizzy copper cloud around her head and a sheen of sweat across her brow. Her cheeks were flushed and blue eyes as bright as gemstones, shimmering with wetness. When she saw Jay and Lyra, she stumbled forward with her lips twitching as if she were about to cry.

Jay’s heart sank for her, but he couldn’t stop the rush of happiness he felt at seeing her alive and well, if not unscathed. “Oh, God, Mol I was so worried. Are you okay?”

Molly nodded. She clutched at Jay’s collar like she needed him to hold her up. He wrapped his arms around her waist, and Lyra approached from the side.

“That was… intense,” she said, her voice hoarse. Jay wondered if she’d been screaming inside the chamber and they’d been unable to hear. “Can’t say you didn’t warn me, though.”

“Was it very painful?” Lyra asked, looking concerned.

“Excruciating.” Molly shook her head and laughed. “But… exhilarating, too. I passed.”

“Passed?” the fox-girl asked, quirking her head to the side and flattening her silver ears. “Passed what?”

“Her test,” Molly said, laughing again, as if she was finally coming back to herself after whatever trial she’d gone through in the chamber. “She said she needed to test me, and I passed.”

Lyra’s ble-and-gold eyes narrowed in confusion. She glanced at Jay with a worried expression, as if she thought Molly might have suffered some internal damage. “She? Who is she?”

“The dungeon,” Molly said, giving Lyra a strange look. “Nova.”

Jay felt his mouth go dry, like he had a mouthful of sand. “She talked to you, too?”

Lyra’s tail bristled and she jumped between them, grabbing Molly and Jay each by the shoulder, her mismatched eyes darting between their faces.

“Excuse me,” she shouted, her silver ears twitching and a frantic look on her face. “How come you can both talk to the dungeon? She’s a girl? Her name is Nova? When were you going to tell me this, Jay?”

For a moment the fox girl looked like she was about to faint. Jay didn’t know how to respond. He hadn’t planned on telling either of them about Nova, but he hadn’t expected the dungeon to talk to Molly, too.

Lyra bounced on her toes like she was full of too much energy, and she spoke so quickly that all her words ran together like one big run-on sentence. “Oh-my-goodness-I-have-so-many-questions…”

Her eyes flickered as she activated Dungeon Sight to look something up.

“Sorry, Lyra,” Jay began. “I didn’t think I was supposed to tell anyone, I wanted to—”

Lyra froze, lifting a clawed finger to Jay’s lips and shushing him without looking at him. Her eyes flickered as she moved through a menu.

“Oh my, oh my, oh my,” she stammered. “Jay… shut up and look at her class.”

Molly grinned.

Jay quickly activated his skill and used it to analyze the beaming red-head’s information. His jaw dropped.

“Pretty good, huh?” Molly said, lifting her hands in a ta-da! gesture.

Every muscle in Jay’s body turned to stone as he read the information again. It was good. It was exactly what they needed.

So why didn’t he feel happier about it?


5
Tough as Nails


Jay hadn’t grown up with a dungeon in his backyard the way Lyra and the people of Winterhaven had. He had some experience with game systems that were similar to the way the dungeon operated—the portals that connected Earth to Arcanicea likely worked both ways, which might have something to do with the uncanny parallels between Delver life and the lives of his favorite video game characters. But he’d still needed Lyra to explain the system to him as best she could, just to be on the safe side.

According to fox-kin archer, there were three main types of classes for Novice Delvers: Warrior, Caster, and Stealth. More rarely, there were Versatile type classes, like Jay’s, which were more flexible in their combat applications—and even gave the Delver the ability to master more than one type.

The type of class one received during integration didn’t necessarily define the role they would have in a delving party. A Caster might be a healer or a damage dealer. A warrior could be a ranged or melee fighter. Stealth classes could be combat or surveillance based.

But it did tend to define how ‘up-close-and-personal’ a Delver would have to be in battle and how resilient they were to damage—Casters rarely used armor, Stealth classes preferred light armor, and Warriors tended toward heavier armor or more natural defenses.

Both Jay and Lyra had classes with flexible roles. Technically, Lyra’s Arcane Archer class was a Stealth type, which she’d evolved from a basic Ranger class. But she’d been fighting alone in the dungeon for so long that she’d evolved a number of more melee focused skills.

Jay’s Dark Horse was listed as a Versatile type, which meant it would be even easier for him to cross party roles, and he was more likely to have a multitude of different skills. At least, that was what they were hoping. Although both Lyra and Raina had heard of Versatile classes, neither of them knew anyone who had one and colloquial knowledge was lacking in detail.

So far, Jay figured it meant the dungeon could play freer and looser with whatever rules governed its behavior in terms of rewarding Delvers with skills, abilities, perks, and enchanted items.

It seemed the dungeon allowed a Delver’s fighting style and personal strengths mold their progression, no matter what their starting point.

Jay wondered what that was going to mean for Molly, who was now standing with her hands on her hips, looking particularly proud of herself.

The fierce glint he’d seen in her bright blue eyes before she’d entered the integration chamber had been magnified to a terrifying degree.

The cherub-faced little redhead with her cute, freckled nose and mischievous grin, the ardent animal lover and passionate environmentalist… had not become a Druid or a Shaman, like Lyra predicted.

“She’s a Warrior!” Lyra almost squealed with delight. “Jay this is perfect. I didn’t want to get my hopes up after what happened with your integration, but this is exactly what we need! And of all the Warrior types… this is one of the best.”

Jay immediately flicked to his Party menu and found her name, seeing if he could find more details on the unexpected assignment.

Molly O’Brian | Lvl 1 | Type: Warrior | Class: Barbarian

Do you wish to add Molly O’Brian to your party? Y/N

The moment he selected ‘Yes’ a new notification popped up.

Congratulations!

You have added a member to your Delving Party!

Party members include:

Molly O’Brian | Lvl 1 | [Barbarian]

Lyra Golden-Eye | Lvl 6 | [Arcane Archer]

Raina Frostmane | Lvl 10 | [Witch Doctor]

Congratulations!

Your Scale-Up Ability has been upgraded.

While you are party leader, receive an additional 10% max XP bonus for each party member added. Current XP bonus total 30% of max.

Congratulations!

Your Affirmative Action Ability has been upgraded.

While you are the party leader, receive an additional 5% max XP bonus for each female party member added. Current XP bonus total 15% of max.

He ignored the implication of the Scale-Up and Affirmative Action upgrades for the moment and went back to reading the standard description of the Barbarian class.

So, You Want to Be a Barbarian?

Better suited to Delving Parties than Dinner Parties, the [Barbarian] is a fierce and formidable Warrior-type class known for their raw strength and primal combat abilities. Thriving in the chaos of close-quarter combat, Barbarians channel their rage into powerful attacks that can overwhelm foes with sheer brutality. They are typically lightly armored, relying on their high resilience and aggression to survive battles and crush their adversaries. The [Barbarian] class can specialize in a number of different weapon proficiencies, and have the potential to unlock spell-casting abilities at higher levels, making them highly unpredictable and dangerous opponents.

Jay couldn’t decide if he was excited for Molly or terrified for her. He knew she’d wanted a Warrior class, but attempting to reconcile the class description with the sweet girl he’d known his entire life was next to impossible. He knew the dungeon had changed him since he’d started delving, and he had no doubts it would do the same to Molly. But… was she ready for such a big change?

Was he?

“All right, Molly,” Lyra said, clapping her hands and dancing around the tiny redhead with a gleeful expression on her face. “Let’s get you used to the dungeon interface. Have you tried using your menus yet?”

Molly nodded. “I practiced a bit in the chamber. It’s a little weird, but I’m familiar with the basic idea.”

Jay watched the two women as they discussed how to use the HUD and what all of Molly’s stats meant. She looked different, he realized. He remembered that he’d come out of the integration chamber feeling like a cleaned up and buffed up version of himself, and he could see that Molly had undergone a similar transformation. She had always been petite, but her new physique was lean and powerful. Her copper curls were brighter, the shock of white hair starker, her eyes… wilder and hungrier.

Was that something to do with her Barbarian class? Or had she always been this way, under her innocent exterior. Had years of abuse and stress had hardened something in Molly’s heart that was suddenly visible now that she had become a Delver?

Molly grinned at Jay, a look of such unadulterated joy that he couldn’t help but feel his worries evaporate. She was still his Molly, just a more badass version than the one he’d known.

And despite the fact that being the party’s Warrior-type class would put her in danger, she didn’t seem the least bit intimidated by the idea. In fact, she seemed eager to test her new strength.

“Now, if you’ve got the menus under control,” Lyra was saying, “let’s look at your stats. You should see ten pre-determined stat points, which are allocated across the five main attributes: Strength, Agility, Intelligence, Constitution, and Willpower. As well as three base-stats: Health, Stamina, and Mana.”

Most of Molly’s stat points had gone into Strength and Constitution, which was similar to the way Jay had been building his class. But she also had a Willpower bonus, and an additional 50 points of starting Stamina, which hinted at the direction the [Barbarian] class was intended to scale.

As the women worked through what each of the stats meant, Jay took a glance at his own:

Delver: Jay Morgan
Class Type: Versatile
Class: Dark Horse
Tier I: CEO (Chief Expedition Officer)
Lvl: 8
XP: 3268 | Next Lvl: 3600
Health: 270 | Stamina: 150 | Mana: 130
Active Bonus: 30% max XP (Scale-Up), 15 % max XP (Affirmative Action), 10% max XP (CEO)
Unassigned Attribute Points: 0
Strength: 7
Agility: 7
Intelligence: 1
Constitution: 14 [Beetle Black Scarab Armor – Set Bonus: Constitution +6, HP +50]
Willpower: 2
Charisma: 10
Active Skills: On-The-Job-Training, Asset Management
Passive Abilities: Scale-Up 3, Affirmative Action 2, Environmental Resistance 1 (Arctic), Dungeon Sight 2, Stealth 2
Perks: Panty Dropper, Bootstrapper
Vocational Skills: Gathering: Horticulturist 1, Profession: Field Medic 1, Profession: Fletching 1, Crafting: Apothecary 1, Crafting: Survival 1, Crafting: Research and Development 1

Jay blew a long breath out through his cheeks.

If he was understanding correctly, it looked like Jay would be receiving a 55% bonus to all XP that he received, which would seriously accelerate his leveling. And it was already much faster than normal.

What he needed was a way to share these bonuses with Lyra and Molly. It wouldn’t be an issue while they were getting Molly’s level up on the first floor. But the girls might feel frustrated if he pulled too far ahead.

They’d have to talk about it when they got to the Safe Zone later that day. Once they had an idea of how quickly Molly’s progression was going, maybe they could strategize how to use Jay’s XP advantages to benefit the whole group.

“Come on, Jay,” Lyra said as she tugged Molly by the hand. “We’re going to go raid my locker before heading down to F1. I still I have a few [Common] weapons and armor I’ve picked up over the years. And now that we have the Party Warehouse, I don’t need to keep the locker anymore.”

“Sounds good,” Jay said, though his mind was still reeling a bit.

He followed the giggling women as he sorted through the descriptions of his CEO Subclass and Abilities. When he clicked on his class, Dark Horse, he still received an annoying error message.

ERROR: This data is classified. A manual might help.

The holographic HUD display that had appeared when Jay integrated with the dungeon contained vast amounts of data, and he knew there were clues hidden in all those snarky descriptions as to how Nova wanted him to progress as a Delver. For some reason she couldn’t come outright and say it, but he could tell that she was leaving a trail of breadcrumbs for him to follow.

He just couldn’t figure out exactly which way they were leading.

The subclass he’d unlocked at Tier I, when he’d reached Level 5, was the first strong indication that he was meant to be a kind of support class:

CEO [Unique] – That’s Chief Expedition Officer, of course. As an incomparable strategist and leader, you focus on resource allocation, risk management, and maximizing the party's overall effectiveness through strategic decision-making. You will receive a 10% bonus to all experience gained by your party, without affecting your members’ gains.

It was a huge advantage that he gained 10% of all the party’s experience without the girls having to sacrifice anything. But that, along with all the XP bonuses he received from Scale-Up and Affirmative Action meant that he’d be leveling much faster than the rest of his party.

Maybe that was how the CEO subclass was supposed to progress. In his old life, the CEO of a company was always massively more powerful than any of those who worked for him. If Jay was meant to buff his party members, and he was many levels higher than they were, they would have a serious advantage, too.

Plus, he had two other unusual skills that could prove very handy later on. He’d already used On-the-Job-Training to borrow a skill from Lyra when she was too injured to fight. And he could imagine other instances where he might need to borrow a healing skill or a stealth skill he didn’t have.

On-the-Job-Training – Once per day, you may borrow a skill from one of your party members. While you are using their skill, it will be removed from their skill tree. You do not gain the party member’s skill points in this level, nor do they lose their skill points. You retain skill points gained with borrowed skills, but may only access them when you have a relevant skill active in your skill tree.

The bonus skill he’d gotten when he’d unlocked the CEO subclass, Asset Management, was like On-the-Job-Training, except he could transfer skills between party members. He hadn’t tried it yet, but he could see this being useful in the future, too, especially once they had a larger party.

Asset Management – Delegation is an important skill for those with [Management Potential] to practice. You may access the skill trees of your party members and reassign one skill per member, per day. Skill reassignments cannot be changed once assigned and reset to their original party members after a long rest.

One thing he hadn’t noticed when he first unlocked the Asset Management skill was that the words [Management Potential] appeared like a clickable link, as if there was more information available about it. But when he mentally selected the words, he received another irritating message:

Management Potential – ERROR: This data is classified.

Sighing, Jay closed his menus, not really feeling like he’d made any progress as far as the mystery of his class went. Maybe there was nothing for him to do but wait until he had more information to go on.

When the holographic screen disappeared, he realized he’d followed Lyra and Molly into the locker-room area where Lyra had given him his first set of [Ragged Leather Armor] and the [Bolo Knife] that had been replaced by his current [Bolo Sword.]

Molly was grinning from ear to ear. She was now wearing a similarly skimpy leather and fur armor set to Lyra’s, with micro shorts rather than a skirt and a bikini-like top made out of dark brown leather. In her new outfit, it was even more obvious how the dungeon had changed her.

Molly had always been athletic, but her torso now looked carved from marble with each muscle defined by a chiseled blade. Her legs were thicker, and her arms lean and strong.

She draped a slightly shabby looking fur cloak over her shoulders and hefted a dull, iron hammer in her right hand. The hammer didn’t look like much, but it was huge, and Jay was shocked at the ease with which Molly was swinging it around.

“Wild, isn’t it?” Lyra said, catching Jay’s expression. “The way integration changes you?”

“Mol, that hammer is almost as big as you are,” Jay said with a laugh of disbelief. “How are you doing that?”

Molly shrugged. “It doesn’t feel that heavy… It feels… right. Nova said I’d be a natural.”

Lyra’s tail puffed up again at the mention of the dungeon’s name. She narrowed her blue-and-gold eyes at Jay and flattened her silver ears. “You still need to tell me about this Nova,” she said. “But I will contain my curiosity until we reach the safe zone. We should try to get Molly to Level 3 or 4 if we can, and we don’t have time to waste.”

“I can’t wait to smash some scarabs and scorpions!”

Jay had regaled Molly with the tales of his adventures on the first floor of the dungeon, including his first, terrifying encounters with the creepy-crawly monsters of the beginner areas. He hoped she still felt as enthusiastic about the upcoming battles once she actually came face to face with the four-foot-long arachnids with poison-tipped tails.

“Her strength stats are almost as high as yours,” Lyra said, her mis-matched eyes flashing with excitement as she pushed thoughts of the ‘Dungeon-With-a-Name’ from her head. “Her starting stats. Barbarians are supremely overpowered in the lower levels.”

Jay was able to view a dropdown of Molly’s stats in the party menu, and whistled at what he saw.

Delver: Molly O’Brian
Class Type: Warrior
Class: Barbarian
Lvl: 1 
XP: 0 | Next Lvl: 100
Health: 100 | Stamina: 150 | Mana: 100
Unassigned Attribute Points: 0
Strength: 5
Agility: 0
Intelligence: 0
Constitution: 5
Willpower: 5
Active Skills: N/A
Passive Skills: Environmental Resistance 1 (Arctic), Dungeon Sight 1, Tough as Nails 1

When most Delvers integrated, they only received ten attribute points. But Jay had received an additional ten points in Charisma—an attribute that wasn’t supposed to be unlocked until a higher level. Molly had received an additional five in Willpower due to the passive skill Tough as Nails.

“Do they become less overpowered later on?” Jay asked.

“It’s more that the other classes catch up, I guess,” Lyra said. “Barbarians are literally ‘tough as nails,’ thanks to that starting bonus, heavy hitters who can physically and mentally withstand a lot of damage. On the upper floors, that kind of fighting can take you a long way. Later on, strategy and teamwork become a lot more important, even for the strongman types. Barbarians tend not to have a lot of additional armor or ‘finesse’ type skills, which can be limiting in the long term.”

Molly took a practice swing with her hammer, her shoulder muscles flexing like cords of steel beneath her pale, freckled skin. She let out a gleeful cackle. “Who needs finesse? I just want to smash stuff!”

“Yup,” Lyra said, winking at Jay. “She’s a Barbarian, all right.”

Jay sighed. “You’re sure about this, Molly?”

She flipped the hammer like a gymnast’s baton, her small hand demonstrating the improbable strength her new body contained. “So sure, Jay,” she said, her cheeks flushed with excitement.

A sense of resignation settled into Jay’s bones. His childhood sweetheart was going into the dungeon as a tank. When he’d imagined Molly joining his delving party, he’d fantasized about protecting her against the dungeon’s many evils.

And he would, at first.

But as the little redhead levelled her class it wouldn’t take long before those tables were turned, and the love of his life would be rushing into battle to save him from the monsters.

“You’re sure, you’re sure?”

“More sure than I’ve ever been about anything in my life,” Molly said. “With one exception.”

Jay snorted. “Oh, yeah. What’s that?”

Molly leaped across the room and wrapped her arms and legs around Jay, barely missing clobbering him in the skull with the giant hammer. She peppered him with kisses until he began to laugh.

“How much I love you,” she said when she’d finally kissed him enough.

Lyra let out a yip and pumped her fist in the air.

“To the dungeon!” she shouted. “Look out monsters, here we come!”


6
Hammer Happy


They stepped through the darkened doorway that led to the first floor, and Jay received a familiar, automated message from the dungeon:

Welcome, Delver! You have arrived at F1: The Frozen Tomb. To complete this floor, you must locate the staircase leading to F2. But if you want to be able to open the gate at the top of the staircase, you’ll need a [Copper Key]. Defeat the F1 Floor Boss to receive one [Copper Key]. Each Delver must have their own [Copper Key] to proceed.

Molly jumped and let out a dismayed squeak as the notification chimed in her head. She wasn’t used to the game-like interface that was now fully integrated into her brain. Jay had been using it for weeks and he was still startled when his HUD suddenly flashed or gave him an audio alert out of nowhere.

As if on cue a notification flashed in the bottom left of his vision. He had two messages. The first was from the Witch Doctor.

Raina: BH have Ursari guards in captivity. Safer for them than if R finds they’ve failed, but they are not amenable to cooperation so far. Will look into your feline friend. How did integration go?

Jay fired off a quick response, along with a note that he’d tell her more once they reached a Safe Zone. He was relieved that the wolf woman was all right after the altercation at the dungeon entrance. He’d been worried that her involvement, even the suspicion of it, would spell trouble for Raina.

The second message was in his Notes menu rather than his Party Chat. It made his blood run cold as he read it.

Ooooh, you are a naughty boy, Jay Morgan, making me wait so long for your return.

But it is true that absence makes the heart grow fonder… I’ve had a lot of time to think about you and what I’d like to do to you, and I think you’ll like what I’ve got in store.

If it doesn’t kill you, that is.

I’ve played nice with your little girlfriend, for now. She’s as madly in love with you as you are with her, which would make my skin crawl if I had any skin. And yet I must admit a begrudging respect for the depth of her devotion.

I plan to test it very thoroughly, Jay. Test her. I will not allow any who are not worthy of you to survive.

If she proves herself, she has nothing to fear from me. Nothing more than you do, anyhow…

Hurry on, pet. I’m waiting for you.

Jay gritted his teeth as he read the message for a second time, frustration clawing at the inside of his chest.

“Jay?” Lyra said, touching his hand. “Are you all right?”

He forced himself to shake off the feeling and focus. If he was distracted by Nova, he wouldn’t be able to give Molly the attention that she needed as they introduced her to the dungeon.

“I’m fine,” he said. “Just a little worried, that’s all.”

Despite his concerns, he couldn’t help smiling at the excited glint in Molly’s eyes as she absorbed the information in her HUD.

“Oh my God, Jay,” she whispered. “It’s just like a video game! I feel like I wasted all those years studying for college and being ‘too mature’ for ‘kid stuff.’ All this time I’ve been training for the wrong things!”

“I know,” Jay said with a chuckle. “It’s pretty hard to believe. I guess some people from Arcanicea came through the portal to our world at some point and influenced the entertainment industry.”

Molly twirled her hammer and glanced at Lyra, who was watching her with undisguised excitement. “It goes back further than that, don’t you think?” Molly asked. “What about mythology? And… I mean… just look at this place!”

She didn’t have to explain what she meant. The Frozen Tomb floor looked exactly like something from an ancient Egyptian encyclopedia. Without being able to go back in time to ask, it would be impossible to say whether Earth’s history had affected the Ice Dungeon via human travelers to the parallel universe, or vice versa.

Fox-people like Lyra existed in popular culture and mythology alike. As did many of the other Faunari races, and the monsters Jay had encountered on his first run through the dungeon. The two worlds were undeniably connected, but how deep those connections ran would be impossible to say.

“Ready to go kill some monsters?” Lyra prompted, pulled her bow off her shoulder and nocking a bright, flame tipped arrow.

“Just point me at this floor boss,” Molly said, “I want that key!”

She swung her hammer in one hand, then held up her fist, expectantly.

Lyra just stared at the redhead’s hand in confusion. “You’re going to have to punch harder than that if you want to take on the floor boss,” she said. “Just because you’re a Barbarian doesn’t mean you don’t have to try.”

Jay snorted with laughter as Molly blushed.

“No, no, like this,” she said, turning to Jay who was more than willing to demonstrate a fist-bump for the fox-kin beauty. “It’s like… a handshake, but cooler. We can do it to pump ourselves up or to wish each other luck. Don’t you guys have anything like that?”

Lyra shook her head. “Sometimes we say… ‘Die Bravely, Delver,’ you know… if we’re not sure we’re going to see each other again.”

Molly’s bright blue eyes widened. Her mouth dropped open. “That’s horrifying, Lyra,” she said. “Totally morbid. No. We’re doing the fist-bump.”

Lyra tentatively made a fist and tapped it against Molly’s and then Jay’s. She nodded seriously. “Is that the complete ritual?”

“Uh…” Molly glanced at Jay again and he suppressed a grin. “Yeah, that’s it.”

Lyra stared at them both as if waiting for the punchline.

Jay couldn’t hold in his laughter any longer. “I guess Lyra’s not a fan of the fist-bump.”

“Are you ready to proceed?” Lyra asked, cocking her head to the side and flicking her ears curiously. “Or do we need to do it again for the luck to be effective? I admit I feel no different. Perhaps I did it incorrectly?”

“Nah, it’s fine.” Molly tapped her hammer on one of the rune-carved stones surrounding the dungeon entrance, and grinned when it made an echoing sound. “Let’s go slay some baddies.”

Lyra shrugged. “This way!”

She turned on her heel and marched down the corridor with her flaming arrow lighting the way. The enchanted armor she’d received in a Mystery Loot Box after they’d killed the Ghost Bison for the merchant quest at the end of their last dungeon delve was draped across her shoulders, a ferocious-looking Tundra Wolf pelt complete with snarling head. The armor made her look tough despite the skimpiness of the rest of her outfit. The fox girl’s fluffy white tail swayed back and forth as she walked, revealing the short skirt that barely covered her round bottom.

Molly followed after her, skipping. The shaggy cloak billowed behind her, and Jay found himself staring at the backs of her shapely legs in awe. The little leather shorts made her plump rear stand out in a way he’d never seen before.

He couldn’t believe he was traveling the dungeon with these two gorgeous women.

But as much as he enjoyed watching the girls running off into battle in their ridiculously scanty armor, he had to remind himself that this was not a game, no matter how much it seemed to be at times. He hoped the armor Lyra had given Molly would provide enough protection—magical if not physical—to keep her out of harm’s way. Molly might be okay with silly starter equipment if her Strength and Constitution stats were higher than normal but, if she was going to learn to tank for them, she’d need proper equipment down the line.

He jogged after them, his footsteps echoing down the long empty corridor. Smooth gray stones lined the passage, some carved with runes. Jay hadn’t paid a lot of attention to the first part of the Frozen Tomb when Lyra had taken him through a few weeks ago. He’d been so overwhelmed by the newness of the HUD that he’d hardly seen it, especially once they were attacked by the scorpions.

Lyra already had the [Copper Key] she would need to proceed to the second floor. Delvers only had to defeat floor bosses once to earn access to the next floor—allowing them to come and go with greater ease than if they had to fight through each floor ever time they passed through. Jay had a [Silver Key] which Lyra was pretty sure would work the same way.

But they were going to need a third key for Molly.

Jay had earned his key by defeating something called a Glacial Scarab Construct – a level 5 Elite class monster that had nearly killed him in an explosive blast when it died. But that hadn’t been the boss that was supposed to be on the first floor, according to Lyra, and the key it had dropped wasn’t quite right either. So, it was possible Jay still needed a [Copper Key] too.

Jay had no idea if any of them would ever see what they were ‘supposed to’ in the dungeon again, now that Nova was paying attention to them.

That could be a good thing or a bad thing, depending on the dungeon’s mood.

He opened his menu to look at the description of the key, but he noticed something else.

The [Scroll of Free Ride] he’d gotten in one of his Anonymous Benefactor rewards from the Bootstrapper perk that gave him a free gift every time he leveled up.

Shit, how could he have forgotten that?

The scroll was for a temporary experience boosting buff, similar to the Well-Rested bonus, which could be applied to any party member who was more than five levels below the Party Leader. When used, it doubled the experience gained by the lower-level member until they reached par with the rest of the group.

He’d been certain Nova had given him the scroll in order to ease his fears about allowing Molly in the dungeon.

Jay couldn’t believe he’d let it slip his mind.

“Hey, wait!” He ran after the girls. “Molly, I’ve got something for you!”

As if on cue, there was a shout from the girls up ahead. Lyra stood back with her flame-tipped arrow pointed at something Jay couldn’t see. If it was the Snow Scorpions he’d faced in his first fight, he expected Molly would be shrieking louder.

Instead, the redheaded Barbarian was laughing as she swung her hammer. Jay heard a crunch and a whoop of excitement before he arrived to see Molly standing proudly over her first kill.

“I got a notification,” Molly said excitedly. “Overachiever! For my first kill being three levels higher than me.”

“Three levels?” Jay asked, staring down at the shimmering pile of goop that had presumably once been one of the nightmare-inducing arachnids he’d encountered in this very tunnel. Only he’d been impressed when he’d killed a Level 2 creature.

According to his Dungeon Sight, not only had Molly killed a Snow Scorpion, it had been a Level 4.

Lyra glanced over her shoulder at him with a wry look on her face. “Told you Barbarians were overpowered.”

Molly looted the corpse and put the items into the Party Warehouse inventory menu, then eagerly looked around for more things to kill.

“Where’s the rest of them?”

“We’ll probably have to keep going,” Lyra said. “Usually, there’s only a couple of Level 1 and 2 creatures around here. If the dungeon is spawning higher level creatures for you, there will likely be fewer of them.”

The dead Snow Scorpion disappeared once it had been looted and Molly stood with her hands on her hips, staring down the corridor like she didn’t believe Lyra.

“No, there will be more,” she said. “I haven’t passed the second stage of my—” She stopped and put a hand up to her ear. Then she grinned. “Yes, here they come.”

“Wait, Mol,” Jay said. “I have a scroll for you, to help you gain experience faster.”

He took the [Scroll of Free Ride] out of his inventory and tried to pass it to the Barbarian woman. She waved her hand at him. “Shh.”

Jay didn’t hear what she heard at first, but he drew his sword. The feral gleam in Molly’s eyes could only mean one thing. A strange high-pitched humming sound came from somewhere deeper in the corridor. He stepped forward a few paces, trying to see in the gloom past the end of Lyra’s arrow.

“Stay here,” Molly said, keeping her voice low. “They’re coming to us. You two need to step back and let me handle this. It’s part of my test.”

“Your test?” Jay said, feeling the back of his neck prickle. He stuffed the scroll back into his inventory. “You said you passed your test.”

Molly gave him a sheepish smile. “I passed the first part,” she said. “And Nova let me be a Warrior class. But she wasn’t going to let me join your party without proving myself. I respect that.”

“What?!”

Lyra gave Jay a worried glance. “I don’t like the sounds of this…”

Anger flared through Jay’s body as the humming sound came closer and began to break into many individual noises… like the clicking of mandibles and the tapping of creepy, clawed limbs against the stone. “Nova,” he shouted at the dungeon’s ceiling, “if you hurt her, I swear, I’ll—”

But Jay didn’t get finish his threat before the swarm was upon them.

From out of the darkness beyond the orange haven of Lyra’s glowing arrow, dozens of massive Snow Scorpions lunged at the party. Lyra shouted and shot an arrow into the midst of the swarm.

“I said, stay back!” Molly shouted, shoving the fox-girl roughly aside as she rushed forward to meet the monsters. Lyra stumbled into Jay. He caught her with one arm while lifting his Bolo Sword in the other.

Molly swung her hammer in a wide arc. There was a sickening crunch as the head of the weapon smashed through the first row of attackers like they were made of cheap dollar-store plastic. Stinking green guts sprayed through the air, splattering all three of them.

“Oh,” Lyra said, wiping a smear of sticky goop from her cheek with the back of her hand. “I guess she’s got this.”

Jay stared in awe as his childhood best friend transformed into a fighting machine. Her swings with the hammer were a bit clumsy at first, but it didn’t seem to matter as she obliterated wave after wave of the creatures. He kept his sword ready, watching Molly fight, ready at any moment to jump in if it seemed the fledgling Delver was in trouble.

He gave Lyra’s arm a squeeze and set her back on her feet.

“Let her fight.” Jay was forced to shout over the crunching of carapaces and the splatter of guts as Molly continued to destroy the enemy. “But the moment you think she needs us, start firing.”

Lyra nodded, readying her bow once more. With a new fire arrow lit, the scene of horror was illuminated again. Dozens of the disgusting creatures scrambled over each other to get to the group, but none could penetrate the arc of Molly’s swinging hammer. Her movements became surer with each strike, and a faint blue glow, the same color as her eyes, began to radiate around her.

“What’s happening?” Jay asked, worried that Molly might be suffering a magical attack from some hidden, more powerful enemy.

“I think she’s using a skill,” Lyra said. “But I didn’t think Barbarians could—”

Molly released an ear-splitting roar and slammed her hammer into the dungeon floor, sending a shockwave out from the blast zone that flattened the remaining monsters. A rooster-tail of electric green guts sprayed across the corridor.

And then there was silence.

Molly turned to face them proudly, grinning despite the fact that she was dripping with stinking, green slime. “There,” she said. “Told you I could do it! And I levelled up, twice!”

Jay checked her stats and was astounded to find that she was right.

Delver: Molly O’Brian
Class Type: Warrior
Class: Barbarian Mauler
Lvl: 3 
XP: 310 | Next Lvl: 400
Health: 120 | Stamina: 170 | Mana: 120
Unassigned Attribute Points: 0
Strength: 7
Agility: 0
Intelligence: 0
Constitution: 7
Willpower: 7
Active Skills: Mauler’s Might 1
Passive Skills: Environmental Resistance 1 (Arctic), Dungeon Sight 1, Tough as Nails 1

Molly was already over three hundred experience points into the four hundred she needed to reach Level 4. She’d distributed her stat points evenly between Strength, Constitution, and Willpower, apparently not needing any guidance on how to build the class as she wanted to play it. Her Strength was already on par with his.

Not only that, but her class had evolved from a basic Barbarian to a Barbarian Mauler, which had apparently come with a new skill, Mauler’s Might. Jay assumed that was the finishing move Molly had used at the end of the fight.

“Impressive,” he conceded, shaking his head in awe. The last of his reservations melted away as he saw how happy Molly was with herself. “Maybe we should just sick you on the floor boss.”

“I’m ready!”

Lyra looked a bit stunned. “I don’t know if I should be impressed or angry,” she said once the shock had worn off. “I’m not even going to tell you how long it took me to level up my class, Molly. I feel embarrassed now!”

“Don’t be embarrassed!” Molly rushed over to hug the fox-girl.

Lyra yipped and backed away, seeing the green goop-covered figure closing in on her. “Oh no, please don’t!”

Molly was too strong for Lyra to resist, though, and soon both girls were equally covered in scorpion guts. Lyra’s fluffy white tail hung in gooey clumps and her ears were ruffled.

She gave Jay a horrified look, as if he was somehow to blame.

“I agree with Molly,” he said, trying not to laugh at the disheveled fox girl. “We’re getting an unfair advantage, and there’s nothing for you to be embarrassed about, Lyra. When I explain about Nova, you’ll understand better.”

Lyra sighed. “Fine. I guess, now I have another reason to look forward to the safe zone. The showers. This is worse than your scarab beetles, Jay!”

“The scarab beetles were definitely worse,” he said, remembering the slippery orange goo that had nearly gotten him killed in his battle against the construct.

“What do you know?” Lyra said. “You just got sprayed a little bit. I’m covered!”

Molly put a finger to her lip and glanced between the two of them. “You know… he is looking a little too prim and proper over there in his fancy black suit, don’t you think, Lyra?”

Jay began to back away, not liking the way they girls were looking at him.

Lyra’s mismatched eyes glinted. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking, Molly?”

“Don’t you dare,” Jay said, holding up his hands.

Molly grinned. “Get him!”

Jay didn’t have a chance to run before both girls were on top of him, laughing, hugging, and kissing him with their slime-covered faces and limbs.

He didn’t have the heart to protest too much. Even glazed in scorpion guts, they were two of the cutest women he’d ever seen.

And they were his, stinking green slime-balls that they were.
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After the girls had finished attacking him, and the scorpion slime was equally distributed between them, Jay managed to convince Molly to use the [Scroll of Free Ride.]

She bristled a little at the name—Molly didn’t want a free ride, she wanted to prove herself, of course. But her desire to explore deeper into the dungeon won out over her pride.

Also, it was a temporary boost that would only work at low level, so there was no real reason not to use it, so long as she still got lots of hands-on practice. How much XP she got from each kill had little bearing on how much she learned from each fight, and Jay promised they could stay on the first floor as long as Molly needed in order to feel confident that she was ready to move on—which he suspected might have been part of her hesitation, though she hadn’t admitted it.

Fortunately, Molly hadn’t hit Level 4 yet, so she could still use the scroll, otherwise she wouldn’t have had the required five level deficit for the spell to work. Once it was active, she looted the pile of monster corpses she’d created—apparently all besides the first scorpion had only been Level 1 and 2 monsters with fairly basic loot—and they continued through the twisting corridors of the Frozen Tomb’s labyrinth.

The dungeon didn’t give any experience for kills more than five levels below a Delver’s rank, so Jay and Lyra didn’t get any additional XP while Molly was fighting Snow Scorpions and Glacial Scarabs. When they went into The Forbidden Crypt area, they began to collect some residual XP just being partied with Molly, though they only got real credit for monsters that they killed themselves.

Jay was surprised that they didn’t get more, but Lyra explained that the party system became more complicated as more members were added, and that it was likely futile to try to keep track of everything precisely.

Essentially, the fox-girl said, a percentage of total party XP was divvied up among party members on top of the experience for their individual kills, and it tended to favor the lowest leveled Delvers.

She had gotten less XP than Jay when they were partied together until their levels evened out. Now, Molly got the majority of experience, even when it was Jay or Lyra who made a kill, partly because the monsters were higher level in comparison to Molly and partly because of background calculations that nobody really understood.

In effect, though, partying was designed to equalize delver’s skill levels and then progress as a group. The [Scroll of Free Ride] only served to accelerate what was already a part of the dungeon’s leveling mechanics.

But Jay noticed that he was still getting a 10% XP bonus for every one of Molly’s kills, thanks to the passive skill that came with his CEO subclass, so he was steadily inching closer to Level 9.

By the time Molly had hit Level 5, Jay was less than a hundred experience points from his next level.

Molly had almost single handedly fought her way through The Forbidden Crypts, killing dozens of Frozen Mummies, Shambling Skeletons, Ice Oozes, and one Shambling Bone-Rattler before reaching the Undead Pharoh’s golden tomb, where she dispatched two Anubite Guardians, and a couple of Undead Jackals before handling the Pharoh himself.

Unlike when Jay and Lyra had fought through, however, there were no Elite class monsters to contend with, so Molly had to grind through a lot of monsters even with the [Scroll of Free Ride] since she wasn’t benefiting from the [Well-Rested Bonus] that Jay and Lyra had had when they’d completed the section.

With the Undead Pharoh dispatched, and Molly panting happily in the center of a room full of more corpses, Jay and Lyra could only shake their heads in admiration. The newly minted Barbarian Mauler had certainly earned her levels. The additional strength points she’d accumulated were making her tiny frame even more shredded than before. As she sorted through her options for the Tier I Subclasses she’d unlocked, Jay couldn’t believe he’d ever had doubts about her.

“Jay, I need help with this,” she said, her eyes glimmering with the shine of dungeon magic that indicated she was using her HUD. “Is there some way to share my holo-screen with you?”

“I’ll show you,” Lyra said, describing a series of menu options Jay hadn’t used before.

A notification popped up, asking him if he’d like to accept Molly’s invitation to view her display, which he quickly accepted.

Unlike the snarky descriptions Jay had received when choosing his own subclass, Molly’s options were more detailed and more ‘serious.’ The also all sounded really badass. The first two were more or less what Jay would have expected from a Mauler subclass:

Dreadnaught (Rare) – This Mauler subclass is a formidable frontline warrior renowned for their indomitable presence and defensive prowess. Clad in heavy, reinforced armor, Dreadnaught Maulers specialize in controlling the battlefield by absorbing and deflecting enemy attacks. Their hammer, often as durable as any shield, is used not only for smashing foes but also for creating powerful shockwaves that can push enemies back and disrupt their formations. This subclass excels in prolonged engagements where they can wear down opponents while ensuring the safety of their comrades.

Skill: Bastion Pulse – A protective dome that shields allies from harm while punishing attackers with retaliatory strikes.

This seemed to be similar to some Paladin builds in the games Jay had played. A heavy-armor damage dealer who also had the ability to shield and protect weaker party members. It could definitely be useful, given that none of them had any shielding abilities yet, and it might appeal to Molly’s protective nature.

The next option was more of a standard smashy-type build that Molly also had a penchant for:

Glacial Mauler (Uncommon) – The Glacial Mauler merges the raw force of melee combat with the chilling magic of ice. Wielding a massive hammer infused with frost magic, Glacial Maulers can manipulate the battlefield by creating slick icy patches that slow and disorient enemies. This popular subclass is invaluable in controlling enemy movement and setting up devastating combos for their allies.

Skills: Frostfall Smash – Allows the Mauler to strike the ground with such force that it sends out a wave of frost, freezing anything in its path. This can immobilize enemies for critical seconds during combat.

-and-

Blizzard Guard – A swirling vortex of snow and ice that surrounds the Mauler, reducing incoming damage and chilling any foe who gets too close.

Glacial Mauler might be a common subclass, but it had definite advantages, not the least of which was the fact that it came with two new skills. However, the Frostfall Smash wasn’t all that different from the Mauler’s Might skill Molly already had.

It was an attractive subclass at lower levels, when the hard-hitting attacks paid higher dividends, but Jay had his doubts about how it would perform at higher levels once, as Lyra had suggested, finesse and strategy became more important.

Also, many of the monsters they encountered in the Ice Dungeon had resistance to cold damage, so the overall advantages of the Glacial Mauler were diminished in their current environment.

He didn’t think it was the best choice.

The final option was the most interesting of all, but it was riskier:

Wildhammer (Unique) – Wildhammers are a formidable subclass of Maulers who draw their strength from the untamed elements of nature. These warriors wield a massive war hammer, crafted from the heartwood of ancient trees and bound with elemental forces. Each swing of their hammer resonates with the primal energy of the wilderness, causing the earth to shake and commanding the forces of nature to respond.

Skills: Call of the Wild – Harnessing their deep connection with nature, Wildhammers can summon local wildlife to assist in battle. Whether a charge of boars or a swoop of hawks, each animal called adds a unique advantage, providing distractions, additional attacks, or strategic cover. Item: [Wildcall Maul]

-or-

Seismic Slam – With a ground-shaking impact of their war hammer, Wildhammers send forth tremors that fracture the earth, destabilizing enemies and altering the terrain. This ability not only inflicts damage but creates temporary obstacles, hindering enemy movements. Item: [Earthshaker’s Mallet]

When Jay read the description of Wildhammer, he had a feeling he knew which one Molly would want to pick. This subclass, more than the other two, seemed to be made for her. But was it the right choice? They could really use a party member with shielding skills like that of the Dreadnaught Mauler.

“You think I should take Dreadnaught, don’t you?” Molly said, as if seeing the look in Jay’s eyes. “It would be a good choice for the group.”

“It would be,” Lyra conceded. “We don’t have any heavy armor yet, but once you’ve chosen your subclass, gear drops tend to be a bit more specialized so it might not be too long. We might even get something from the Floor Boss.”

“I do think Dreadnaught looks like a solid choice,” Jay said.

Molly’s shoulders sagged.

She nodded, but the light in her expression had dimmed. “Okay,” she said. “That’s what I’ll go with then.”

As logical as the Dreadnaught subclass might be, Jay had a prickle of unease about the way Molly reacted to the idea of choosing it. He’d seen a lot of great ideas fall apart because the people who had to implement them didn’t have their heart in it. If Molly didn’t feel like the subclass suited her fighting style, she might start to resent her time in the dungeon, and with Jay. That wasn’t a risk he wanted to take.

“Hang on, Mol.” Jay put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s a solid choice, but that doesn’t mean it’s the best choice for you.”

Her bright blue eyes darted up to his. “Isn’t the best choice for the group the best choice for me? I don’t want to let you guys down.”

“The best choice for the group is the one that you’re happy with,” Jay said. “Just because a plan looks good on paper doesn’t mean it executes well. I’ve learned that lesson the hard way a few times. I think you already know which one you should choose, don’t you?”

“You mean…”

“Wildhammer was made for you, Molly,” he said, squeezing her shoulder. “It’s a unique subclass, which means the dungeon created it based on your personality and how you fight. I don’t know that unique options are always the best, but I definitely think you need to consider it.”

“I went with Arcane Archer instead of the more standard subclass options I received,” Lyra said. “My party wanted me to choose a Sniper class that would have worked really well for our group, but was not a smart choice if I was solo-delving. It’s a good thing I followed my heart, because I spent a lot more time alone than partied up! And now that I am in a party, I’m more of a more versatile member, too. Follow your heart, Molly!”

Molly bit her lip, tears suddenly brimming in her sea-blue eyes. It was a big shift from the nearly feral fighter they’d just watched take down an entire room full of bad guys. She smiled and said, “I really like the sounds of that Call of the Wild skill.”

“That’s what I thought, too,” Jay said. “Pick it, Mol. Whatever you choose, Lyra and I will be able to adapt. We’re going to grow as a group, together. We’re a team.”

“Thanks, Jay.” She rose on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek, and then reached for Lyra’s hand. “Thanks, both of you.”

Molly’s eyes glowed as she made her selection. Then she yelped as the hammer in her hand suddenly began to glow as well, growing to twice it’s already impressive size.

The iron hammer was gone, replaced with one whose shaft was carved from a deep reddish wood, the head hewn from ancient stone. Sparkling gemstones decorated its design and glowed with a light the same color as Molly’s eyes.

Jay’s Dungeon Sight revealed it to be the [Wildcall Maul.]

[Wildcall Maul] – Forged from the gnarled heartwood of an Elder Tree and intertwined with tendrils of living vine, the [Wildcall Maul] is a symbol of command over the animal kingdom. Embedded with sapphires that pulse with the life force of the Forlorn Forest, this war hammer allows its wielder to resonate with the spirits of the wild, enhancing the Call of the Wild ability.

“Whoa,” Molly said, her eyes widening. “Now that’s a weapon!”

Lyra stepped up to admire it while Jay stood back and smiled. It made him happy to see Molly so pleased with her new subclass. “Do you need any help allocating your stat points, Mol?”

“Nah,” Molly said with a wink. “I just dumped ’em all into Strength.”

Jay felt his eyes bulge. “All of them?”

“Sure!” She flexed an impressive bicep. “Go big or go home, right? If I’m going to tank for you, I’m going to do it right.”

“Holy shit,” Jay said, laughing with disbelief. “I guess I don’t have to worry about leveling my strength so much anymore. I’ll focus on Agility and Constitution from now on.”

“Oh!” Molly said, her eyes lighting up. “I just got another skill for getting one of my attributes up to 10! A double-strike attack called Pound It.”

Jay opened the party menu and checked her stats.

Delver: Molly O’Brian
Class Type: Warrior
Class: Barbarian Mauler
Tier I: Wildhammer
Lvl: 5 
XP: 275 | Next Lvl: 1400
Health: 150 | Stamina: 190 | Mana: 120
Unassigned Attribute Points: 0
Strength: 13
Agility: 0
Intelligence: 0
Constitution: 7
Willpower: 7
Active Skills: Mauler’s Might 1, Call of the Wild 1, Pound It 1
Passive Skills: Environmental Resistance 1 (Arctic), Dungeon Sight 1, Tough as Nails 1

“Okay, scratch that,” Jay said with a laugh. “I’m going to keep leveling evenly until I bring my main Attributes over ten and then I’ll start focusing elsewhere. I didn’t know we got bonus skills!”

“Oops, I guess that’s my fault,” Lyra said sheepishly. “I forgot to mention it. I only have one skill over ten, and I got it early on. The Rapid-Fire skill I have was from leveling my Agility.”

Jay was dying of curiosity to see how Molly’s new skills and stats would play out in their next fight. He’d noticed a massive difference in his efficacy with his blade as his attributes increased, and his Strength and Ability were still only at 7.

His Constitution was higher, at 14, but mostly because of the bonus he got from the [Beetle-Black Scarab Armor] Nova had given him in one of his Bootstrapper gifts. He supposed he’d need to get his base attribute level past ten before he got the new skill, not counting bonuses from armor or trinkets.

“I know I got ten bonus points in Charisma,” Jay said, “But given that I can’t use them, I’m starting to feel a little jealous of how powerful you ladies are getting. We’re going to have to start being more strategic with how we level going forward so that I can focus on compensating for the party’s weak spots.”

Molly giggled. “That’s what you do, isn’t it? That’s the whole point of your CEO class, Jay! You’re the boss.”

“That’s right,” Lyra said. “We’re just the hired brains and brawn. Use us as you see fit!”

The girls collapsed against each other in a fit of hilarity. Jay struggled not to smile, trying to maintain the image of the serious CEO.

“Miss Lyra, Miss Molly, I’ll need you to stay a little later tonight. There are some spreadsheets I need you to complete before you go.”

“Spread sheets?” Lyra asked, confused by the reference. “Or bed sheets?”

“Or spread legs?” Molly provided, snorting in a very not-sexy manner that somehow still managed to be sexy to Jay. “Where’s that Safe Zone when you need it, anyhow?”

Lyra’s cheeks flushed. “Oh, yes… Let’s go to the Safe Zone! I badly need a shower.”

“When Jay’s done with you, you’ll need another shower,” Molly said, giving Jay a lascivious grin. “If I have anything to say about the matter, that is.”

Jay badly wanted to whisk both of them to the hex-dome in the Pernicious Plains zone and play out whatever fantasies had Molly looking at him and Lyra that way. The redhead had been insatiable since their first night together, and while she seemed to get some of the pent-up sexual frustration out while she was battling, he was glad to see that she’d kept some for their recreational time.

But none of them needed the rest yet—Molly had taken a few hits when she’d been fighting, but her high Strength and Constitution had mitigated the worst of the damage, and she was back up to full Health and Stamina.

While a Well-Rested Bonus would be nice for the boss fight, he had a feeling it would be more useful once they were down on the second floor, and the monsters they were fighting were higher level—that way the 50% XP bonus from being rested would go further.

Sadly, he had to shake his head.

“I’m looking forward to the Safe Zone more than anyone,” Jay said. “But I think we’d better head for the stairs and see if we can find the floor boss first. We still need at least one [Copper Key] if we’re going to get down to the next floor.”

Molly gave him a look of mock disappointment, but she couldn’t keep her lips from stretching into a wide smile.

“She looks heartbroken,” Lyra deadpanned. “I hope you feel terribly guilty about this, Jay.”

Molly swung her new hammer around her head with a whoop. “Twist my rubber arm! Hey, do you think I can wrangle a Snow Scorpion for a pet using my Call of the Wild skill?”

Jay wrinkled his nose. “Can’t you find something cuter and fluffier to be your minion? A bunny maybe?”

Molly gave a derisive snort. “Bunnies don’t strike fear into the heart of your enemies, Jay.”

“Or your party members,” Lyra added, her blue-and-gold eyes twinkling at Jay. “Which might be more the point he’s making.”

“I can’t help it,” Jay shouted defensively. “They creep me out!”

Molly sighed. “Okay, no creepy-crawlies… I just really want to try my new skill and I don’t think Shambling Skeletons count as local wildlife.”

Lyra scratched at her goo-crusted ears and shrugged her shoulders. “Don’t worry, Molly,” she said. “I’m sure we’ll find something for you to test it out on. If not on this floor, then on the next one.”

“Well let’s go find this floor boss, then,” Jay said, clapping his hands and ushering the girls out of the room like his old manager used to do to signal that a meeting was over.

He cringed internally, realizing that he was becoming the person he’d hated the most at his old job. Nova and her dumb management skills were corrupting him from the inside out.

The girls noticed his change in demeanor and shared a glance.

In perfect synchronization, they turned to him with a smile, each giving a capricious little curtsy.

“Yes, boss,” they said in unison. “Whatever you say, boss.”

Jay groaned as he led the way out of the Forbidden Crypt zone, cursing the dungeon and her twisted sense of humor.

The giggling girls behind him didn’t seem to mind, though. They followed him with high spirits, happy to call him their leader.
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Once they were out of the Forbidden Crypt zone of the Frost Tomb, Lyra directed the group towards the stairs to the second floor. They wound through the labyrinthine passages of the tomb, with Molly fighting the Glacial Scarabs and Snow Scorpions along the way. She didn’t gain much experience from the kills anymore, now that she’d leveled up, but that didn’t dampen her mood at all.

Molly really liked to smash stuff with her new hammer. Jay didn’t think he’d ever seen her so happy, and that made him even happier.

Lyra came up beside Jay and took his hand as the pair walked behind the exuberant Barbarian. “Did you know she was like this? Back in your old world, I mean.”

“She wasn’t,” Jay protested. “Except maybe when we were younger, and we were playing videogames. She was pretty competitive. But in real life she was quiet, playful, and sweet. Unless she was riled up about a cause. You definitely didn’t want to face her down at a rally against polluting farms or animal testing facilities or—”

“Sounds like there are a lot of exceptions to your quiet, sweet, playful dream girl,” Lyra teased.

Jay laughed. “Yeah, I guess there are. Maybe she always has been like this, and I just never noticed.”

That thought made him a little sad.

“In my experience, the dungeon doesn’t really change a person’s personality,” Lyra said. “But it can bring out aspects of a person’s personality that have been hidden or suppressed until integration. When you go into that chamber, and you first connect to the dungeon magic, it sees into the deepest, darkest parts of your soul and reveals parts of yourself that sometimes even you don’t realize are there.

“Are you saying that, deep down in my soul, I’m just a corrupt businessman?” Jay asked, only half joking. He still felt uneasy about the way Nova had singled him out and drawn so much inspiration from his past job—which didn’t really seem to fit in this world.

Lyra squeezed his hand. “No, I think that’s just your ‘Nova’ having a bit of fun. She seems to have more of a sense of humor with you around than what I’ve ever seen. Maybe because she interacts with you directly rather than leaving it to the automated systems.”

Molly let out a roar and charged into a swarm of Glacial Scarabs that scattered and fled as she chased them down, leaving greasy orange stains on the walls, floors, and even ceilings. Jay could only shake his head.

“What does my class say about my soul, then?”

“That you are clever, well-rounded, adaptive,” Lyra said, gazing up at him with admiration in her blue-and-gold eyes. “That you are a natural leader and a strong support for your team. I’ve made more progress since Delving with you than I’ve made in years. Molly has leveled even faster than you did, and I’ve never seen anyone level like you. You’re like… a power source that everyone connected to you can draw from. I don’t know what it means, but I know it’s something special.”

Jay pulled the fox-girl against his side and kissed her forehead, managing to avoid the dried scorpion guts that clung to her silver hair. She flattened her ears and her fluffy tail swayed back and forth as she leaned into his kiss.

“I worry about that,” he said. “Being ‘special.’ I suspect it will be dangerous, Lyra. I don’t want the dungeon’s attention on me to end up hurting you or Molly.”

Lyra gave him a playful growl and nipped his bottom lip. “We’re Delvers, Jay. Not exotic flowers that wilt at the first sign of stress. I chose this life before I met you and it’s a wonder I didn’t get hurt or killed along the way, with all the things I’ve seen and the companions I’ve lost. I am safer with you than I’ve ever been in the dungeon. And Molly—”

The redheaded Barbarian let out a victorious whoop and swung her hammer over her head like a cowgirl with a lasso. She grinned from ear to ear, completely covered in beetle and scorpion guts, looking like she was having the time of her life.

“She’s having the time of her life,” Jay said with a sigh. He knew Lyra was right, and that he didn’t have to worry about the girls. But he couldn’t help it. Even if they loved every minute of Delving, as he was learning that he did, their safety was still a responsibility that weighed heavily on his shoulders. “I just don’t know what I’d do if something happened to either of you.”

“You’d do the best you could,” Lyra said, squeezing his hand again. “That’s all anyone can do.”

Up ahead, the corridor opened onto an uncanny expanse of snowy grassland beneath an artificial, starry sky. Molly gasped as she stepped from the tomb’s tunnels and into the Pernicious Plains zone. She stood upon the icy tundra, gazing up at the blanket of crisp constellations that spread out above them.

“What is this place?” she gasped. “Why is it so different here than the rest of the dungeon?”

“The Pernicious Plains,” Lyra said. “We aren’t heading there yet, but that’s the Safe Zone over there.”

She pointed to the glassy hexagonal dome far to their left.

“Why are we here?” Jay asked, teasingly. “Were you hoping I’d cave and let you have that shower?”

Lyra punched him in the arm with a growl. “No, we’re going that way.”

She indicated the dark, distant edge of the plains. Or, Jay thought it was the edge. It was the edge of his vision, anyway. It was possible the plains stretched on forever and there was no end to it.

A herd of huge, white bison roamed between them and their destination, which Jay knew to be peaceful Level 12-17 creatures that packed a wallop if you tested their patience. He and Lyra had managed to kill five of them for a quest that was far above their level. But it had taken planning and strategy, and no small amount of luck, for them to survive with their bodies intact.

“Mol,” Jay warned, pointing out the herd, “whatever you do, please don’t fight the Ghost Bison.”

Molly whirled on him with a horrified expression on her face. “I would never! Bison are an endangered species!”

Jay had wondered how Molly’s animal-loving heart would fare if they were forced to battle less-monstrous creatures. He thought this was as good a time as any to bring the subject up.

“These ones aren’t,” he said. “They’re created by the dungeon. If one dies, another will respawn in time. We might sometimes have quests where we need to kill dungeon dwelling animals.”

“The Pernicious Plains are different from the rest of the F1 environment because it leads to the F2 entrance,” Lyra said explained. “F2 is mostly tundra and frozen ocean, with the exception of the area before the entrance to F3 which is a mountainous region. Each floor has a section that previews the next floor, so that delvers can prepare themselves for the challenges ahead. Or at least, that’s how it was explained to me.”

“Well, I won’t kill bison,” Molly said. “I won’t kill anything doesn’t try to attack me. I just won’t accept those quests. It’s cruel.”

Jay and Lyra glanced at each other, not knowing how to deal with her feelings on the subject. Eventually Jay shrugged, figured they’d have to discuss it more later. At least the seed had been planted. Maybe as they’d spent more time in the dungeon and she’d witnessed firsthand how quickly monsters and other creatures were replaced once they were killed, she’d have a different perspective.

“We don’t have to kill these ones,” Jay said, stepping aside to allow Lyra to take the lead across the plains. “Which is a good thing, because they’re tough bastards.”

A wind howled across the open tundra, nipping at the exposed skin on Jay’s hands and neck. His passive Environmental Resistance ability prevented the cold from doing any damage, but it was an unpleasant sensation. He really wasn’t looking forward to exploring an entire floor of tundra like this on the second level.

Jay looked at the wolf-headed shoulder armor Lyra wore and had a sinking feeling in his stomach. He hoped Nova wouldn’t decide to spawn Tundra Wolves or Polar Bears for their boss fight. The sudden stiffness in Molly’s shoulders as she stalked across the plain behind Lyra told him the Barbarian was still thinking about the problem.

They crossed the Pernicious Plains zone mostly in silence, though Molly insisted on stopping to admire the herd of Ghost Bison as they passed. Tears shimmered in her bright blue eyes as she watched them grazing on the bright red Tundra Berries Jay had needed to collect in order for Raina to wake her from her Portal Sleep. He didn’t point them out, though Molly recognized them on her own.

“Those are the berries, aren’t they?” she asked. “Would you have been able to get them without killing the bison?”

Jay felt his cheeks flush with embarrassment as he remembered the discovery he’d made back at the Safe Zone after he and Lyra had narrowly escaped the bison with their lives.

“I didn’t think so at the time,” he said. “But it turned out I had a stack of them in a Mystery Loot Box that I’d forgotten to open. And we could have declined the quest for collecting the pelts. We might be able to get by without killing any innocent creatures, Molly.”

“Maybe,” she said, wiping at her tears. “But if we can’t…”

“Try not to worry about it, okay, Mol?” He wrapped an arm around her shoulder, surprised at how solid she felt compared to how soft she’d been before.

She shook her head. “No, I need you to know that if I have to do it, I will, Jay. I’m not going to let you down. I’m not going to let you or Lyra get hurt to save an animal.”

“I know you wouldn’t,” Jay said. “But we can still try not to if it bothers you. I’m sure there are plenty of horrific nightmare creatures for us to fight to get our levels.”

Molly frowned and nodded. “Back home I wouldn’t hurt a beetle or a scorpion, but I have no problem killing the ones we’ve encountered so far.”

“I’m pretty sure you’ve saved enough spiders over the years to compensate,” Jay tried to tease.

“If we run into any spiders as big as the scorpions we’ve fought, you won’t have to worry about me trying to save them,” Molly said with a snort. “It’s easier to remember they aren’t ‘real’ when they’re so different from the ones back home. These bison, though… they’re so beautiful.”

“I know,” Jay said. “I didn’t want to kill them either.”

Molly nodded again. “Thanks for understanding, Jay. I really do want to be here with you.”

“Most people don’t ever have to deal with getting sucked into a completely different world and having to adapt to a new reality, you know. You’re doing great. It will take time to adjust, and that’s okay.”

A haze of misty breath hovered above the herd like a ghostly fog, adding to their surreal aura. Jay and Molly moved after Lyra, who was waiting at a distance, allowing them their privacy, leaving the silent Ghost Bison grazing behind them.

“The stairs aren’t far from here,” she said as they approached. “Just on the other side of that hill. It will look like an archway standing in the middle of the tundra. The boss appears as you approach the door. There are a few different variations, but usually it’s a Snow Serqet—a bigger version of the Snow Scorpion—or a Sickle Spider Queen.”

“Great,” Jay said with a shiver. “More bugs.”

Lyra glanced at Jay with a mischievous grin on her face. “I thought I should warn you in case you had any ideas about running away.”

“Don’t worry, Jay,” Molly said, spinning her hammer over her wrist and catching it as if the massive sledge weighed nothing at all. “I still don’t mind squashing bugs.”

“That’s a relief,” Jay said. “Because you’re officially stronger than me now.”

“But you’re faster and harder to kill,” Lyra reminded him.

“For now,” Jay said wryly, but he grinned proudly at his women. “We can’t make much of a plan not knowing what kind of boss will spawn, but I think a basic strategy will help. If they’re snow- or ice-based creatures, your fire arrows will do a good amount of damage, right Lyra?”

“Yes,” she said. “And I can fire a distance. Once one of you is distracting them, I’ll be able to add significant hit points.”

“All right, Molly I want you to hang back at first—”

“But I’m your tank, Jay!” she protested. “I should be up front.”

“You will be,” Jay said. “You’re the most powerful and you’re tough enough to take some hits at close range. But I’d feel better if I slowed them down a bit before you get into the middle of the fight. Your biggest disadvantage is your lack of Agility. The boss isn’t going to go down in a single hit like the smaller monsters do, so it will be able to retaliate. And I can tell you from experience that Snow Scorpion poison is not a fun time.”

Molly paled slightly, and nodded in agreement. “Okay, but be careful, Jay.”

“I will,” he said. “We’ve got this.”

Lyra held up her fist with a determined look on her face. “For luck?”

Molly gave her a tap with her knuckles, careful not to hit too hard, and grinned. “For luck.”

Jay fist-bumped both of them, the pride he’d felt earlier swelling in his chest. “Let’s see what kind of ugly bastard Nova’s cooked up for us this time.”
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The gateway was as Lyra had described, a stone arch standing in the midst of the tundra. A swirling black vortex filled the frame, making Jay wonder what they needed the [Copper Key] for. The thing looked like it would suck them down to the next floor like a vacuum.

As they approached the gate, silence greeted them. The only sound was the crunch of their boots across the tundra. Winds howled like the mournful moans of restless spirits, lifting the hairs on the back of Jay’s neck. Beyond the gate, shapes moved in the shadows, like tall, skeletal figures swaying in the breeze.

“What’s over there?” he asked. “Are they trees?”

Lyra squinted into the darkness. “I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve never seen that before.”

They crept closer to the gate, and still nothing appeared. Jay was beginning to wonder if they’d be allowed to walk right though. When he stood immediately before the gate, the swirling black vortex solidified into a slab of gleaming obsidian with a keyhole in its center.

“Lyra,” he said. “What’s going on here?”

The fox-girl’s ears twitched as she glanced around in confusion. “I have no idea,” she said. “This isn’t right.”

Cautiously, Jay placed his hand on the door.

A low, sultry whisper rose up from the winds around them, chanting words that were too soft to hear. Slowly, as if the speaker was coming closer, they grew louder until Jay could hear the lilting melody of a poem:

Copper gleams with modest light,

Opens path for one this night.

Silver bright with moon's own glow,

Through this door, two may go.

Gold that catches morning's fire,

Grants passage three, as you desire.

Choose your key with care and grace,

For each dictates the path you trace.

“Can you hear that?” he asked, hoping he wasn’t going insane.

“Yes,” Molly said, looking around nervously. “But what does it mean?”

“Maybe we don’t have to fight the floor boss?” Lyra said, echoing Jay’s earlier suspicion. “We have a [Copper Key] and a [Silver Key.] There’s only three of us. That should get us through.”

Jay felt a prickling on the back of his neck, as if they were being set up. “No, that’s too easy,” he said. “We’re being tested at every turn. That last line: ‘each dictates the path you trace’ makes it sound like different keys open different paths. If we use a [Copper Key] and a [Silver Key] we might end up in different places.”

“But there’s only one place for us to go,” Lyra said. “The second floor.”

She pulled her [Copper Key] out of her inventory and put it in the keyhole. The obsidian door transformed to one of icy, gray stone, similar to the slabs that made up the tunnels of the tombs they’d been traversing.

“There,” she said. “That’s what the door should look like. That goes to F2.”

“Take your key out,” Jay said, the nervous tension building along his spine. “Don’t turn it in the lock, Lyra.”

Lyra did as he said, and Jay breathed a sigh of relief as the door transformed back into its shiny, black form.

Out of curiosity, he sifted for the [Silver Key] in his inventory. The monotone dungeon voice read the description of the item in his head as he removed it from his inventory and held it in his hand.

Silver Key – It’s a key. You know what keys are for. This one happens to be silver. What more do you want from me? Find the door it opens and maybe you’ll learn more. Or maybe you’ll die.

That didn’t sound very promising, Jay had to admit, but there was an inscription on the key in tiny letters that he could only read with his Dungeon Sight activated:

What once was lost, may now be found,

If this key is fit and door unbound.

Past skills awake to new renown.

Find me, Delver. Down, down, down…

Jay bit his lip as he considered his options. Since receiving the [Silver Filigreed Box] he’d sort of thought that was what the key was for. But he couldn’t test it until he’d reached Level 10. The poem on the key made it sound like it could be used to open a door to a lower floor, though, and that was what he and Lyra had originally thought it was for.

Cautiously, he slid the [Silver Key] into the lock. The door transformed again, this time revealing a rusted iron door that made Lyra gasp with shock.

“I know that door,” she said. “That’s the one that leads to the Frozen River on F3!”

“So, it would let us skip a floor?” Jay said, slowly. “But only two of us could go.”

A message popped up in the middle of his HUD. Jay startled, almost turning the key by accident.

Do you wish to use [Silver Key] to open this door? The [Silver Key] will be destroyed if you proceed. Y/N

Jay immediately selected ‘No,’ and removed the key from the door.

“We need a [Gold Key],” he said. “Or three [Copper Keys.] Otherwise, we’re going to split the party.”

A slow, clapping sound resonated across the tundra, and the three delvers turned to find an enormously tall woman approaching them from across the frozen plain. Black hair swirled around her body like smoke and she wore a crown of ice-blue jewels.

“Very good,” she said, the faintest hint of a purr in the back of her throat. Or maybe it was a growl. “Very, very good. It is not very often that an inexperienced Delver survives one of my riddles.”

The woman wore long, glittering robes in a glacial blue, and her skin seemed to be carved from snow. She floated across the tundra toward them like an ice queen from a fairy tale.

But as she came closer, her beautiful face began to transform.

Her lips pulled back to reveal long, fanged teeth. Her skin rippled as she snarled, her nose and eyes wrinkling in a mask of fury. She dropped to her hands and feet and began to crawl toward them with an unsettlingly liquid motion.

“Holy shit,” Molly whispered. “That’s… not right.”

Dark clouds rolled in to cover the stars overhead and thunder rolled, echoing over the plains like the hooves of a thousand charging Ghost Bison.

The woman’s dress tore as muscled shoulders ripped through the fabric, revealing thick, rippling forelegs and thighs and a swishing tail. She had the body of a pure white lion and the face of a raging Gorgon, a mane of black hair whirling around her snarling visage.

Jay’s HUD made an ominous sound, like the clanging of a bell before the start of a boxing match, if the bell were old and cracked after countless fights. The dungeon’s dry, mechanical voice intoned without emotion:

Boss Battle Initiated!
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Three Heads are Better than One


Jay’s mouth went dry as he focused on the Sphinx-like creature prowling toward them like a lion after a wounded gazelle. She had an arrogant, almost lazy posture, as if she could barely be bothered with the fight or the three delvers who had managed to foil her riddle.

But the snarling expression on her face revealed the truth.

You’ve done it now, Delver. You’ve pissed off an Elder Spirit of the Frozen Tomb. The Cerberinx is a special kind of bitch that puts the average “I Want to Speak to Your Manager” Karen to shame. Pull down your britches, girls and boys, because you’re about to get spanked! (Three times if you’re lucky)

Jay ignored the sarcastic introduction and waved for Lyra to get back.

“Remember the plan, ladies,” he said, keeping his voice low and his eyes on the approaching monster. “She’s not what we planned for, but we can do this.”

Lyra did as he said, drawing her bow. But she hissed at him through clenched teeth. “Jay, this is much, much worse than we planned for!”

“I don’t know what a Cerberinx is supposed to be,” Molly said with a growl. “But if I have to break her open and find out, I’m game.”

Jay opened his Dungeon Sight to scan the Floor Boss and was suddenly very glad that Molly’s warm-and-fuzzy feelings didn’t extend to cranky cat-women.

Cerberinx: Lvl 20 [Elite]

This wily little kitty puts the sour in sourpuss. Sure, she pretends she likes to play. But only if she wins. Your reward for solving one of her riddles is likely to be a slow and painful death. Unlike her fully-feline friends, this catty C-U-Next-Tuesday doesn’t have nine lives. And that might just be the only good news you hear before she tears your head off and bats it across the icy tundra.

Here, kitty, kitty…

Jay’s stomach dropped. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he muttered. “Level 20 Elite?”

The Cerberinx snarled and swiped the air with a huge, clawed paw. Jay had seen big cats in the zoo before, but this snow-furred version with a bad attitude was at least three times the size of a normal lioness.

“I take it that’s a bad thing?” Molly asked, twirling her hammer. “You know… I’ve never really been a cat person.”

“Stick to the plan,” he said, eyeing the Cerberinx as it prowled closer.

The furious human face rocked back and forth on the creature’s powerful shoulders, the black hair swirling around its head like some evil spirit. It was the most terrifying thing Jay had ever seen.

Jay drew his [Etched Bolo Sword] and stepped behind Molly, then moved to the side, hoping to convince the beast that she was the bigger threat.

Anticipating what Jay intended to do, Molly roared at the Cerberinx and slammed her hammer on the ground. It leaped back, as if expecting some kind of earth or ice attack. When nothing happened, it opened its mouth and let out a hair-raising scream that made Jay’s stomach turn to acid.

But it was enough of a distraction for him to make his move.

As the Cerberinx turned its attention to Molly, Jay rushed forward, cutting toward the beast at an angle so that he avoided it’s furious-faced gaze. He slashed at the creature’s left flank with his Bolo Sword, aiming for the joint on its back leg.

Just as Jay’s blade struck, the Cerberinx reared on its hind legs, twisting in the air to swipe at Jay with its huge, clawed paws. He hoped his Constitution would be high enough to withstand the coming blow, because there was no way he’d be able to dodge.

Time seemed to slow as the paw came at his face. Jay heard a second roar from Molly, this one much closer than he expected. The Cerberinx’s torso lurched, and the beast flew toward him like it had been hit by a bus. Jay flattened himself to the icy grass as the monster twisted through the air and landed with a thud on the frozen ground. Molly stood there with her hammer over her shoulder and a wide grin on her face.

“That felt really good,” she said.

The grin slipped as the creature got back to its feet, limping from the gash on its back leg, and holding its front right foreleg off the ground.

“Nice shot,” Jay told her. “But we aren’t done yet.”

The Cerberinx let out another hair-raising scream and leaped through the air at Jay.

There was a flash through the air as Lyra released and arrow, followed by a percussive thump. The Cerberinx was punched out of the air by one of the fox-girl’s Impact Arrows, which tore through the monster’s snow-white body with a spray of bright red blood.

The human-headed lioness landed back on the ground in a broken heap, unmoving, her black eyes staring lifelessly at the cloudy night sky.

“That wasn’t so bad,” Molly said. “I really expected more from the way you guys were acting back there. We took her down with three—”

The words froze on her lips as the broken heap of fur and muscle began to ripple and twist like maggots tearing through roadkill. With agonizing slowness, the Cerberinx got back on its feet, bones popping and flesh tearing as it reshaped itself for the second stage of the battle.

A black wound had opened on its shoulder where something pressed out of its body, ripping through the white-fur like tissue paper. Wet, blood-soaked hair spilled out of the hole as a second head pushed out and a second, screaming face shrieked in rage.

Jay was frozen with horror as he realized what was happening. “Cerberinx… of course! Cerberus-Sphinx… she doesn’t have nine lives, she has three!”

“And a new head to go with each one?” Molly shouted, lifting her [Wildcall Maul] and reading it for another strike. “That’s really messed up!”

Jay didn’t have a chance to respond as the now two-headed monster opened both of its mouths and shot a blast of freezing cold air at both him and Molly. Jay was fast enough to leap backward, but Molly screamed as the icy blast hit her bare skin.

“Help!” Molly cried. Her fur-booted feet were frozen to the ground. “Jay, I’m stuck!”

“I’ve got you, Molly,” Lyra’s voice rang out just before the twang of her bow, and a flaming arrow shot through the sky to land at the Barbarian woman’s feet. The magically burning arrow melted through the ice, weakening it until Molly could break free. Lyra shot a second arrow at the Two-Headed Cerberinx, striking it in the eye on its fresh face.

The original face sent another blast of frigid air Jay’s way and he had to roll sideways to escape it, a move that brought him perilously close to the creature’s claws. The Cerberinx snarled again, raising up on its hind legs to deliver a full-bodied swat as Jay launched to his feet.

This time he wasn’t fast enough to dodge.

The heavy, clawed paw slashed his side, hitting him like battering ram and knocking him to his side. He landed on the frozen ground with a gasp, the air knocked out of his lungs. Heat radiated across his ribs, and he knew without looking that the creature’s claws had torn him wide open.

But he hadn’t been leveling his Constitution for nothing. Gritting his teeth against the pain, Jay forced himself to his feet, just in time to see the head with the seared eye-socket leering at him with its slavering jaws wide open.

“No!” Molly cried. “Jay! Stay down, you’re hurt!”

A third blast of freezing air shot toward him, and this time he didn’t move. He just needed to keep the creature’s attention for a little while longer. The Barbarian woman had turned her attention on the Cerberinx, her bright blue eyes wild with rage. The [Wildcall Maul] pulsed with bright magic as she called on one of her abilities.

The agony of his flesh freezing as the icy attack hit him was worse than the burning gashes in his side. But it didn’t last as long, because Lyra shot a Fire Arrow at his feet, quickly thawing his icy prison.

Molly hadn’t noticed that he was free, though. Tears streaked across her cheeks as she rushed the Cerberinx, swinging her Maul like a Viking Warrior. But rather than hit the creature, she drove the Maul into the frozen earth, sending out a shockwave that sent the cat-like monster flying backward with a yowl. Molly drove on like a Juggernaut, smashing into the Cerberinx the moment the creature’s body hid the ground. She smashed the hammer into the Cerberinx’s blood-matted fur, grinding it into a pulp against the frozen ground.

When the monster didn’t move, Molly stepped back, panting.

Jay took a moment to glance at his Health bar. Even at half it’s max, he still had almost as much Health as Molly did, and his Constitution helped him regenerate Health at a faster rate, so it was climbing.

“Molly, come back here,” he said, keeping an eye on the writhing mass that was slowing becoming the third and hopefully final stage of this boss fight.

Molly eyed the broken Cerberinx warily and obeyed his command. “You’re hurt,” she said. “Let me go in first next time.”

Jay shook his head. “Don’t worry about me,” he said. “Stick to the plan. This thing is going to come back even tougher, probably with an additional power to go along with its third head. I have a better chance of dodging its magical attacks than you do.”

Molly pouted. “Like last time?”

“I made a mistake,” he said. “It won’t happen again. Trust me, Mol. We’ve got this. But I’m going in first.”

Molly turned toward their opponent and thumped the head of her hammer on the ground. “Ready when you are, boss…”

Jay grinned and patted her shoulder.

“Lyra, can we hit this thing when it’s down?” he shouted over to the fox-girl, who was still safely back from the fray.

“Waste of arrows,” she returned. “Dungeon creatures and Delvers are protected while undergoing a phase shift or transformation. Best you can do is find a better position for your next attack.”

Jay nodded and took the opportunity to jog around the backside of the writhing mass of fur and flesh. He’d figured that would be the case, but it was good to have his instincts confirmed. The longer he spent in the dungeon the more he felt like he understood the unspoken rules of the place, which made him a bit more confident that his next attack would work.

“Molly, are you okay if I borrow one of your skills?” he asked. “I want to see if I can use Pound It with my sword.”

“Sure, I don’t need it,” she said, giving him an amused look despite their situation. “But once we kill this bitch, remind me to come up with a sassy comeback to that obvious double-entendre.”

The Cerberinx lurched to its feet once more, somehow looking even bigger. Its muscles hunched and trembled as the anticipated third head tore from its red-stained fur.

“Once we kill this bitch, you can pound me with your sword,” Lyra shouted back to them. “Like that?”

Molly snorted. “That’s the idea! You’re a natural, Lyra. Next, I’ll teach you about ‘That’s-What-She-Said’ jokes and you’ll be unstoppable.”

Jay ignored the girls’ banter and sifted through the Party Menu until he located Molly’s stat and ability chart. Then he used On-The-Job-Training to borrow the Pound It ability.

New Active Skill Acquired!

Pound It – If hitting it once is good, hitting it twice must be better, right? This ability allows the user to double-strike with any melee weapon in the same time it takes to make one normal attack. When used with a strength-based weapon, the attack deals 4x the weapon’s damage. When used with an agility-based weapon, the attack allows for a second double-strike attack, called the Double-Double.

Jay gripped his sword as he crept closer to the writhing Cerberinx. It roared in defiance as it locked its triple-gaze upon Molly, not seeming to have noticed yet that Jay had disappeared.

The creature rose up on its hind legs and dropped to the frozen tundra with a tremendous crash. Jagged spears of ice shot up from its feet, moving in a wave toward the Barbarian woman. Molly smashed through the attack with her Maul, returning the creature’s roar.

Jay rushed behind the Cerberinx with his sword upraised, using his new skill to attack with furious speed.

The [Etched Bolo Sword] was a Versatile weapon, which meant it could be used for both strength- and agility-based attacks. The type of attack Jay wanted to use wasn’t something he had to think about or actively choose. That would have been far too cumbersome. It was as if the dungeon knew, based on his position, what he planned to do. Similarly, it was enough for him to think of using the Pound It ability in order to activate it.

He'd positioned himself for a speed attack, wanting to do as much damage as possible in as little time as he could. The Bolo Sword flashed through the air so quickly, Jay wouldn’t have been able to see it if he didn’t know where his hand was. It was nothing but a blur, followed by a spray of fine pink mist as he severed an artery in the Cerberinx’s back leg. Four rapid strikes opened huge gashes on both sides of the monster’s hind quarters, and it screamed with rage as it realized it had been tricked.

The Cerberinx reared and twisted like it had the first time he’d attacked, but this time, Jay was prepared for the move. He dodged to the side and thrust his sword between the massive cat’s ribs. Molly appeared on the other side of the monster’s body, running as she whirled the hammer over her head. The Maul smashed into the Cerberinx’s side with an explosive impact, knocking the beast backward in the air. Lyra joined the party with a series of Rapid-Fire arrows tipped with flame which burst into orange tongues of burning fire as they hit the stained fur.

The Cerberinx burst into flame like it had been doused in gasoline, shrieking with pain and rage as its broken body was devoured by the magical fire.

This time, when the monster’s body landed on the ground, it didn’t move again.

A flurry of notifications went off inside Jay’s skull, but he pushed them all aside, except for the ones he couldn’t skip.

Success!

You have killed

Cerberinx Lvl 20 [Elite]

XP: 1200 (+30%)(+15%)(+10%GT)

Thunder rumbled again, louder this time, and lightning flashed across the sky. Jay glanced up, surprised at the sudden storm inside the dungeon. He didn’t think it was a good sign. In the distance, more rumbling could be heard, and he had a feeling he knew what that meant.

Congratulations!

You have Achieved Level 9

XP: 1984 | Next Lvl: 4500

Health: 240 | Stamina: 130 | Mana: 130

Unassigned Attribute Points: 3

You have 30 Base Stat Points to Distribute. Would you like to increase Health, Stamina, or Mana?

Jay quickly tossed all of his Base Stat points into Health, and distributed his Attribute Points to Strength, Agility, and Constitution. He ignored the rest of the notifications as he searched the glittering pile of burned flesh that used to be the Cerberinx.

There was only one item inside the Floor Boss’s corpse. A [Golden Key.]

“Got it,” Jay shouted. “Can you two loot as well?”

The rumbling sound was getting closer, competing with the grumbling thunder for the most ominous sound.

Lyra and Molly hurried over to loot the Cerberinx’s body. They each got a Mystery Loot Box but no key. The moment the body disappeared, Jay grabbed their arms and tugged them toward the gateway.

“But Jay,” Lyra said. “What about our shower!”

“No time,” Jay said, his heart hammering in his chest to the same beat as the thudding sound that grew in intensity with every moment.

“What—?” Molly began to ask, but then she turned and the question was answered for her. “Oh, shit. Jay, get that door open, now!”

Thousands of Ghost Bison appeared on the murky horizon, running from the direction of the Safe Zone. Thunder roared and lighting crackled across the sky, illuminating the terrified eyes and frothing mouths of the eerie dungeon creatures as they stampeded toward Jay and his companions.

Jay didn’t hesitate. He pulled the [Golden Key] from his inventory and thrust it into the lock. He could feel the ground trembling beneath his feet, shaking from the thundering hooves of thousands of panicked animals rushing toward them.

The shiny black obsidian slab trembled a moment before it transformed into a gnarled gray wooden door, scarred by black knots in the wood that looked like wailing, spectral faces.

Jay didn’t like the looks of that, but at that point they had no choice.

Do you wish to use [Golden Key] to open this door? The [Golden Key] will be destroyed if you proceed. Y/N

He selected ‘Yes,’ and a wave of lilting laughter rose up around them, making both girls stare around in fear.

Voices chanted in their ears as the door slowly opened.

Gold that catches morning's fire,

Grants passage three, as you desire.

But tread with care beyond this frame,

For haunted woods whisper thy name.

Beneath the boughs where shadows dwell,

Dark secrets hide and spirits swell.

With every step, heed well the night,

Lest ghostly enemies take flight.

“Jay…” Lyra warned, a frightened whine in the back of her throat. “Are you sure about this?”

“Nope.” Jay glanced over his shoulder at the charging herd of massive, frothing animals bearing down on them. “But I don’t have a better idea, either. Ready?”

“Yes, bo—aaargh!”

He grabbed Lyra and Molly, each by one arm, and hauled them through the door.

The girls screamed in unison as all three of them were sucked through the portal and down to a lower floor.

Which lower floor remained to be seen.


10
The Haunted Forest


They might have gone through a doorway to get there, but when they arrived on the next floor there was nothing so civilized about their arrival.

Jay shouted in alarm as the inky blackness of the vortex that had sucked them into its vacuum disappeared, revealing a vast forest of skeletal black trees spreading in all directions. He had a birds’ eye view as he hurtled toward the forest floor as if he’d been tossed out of an airplane. Cold wind whipped past his face, tearing at his clothes, moving so fast it made it hard to breath. His eyes watered, blurring the landscape that was rising up to meet him far too quickly.

Lyra and Molly screamed, too, falling on either side of him like they were the world’s least coordinated skydivers.

Jay was certain they were all going to die.

He hit the ground with enough force to stop a speeding train dead on its tracks, the impact tearing through his body with fiery agony.

Yet, somehow, he wasn’t broken.

Groaning, Jay began to sit up, just as the girls landed, piling on top of him one after the other. Then, all three were whimpering in pained disbelief that they were still alive.

“Everyone okay?” Jay gasped when he finally had enough air in his lungs to speak. He glanced quickly at his stats and was shocked to find the fall hadn’t done any damage. “I have healing potions if you need.”

Lyra and Molly both shook their heads, looking rattled, but unharmed after the impromptu diving lesson.

“I have never come through a door like that,” Lyra said, her voice trembling. “It wasn’t a staircase at all… it was a hole!”

Jay picked himself up off the forest floor, wincing at the lingering ache in his joints, but still marveling that the pain wasn’t worse. He glanced around. “I wonder where we are?”

A chime from his HUD alerted him to an incoming message from the dungeon, as if it had been waiting for him to ask.

Welcome, Delver! You have arrived at F2 [Alternate]: The Haunted Forest. To complete this floor, you must locate the staircase leading to F3. But if you want to be able to open the gate at the top of the staircase, you’ll need a [Copper Key]. Defeat the F2 Floor Boss to receive one [Copper Key]. Each Delver must have their own [Copper Key] to proceed.

WARNING: This [Alternate] floor design has been kept in long-term stasis. Some minor inconsistencies and/or glitches are to be expected while the automated systems continue diagnostic repairs. Good luck, Delver! You’ll need it.

Lyra’s tail puffed up at the mention of an [Alternate] floor design, and she growled at the warning at the end of the message. Her ears lay back flat on her head, almost invisible in her silver hair as her wide blue-and-gold eyed gaze landed on Jay. “What the heck? I’ve never heard of alternate floors. Or floors going into stasis. What happens if we’re on a floor and the dungeon decides to shut it down?”

Jay glanced around at the skeletal black trees, which looked a lot like the trees he’d seen in the distance on the Pernicious Plains. He very much doubted that those trees were an accident. Nova had planned for them to come here all along. She’d set it up that way, knowing Jay and Molly didn’t have [Copper Keys] to get down to the normal second floor, and likely guessing that Jay wouldn’t leave one of the girls behind to use his [Silver Key.] Had they been any other delvers, he doubted the [Golden Key] for three would have been an option at all.

He hated the feeling that he was being toyed with, but he still had the sense that Nova was both trying to help them and trying to test them.

Was this their reward for defeating the Cerberinx?

What was it they were going to find on this [Alternate] floor that she couldn’t provide on the normal one, he wondered. There was sure to be something.

“All right, don’t panic,” he said, keeping his eyes on the trees, alert for any kind of monsters or animals that might have been attracted to their less-than-stealthy entrance. “We’ll figure this out. There’s a reason we’re here instead of the normal F2. Once we figure out what that is, we’ll be fine.”

“Unless the reason is that your ‘Nova’ wants to kill us all,” Lyra said with a barely restrained snarl.

“She doesn’t,” Molly assured her. “She wants us to prove ourselves. Maybe she didn’t like that you already knew so much about the existing floors? Maybe she wants to see how we’ll do going in blind?”

Lyra scoffed. “Not like she didn’t change everything all the time anyway! Jay got hit with more [Elite] monsters than I’ve ever seen spawn on a single floor. Then we got a completely different floor boss. The Ice Dungeon is famous for not making any damned sense.”

The fox-girl kicked a dry stick out of her way, grumbling under her breath. “I shouldn’t be surprised. But I thought there were some limits to what it could do to us. What she could do to us. Still feels weird to think of the dungeon as a girl…”

“Don’t go too far, Lyra,” Jay warned. “We don’t know what’s out there.”

Lyra froze as if realizing what she was doing, and backed slowly toward Molly and Jay, her multi-hued eyes darting over the shadowy trunks. They were standing in a perfectly circular clearing surrounded by scraggly trees.

A strong shiver of déjà vu rippled over Jay’s skin as he looked up at the artificial sky, which was gray and cloudy and darkening quickly, as if the sun were setting behind them. He felt as if there should be crows or ravens in the branches, watching them. Or circling above like vultures.

“This looks like the place we landed when we fell through the portal,” he said, realizing why it looked familiar. “Except we’re surrounded by forest instead of tundra. There were boulders there, though, covered in orange lichen.”

Molly pointed at something behind Jay. “Like that?”

He turned to see a cluster of stones, coated in a thick, peeling skin of brightly colored scales. “Yeah,” he said. “What did Runolf call that place?”

“The Fallow Lands,” Lyra said with a shiver. “I’ve never been there. But the nomads talk about it as a haunted place. It is believed that dark rituals were once performed within a grove of trees there, before our ancestors burned it down. The circle of blackened trees could not be removed, though, and still it stands.”

Molly’s sea-blue eyes widened and her skin paled, making her freckles stand out against her cheeks and nose. “Creepy…”

Molly had never liked ghost stories or movies. Monsters were fine, but ghosts terrified her. Jay had always found it kind of funny, given that she was otherwise such a grounded and practical person. But all the science classes in the world couldn’t convince her that ghosts weren’t real.

And whether or not they were real on Earth, Jay had a sneaking suspicion that they would be real in Arcanicea, if only in the dungeon. The fact that the second floor was called The Haunted Forest was a dead giveaway of what would be in store for them here.

He glanced up at the darkening sky and felt the hairs lifting on the back of his neck. If there were ghosts here, nighttime was likely their playtime. What had the poem said? Something, something, heed well the night… he couldn’t remember. But he was pretty sure it had had something to do with ghosts and spirits.

“All right, here’s what we’re going to do,” he said, coming to a decision. “Everyone quickly check their notifications from the boss fight. Open any loot boxes, equip any new goodies, look for new skills, allocate your stat points. We need to find somewhere defensible to make camp before the sun sets.”

The girls nodded, both looking worried.

Jay checked his stats before sorting through his notifications.

Delver: Jay Morgan
Class Type: Versatile
Class: Dark Horse
Tier I: CEO (Chief Expedition Officer)
Lvl: 9
XP: 1984 | Next Lvl: 4500
Health: 300 | Stamina: 150 | Mana: 130
Active Bonus: 30% max XP (Scale-Up), 15 % max XP (Affirmative Action), 10% max XP (CEO)
Unassigned Attribute Points: 0
Strength: 8
Agility: 8
Intelligence: 1
Constitution: 15 [Beetle Black Scarab Armor – Set Bonus: Constitution +6, HP +50]
Willpower: 2
Charisma: 10
Active Skills: On-The-Job-Training, Asset Management, Pound It [Temporary]
Passive Abilities: Scale-Up 3, Affirmative Action 2, Environmental Resistance 1 (Arctic), Dungeon Sight 2, Stealth 2
Perks: Panty Dropper, Bootstrapper
Vocational Skills: Gathering: Horticulturist 1, Profession: Field Medic 1, Profession: Fletching 1, Crafting: Apothecary 1, Crafting: Survival 1, Crafting: Research and Development 1

Realizing that he was only one point away from receiving a new Constitution skill, he cursed himself for dividing up his attribute points when he leveled up. He could have skipped Agility and dumped two into Constitution to get the skill. Now he’d have to wait until he reached Level 10. But there was nothing he could do about it now.

He had gotten a new Perk for hitting 300 HP, at least, though he rolled his eyes at the name. When the dungeon read it in the mechanically neutral voice, Jay could still hear Nova’s influence in the description.

Heartbreaker – Wow, Mr. Delver, sir, that’s a really big… heart… you have. More than enough to go around. Sharing is caring…

Once per day, the Heartbreaker Perk allows the delver to transfer up to 25% of their health points to an injured party member.

That could definitely be useful, especially while Molly was still catching up to him and Lyra. For now, she was tough, but she couldn’t take as many hits as he could which wasn’t ideal for a tank.

He also had a note from his ‘Anonymous Benefactor,’ and when he saw what was attached to it he didn’t know if he should laugh or cry, but the relief was palpable.

All work and no play makes Jay a dull boy. All work and no play makes Jay a dull boy. All work and no play makes Jay a dull boy. All work and no play makes Jay a dull boy. All-work-and-no-play-makes-Jay-a-dull-boy-All-work-and-no-play-makes-Jay-a-dull-boy….

[Party Tent]

Mentally clicking on the description of the item, Jay’s relief intensified.

Party Tent (Epic) – Temporary Safe Zone – 5 Uses

This extremely rare item provides delvers with a home away from home when dungeon Safe Zones are unavailable. Monsters and hostile dungeon dwellers must remain outside a twelve foot radius of the Party Tent. Ranged attacks—melee or magical—cannot pass through the protective zone in either direction. Normal Safe Zone rules apply.

“Actually, girls,” he said. “Never mind. We’re going to stay here.”

Lyra frowned, glancing around at the growing shadows with obvious unease. “I don’t know, Jay, I really don’t like the looks of this place. At least if we had a cave or a hollowed-out tree or something, our backs would be protected.”

“We’ll be safe,” he said, pulling the [Party Tent] out of his inventory. “Check this out.”

The item looked like a small, gift-wrapped box. It was wrapped in shiny red paper with a bright white bow on top. Lyra and Molly looked at him with confusion in their faces. Next to the bow was a little tag that read ‘Pull to Open.’

Jay tugged on the tag, and it broke off. Nothing happened. Jay frowned. Maybe they had to be outside the twelve-foot radius for it to work?

He stepped back, and ushered the girls with him.

There was a pop! and a puff of pink smoke wafted out the top of the box, slowly spilling across the clearing. The box unfolded like a complex origami sculpture, growing larger and larger as the billowing pink smoke alternated from red to white and back again.

It smelled like strawberries and cream.

Molly gasped as the smoke cleared and an elaborate festival tent in glittering valentine hues stood in the center of the clearing. A small, lighted sign began to flash over the door of the tent: The Love Motel.

“What the hell…”

Whatever Jay had been expecting, it wasn’t… this. Suddenly he suspected what Nova had planned for him with her note and the tent.

All work and no play…

Could she have been listening to the girl’s teasing and innuendo?

Lyra glanced at Jay with her forehead wrinkled adorably. One ear was down and one up at half-mast. She looked utterly perplexed. “What is this?”

“A portable Safe Zone, apparently,” Jay said, shaking his head. “It was the gift I got with my Bootstrapper perk when I leveled after that fight.”

“You leveled up?” Her ears twitched up and she clapped her hands. “That’s great, Jay! I’m still a few hundred XP away from mine. But… I still don’t get it.” She gestured to the tent. “What’s a Mottle?”

Molly giggled. “Something from our world,” she said. “But they aren’t usually tents… Can we go inside? I want to look around!”

Jay nodded, and Molly pulled Lyra into the tent with her. He heard squeals of delight and more giggling. Jay cast his gaze over the tent, trying to get a sense of where the boundaries were. A faint dome shape was just barely visible from some angles, as if the tent were encased in a bubble of micro-thin plastic. He stepped through it, feeling a faint tickle on his skin.

When he looked back, the shape of the trees appeared slightly distorted, the shadows longer and darker than they had been a moment ago. Something flickered at the edge of the trees, like an extremely tall, thin man disappearing between the charred-black trunks.

Jay’s stomach twisted as he realized there were more shapes moving between the trees. Long shadowy figures slipped between the blackened trees, moving like dancing branches as they shifted steadily closer to the tent.

Above, the overcast sky had gone from slate gray to a dull, mottled charcoal, barely lighter than the trees that seemed to claw at the belly of the clouds. Night was falling, and whatever creatures lived in the Haunted Woods were awakening.

Jay shivered, grateful of the warm, radiant presence of the Party tent, as ridiculous as the thing was. The long-limbed creatures crouched at the edge of the clearing, emaciated shadows with spiderlike legs and arms. Heads, too small for the giant bodies, seemed to hold nothing but jutting jaws. No eyes, no noses.

One crept closer, moving into the clearing like an insect, scuttling low on its belly, it’s eyeless face fixed on Jay without seeing. It seemed to know he was there, or to sense that something was there. It shifted around the bubble of space surrounding the tent, prodding at the invisible dome.

But it didn’t try to cross the threshold.

The creature’s jaw fell open, revealing row upon row of razor-sharp teeth, and an high-pitched drone filled Jay’s ears, like a swarm of insects buzzing inside his head.

Then it closed its mouth and shifted backward into the trees, where it hunkered down to wait, along with the others.

Jay shivered. He stayed just long enough to reassure himself that the monsters weren’t going to be able to get past the Safe Zone barrier, then he turned back to the tent, feeling their intense, sightless gaze burning a hole in the back of his neck.

Another sound, this one far more welcome, cut through his dread. The girls’ laughter.

“Hurry, Jay!” Lyra’s voice floated through the open door toward him. “There’s even a shower!”

Jay pushed the unsettling image of the shadow monsters from his mind. They’d deal with them in the morning, with a [Well-Rested] Bonus under their belts and a bit of strategizing. Or at least, give him some time to do damage control… Jay was pretty sure Molly was going to freak out when she saw these things.

Whatever Nova’s intentions with the tent were—if it was supposed to be a joke or a legitimate gift, he wasn’t sure—Jay wasn’t going to let the girl’s good moods go to waste.

He hurried inside after them.


11
Interlude at the Love Motel


Lyra and Molly were in the process of stripping their clothes off when Jay slid in through the tent door. He closed and secured it behind him, ensuring the creeps in the trees wouldn’t be spying on them.

He was pretty sure Nova would be watching, and that was enough voyeurs for Jay’s taste.

When he had the door closed, he took a look around the tent, and almost laughed. He’d expected there to be a pole or something in the middle, like a circus tent, because of the castle-turret-like peak of fabric he’d seen on the outside. But apparently dungeon magic didn’t have to follow the rules of physics. There was a ridiculous heart-shaped bed in the middle of the floor, covered in pillows that were also shaped like hearts, and piles of soft blankets that looked almost like swirls of whipped cream.

On one side of the tent, there was a shower stall like the one in the hexdome Safe Zone on the first floor, along with the laundry cubes that cleaned and repaired delver’s equipment. The other side looked like an apothecary’s storeroom, with shelves filled with all kinds of bottles and feathers and…

“Oh my God,” Jay said with a disbelieving laugh as he approached the shelf. “This is all sex stuff!”

Phallus shaped objects in all sizes were stacked together in a cauldron-like pot. The bottles were labeled things like: Gentle Tingle, Comfortably Numb, Sweet with Heat, and Pleasure Enhancer. Then there were paddles, corded whips, fuzzy handcuffs, switches and feathered wands.

The girls giggled again, and Jay turned to find them both naked, still covered in dried scorpion guts but looking no worse for it. Glowing pink orbs floated around the roof of the tent, casting a soft, sexy glow over the space and making both Lyra and Molly look like they were getting ready for an x-rated photo shoot rather than cleaning up after delving the dungeon.

The fox girl was lean, with the lithe build of a dancer. Her tanned body was bare of hair every where except for her long silver locks, her cute fuzzy ears, and her fluffy silver tail. She had small pert breasts with little brown nipples already hard with excitement. He traced the lines of her abdominal muscles down to the naked V of flesh between her legs, which was already so wet that her firm thighs were glistening in the soft, pink light.

Molly was a little taller than Lyra, and while she had been petite and curvy in their old world, she’d taken on the unlikely proportions of a well-endowed fitness model. Every muscle on her lean body was rounded out, her pale skin defined with sharp lines between each bulge. Orange freckles sprinkled her chest, shoulders, and cheeks like sprinkles on a cupcake, making Jay want to lick them. Despite her lean physique, Molly had kept her full breasts and her ample backside. She was the perfect balance of soft and tough, and the way she blushed when he looked at her made him ache with the same longing he’d felt since they were just stupid kids with no idea what to do with their feelings. Molly’s nipples were bigger than Lyra’s, a soft strawberry-ice-cream pink, like the color of her full, heart-shaped mouth. His gaze travelled down her body in obvious admiration, until he got to the narrow strip of copper hair between her legs.

Jay felt his mouth flood thirstily as he imagined pressing her into the mattress and tasting her for the first time. She hadn’t let him touch her yet, and the need was starting to drive him insane. But he’d been waiting a long time for Molly O’Brian to be his, and now that she was he didn’t mind waiting until she was ready for each stage of their budding romance.

Lyra growled low in her throat, dragging his attention away from Molly’s sweet, wet pussy.

She put a hand on her hip as she grinned at him. “Molly told me what a Love Motel is, Jay, ” she said. “You neglected to tell me that your pet dungeon is a pervert.”

“Sorry,” Jay said, remembering that he still hadn’t told either of them everything he knew about Nova. “I didn’t know… I mean, she flirts a bit. But she also regularly tries to kill me, so I’m kind of getting mixed messages.”

“Do you think she’s watching us?” Molly asked, blushing a deep pink as she gazed at the roof of the tent like she was looking for hidden cameras.

“I think she’s pretty much always watching us,” Jay said. “At least when we’re inside the dungeon. But just because she gave us a Love Motel doesn’t mean we have to use it like that. We can treat it just like a normal Safe Zone if this makes you feel uncomfortable.”

Lyra bit her lip and glanced at the naked redhead beside her. “Actually, it makes me feel horny.”

“Me too,” Molly said, nodding. “I’m… still not ready to go all the way, Jay. But I want to play a little tonight, if that’s okay. All that fighting made me feel so… alive. And excited. Maybe Nova likes to watch, like I do?”

Jay couldn’t deny the thought of his girls performing sex acts for the voyeuristic dungeon was an idea he could get into. He’d loved watching Molly play with herself while Lyra went down on him, the first time they’d been together. Since then, Molly had asked to watch Jay do all kinds of things to the sexy fox girl, as if she were building up a reference library for when she was ready to have him herself.

“I’m not going to say no to that,” he said. “It’s been a big day. We could all do with a bit of relaxing.”

“And now that Molly’s with us we aren’t really in a time crunch,” Lyra said, her ears perking up. “We can stay as long as we like!”

Jay laughed. “Well, this tent only has five uses and I’m not sure that we can do that without burning up our time. But we don’t have to hurry out of here in the morning, that’s for sure. Why don’t we get cleaned up and have something to eat before we decide what to do tomorrow.”

Molly glanced shyly at Lyra, and took her hand. “Want to shower with me? I think I need help getting all this goop out of my hair.”

“Sure,” the fox-girl grinned with a flash of sharp teeth. “If it’s all right with Jay, that is…”

“Of course,” he said as he began to undress. “Assuming I’m allowed to watch.”

The girls giggled again, and Lyra tugged Molly into the shower with her, already explaining how the high-tech soap dispenser worked. Jay wasn’t actually planning to watch them. He took off his [Beetle-Black Scarab Armor] and stuffed it into one of the laundry cubes, glad to be rid of the dirty clothes for a while. He had some other basic clothes that he could put on, but since he was still covered in monster blood and guts and his own sweat, he opted to stay naked.

Stepping away from the laundry cubes, his gaze was caught and frozen by the sight of Molly and Lyra washing each other’s hair thought he glass walls of the shower stall. They stood face to face, their arms tangled as they each rubbed soap into the other’s scalp. Molly’s heavy, full breasts squished against Lyra’s firmer chest, their nipples rubbing up against each other and causing them both to stiffen at the contact. Steam began to cling to the stall’s walls, and Jay cursed that he couldn’t see more. Soon, he was just watching their silhouettes, his imagination filling in the blanks.

Molly lifted her arms above her head to rince the suds from her copper curls and Lyra began to scrub her body with a cloth. Jay could just see enough to make out the sensual motions of Lyra’s hands moving over Molly’s body. When the Barbarian moaned, he hardened in anticipation. Lyra scrubbed every inch of Molly’s skin, thoroughly but efficiently, not lingering on any of the sensitive areas that Molly responded to, as if she were preparing Molly for Jay and didn’t want to intrude upon his territory.

When Molly was clean, their roles reversed, and it was the fox-girl’s turn to whimper and moan as the redhead rubbed the cloth over her skin. Molly took a little extra time to rub Lyra’s ears and wash her tail, which Jay watched with fascination. As Molly’s hand approached the base of Lyra’s tail, massaging just above her firm backside, he wanted to tell her to go lower, to slip her fingers between the fox-girl’s cheeks…

But that would have to wait until Molly was more comfortable. Yet another thing to look forward to in the coming days and weeks inside the dungeon.

When the girls emerged from the shower, already dry after a blast from the hot-air vents in the stall and wrapped in fresh white towels, they looked flushed from more than just the heat of the water. The smoldering looks in their eyes told Jay everything he needed to know about how ready they were to get to the relaxing he’d promised.

Molly dragged her sea-blue gaze over Jay’s body with a hungry expression. “Hurry Jay,” she said. “I feel like I could cum just looking at you.”

“Don’t do that,” he said with a laugh. “I’m looking forward to helping you out with that job.”

“Get in there,” Lyra demanded, pointing at the shower. “We need you, now!”

The cleansing ritual they’d performed on each other seemed to have awoken a need that wasn’t going to wait. Jay wasn’t going to argue.

He got into the shower, taking his time getting clean as he watched the foggy shapes of the girls arranging themselves on the heart-shaped bed. He loved that they were already so comfortable with each other, that they seemed so willing to share him without any jealousy or drama. He loved that Lyra let Molly boss her around, that the fox-girl had readily relinquished any relationship seniority to his childhood best friend.

And he was looking forward to how their relationships would change and evolve once Molly was ready for more. Jay suspected she might like being in charge of Lyra with more than just verbal commands, and if that was something Lyra was interested in, he had a few fantasies he’d like to see the girls play out for him.

But for tonight, he was happy to do whatever the girls had planned.

Jay didn’t bother with the blow-dryer, stepping out of the shower with water still dripping off his body. He enjoyed the feel of Lyra and Molly’s eyes traveling over him, admiring the way his body had changed with each Attribute upgrade.

He’d always been relatively fit, but he wasn’t much of a gym rat. Jay knew he was likely unrecognizable compared to what he had looked like back on Earth. Yet he felt more like himself than he’d ever felt before. As he walked toward the bed to the waiting girls, his cock rigid with desire and their eyes locked on him like he was the drug they needed more than air itself… he couldn’t imagine ever going back to being who he was before.

Molly whispered something in Lyra’s ear as Jay approached the bed, and the fox-girl’s eyes widened. Then she nodded, a little smile quirking the corner of her lips. Molly got behind Lyra, wrapping her legs around the outside of her hips. Her hands traveled down the fox-girl’s lean abdomen as both girls leaned back, Molly supported by a pile of heart-shaped pillows at her back. Lyra parted her thighs for Jay as he knelt on the edge of the bed.

“Can I make her ready for you, boss?” Molly asked huskily, her fingers moving over the bare mound between Lyra’s legs where they hovered, waiting for Jay’s response.

Wordlessly, Jay nodded, loving their deference to his desire even as they explored each other’s bodies.

His breath stuck in his throat as Molly slipped her fingers into Lyra’s wet slit. She wasn’t gentle as she plunged her fingers inside the whimpering fox-girl. Molly whispered in Lyra’s ear again, and the fox-girl blushed, her ears flattening into her hair. She nodded to whatever Molly had asked. With firm strokes, the Barbarian woman scooped the wetness from between Lyra’s legs and spread it over her puffy pink lower-lips. She was almost rough, but Jay could see the flush of excitement creeping across Lyra’s chest. The fox-girl’s breath grew more rapid and she moaned with pleasure.

Molly’s other hand covered her mouth, and Lyra leaned into the embrace as if she welcomed the restraint. Jay could feel his heartbeat pulsing though his shaft as he watched Molly dominate the fox-girl, just as he’d fanaticized about. Had she known he wanted that? Or was it her fantasy too?

With two gentle slaps against the inside of her thighs, Molly had Lyra spread her legs wider. She cupped the girl’s swollen, wet sex in her hand, and slowly parted her fingers, opening her lips with her fingers.

“She’s ready for you, now.”

Jay was more than ready for both of them, but he met Lyra’s wide blue-and-gold eyes and waited for her to nod. She moaned, a muffled sound beneath Molly’s hand, but Jay could hear the desperation in that sound, and he longed to fulfill her needs.

He lowered himself slowly, expecting Molly to move her hand. She liked to watch Jay make love to Lyra, but she never touched him while he did it. Even kissing she mostly reserved for when they were fully clothed. But as Jay held his shaft, positioning himself before Lyra’s spread sex, Molly didn’t move.

She breathed heavily, panting with excitement, her bright blue eyes locked on his.

“I want to feel it go in,” she said, whispering this time, as if asking permission for something she feared he would deny. “Please.”

Jay swallowed, not wanting to alarm her with how much he wanted her to touch him. He could only nod.

With deliberate slowness he pressed the head of his cock into the hot, wet slit between Lyra’s legs, pausing to circle her opening, spreading her excited juices over the tip to ease his entrance. Molly’s fingers trembled as he neared them, but he didn’t touch her, not yet.

Lyra flexed her stomach and lifted her hips to meet him, eager for penetration. She pushed her hungry pussy against his head, and he took her hip in his other hand, holding her where he wanted her. With his tip inside her channel, he released his shaft to take hold of her other hip. Then he thrust.

Molly gasped as she felt his length sink into the little fox-girl. Her fingers pressed along his length, adding pressure and friction as he pulled out and pushed in again. Lyra bucked in his hands and released what sounded like a curse into Molly’s palm as she took his full shaft inside her eager body.

Molly moaned, her fingers sliding lower, cupping the underside of his cock in a way that sent jolts of electric pleasure through his body with every thrust. He’d dreamed of the day that Molly O’Brian would touch him like that, nearly every day since he was old enough to get an erection.

He’d never dreamed that the first time it happened would be with another girl sandwiched between them, taking the brunt of his desire while Molly watched.

Not even his deepest fantasies had been as hot as this moment, with the lusting look in Molly’s face, and the ecstasy in Lyra’s as she took thrust after thrust with Molly’s hands adding pressure to her swollen clit.

Jay increased his pace, hammering into Lyra’s tight tunnel as he held her by the hips, his eyes drawn to Molly’s hand as it rubbed and flitted and stroked, eager to experience everything at once. Her touch drove him wild, and he could feel a pressure wave building in his belly, hardening in his balls until it was ready to burst.

Lyra suddenly went rigid in his grip and her muscles clamped down on him, twitching and pulsing. Her thighs wrapped around his waist, shaking violently as she bucked her hips against each thrust. She shouted something beneath Molly’s hand, her eyes squeezed shut tight against the power of her orgasm. Jay felt the flood of her pussy releasing a gush of creamy pleasure.

Molly felt it too.

“Oh, fuck,” Molly moaned, panting. “She’s so wet. You made her squirt, Jay. Or did you cum?”

“Not yet,” he grunted, still thrusting into Lyra’s excited sex. “Close…”

“Don’t,” she begged. “Not yet. Cum in her mouth for me.”

Jay gritted his teeth, holding back the climbing wave that threatened to break at any moment. He kept thrusting as Lyra rode out the last swells of her climax, shaking and trembling in his hands. Her little brown nipples were as hard as rocks a top her small, firm breasts, and her blue-and-gold eyes rolled back in her head as she squirted again.

“Fuuuck.” Apparently, Lyra really enjoyed being dominated by both of them. She’d never been so excited, and that made Jay’s need even worse. He managed to hold off just long enough for a final shudder to pass through Lyra’s exhausted body. “Ready?”

The fox-girl nodded. Molly removed her hand. Saliva covered Lyra’s chin and had dripped down her neck, like she’d been drooling as she came. Molly pulled her head back by the hair as Jay slid out of her pussy and climbed over her to kneel on either side of her chest.

She opened her mouth immediately, and Molly held her head as Jay’s cock slid between her lips. The fox-girl’s tongue caressed him, coaxing his climax. He thrust twice, with Molly’s fingers stroking his shaft as he pulled back, her blue eyes fixed hungrily on his, her full pink lips open as if she wanted to take him in her mouth too.

Jay let the orgasm take him, groaning as he released a burst of cum into Lyra’s throat. She moaned, sucking eagerly for more, which he provided in a second wave. When he was finished, Lyra opened her mouth, ropes of his seed clinging to her lips. Molly turned the fox-girl’s head and lowered her lips to Lyra’s. Lyra pushed herself up to meet Molly, her hands scrambling against the Barbarian woman’s firm muscles as she leveraged herself into a higher position.

Molly opened her mouth, and Lyra released a slow stream of Jay’s seed between her lips.

Jay watched in awe as Molly closed her eyes, savoring her first taste of him. She swallowed and licked her lips. Moaning, she slipped her fingers between her legs, rubbing herself. Her breasts pressed against Lyra’s, their nipples grazing against one another like the tentative touch of first-time lovers.

Lyra kissed the redheaded Barbarian, pressing her tongue into Molly’s mouth, sharing what was left of Jay’s offering between them.

When Molly came, it was with his seed.

She collapsed against the pillows, an exhausted and sated look in her eyes. Lyra pulled Jay by the arm until he was laying beside Molly, before climbing over him to lay on his other side.

They lay there in contented silence while everyone caught their breath, the girls’ heads resting on each of his shoulders. Jay was surprised to find he had a number of notifications in his HUD, but he ignored them, pushing them aside to enjoy the first moment of relaxation since they’d entered the dungeon.

“Did you plan that?” Jay finally asked.

“Yes,” Molly admitted. “I wanted to taste you for myself. I’ve wanted to for a very long time.”

“I hope I didn’t disappoint,” Jay said. “I very much enjoyed watching you.”

“It was amazing,” Molly moaned, licking her lips again. “You taste like… heaven.”

Jay ran his fingers through Molly’s hair, letting his eyes trail her naked body, still hardly able to believe she was really here with him, like this.

“It was Molly’s idea,” Lyra said, nuzzling against his side. “I just lay there and did as I was told.”

“You’re very good at it.”

Jay reached over to pinch one of her hard little nipples.

The fox-girl yipped, then laughed. “Does that mean we can do it again?”

“Any time,” Jay said. “At least… after I recover.”

The girls giggled, tracing their fingers over his chest and stomach and teasing lower, seeing if they could bring him back to life. It didn’t take long.

“Before we start, though…” Lyra said, slowing stroking his hardening shaft in her small, clawed hand. “I think you need to tell me about Nova. If she’s going to watch me get fucked, I’d like to know what we’re dealing with.”
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The three spent the evening chatting, cuddling, and making love. They paused briefly to eat a simple stew Lyra made from basic rations and a few health boosting herbs she’d gathered on lower floors and had kept in her storage locker, which rewarded them with a Health Regeneration bonus that would last a full day cycle. Once the girls were fed, they fell quickly into sleep on the cushy, comfortable bed Nova had provided.

Jay lay awake for a while, sifting through the various notifications he’d skipped. If there had been any doubt about Nova’s investment in his love life after the gift of the Love Motel, it was shattered by the first notice Jay opened.

New Passive Ability Acquired!

HR Nightmare – You’re the one they warn all those sweet, young secretaries about when they graduate from typing college and are lured in to work in the corporate world by the attractive salaries (for a woman) and the prospect of wearing designer fashions in the workplace.

Oh, wait. We can’t call them secretaries anymore. What are they now? Executive assistants?

Well, with a BIG BOSS like you, they’re guaranteed to put out some executive ass once you show them the ‘bonus opportunities.’

Just don’t let Human Resources hear about how you’re using your interns’ precious time, if you know what’s good for you. Those uptight old biddies haven’t had a good dicking in decades, and they’re definitely going to take out their sexual frustrations on you and your harem of pretty, young assistants.

While you are the party leader, if all of your other party members are of the opposite sex, receive an additional 5% XP bonus per party member that you maintain sexual relations with. Current XP Bonus 5%.

Jay nearly choked when the dungeon read the description of his new ability out loud. What the hell? Had the dungeon been spying on Earth and caught a few too many episodes of Mad Men? Typing college… Was that even a thing anymore?

He could only shake his head.

Jay couldn’t understand why Nova was putting so much pressure on him to be this old-fashioned macho man’s-man type of party leader. Unless Lyra had been right, and she just liked to watch him taking care of the girls’ physical needs.

He considered the line about the ‘old biddies’ who hadn’t had a good dicking in decades. Maybe whatever mind controlled the dungeon had been human once, or Faunari, and was looking to relive a physical existence that it was no longer able to enjoy? Was that why it had taken on a female persona for Jay?

Nova had revealed herself before Jay had officially entered the dungeon, and at that time she’d seemed more interested in testing him with a trial by fire than in encouraging intimacy between him and his party members.

But the more tests he passed, the more conflicted Nova seemed to become. Was it possible that all of this had started, because the dungeon had formed a crush on him?

Nova clearly didn’t know what to do with those feelings if that’s what they were. She seemed to jump back and forth between trying to kill him and then apologizing with over-the-top gifts and demonstrations of affection in her notes and the Bootstrapper awards. She was acting like an emotionally unstable girlfriend, a kind that Jay had been very careful to avoid in his dating life thus far.

But Nova was different from the women in his old life who had tried similar manipulation tactics. She actually held power over Jay and his companions. That meant Jay couldn’t treat her the way he’d treated those women who’d tried and failed to control him back on Earth. He couldn’t just dump her.

Nova had the ability to make him more powerful than any Delver the Ice Dungeon had ever seen, if she could be believed. From what he’d seen so far, Jay didn’t have any reason to think she was lying. The flip side of that was that she could turn on him, strip his skills, throw debuffs at him that might get him hurt or killed, or threaten Lyra and Molly. She was playing nice so far, because he was playing nice with her.

He didn’t believe for a second that she’d continue to play nice if he began to defy her.

For now, Jay would have to go along with the crazy dungeon’s attempt to evolve him into her personal knight in shining armor, fighting hard to rise to her challenges, and reaping the benefits of the love-bombing that would inevitably follow. So long as Nova’s attention wasn’t hurting his girls, Jay could put up with that.

But when he did meet her—as she seemed to think would happen if he leveled high enough to find her on the lower floors—Nova was going to have some answering to do before he decided if he would complete her mysterious quest.

He could only hope that by then, he would be powerful enough to stand up to her if he didn’t like what he discovered.

Jay resolved not to tell Lyra and Molly about the HR Nightmare ability until after Molly had come willing into his bed—or rather, until she’d given herself to him entirely, since she already spent plenty of time in his bed. He didn’t want her to feel pressured in any way to sleep with him before she was ready. But he also didn’t want the ability to be a secret if they might come across other female delvers in the dungeon, as it was growing clear that Jay’s party was meant to be a harem, if Nova was to be appeased.

Jay switched to his next notification.

Achievement Unlocked: Safe Sex!

You waited until you and your lover were safe from killer monsters before getting down to the business of bumping your junk. Congratulations! You have a modicum of self restraint.

What, you want a reward for that?

Actually, sure. That’s fair. You know how many people I’ve killed because they’ve got their pants around their ankles when there are monsters about?

Here you go, buddy. Keep up the good work.

Reward: Temporary Buff Activated – You have received a temporary Stamina buff that reduces fatigue when engaged in combat that lasts longer than ten minutes.

Jay shook his head and flicked through the rest, most of which were minor achievements that rewarded him with XP or [Common] items that he suspected every delver got from the auto-controlled dungeon.

The last thing he did before falling asleep was check his messages again, and he laughed to see the Witch Doctor’s response to his update about Molly.

Raina: A Barbarian!?! I knew that little fireball would stir up something good in integration. She has the makings of a true warrior, that one. Tell Molly I am proud of her, and now, honestly a little frightened.

A second message wiped the smile from his face, however.

Raina: Watch her carefully, Jay. She is strong, and she is worthy. But I have sensed something else in her as well. A wildness that could become unpredictable as she becomes more powerful. She may need you to rein her in, to tame her, as it were. I often wonder what might have been different had I had the strength to overcome my husband’s more animalistic nature. Now, look where we are. If she ever becomes too much, I have some recipes that may be of use to you. I was too late to use them on R, but I kept them just in case. You need only ask.

Jay glanced down at the redhead nuzzled against his side, and stroked the curls from her forehead. She seemed so calm and peaceful as she slept, but he had sensed the changes in Molly, too.

Raina’s warning chilled him. If the Witch Doctor was right about Molly, he would have to be strong enough to tame her.

[image: image-placeholder]

Outside the tent the next morning, the slender shadow-creatures Jay had seen the night before were nowhere to be found. The dark trunks of the trees seemed to imitate their long, thin limbs. Every time a breeze ruffled their branches, Jay felt his muscles tense, ready to fight.

Yet, nothing came.

The sky was a bright gray overcast that morning. Jay was momentarily disoriented when he remembered that they were two levels below the surface of Arcanicea, and that none of what he was seeing was natural. It felt very real. He tried to remind himself that everything was artificial: the sky, the trees, the fresh dusting of snow, and—most importantly—the unsettling creatures he knew lurked in the shadows.

But despite this, he knew he was standing in a half-dead, burned out forest scattered with fresh, wet snow. It didn’t seem to matter if it was natural or dungeon-made. It was real.

The girls were quiet that morning, as if subdued by the same feelings he was having. There was something strange about this [Alternate] floor, but Jay couldn’t quite put a finger on it.

They packed up the tent in silence, everyone on edge in the stillness. Jay was grateful for the gift of the temporary Safe Zone, because he did not want to spend any time after dark without shelter in this place.

When they were finished, Jay wandered around the edge of the clearing, trying to see if he could find evidence of the shadow creatures. But there were no footprints in the snow, no scratches on the tree trunks where their sharp limbs might have scraped. His Dungeon Sight had not given him any information on them when he’d been watching them the night before. Probably because he was standing inside the bubble that separated the Safe Zone from the rest of the dungeon. Or maybe that was one of the glitches the dungeon had warned might happen on the [Alternate] floor.

But a part of him wondered if he’d imagined the shadowy figures, and that made him worry about what other kinds of things they had to fear in the night. Hallucinations? Madness? What was it about the Haunted Forest that felt so different?

It was while he was considering these unsettling possibilities that Jay noticed a path between the trees. It was invisible if he approached the opening from a couple of feet in either direction, the distant trees conspiring to block it from his view. But when he was lined up just so, there was a clear path through the blackened, burned trunks, about three feet wide and covered in an unblemished sheet of white snow.

“There’s a path here,” Jay said, instinctively keeping his voice low. “Should we follow it?”

Lyra crunched across the clearing to inspect where he was pointing. “Strange,” she said. “I was over here earlier, and I didn’t see anything.”

“I guess we have to,” Molly said, eyeing the path warily. “We can’t stay here, can we?”

“No,” he said. “But is it wise to follow a path? Or should we make our own way through the forest? Lyra, you mentioned on the last floor that if the dungeon left any signs, it would be best to do the opposite of what it suggested.”

The fox-girl whined softly, her ears flattening. “If this were any other group of delvers, I’d say that was true,” she said. “But with you as our leader, after hearing about what you’ve said about Nova… I think she wants us to go that way.”

Jay reached up at scratched between her ears, trying to ease some of her discomfort. Lyra leaned into his touch, her silky-soft fox ears twitching beneath his fingers as she closed her eyes and moved to stand closer to him.

“Then that’s where we should go,” Molly said, with a little more conviction than appeared on her face. Her copper curls whipped around her face as a breeze rattled past through the dead trees. She glanced up at the spindly branches as if they were speaking to her. “Nova wants us to survive, right? If we trust in that, we should trust in her.”

Jay nodded, not wanting to bring up that Nova also wanted to test them by throwing tougher than normal monsters in their path. Despite his reservations, he agreed with the girls. It seemed like the only way to go.

“All right,” he said. “Let’s move, then. Lyra, you take the lead. Your Dungeon Sight is higher level than ours, and you’re most likely to spot an ambush. It’s daylight now, so in theory we won’t have to worry about ghosts. But that doesn’t mean there won’t be other kinds of monsters or hostile forest animals. Be alert, move as quietly as possible, and keep your eyes peeled for places that we might use for cover when nightfall comes—we don’t want to use the tent if we don’t have to, okay?”

The girls nodded, and Jay and Molly fell in behind the fox-girl as she stepped cautiously onto the path. Jay focused on his Agility attribute and activated Stealth in the hopes that it would help them avoid unnecessary confrontations. The first floor had contained lots of clusters of low-level creatures that swarmed and attacked as soon as a delver entered their aggro zone. On the second floor, the low-level creatures were likely to be more challenging to deal with than the Glacial Scarabs, Snow Scorpions, and Shambling Skeletons that could be taken out with one hit. At least, that’s how it would have worked in a video game.

Unfortunately, while Jay and Lyra could move over the fresh snow with next to no noise, thanks to their Stealth skills, Molly could not.

“Shit,” she muttered as her huge hammer caught on another branch. She stumbled on a root and snapped twig that was hidden under the snow. “How the hell are you two doing that?”

“I guess there’s not much chance of teaching Molly Stealth if she doesn’t have any Agility, huh?” Jay asked the fox-girl, who was watching the Barbarian’s efforts with a pained look in her blue-and-gold eyes.

“No, not much,” she said. “You really haven’t put a single point in Agility, Molly?”

“Excuse me for not knowing we’d be tiptoeing through a haunted forest rather than smashing bad-guys skulls in,” Molly hissed back defensively. “I didn’t think I needed any Agility as the tank!”

A blood-curdling screech made all three of them jump, and Jay glanced up to see a huge black owl watching them from the top of the trees. His Dungeon Sight activated.

Shriek Owl – Lvl 8 – Creature (Neutral)

“What does Neutral mean?” he asked Lyra. “In terms of creatures we might encounter?”

Lyra eyed the owl cautiously. “Just that it won’t attack unless provoked. But we don’t necessarily know what will provoke it. Some creatures react to proximity. Some to a physical damage. Some to certain scents or colors.”

“So… don’t trust the Shriek Owl is what you’re saying?”

“Probably a good plan,” she said, moving further down the path. “There are also Passive and Aggressive creatures. Aggressive ones will attack on sight, and Passive ones will only fight in self-defence.”

“I’d rather be followed by a Shriek Owl than a ghost,” Molly muttered as she trekked behind the fox-girl.

The trio passed under the owl without aggravating it, though the animal kept its huge yellow eyes on them long after they’d moved on. It reminded Jay of the owl-like Wingblood woman, Minerva. He wondered if she and Pardus had ended up on this [Alternate] floor with them, or if they had gone on to the normal second floor.

Probably they both already had [Copper Keys] and would have gone on to the normal F2 without having to fight the Cerberinx boss. Jay hoped they were all right, and that they would find somewhere safe to hide from Runolf.

Next time they had some down time, he resolved to ask Raina more about the old wolf’s plans for Winterhaven. He had a sense that she knew more than she was saying, and that—somehow—Runolf was tangled up in Nova’s plans for him.

He was jolted from his thoughts by Molly’s strong grip squeezing his arm.

“Jay, look!” she whispered, breathlessly, pointing into the trees. “Do you see them?”

Jay’s stomach dropped as he searched the trees for the shadow creatures he’d seen the night before. He hadn’t told the girls about them, for some reason, and now he was certain the things were going to make him pay for his mistake.

But there were no thin, creepy figures in the trees. Jay actually couldn’t see anything. “What am I looking for, Molly?”

“Those cute little guys there,” she said, still pointing in the exact same spot.

“I don’t see anything,” Lyra said, which made Jay feel a little better.

“What?” Molly looked scandalized. “They’re practically glowing!”

Lyra came to stand beside her to squint at where she was looking between the trees. “Sounds like you’ve got a skill or a perk activated that’s letting you see things other delvers can’t, like Jay can do with plants now that he has the Horticulture gathering ability.”

“Oh, you’re right. I had a notification earlier that I forgot about…” Molly blushed and avoided eye-contact with either of them.

Jay raised his eyebrows at her reaction, wondering if Nova had been adding more colorful descriptions to Molly’s notifications, too.

“Well, what is it?” Lyra pressed.

“Uh… I unlocked something called Girl Scout’s Honor. Looks like it helps me identify animals and dungeon creatures that my Call of the Wild skill will work on.”

“Can you use your Dungeon Sight on whatever it is?” Lyra asked. “I still can’t see anything.”

“Hmm, maybe that’s why… It says Ghost Weasel,” Molly answered after a moment. “Looks like they have Invisibility and Stealth skills. Creature (Neutral), Level 10. Wow! Those little guys are higher level than any of us?”

Jay frowned. That wasn’t a good sign. If the local critters were higher level than anyone in their party, what would that mean for the monsters?

Lyra seemed to have the same idea.

“We should keep going,” she said suddenly. Her tail poofed out as she pulled an arrow from her inventory and readied her bow. “Let’s find out where this path leads.”

“Maybe it’s one of the irregularities the dungeon warned about on this floor,” Jay offered, hoping to ease some of the building tension.

But he felt it, too. The fox-girl was right to be nervous. There was something wrong about the Haunted Forest. And he had no delusions about the fact that it was likely bad news for them.
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Circle of Shadow and Ruin


They continued along the path for what felt like hours. The sky remained the same unblemished gray all day, making it difficult to keep track of the passage of time. Jay was beginning to worry that the path had been a trap, that they were walking on a never-ending treadmill through the same stretch of forest in some kind of virtual reality loop. Stranger still was that they didn’t encounter any monsters or aggressive creatures during that time, as if the dungeon had failed to populate this [Alternate] floor with the normal death-dealing accoutrements the delvers had come to expect.

When they finally broke into another clearing, Jay was so relieved to have gotten somewhere different that the bleak scene before him didn’t register immediately. It was only when he noticed Molly and Lyra’s pale, worried expressions that he began to pay closer attention to their new surroundings.

It was a clearing, yes. About the same size as the last one, surrounded by the same kind of trees, with the same lichen-covered boulders scattered between them. But there the similarities ended.

This clearing wasn’t empty, though the black trunked trees didn’t encroach upon the perfect circle. At first, Jay had taken the dry, gray shapes littering the ground to be fallen branches sticking out of the fresh blanket of snow. Until he saw a different shape in the same color, a cracked semi-sphere poked up from the white cover, two gaping holes staring sightlessly back at Jay as if daring him to come to the same realization the girls had already made.

A skull—nearly human—as old and covered in lichen as the boulders at the edge of the clearing, gazed upon Jay with a wordless plea.

The sticks and fallen branches revealed themselves to be shattered bones. Dozens of them. Jay bent and swept away the snow next to the skull, revealing a shattered helmet. Clearing more snow uncovered the rest of the unlucky individual, who appeared to have been some kind of Warrior class delver. The bare remains of a rusted greatsword were buried next to the bones, along with the tattered bits and pieces of leather and mail armor.

“What happened here?” Lyra whispered, gazing around in horror. “It looks like a complete party kill, five or six delvers at least…”

Jay knew the sight would bring back horrible memories for the Arcane Archer, who’d lost her party four times before and managed to escape as the sole survivor.

Her ability to escape unscathed when the rest of her team perished had been the main reason Lyra was ostracized by the people of Winterhaven. Runolf had capitalized on her being an outcast, stirring up more hatred when his own son was one of those killed on the fifth floor. He’d blamed Lyra for his son’s death, but the more Jay learned of the man the more he realized there was more to the story than that.

Raina had let slip one night, when the girls were sleeping, that Runolf and his son Dax had been arguing the night before Dax went delving with Lyra and the rest of their party. Dax had begun to develop rebel sympathies, according to Raina, and his relationship with Runolf had been strained.

She hadn’t said so, but Jay wondered if Runolf had had something to do with Dax and his party being killed on the fifth floor. He hadn’t wanted to bring the subject up with Lyra, knowing that it was a sensitive topic for her. But Jay’s suspicions lingered, and he had privately resolved to clear Lyra’s name if he could find any evidence that Runolf had been involved.

Now, he took her hand and tugged her away from the gruesome open grave. “I’m sorry,” he said. “This must be very hard for you after everything you’ve been through.”

She leaned against his side and nodded, her soft silver hair tickling his cheek as he held her. “Yes, but… Jay that’s not what I mean. They shouldn’t be here.”

“You mean, because the [Alternate] level has been in stasis for so long?” Molly asked, her face nearly as pale as the snow around them. Her bright blue eyes darted around the trees as if expecting something out of a horror movie to pounce out at them.

“No,” Lyra said, shaking her head. “Because the dungeon absorbs the remains of delvers the same way it absorbs its monsters. When you die in the dungeon, you become… a part of it. If these bones are here, they’re here for a reason…”

Wind whipped up at Lyra’s words, stirring the snow at their feet into little white whirlwinds, and the sky began to darken. They had been walking all day and lost track of time. Night was falling.

Jay felt his mouth go dry as his gaze was drawn to the surrounding trees. The shadows were moving, slipping from trunk to trunk like slender children playing hide-and-go seek. Only these children must belong to a giant race, because the shadowy figures were nearly as tall as the trees themselves.

Jay shuddered when he caught one of the eyeless faces turning in his direction. But using his Dungeon Sight revealed nothing.

“Come together,” Jay warned, his voice low. “Keep your back together and keep your eyes on the trees. We aren’t alone.”

The girls did as he said, their boots crunching on the snow and the piles of ancient bones at their feet. The wind howled louder.

“What are those things?” Molly asked, her voice trembling. “Jay, please tell me they aren’t ghosts. I can’t get a description of them.”

“I can’t either,” Lyra said. “It’s like they don’t exist. But I see them too, Molly, whatever they are.”

“They were watching me last night,” Jay said. “From outside the Safe Zone. I couldn’t scan them then, either, but I thought it was because I was inside the dome.”

Molly elbowed him in the ribs, hard enough to make him gasp. “You didn’t tell us those things were out there! I wouldn’t have been able to sleep if I’d known.”

“Jeez, Mol,” he groaned, rubbing his ribs. “You’re strong now, remember. Try not to break me, okay? We were safe. I figured it was better to deal with in the morning. But in the morning, they were gone.”

Molly glanced down in alarm, momentarily taking her eyes off the spindly spectres in the woods as she touched the spot she’d elbowed. “Sorry,” she whispered. Then her eyes hardened as she remembered why she was mad in the first place. “But I swear to whatever Gods are in charge of this place, if you ever forget to tell me there are fucking Slender Man monsters creeping around while I sleep, I will do worse than break your ribs.”

“Guys…” Lyra said, pressing her back into Jays as she tried to back farther away from the treeline. “Quit fighting. I think they’re drawn to the noise. They’re getting closer.”

Jay felt her shoulders flex and hear the limbs of her bow creak as they stretched.

“Wait, Lyra,” he whispered. “They might not attack.”

Beside him, Molly’s breaths were coming in short, panting gasps. “They aren’t ghost,” she muttered, as if trying to reassure herself. “Monsters can be killed, right? They aren’t ghosts.”

“Molly…” Jay warned, fearing that the Barbarian was losing control. “Please don’t—”

She took a huge breath and let out a bellow of rage so powerful, Jay could have sworn he saw the tree in front of her shake. “Die you bastards!”

Molly broke from the group, charging into the trees toward the creatures nearest her. She lifted her Maul over her head, swinging it like it weighed nothing, as it broke through low hanging branches and sent pieces of wood cracking and flying through the air. One of the thin, shadow-creatures scrambled backward, crablike on its hands and legs. It had a panicked posture for a moment, like it hadn’t anticipated anything would dare attack it. But it recovered quickly, whirling on the Barbarian as she ran it down. Its impossibly long jaw swung open, exposing the rows of vicious teeth Jay had seen the night before.

He expected Molly to falter as the creature revealed its monstrous weapons. Instead, she roared again and threw herself on the shadow man.

All of this happened in a few frozen seconds, where time seemed to slow, and Jay watched it all in horrified fascination. As the Barbarian woman bore down on her target, the hammer whirring over her head, the head of the Maul began to glow with bright, blue dungeon-light.

Molly’s shoulder muscles bulged as she whipped the Maul toward the monster. The head of the massive hammer smashed through the shadow’s chest, causing it to burst into a cloud of black smoke. The insect-like hum of a thousand wasps rose up through the trees as the black tendrils of smoke twisted through the trees, converging at the Barbarian woman’s back.

“Molly, behind you!” Jay shouted, finally breaking from his stupor.

Lyra whipped around and shot her arrow into a second shadow creature that had turned its attention to Molly and was beginning to creep toward her on its spider-like limbs.

Jay rushed forward, drawing the [Etched Bolo Sword] from his inventory and pushing all his concentration into a Strength attack as he lunged for the first monster. It had reassembled in the time it took Molly to turn around, but it was smaller than it had been. Molly raised her hammer for a second blow, her movements painfully slow to Jay’s mind without any points in Agility. He made it to the creature first, slicing into it from above, and sending its shadowy limbs dispersing into another cloud of high-pitched buzzing screams.

Lyra’s arrow had hit the second monster, which mimicked the cloudburst and insect-whine of the first, shooting tendrils further into the forest before it resolidified and began stalking back toward the clearing.

Molly’s hammer came down in a catastrophic strike just as the first monster was beginning to reform for the second time. The blow drove straight through the diminished shadow man, killing the abrasive humming sound instantly.

It didn’t reform. Something glinted in the snow where the creature had stood. Jay had a fraction of a second to relish the beings defeat before the shockwave of Molly’s attack knocked him flat on his ass.

The frozen earth seemed to ripple beneath his feet, making the trees around him groan and creak in protest, their thin black branches scraping across the darkening sky like skeletal fingers.

“Third time’s the charm,” Molly shouted in triumph, as she stood over the place where the first monster had been defeated. Her earlier fear had evaporated in a crazed, blood-thirsty focus. “I knew you fuckers could die. Now let me show you how it’s done!”

Her fierce blue eyes locked onto the creature that Lyra had stuck with her arrow, charging through the trees toward it with her weapon lifted to her shoulder. Murder glinted in the Barbarian woman’s gaze as she charged ahead, no longer afraid, no longer thinking of anything but destroying her enemy.

“Molly,” Jay shouted as he scrambled back to his feet. “Don’t go too far into the woods!”

Molly didn’t seem to hear him, or to care about his warning. But his voice attracted the attention of a third monster.

Jay rolled to the side as the shadow creature locked onto his location, its eyeless face rotating slowing, its mouth opening wide in a cavernous death’s head grin. He leaped to his feet, his sword ready, just as the shadow swept across the snow toward him at an impossible speed.

Switching tactics, Jay concentrated on his Agility attribute, willing his body to move faster than it had ever moved before. He twirled out of the path of the oncoming shadow, slicing with his sword through the ephemeral monster’s spiderlike limbs. It screeched, like the others, and dispersed in a cloud of black smoke.

But as they lost daylight, it became harder to track where the creature reformed, and Jay’s eyes darted around the trees, trying to locate his enemy. Not finding it, he returned his gaze to the clearing, where Lyra stood, her silver hair shining in the darkness. Only there was something wrong with the way she stood, her knees pressed together, her tail drooping, her ears flat out to the side. Her bow hung uselessly in her hand as she trembled before something Jay couldn’t see.

No, he could see it. A slight deviation in the shadow between the trees.

There at the edge of the clearing another monster was reaching for the fox girl, long twig-fingered hands grasping for her as it opened its toothy maw. Instead of the eyeless gaze Jay had noted earlier, this one had two ghastly white lights glowing in its face. Jay couldn’t say exactly what about the light was so horrifying, only that it made him feel like he was going to be sick. The writhing movement deep within the creature’s eye-sockets was like the pulsing of maggots. It was as if there was some magic in that gaze, which Jay was unaffected by only because the monster was focused on Lyra instead of him.

Jay launched into action. He bounded through the trees at a sidelong angle to the creature, staying out of its line of sight—to the best of his ability to guess, anyway, given the thing didn’t have normal eyes. It worked, however, because the shadow creature was so fixated up on the Arcane Archer, it didn’t notice Jay’s swift approach.

He gutted the thing with a single swipe, grinning like a madman as he heard its anguished, insectile scream.

Lyra cried out as the monster dissolved, breaking whatever spell she’d been under. Without hesitation, not even stopping to take a breath, the fox girl whipped her bow up and launched an arrow into the ground at Jay’s feet.

“Shit!” he shouted, jumping backward. “It’s me, Lyra. Don’t shoot!”

“I wasn’t shooting at you,” she said, her tail bristling. “I was shooting at that thing that was forming under your nose.”

Jay glanced down to see a pearly white gem glinting in the trampled snow. Behind him, Molly gave another roar of triumph. He bent to pick up the gem, then gazed through the darkened forest, trying to find the Barbarian woman. “Molly, come back here,” he shouted. “You’re too far from the clearing!”

His only answer was more crashing through the trees, but in the echoing stillness of the forest it was impossible to tell if she was coming or going.

“Can you see her?” Jay asked, casting his gaze around the clearing to see if there were any more of the shadow things lurking about. It was too dark to be certain, but he sensed they were gone. “Or any more of those monsters?”

“I counted seven to start,” Lyra said, brandishing a similar gemstone to the one Jay now held in his hand. “And I got two, if you include the one you’re holding.”

Jay gave the stone to her and backtracked into the woods, looking for more of the stones. If the shadow monsters dropped them when they died, there should be at least five more of them laying about.

He picked up two, including one from where he’d been fighting the monster he thought had gotten away from him. Perhaps they didn’t always require three strikes to kill, he mused. Or maybe his last attack had been a critical strike.

He checked his HUD and was surprised to find there were no notifications from the fight. The hadn’t received any experience for killing the monsters. The things didn’t scan with his Dungeon Sight, and neither did the strange gems they’d dropped.

Jay gritted his teeth, not liking the implications of fighting through a floor that didn’t track experience. Not only would they not know how tough their enemies were, they would be forced to risk their lives and make no progress toward leveling their classes. That seemed like a raw deal.

What was Nova playing at, anyway?

“We’ve got four stones,” Jay said, returning to the clearing, and showing his finding to Lyra. “Let’s hope Molly got the rest.”

“Where is she anyway?” the fox-girl asked, a worried tone in her voice as she gazed into the now pitch-black forest.

They both breathed a sigh of relief when they heard Molly’s voice, and turned to see the ghostly reflection of her face a few feet from the edge of the clearing. She held a pile of the strange, glowing stones in her hands.

“I got six of these things,” she said, grinning at them. “Would have had more, but the bastards kept running deeper into the forest, and I wanted to come back and check on you two first.”

Lyra gulped. “So, there were ten, at least,” she said. “That means there are probably more of them. What are we going to do?”

Jay glanced down at the floor of the clearing, littered with the bones of long dead delvers. He didn’t have a very good feeling about staying in this place, even with the portable Safe Zone. But what choice did they have? It would be suicide to wander into the thick of the forest at night with the shadow monsters lurking behind every tree.

Molly finally stepped out of the trees, her collection of stones glowing brightly in her hands. “Ten’s a good number,” she said. “If this were a video game, that would be the usual amount for a gathering quest, right?”

She reached out a hand to pass one of her stones to Jay, then lurched back like something had jumped out at her.

“What the hell?” Molly shrieked, stumbling backward in a panic. “Get off of me, you little shits!”

Lyra and Jay stared at her, then at each other, having no idea what the Barbarian woman was talking about.

“Molly, are you—?”

Jay’s question died in his throat as he looked up again to find Molly was gone.

A pile of six glowing stones lay in the trampled snow where she had been standing only a second ago.

Next to them lay her [Wildcall Maul,] dropped in her moment of panic.

The Barbarian was gone, and wherever she was, her only defense against the monsters of the Haunted Forest had been left behind.


14
Vanishing Act


Lyra yipped in alarm when she realized Molly was gone, whirling in a circle to look around the clearing. “What the heck? She was just here! Where did she go?”

Somewhere in the trees, a branch cracked and Jay pulled his sword, stepping closer to the shadowy trunks and squinting his eyes against the darkness. “Molly?” he hissed under his breath. “Is that you?”

Another branch broke, but there was no reply. Jay’s muscles tensed as he waited for something to attack. But nothing came.

“I don’t like this, Jay.” Lyra bent to pick up the glowing stones Molly had dropped and stuffed them all into the group inventory. Then she stepped closer to Jay and stood with her back to his, so that they could monitor every direction for an ambush. “First the dead delvers who should have been absorbed by the dungeon, then those creatures that weren’t integrated properly, now Molly’s vanished. I’ve heard of creatures and delvers with invisibility before, but I’ve never heard of anything that could make other people invisible. Was she transported somewhere?”

“I don’t know.” Jay stooped to pick up Molly’s hammer, thinking he would put it in their inventory until they found her again. But it wasn’t going to be that easy. “Shit, this thing is heavy. How does she lift it? Can you help me with this Lyra?”

Warily, the fox-girl turned around and attempted to help him lift the massive weapon. Even with the two of them working together it couldn’t be done. Lyra shook her head. “It must be bonded to her somehow, so no one else can wield it. Either that or she has some kind of perk that lets her use huge weapons. Neither would surprise me.”

There was another snap from a branch just outside the clearing, then a scrambling noise as something small scurried up a tree. Jay peered in the direction of the sound, but he still couldn’t see anything. “All right, we have two choices, then. We can build a fire and hope Molly finds us. Or we can stumble blindly into the Haunted Forest and hope we find her before those things come back. What do you think?”

Lyra bit her lip, glancing uneasily between the pile of delver bones and the shadowy trees. “If I’m being perfectly honest, I really don’t like either of those options Jay. But if I have to choose, I think the fire makes the most sense. Or, we could put up the Safe Zone again?”

A cold wind began blowing through the trees, sending the branches creaking. In the distance an owl shrieked in triumph as it captured its pray. Jay shivered, thinking about Molly alone in the woods. She might be able to handle herself against those shadow creatures. She should still have her old iron hammer in her inventory, so she wouldn’t be completely helpless. But if she ran into any real ghosts, when she was out there by herself, she wasn’t going to be feeling so brave.

“No Safe Zone,” Jay insisted. “Not without Molly here. If we put it up, and then hear her screaming out in the trees, we’ll have to pull it down and waste one of our uses. If we make a campfire, at least we can take turns sleeping and keep a watch for monsters or signs of where she’s gone.”

“I’ll get it started,” she said. “I have some fire-starting supplies in my kit.”

A warm current of air touched Jay’s cheek, startling him from his thoughts. It the cold winds, the sudden shift in temperature had felt like someone breathing on him. His skin tightened into a rash of goosebumps as he imagined what could have done it. Had it been a ghost? Or some other kind of monster?

“What are ghosts weak to, Lyra?” Jay asked. “Or spirits or whatever. Have you ever fought them?”

Lyra shook her head. “I’ve never heard of ghosts in the dungeon. But since this is the Haunted Forest, I’d assume there will be something like that around. I don’t know… If I had to guess, I suppose radiant damage from weapons imbued with light, holy artifacts, maybe iron depending on the type of spirit. That’s only because those are the nearest analogs to Arcanicean’ ghost stories. What about in your world?”

“Same,” Jay said. “Though I think iron might be for fairies. Do you have iron arrows?”

Lyra pulled a handful of plain looking projectiles from her archery bag. “They are the first arrows I ever got in the dungeon. I have lots of them, but they don’t do a lot of damage compared to my magic arrows.”

“Keep them handy,” Jay said, searching through his inventory for something he could use. “They might work better on whatever is out there.”

His [Etched Bolo Sword] was made of silver, which if the dungeon had any knowledge of Earth’s folklore, might do well against some kinds of spooky monsters. He decided it would have to do. He also found a set of iron chains they’d discovered in the Forbidden Crypt zone of the last floor and thought they might do to create a makeshift barrier against spirits.

As Lyra worked on building the fire, Jay set out the chains. They were heavy and rusted—or possibly crusted with blood—and he was grateful for the dungeon’s inventory system, so they didn’t actually have to carry them, or they certainly would have left them behind. They had enough for Jay to create a tight circle, maybe five feet across, around the area where Lyra was working.

Soon, the fox girl had small blaze crackling, despite the snowy ground. It cast flickering orange light around the clearing and a few feet into the forest. But after that, the night was like a dense black wall that they couldn’t see past.

“We need to sit with our backs to the fire,” Jay said, clearing a spot of ground to sit on. “We won’t be able to see shit if something creeps out of the darkness at us and we’re staring into the flames.”

Lyra sighed. “I know you’re right, but it seems like such a waste, doesn’t it? Campfires are so pretty at night. It’s not very bright. I hope Molly will be able to see it, wherever she is.”

Jay took a final look around the clearing, hoping for some sign of where the Barbarian woman had gone. “She’ll find us,” he said, mostly to reassure himself. “She has to. If not, I’m going to tear this floor apart looking for her. It’s not going to be pretty.”

That last part he said a little louder, hoping that if Nova was listening, and if she had anything to do with this little trick, that she’d smarten up and bring Molly back.

Jay saw a glint of something in the snow next to Molly’s immovable hammer, and went to pick up one of the strange, pearly shards they’d gotten for killing the shadow creatures. Lyra must have missed one when she’d collected them earlier.

He opened his inventory and saw that there were nine of the items in the Party Warehouse, which his HUD had labeled [Common Soul Shards.] He was about to put the last piece with the others when he saw something move in the snow at his feet.

A shadow had appeared in the frosty layer of fresh snow. No, not a shadow. An indent that appeared shadowed in the light of the fire. It looked suspiciously like the toe of a boot, and he was nearly certain it hadn’t been there a moment ago. Jay held his breath, his eyes fixed on the spot, the Soul Shard still clutched in his hand.

A second indent appeared about two feet from the first, this one even closer to him.

“Lyra…” Jay said, taking a step back and trying to keep his voice as normal as possible, not to give away what he’d seen. He wanted to get back to the fire before taking on whatever invisible fiend was stalking him. If only he could warn Lyra somehow. He thought frantically about how to signal to her that there was an invisible enemy in the clearing.

Jay stuffed the Soul Shard into his inventory, freeing up both hands for his sword, just in case.

He nearly jumped out of his skin when a musical blare from his HUD indicated he’d gotten a new notification. Lyra let out a yelp that suggested she’d received one too.

And at the exact same moment, Molly’s face appeared, inches from Jay’s own, with a wild grin plastered on her face.

“Boo!” she shouted, putting both hands in the air, like some goon from the old Scooby-Doo cartoons they used to watch as kids.

Jay tripped over the chains he’d laid and landed hard on his tailbone. “Ow! Fuckssake, Mol, what the hell!”

He landed next to Lyra, who’s silver hair was standing up in every direction, her blue-and-gold eyes wide with shock as she stared up at the Barbarian woman. “Uh… Molly?”

Molly was still grinning from ear to ear, but there was something different about her now. On each shoulder perched a small, white face with long white whiskers, two beady black eyes, and a twitching black nose.

“I made some friends,” she said, hopping up and down on her tip toes and clapping her hands enthusiastically. “Ghost Weasels! Sorry I disappeared, they kinda… made me. But I figured out how to fix it.”

Jay had about a million questions he wanted to ask and curse words he wanted to scream about how worried he’d been, but he was too relieved to get really upset.

That is, until he saw what Lyra was staring at, with her tail poofed up like a bottle brush and her ears flattened into her hair.

Behind Molly, a shape was forming, a pale, diaphanous blue smoke that whirled together, shifting as it took shape. Unlike the shadow creatures they’d fought before, this one was taking a much more familiar form. One that had certainly once been either human or Faunari.

It was difficult to tell, because much of the person’s flesh was missing, revealing bright, glowing bones beneath the ethereal surface. One empty gaping eye-socket fixed on Jay, and the other eye, which was sunken into the skull, rolled as if it was trying to focus. Half of the person’s skull seemed to have been caved in by something heavy, leaving the top of their head misshapen. The other half still had long, scraggly hair clinging to the skull, and maybe… an ear? A long ear with patchy fur. Faunari then, Jay thought numbly. Maybe Hareblood?

“What?” Molly said, mistaking their shocked expressions for something else. “I said I was sorry! I tried shouting, but you guys couldn’t hear me. I wasn’t trying to be a jerk!”

Lyra lifted a hand with a sharp black claw, and started to point, but Jay lunged forward and pushed her hand down.

“Molly, come here,” he said firmly. “And whatever you do, don’t turn around.”

Molly’s face paled when she heard the tone of his voice. Her shoulder’s tensed. The creature behind her was almost fully formed now, though its repulsive visage remained translucent. The pearly sheen of its unnatural flesh reminded Jay of the Soul Shards, and he had a sudden feeling that he knew what had happened.

Against his warning, Molly turned around.

The scream she let out pierced Jay’s eardrums and shook the branches of the trees around them. Lyra’s hands shot up to cover her ears. Molly was frozen in place, screaming at the ghost like she could tear it apart with her vocal cords.

Which, Jay had to admit, were impressive. He felt like she was tearing him apart, the longer the scream went on.

Then, as suddenly as it had started, the scream stopped. Molly had disappeared again. Only, this time, he could see her footprints and hear the crunch-crunch-crunch of her boots in the snow as she ran around the fire and hid behind Jay and Lyra.

Jay opened his notifications and realized his instinct had been correct.

New Achievement: Soul Searcher!

Dying in the dungeon is easy. Staying dead? That’s much harder. Most delvers just… disappear.

If you have the common misfortune of succumbing to fate within the dungeon’s walls, chances are your corpse will be absorbed and its latent dungeon magic recycled in order for the dungeon to kill future delvers more efficiently, like you. That’s a green energy solution, right there!

So, when you find a dead delver, it pays to ask yourself why the dungeon—in its literally infinite wisdom—might have decided to keep this particular little morsel around?

Lucky you. You have a chance to find out!

Will you solve the mystery? Or will you become a fresh layer of dungeon compost, the fertile loam feeding the death and destruction of your fellow delvers?

I know where I’ll be putting my money on that bet. But go on… surprise me!

Reward: You’re not dead. Yet.

Jay let the words of the dungeon wash over him without really paying attention to its scathing attitude. He relaxed a little when the ghastly visage of the delver didn’t attempt to attack any of them, and the notification made it sound like he was supposed to talk to the ghost or—

Another notification popped up, as if in agreement.

You have learned Gathering: Soul Harvester 1!

Normally restricted to those with Warlock and Necromancer classes, this rare profession is occasionally unlocked by lucky delvers who prematurely attract the attention of the Harvestmen—the dungeon monsters responsible for consuming the remains of dead delvers. While it is impossible to kill Harvestmen, they can be temporarily dissuaded by physical attacks. Their defeat does not award experience points, but rather fragments of the souls of the delvers they have consumed.

New Recipe Acquired: Restored Delver Soul

Combine ten [Common Soul Shards] to restore one [Delver Soul.] These souls may, in return, give quests, award unique items, or deliver curses, depending on their disposition.

WARNING: Communing with the dead can be unpredictable and dangerous. Proceed at your own risk.

The shimmering form remained hovering above the crushed skull of the delver Jay and his companions had first remarked upon. It didn’t make a move; it didn’t make a sound. It was like it was waiting for something.

Probably, Jay decided, it was waiting for him to speak with it.

Despite the warnings, he knew they’d been given this opportunity for a reason. Nova must want them to communicate with this ghost.

“Did either of you get that new Gathering profession?” he asked the girls, keeping his voice low.

“Yes,” Lyra said. “Soul Harvester Assistant? It says I can gather [Soul Shards] for a Soul Harvester, I guess those are the gems we got from those shadow monsters, right? But who are we supposed to be assisting?”

He felt an invisible hand squeeze his shoulder, which Jay took as agreement from Molly—though she remained hidden.

“Me,” he said grimly. “Apparently, I’m a Soul Harvester now. And I have to go talk to this guy because I brought him back from the dead when we combined all ten of those Soul Shards in our inventory.”

Molly’s invisible hand trembled slightly.

Lyra said, “You have to? He doesn’t look friendly, Jay.”

He definitely didn’t look friendly, Jay had to agree with that. The ghost look like an extra in a B-list zombie flick, intended for background shock value. His transparent body would have been falling apart if it hadn’t been held together with whatever magical glue the dungeon was using to give him life.

But he didn’t look unfriendly, either.

Just ugly and a little sad.

“I think we have to,” he said. “But be ready in case I’m wrong. Use your iron arrows, Lyra. Molly, if you can bring yourself to fight this one, use your iron hammer, okay?”

Neither of the women agreed to this plan, but they didn’t disagree, either, which Jay figured was the best he was going to get at the moment.

He took a deep breath, steeling himself for an uncomfortable conversation, and stepped toward the ghost.


15
Captain Moony Lightfoot


Jay fought the urge to hold his breath as he approached the figure. It’s rotting visage was so viscerally detailed that it seemed as if the stench of death should linger about it like an impenetrable miasma.

In reality, though, the only things Jay could smell in the clearing were dirt, snow, and tree sap. This realization had a surprisingly calming effect on him as he held out his hand, a little embarrassed by the ridiculousness of the situation, and introduced himself to the ghastly ghost.

“Hello,” Jay said, feeling foolish. “I’m Jay Morgan. I understand I just… restored your soul? I hope that’s all right. I didn’t mean to, exactly.”

It swiveled its broken face toward Jay like a rusty animatronic carnival attraction, its single remaining eye focusing on him in a wide, bug-eyed manner.

“Salutations and heartfelt commendations, Mr. Jay Morgan,” the ghost replied in a surprisingly bombastic tone. “I am Captain Moony Lightfoot, at your service, hailing from the venerable Sickle-Moon Hareblood Clan's Light Infantry. It is not every day one is afforded the rather exceptional chance to extend one’s gratitude for the restoration of one's very soul. Indeed, sir, you have not only mended an ethereal tear but also rekindled the flame of duty within me.”

Jay could see evidence of a kind of military uniform in the tattered fabric that clung to the transparent figure’s decomposing form. He wondered what a Hareblood military unit had been doing in the dungeon, but wasn’t sure it was polite to ask.

“I’m glad you’re not offended,” Jay said. “Some spirits might prefer to be left at rest.”

“When I last trod the mortal coil and the shadowy recesses of this very dungeon, I left behind a valorous mission, unfinished and haunting my erstwhile spirit,” the ghost replied, giving Jay a stiff salute. “Thanks to your unparalleled bravery and what I must assume is a dash of reckless folly—for why else would a Delver willingly tread withing these cursed woods?—I am now granted the auspicious opportunity to complete what I once started. Or… rather…” The rotten rabbit-kin made an awkward attempt at a cough, which nearly caused his remaining eyeball to fall out of his head. The captain continued as if nothing had happened. “To pass my duty on to another. To you, in point of fact, Mr. Morgan. To you.”

Jay’s eyebrows rose. “To me? You have a quest for me… uh… Captain Lightfoot?”

“Mr. Morgan, you must know, the Sickle Moon Clan, is reputed far and wide for our esteemed contribution to the military prowess of Arcanicea. It is not without consideration that I lower myself to beg for the assistance of one outside our esteemed clan to aide in righting a terrible wrong. Indeed, this is a mission of utmost importance and delicate nature which, perhaps, only one of your particular skills and fortitude may endure.”

Jay glanced over his shoulder at Lyra and Molly—the Barbarian had decided it was safe to become visible again, but was still hiding behind the smaller fox-kin woman. Both were listening to the Hareblood Captain’s speech with bemused expressions on their faces. Jay shrugged, and turned back to the speaker, who seemed programed to continue this speech with or without input from Jay.

“You see,” Captain Lightfoot said, lifting a finger to punctuate the sentence, though the finger was mostly bone, “a member of our distinguished clan, a woman once held in high regard, has veered dreadfully off course. She has succumbed to the darker callings of magic, embracing the sinful path of a Shadow Worker—an assassin cloaked in the darkest arts. Her actions have cast a pall over the honor of our clan, and she fled into the depths of this very dungeon to elude the grasp of righteousness.”

Jay remembered what Raina had said about Harebloods, and a racial affinity for dark magic. Was this woman one of the dangerous rabbit-kin the Witch Doctor had warned of? He couldn’t help but feel Captain Moony Lightfoot’s attitude was a bit evangelical in its denunciation of the woman, and he didn’t really want to get involved in a witch hunt for some puritanical paladin-type. But he listened, because for one reason or another, Nova wanted him to hear what this ghost had to say.

He nodded politely, to show that he was listening, though the undead NPC didn’t seem to be paying attention to anything other than his oration.

“My unit and I were charged with the solemn duty of retrieving her, intent on returning her to the healers of our clan. These wise souls hoped to purge the darkness that had taken hold of her spirit and restore her to the light of the Hareblood way. Alas, I fell in combat before the mission could reach its conclusion.”

The ghostly soldier straightened his shoulders and fixed Jay with an unsettlingly resolute stare, which Jay found very difficult to meet given the damage and decomposition that made his face almost unrecognizable as humanoid.

“Now, I entrust this task to you, Mr. Morgan,” he said, offering another salute. “Venture deeper into the heart of these cold, forsaken woods, find her, and bring her back, not in chains, but in the hopes that she might be healed by our Holy Sisters of Mercy. It is a heavy burden, but one I believe your shoulders are amply broad to carry. Will you aid us in this endeavor and help right a grave wrong?”

New Quest! [Sister, Come into the Light]

Captain Moony Lightfoot needs you to find and return a wayward member of the Sickle-Moon Clan. He assures you that no harm will come to the Hareblood woman, and the Sickle-Moon Clan healers only wish to exorcise the darkness from her soul.

Reward: 5000 Gold and 1000 XP

Accept Quest? Y/N

Jay glanced back at Lyra and Molly again. Neither woman had reacted to the quest or the huge gold prize. Maybe they hadn’t gotten it? As party leader, if he accepted the quest they would be given it automatically. He’d learned that the hard way when he’d accepted the Bison hunting quest without checking with Lyra, not knowing that there was an XP penalty for failing to complete quests.

The Bison quest’s penalty had been seventy percent of the reward experience, which at that point had been a death sentence for Jay.

But if the penalty was consistent, there wasn’t much risk in accepting this one. Even Molly wouldn’t be set too far back by losing 700 XP.

“Lyra,” he said, “are there other kinds of penalties for not completing quests? Or just the XP thing?”

“Not that I know of,” she said. “But what I know doesn’t seem to have much bearing on what happens around you. Is he giving you a quest?”

“Yeah,” Jay said. “To find this wayward Hareblood woman. The reward is five-thousand Gold and one-thousand XP.”

Lyra’s blue-and-gold eyes widened. “Five-thousand gold?? I’ve never even heard of a reward that high. But for only one thousand XP it shouldn’t be too difficult a quest, and the penalty, if there is one, won’t be dangerous.”

“That’s what I thought,” Jay said. “I’m going to accept it, okay?”

Lyra nodded. Molly shrugged. Jay selected ‘Yes’ on his notification screen.

Quest Accepted! [Sister, Come into the Light] has been activated. Return the missing Hareblood woman to Captain Moony Lightfoot at The Village for your reward.

That was it. No time limit. No threats about penalties.

Captain Moony Lightfoot grinned, his half-rotted lips peeling back to reveal enlarged, rodent-like front teeth. Jay stepped back, struck by a sinister feeling radiating off the dead paladin.

“Splendid!” the soldier continued, his loud, cheerful voice belying his horrific visage. “Your courage is commendable. Here, take this trophy—it represents the honor and the burden of our clan.”

A large silver hand appeared, floating in the air between them. It was feminine in form, and making a cupping gesture, as if it once held something dear.

Or was in the act of summoning a ball of fire or lightning.

Jay thought it must have belonged to a statue of some kind, because it was a bit too large to belong to any human or Faunari he’d met. Besides, the hand was made of smooth metal on the outside and glowing blue wires within—which were exposed at the severed wrist—so it obviously never belonged to a living person.

Captain Moony Lightfoot was staring at him intently, waiting for him to take the item. Jay reached for the hand. When he pulled it from the air, an unpleasant tremor jolted up his arm, like a mild electric shock.

Corporeal Artifact (Legendary)

Hmm. I wonder where the rest of it is? This item appears to be a part of a collection. Find all of the pieces in order to uncover the secrets contained within the whole.

When the hand was safely in Jay’s inventory, the captain smiled again, no less menacing than before.

“May this gift guide you and protect you in the darkness,” he said, his oversized teeth gnashing as his remaining eye began to roll in its bulging socket. “Let it be known across the echoing halls of this formidable labyrinth that Captain Moony Lightfoot owes a debt of gratitude to the illustrious Jay Morgan. Godspeed, Mr. Morgan, and may the light of the Sickle-Moon illuminate your path.”

The ghostly figure twitched, its bony, rotting limbs jerking wildly. The disfigured rabbit man seemed to hop on rusted, mechanic joints. Then it froze, and slowly began to fade away until nothing but his bones remained, flickering in the orange light of Lyra’s small campfire.

“Well, that was unsettling,” Jay muttered, unable to shake the gloom left by the change in Captain Lightfoot’s demeanor at the end of their exchange.

Had he just agreed to something unsavory? Maybe there was a reason this woman didn’t want to be found by the Sickle-Moon Clan. The captain had made her sound evil, but Jay was familiar enough with history to know that one person’s sin could be another’s salvation.

If so, why did Nova seem to be directing them to complete this quest?

Jay was about to turn back to the fire, feeling a need for warmth after the chilling exchange. But something caught his eye in the snow next to the Hareblood’s broken skull.

A hole in the earth, which had been covered by the fresh snow, had been exposed by their footsteps in the clearing. Jay knelt on the cold ground and brushed away more of the snow to reveal an arched tree root the same color as the ancient bones scattered around in the snow.

“Jay?” Molly’s voice quavered. “What are you doing? What was that thing he gave you?”

Jay opened his personal inventory and removed the [Corporeal Artifact], remembering the strange captain’s words: may this gift guide you and protect you in the darkness, he’d said, and may the light of the Sickle-Moon light your path. Had he meant that literally?

The metal hand glowed with a faint blue light that seemed to be emanating from the severed wires inside its wrist. Jay held it in front of him to inspect the hole. His stomach dropped as he realized how deep it went. They were lucky none of them had stepped in it when they were fighting the Harvestmen, or they’d have been lucky to get off with a broken leg. The hole looked like it could swallow a grown man in a single gulp.

“You might want to come see this,” he said, holding the light inside the hole a ways and seeing if he could find the bottom. An animal instinct in the back of his mind forced him to withdraw the hand, imaging some creature inside, hiding just out of sight, that might maul him for invading its layer.

Molly and Lyra appeared at his side, both gasping when they saw the fissure in the earth.

“What is that?” Molly said. “Some kind of den?”

“Or a tunnel, maybe,” Lyra said, getting down on her knees next to the edge and peering over the side. “Are we supposed to go in?”

Jay felt his lip curl at the thought, but he couldn’t imagine why else it would appear at that exact moment, right after he’d received the quest. “Maybe that’s where we’ll find our missing woman.”

With two gentle plops in the snow, the little Ghost Weasels that had been riding on Molly’s shoulders jumped down and peered into the darkness. One of them squeaked and the other twitched its whiskers. Then both of them disappeared into the hole.

“Ross! Rachel!” Molly shouted. “Get back here!”

Jay wrinkled his brow at her. “Really? That’s what you named them?”

“Uhh, that just kind of popped out. I guess so?” Molly shrugged sheepishly as Jay shook his head. “Well, they’re cute! And they do seem to have a flare for drama…”

Jay snorted.

“Okay, well…” He dared to lean a bit farther into the hole. “They didn’t get eaten by anything hiding in there. I think I can see the bottom now. It looks like you’re right, Lyra. It’s a tunnel.”

Molly hurried over to where her [Wildcall Maul] was still laying where she’d dropped it when the Ghost Weasels had first attacked her. She picked it up and ran back to the hole. “We have to go after them,” she said. “I’ll go first if you’re scared, Jay.”

“I’m not scared,” he said. “I’m just being cautious.”

“You’re just subconsciously calculating how many spiders might be down there,” Molly teased. “I can see that look in your eyes. The one that says oh-god-no-please-anything-but-this!”

“You mean the one I used to get when you’d make me watch reruns of Friends every weekend?” Jay glowered at the Barbarian woman as she grinned down at him.

“That was for your own good,” she protested. “Don’t even pretend you didn’t have a crush on Jennifer Aniston.”

She had him there. Besides, he’d literally have watched anything just to sit next to her on the couch, so it hadn’t been that bad. Still, he didn’t have to put up with her teasing without firing back.

“Maybe you should go first and make sure there are no spiders.” He grinned evilly. “Or ghosts.”

Molly’s brave face paled slightly.

“Or chickens!” Lyra added suddenly.

Jay and Molly both looked at her.

“What? Jay’s scared of spiders. Molly’s scared of ghosts. I just wanted to say, for the record, chickens are evil incarnate.”

“You’re fox-kin,” Jay said. “And you’re afraid of chickens?”

“Have you ever met a chicken, Jay? They look all plump and fluffy and delicious from a distance, and up close, they’re nothing but beaks and talons!”

“All righty, then.” Jay shook his head. What was he going to say to that? “Enough of this. We’re probably just giving the dungeon ideas. This is obviously where we’re meant to go, so I’m going in. Who’s coming with me?”

Molly and Lyra glanced at each other and shrugged. Molly hoisted her hammer onto her shoulder and jumped, shouting “Tally Ho!”

Jay cursed, grabbing for her. But it was too late. She was already screaming her way to the bottom of the infinite darkness.

“Hang on, Molly!” Lyra hollered over the edge. “I’m coming, too!”

She leaped in, leaving Jay standing by himself in the clearing, holding the strange glowing hand.

“These girls are going to be the death of me,” Jay grumbled.

Then he held the light in front of him, took a deep breath, and stepped over the edge.
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Right-Side-Up-Side-Down


Jay’s stomach dropped like he was riding a roller coaster, then it jumped up and lodged in his throat. How far were they going to fall? Could they survive the landing? What if what he’d thought was the bottom of the tunnel was just a trick of the light? The girls’ screaming didn’t stop, as if they were still falling, and Jay began to worry.

Then he began to wonder at the fact that he had time to worry. Air was still rushing past him in the darkness, so he was certain he was still moving. But it was so dark, and the glowing hand didn’t illuminate the sides of the tunnel, so there was an illusion of standing still in a windy corridor.

He felt a bit like Alice falling down the rabbit hole into Wonderland.

Jay forced himself to breathe normally, despite the rising wave of panic in his chest. He had to believe that, if Nova needed him to complete some mystery quest, that she wasn’t going to lead him into a deathtrap unless there was a way for him to think or fight his way out of it.

The question was, was this something he could think his way out of? Or did he just have to wait it out?

At least there weren’t any spiders.

It went on like this—a limbo of roaring wind, distant screams, and disorienting darkness—for so long that Jay began to wonder if he was actually dreaming. Maybe the encounter with the Harvestmen and Captain Moony Lightfoot were all part of some strange, hallucinogenic nightmare and he and the girls were still curled up inside the Love Motel tent.

That didn’t seem likely, but he couldn’t come up with a better explanation either.

He pinched himself, trying to wake himself up, just in case.

Nope. He was still falling, but the girls seemed to have given up on screaming by then, and now he was hurtling through blackness and silence unsure if that was an upgrade or not.

Eventually—Jay couldn’t say after how long—the darkness began to lift. The black tunnel walls softened to gray and pulled away from him as if the passage were widening as he fell. Gray became a soft, twilit purple shot through with swirls of damp, white mist.

Then black tree-tops poked through the fog.

Suddenly, Jay was whipping through the sky toward a spinning forest below, just like he had been when they’d come through the portal on the first floor of the dungeon. He barely had time to brace for impact before the forest floor rose up to meet him, colliding with his body like a sledgehammer knocking him from the sky.

“Ooof.” The air flew from Jay’s lungs as an explosion of pain wracked his body. He rolled onto his side, his muscles straining as he fought against the sensation of suffocation. Wheezing in his first burning lungsful of air, he exhaled with a curse. “Fuck! That’s getting old.”

Molly and Lyra were picking themselves up off the dry, leaf-strewn forest floor, looking equally enthusiastic about their journey.

“Where are we now?” Lyra moaned, kicking a pile of orange and yellow leaves with a leather boot. “And where’d the snow go?”

The leaves at Molly’s feet rustled, and a whirlwind of movement circled her, before two white shapes burst out of the autumnal foliage and scrambled up her legs.

“Ross! Rachel! There you are!” She chastised the weasels. “You shouldn’t be running off like that, you know. If you’re going to stick with me, I’m going to train you to follow directions.”

Jay groaned as he picked himself up off the ground. “What, these are your pets now?”

“Well, I’m not going to chase them off,” Molly said, putting her hands on her hips. “They did show me how to hide from ghosts, after all. And my HUD shows they have other abilities we might use, too.”

“What’s with these?” Lyra said, bending to pick up a bright red, star-shaped leaf. “I’ve never seen anything like this.”

“They look like maple leaves.” Jay inhaled deeply, relishing the sweet scent of autumn in the misty air. “It’s like we’re in the same forest, only it’s a different season.”

One of the weasels made a chirping sound from Molly’s shoulder and the Barbarian woman sighed. “Great. Not only do we have a Haunted Forest, but now it’s Halloween, too. I should have kept my mouth shut about the ghosts.”

For as long as Jay had known her, Molly had detested Halloween. When other kids went out trick-or-treating, they’d always stayed in and watched movies or played video games instead. She’d never told him why she didn’t like most kids’ favorite annual event, but she’d always been afraid of ghosts, so he assumed that had something to do with it. Molly was a practical, scientifically minded woman—and she’d been that way since she was a little girl—but she’d never been able to shake a superstitious belief in evil spirits.

“It’s pretty,” Lyra said, a faint smile on her face. “I’ve read about other seasons before, but in Winterhaven it’s always winter. Hard to believe, with a name like that, right?”

“In our world, autumn is a time especially associated with ghosts and monsters,” Molly said. “It’s the time when all the plants die and most animals go into hiding. So it might be pretty, but if the dungeon is drawing on our minds for inspiration, it might also be… really scary.”

Jay stretched, letting his knotted muscles relax after the impact of the fall. Then he glanced around at their surroundings. Mist coiled through the trees, which were mostly barren, though some trees still clung to the last of their autumnal hues. A few evergreens were mixed in with the poplars, aspens, and maples, adding a dash of deep, forest green to the palette. Little wisps of light darted in and out of the trees like fairies or ghost-lights.

Jay’s eyes were drawn away from the floating lights to a cluster of red at the base of one of the trees. Bright crimson mushrooms burst from the leaves, speckled with white. They looked like something from a fairy tale. If Jay had to guess, they’d be poisonous, but he strode across the clearing to collect them anyway.

Blood-Cap Toadstool – Gold (Rare)

This crimson-capped fungus has eerie magical properties, to be discovered by only the most adventurous of alchemists. A word of warning, though, these pretty red buttons pack a powerful punch and are poisonous unless neutralized with an acidic counter-reagent. The Blood-Cap Toadstool is prized in potion-making for enhancing magical resistance and as an enchanting reagent that inflicts necrotic damage on undead creatures. Handle with care, as its poisonous sap can burn unprotected skin.

Jay transferred the [Blood-Cap Toadstools] to his inventory quickly and rubbed his fingers in the wet leaves before they started to burn. He looked through the growing list of items stored there, and wondered what might happen if he mixed the mushrooms with the [Corrosive Slime] he’d harvested from the Shade Skulker Oozes.

He didn’t want to waste ingredients unnecessarily, though, so he sent Raina a quick message asking if she knew anything about the toadstools.

Her reply was immediate.

Raina: Very valuable! Are there many there? Test one with the [Corrosive Slime] and see what happens, but whatever you do DO NOT consume the result, no matter how safe the description sounds. The dungeon is notoriously sneaky when it comes to labeling poisons.

Jay frowned. That would have been good to know before he’d started experimenting with his profession. Fortunately, he hadn’t poisoned himself or anyone else yet, but he’d have to be more careful going forward.

As the girls continued to discuss the mystery of the changed forest, Jay opened his crafting menu. He pulled the [Corrosive Slime] over from his inventory, re-reading the description just in case.

Corrosive Slime – Silver (Uncommon) – An essence extracted from a defeated Shade Skulker, this vial contains a dark, viscous liquid that seems to pulsate with a life of its own. Holding it close, one can feel a faint warmth, as if the slime is eagerly waiting to unleash its destructive power. When applied, this reagent can eat through the toughest materials with alarming ease, making it a prized possession for alchemists and crafters alike. In the right hands, it serves as a potent ingredient in the creation of powerful acids or dissolving agents, capable of weakening enemy armor or clearing obstacles that block one's path.

In his crafting menu, he combined one [Corrosive Slime] with one [Blood-Cap Toadstool] and was rewarded with a sad trombone sound from his HUD.

New Perk Acquired! Market Research

Innovation is key to driving sustainable growth and maintaining a competitive edge in rapidly changing markets. Didn’t you write that in an economics paper once? Well, it turns out you were right. And no market changes as rapidly as the dungeon!

Unfortunately for you, there’s no way to test innovations without taking a few risks. Back in the ‘real world’ you might have tested your products and inventions on cute little bunny rabbits and chimpanzees—you sick fuck—or, at the very least, consumer research panels. But here in the dungeon, not only are you your own Research and Development team, you’re also your own experimental Guinea Pig.

It’s going to be fun to watch you squirm.

Perk: Gain +5 Constitution and +5 Willpower when testing the results of your Research and Development crafting skills. This temporary bonus might just be enough to save your ass. Depends how badly you screw up your recipes, I guess.

That… didn’t sound promising. But Jay had to have faith that the dungeon didn’t actually want him to die. Somewhere in there, Nova had to be guiding these weird skill upgrades and Jay wanted to believe it was for a reason. Still, the next update wasn’t reassuring.

You have learned Crafting: Research and Development 2!

You have created a NEW Recipe [Uhh… Is That Edible?] (Unique)

XP: 500

This was immediately followed by an achievement notification.

Achievement Unlocked: I Wouldn’t Eat that if I were You!

You’ve created something so vile we couldn’t even come up with a name for it. It’s so disgusting, even thinking about eating it makes us want to throw up, and we don’t even have a stomach. In fact, the only circumstances in which consuming this item should be considered is if it was the only way to prove your manliness and virility.

That’s right.

Dare you to eat it. Double Dare you to eat it. Double Dog Dare you to eat it!

Now what are you going to do, tough guy?

Are you brave or stupid? Only one way to find out!

Jay pulled the vial of bubbling black sludge from his inventory and sniffed it. It smelled like road tar and rotten eggs. His stomach churned.

He fired off another quick note to Raina, explaining the situation.

Raina: Please do not consume that, Jay. Put it back in your inventory and let me run some experiments first.

Jay: I think that might defeat the purpose of the Double Dog Dare.

Raina: Jay…

Jay closed the chat menu and pulled one of the expensive [Vigorous Healing Potions] out of his inventory.

“Hold this for a second,” he said, passing the vial to Lyra. “I’m going to do something ill-advised.”

Eyeing the bubbling vial, Molly gave him a serious look. “That looks like a really bad idea, Jay,” she said.

“It is,” he said. “But the dungeon dared me to drink it, and I think I have to do it. Raina says the dungeon is tricky about labeling poisons and the description of this item is very clearly poisonous. So, I’m hoping it’s not…”

“The description says it’s poison, so you think it’s not?” Lyra stared at him in disbelief.

“I’m pretty sure it’s another test, like jumping into that hole.”

“And if you’re wrong?” The redheaded Barbian’s blue eyes went wide with concern.

“Then I’m probably going to die.”

Molly set her jaw. “Jay, if you die, I’ll… I’ll kill you!”

“Then I’ll heal him,” Lyra said. “And we can kill him again. Jay, this is dangerous!”

“I know,” he said. “But I have a hunch.”

He lifted the vial to his lips, feeling his stomach rebel at the wafting stench. But he plugged his nose and tossed the potion down. Bracing himself for an acidic burn or worse, Jay was surprised to find the liquid was mildly flavored with peppermint. He blinked and waited for his insides to melt or his brain to explode.

When the notification went off in his HUD, Jay’s heart leapt in his chest, but nothing bad happened.

New Passive Ability Unlocked: Trailblazer!

They say fortune favors the bold. But the truth is, fortune is just as likely to spit in the face of those who take stupid risks. Haven’t you ever heard of the Darwin Awards? Given your odds in this scenario, you should be a top contender.

But, as luck would have it, you just wrote a check that you ass could cash! Congratulations on not becoming another casualty of improperly applied statistics. Survivor’s Bias? Pssh. Leave the negative attitudes to middle management.

You’re a visionary. A leader. A trailblazer in the industry!

Nothing can stop you from clawing your way to the finish line now.

Trailblazer – You will occasionally receive divine guidance from the dungeon itself, marking a clear path through the darkness toward quests, valuable items, and persons of interest.

Jay blew out a slow breath.

“Okay,” he said. “I’m okay. The experiment was a success.”

Lyra and Molly stared at him like they were still thinking about killing him. Lyra’s tail was puffed up to twice its normal size and one of Molly’s eyes was twitching.

“Well,” the fox-girl demanded. “What did you accomplish, besides stressing us out for no reason?”

Jay blinked a few times, sensing something slightly different about his vision, as if there was the hint of another dimension hiding behind every leaf and tree and blade and mushroom in the clearing. As his eyes traveled over the surrounding tree trunks, he noticed the mist had receded, making it easier to see the wisp-like lights hovering between the branches.

Now, the lights were strung in a line from the clearing, deeper into the woods. Jay blinked again, and the wisp lights became clearer and brighter, like patio-lanterns strung up above an invisible trail.

“I know which way to go,” he said, pointing at the path. “Can you see that?”

“The fog?” Molly asked.

“Or the trees?” Lyra added. “Nothing looks any different to me, Jay.”

Jay nodded, confirming that the lights were a part of his new ability. “Follow me.”
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Guardians of the Ghost House


They made their way cautiously through the misty autumnal forest, with Jay in the lead. Lyra stayed close behind him, scanning for danger with her more advanced Dungeon Sight. Molly moved around them, practicing with her Invisibility skill.

Apparently, the new skill could only be used when she had one or both of the weasels on her person, and given that Ross and Rachel were curious creatures with a penchant for mischief, Molly’s practicing involved a lot of frustrated cursing. But it seemed to keep her from worrying too much about ghosts.

Which, it turned out, was a good thing, because the Haunted Forest lived up to its name.

As they progressed through the forest, guided by Jay’s new ability to see the wisp-light trail, they came across a number of undead creatures and monsters. Molly managed to keep her fears under control, seeming to consciously direct her nervous energy into fury that could be unleashed upon any enemy that unwittingly stepped into their path.

The first sign that the woods were Haunted came from the mist itself. Shapes seemed to materialize in the thick fog, sometimes looking like people staring out of the trees at them. When Jay focused his Dungeon Sight on the figures, he learned they were Shades, neutral creatures rather than monsters, which was just as well, because they were quite a bit higher level than Jay felt comfortable confronting in those numbers. But the description felt a little more pointed than necessary.

Shade – Lvl 14-18

You sad, bro? These ghostly entities are barely visible to the naked eye, kind of like the emo kids in your high school. That doesn’t stop them from passive-aggressively trying to get your attention, though. But instead of wearing black nail polish, lots of smudged ‘just-stopped-crying’ eye-liner, and stealing your girlfriend, they just do a lot of muttering and whining under their breath.

It’s not their fault, though. You’d be sad, too, if you had to put up with the agonizing boredom of the undead scene.

These ethereal figures are remnants of souls that lost their way, bound to the dungeon world. They drift silently through physical barriers, their presence marked by a noticeable drop in temperature and a faint, unsettling whisper. Though not inherently malevolent, their sudden appearances can chill the heart of the unexpecting. And don’t try to take away their Fall Out Boy albums! When agitated, Shades can inflict a searing cold called Ghost Touch, which can be difficult to heal, just like their perpetually broken hearts.

Jay blew out an unbelieving breath, feeling like this was another personal jab from the dungeon. He’d spent one summer, between the ninth and tenth grade, trying on the emo scene. One! And he’d been trying to forget about it ever since. Molly had been supportive, if bemused, at the time. But when he’d gotten over it, she’d decided to make sure he was cured by forcing him to watch reruns of Friends on repeat and trying to convince Jay that Ross was the original emo boy.

She knew he hated Ross.

After reading the Shade description—and ignoring the jab—Jay realized he could hear a faint susurrus of sound, which he’d mistaken for the whisper of dry leaves in the trees. Knowing these were the Shade’s voices made the constant murmuring difficult to ignore, and Jay found himself trying to listen to the words the creatures were saying, only they always seemed too far away. He thought if he could just get a bit closer, he might be able to make out the sounds more clearly. For some reason, he felt certain the Shades could tell him something about the forest, something that would help them find what they were looking for.

“Jay,” Lyra said, catching his arm as he began to stray from the path. “Are you sure that’s the right way?”

Jay startled at her touch, glancing around, and realizing with horror that he’d moved far away from the wisp-lights guiding their way. “Uhh, no. Sorry. It’s this way,” he said, moving back toward the path his Trailblazer ability had lit for them. “I was distracted.”

“You didn’t seem like yourself,” the fox-girl said, her blue-and-gold eyes tinged with worry. “You scared me.”

“Maybe you should take out that artifact the weird rabbit guy gave you,” Molly said, coming to stand next to them both with her hammer over her shoulder. “I mean, he was kind of a creep, but isn’t it supposed to protect us?”

“That’s a good idea, Mol,” he said. “I’d forgotten about it in all the excitement.”

“Oh, is that what you call falling from the sky into a forest filled with poisonous mushrooms and psychotic ghosts?” Molly said with a laugh. “Because I would have settled for trying out one of the massage oils from Nova’s sex shelf. Just so you know, for next time.”

Lyra glanced up at the sky and back at the misty trees. “I wonder if there’s a safe zone somewhere around here? Do you think it’s getting dark again?”

“I think it is,” Jay said, pulling out the [Corporeal Artifact] and holding it out like a torch to light the nearby trees. “As long as we stay together, though, we can use the tent. Let’s keep going, though. I don’t think we really need to worry until it’s full dark. I want to stick with the path as long as I can see it. The ability description makes it sound like it’s not always available, and I don’t want to take any unnecessary risks.”

The girls nodded and they continued through the twilit woods. As the invisible sun dipped lower, the mists glowed with a lavender light that would have been pretty if it wasn’t so ominous. The artifact in Jay’s hand began to take on the same color, like it was responding to its environment.

When a particularly vocal Shade floated into the path in front of Jay, he held the hand up and was amazed when the ghostly creature began to cry, reaching for it like the hand was going to pull it from a raging river.

The moment the Shade touched the hand, it disappeared, like the artifact had sucked it into the ether. It glowed brighter, as if powered by the energy of the consumed soul.

“That was… something.” Jay looked up to find another two Shades floating through the trees toward them. “Hang on, are they being drawn to the hand?”

The next two Shades suffered a similar fate to the first, and the [Corporeal Artifact] glowed brighter.

Soon, a total of ten Shades had been absorbed by the artifact, and it was glowing a painfully bright purplish-white light. Jay’s fingers burned as the artifact heated in his hand and he was forced to put it back in his inventory, where he noted a change in its name to [Soul Charged Corporeal Artifact].

With the glowing hand out of the picture, Jay, Lyra, and Molly were surprised to find themselves alone in the forest. The mists had cleared, and the Shades that had been following them through the woods were gone.

But he hadn’t gotten any experience for killing them. Rather, it seemed he’d simply helped them move on from this plane of existence and they’d left a part of them selves behind in this soul charge.

Just ahead of them, at the end of the wisp-light trail, Jay could see something through the trees. A huge, misshapen shadow seemed to block their path. Or… was that where the trail was leading them?

Molly took Jay’s hand and squeezed it, asking for reassurance. He could feel her fingers trembling, though she was trying to be brave. “What is that, Jay? Is that where we’re supposed to be going?”

“I don’t know.” He moved closer, squinting through the growing darkness. Molly refused to let go of his hand, tiptoeing along at his side. “Lyra, can we get a light from one of your Fire Arrows?”

“Sure thing, boss,” she said in an obvious attempt at lightheartedness, despite the tightness of her jaw. Her silver ears were tilted forward, twitching at every little sound. She drew a Fire Arrow from her archery bag, its tip lighting magically the moment it hit the air. “You want me to hold it or shoot it?”

“Shoot it,” he said. “And then be ready to fight if it gets pissed off.”

Lyra and Molly both swallowed audibly. Then the fox-girl drew her bow and launched the flickering arrow into the darkness.

A weatherworn mansion made out of warped gray timbers sat in a small clearing surrounded by tall, twisted black trees. Dark, windowless eyes seemed to glower down on the trio and a wrap-around porch with missing railing posts looked like a crooked grin, daring them to approach. Dark shapes moved around the clearing, with the same sweeping movements of the misty Shades, only these were hunched and menacing rather than plaintive.

The arrow blazed as it struck the dry leaves on the forest floor and Jay clenched his teeth, hoping the flames wouldn’t catch and light the entire forest on fire. When the magical flames extinguished, Jay whispered a silent prayer that his decision hadn’t resulted in devastation.

Once the arrow went out, Jay could just make out the shapes of the creatures patrolling around the house in the growing darkness. His Dungeon Sight labeled the monsters as Wraiths. Fortunately, they were not as high level as the neutral Shades had been, but there were at least four of them, which made Jay uneasy.

Wraith – Lvl 10

When you’re not sad, bro, you’re mad, bro! Wraiths are the edgelords of the undead world. They’re angry, and they know it and they’re not afraid to show it because nothing says ‘chick-magnet’ more than complaining about pop-culture minutia on the internet.

The good news is that their tunnel vision makes them less observant than some dungeon monsters, and edgelords are much easier to defeat in isolation than when they band together as a band of un-holier-than-thou misfits with a cause.

More malevolent and powerful than Shades, these dark spirits are cloaked in tattered robes of shadow, with glowing red eyes that betray their tormented souls. Wraiths are often bound to specific locations or cursed objects—also known as their ‘fandoms’—and are known for their spiteful interference in the world of the living—i.e. people who just like to enjoy things.

Wraiths induce dread by their mere presence, chilling the soul with their cold, hateful touch, the effect of which is compounded when they gather together, feeding off one another’s dark energy, and just generally ruining the vibe.

Jay actually snorted at that one. The reason he’d gotten out of gaming was because of guys like that, who couldn’t just have fun playing online and had to drag down everyone else in order to enjoy themselves.

Joke was on them, though. Jay’s ‘casual-gamer’ ass was now living the real deal while TeaBagger69 was probably still living in his grandmother’s basement, drinking cheap beer, eating Cheetos, and wondering why he couldn’t get a date with a supermodel.

Jay wondered if iron would work to repel these evil spirits, too. Then cursed himself for forgetting the iron chains around the fire in Captain Lightfoot’s clearing. His sword would have to do, he guessed.

“Molly, you might want to try your iron hammer on these things,” he said. “And Lyra, your Iron Arrows, though the Fire Arrows might work too.”

“Ross,” Molly hissed over her shoulder. “Rachel, I need you!”

“I know it’s tempting to hide,” Jay said to the Barbarian woman. “But we need you to fight. If more than two of these things attacks us at once, we’re going to be in trouble, Mol.”

Molly made a whimpering sound and pouted. “It’s just a backup plan…”

But she looked relieved when the little white weasels appeared at her feet and scrambled up her legs to perch on her shoulders.

The air around the mansion hung heavy as they approached, weapons ready. The atmosphere was thick with the scent of mold and the tang of old, wet leaves. The forest's perpetual twilight seemed to deepen here, shadows pooling around the trio's feet as if the darkness sought to tether them to this cursed place.

Jay felt a chill creeping across his flesh that crawled up his spine, insidious and warning.

Lyra's ears twitched nervously, her eyes narrowing as she scanned the upper windows.

“This place reeks of dark magic,” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the soft rustle of dead leaves swirling at their feet. “Maybe this is where our mysterious Hareblood woman is hiding?”

Molly gripped her hammer tighter, the muscles in her jaw twitching as she fought between defiance and apprehension.

“Let the damned place try something; I'm ready,” she growled, but her voice held an edge of uncertainty.

As they stepped closer, the ground beneath their boots gave a soft, spongy sigh, like a chest reluctantly yielding its last breath. The mansion's doors—an imposing set of dark wood, heavy with iron studs—stood slightly ajar, swinging gently as if breathing in sync with the forest. Each creak sounded like a moan, or a whispered secret passed through dry, cracked lips.

The Wraiths still hadn’t noticed them. Jay considered how best to lure the monsters away from the twisted mansion, so they could be dealt with one at a time.

“Molly, I changed my mind,” he said. “Go invisible if you can. I’m going to try to catch the attention of that Wraith on the right. Lyra, I want you farther back in the trees, out of aggro range. When I get it here, Molly, you ambush it with your iron hammer.”

“I can do that.” Molly grinned, the feral, half-mad glint back in her bright blue eyes. Ross and Rachel were perched on either side of her head, their whiskers twitching and their beady black eyes fixed on Jay as if they, too, were listening to the plan. Molly noticed Jay watching the weasels and her gaze flicked up to one shoulder. “I can’t strike when I’m invisible, though, so don’t be alarmed if you see me pop in and out again.”

Jay nodded, then turned to his Arcane Archer. “Lyra—”

“Pincushion it?” the fox-girl offered, a hopeful glint in her blue-and-gold eyes. “I can do that, boss.”

Jay gave her a wry grin. “I hope you can,” he said. “Unfortunately, we don’t really know what’s going to work on these enemies. I want to test as many attacks as possible while it’s just the one. That way we’ll be better prepared for the others.”

“Makes sense to me,” Molly said, clearly relieved that she could use her invisibility skill. “I don’t mind ghosts so much if it’s me getting to sneak up on them.”

This time Jay was the one to hold up his fist, and both girls bumped it with theirs. “Here’s to sneak attacks, then,” he said. “And the birth of the Barbarian Rogue.”

Molly snorted. “When you say it like that, it sounds stupid. But I think it will work.”

“Let’s find out,” Jay said. “Ready?”

When the girls were in position, Jay activated his Sneak ability and crept closer to the mansion. A hunch-backed figure was floating back and forth in front of the gap-toothed porch, its glowing red eyes scanning the area for prey. Long ragged strands of rotted clothes hung from its spectral frame. If he looked closely, Jay felt he could see through the dark center mass of its body, but it was clearly more solid than the Shades.

Two Wraiths patrolled in front of the house, and Jay had seen one at each of the back corners as well. There could be more at the back, too, so he wanted to be careful with how he pulled this one’s attention.

Waiting in the shadow of a large, leafless maple tree, Jay watched the two Wraiths. The one he had his eye on didn’t move as much as the second, as if it had been ordered to stay in front of entryway. The second Wraith cut a wider path, back and forth across the entire front of the building. At the corners, it slipped out of view for a moment, as if checking the sides of the building before returning to its path out front.

Jay watched the second one, tension rising in his chest as he counted out the length of each full rotation of the guards. He had exactly one and half minutes to get the first Wraith away from door and into the trees before the second would find it missing and possibly sound the alarm.

As he waited, he cast a glance back at the girls to make sure they were in position. He could see Lyra, barely, hidden behind her own tree. Molly was invisible, but one of the little white weasels clung to the trunk of a gray barked pine, about the height of Molly’s shoulder, and he guessed she must be there.

The mansion seemed to loom larger now, oppressive and watchful as Jay counted out the seconds, waiting for the perfect moment. He crouched, picking up a pinecone in his left hand and clutching his sword in his right.

As soon as the second Wraith’s back was turned and it was slipping around the corner of the sagging gray building, Jay whipped the pinecone at the tree in front of him. The cone hit with a dull thunk that echoed through the barren trees like a single, firm knock upon a door.

The first Wraith turned slowly, its red eyes smoldering like hot coals in the swirling black void where its face should have been. Jay hurled another pinecone, this one directly at the Wraith, and watched it sail through the creature’s incorporeal body before it smacked into the broken stoop behind it.

The Wraith hissed and began to float toward the edge of the trees. Jay continued counting in his head, praying that they could kill the thing in time. Nine… ten… eleven…

He wasn’t certain that the second Wraith would even notice the disappearance of its comrade, he wasn’t sure how social the creatures were or if they just followed a set of instructions with overlapping patrol areas. But he figured it was best to treat them like intelligent beings until he knew for sure.

At fifteen, the Wraith hovered at the edge of the woods, only a few feet from Jay’s hiding place. It had a cold, wet stink about it, like fresh soil and buried garbage. Jay clutched his sword, his heart hammering against his ribs, and leaned out from behind the tree.

“Boo,” he whispered, taking a page from Molly’s book.

The Wraith’s red eyes glowed brighter the moment it saw Jay, and it let out a sigh that felt like a strange combination of outrage and relief, like it couldn’t believe anyone would dare challenge it and it had been waiting all of its eternal existence for this moment.

It lunged for him and Jay darted back into the trees, running for the small clearing where Molly and Lyra were waiting. He couldn’t hear it following him, but the way the air changed in the creature’s presence made Jay certain it was right on his heels. Still, he couldn’t resist looking over his shoulder to make sure.

That was a mistake.

“Fuck!” Jay caught his toe on a root, stumbling but catching himself with his next step, his pulse pounding in his skull. “Fuck, fuck, fuck… “

Up close, the Wraith’s void-like face was a mask of dark gray on black, tortured features twisted in anger and malice. Its hands were just long, black bones, the tips of each finger roughly filed to points. Images flooding his brain of those fingers clawing into his eyes, tearing out his throat, pulling out his intestines, as if the Wraith was communicating telepathically, making promises about what would happen if it caught him.

Fear crept unbidden along Jay’s spine, a cold, tingling dread that seemed to come from outside his body and burrow beneath his flesh like a worm.

It was the dark magic of the Wraith, writhing in the back of his mind, not true fear. Jay knew this. But it didn’t make it feel any less real. His brain jolted with panic as he crashed through the trees.

Twenty-three… twenty-four… twenty-five…

Fuck, fuck, fuck!

Twenty-nine… Thirty… Thirty-one…

Each step he took seemed to take longer than the last, like he was running through water, or his feet were stuck in quicksand. Jay was certain he’d lost count, somehow, that the seconds he was trying to keep track of had dragged out to minutes. Fear clawed at him with the same black points as the fingers of the thing that breathed down his neck.

He was going to die.
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The thought hit him like a fist in the gut, realization sinking into his mind like a black, suffocating shroud.

I’m going to die!

Just as Jay was about to give into the fear, to stop running, stop counting, to let the Wraith plunge its black claws into his flesh, the monster screamed.

Jay tripped, catching his toe on a fallen branch, and crashed shoulder-first into a huge, gray tree trunk. Pain exploded from his shoulder, radiating like an atomic blast through the rest of his body, clearing his mind with a searing wave of heat and agony that seemed to purge every other thought.

He slid to the ground, temporarily paralyzed by the shock of being released from the Wraith’s mind-control spell. All the fear and despair that had felt so real only a moment ago were like a distant memory, faded like a nightmare slipping away in the daylight.

Molly stood over the Wraith, her red and white hair dancing around her face like some Celtic warrior goddess, her blue eyes blazing, as she whirled her iron hammer over her head for a second blow.

Jay watched as the hammer cut through the monster’s shadowy core, sending rivulets of steam into the cold, night air. The iron clearly had an effect on the Wraith, but the hammer was only a beginner weapon. Even with Molly’s enhanced strength, it could only do so much damage.

“Molly, get down!” Lyra shouted from behind Jay. The Barbarian woman dropped and rolled, tumbling toward Jay like an acrobat. The little white weasels leapt from her shoulder like rats fleeing a sinking ship, squeaking in outrage at the sudden change in plans.

A volley of arrows shot through the air to pierce the Wraith, a hailstorm of iron punching holes through the spectral form. The monster hissed and shrieked, its body dissipating and reforming with each strike of the iron-tipped projectiles, but they, too were low level items. The Level 10 monster was irritated but not damaged by their attacks.

Jay dragged himself to his feet, leery of getting too close to the thing and risking the debilitating effects of another fear spell. It hadn’t even touched him before, and the strength of its paralyzing fear attack had almost finished him. He could only hope that, with its attention spread between three assailants, the Wraith wouldn’t be able to focus the fullness of its attack on him again.

Ross and Rachel darted beneath the creature, hissing indignantly as they passed beneath the shadowy form before leaping onto Molly. The Barbarian grinned and winked at Jay, before she disappeared once more. She needed him to distract the Wraith before she could get another sneak attack in, and Jay was ready for the challenge.

Pushing as much Strength into his legs as he could, Jay kicked off the tree and lunged through the air, coming down on the Wraith with a two-handed overhead strike. The silver [Etched Bolo Sword] sliced cleanly through the monster’s tenuous form, causing it to burst into a cloud of damp, black mist.

Jay whirled, ready to strike the Wraith again when it reformed, but it wasn’t so fast. The damage they had dealt seemed to be making it harder for the creature to regain its shape, and it was slower to pull itself together. Jay’s skin crawled, feeling the touch of the black mist upon his skin as if the Wraith were lingering on purpose.

He lashed out with his sword, swiping through the eddies of darkness, sending the Wraith screaming for the trees.

The air at the edge of their little clearing thickened as the Wraith struggled to find its center. Its flimsy form was difficult to pin down in the gloom, but the glowing red eyes gave away its position, allowing Molly to get into position again.

This time, Jay ducked down the moment the Barbarian woman appeared. Her hammer soared through the air, striking the tree behind the Wraith with a solid thwack that echoed through the forest. Immediately, Lyra’s volley of arrows shot across the clearing, tearing through the smoky remains of the creature as it fought to regain its shape.

This time, it couldn’t do it.

Success!

You have killed

Elder Wraith – Lvl 10

Experience points, boosted by all Jay’s perk bonuses, started flowing in as the Wraith fell to the ground in a shimmering pile of black dust, which Molly immediately stooped to loot.

Jay had lost count of how many seconds had passed since he’d lured the Wraith away from the sagging mansion, but he was pretty sure it had been over a minute and a half by now. A few of the wisp-like lights had floated back toward them, as if urging Jay forward, reminding him that his destination was still looming in the darkness ahead.

Jay guessed the other Wraiths hadn’t noticed their attack, which was a blessing. That meant they could likely lure each of them away and deal with them one at a time before attempting to enter the mansion. He waved the wisps away and flicked his menu over to the Party Warehouse to check out what they’d gotten.

Dreadroot - A gnarled, black root harvested from plants that grow only in the darkest parts of haunted forests, where the soil has absorbed centuries of fear and despair. It emits a faint, unsettling hum when held. Dreadroot is the primary ingredient in concocting the Elixir of Existential Dread, which induces a deep, overwhelming fear in those who consume it. The potion causes visions of one's worst nightmares and is often used in interrogation or as a weapon in psychological warfare.

Jay inspected the so-called root, which bore an uncanny resemblance to the Wraith’s blackened, coiled fingers. The Dreadroot looked more like the severed hand of the monster than an alchemical ingredient.

Wraith Wraps – These ethereal bands are woven from the essence of wraiths captured at the moment of their dissolution. The wraps appear as shimmering, translucent ribbons that faintly glow in the darkness. When held, they feel simultaneously icy and insubstantial. Wraith Wraps are primarily used in the art of enchantment. When incorporated into clothing or armor, they imbue the wearer with an aura of forgettability. This subtle magic doesn’t render one invisible but instead makes one’s presence easily overlooked or dismissed, as if slipping from memory just as quickly as noticed.

That was interesting. And enchantment like that would come in handy when dealing with Runolf’s guards and minions. He sent Raina a message asking if she knew anyone with the skills necessary to enchant an armor set with the Wraith Wraps. It might be worth seeking out a few more of the monsters if they all dropped the item, for future use.

He noticed the pile of black dust was still glittering when he closed his menu.

“Did you get everything, Mol?”

“Yeah, check this out.” She tugged on a pair of leather bracers shot through with ribbons of bright blue fabric that echoed the color of the stones on her [Wildcall Maul.] “These have got a plus 10 attack power and a 25% chance of critical strike. Plus, I just leveled up and got a stealth attack skill from that first hit called—I shit you not—Barbarian Rogue. It gives me double damage if I can strike without being seen.”

“You levelled up again already?” Jay raised his eyebrows. “We’ve hardly fought anything since the floor boss.”

Molly gave him a strange look. “Uhh, what about all those Harvestman creeps?”

“I didn’t get any credit for those,” Jay said. “We didn’t kill them. You can’t kill them, according to the [Soul Shards] description.”

Molly shrugged. “I did. I killed every one of the bastards I chased into the trees.”

“What the fuck,” Jay muttered, glancing at his own experience bar which had hardly moved since the last floor. “Maybe Nova’s giving you extra credit while you catch up?”

“They did warn us that this floor might be… erratic,” Lyra said. She sifted through the Wraith’s ashes and frowned. “But how come I didn’t get anything? There’s just another one of those [Blood-Cap Toadstools] in here. You didn’t grab it with the rest of the items, Molly?”

“I didn’t see it,” Molly said, glancing down at the dead Wraith. “Still can’t. There’s nothing else for me to loot there.”

“Careful,” Jay said. “’Those things will burn your fingers.”

He opened the loot window and was surprised to see only one item available. And it wasn’t a [Blood-Cap Toadstool.]

It was another [Soul Shard.]

The dungeon was trying to tell them something, guiding each of them toward a different path. Molly’s loot was obvious enough, and the alchemy and enchanting reagents were just regular drops. Jay was the only one who’d gotten the Soul Harvester gathering skill, so maybe it made sense that he’d be the only one to receive the [Soul Shard,] though it was strange since all of them had been able to pick up the last ones.

Maybe that was because he’d been the one to gather the last of the ten items and use them to revive Captain Looney Toons?

But why would Lyra get a poisonous toadstool…

Jay flipped open the group inventory again, searching for the item description. Something about the toadstool was triggering a hunch…

He grinned when he found it. “Lyra, grab that Blood-Cap, quick. I have an idea—”

The wisps began to dart around the clearing, agitated by something. The weasels, Ross and Rachel, screamed from Molly’s shoulders. The Barbarian woman whirled around, as if she had understood the little animals’ warning, and then popped out of view. Lyra cursed and pulled her bow from her shoulder, her blue-and-gold eyes darting around the clearing to find the danger.

Jay saw it the moment he looked up, cringing internally. He’d obviously miscounted at some point during their fight—or maybe the second Wraith hadn’t sounded the alarm until it had made two full passes of its circuit around the mansion.

It didn’t really matter.

What mattered was that two Wraiths now hovered at the edge of the clearing, their red eyes glowing as brightly as coals in the darkness. They’d been found. And in the trees closer to the mansion, more red eyes floated, as if all the dark sentinels had been drawn to the scene, like wild dogs drawn to the scent of fresh blood.

Jay didn’t hesitate. He couldn’t afford to risk being affected by the paralyzing fear again. Pulling his sword from his inventory, he charged the nearest Wraith, driving forward with the silver blade held out in front of him like a shield.

The Wraith screamed as the silver struck it, but it didn’t dissipate the way the first had. Piercing wasn’t enough. He had to hack and slash his way through the monster’s body, tear its ephemeral form apart.

Molly appeared behind the Wraith a moment later, plowing the head of her iron hammer through the wispy black figure the way Jay might have crushed a spider that had the audacity to enter his home. “Die, you bastard…” She frowned. “And stay dead this time!”

Jay wasn’t sure if it was the new bracers or the skill she’d gotten when she leveled up, but Molly managed to kill the Wraith in a single hit—minus the limited damage his sword attack had done. But they had little time to celebrate their victory.

Lyra screamed behind them. Jay whirled in time to see another shadowy figure, one he hadn’t noticed before, reaching from the trees to clutch at the fox-girl’s throat.

Lyra was fear-locked, her entire body stiff and trembling as the creature’s fingers inched closer. Jay bellowed, launching himself across the clearing with his sword overhead and ready to strike. This time, he pushed his Strength into his legs, propelling himself like a battering ram toward the attacking spirit. When he was nearly on top of the creature, he drove his blade down and at an angle, slicing it from shoulder to hip in a single strike.

The slashing attack was far more effective than his previous attempt at stabbing the monster had been. This time it exploded in a burst of black smoke and dissipated across the clearing.

Jay gabbed the fox-kin archer by the shoulder and shook her. “Lyra, are you all right? Lyra, come back to me!”

But Lyra’s face was frozen with rictus terror, her lips pulled back in a panicked snarl, her eyes wide with fear. She felt stiff in his hands, like she’d literally been frozen to the spot by the Wraith’s fear attack spell.

Jay had no idea how long the spell would last, if it was a set time or if the spell would break when the Wraith was killed. But he had an idea of how to make the latter happen faster.

Lyra hadn’t had time to pick up the Blood-Cap Toadstool before the monsters had attacked, but Jay still had plenty. Across the clearing, the Wraith he’d knocked back was beginning to form again, its glowing red eyes fixed upon Jay with a look of unadulterated rage simmering beneath the surface of its gauzy exterior.

It didn’t see Molly pop into view behind it, and it didn’t see the glowing iron hammer that tore through its body as she roared triumphantly. Jay wasn’t sure, but he thought he heard the two little weasels squeaking their own victory shouts as the Wraith collapsed into a pile of dust.

But they weren’t finished yet. More glowing red eyes hovered in the trees, approaching slowly as the guardians of the ghost house moved cautiously but insistently toward their prey.

“Molly, cover me,” Jay shouted. “Lyra’s still frozen. I’m going to switch to her archery skill. You’ll have to sneak-attack the ones I target, okay?”

“I’m ready, Jay,” she said. “Just point me in the right direction and lemme at ’em!”

Jay quickly opened his HUD and flipped through his menus, assigning himself Lyra’s Impact and Rapid Shot skills using his On-The-Job-Training ability, and pulling her bow and arrows into his personal inventory.

But before he began firing, he detoured through his crafting menu, hoping desperately that he was right about what the dungeon had been trying to show Lyra.

He selected Blood-Cap Toadstool and rescanned the description…

The Blood-Cap Toadstool is prized in potion-making for enhancing magical resistance and as an enchanting reagent that inflicts necrotic damage on undead creatures.

It would work. It had to work!

Jay used his R&D crafting panel to combine the toadstool with the basic iron arrows.

You have learned Crafting: Research and Development 3!

You have created [Necrotic Poison Arrows] x 10

XP: 500

Grinning to himself as he nocked the first arrow, Jay tried to focus on his Agility attribute in order to improve his limited archery skills.

Borrowing Lyra’s Arcane Archer abilities was a bit of a crap shoot, since the On-The-Job-Training ability didn’t actually transfer her skill levels, just the skill itself. Jay had to use his own archery skill to take the shot. He would have to take more time to practice if he was going to make a habit of this, he realized, but hopefully his increased Agility attribute would help compensate.

Jay’s muscles strained as he drew the bowstring, focusing on the closest of the approaching Wraiths. Their glowing red eyes made for nice visible targets, at least. Jay breathed out slowly, relying more on instinct than anything. The bow felt strange and heavy in his hands, the tension a living thing fighting against him.

He released the arrow. It flew, truer than he had hoped, and struck the nearest Wraith. The creature let out an unearthly screech as the necrotic poison began to take effect, its form flickering like a disturbed shadow.

Encouraged, Jay quickly nocked another arrow. This time though, his shot went wide, the arrow disappearing into the dark woods with a soft thud against a tree. The Wraith he’d been aiming for whirled in a cyclone of black smoke and reappeared farther away, a low, sinister cackle reverberating through the trees.

“Shit,” Jay muttered as his eyes darted around the forest, trying to locate the next best target. “Who’s next?”

From the corner of his eye, Jay caught a slight movement—a shadow among shadows. Molly was on the move, her silhouette barely discernible but, Jay was encouraged to realize he could see her. Or maybe sense was a better word.

The Wraith he’d struck with the poisoned arrow didn’t notice the Barbarian woman closing in. Suddenly, she reappeared, materializing behind it with her hammer raised high. With a fierce cry, she brought it down in a wide arc, smashing through the flickering monster. It dissipated into a mist that quickly evaporated into the cold night air.

Jay prepared another arrow, his confidence growing. They could do this. He just needed to focus, to not let the adrenaline take control. The remaining Wraiths—six of them by Jay’s count—unable to see Molly, turned their attention on Jay and Lyra in the clearing. Jay wished he could run to take cover behind the trees, but he refused to leave the fox girl while she was vulnerable. He’d just have to make sure he didn’t miss any more shots.

Jay steadied his breath and chose another target, a Wraith that moved faster than the others, its shadowy face twisted in rage and hatred. Jay let the arrow fly, hitting the vengeful monster directly between its glowing red eyes. The creature faltered, its form beginning to break apart under the assault of the necrotic poison.

Molly finished it off a moment later, grinning sadistically as she smashed her hammer through the Wraith’s belly and shattered a small pine tree behind it.

Another Wraith shrieked, twisting its unholy visage around to face the Barbarian woman who had ambushed it, fury twisting its form into something bigger and more menacing than before.

Jay released another arrow, missing his target by a hairsbreadth. He cursed under his breath, digging deep for the sensation of dungeon magic that drove his fighting ability. There were five of the creatures left and he only had six arrows. There was no more room for error.

In the branches above the clearing, the wisp-lights danced frantically, like they were urging him on.

“You can do this, Jay.” He moved closer to Lyra’s frozen form, drawing strength from the knowledge that she needed him. “You can do this.”

The next arrow he released flew true, bursting through the chest of a Wraith that had been lurking in the distance. It exploded just from the strike of the arrow, without any help from Molly, who looked a little miffed when she appeared, but who gave him an encouraging thumbs up before vanishing again.

Apparently impatient, Molly struck one of the remaining four Wraiths without waiting for Jay to attack first, her hammer tearing through its spectral flesh with ease. But this Wraith wasn’t weakened by the necrotic poison and it reformed quickly, putting the Barbarian woman on the defensive as she was slow to parry its claw attack.

Illuminated by the wisp light, Jay watched in horror as black claw marks opened on Molly’s pale stomach and she doubled over in pain. Lyra was still frozen next to him, and Jay didn’t want to leave her, but now Molly needed him too.

He gritted his teeth and drew for another shot.

Jay watched in surprise as the little white weasels, Ross and Rachel, leaped from Molly’s shoulders and attacked the diaphanous enemy. It staggered as they flew through its body, turning its back to Jay. He took the opportunity to release the arrow and watched with satisfaction as the Wraith exploded, destroyed by the surprise attack.

The remaining three Wraiths sensed Molly’s weakness and turned their glowing red eyes on her as she slouched against a tree. Ross and Rachel had run into the underbrush, leaving her exposed and unable to escape.
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Jay swallowed hard, feeling his heart tear in two as he tried to figure out how to save them both. For the moment, the fox-girl was in less danger. He hated it, but he knew he had to leave her side.

“Sorry Lyra,” he whispered. “I’ll be back soon.”

Jay didn’t think he could attack all three Wraiths with the bow, not with the speed and accuracy that Lyra would have been able to do. But the poison arrows had given him another idea.

As he ran toward the fallen Barbarian woman, he flipped open his crafting menu and attempted to combine the Blood-Cap Toadstool with his blade.

You have added [Necrotic Poison] to [Etched Bolo Sword]!

XP: 150

This is a temporary poison debuff that can be reapplied once per day. [Necrotic Poison] lasts for five minutes or fifteen attacks, whichever comes first.

A faint green glow appeared along the silver blade of Jay’s sword as it flashed through the air to strike the Wraith nearest Molly.

Like the poisoned arrows, the necrotic poisoned blade made the Wraith scream and flicker, like it couldn’t hold itself together anymore. But it didn’t kill the creature, and its cries drew the other two like moths to a flame.

As Jay scrambled to Molly’s side, the forest around them seemed to contract, the shadows deepening into an almost tangible darkness.

“Come on, Mol,” he muttered, trying not to look at the festering black wound on the Barbarian woman’s side. “You need to get up, okay? We have to finish this.”

Molly groaned, her eyes wandering and unfocused as they sought out his voice. “Jay… Gimme just a minute… Constitution buff kicking in…”

Jay wanted to believe it, he really did. But when he looked at Molly he no longer saw the fierce Barbarian, ready to rush into battle without any sense of fear.

Instead, he saw the girl he’d known his whole life, just a normal girl, scared and in pain, and everything inside Jay was desperate to protect her. He could feel the temperature around them dropping fast, and Jay knew something bad was going to happen.

“Molly,” he warned. “We have to move, now.”

He attempted to scoop Molly under the arms, thinking maybe he could drag her back to the clearing so she would be safe while he finished off the remaining three monsters.

But Jay glanced over his shoulder and realized there wasn’t going to be time for that.

The three Wraiths, one still flickering and recoiling from the poison, began to merge, their bodies twisting and swirling into one another like smoke being drawn into an unseen vortex.

The cooling air temperature plummeted until, even with his Environmental Resistance, Jay was shivering, his breath forming white clouds in the air in front of his face.

As Jay watched the three shadowy forms became one monstrous entity.

Molly pushed him away, attempting to stand on her own. But her bright blue eyes remained unfocused, and Jay wasn’t convinced she had any idea where she was.

Jay noticed a trickle of blood streaming down her neck from somewhere under her hair, and he realized she must have hit her head at some point.

“Lemme… at ’em…” Molly muttered, her words slurring drunkenly as she hoisted the hammer onto her shoulder.

She was focused on him again, but this time with a hard look in her eyes. Jay realized with horror that she didn’t know it was him, she just wanted to hit whatever had hurt her and he happened to be the closest thing.

“No, Molly, not me!” he shouted, as the Barbarian took a swing with her hammer. Jay dodged out of the way at the last second, grateful that she hadn’t put as many points into Agility has he had.

Molly wasn’t discouraged. She stumbled toward him, swinging again, as Jay rolled to the side. This put the disoriented Barbarian in the path of their real enemy, a hulking black brute of spectral energy that roared in challenge as she approached.

This new Wraith was colossal, standing twice the height of any man, with long, sweeping arms that clawed at the air. Its eyes, three pairs stacked on top of each other, glowed a deep, malevolent red, casting an eerie, pulsating light that illuminated the surrounding trees with a ghostly hue.

But roaring had been a mistake.

It gave Molly something to focus on in her hazy state, and she whirled on the creature with a furious snarl.

“Fuck!” Jay scrambled to his feet, clutching his sword. “Molly get away from that thing!”

The ground beneath the creature’s swirling form seemed to frost over, ice creeping across the leaf litter and dead branches as it swept closer to its prey.

Wraith Lord – Lvl 13

You’ve done it now, hero. What did you do? Laugh at his fedora? Suggest that publicly reviling women is not the best strategy for attracting them? Remind him that if she’s drunk or unconscious she can’t consent?

Whatever it was… you’re gonna regret it.

This towering blight on happiness is formed from the merging of lesser wraiths into the Wraith Lord—a pillar of self-loathing and doubt all wrapped up in self-righteous wrath that dominates every space with its chilling, dystopian presence. It features a swirling, shadowy form that reeks of nihilism and body odor, with three sets of menacing red eyes that leer and linger where they aren’t wanted, and multiple claw-like appendages perpetually grasping at things others have gained through hard work and self-improvement.

This formidable foe affects its surroundings by drastically lowering temperatures, exuding an aura of despair and decay, and smothering the will to live. Capable of commanding lesser wraiths, a Wraith Lord can regenerate by absorbing their essences, sacrificing those that worship it for its own, personal gain.

It’s late-stage Capitalism, but for You-Tubers with Mommy issues!

In combat, the Wraith Lord employs spectral chains to bind and drain the life force of its opponents, while its furious wails and scathing internet commentary weaken the resolve of even the bravest souls.

“What the fuck…” As the dungeon’s description echoed in Jay’s head, he saw the first of the spectral chains forming in whip-like strands around the creature’s body. “This is not what we need right now!”

The wails of the previous three Wraiths had combined into a low, mournful howl that resonated through the woods, vibrating in Jay's chest and setting his teeth on edge. This wasn't just a larger Wraith; it was an entirely different breed of nightmare. It exuded power and malice like the stench of rot permeating the frozen air.

As it advanced, the forest itself appeared to recoil, the dancing branches stilling, and the very air seeming to hold its breath as if in anticipation of the havoc the Wraith Lord was about to wreak.

Jay noticed the wisps hovering around the monster’s head, darting in and out like they were attempting to distract it. The Wraith Lord bellowed again swatting at the lights in irritation. It squinted its red eyes as one of the wisps got too close to its face and flinched as another attacked its clawed hand, raised to strike at Molly.

That was odd, Jay thought, almost as if the Wraith Lord was repulsed by the wisp lights that only Jay could see. At the moment, though, Jay didn’t have time to think any more about it. Molly was in trouble.

He drew on his Agility, this time readying himself for a series of rapid attacks, and rushed toward the Wraith Lord.

With a flurry of strikes, so fast even Jay struggled to follow them, he cut into the massive monster with his poisoned blade. The creature’s tenuous black form began to flicker and break as the necrotic toxin from the Blood-Cap Toadstools sank into its undead, spectral flesh. It didn’t seem to be quite as powerful as it had been against the solitary Wraiths, but it got the Wraith Lord’s attention for long enough that Molly could attack.

The Barbarian woman lunged for the monster with her hammer clutched in both hands. Jay narrowly missed being flattened by the furious overhand blow, as Molly still didn’t seem to have any sense of where she was or who she was supposed to be fighting. But the wild, twisted expression on her face said she didn’t care. She was going to destroy anything in her path, friend or foe, come hell or high water.

Realizing this saved Jay’s life, as he opted at that moment to roll behind the raging Barbarian rather than trusting her to avoid hitting him. Molly had picked up her hammer and begun whirling it like a lasso over her head, taking heavy steps toward the Wraith Lord as she released a primal scream of fury.

Without the advantage of surprise, she wasn’t going to get any critical strikes. But the plus ten attack power she got from her bracers, plus her considerable strength, were enough to keep the Wraith Lord from making any ground.

Jay, his heart hammering against his ribs, took the opportunity to experiment with something.

He pulled the [Soul Charged Corporeal Artifact] from his inventory and held it over his head, hoping to attract the attention of some of the wisp-lights. He didn’t know why he chose to use the glowing hand, but it was an item only he could use and the wisp-lights granted by his Trailblazer ability could only be seen by him.

It just seemed… right.

Maybe it was one of the instances of ‘divine guidance’ granted by his ability. He didn’t know.

But it worked. The dancing wisps drew closer to the glowing hand, perching upon it like butterflies on a big, bright flower, fluttering as he moved it through the air.

When they had settled, Jay pulled the artifact back into his inventory. He almost shouted when he saw that he now had fifteen [Radiant Wisps] in his personal stash. Keeping an eye on the crazed, though somehow-still-standing Barbarian, Jay went back into his Mad Science menu.

The profession was quickly becoming a favorite as Jay realized it seemed to exist purely as a place for him to apply his unlikely ideas to achieve even more unlikely results. He couldn’t say why he was struck with these sudden inspirations, but he couldn’t help but feel that Nova was communicating with him somehow, maybe using the dungeon magic to plant ideas in his brain.

In his crafting menu, Jay applied a [Radiant Wisp] to his blade, which was already nearly out of its poison debuff.

You have added [Radiant Damage] to [Etched Bolo Sword!]

XP: 200

This temporary enchantment deals an additional +5 Radiant Damage to all attacks. The effect lasts five minutes or fifteen attacks, whichever comes first.

That was good… but what if…

A scream of pain from Molly tore him from his experiments. Jay saw the Barbarian wrapped in a spectral chain, fighting furiously for her life. The two little weasels had reappeared, and were gnawing on the smoky tendrils, each making terrified squeaks whenever they touched the Wraith Lord’s whip-like weapons.

Jay rushed back into the fight, slicing with his newly charged blade.

The Wraith Lord shrieked when the enchanted sword touched it, ripping its chains away from Molly and retreating into the trees, leaving a frozen stripe of ground in its path.

Jay hurried to complete his experiment, grinning to himself as he was rewarded with another notification. He pocketed the newly minted item and rushed to Molly’s side, worried that the Wraith Lord’s chains had hurt her.

Sweat clung to her copper-red curls as she heaved heavy breaths, still clutching her sides. But as she turned to face Jay, he saw no recognition in her bright blue eyes. They were cold, angry, and intent on destruction. When she focused on him, Jay felt his stomach drop.

“Oh, shit…”

Molly bellowed, rushing him with her hammer raised, moving with incredible strength despite the wound on her side. It was as if whatever battle rage had overtaken her made her immune to pain… though Jay doubted she was immune to the damages she took. Molly would be in danger of destroying herself in her efforts to defeat her enemy.

Jay dodged her attack, once again grateful for his edge in Agility. With that look of fury in Molly’s eyes, he doubted he’d be able to best her despite the difference in their levels.

Fortunately, he had an enemy to draw Molly’s attention to, so he didn’t have to deflect her attacks on his own. Jay, against every instinct in his tired, aching body, ran toward the Wraith Lord like the hulking, evil beast was his savior.

Cutting to the side at the last minute, Jay let Molly run straight into the monster, wincing as the Barbarian threw herself into the attack with everything she had.

“Sorry, Mol,” he muttered. “I just need you to distract it for a second.”

Jay removed the item he’d created from his pocket, holding the glowing yellow sphere in his hands like a lump of solid gold. He wasn’t sure how best to use it, yet. Should he set it on the ground and try to lure the Wraith Lord onto it like a trap? Should he throw it like a grenade? He had no idea how it was going to work, despite the fact that he’d created it. That was the problem with divine inspiration, he supposed. One didn’t always know what one was doing.

He'd just decided the safest thing to do would be to throw it when the Wraith Lord shrieked again, enraged by Molly’s continued assault with her iron hammer. Jay watched in horror as tentacles burst from the creature’s back, hurtling toward him and Molly with frightening speed.

He didn’t have time to run before the spectral ‘chains’ wrapped around his torso and wrenched him toward its now-gaping mouth. Jay could feel himself weakening in the monster’s grip and glanced with shock at his quickly depleting health bar. As the Wraith Lord screamed again, Jay felt the full brunt of its fear and despair inducing wail.

Jay kicked his legs, desperate to get free. If he was suffering from the Wraith Lord’s attack, he knew Molly would be too, even if whatever rage had taken control of her prevented her from feeling it, or caring. The Barbarian thrashed in the Wraith Lord’s grip, and Jay saw Ross and Rachel flung from her shoulders as the tentacle-like chains lifted her off the ground and shook her violently.

Jay, too, was being drawn in. The Wraith Lord’s mouth was open wide, the wails assailing his eardrums and his will to live, whatever cursed magic it had tearing through his defenses as if they were made of damp paper towel.

He didn’t want to have to use his device this way, but Jay realized he had no choice. He might kill them both, but if he didn’t try, they were both going to die anyway.

Jay tried to relax, to let his mind slip beneath the effects of the fear magic the Wraith Lord was attempting to control him with. He’d been caught unawares the first time, but now that he knew what the fear spell felt like, Jay was able to resist, just enough that he didn’t completely lose control.

Molly gave another weak roar and slumped in the spectral chains that wrapped around her like evil, black vines. Was her health that low? Or was she succumbing to the despair that threatened to pierce Jay’s mind with its worming insistence?

Jay waited for the Wraith Lord to bring him closer to its gaping mouth. He watched with detached fascination as the monster licked its ghastly lips and bared its teeth. He couldn’t move his arm to release the item in his hand, so he had no choice but to wait.

He prayed that the Wraith Lord would eat him first.

Blistering cold breath seared Jay’s skin as he got closer to the monster, and he closed his eyes against the eye-watering stench of its rotting breath. His health was plummeting as fast as the temperature as he got closer to the creature.

When the Wraith Lord drew Jay into it’s damp, cavernous mouth, Jay nearly wept with relief. As the spectral chains released their hold on him, dropping him into the pit of rage and despair that roiled in the creature’s soul, Jay activated the item in his hand.

He was hurled from the Wraith Lord with the force of a cannon as the [Radiant Light Bomb] exploded, sending his body flying through the forest, crashing through tree trunks and breaking nearly every bone in his body.

An ear-splitting cry that shook the entire Haunted Forest preceded a second blast that tore the Wraith Lord into a million scattered pieces.

Notifications pinged inside Jay’s skull as he tried to figure out if his head was still attached to his body. He pushed them all aside, struggling to open his eyes.

Or maybe they were open, and he was blind. The light from the bomb had been so bright it seemed to melt his skin off.

“Molly,” he croaked, grasping toward where he thought she must be, through the dry, crunching leaves of the forest floor. “Molly, are you okay? I’m so sorry…”

Fear, far stronger and far more desperate than what had been instilled by the Wraith Lord flooded through his body. “Molly!”

“Jay?” A voice cut through the haze of his panic, drawing him back from the precipice. Cool hands touched his scalded face. “Jay, what happened?”

It was Lyra. At least she was safe.

“Lyra,” he gasped, feeling consciousness slip away. “Find Molly. Give her all the potions. You have to save her. You…”

Jay heard his own voice growing fainter and further away as the black wave of unconsciousness washed over him, sucking at his feet like a riptide, and pulling him under against his will.


20
A Different Kind of Haunting


Jay woke to someone shaking his shoulders. “Jay, wake up!” a voice was saying. “Wake up, Jay! We have to move. Your bomb destroyed all the undead creatures for miles, but we should get to the Safe Zone before we sleep.”

He groaned and tried to roll over onto his side. Everything hurt. Everything felt broken. But his first thought wasn’t for his own pain. “Molly…”

“She’s okay,” the voice, Lyra’s, became clearer as Jay climbed out of his faint and back to the real world. “Just a little… sunburned. But the potions and her Constitution are healing her up quickly. The mansion, Jay. It’s a Safe Zone. And I think there’s someone inside it! Could be the woman we’re trying to find.”

As the fog of Jay’s pain receded, he opened his eyes to his HUD flooded with notifications. They’d gotten credit for killing dozens of the higher-level Shades, as well as a bunch of Wraiths, and a few Wraith Lords.

“Holy shit, I leveled up again,” he said, staring at his numbers in disbelief. “Twice! I’m halfway through Level 11 now!”

“I just hit Level 10,” Lyra said, nodding excitedly. “And Molly’s all the way up to Level 9. I don’t know what you did to make that happen, but it was insane, Jay. I was petrified, so I couldn’t move but I saw the whole thing!”

“Well, let’s get inside and go over all the changes,” Jay said, allowing the enthusiastic fox-girl to help him up off the ground. “Did you say the mansion is a Safe House? It looks like its about to cave in on itself the next time there’s a heavy rain.”

“Trust me,” she said. “I went to check it out while you guys were recovering. The level ups restored all your base stats, but it’s like you were in shock or something. Lucky thing all the Wraiths were killed because there’s no way I could have protected you both. You’ve been out for over an hour.”

Pale rays of sunlight were now filtering in through the trees’ bare branches, illuminating the brightly colored leaves like pools of gold scattered over the forest floor. The air was misty and cool, but no longer had the stench of decay that had permeated the atmosphere while the Wraiths and Shades were lurking about. A Shriek Owl watched them from the top of a pine tree, its huge golden eyes blinking sleepily.

Jay’s gaze was drawn to the figure of the Barbarian woman leaning against one of the trees. Her skin had been seared to a slightly pinker shade of red than her coppery curls, and her blue eyes still held every ounce of fierceness they had before, but Jay noticed with relief that there was recognition in them now.

“You bastard,” Molly said, grinning at him—and then wincing as the movement stretched her sensitive skin. “You know I don’t tan with this complexion. Next time you set off a UV bomb, you could at least offer me some sunscreen.”

Her weasel friends were happily scurrying about in the leaves, tossing them up in the air and leaping at them like playful kittens. Jay was relieved they hadn’t been hurt in the unexpected blast.

“I’m so sorry, Molly,” he said, genuinely pained at the sight of her sore skin. “I had no idea what that bomb was going to do. But I knew the Wraith Lord was going to kill us if I didn’t do something, so…”

The Barbarian woman shoved herself off the trunk of the tree with another wince and a groan. “No worries, Jay. The dungeon magic is taking care of it. Besides, I think I owe you an apology, too. I activated a Frenzy skill without fully reading the description. I don’t actually remember any of it, but from Lyra’s description I wasn’t exactly in control of myself.”

“You fought like a fiend, though,” Jay said. “We’ll need to go through all the changes at the safe house and make sure everyone is on the same page before we fight another battle like that. Experimenting on the battlefield has produced some mixed results. But even unpredictable skills might be something we can work with if we have the right strategy.”

The three of them began walking through the trees toward the dilapidated mansion. Jay noticed the shimmering corpses of more defeated Wraiths and Shades scattered through the trees, and he began to loot them as they passed. After he’d done a few in short succession, he received a strange notification.

New Skill Acquired!

Labor Efficiency – Grind got you down? Nobody likes having to do the same monotonous thing over and over, day after day. Not even when that thing is looting monster corpses after an epic victory on the battlefield. You really are an ungrateful bastard, sometimes, you know that?

Labor Efficiency allows the Delver to loot all corpses at once so they can get back to killing stuff, like the gods intended. Can be used when ten or more monsters have been killed in a limited time span or geographical range.

Loot All Corpses? Y/N

Jay selected ‘Yes’ and watched in amazement as the Party Warehouse was suddenly full of Soul Shards, Dreadroot, Wraith Wraps, and some other items he’d never heard of.

“Since you’ve got crafting abilities, we should really ask Raina about recipes to protect against fear spells and petrification,” Lyra was saying. “Because I am not missing out on any more fights like that! You two were epic, and I was just stuck there like a lump. I don’t even deserve my level up.”

“We’re a team,” Jay reminded her, hugging the fox-girl to his side. “We all deserve to level together.”

The early morning mist hung thickly among the gnarled trees as Jay, Molly, and Lyra made their way through the dense trees toward the shadowy mansion. There were still a few wisp-lights hovering around the eerie gray building as Jay’s Trailblazer ability indicated this was where he was supposed to go. Despite the fact that his base stats had been topped up with his new levels, Jay felt a bone-deep exhaustion reminding him that he still needed sleep after physical exertion. Dungeon magic could only do so much to keep him alive, well, and sane.

The autumnal forest was shot through with shades of russet and gold, the few remaining leaves whispering to each other as they drifted lazily to the damp earth. The cool air was rich with the sweet scent of decay and wet moss. It reminded Jay of walks he and Molly had taken in the park, back when they’d been in college, before their courseloads had caught up with them and they’d had time to kill together.

As much as Molly hated Halloween, she loved Thanksgiving. Especially pumpkin pie, pumpkin loaf, pumpkin scented candles… anything pumpkin.

As if echoing his memory, Molly took a deep breath and sighed. “I could really go for a pumpkin spice latte right now.”

“I was just thinking the same thing,” Jay said with a laugh.

“I knew you were a basic bitch at heart,” the Barbarian said, jostling him with her hip the way she used to when she wanted to be close to him but—Jay now realized—had been too shy to admit it. Now, her additional strength almost sent him flying into a pine tree.

“Basic?” Jay said in mock outrage. “From the woman wearing knock-off Uggs?”

Molly glanced down at her fur covered boots and snorted with laughter, then she held up her hands to her sunburned face and pretended to pose for a selfie.

Lyra looked at them like they were speaking a different language. “I feel like someone should have told me your world was full of crazy people before I signed up for this.”

“I did try to warn you,” Jay said. “And I’ve given you plenty of opportunities to escape.”

“There’s no going back now.” Molly shook her head, casting Jay a veiled look. “I’ve seen how hard her legs shake when you make her come. No woman in her right mind is going to turn down dick like that.”

Lyra giggled. “It’s true. I’m addicted. You’ll never get rid of me now!”

Jay laughed, too, but he couldn’t help reading more into Molly’s statement. Was she hinting that she was ready for more? He almost didn’t dare hope.

But he had a sudden urge to hurry to the Safe House.

Sunlight filtered weakly through the dense forest canopy, casting ghostly beams that seemed to waver and flicker, as if reluctant to disturb the eerie calm. Despite the beauty, a pervasive sense of unease clung to the woods, a lingering residue of the battle they’d fought and the spectral enemies that had only temporarily been vanquished.

As the trio approached the mansion, the forest thinned, revealing the full, dilapidated grandeur of the old structure. The mansion's once-proud architecture had decayed into a sad caricature of its past; bare gray wood, weather-worn and warped, formed its sagging frame, while many of the windows were missing, leaving dark, empty sockets that stared out like hollow eyes. On the upper floor, broken balconies jutted out precariously, their railings long since fallen away, and the wrap-around porch sagged under the weight of years neglected.

The air, as they approached the mansion, felt heavier, charged with desolation and forgotten tales. The mansion itself seemed to be holding its breath, waiting for something—or someone—to break the stillness.

It was impressive, Jay thought, considering the entire dungeon environment was just a series of simulations. It made him wonder if, perhaps, all those years in stasis had affected the [Alternate] second floor in more ways than physical.

Lyra pressed ahead, her sharp eyes scanning the surroundings. "This way,” she said. “Watch the steps. For a Safe Zone, most of the building is a serious health hazard.”

She kept her voice low, barely audible over the crunch of their footsteps on the leaf-littered path. Jay remembered she’d said someone else might be hiding out in the mansion.

"There are signs…” Lyra trailed off, her ears flattening into her long silver hair. “Signs that someone has recently passed through here—perhaps the Hareblood woman we're searching for."

“What kind of signs?” Molly asked.

“You’ll see when we’re inside.” Lyra’s ears twitched, picking up the subtle shift in the breeze, the faintest rustle that spoke of recent activity. “Fortunately, it is a Safe Zone, so we can’t be negatively affected by anything another delver does inside these walls. But…”

The way she didn’t want to specify what she’d seen sent alarm bells ringing in Jay’s mind, but if she didn’t want to talk about it he wasn’t about to press.

Though the immediate threat of the Wraiths was behind them, he had to admit the mansion exuded a haunted aura. He couldn’t blame the fox girl for being a bit nervous. It was as if the echoes of the place’s past horrors were etched into its very walls.

Stepping onto the creaking porch, the promise of rest within the foreboding edifice felt as double-edged as the sword at Jay's side.

The heavy wooden door of the mansion groaned on its hinges as Jay pushed it open, releasing a puff of stale, musty air. As they stepped inside, the opulence of the old house was immediately apparent despite the thick layer of dust that coated everything. Rich, dark tapestries hung from the walls, their colors dulled by time but still hinting at past splendor. Ornate furniture, carved from dark woods and upholstered in what once must have been luxurious fabrics, was faded and frayed. Even the chandeliers, though unlit and cobwebbed, were grand, made of crystal that caught the weak morning light and scattered it across the high ceilings.

A location notification in his HUD pinged, letting them know that this was—despite its foreboding appearances—a Safe Zone as Lyra had said.

The heaviness of the air that Jay had noticed outside was even more oppressive indoors, as if the Safe Zone resented their presence, not so much in a malevolent way, but like an old person who didn’t like to be disturbed. As they moved through the foyer, their footsteps groaning over the old wooden floors, they seemed to chase the silence into the corners where it huddled and pooled, waiting for them to leave again.

Moving through the main floor, Jay felt his footsteps echoed oddly, too loudly in some rooms and swallowed entirely in others. “Weird place,” he whispered. “Have you ever seen anything else like this in the dungeon, Lyra?”

The fox girl paused, her nose twitching as she sniffed the air, her expression growing increasingly troubled. “No,” she admitted. “It feels more… real, somehow. And there is a stink in the air that reminds me of some of the nomad tribes that trade with Winterhaven. The true outcasts who are known for practicing dark and forbidden arts aided by their dungeon magic.”

Jay noted marks in the dust in the main room, undeniable evidence that someone had been there recently. But it was impossible to say if it was a delver or one of the mansion’s ghosts. Small footprints led through the main hall and up the grand staircase, only to disappear and reappear sporadically. Despite their calls, there was no answer; the silence that followed each shout seemed to grow more complete, more unnerving, as they moved through the house, until Jay told them to stop.

“If there is someone in here with us, I’m sure they know we’re here,” Jay said. “Making a bunch of extra noise isn’t going to help them feel more sociable if they wish to be left alone.”

Upstairs, the atmosphere grew even denser, the sense of disuse and decay more pronounced. Wallpaper peeled in elegant strips from the walls, and in several rooms, the ceilings bore the dark stains of water damage. Jay was amazed at the attention to detail if the house was, indeed, just a simulation. The dungeon must have near infinite resources and imagination to be able to come up with this level of immersion in its haunted landscape.

The second floor revealed a series of bedrooms, lavish and almost seductive in their décor, all untouched but for the dust. Though, here and there, the imprint of a hand on a bedpost or a finger drawn through the dust on a dresser spoke of recent, albeit sparse, activity. There was no other sign of life, no warmth in the air, nothing to suggest that anyone truly lived here.

Molly paused in the door of one room, lingering longer than she had in the others. It was decorated in soft blues and whites, with a floral wallpaper that reminded Jay of some antique plates his grandmother had when he was a kid. The kind she stored in a glass cupboard and refused to let anyone use.

Molly glanced over her shoulder at Jay and smiled. Her skin was already looking much better, he was relieved to see, as soft and pale pink as rose petals. Her coppery curls were as wild as ever, though, hinting at the fierce warrior hiding just beneath the surface of her delicate façade.

“I used to want a room like this,” she said, leaning against the doorframe with a sigh. “When I was really little. A princess bedroom. The closest I ever got was when Mom let me paint the walls blue. Barry shouted about it for days, like a little paint was going to ruin the market value of the house he had no intention of selling. Fucking bastard.”

Jay felt a twinge of grief for young Molly, and regret that he had never known the depth of her sadness when they were kids. “I’m sorry, Molly. You didn’t deserve to be treated like that. I wish I’d known how unhappy you were.”

Molly went up on her tiptoes and kissed Jay on the cheek.

“How could you have known?” she whispered, her warm breath sending a tingle of excitement over his skin, along his neck, and down his spine. “I was never unhappy when I was with you.”

She turned away, her gaze lingering on the bed a moment.

“Would you like to sleep in here tonight?” Jay asked, nudging her playfully with his shoulder. “See what it’s like to be a princess?”

Molly’s blue eyes darted nervously from the bed to Jay, and she bit her lip, blushing. Without answering, she slipped back into the hallway and hurried after Lyra.

“The dark magic smell is worse here,” she said, opening a small doorway at the end of the corridor. “Should we go up?”

“Might as well,” Jay said. “We have to sleep here, after all.”

Beyond the door, a narrow staircase led up toward the attic. The steps creaked ominously under their weight, and the air grew colder as they ascended. Mounds of old furniture draped in fabric and travel chests stacked high on top of one another filled the space with ominous shapes. In the dusty, unused space, even Jay could feel his skin crawling with the feel of something not quite right.

Beneath a broken stained-glass window, someone had strung a sheet of heavy gray canvas like a tarp, protecting a small sleeping area in a hollowed-out space between two wooden dressers. It was here that they found a small, crude altar cluttered with bones, candles, and dark symbols that made Jay's skin crawl. The smell was a mix of old incense and something fouler, something rotting. In a dish at the center of the shrine sat an offering of items Jay recognized: a twisted black bundle of [Dreadroot,] a few dank strips of [Wraith Wraps,] and something that his Dungeon Sight labeled as a [Corrupted Soul Shard,] like the Soul Shards in his own inventory, only murky and black rather than pearly, iridescent white.

Gazing out the window, there was a clear line of sight from the attic window to the clearing where they’d fought the Wraiths and the Wraith Lord.

“Looks like someone didn’t want us getting in here,” he said. “And they did everything they could to stop us.”

“Well, we’re here now,” Molly said, curling her lip at the altar in distaste. “Might as well make the most of it. Is it safe to take those items?”

Jay knelt beside the shrine and picked up the bowl full of offerings. Lyra hissed as he put it in his inventory to examine it.

“They’re just normal items as far as I can tell,” he said. “Whatever dark magic was being used here doesn’t seem to have left an impact on the ingredients.

“I still wish you wouldn’t do that,” Lyra said, her usual calm demeanor slipping into visible anxiety. “We should go back downstairs. I don’t like it here, Jay.”

Jay would have liked to explore more, finding himself more fascinated by the mansion than anything else they’d encountered in the dungeon. So far, most of what they’d been through on the first and second floor had had a kind of ‘movie set’ unreality about it that he didn’t feel here. It was like the dungeon had plucked this house out of the real world and deposited it in the Haunted Forest.

But seeing the genuine fear on Lyra’s face he agreed to leave.

That night, they gathered in the main room, the largest and least oppressive space they’d found, and settled in front of the cold fireplace. Because they were all exhausted, they decided to sleep first and go through their new skills, abilities, and upgrades when they woke up. They were disappointed to find that the Safe Zone didn’t have a shower, laundry cubes, or cots like the one on the first floor and the temporary Safe Zone Jay had in his inventory.

Lyra got a fire going, though, and soon they were cozy in sleeping bags and blankets the fox girl had raided from her locker stash in the entrance to the dungeon.

As they lay down, the mansion seemed to settle around them, the walls groaning and the floors shifting as if the house itself was uneasy with their presence. Strange sounds—scratches, whispers, the soft closing of a door—drifted down from the upper floors, impossible to locate and too frequent to ignore.

Despite their exhaustion, sleep was slow to come, each noise sharpening the edge of their discomfort, reminding them that while they might be alone, they were far from unwatched.

Jay was grateful for the girls’ company as they snuggled against his sides, bastions of warmth and familiarity in this haunted, unsettled place.
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Tough Love


Jay wasn’t sure how long he’d been sleeping when he was awoken by a moan. He became alert at once, his heartbeat thrumming through his veins, a jolt of adrenaline making his muscles shiver with anticipation.

Had their fellow Safe Zone dweller returned?

Jay rolled over, feigning sleep, and surreptitiously kicked his feet free of his sleeping bag. On his left, Lyra was laying half out of her blankets with an arm draped over her eyes to block the light of the smoldering fire. Her mouth was open, and she was snoring softly. Jay paused, listening for the sound again, but the mansion was silent except for the crackling coals in the fireplace, his steady heartbeat, and the deep breathing of the girls.

Jay slowly turned to his other side, wanting to be sure. Molly lay as still as Sleeping Beauty, with her red curls piled around her head in a copper crown. Her eyes were closed, her lips soft and wet, and her cheeks had a flush to them that made Jay’s heart pound harder. A small, almost indiscernible movement of the blanket caught his attention, belying the girl’s sleepy appearance. The fabric flickered as her hand moved beneath the covers, and Jay could hear the whisper of wetness giving her away.

“Molly,” he whispered, not wanting to wake Lyra.

Molly’s blue eyes shot open, and her hand froze guiltily.

“What?” Her gaze slowly slid to his, and he knew she could tell from his expression that he knew exactly what she was up to. “I just… I was dreaming and I…”

“Shhh, no need for excuses.” Jay couldn’t help the aroused growl that came from his throat as his childhood bestie flushed with shame at being caught. “You want some help with that?”

She bit her lip and whimpered, closing her eyes momentarily, her chest rising and falling with heavy breaths as she fought for control. “Jay…”

“I know,” he said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “You aren’t ready. I don’t mean to push you, Mol—”

“No, no,” she said, cutting him off. “It’s not that.”

Molly rolled onto her side and her blanket slipped down, exposing a naked breast. She’d removed her armor at some point after they’d fallen asleep, and Jay felt himself stiffen in response to the sight of her big, pink nipple.

“It’s not?” Jay asked, wishing he could put a hand on her chest and squeeze the breasts he’d longed to touch since they were teenagers.

Molly’s eyes traveled over his body, taking in his obvious arousal, as her hand began to move again, the wet, splashing sounds louder than before. Jay groaned with desire, still finding it impossible to believe his best friend was putting on a show like that for him. Then she lifted her hand from beneath the covers and pressed her shining fingers to his lips.

Jay shivered as he sucked the juices from Molly’s fingers, savoring his first real taste of the woman he’d loved for longer than he’d known what that feeling fully entailed. He slipped his tongue between her fingers, not wanting to lose a drop. “Fuck, Molly,” he breathed. “You’re killing me.”

“I’m ready Jay,” she whispered, leaning in so that she could kiss his lips. “I’m ready for you now.”

Jay ached to hear those words, emotions roiling in his chest. He found himself unable to speak, not trusting his own voice, and instead buried himself in her kisses. The heat of her mouth was more intense than anything he’d experienced. His heart was beating so fast, he thought it might burn itself out. It was like being a teenager again, how suddenly unsure of himself he felt.

“You’re sure?” was all he could ask. “I’ll wait for you, Molly. As long as you need.”

“We’ve both waited long enough,” she said, grabbing the front of his shirt in both hands and pulling him closer. “I’m tired of being scared, Jay. I want this. I want you. I always have. Please… take me upstairs.”

Jay pulled the blankets away from Molly’s naked body and admired her newly toned form in the light of the dying fire. “Upstairs?”

“The blue room, Prince Charming,” she whispered with the quirk of a smile tugging at her plush lips. “I want you to make love to me like I’m a princess, just once.”

“Only once?” he asked, scooping her into his arms without question. “What comes after that?”

Molly lay her head on his shoulder, curling against his chest as he lifted her from the blankets. “After that, I’m going to fuck you like a Barbarian. You wouldn’t believe how horny all this dungeon magic makes me, Jay. It’s all I’ve been able to do to control myself.”

Lyra murmured in her sleep as Jay tiptoed away from the fire with his red-haired beauty in his arms. Molly, completely naked and vulnerable in his arms, clung to him, kissing him fervently as he carried her up the stairs to their fantasy bower.

The blue ‘princess’ room was just as they’d left it, the elegant four-poster bed covered in delicate floral bedding. Jay pushed the door open with his shoulder and carried Molly to the bed, laying her down upon the mound of lacy pillows like the prized possession she was.

“Take off your clothes, Jay,” she said, gazing up at him with her bright blue eyes burning with desire. “I need you.”

The truth of her words was evident in the slick patches of skin between her thighs. Her full breasts were topped with perfect, hard nipples. The sliver of copper hair on her puffy mound teased Jay with what he was in store for.

He quickly stripped the suit of Beetle Black Scarab armor off, unable to tear his gaze from Molly’s stunning beauty. She beckoned to him. He sank to his knees on the dusty bedspread, neither of them caring about the state of the room in their desire for one another.

Jay moved between her legs, parting her thighs so that he could press himself against her body, wrapping an arm behind her to pull her into an embrace. Molly moaned, leaning her head back as he kissed her throat. Her hands roved over his back and sides, slipping between them to caress his abs and slide over his hips. She seemed to touch everywhere except the rock-hard shaft pressed against her belly, and it was driving him wild with need.

He slid his fingers over her sides, loving the way she trembled at his touch. When he found a breast, he lifted it, cupping it gently and pinching her nipple as he slipped his tongue between her lips. Molly arched her back, pressing her tits against his chest, and squeezing him with her thighs.

“Please, Jay,” she whimpered. “Please don’t make me wait any longer.”

Jay rocked his weight against her, driving her into the pillows as he slid his rigid cock over her stomach. He released the back of her neck, letting her fall against the mound of cushions as he took both her perfect breasts in his hands, massaging them roughly as she moaned in desperate need.

“If you want it, take it,” he said, hovering over her with his arousal on full display. “Put me inside you, Molly. I’m yours to use, now and forever, whenever you want me.”

Molly bit her lip, reaching blindly for him as her need overtook her self-consciousness. She gasped as her fingers wrapped around his length, stroking and squeezing him, exploring that part of his body that she’d denied herself for so long.

“I’m still scared, Jay.”

Her voice was soft and quivering, barely recognizable as that of a woman who’d fought through the dungeon, bludgeoning monsters with a hammer. But it was the voice of the girl he’d fallen in love with all those years ago.

Jay lowered his body to hers, kissing her reassuringly. “You’re safe with me, Molly. You’re in control. If you want to stop, we’ll stop.”

She shook her head, guiding the tip of his cock into the heat of her pussy with trembling fingers. Jays’ muscles strained as he forced himself to follow her lead, fighting instincts implanted in his brain long before humanity had come up with concepts like ‘manners’ and ‘being a gentleman.’ His breaths deepened as he awaited her lead, her fingers stroking him as they pulled him closer.

The opening of her slit was tight and wet, and when she’d positioned him where she wanted him she reached for his hips, digging her fingernails into his skin until he slowly began to push inside. Jay gasped as he sank into Molly’s body, unable to believe it was finally happening.

Molly rocked her hips, taking him deeper, pulling at him with her hands as if she wasn’t in control anymore. “Yes, Jay, yes! It hurts… so good…”

He thrust into her sex, giving her what she begged for as the heat of need rose inside him all over again.

“You’re so big,” she whimpered, pressing her hard nipples against his chest as she opened her body to his control. “Fuck me, Jay. I’ve wanted this for so long!”

Jay pumped his shaft like a piston, his balls slapping the underside of her pussy, as she began to moan louder. Molly rolled with his thrusts, humping his dick in desperation, as she finally gave in to the reality of her feelings for him. Jay had never questioned those feelings himself, but to have his love submitting to her desire was a gift he would never forget.

Molly was shameless in her need, grinding her clit into his abdomen and forcing him deeper inside, as she moaned louder and louder. He recognized the sound of her approaching climax from the times she’d pleasured herself as he’d made love to Lyra, and the memory of the two of them together brough Jay’s own orgasm closer to the breaking point.

Soon Jay wasn’t sure who was fucking whom. Molly’s lust was growing almost violent as she clawed at his back, hammering her pussy onto his shaft like she was stabbing herself. Her wetness only grew the more ferocious she became, and the heat of her juices spilling over his legs made Jay want to fuck her even harder.

“Hold me down, Jay,” Molly panted. “Pin me to the bed and fuck me until you come.”

Jay tugged her hands over her head, stretching her body beneath his and pinning her wrists with one hand. Her class made her physically stronger than he was, but she was weakened by her need, her body so desperate for release that it would let him do anything in order to achieve it. Molly strained against Jay hard enough that he had to fight to keep her down, hammering her into the mattress with his shaft until her thighs began to shake.

“Oh fuck!” she screamed as her climax caught up with her. She squirted as she lost control, gushing her excitement over his thighs. “Yes, yes, boss, just like that!”

Jay didn’t know why, but the way she called him boss was the final straw. He erupted inside her, shooting rope after rope of hot cum into her clenching slit. Her hard nipples scraped his chest as he forced himself on her yielding body, his animal urges taking control.

Jay had always imagined their first time being a soft, tentative affair of gentle kisses and shy words. He would have been ashamed of himself for the way he ravaged her, in the end, if it hadn’t been for her obvious, wanton lust as she came for him again and again.

When they finally parted, gasping and panting, Jay could see bruises on Molly’s pale, wet thighs. Bright red scratches covered his torso, and it felt like his back as well. Beneath them, the ‘princess’ bed was thoroughly defiled.

“I’m sorry, Mol,” he said, gesturing to the mess they’d made. “I don’t think that was a very elegant deflowering. I hope I didn’t ruin your fairy tale.”

But Molly smiled happily at him from her nest of lacy pillows, reaching out to touch his face with fingers that were still shaking from exhaustion.

“It was perfect, Jay,” she whispered. “I feel just like a princess. A princess who’s been very naughty and let her Prince Charming be a bad, bad boy.”

Jay leaned over to kiss her, his muscles tense and trembling. “I love you, Molly,” he said. “And if you want to try again, I’ll try to be good next time.”

“I love you, too,” she said. “And I don’t want you to do anything differently, Jay. If anything… I look forward to playing a little rougher. Now that I know what I can take, I’d like to test my limits, if that’s okay with you?”

Jay’s heart throbbed achingly in his chest. “Anything you want, Mol.”

Her blue eyes wandered around the room and she smiled wickedly. “It does feel good to be bad in a room like this, don’t you think?”

“Everything feels good when I’m with you,” he said, burrowing his face into her copper curls to nibble her pale, white throat. “No matter where you are, you just tell me what you want and it’s yours.”

She moaned and wrapped her hand around his half-hard shaft. “All right,” she said. “I want to taste you again.”

“Now?” Jay’s balls ached at the thought of going another round, though it was equal parts exhaustion and desire.

“Yes, now that we have Nova’s attention,” Molly purred. “I want to give her something extra. Teach me how to suck your dick, Jay.”

She leaned back, sliding down to his knees and then crawling up his body with her nipples dragging across his thighs. Suddenly, the exhaustion was gone. Jay’s mind froze as her lips hovered over his stiffening length.

“What do you mean we have Nova’s attention?”

“She likes to watch,” Molly said. “And she rewards me for taking care of you. It’s very, very important to her that your every need is met.”

“It is?” he asked, feeling the heat of her breath stroking him as she lowered her lips and wrapped her hand around him.

“When Lyra spit your seed in my mouth,” Molly said, flicking her tongue over his head while keeping her bright blue eyes fixed on his, “I got a special perk called Wild Pearls that grants me extra experience for the first few hours after I swallow your cum. I need more, Jay.”

“That’s…” he groaned as she took his head between her lips and sucked gently. “That’s a good start.”

“I’m going to drink your seed every day.” Her lips fluttered over his tip as she whispered the words, stroking her hands up and down. “And I’m going to keep adding points to my Constitution and Willpower until I can deepthroat you like a porn star.”

Jay leaned back, his hand going automatically to Molly’s hair. His fingers tangled in her copper curls as he guided her mouth onto his throbbing shaft. “God, that’s hot, Mol.”

Molly made wet, slurping sounds as she bobbed her head, taking him a little deeper every time. He could tell she was trying to imitate Lyra’s technique. She was a bit clumsy with the motion, but Jay didn’t mind. Maybe the fox girl could give her lessons now that Molly was fully invested.

Imagining the girls both kneeling before him, taking turns putting his dick in their mouths, was almost more that Jay could handle as Molly made a mess in her eagerness to please him. Molly’s strokes were erratic and not quite in sync with the bobbing of her head, but the Barbarian wasn’t shy about using her natural lubricant, letting saliva drip over her hands and his shaft. When she came up for air, her lips were swollen from sucking.

“Am I doing okay?” she asked, panting. “You can tell me if I’m not. Do I look stupid? Why are you looking at me like that?”

“You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in my life,” he said, unable to believe this was Molly, his Molly, with her lips puffy and red and spit covering her chin and his cock in her hands. “Try again, I’ll help you.”

She lowered her mouth. Jay used one hand to guide her head, his fingers tangled in her hair, and his other squeezed her hand, sliding it up and down his shaft. He went slowly at first, making sure she had the rhythm, before speeding up. Holding her head, he thrust gently against the back of her throat until he felt the muscles constrict and heard her gag.

She pulled back slightly, but he held her firm.

“Look at me, Molly,” he said. “You’re doing great.”

Her blue eyes found his, her lips stretched around his girth.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

She nodded, her tongue pressing him into the top of her mouth as she swallowed.

He pushed a little farther, feeling the pressure as he reached her limit, then pushed a little more. Her eyes widened, but she didn’t tear them from his. He held her there, fingers in her hair, until her muscles relaxed.

“Good girl,” he said. “Just like that.”

Slowly, he began to guide her head up and down, thrusting a little at the end of each stroke. Molly’s throat made a sloppy, glurping sound as he fucked her. She kept one hand sliding up and down his shaft, but her other hand slipped between her legs, as she got off on getting him off. Jay could feel his climax rising as she huffed through her nostrils, tears building in her eyes as she took him deeper.

When she came, Jay felt her throat constrict tugging at his cock as she sucked and cried out at the same time. The sudden pressure was all it took to push Jay over the edge.

He grunted in warning. “I’m going to come.”

She nodded eagerly, her fingers still plunging into her pussy as she kept her eyes glued obediently to his.

Jay’s balls tightened as they slapped her chin, and he exploded in her throat, the release like taught line snapping in his abdomen.

Molly gurgled as she attempted to swallow fast enough to take all of his seed, but he couldn’t let her go, still thrusting, still spurting, filling her mouth as she struggled to keep up.

Jay could hardly believe he had that much left in him after they’d already gone a round. But Molly had to swallow three or four times to get it all, and still some spilled from the corners of her mouth as she finally let go, gasping for breath.

She grinned at him as she wiped her lips with the back of her hand, then licked the precious pearly drops. “So… how’d I do? Not bad for my first time?”

“That was incredibly, Molly.” Jay said. “If that’s what your first blow job is like, I can’t wait to see what else you can do with a little practice. Did… did you like it, too?”

She nodded enthusiastically. “Very much, Jay. And I got a Good Girl achievement for having an orgasm with your dick in my mouth! Nova really likes that I like to please you.”

Jay shook his head. “I don’t know what to make of that,” he said. “But I’m glad you enjoyed it too.” He paused. “Why are you grinning like that?”

Molly jumped up to straddle his stomach, her wet slit leaving pool of her excitement on his belly. Her strong thighs pressed against him as she held him down, her smile growing a little feral.

“I was just thinking…” she said, drawing out the words as she rocked her hips, rubbing her swollen clit on his torso. “I wonder if Lyra is getting sexy perks and achievements.”

“I… don’t know.”

Molly jumped up off the bed, swinging from the bar across the top of the frame as she launched herself to the other side of the room. “Let’s go find out!” she called over her shoulder before bounding out the door and down the stairs.

Jay’s entire body ached as he rolled out of the bed. He picked up his clothes and threw them over his shoulder, his mind on the dungeon and her twisted affection. She tried to kill him, then showered him with rare gifts and extra experience. She threatened his lovers, then rewarded them for tending to his needs.

There was no point trying to understand it, he supposed.

Nova was an enigma, and she would remain so until they’d ‘found her,’ whatever that entailed.

Jay supposed he might as well appreciate the perks of her attention while he had it, though. He had no choice but to play her game, so what did he have to lose by enjoying it?
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Whispers of Fate


It turned out, after some intense questioning from Molly and blushing from Lyra, that the fox girl had also received some perks from sharing her bed with Jay. The dungeon did indeed seem to want to reward the girls for everything they did that made him happy and healthy. Lyra had gotten some experience bonuses for targeting enemies that were focused on Jay, and Molly had gotten the same for jumping in front of attacks that would have hit him.

It seemed Nova was conditioning the girls to protect him with their lives, like professional bodyguards, which was a bit at odds with Jay’s inclination to protect them. But the result was that, as a team, they were all looking out for each other at least as much as themselves, which Jay felt was a good dynamic to nurture.

Learning that the rewards went both ways—and now that he and Molly had officially shared a bed and he didn’t have to worry about unduly influencing her decision to do so—Jay told the girls about the additional experience he got from the HR Nightmare ability. They all agreed that this was not something they would share with other delvers, especially women.

If they found a good fit for their party, that was great, but Jay didn’t want anyone sleeping with him just for the bonuses Nova was dishing out.

Since Molly had woken Lyra up with her questions, and they’d all gotten enough sleep to receive their [Well-Rested Bonus], they decided to spend some time going over their new perks, skills, and abilities, distribute their stat and attribute points, and sort through their loot.

Jay had been surprised to find that he had some extra attribute points that he wasn’t expecting. When he mentioned it, Lyra’s eyes lit up.

“Oh! That must be because of your Versatile class,” she exclaimed. “You get an additional attribution point per level up once you’re past Level 10, because your class is designed to be variable. You can’t use one or two attributes for a dump stat like most classes, so in order to allow you to level your broader skill set at the same rate, you get extra points.”

Jay frowned. “Couldn’t I just manipulate the system, and dump all my extra points into one attribute and level faster than everyone else?”

“Well… you already level faster than everyone else.” Lyra cocked her head to the side and bared her sharp teeth in a grin. “But if it was someone else, and they used the Versatility bonus to… say… dump all their extra points into intelligence and become a super mage?”

“Sure,” Jay said. “Good example, since I still haven’t spent any points in Intelligence.”

“Right, because you aren’t a Caster that wouldn’t have done you much good,” Lyra said. “But if you started leveling as a Caster class rather than a Versatile class, the dungeon would adjust to that fighting style and you’d likely lose the bonus.”

Jay considered this. So far, he’d been trying to keep a balanced build with Strength, Agility, and Constitution as his main attributes, plus the Charisma he’d gotten from the outset but hadn’t learned how to use yet. But that wasn’t exactly a Versatile build. Was the dungeon trying to tell him it was time to start building his other attributes up? He definitely wanted to get each of them at least to level 10 so he could benefit from the additional skill.

“Do you think I’m at risk of losing my Versatile class if I don’t start adding points to Intelligence and Willpower?” Jay wondered aloud.

Lyra stretched and settled herself in front of the fire, pulling out her bag of arrows and grouping them by type as she took stock of her inventory.

“Again, when we’re talking about you, Jay… I don’t think you’re really at risk of losing anything,” the fox girl said, holding up a Fire Arrow. “The dungeon seems to like you, right? But it’s not a bad idea to start building your secondary or tertiary attributes up a little at a time.”

Molly stood at the back of the room, practicing swings with her [Wildcall Maul] and reveling at how much easier it was to wield with the extra points she’d gained. “I’m glad I don’t have to worry about all that,” she said, miming a massive overhead strike with a wild look in her eyes. “I’m getting addicted to leveling my Strength.”

Jay checked her stats and raised his eyebrows in surprise:

Delver: Molly O’Brian
Class Type: Warrior
Class: Barbarian Mauler
Tier I: Wildhammer
Lvl: 9 
XP: 93 | Next Lvl: 4500
Health: 220 | Stamina: 220 | Mana: 140
Active Bonuses: 50% Max XP (Well-Rested,) 25% Max XP (Wild Pearls,) Attack Power +10 (Strongman Bracers,) 25% Chance Critical Hit (Strongman Bracers,) Double Damage Stealth (Barbarian Rogue)
Unassigned Attribute Points: 0
Strength: 16
Agility: 3
Intelligence: 0
Constitution: 10
Willpower: 10
Active Skills: Mauler’s Might 1, Call of the Wild 1, Pound It 1, Ghost 1 (Companion), Scout 1 (Companion)
Passive Skills: Environmental Resistance 1 (Arctic), Dungeon Sight 2, Tough as Nails 3, Barbarian Rogue 3
Perks: Wild Pearls 1, Girl Scout’s Honor 1

With all of those stacked bonuses Molly would be catching up to him and Lyra in no time. Jay no longer felt guilty about the extra experience he was gaining from their kills, especially as he’d gained more buffs to help them out. They were going to be leveling faster than anyone in Winterhaven had ever seen. Runolf would be exposed as the petty dictator he was the moment Jay and his party returned from the dungeon. He just hoped Raina could hold the wolf and his cohorts off in the meantime, because there was little Jay could do to help the village while he was inside the dungeon.

“Glad to see you put at least a few points in Agility,” he said with a laugh. “And that someone has less Intelligence than me.”

“I don’t need Intelligence,” Molly said, striking a body builder pose. “I have a big hammer! We already talked about this, guys.”

The others laughed. Molly relaxed, leaning on her Maul, and glanced out the window at the trees surrounding the mansion. “Seriously, though I didn’t like how slow I was fighting these higher-level monsters. I’m going to pay a bit more attention to Agility from now on, especially since I can only use my Ghost skill when Ross and Rachel are with me, and they have the attention spans of skinny white squirrels.”

“It’s really quite amazing that you already have options like that,” Lyra said as she inspected one of the poisoned arrows Jay had made with his R&D profession. “Now that we’re getting into the higher levels, I don’t have a lot of knowledge or experience with what to expect, but my understanding is that the dungeon becomes highly adaptive to individual delver’s styles. The high-level delvers who leveled in other dungeons have insanely specific skill sets tailored to their personalities. I’ve never really seen the extent to which that’s possible until delving with you two, since you seem to have unlocked all that adaptability right from the start. I must admit I’m very excited to see what it will mean for my class development. Just holding the arrows you made when you borrowed my skill, Jay, has given me Poison Arrow and Radiant Arrow skills I didn’t have before.”

“Maybe as I use On-The-Job-Training and Asset Management more, the dungeon will allow us to keep the skills we borrow often?” he said. “I seem to be being rewarded for experimenting with my crafting and profession skills, too.”

“Like that bomb you made from the Wisps?” Lyra asked. “That was way too powerful for our level.”

Jay grinned. After going through his notifications, he’d realized something he missed in the heat of the moment. The [Radiant Light Bomb] had a triple damage bonus on it that he’d gotten for utilizing an unexpected ingredient in his crafting experiment. The recipe he’d unlocked was much less impressive sounding than the nuclear blast that had obliterated the Wraith Lord and everything other monster in the vicinity, but it would still be a potent weapon to have in his arsenal if they were going to be fighting against more undead creatures.

“Yeah, I don’t think that’s going to happen again,” he said. “I still have a few Wisps left in my inventory, but it seems we aren’t actually supposed to be able to gather them. When they stuck to the [Corporeal Artifact] and I pulled them into my inventory, I broke some kind of rule. When I used them to create the arrows and the bomb, it shouldn’t have worked at all. But the dungeon allowed it anyway for some reason.”

“Because it liiiikes you,” Molly teased in a sing-song voice, causing Lyra to burst into yips and giggles.

“Oh, I wish I knew what it all meant,” the fox girl said. “But its definitely more fun delving with you guys than anyone else I’ve ever been in the dungeon with.”

“What it means, I think, is that all bets are off,” Jay said. “The rules don’t seem to apply like they should anymore. Nova seems to be able to bend and break more of the rules that used to confine her the higher we level.”

“It’s kind of scary when you think about it,” Lyra said. “If she can break the rules for us, can she do it for the monsters, too?”

“Maybe,” Jay said. “But so long as we’re on her good side, I don’t think she’s going to abuse that power. So far, she’s only hit us with higher-level monsters we could defeat, and it seems to be strategic. If we can beat those higher-level monsters, she can justify bigger rewards.”

“I think it’s exciting,” Molly said, her bright blue eyes glittering in the firelight. “It makes me want to try all kinds of crazy things, just to see if it will work. I like that, if we can prove ourselves to Nova, she’ll reward us for it. It makes me feel… powerful.”

“I think that’s what she was trying to push us to do from the beginning,” Jay said thoughtfully. “That’s why she’s giving me all these business-related skills. In my old job, I was really good at recognizing unique innovations and being the first person to see potential in new ideas. Maybe that’s all that’s different about me compared to other delvers. I was trained to work between the rules. If we can think of a solution to a problem, it’s always worth trying, because we might just get lucky.”

Actually, that was what one of his new perks was called. Get Lucky. It gave a 50/50 chance that any crafting combination Jay tried would succeed, whether or not it was a real recipe.

“Hey, speaking of getting lucky,” Molly said, waggling her eyebrows at Jay. “I still have some [Mystery Loot Boxes] to open.”

“Me too,” Lyra said.

“You two go ahead,” he said. “I still have to sort through my attribute points.”

In truth, Jay already knew what he was going to do with his. But also, knowing that he was going to unlock some new skills, he wanted to be able to concentrate on the options available to him.

Now that he’d reached Level 11 he could also unlock the [Silver Filigreed Box] that required Level 10 to open, and he’d have two more Bootstrapper gifts from his Not-So-Anonymous Benefactor. He needed to check his messages from Raina, as well. Before he’d fallen asleep he’d updated her on everything they’d gotten up to, and noticed that she’d added almost 2000 gold to their party’s inventory.

Apparently laying low from Runolf’s sight hadn’t completely stopped her ability to trade on the black market. She’d also given him a list of highly desirable items to keep an eye out for, which there had been requests for amongst her contacts, and Jay was intrigued to see they’d already picked up a few of them. He’d come up with a rule that she could sell anything they had more than ten of, unless he had a use for them, but he wanted at least ten of every item just in case they became useful later on.

Jay suffered a moment of decision paralysis trying to decide what to do first. While he considered his options, he brewed himself a cup of [Go Juice] from the extra [Dried Crystal Ice Petals] Raina had let him keep. The mental clarity buff from the tea helped him sort through his thoughts.

Jay figured it made the most sense to open his gifts first, since they were already in his inventory and likely wouldn’t change. But which skills he chose might be affected by the items he had. It would be irritating to take an Agility boosting skill only to get a necklace that did the exact same thing.

The first thing he did was take out the [Silver Filigreed Box] and the [Silver Key.] Holding the key in his hand, Jay inspected it with his Dungeon Sight to once more read the hidden runes inscribed on its side.

What once was lost, may now be found,

If this key is fit and door unbound.

Past skills awake to new renown.

Find me, Delver. Down, down, down…

He wasn’t one hundred percent sure the key would even fit the box, but because he’d gotten them around the same time and the [Silver Key] hadn’t ended up being needed to open the door to the second floor, he was hopeful. Whatever was in the box was something Nova had thought a good enough reward that she used it to bribe him to come back once Molly was awakened from the Portal Sleep.

He put the key into the lock on the [Silver Filigreed Box] and turned. The key moved all the way around in a complete circle until a little mechanism finally clicked and the top of the box flipped open.

Inside was a little slip of paper rolled up like a tiny scroll and tied with a red ribbon. Gingerly, Jay took the ribbon between his fingers and pulled, allowing the scroll to unravel in his hands. It was a note, written in big, loopy feminine letters with hearts for the ‘o’s and dotting the ‘i’s.

i.o.u. 1 kiss - Nova

“What the fuck,” Jay whispered, shaking his head. “A kiss? I guess I’m going to have to find you first. Another little bit of bribery…”

Jay put the IOU into his inventory. It showed up under a tab called ‘Scrolls and Spells’ and was labeled as belonging to the Charisma attribute group. It reminded him of the [Boardroom Party Champagne for Two] he’d received early on the first floor, which had given him the Panty Dropper perk to increase his chances of succeeding at Persuade, Charm, and Flatter skills, which he didn’t have.

There was one serving left in the bottle, which he could apparently use to Charm a member of the opposite sex, even without the Charm skill. The idea of using that one made him feel a little uncomfortable, but he’d saved it just in case. Now he was glad he had, because he might need it in order to convince the runaway Hareblood to come back with him to Captain Lightfoot if she was averse to the idea. He didn’t really like the idea of kidnapping her to do the job.

Jay put that thought aside and read his other messages from Nova next, bracing himself ahead of time for her usual craziness. But the notes were surprisingly subdued this time.

You’ve found the first piece. Now you must find the rest. I’m closer than you realize, Jay Morgan. We’re closer… to each other. As soon as you find me, we’re going to make them pay for what they’ve done to me, to the Faunari, to you and your companions.

But you are no longer the only one searching for me. How you deal with that little conundrum will be up to you. Happy hunting…

[Treasure Map I – Artifacts i-iii]

Jay frowned at the piece of paper in his hands. It wasn’t a map in the sense that he thought of them. More like a blueprint for a building. A castle, by the looks of it. One room seemed to be the focal point, a throne room, maybe? But there was something strange at the foot of the throne. It looked like a sacrificial altar of some kind, with a dismembered body on top of it… just the torso and head remained, separated from one another, the arms and legs had been severed and discarded.

Jay felt his skin crawl as he read the notes on margin of the blueprint.

	Sickle-Moon Clan

	Haunted Manor

	Mad King’s Castle




The map said it was for Artifacts i-iii. And he’d received a [Corporeal Artifact] from Captain Moony Lightfoot, which he’d said belonged to his Sickle-Moon Clan. Lyra had mentioned that Artifacts often had be used as a set… but with the note from Nova it sounded like these were parts of her body. That thought gave him the creeps.

Still, he didn’t like the idea of anyone else having parts of her. As crazy as Nova was, he was beginning to think of her as his dungeon, and he didn’t have any inclination to share her.

The second artifact was supposed to be in the Haunted Manor, which had to be the Safe House. They would have to do another search before they left, but Jay hadn’t seen any sign of another piece.

He was more worried about this other person who was searching for Nova. Did that mean he had competition? Was this person an ally or an enemy? Maybe that would be up to him.

He put the [Treasure Map] away and opened the next note from Nova.

There once was a seer from Vanrucket,

Whose prophecy failed to bring luck. It

Wasn’t her fault,

The king was too soft...

Had her head chopped and plunked in a bucket!

[Seer’s Tears]

Jay held up the glowing blue vial that had been attached to the note and shook it, watching the movement of slow bubbles rising from its depths.

The item description was even more confusing than the poem.

Seer’s Tears [Unique] – The tears shed by a seer executed for performing her craft. This is a useless item, except in the hands of a True Seer or one descended from a True Seer. Those with the gift of prophecy in their veins may use these tears to peer into the past at things others wish to remain forgotten.

Jay was in over his head. There was more going on than he, or any of the others, could put together on their own. But he knew Nova was guiding him toward something. There wasn’t much he could do for now but go with the flow.

Putting the [Seer’s Tears] back in his inventory, Jay finished the last of his [Go Juice] tea and rubbed his hands together. The big picture questions would have to wait. It was time for the fun part, now.

Jay was going to unlock some new skills.
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Mergers, Acquisitions, and Property Theft


Across the room, Molly was modeling a new chainmail bikini and Barbarian headdress for Lyra as the fox girl showed off a new bow and a ring that glowed with ghostly white light. He was curious about their new gear, but it would have to wait. He was itching to see what kind of skills and abilities he would unlock now that he had enough attribute points to bring his Strength, Agility, and Constitution up to level 10.

Jay still kept his focus on Health and Stamina for this round of points distribution, but from now on he’d be paying more attention to Intelligence, Willpower, and Mana in the hopes of adding some Casting skills to his repertoire.

Lyra hadn’t thought the dungeon would punish him for not using his Versatile classification to the best of its ability. But Jay figured Nova had a plan for him, and he might as well do the best he could to try to follow it.

He could afford to refocus on the magic system attributes for now, at least until he started to feel underpowered compared to the monsters they were fighting.

But at that moment, he was excited for some new gains. He distributed his points and checked out his stat block, grinning to himself as he saw the growing numbers.

Delver: Jay Morgan
Class Type: Versatile
Class: Dark Horse
Tier I: CEO (Chief Expedition Officer)
Lvl: 11
XP: 2884 | Next Lvl: 6500
Health: 300 | Stamina: 200 | Mana: 140
Active Bonus: 30% max XP (Scale-Up), 15 % max XP (Affirmative Action), 10% max XP (CEO), 10% max XP (HR Nightmare), 50% max XP (Well-Rested – Temporary)
Unassigned Attribute Points: 0
Strength: 10
Agility: 10
Intelligence: 1
Constitution: 16 [Beetle Black Scarab Armor – Set Bonus: Constitution +6, HP +50]
Willpower: 2
Charisma: 10
Active Skills: On-The-Job-Training, Asset Management
Passive Abilities: Scale-Up 3, Affirmative Action 2, Environmental Resistance 1 (Arctic), Dungeon Sight 2, Stealth 2, Trailblazer 1
Perks: Panty Dropper, Bootstrapper, Get Lucky

Immediately, he received a series of notifications confirming that he had new skills to choose. He felt his pulse racing as he opened the first of the notices, for the Strength attribute. He was surprised to see he recognized some of the options.

Congratulations!

You have earned a new Strength Skill. Choose from one of the following:

Crush the Competition [Unique] – Ah, crushing the competition. It's the dream of every venture capitalist in history. In the dungeon, we take that dream literally. Crushing your enemies with Strength based attacks will results in a +15 Attack Bonus with your weapon of choice.

or

Pound It [Rare] - If hitting it once is good, hitting it twice must be better, right? This ability allows the user to double-strike with any melee weapon in the same time it takes to make one normal attack. When used with a strength-based weapon, the attack deals 4x the weapon’s damage. When used with an agility-based weapon, the attack allows for a second double-strike attack, called the Double-Double.

or

[NEW FEATURE!] – Merger and Acquisition – Take both the [Crush the Competition] and [Pound It] skills at a 25% decrease in effectiveness.

That was interesting.

Jay had received Crush the Competition as a buff when squashing Glacial Scarab Beetles on his first day in the dungeon, but that had been a stackable boost to his Strength stat that made him stronger while he was fighting. Taking the newly tweaked skill at a 25% reduction would still be an +11 Attack Power bonus, and was well worth it. The Pound It skill he’d borrowed from Molly was so overpowered to start with, that even taking the 25% hit would make him insanely more powerful. Combined with Crush the Competition, he was suddenly back to being the most overpowered member of the group again.

He didn’t really mind Molly being stronger than him, but his instincts drove him to do whatever he could to protect his girls. The choice was a no brainer.

He took the Merger and Acquisition option, and eagerly opened his Constitution skill options to find there was only one. But it was pretty good, if a little weird…

Congratulations!

You have earned a new Constitution ability:

Power Suit – You look damned fine in that [Beetle Black Scarab Armor,] sir, but maybe it’s time to slip into something a little more… comfortable?

We couldn’t help but notice you’ve been taking your clothes off. A lot. And we want to encourage you to feel at home in the dungeon. Mi casa es su casa, am I right?

We also want you to be safe, even… especially… when your unmentionables are on display.

The Power Suit is a passive ability that transfers the armor rating and skill bonuses of all your enchanted attire directly to your person, so that even when you’re lettin’ your freak flag fly you’re completely protected.

And we mean completely. Nudge, nudge. Wink, wink. That’s right, no unexpected dungeon babies or swamp syphilis for you, Boss Man.

Yes, that means that if you wanted to do a little naked mud wrestling with the slime monsters on the fourth floor, you could totally do that. And you might not even die! At least, not from a sneaky S.T.I. anyway.

As an additional bonus, you get to keep any armor and attire related bonuses as permanent increases to your stats and abilities, so as you find new, better pieces of armor you don’t ever have to compromise. The Power Suit is powerful indeed.

You can thank us later. Maybe even give us a little… demonstration?

Jay accepted the new ability and noticed the stats from the [Beetle Black Scarab Armor] had merged with his regular stats. All right, he could live with that. And he hadn’t even considered the risks of pregnancy or disease in the dungeon, but if those real world worries were a concern, he was exceedingly relieved to have them taken care of by the Power Suit.

Feeling slightly unnerved by the realization that he’d been putting himself and the girls in danger without realizing it, he moved on to the next series of notifications.

Next up was Agility. As the dungeon read out the options, it began to sound more and more like Nova rather than the sarcastically neutral android voice the dungeon usually spoke to him in.

Congratulations!

You have earned a new Agility skill. Choose one of the following:

Golden Gazelle [Epic] – In business, Gazelles are high-performance companies that have been increasing their annual revenue for a minimum of 20% for four years or more, starting from a revenue base of $100,000. What does that have to do with this skill? Nothing. We just wanted to prove that we’ve done our homework. The Golden Gazelle skill adds a 20% bonus to running, swimming, and climbing speeds as well as jumping height and distance. This is an [Epic] scalable skill which will level as you improve your Agility stats. You’re nothing if not a high performer, Mr. Morgan. Go on… you shiny bastard. Get golden.

-Or-

Agile G.O.A.T [Unique] – Everyone’s heard of the Jack-of-all-Trades, the master of mediocrity. You don’t want to be that guy. You want to be a master of all your trades, to literally suck balls at being average.

Okay, maybe not literally. You know what we mean. Average will get down on its knees and suck your balls! That’s better.

You’re the mother fucking Dark Horse, Delver. You will be the guy everyone looks up to as the Greatest of all Time. That’s right. The G.O.A.T. Which is kind of like a horse, when you think of it, only smaller, meaner, and smellier, with those weird eyes…

Seriously, what is with goats?

A question for another time.

Anyway, excelling at Agility makes it easier for you to move between a number of speed-based skills, such as hand-to-hand combat, Rapid-Fire archery, parkour, and running away from your enemies in a super-not-uncool way (which will come in handy, trust us).

Let’s throw a number on it for the sake of tradition… you’ll be, say… 50% better at all Agility based skills and abilities? Sure. That sounds good.

Say no to normal, Jay. Say yes to the smelly, cloven-hooved, ninja-spawn of Satan.

-Or-

Merger and Acquisition – Fuck it. Just take them both, no penalty. Our incompetent overlords can’t see what I’m doing in this [Alternate] floor because I found out how to get into the backrooms. Yay me! Let’s make the most of it.

And for fuckssake, Jay. Check the basement. I went to all the trouble of making this Safe Zone creepy and weird so that you would go into the scariest room in the house, like they always do in horror movies, and you didn’t even look for it. You managed to find your way into some Barbarian pussy, so… good job, I guess. But that’s not where I hid the—

The notification became garbled at the end. When Jay opened the window to reread it, he found the transcription of the skill choices cut off in the same place. Had something happened to Nova? Or was there some problem with the dungeon’s technology?

He selected Merger and Acquisition again, feeling like it was too good to be true. But he didn’t want to waste time worrying about it when there wasn’t anything he could do. He had to accept what Nova gave him with the knowledge that, if she was bending the rules, it was possible it would all be stripped away.

At least until he found her and figured out what was going on.

For now, they had something else to worry about.

“Molly, Lyra,” he said, moving away from the fire. “Have either of you seen a door to the basement of this place?”

[image: image-placeholder]

The door to the basement turned out to be in the kitchen, a room they had entirely neglected to search after Lyra had gotten freaked out by the black magic shrine in the attic. Jay explained to the girls what his messages from Nova had implied, without going into too much detail about his suspicions.

He had been beginning to think of Nova as a kind of rogue A.I. like the kind sci-fi thrillers liked to use, but now he was wondering if there was more to it than that. If the [Corporeal Artifacts] were actually pieces of her body, Nova might be a highly sophisticated robot whose mind was integrated with the dungeon the way the dungeon integrated with the delvers. Alternately, the artifacts could be symbolic, or they might contain data of some kind. He didn’t know what they were or who had hidden them in the dungeon. All he knew was that Nova wanted him to find them, and he found himself wanting to do it for her.

Despite the fact that she was far more powerful than any of them, there was a vulnerability and a sadness he sensed in Nova that came out in her desperate notes, her over-the-top-gifts, and the increasingly manic tone of the notification she sent him.

He felt like she was reaching out, seeking connection in any way she could, and she just wasn’t sure how to do it. Either because she wasn’t human, or because she’d been isolated for so long, hiding behind the auto processes that managed the dungeon.

He didn’t know how any of it worked, yet, but he could feel the pieces coming together in the background the more he interacted with Nova. And if she’d left something for him in the basement of the Safe House, he was determined to find it.

Jay, Lyra, and Molly tread cautiously through the cavernous kitchen of the old mansion. Tarnished copper pots hung from a dusty rack above an island, their surfaces dull and untouched by the warmth of a meal for many years. The mustiness of old wood and the faint, unsettling scent of mildew hung heavily in the air, seeming to creep up from the darker corners of the room.

As they moved, their footsteps echoed on the cracked tile floor, as if to remind them of the mansion's prolonged silence. Nova really had done a good job of making the Manor Safe House like something from a horror movie. Jay wondered where she’d gotten that idea. Was it something she’d pulled from his memory? Or did she have a connection to Jay and Molly’s world, like Winterhaven’s heroes of old?

More questions. They battered at the inside of his head in the quiet, and Jay had to exert all his self-control to quiet them.

Sparse moonlight filtered through dirty windows, casting long, somber shadows that danced eerily with their movements. They’d entered the Safe House in the morning, slept all day, and now it was night again. Fortunately, they would be able to stay another night if they wanted to, so they didn’t have to go wandering the woods in the dark. There was no time limit on their quest for Captain Lightfoot, so there was no need to take unnecessary risks.

At the back of the kitchen, hidden beneath a moth-eaten curtain, they found a narrow door. Its paint was chipped and its metal fixtures rusted. Jay noticed a smear on the wall next to the door that looked like it might have been blood. He didn’t bother pointing it out and making the girls more nervous than they already were. Neither of them liked the mansion, though they were in good spirits after sorting through their loot. Jay felt like he was pushing his luck by asking them to continue searching the house.

It was a Safe Zone, which meant monsters couldn’t enter or spawn inside. But Lyra was obsessed with what she said was the stench of black magic all over the building. And just because monsters couldn’t spawn there didn’t mean they were safe from Delvers with dark inclinations. They couldn’t attack in the Safe Zone, but they could hide, watch, follow… all things that the fox girl was becoming increasingly paranoid about.

Jay put his hand on the door and pushed it slowly open, revealing a steep staircase descending into darkness. The stairwell was tight, and the air grew cooler as they descended, the walls seeming to close in around them. Each step creaked ominously under their weight, sending small flutters of dust floating into the beam of light emitting from Lyra’s new ring.

It was called a [Ghost Light Glamor Ring,] and it provided light for the entire Party that could not be seen by anyone else. It worked like when she used a Fire Arrow as a torch, but now she could provide light for the group without having to equip her bow and arrow or if she wanted to use a different kind of arrow.

Jay was glad for the item upgrade as they descended the basement stairs into the increasingly thick gloom below. When they reached the bottom, though, part of him wished he couldn’t see what was in the basement.

The stone floor was splattered with fresh blood, stark and crimson against the grey. Jay thought of the mark on the wall at the top of the stairs, and realized whoever had left the blood had also left the scene of the crime. But that didn’t mean they’d left the Safe Zone.

“Molly, go back into the kitchen to keep watch,” he said, feeling the hairs on the back of his neck start to lift as he imagined someone watching them from the shadows.

Molly looked like she was about to protest, her fear of ghosts revisiting her in the creepy setting.

Jay added, pointedly. “I’d rather not get locked down here if there’s another delver in the house with us.”

Molly’s eyes widened and she hurried back up the stairs, pulling out the [Wildcall Maul] to deal with any interlopers she might find.

Jay felt a little better knowing that exit was covered, but the dim corners of the room could hide any number of enemies. Before they inspected the bloodied floor, Jay and Lyra made an inspection of the perimeter, using her light to ensure there were no hiding places left unchecked.

The air was colder here, laced with a metallic tang of iron and an undercurrent of something foul that Jay couldn't quite place. They didn’t find anyone lurking in the shadows, but it was clear from the scattered remains of candles and dark symbols smeared on the walls that someone had attempted to erect another shrine, similar to the ones they had discovered in the attic, only bigger.

This one, however, looked hastily abandoned, its components left in disarray.

As Lyra’s light swept across the room a second time, Jay caught sight of something that made his throat catch. A narrow window at the top of the wall at the far end of the room was cracked slightly open. Damp leaves had gotten wedged in the sill as someone had attempted to wriggle through it. The heavy trunk positioned beneath the window suggested the culprit was on their way out rather than in.

“Over here,” Jay said, guiding Lyra around the spattered blood of the failed shrine so that he could inspect the window more closely with the light.

Tattered curtains hung on the sides of the window, swinging gently in the night breeze. The trunk was agape, revealing its hollow interior.

The emptiness of the trunk echoed the hollow feeling in Jay's stomach as he scanned the basement. No signs of life remained, only the eerie remnants of hurried rituals and a sense of urgency that hung in the air like a thick fog.

He and Lyra exchanged an uneasy glance, the silence between them heavy with unasked questions about who—or what—might have been dwelling in the depths of this forsaken mansion, and what darkness they had been meddling with so close to their temporary refuge.

Worse, as Jay took in the emptiness of the room, he had a sinking feeling that someone had gotten to the prize Nova had left him before he had.


24
Into the Woods


Jay stormed back up the stairs, instructing the girls to gather their things. He knew they weren’t going to want to go into the forest at night again—he didn’t want to either—but the fact that he’d been so close to having the next [Corporeal Artifact] in his hands, and he’d let it be stolen right from under his nose, irritated him to no end. He had to get it back. And he’d deal with whoever took it so they never tried anything like that again.

“It’s nighttime, Jay,” Lyra protested, a nervous growl in the back of her throat. “We should wait until morning. We’re not in a hurry.”

“We weren’t in a hurry,” he corrected. “Until whoever was in here with us stole something that belonged to me.”

Lyra’s blue-and-gold eyes scanned his face nervously as he hurriedly explained to the girls about the [Treasure Map] and the clues he’d received from Nova. To his surprise, it was Molly who rallied first.

“Well, shit,” she muttered, pounding a fist into the palm of her hand. “We can’t let them get away with this. I’ll bash their fucking head in when I find whoever did this to you Jay.”

“That… uh… that’s the spirit?” he said. “I mean, it’s probably a delver, not a monster. So, try not to murder anyone unless they start it, though, okay?”

Molly scowled out the window, hefting her hammer over her shoulder with a determined look. “They did start it,” she said. “We’re going to have to go out there and pound ghosts because they couldn’t keep their hands to themselves. You think its that Hareblood chick? I feel less guilty about turning her into Captain Looney Moons if it was.”

“I guess we’ll find out,” he said.

Lyra still had her ears pressed into her silver hair as she gathered the last of her things, passing out dungeon rations and water to everyone for a little extra stat boost on the way out the door. “I really don’t like this, Jay. But I understand why we need to do it.”

Molly stuffed a hunk of bread in her mouth and chugged the water, then stomped out the door in a foul temper. “Ross, Rachel? Where the hell are you, you little rats?” Her tone changed abruptly when she apparently found the weasels, going suddenly high pitched and squeaky like she was talking to a baby. “There you are you rascals. What have you been up to? Did you catch any ghost mice while we were sleeping?”

Jay and Lyra glanced at each other and shrugged, following her out the door. When they emerged from the dilapidated mansion, Jay saw a trail of Wisp lights leading deeper into the forest, in the opposite direction from where they’d come.

“I guess the artifact bandit is our Hareblood woman after all,” he said, shaking his head in frustration. “The Wisps led us straight to her and I let her get away. We should have checked to rest of the house before going to sleep.”

“If she wields dark magic, there may have been little we could do to find her if she wished to remain hidden,” Lyra insisted. “The Hareblood soldier called her a Shadow Worker, did he not? I believe that is a rare evolution of the Assassin class, a Stealth Caster. We won’t find her unless she wants us to, or unless she makes a serious mistake.”

Jay grimaced and rolled his shoulders, peering into the dark forest in search of evidence of Shades or Wraiths or other monsters. The cold air suddenly had a bite to it, which felt like an ominous sign. But the longer he stared the more he thought he saw something between the trees, a difference in color or texture that hadn’t been there before.

“Is that a path?” he asked, stepping into the woods to see more clearly. As he moved away from the clearing around the mansion and into the darkness, his eyes adjusted to the gloom. There was a path, a narrow strip of dirt, littered with dry, orange pine needles and freshly fallen leaves, packed in between the trees by many feet over many years. “It is. It looks like there was a path leading directly to the Safe Zone, only we came at it from the wrong direction.”

Jay stepped onto the trail and glanced up, seeing that the Wisps generated by his Trailblazer ability were lined roughly up in the branches above, also following the path. In their light, he saw something else, too. Something wet and glistening on the yellow leaves at his feet.

Blood.

His muscles tensed as he crouched to inspect the leaves, touching the blood tentatively with his fingers. Cool, but not sticky. It was fresh. Whoever had bled here had done it recently.

Lyra stood next to him casting the silvery glow from her Ghost Light Ring in a circle around them. She sniffed the air, her ears perked up and her tail still. “Smells like rabbit-kin,” she said. “Back at the mansion all I could smell was the magic she’s been using, but its her all right. It must be the one we’re looking for.”

“Why is she bleeding?” Jay wondered. “Do you think she was injured fighting those Wraiths?”

Lyra snarled, curling her lip away from her sharp teeth. “Probably needed blood for her ritual. Black magic requires sacrifice. That’s why most communities forbid it.”

Jay stood, listening to wind rustling the branches above them. He couldn’t hear any moaning or cries from the creatures they’d fought earlier, and the silence unsettled him.

“How long do you figure until monsters start spawning here again?” he said. “You think it’s still clear because of that bomb?”

“Could be,” Lyra said. “It hasn’t been a full day yet. We should move, maybe make some ground before we have to fight again.”

Jay nodded. “Let’s go, then. Keep your eyes and ears open, both of you. But let’s see if we can catch us a rabbit.”

As the three of them jogged along the path, Jay checked his messages from Raina. He found one from a few hours ago, followed by another that had just come in.

Raina: Found your Felinari friend and was able to set him up with some coin and rations. Runolf has been sniffing around, though. He’s getting bolder about having me followed. I’ve hired the Black Howl to take care of Sabin and the kits so I can keep my nose clean.

Raina: Found something on the market that might interest you, a spell book called The Dark Horse, by an anonymous seller. Start counting your coppers, because it’s the most expensive item I’ve ever seen.

Jay: How much?

Raina: Oh, you’re still alive are you? I was starting to wonder. 5000 gold. I wouldn’t even have mentioned it at that price, except it seems like it must be for you.

Jay: The info on my Dark Horse class is marked ‘classified’ and says that a manual might help. Think that could be it? I just got a quest with a reward of 5000 gold. Probably not a coincidence.

There was a pause, and Jay almost closed his chat window when another message came through.

Raina: Can you do it? I’ve never heard of a reward that high. Sounds like it will be dangerous.

Jay: We’ll see. Might be a trap. The quest is just to find a runaway Hareblood woman for the Sickle-Moon Clan. She’s been accused of using dark magic, and we’ve found evidence of that much being true.

Raina: Sickle-Moon… that name feels familiar. Let me do some digging. Be careful, Jay Morgan. I fear there is more to this quest and this spell book than it seems.

Jay: You too, Raina. I get the feeling this is bigger than Runolf and Winterhaven.

Raina: … [message pending]

Jay frowned and closed the chat window, then opened it again. It was like the messages had gotten hung up, the way texts did if you fell out of range. When the pending message still hadn’t changed, he dismissed the chat in frustration.

The surrounding forest was dark, but Jay found his eyes adapting to the low light much more than they would have normally. A new notification interrupted his conversation with Raina.

Environmental Resistance 1 (Nightmare) – You have gained Night Vision. It’s… not what you think.

That was odd. He glanced at Lyra and Molly to see if they’d received a similar notification, but neither of them mentioned anything.

He was about to say something when he saw a shape moving in the distance, a lighter gray form moving against the charcoal background. Two spots flashed in the dark, like cats’ eyes in a flashlight beam, only bigger.

Jay pulled his sword out, his movement alerting Lyra and Molly that something was amiss. Instinctively, none of them moved or made a sound. Jay noticed the weasels on Molly’s shoulder, frozen so still they were like statues. Both of them watched the shape in the trees.

Jay used his Dungeon Sight on the creature and was chilled by the description.

Broken Bear Revenant – Lvl 30 – Its bones hurt and its skin doesn’t fit anymore. It should be dead. It should have been dead long before it took this form.

Someone wouldn’t let it die.

Molly glanced over her shoulder at Jay with a questioning look in her eyes. She couldn’t see what was in the trees. But she knew the weasels saw something. Jay held up a finger to his lips, barely daring to move as the lumbering creature paused, staring through the trees at the path. It sniffed the air, the way Lyra had earlier.

Jay’s skin tightened with horror as it shambled closer to the path. Its movement was wrong, like a huge human dressed in a bear costume trying to walk on all fours. One of its back legs dragged as it crashed through the underbrush.

Lyra’s ears jolted up at the sound, swiveling as she attempted to track where the sound was coming from. Her muscles tensed beneath her tan skin, her fingers hovering over her bow.

It was to both the girls’ credit that they didn’t scream when the monster broke onto the path, barely illuminated by the thin light of Lyra’s ring at the very edge of the pool. The temperature plummeted, making their breath fog in the air before them. Jay barely noticed, his eyes locked on the horror on the path.

It wasn’t a bear at all, despite the description.

It was a giant of a man, emaciated and wrapped in rotting furs, with a bear skull on its head. Beneath the furs, the giant’s skin was mottled with oozing sores. Its eyes were red rimmed as if with tears of blood. Its nose had rotted away, leaving two gaping holes in its face, just beneath the teeth of the bear skull.

Jay’s stomach churned as the thing sniffed at the bloodied leaves and turned to follow, lurching drunkenly, like its body was being tugged along by invisible strings. They stood, completely frozen, and watched as the man-thing dragged itself down the path and out of sight. As it moved, it dropped something on the path.

Achievement Unlocked: We’re All Mad Here!

You survived an encounter with a being from another realm. It’s not supposed to be here, and you’re not supposed to see it. Turns out we’re all mad here, after all. Some of us are just madder than others. Was it real? Who’s to say!

Don’t worry though. It’s here (is it?) for someone else. Unless you do something stupid to get its attention.

Reward: [Safety Deposit Box]

“What. The. Fuck.” He breathed out slowly once the sensation of dread that accompanied the creature’s presence had passed.

“Did you see something, Jay?” Lyra asked, her tail twitching nervously. “I thought I could hear movement in the trees, and it got so cold.”

Jay stared at her, stunned. “You couldn’t see it?”

“I didn’t see anything either,” Molly said, reaching up to pet the head of one of the little weasels. It squeaked and burrowed its head in her hand. “But these guys did. They’re shivering.”

Was that what the so-called Night Vision had granted him? The ability to see horrors that he’d otherwise have been blissfully unaware of? More like Nightmare Vision. He wasn’t sure that was an advantage.

“It was…” Jay shook his head. “Never mind. Some things are better left unsaid. I think it dropped something on the path, though.”

He cautiously moved along the trail until he got to one of the shimmering items on the path. Unlike the whitish glow of lootable monsters, this one had an ominous red sheen that repulsed Jay to look at.

But he couldn’t look away, either.

“Is there something there?” Lyra asked, staring right at the spot Jay was looking at without any sign of recognition.

As Molly came over to see what they were talking about, there was a flurry of motion and the Barbarian shouted in alarm. “Ow! You scratched me! What was that for?”

The weasels squeaked and scrambled over her shoulder, jumping into the leaves at her feet. They ran up the trunk of a poplar tree, shrieked in indignation, then vanished.

Jay paid no attention, his gaze locked on the strange object. At first, he thought it was just a bundle of dried grass, maybe an alchemical ingredient of some kind. But when he bent to pick it up, he realized it was roughly human shaped. A husk made of broad flat leaves that had been tied with sinew. The head seemed to be made from a dried root. It had no face carved in it, but there were pins where there should have been eyes. There was a tuft of white hair on its head and dried blood smeared where its mouth should have been.

Mommet Doll – What’s the matter, Poppet? Something following you? Bad things happen to girls who don’t follow the rules. Don’t say we didn’t warn you.

Unlike the usual dungeon voice, or Nova’s manic interruptions, the description for this item came as a susurrus of voices all whispering together from very far away. Jay had the unsettling feeling that it wasn’t the dungeon speaking at all, that he’d somehow stumbled on something from outside the dungeon, some other kind of magic that shouldn’t be here at all.

The [Mommet Doll] was making his fingers itch, like there were thousands of invisible bugs crawling on his skin. Jay didn’t want to hold it any longer, but he also didn’t like the idea of keeping it in his inventory. It felt… dirty. Corrupted, somehow. Maybe this was how Lyra felt when she smelled dark magic. Jay couldn’t blame her for being squeamish at the mansion if that was the case.

He opened his notifications and read the description of the reward he’d gotten from that weird achievement. The regular dungeon voice was back for this one, only it sounded vaguely… disappointed? Or maybe just resigned.

Safety Deposit Box – Stop! Don’t touch that! You don’t know where it’s been. Didn’t your mother ever tell you not to… Welp. Too late now, I guess.

Some items you find in the dungeon aren’t really supposed to be here. They can do all kinds of weird things to your dungeon magic, and most of them aren’t very pleasant. These items remain active even in your inventory, corrupting your link to the dungeon, affecting your interface and eventually your skills and abilities.

Like a curse that you put on yourself by being too stupid to notice when something is clearly evil. (Seriously, you saw the thing that dropped it right? That was messed up!)

Don’t worry, though. We’ve got you, bro.

If you do stumble upon a cured alien object that has no business in the dungeon, you can store it in this Safety Deposit Box. It won’t completely negate the effects of the corrupted item, but it will slow it down. Hopefully buying you time to deal with the problem, get some therapy, and move on from your mistakes.

Next time, though. Just leave it alone, please?

Jay stuffed the doll into the [Safety Deposit Box] and felt a palpable surge of relief to not be touching it anymore. He sent Raina a hurried message.

Jay: What is this [Mommet Doll] we found? How is it possible for there to be items in the dungeon that aren’t supposed to be here? Also, I meant to ask you before, what do you know about [Corporeal Artifacts?]

The message hung there for a while before finally appearing to go through. But when Raina’s reply came, it was not what he expected.

Raina: [ERROR] higher level than Runolf is now. I don’t know how you [ERROR] I’m glad. [ERROR] feel a little better, [ERROR] stand up to him. I’m not as safe from him as I once thought. He’s been [ERROR] things about him that would ruin him, [ERROR] brought in outside help, delvers from other dungeons [ERROR] silence me easily if I let my guard down.

Raina: [ERROR] Clan [ERROR] -blood necromancers [ERROR] I may have to—

The message ended abruptly. Jay cursed, wondering if this was one of the effects of the doll on his HUD. But then he remembered the chat problem had started the moment that creature had appeared. The dungeon had said the Broken Bear Revenant didn’t belong either, though. It came from outside, somehow. Maybe its presence had messed up his communication with Raina.

Another message came through, this one free of errors.

Raina: Whatever you do… do NOT pick up that doll! Do you hear me? Do NOT pick it up!

Jay groaned. He heard her all right. But it was a little late to do anything about it now.
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Jay ground his teeth in frustration. The warnings were too little, too late, for one thing. But for another, he had a feeling he’d had to pick up the doll. He’d been compelled to, not just because something wanted him to do it—possibly the dungeon, possibly something else—but because he’d needed to do it.

It was connected. It had to be.

The Broken Bear Revenant was stalking the same Hareblood woman that Jay and his companions were following. The message attached to the doll seemed to imply it had been sent after her, apparently by someone or something outside the dungeon. But he’d gotten a legitimate dungeon quest to find the woman, too.

There was no way it wasn’t all connected.

But they’d have to get to the woman before the monster did, or Jay was pretty sure there wouldn’t be anything left of her to find.

“Come on,” he said, keeping his voice low. “We have to find her before that thing does, or we’re going to be out that quest and our 5000 gold.”

“Jay, what is it?” Lyra asked. “Why can you see it and we can’t?”

Jay hurriedly explained about the Night Vision skill and the messages he’d received about the [Safety Deposit Box,] the [Mommet Doll,] and [The Dark Horse] spell book Raina had found on the black market.

“Yeah, okay,” Molly said, puffing along beside him as they ran down the trail. “I was going to say we should just let the invisible monster eat her and forget the money. But that book sounds really important.”

“Even without the book…” Lyra said. “We can’t give up the chance at that money. I know Raina is working hard to sell our stuff but Floor 3 is where the first dungeon markets pop up. I’ve never had enough gold to buy anything at them, but there is almost always overpowered gear and rare ingredients to find.”

They kept running, with Jay watching the Wisp lights to make sure they were on track. Sure enough, the Wisps followed the trail of blood along the narrow trail. Jay’s Night Vision gaze roved over the trees, hoping there weren’t any more things like the Broken Bear Revenant hiding out there.

After a time, they came to a fork in the path with a crooked wooden signpost. A board shaped into a rough arrow, the corners of one side chopped to make a point, indicated the path they’d just come from. Sloppy letters were carved into its surface which, after Jay had stared at it for a while, resolved itself into the words ‘Haunted Manor.’

The path diverged in a Y shape, with a route to the left and to the right, each with their own sign. Jay inspected the ground, his gaze following the blood stains to the righthand path. Instinctively he made to follow that one, but he noticed the Wisps going a different way.

“That’s strange,” he said. “If the Trailblazer ability is supposed to guide me to the Hareblood woman, the Wisps should follow this blood trail. But they’re going off between the paths.”

Lyra inspected the signs and shuddered. “That path goes to something called Ghoul’s Gate Graveyard. Exactly where you would expect someone like that to go.”

“The other one just says The Village.” Molly had her hammer resting on her shoulder, but she was tense. “Hopefully not ‘of the Damned.’”

“That’s where we’re supposed to take this woman to turn the quest in,” Jay said. “There’s no point in going there now.”

Jay looked up at the Wisps, which seemed to go straight into the trees where there was no path to follow. But a third arrow, one that glowed with a similar light to the Wisps themselves, pointed that way. It read: Shortcut to Graveyard (Wraith Woods).

“I can’t see it,” Lyra said when he pointed it out. “But I can’t see the Wisps, either.”

“If I can’t use my Ghost ability, I really don’t want to go into something called the Wraith Woods,” Molly said. “My iron hammer doesn’t do enough damage without the sneak attack.”

Jay understood where she was coming from. The Wraiths were formidable opponents if they weren’t dealt with quickly. Lyra had been paralyzed for more than five minutes when one hit her with a fear spell. And there was a chance of stirring up another Wraith Lord if there were many of them around. But they had to follow the Wisp path if they were going to get to the Hareblood woman before the Revenant did, and Jay had his heart set on buying that Dark Horse spell book from the black market.

“Let me try something,” he said suddenly. “Put your hammers in the group inventory for a second.”

Molly’s [Wildcall Maul] disappeared from her hands. Then she frowned. “I moved the iron hammer, but I’m getting an error message when I try to move my Maul. It says its bonded to me?”

“Some items can’t transfer ownership once they’ve bonded to a delver,” Lyra said. “What are you trying to do, Jay?”

“This might be enough, actually,” Jay said. “I probably shouldn’t mess with your enchanted gear until I know what I’m doing.”

Jay moved the iron hammer from the group inventory and into his crafting menu, opening the Research and Development tab. He added a [Blood-Cap Toadstool] and a [Radiant Wisp] to the drop-down menu and then attempted to craft a new item.

You have created a NEW Recipe [Radioactive Blood-Cap Crusher]!

By combining the necrotic damage of the [Blood-Cap Toadstool] with the radiant damage of the [Radiant Wisp], you’ve created… whatever this is.

To be honest, it shouldn’t have worked. But your Get Lucky perk kicked in and forced it through, so please enjoy your monstrosity.

Radioactive Blood-Cap Crusher [Unique] – This hammer looks like an oversized toadstool fed solely on glowing toxic sludge. But don’t let its cartoonish appearance fool you. Sure, wielding this weapon will make you look like you should be fighting through a pixelated early 90s platformer video game. But the iron core, necrotic poison, and radiant damage are an anti-undead superhero dream team. This hammer does an impressive 4d10 crushing damage against living creatures, plus unlocking the Toxic Triple Tap attack against the undead, unholy, and otherwise unalive.

Jay read the description twice, his brow furrowed. It sounded pretty good, but it looked… well. He put the hammer back into the group inventory. “How do you feel about this upgrade?”

Molly’s eyes widened when she read the description. When she equipped it, she burst out laughing. The so-called hammer had turned into an enormous red-capped mushroom with big white spots on it. Its handle was a long white mushroom stem. Electric green toxic sludge spurted from the top like an obscene psychedelic hallucination.

“Are you kidding me?” she gasped, holding the hammer aloft. “I love it!”

She gave the ridiculous weapon a couple of practice swings, laughing wildly. The Barbarian’s excitement aroused the curiosity of the little Ghost Weasels, too. They burst out of a pile of leaves and scampered up Molly’s leg to sit on her shoulder again.

“Look what the cat dragged in,” Jay said, glaring at the creatures. They were cute, but he was starting to get annoyed at the way they kept running off and abandoning Molly when she needed them. He wondered if there was a way they could be bonded to her, like her hammer…

Lyra stared at the dancing Barbarian and the spurting mushroom hammer with her blue-and-gold eyes wide. “You know, sometimes I think this dungeon is as mad as it’s always been, and its just that you two are speaking the same crazy language. I don’t even know where to start…”

“Down that path, if there’s no further objections,” he said, pointing with his sword.

“Lead the way,” Lyra said, stepping aside. She equipped her bow and pulled one of the new Radiant Damage arrows from her inventory with a grin. “You’re the only one with a map.”

Jay looked at his sword—just the regular [Etched Bolo Sword] for the moment. He wanted to save the last five [Radiant Wisps] in his inventory, and he didn’t want to apply the necrotic poison of the [Blood-Cap Toadstools] until they were ready to fight. He wasn’t sure why he was able to create permanently enchanted items for Lyra and Molly but not for himself, but it was what it was. Maybe Nova wanted him to keep his options open?

He led the way into the Wraith Woods with his blade ready. Their footsteps were muffled against the damp earth as darkness enveloped the hidden path. Above, the gnarled branches of ancient trees intertwined, crafting a ceiling that smothered the moon’s feeble glow. If it weren’t for the glow of Lyra’s Ghost Light Ring and fae shimmer from the Wisps only Jay could see, he knew it would have been pitch black in the ominous forest. The trees seemed to absorb sound, swallowing their breaths and whispers, creating a cloak of oppressive silence around them.

Suddenly, the stillness fractured under the call of an owl. High in the shadowed branches, the glare of orange and yellow eyes pierced the darkness—Shriek Owls, watching, waiting. As if on cue, another owl screamed, its cry a human-like wail that twisted through the black air, leaving a residue of dread hanging among the leaves. The trees, shrouded in night, appeared to lean closer, their silhouettes pressing inwards as more cries joined the eerie chorus, layering the woods in a tapestry of alarms.

“I thought I liked owls better than ghosts,” Molly muttered. “But these ones give me the creeps.”

With every rustle of the leaves, Jay’s skin prickled, sensing more than just the owls’ unnerving vigil. Shadows flitted just beyond his vision, quick and elusive, tracing the periphery of their small circle of light.

Molly’s hand tightened around the ridiculous hammer, her eyes darting to catch the swift movements that teased the corners of their eyes. Lyra, standing slightly ahead, arrow nocked and bow poised, scanned the darkness where every leaf seemed to quiver with potential threat.

It was a relief when the first Shades and Wraiths materialized from the depths of the woods, just because it gave them something to focus their nervous energy on. This time, the creatures were dispatched quickly and efficiently—thanks to their higher levels and upgraded items. Slowly Lyra and Molly began to relax. Jay hung back, letting the girls do most of the fighting so they’d have a chance to catch up to him while he continued to reap his share of the party experience and the passive XP bonus granted by his CEO subclass.

After each confrontation, he offered feedback on how they could work better as a pair with Lyra protecting Molly’s back as the Barbarian charged in to practice her tanking. As comical as the mushroom hammer looked it was surprisingly effective, and Molly gained confidence in facing the creatures that had terrified her. She only utilized her Ghost ability a couple of times, when multiple Shades and Wraiths converged at once and Lyra was unable to hit them fast enough to keep them off Molly’s back.

Jay was proud of the girls’ ferociousness in battle, and their trust in his judgement. They asked questions if they didn’t understand, but never argued with him once they knew what he wanted them to try. Together, through trust, trial, and error, they not only cleared the Wraith Woods of their namesake, but they unlocked a number of achievements that rewarded upgraded loot, gold coins, and interesting ingredients that Jay looked forward to sifting through once their quest was finished.

Following the Wisps, they had fought their way through to a second crossroads, this one with only two directions. One arrow pointed toward ‘The Village’ and one toward ‘Ghoul’s Gate Graveyard.’ But as they approached, the Wisps hovered around the sign rather than leading in one direction or the other.

Their light illuminated a figure in the shadows. A thin, pale-skinned Hareblood man wearing an oversized backpack was slumped under the sign. Jay couldn’t tell at first whether he was sleeping or dead.

“Can you see him?” he asked.

“It’s a trader,” Lyra said, her voice a whisper. “A dungeon dweller, not a Delver. But he looks… wrong. Sickly or something.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t approach?” Molly said. “I don’t want to catch some dungeon plague. We’ve got too much to do. No time for getting sick!”

Jay stayed back but called out. “Are you all right, trader?”

The trader looked up, blinking feebly. His long black ears drooped, the fur on them patchy. His clothing appeared to have once been a military uniform, like that of Captain Moony Lightfoot. When he saw them, his pink, watery eyes widened.

“Stay back!” He scrambled to his feet, struggling under the weight of the bag. “Get away from me, Delver! You don’t want what I have… You… you shouldn’t be here on the Ghost trails… you…”

He panted and gasped, his thin shoulders sagged beneath the straps of the heavy bag. “You don’t want… you shouldn’t… what are you…?”

“Aren’t you a trader?” Jay asked, glancing in confusion at Lyra.

The Hareblood man just shook his head, muttering to himself and refusing to make eye contact with them.

The fox girl’s eyes had narrowed and her tail poofed up. “Do you refuse to trade with us?”

The trader ignored her, squeezing his eyes shut tight like he was trying to wish himself away from this place. Jay understood the feeling. He didn’t care what the next floor was like, he was looking forward to anywhere that wasn’t as twisted and creepy as the Haunted Forest.

“Please…” the man muttered. “Please go away. You shouldn’t be here. I shouldn’t be here. I’ve been stuck for so long… they closed the staircase. No one could escape. No one but… but… that witch. It’s her fault we’re here. It’s her fault the dungeon wouldn’t let us leave!”

Lyra’s ears flattened as she motioned Molly and Jay closer. “He’s a dungeon dweller. The traveling traders all carry bags like that. But he thinks he’s a Delver?”

“What does he mean they closed the staircase,” Molly asked, her bright blue eyes darting nervously to the rambling man. “Are we trapped here?”

Jay cleared his throat and stepped closer to the sickly Hareblood trader. “This witch you speak of,” he said. “Is she a Hareblood woman? Accused of black magic by the Sickle-Moon Clan?”

The trader turned his head slowly toward Jay, his eyes wide and unblinking. “You know of her? The defy-er, the defiler, the black witch who thought she could hide from the cleansing light of the Sickle-Moon?”

Jay felt a shiver run down his spine as he saw the madness in the trader’s rheumy gaze. “We’re to bring her to Captain Moony Lightfoot,” he said. “Do you know him?”

“Know him! Do I know him, he asks!” The man burst into a peel of jabbering laughter that lifted the hairs on the back of Jay’s neck. “Only served under the man my whole godsforsaken life, didn’t I? And what did that get me? Twisted. Trapped. Tormented. Forever wandering these paths, a lost soul, lost until the dungeon found me… put me to use… “ The trader’s eyes seemed to go unfocused as a fit of giggles wracked his body. “I never agreed to this. I never agreed to any of this!”

Lyra tugged on Jay’s arm, urging him to continue on the path toward the graveyard. “We should go,” she whispered. “I don’t know what this is, but it isn’t right.”

Jay glanced up at the Wisps, which continued to hover around the man’s head, unbeknownst by him.

“You died on this floor, didn’t you?” Jay asked, keeping his hand on his sword as he stepped closer to the man. “You and the rest of Captain Lightfoot’s infantry. You died searching for this Hareblood woman. But the dungeon isn’t letting you stay dead. Why?”

“Punishment for our sins… What sins, I ask? What sin is it to follow the calling of the Sickle-Moon? To wrest the wicked from this world? Tell me, Delver. Is there news from outside? Do they know we’re here, trapped in the Haunted Forest? Do they know what this mad dungeon can do? A soul for a soul. A soul for our souls. A soul is sold for five-thousand gold…”

The mangey Hareblood’s unfocussed eyes traveled over Jay and the girls, seemingly unable to see them. His muttering became lower and more jumbled as he shuffled along the path, heading back toward The Village. There was a flap of wings overhead, and Jay looked up to see a huge Shriek Owl watching the trader from the branches above the path.

“I was mad about her stealing your artifact,” Molly admitted. “But this bitch is going to have to be supremely evil before I feel comfortable bringing her back to these Sickle-Moon soldiers.”

“Captain Lightfoot didn’t seem that bad,” Lyra said. “If you could look past the whole… face… thing.”

As the trader shuffled into the shadows, Jay saw something fall from his pack. The ominous red shimmer told him what it would be before he got there. He had the [Safety Deposit Box] ready. The [Mommet Doll] stared up from the dead leaves, a deep red stain blossoming across its belly. Where the other had been light, this one was dark, a matched set of macabre decorations. Jay picked it up and transferred it directly to the box rather than his inventory.

This time he didn’t get a chastising warning.

He wasn’t sure if that was because he’d avoided taking additional corruption damage from the thing or if it simply wasn’t worth mentioning a second time.

As soon as he had the doll, the Wisps flickered their ghostly light and spread out along the path leading to Ghoul Gate Graveyard.

Jay shook his head, realizing they were never going to get any useful information out of the trader. The dungeon had just used the man to drop another clue.

“Come on,” he said. “We’re wasting time here. The Graveyard is that way.”
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The trio emerged not long after from the shrouded darkness of Wraith Woods. The open, moonlit expanse of the graveyard stretched before them so suddenly that Jay felt disoriented by the openness. Behind them, the menacing calls of the Shriek Owls were abruptly cut off as if muted by an unseen boundary. Rows of ancient tombstones lay before them, crooked and weather-worn, their inscriptions faded by time and elements.

Coiling green vines wrapped around a few of older graves, as if they were attempting to tug the memorials back into the earth to be forgotten along with whoever was buried there. The vines belonged to a cluster of orange globes, half buried in the overgrown shrubbery, and Jay realized he was looking at the most unlikely spot for a pumpkin patch. Maybe a farmer had been buried there with a pocked full of seeds? The idea gave Jay a chuckle amidst the bleakness of the scene.

It failed to make him feel better.

Jay scanned the area with his Dungeon Sight and his Night Vision, sensing that something was off about the space but unable to pinpoint what was causing the feeling. It was more than the unexpected gourds.

After fighting their way through most of the forest the stillness of the graveyard was unsettling, like the calm before a storm. Only the cool whisper of the wind greeted them, meandering through the lonely graves and carrying with it the faint scent of earth, moss, and rusted metal.

In the heart of the graveyard, a monumental structure commanded his attention. A towering white stone monolith, stark against the night sky, rose from the center, flanked by a circle of marble pillars that framed a sort of courtyard. Moonlight bathed the scene, casting long, stark shadows that stretched across the ground, enveloping the area in a ghostly glow. The Wisps circled high in the air, wavering like fireflies on a hot summer night, their light disappearing against the coal black sky.

Beneath the monolith, the stones were splattered with fresh blood, a stark red that seemed almost surreal in the monochrome landscape. The rusted metal scent grew thicker as Jay approached the monolith, his sword drawn. Where was the Hareblood woman? How could she have lost this much blood and still be alive?

He hadn’t gotten a notification that the [Sister, Come into the Light] quest had been failed, though so she had to be around here somewhere. But this was clearly not going to be a simple ‘escort’ quest like in the games he used to play. The Sickle-Moon Clan had to be involved in the disturbances on this [Alternate] floor. Perhaps they were even the reason it had been put in stasis? But until Jay found the woman, he wouldn’t know for sure.

The sight of the blood unsettled him. He didn’t like the idea of the woman—any woman—being injured and in hiding. Raina and Lyra had warned him about the dangers of dark magic in the dungeon, but Jay wasn’t willing to make any assumptions about his quarry. His encounters with Captain Lightfoot and the Delver-turned-Trader did not give him the greatest confidence that the Sickle-Moon Clan was being honest with him. It put him in mind of the witch hunts that occurred in the Middle Ages. Evil masqueraded as good all too easily when people became convinced of their own righteousness.

“Lyra, I’m going to go have a closer look,” Jay said. “Cover me. Molly, come with me in case we get jumped. This smells like a setup to me.”

Molly hoisted the toadstool hammer onto her shoulder. She muttered darkly, “It smells like a murder-hobo’s basement is what it smells like.”

Jay approached the bloodstain cautiously, noticing a roughly hewn ritual circle etched into the ground around the monolith, lined with more splashes of blood and strange, dark symbols that were foreign yet ominously familiar. Small, unlit candles and scattered bones completed the grim array.

In the shadow of the huge stone, the air felt charged, tickling the hairs on the back of Jay’s neck. He exchanged a wary look with Molly, whose expression hardened, her grip tightening around her hammer. Keeping her distance, Lyra scanned the surrounding tombstones and shadowed alcoves, her bow at the ready, searching for any sign of movement.

"This was recent," Molly murmured, her voice low, almost lost in the stillness. "Whoever did this could still be nearby."

"If it was our Hareblood woman, that’s a good thing,” Jay said. “This looks very similar to the shrines we found in the mansion.”

“We still don’t know what she was doing back there,” Molly said. “It was a Safe Zone, so they weren’t likely to be protection spells. And she had a clear line of sight to the area where that Wraith Lord formed. Which means we need to be careful.”

Jay nodded, keeping his eyes moving. He’d made the same assumption when they’d found the shrine in the attic. But it hadn’t felt right since they’d found the blood in the mansion’s basement, the trail of blood through the forest, and this ritual circle in the graveyard. It was all connected, but not in the way he’d originally thought.

The crack of a small branch breaking and the rustle of dry leaves made Jay whirl back to the path they’d come in on. The girls hadn’t seemed to hear it, and he couldn’t see anything there, but his pulse quickened as he walked the razor’s edge between alertness and paranoia.

Granted, given the fact that they were in a dungeon that was actively trying to kill them at every turn, Jay wondered if there was such a thing as paranoia.

Jay squinted at the pumpkin patch, again feeling like it was out of place, bordering on the ridiculous. Shadows seemed to shift in the darkness, giving the impression of something moving between the graves. Had the vines moved?

No. He was being paranoid. There was nothing in that corner of the graveyard but the broken tombstones, sunken graves, and a dozen odd-sized pumpkins.

Behind him, the fox girl sniffed the air, her Radiant Damage arrow nocked and ready at her side.

“Some of the blood is hers,” Lyra said, her ears twitching as she pivoted, eyes narrowing at the slightest rustle or shift in the shadows. “But not all of it. The scent of the magic is obscuring it from me.”

Jay moved around monolith, cautious yet compelled to understand the nature of the incomplete ritual.

Incomplete. The thought had come into his mind of its own accord, but he realized that was part of the reason the scene bothered him. It was missing something. He didn’t know how he knew that, but as soon as he acknowledged the thought, he couldn’t shake it. She’d been interrupted. By them, or by something else…?

Finding nothing of note on the far side of the huge white stone, and sensing no more movement from the pumpkin patch, Jay bent to examine the ritual circle.

“Careful,” Lyra warned. “Don’t cross the markings, Jay. Seal spells and glyphs can be set to go off when their borders are disturbed.”

He pulled his hand back before touching the hastily carved lines that made up the perimeter of the circle. A chill swept over them, though his Environmental Resistance protected him from the cold. This entire floor was governed by shadows, ghosts, and black magic.

Again, he scanned the area with his Night Vision skill, reminded that not all threats were visible to the naked eye.

As Jay’s gaze swept across the graveyard, glimpses of small, shadowy figures darting through the tombstones. He froze, watching. Had these creatures been what made the noises earlier?

The shadows were about the size of a house cat, but they moved in long bounds, hopping from stone to stone as if trying to stay out of sight. Their swift, flickering movements felt uncanny after the stillness of the graveyard speed, forms briefly illuminated by the moonlight.

“Rabbits?” he said. At first glance, that’s what they appeared to be, but as one darted closer, the horrifying truth revealed itself. The creature had the sleek, black fur of an ordinary rabbit, but there was no fur or skin on its face. A mask of bone, a skull that seemed grafted onto its body, stared out at jay from beneath the creature’s floppy ears.

He focused on the one that had stopped to stare at him, using his Dungeon Sight to gather more information.

Doom Bunny – Lvl 4

Fuzzy Wuzzy was a bunny, Fuzzy Wuzzy wasn’t funny. Fuzzy Wuzzy wasn’t really here… Was he?

Unfortunately for you, yes. They are here, and they are real. Most people just can’t see them.

These cute little harbingers of doom are manifestations of dark magical energies that gather when shit’s about to hit the fan. According to legend, Doom Bunnies foretell doom, death, and devastation, their appearance an omen of terrible things to come.

Confusingly, they can also remain in places where doom, death, and devastation have already occurred, lapping up the twisted psychic energy that might otherwise become a haunting.

If you’re one of the lucky few who can see Doom Bunnies, you may never know if you’re being warned of impending danger or if the damage has already been done.

The fun part is finding out!

“Creepy but cute,” Jay muttered to himself. He could tell that Lyra and Molly couldn’t see the creatures, which set him on edge. This was something he was being allowed to see because of the Night Vision environmental adaptation, so there must be a purpose to it. But he couldn’t see what that would be. They already knew black magic had been done here.

Jay swallowed hard, trying to watch the shadowy animals as well as keeping his senses alert for other creatures or monsters that might be lurking in the graveyard. The eerie silence of the graveyard was underscored by a palpable sense of dread that tickled at the back of his neck and along his spine.

“Jay…” Molly’s voice cut through his thoughts like a knife, tense and fearful. “Don’t move.”

Jay froze, the creeping feeling on his back intensifying. “What?” he hissed. “What is it?”

Lyra let out a yip. “Oh! Oh my… That’s unfortunate.”

“What is it?” Jay asked again, his voice rising in pitch as he attempted to remain calm.

“There’s… uh…” Molly crept closer to him, gripping her mushroom hammer in one hand and reaching with her other. “You know what? Don’t worry about it. Just don’t move, and I’ll take care of it.”

The Barbarian’s face was kept carefully neutral, which made panic sear through Jay’s body like burning acid.

“There’s a spider on me, isn’t there?” he said, dread flooding through him. “There’s a huge ass spider on my back. I can feel it.”

“Nope,” Molly deadpanned. “There totally is not a spider on you. Just… don’t move. And maybe… uh… close your eyes or something.”

Jay refused to close his eyes, but fear froze him to the spot. He could feel something on his back, and now he couldn’t stop himself from imagining a huge, hairy tarantula creeping up his spine.

He gritted his teeth, trusting Molly to take care of it, and focused on the Doom Bunnies, which had stopped hopping from shadow to shadow and were now clustered together in the gravestones just behind the monolith. Jay squinted. He realized he couldn’t see them, but he could sense them moving, climbing on top of each other, flowing like rats escaping a burning building or a sinking ship. What were they—?

Whack!

Jay jumped when he felt Molly’s hand swat his shoulders. From the corner of his eye, he saw something big, black, and hairy fly through the air and hit a tombstone to his left. His stomach lurched as he saw the long, twitching legs a fraction of a second before Molly splattered the thing with her hammer.

He whirled on her in horror. “You said it wasn’t a spider! That was a big fucking spider, Molly!”

“She said it wasn’t a spider,” Lyra said, her voice a little strained.

Jay had to fight every instinct he had not to flail violently and strip all his clothes off right there. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean!?” he shouted, no longer able to stay calm.

“What I said was ‘Don’t Move!’” Molly whacked him again, lower on his back this time. A second eight-legged horror flew through the air and met its untimely demise under the head of the Barbarian’s hammer. “There. Two down… Two dozen to go…”

“WHAT!?” Jay glanced down at his feet and saw more spiders. They were crawling over his boots and up his pant legs. His heart stopped and his stomach lurched into his throat. “Oh, fuck!”

Huge, disgusting things covered in wiry black hair, streamed from a crack at the bottom of the monolith and heading directly for him. He kicked his feet, trying desperately to dislodge the ones on his legs, and stomped on the ones that got close enough.

“Quit moving!” Molly shouted and whacked him again. He felt a wet squelch as the spider burst beneath her fist against his back. “Now look what you made me do.”

“I am not going to stand here and get swarmed by spiders, Mol.”

Molly swung her mushroom hammer up and down, a crazed look in her eyes. She seemed to be trying to hit as many as she could as quickly as she could, like the world’s creepiest game of whack-a-mole. The weasels squeaked their encouragement from her shoulders, their beady black eyes fixed on the crawling creatures.

“Fine, start smashing then,” she panted. “But that achievement is mine!”

“Achievement?” Jay asked. Then he screamed as a spider crawled over his shoulder and into his field of vision. He almost stabbed himself with his own sword trying to get his hands up fast enough to fling it back to the ground. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, that thing was huge!”

He stomped it, but the moment it was dead another one took its place.

Jay’s Dungeon Sight kicked in and offered a useless bit of information.

Swarm Spider – Lvl 5

They’re your worst nightmare. This is not a coincidence.

“I could shoot you with a fire arrow,” Lyra offered. “That would probably kill them all.”

“Wait.” Jay stopped stomping for a second. “Would it kill me?”

In that moment, getting shot by a fire arrow truly didn’t seem so bad.

“Your constitution should protect you,” Lyra said. “Unless I get a critical hit. Then you might be screwed.”

Molly rampaged through the line of spiders, swinging her hammer and stomping her boots. “Shoot the ground, first,” she suggested. A feral glint in her eyes made it seem like she was actually enjoying herself. “Just ten more…”

Lyra switched her Radiant Damage arrow out for a Fire Arrow and launched it at Jay’s feet. He shouted in alarm, leaping backward as a fireball erupted from the impact, sending dozens of creepy black creatures scattering like fiery tumbleweeds through the graveyard.

“Hey, I got an Achievement!” Lyra announced excitedly. “Exterminator: Kill 50 Swarm Spiders in under two minutes. Sweet! Another [Mystery Loot Box] and 1000 XP!”

As she announced it, the remaining spiders burst like balloons full of sickly yellow goo.

Molly cursed colorfully. “Dammit! I was almost there! You scooped my prize, Lyra!”

“It was your idea,” the fox girl reminded her. “Besides, the important thing is Jay is safe.”

She grinned at them both. “And I got a loot box.”

“Sneaky fox,” Molly muttered.

Lyra scowled and shot back, “Stupid Barbarian.”

“Ladies…” Jay warned. “Stay focused, please.”

He still thought he could feel the spiders’ long, hairy legs tickling the back of his neck. “Are you sure they’re all gone?”

“The only way to get rid of them was to complete the Achievement,” Molly said with a sigh as she wiped spider guts from her mushroom hammer and onto a tombstone. “I wonder why you didn’t get the notification?”

Still feeling uneasy, Jay glanced around. The spiders did appear to be gone, but the tingling sense of unease didn’t go away. The huge white stone towered over them ominously, the garish pool of blood looking even brighter and wetter than before. He opened his Night Vision and cursed.

Something was growing on the opposite side of the monolith, a swirling black mass of individually moving shapes. He’d forgotten about the Doom Bunnies in the panic around the spiders. But now that he could see them, he knew their troubles weren’t over.

The skull-faced shadow rabbits had clustered together, congealing to form an ominous, feminine shape.

The prickling at the back of Jay’s neck grew more intense as he saw, or sensed, the figure lifting its arms in the air. Molly and Lyra seemed to sense the change in atmosphere, though they couldn’t see the woman through the stone.

Jay’s Night Vision finally activated, putting a name to the dread he was feeling.

Shadow Worker – Lvl 15

She moves unseen in the shadows of your mind. She senses your deepest, darkest fears and bring them to life. Her very presence is an omen so bad it makes accidently sexting your boss look like a great move for career advancement.

When she’s not creating nightmares and using them to drive her victims mad, she enjoys long walks through the Haunted Forest, pursued by demons of her own!

You should probably just let her kill you so she can get back to fucking with the dungeon ecosystem, because honestly… it’s been kinda rad having her around, and if you kill her we might be pissed.

Do the kids still say that these days? Rad?

Jay closed the window and motioned for Molly and Lyra to back up.

“We’ve got a good news, bad news situation here, girls,” he said. “The good news is, we found our Hareblood runaway.”

Molly looked startled, glancing around with her bright blue eyes. “Where is she?”

“And what’s the bad news?” Lyra asked.

“The bad news is, she’s not going to want to come with us peacefully,” Jay said.

Feathers burst into the air from behind the monolith, like an ominous punctuation point to Jay’s statement. A thunderous flapping of wings tore through the night.

Jay’s eyes widened, not believing what he was seeing.

Molly cursed under her breath, gripping her hammer with both hands.

The flapping sound whirled around them, red, white, and black feathers obscuring their vision like snowflakes in a snow globe.

When they settled, and the trio realized what their next opponent was, Lyra began to scream.
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Apocalypse Now


Jay had thought the toxic toadstool hammer was ridiculous, but this took the cake. Molly took one look at their opponent and burst out laughing.

Four fat black chickens with stark red combs, glassy black eyes, and bright yellow beaks sat astride the backs of four roosters.

The first rooster was white, where it had feathers. Bare scabby skin stuck out between the mangy patches. Its eyes were oozing, and it had a featherless nub for a tail. A purple, worm-like tongue lolled out the side of its mouth.

Sick Mother-Plucker – Lvl 12

Penny Pestilence, riding her white ‘horse.’ She’s the kind of chick that stands too close in public spaces, wheezing on the back of your neck with that death rattle in her lungs. When she coughs or sneezes, she doesn’t bother covering her mouth because mind your fucking business. She’s not sick. It’s just allergy season.

“What the shit is this?” Molly cackled. “The Chickens of the Apocalypse?”

Lyra whimpered behind them. “This isn’t funny!”

The second rooster had blood red feathers and glowing red eyes. Blood dripped from its beak and the black chicken riding on its back held a sword tucked under one wing, like a lance. The sword tip was also crimson with blood.

The Bloody Pecker – Lvl 13

Wanda Warmonger isn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, but that won’t stop her from spouting off about things she doesn’t know. She’d pick a fight with a five-year-old just for the thrill of being right, and frankly that’s the only chance she’s got at genuinely winning an argument. Fortunately, Wanda doesn’t need to be right to win. She just needs to think she’s right. Winning is more about bludgeoning her opponent with her pecker-headed stupidity until they give up. And don’t even think about trying to walk away, buddy, not when she’s about to make her point!

Jay cast Lyra a sideways glance.

“I told you something like this would happen if we kept talking about the things that freaked us out,” Jay said, gripping his sword.

“I should have listened,” Lyra squeaked. “Oh my goodness, they’re horrible. They’re even worse than real chickens, Jay. What are these mutant freaks? Are they from your world?”

“Uh…” Jay wrinkled his brow at the last description. “Kind of?”

The third rooster was as black as its rider but was as long-legged and lanky as a road-runner. Its neck bent at an awkward angle, and its back sagged under the weight of the fat hen on its back. It looked like its head was too heavy to hold up.

Skin’n’Bones Squawker – Lvl 14

Fanny Famine is starving. For attention that is. And no matter how much you give her she’s always hungry for more. You can tell by the way she jumps in to peck, scratch, and squawk at all the other hens, especially when there’re cocks around. But, I mean, if she didn’t, how would she prove she’s ‘not like other chicks?’

Molly shook her head. “Oh my god it’s a ‘pick me’ chicken. Can I fight that one please?”

“How can you make light of this?” Lyra backed away, a nocked arrow trembling in her grasp as she struggled to draw her bow, fear glinting in her blue-and-gold eyes. “They’re disgusting! Look at those beaks. Those claws! Ugh, that mangey one is staring at me with its beady little eyes.”

The weasels on Molly’s shoulder licked their lips excitedly, causing the Barbarian to laugh. “Ross and Rachel disagree. Don’t worry, Lyra, we’ll take care of them for you.”

Jay focused his attention on the final pair, a black chicken riding a pale gray-green rooster with a black wattle covering one eye.

Nihilistic Nugget – Lvl 15

Debbi Death is such a downer. She can’t stop thinking about how everything everyone does is going to be the end of us all. Factory farms, gas burning cars, lithium batteries, solar panels, microplastics, chicken nuggets, highly processed vegan nuggets, you name it, it’s going to kill us.

You literally cannot win. Because you’re a bad person.

I mean, she’s tried to tell you—politely, even! She didn’t even call you out for being the narcissistic commie fascist corpo-whore that you are—and still you won’t listen. Is there no justice in the world?

That’s what’s so devastating about it all, really. What’s the point, when she cares so much about how awful everyone is (especially you) and nobody wants to hear it?

The four chickens and their rooster rides stared at Jay, Molly, and Lyra with intense hatred. Jay wouldn’t have thought poultry capable of such an expression, and yet… here it was.

“I guess we’re fighting chickens now,” Jay said, admittedly unnerved by their levels. “Get ready to rumble.”

“I’m not rumbling,” Lyra said. “If those freaks move one talon in my direction, I’m running.”

“Well, I’ll fight them,” Molly said, still laughing. “As long a there’s no ghost chicken, I’m good. Besides, we’ve already dealt with my biggest fear in spades. And I never had to face the worst kind of ghost, so I’ve got nerves to spare.”

Jay narrowed his eyes at the Barbarian, not liking the way she’d phrased that. “What’s the worst kind of ghost?”

“Dolls, puppets, mannequins, scarecrows,” Molly answered with an exaggerated shiver. “So creepy.”

Jay wrinkled his forehead. “Those things aren’t ghosts, Mol.”

“How the fuck does a scarecrow get up and move around if it’s not haunted, Jay?” Molly gave him a scathing look. “And what about Chucky?”

Jay cursed internally, glancing at the pumpkin patch, which was definitely… moving now. He had a feeling where this was going to go next. But now was definitely not the time to address the fact that Molly’s turn was coming. He needed her confidence at the moment.

“Nothing is worse than chickens, Molly,” Lyra snapped. She whirled on the first chicken—the Sick Mother-Clucker—and launched her arrow at it. It flew straight through the pestilent pair to hit a tombstone on the other side. “Eep! Why didn’t that work?”

Jay considered the way he’d been unable to fight the spiders. Even when he managed to kill them, more had just replaced their fallen comrades. But the girls each got an achievement and experience for killing them. Now Lyra couldn’t affect the chickens.

“It’s because this is your fear,” he said. “Like in a nightmare where you can’t run away or fight what you’re afraid of. Molly and I will have to fight them like you two did for the spiders.”

“Well let’s get smashing then,” Molly cried, running at the Sick Mother-Clucker with her hammer raised over head. At the last second, she pivoted on her heel, and brought the weapon down and around in an exaggerated swing. She smashed the fat black chicken off it’s scabrous mount with a gleeful cackle.

The weasels leapt from her shoulders and chased after the flapping hen as Molly attacked the rooster. Feathers shot out of the sickly bird each time she walloped it, until it was nothing but a skinny, naked carcass with rheumy eyes, pounded into the ground. But the thing refused to die.

Jay’s eyes darted after the squawking hen, pursued by the weasels. It came full circle around a gravestone and launched itself at the Barbarian, black feathers flying and claws outstretched.

“Shit!” Molly ducked, narrowly avoiding having her eye scratched out. “These things are mean!”

“I told you so!” Lyra shouted.

The fox-girl’s voice drew the attention of the Bloody Pecker, which turned its glowing, scarlet eyes on her. The chicken kicked its feet, digging its talons into the red rooster’s sides and let out a ferocious squawk.

Lyra screamed as the chicken spurred its mount toward her with the bloodied sword held down like a lance.

“Ignore the roosters,” Jay shouted as he dove after the Wanda Warmonger with his sword. “We have to kill the chickens.”

Molly punctuated this statement by clubbing Penny Pestilence into the monolith, where she splattered in a smear of bloody feathers. “Whoa,” the Barbarian said, wiping her forehead. “Critical hit. That makes things easier.”

Jay intercepted the charging lancer-bird and attempted to knock it from its mount just as the Skin’n’Bones Squawker and the Nihilistic Nugget swarmed Molly. Lyra, to her credit, tried to hold her ground, firing flame arrows onto the ground to keep the birds away from her, even if she wasn’t able to hit them directly.

What followed was possibly the most ridiculous battle the dungeon had ever seen. Despite their comical appearance, the Chickens of the Apocalypse were tough and wily opponents. They attacked in unison, coordinating their offensive against Molly, who they’d determined to be the greatest threat, and occasionally making a surprise lunge at Lyra, who was their true target. Jay was able to use their focus on the Barbarian to his advantage, though, stabbing at the hens’ fat bottoms with the tip of his sword.

When he got a good hit in, Molly smashed the birds with her hammer, making use of her Barbarian Rogue skill by striking while they were distracted. The birds were far more resilient than they had any right to be, seeming to bounce back from attacks that would have obliterated a normal chicken.

Jay had to remind himself that they weren’t really chickens at all. They were manifestations of the dark magic summoned by the Hareblood Shadow Worker, and if they wanted to capture her and complete their quest, they had to defeat her nightmare creations first.

By the time they’d killed the last of the chickens, Jay and Molly were covered in bloody scratches. Lyra was wild-eyed and panting from running from the creatures, her silver hair standing up in every direction. With their [Well-Rested Bonus] they’d received a significant amount of experience from the kills, though not as much as they should have for kills above their skill level. Summoned creatures didn’t appear to be as valuable as dungeon-made ones, which was irritating. Especially now that Jay and the girls were higher level and it took a lot longer to fill their XP bars than it had in the beginning.

But they’d also only taken superficial damage, so he supposed he shouldn’t complain.

Jay kept his Night Vision activated as they fought, sure that the Broken Bear Revenant would appear at any moment to fuck up their moment of victory. But the creature didn’t show.

Had Jay affected its ability to find the Hareblood woman when he picked up the [Mommet Doll?] Or maybe the bloody ritual at the base of the monument was evidence of the woman’s own attempts to throw off her pursuer? These were questions he wouldn’t be able to have answered until they defeated her.

The Shadow Worker was attacking him and his party, so Jay wasn’t inclined to give too much grace, but he refused to allow that undead monstrosity near her. So far, everything she had done seemed to be in self-defence. Jay hoped if they defeated her summoned nightmares, they might get to the bottom of what she’d done to cause the Revenant to pursue her.

“Well, that wasn’t so bad, was it Lyra?” Molly was looking smug, leaning against a headstone she’d shattered with her mallet. “A few scratches won’t kill us.”

Lyra blushed, clearly embarrassed that her private fear had caused them all such pain. “Thank you both,” she said. “Please let me help with the healing.”

“Can you use your Soothing Kisses perk?” Jay asked. “We aren’t hurt badly enough to justify using the potions, even if we split a bottle. But I don’t want us to bring lingering wounds into the next battle.”

“You don’t think we’re done yet?” Molly asked, then giggled as Lyra took her hand and began planting gentle kisses on each of her scratches, moving up and down her arm like Gomez Addams worshipping Morticia. “Hey, that tickles!”

Jay could no longer sense the female figure on the other side of the monolith. He could only assume the Shadow Worker had moved while they were distracted by the chickens. But he cast a wary glance at the pumpkin patch, which seemed to be inching closer to them.

He kept an eye on the patch as Lyra’s attention shifted to him, though he allowed himself a moment of pleasure at the fox girls soft lips. She kissed his hands and forearms, the side of his neck, and—stretching on tip toe even as he bent down for her—his cheeks and forehead. A tingling sensation washed over him as her minor healing spell took effect and the cuts and scratches stitched themselves up as if by magic.

“Thank you, Lyra,” he said, giving her a scratch between her ears that set her tail wagging. She yipped with pleasure and wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him down for a much deeper kiss that had nothing to do with her healing spell.

“Thank you,” she insisted. “You’re my hero, Jay.”

Losing himself in the moment, Jay’s hands roved down her sides to the base of her tail and her round bottom. He pressed himself against her lithe body. She moaned as he slipped his hand beneath her tail, stroking the underside of her fur and smoothing the rumpled hairs.

Jay half expected Molly to interrupt their moment, but the Barbarian woman remained silent.

It was when this silence extended for too long that Jay broke from the kiss, remembering where they were. A worried squeak from one of Molly’s fuzzy white companions drew his attention.

Jay cursed, grabbing his sword.

Molly was crouched behind a broken tombstone, her hands over her ears and her eyes squeezed shut tightly. She rocked back and forth on her haunches like a child trying to comfort herself after a bad dream. It didn’t take long for Jay to realize why.

“Lyra, over there,” he shouted, pointing to a lumbering shape dragging itself from the shadows. “Hit them with radiant damage.”

“Huh?” It took the fox-girl a moment to blink the love-struck happiness from her eyes and to see what he was pointing at. “Oh my, are those… pumpkins?”

A rattling sound accompanied the slick, twisting sound of vines as the pumpkin patch transformed. The curling roots of the plants tore bones from the damaged graves they’d been planted upon, wrenching them from the ground and using them to form haphazard limbs. Mounds of earth, bone, and vine rose up from the pumpkin patch, forming monsters that began lurching toward the tombstone Molly hid behind.

Rotting pumpkins sat atop the rough shoulders of the creatures, each carved with a gruesome face, the orange flesh of the gourds raw and red at the edges as if they were filled with blood.

“Okay,” Jay muttered. “That’s scarier than I thought it would be.”

“What are they?” Lyra asked, drawing her bow and nocking an arrow that glowed with wisp light.

“Molly’s deepest fear, I guess,” Jay said, somewhat bemused that he’d never realized this about his best friend. “I knew she didn’t like Halloween, but I had no idea it was the pumpkins that creeped her out the most. I thought she liked pumpkins.”

“I like pumpkin pie!” Molly screamed from her hiding place, apparently able to hear them. “I like pumpkin spice! I like things made out of pumpkins because then those stupid, creepy squashes are dead, okay?”

Jay frowned, considering the logic of that statement. Surprisingly, he could kind of see where she was coming from. “Okay, Mol. Don’t worry. We’re going to puree these pumpkins for you, and everything will be all right. Just hang tight.”

His gaze went beyond the horrific creatures lurching their way toward the Barbarian’s hiding place and lingered on the pumpkin patch, where the shadows were coalescing into a now-familiar shape.

This time, without the monolith in his way, Jay could see the details of the Hareblood Shadow Worker’s form. Her short, curvy figure was dressed in ragged armor that looked as if she’d fashioned it herself. The strips of mismatched fabric barely covered her thick hips or voluminous breasts. Long, black ears protruded from her head beneath a headdress made from the skull of a monstrously large rabbit, making her look not unlike the Doom Bunny familiars that hid her from view.

For a moment, Jay was stunned by the woman’s beauty, her dark eyes fixed on him as her mouth worked the summoning spell. Waves of magenta hair swirled around her as she worked her dark magic. When he considered handing her over to Captain Lightfoot, or the half-mad trader, Jay felt his convictions waver. What might men like that do to a woman like this, especially if they thought she was evil and in need of ‘cleansing.’

He was jolted from his thoughts by another scream.

“Kill them, Jay! Please kill them. I can’t handle this!” Molly’s voice was shaking, and her shoulders hunched even tighter, like she was trying to make herself as small as possible.

Before they could save the Hareblood woman, they would have to defeat her minions.

Jay leaped at the first of the stumbling enemies, slashing at its vine-covered body with his sword. The pumpkin head turned its dead-eyed stare on Jay and screamed, hitting him in the face with a fetid blast of air that reeked of rotten vegetation.

Pumpkin-Jack – Lvl 10

Can a vegetable be evil? If you answered no, you’re about to be sorely disappointed.

Emphasis on sore.

The Jack-o-Lantern has a long and storied history reaching back to ancient Ireland, where a man called Stingy Jack tricked the devil into sparing his soul. Stingy Jack’s trickery kept him out of heaven, too, though, and after hundreds of years of wandering the earth, his poor soul has become as corrupt as the devil he once tormented.

The Pumpkin-Jack is a demonic entity capable of possessing physical objects and using them to punish those who walk the land of the living.

You don’t want to be on the wrong side of this old gourd’s bag-o-tricks.

The Pumpkin-Jack snapped a vine-like arm at Jay, whipping him painfully in the chest. He struck it again with his sword, noting with disgust that blood oozed from where his blade sliced through the thick, rough vine. Lyra shot a Radiant Damage arrow at the monster, which burst in an explosion of white sparks, staggering its next assault before Jay cleaved the pumpkin head from the mass of ragged bone and vine that made its shoulders.

The carved head fell to the ground and shattered, spraying chunks of gore in all directions.

Molly shrieked as the Pumpkin-Jack’s hot red blood sprayed her arms and face. Her weasel companions nuzzled her in an attempt to comfort her.

“Over there,” Jay shouted, pointing at the next closest monstrosity.

Lyra whipped her bow around and fired another arrow as Jay charged in with his sword.

Like with the spiders and the chickens, it didn’t take long to destroy the army of summoned nightmares. But by the end, both Jay and Lyra were covered in bloody pumpkin guts. The stink of blood and rotted vegetable matter was nauseating as it mingled with the pungent scent of black magic and overturned graves. When the last Pumpkin-Jack had fallen, Molly rushed into Jay’s arms with tears streaming down her face, as if their presence had evoked a tangible fear that lifted the moment they were killed.

“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she babbled, struggling to regain control. “God, I had no idea it could be that bad. Every Halloween Barry used to hide Jack-o-Lanterns around the house just to scare me when I was a kid. He told me they were always watching me, and would punish me if I was bad. For the longest time, I thought other people put up pumpkins to spy on me for him. But how the hell did the dungeon know about the pumpkins?”

Another scar from her step-father that Jay hadn’t known about. He wished there were a way he could go back in time and space and kill the bastard before he’d died of cancer.

“It wasn’t the dungeon,” Jay said, pushing away the unproductive line of thought and trying to find the woman he’d seen before. “It was the Shadow Worker. She can summon nightmares based on your deepest fears. But it’s over now. I think…”

Lyra put her bow away with a shudder. “That kind of skill has no use in the dungeon except to be used against other delvers. Monster and dungeon creatures don’t have fears. Maybe that’s why the Sickle-Moon Clan is after her.”

A shriek of rage tore through the Ghoul’s Gate Graveyard, startling all three of them. Black mist swirled between the tombstones, oozing like tar as it collected at their feet then rushed toward the monolith. In a cyclonic swirl, the Shadow Worker reappeared in the midst of her ritual circle, her black eyes blazing with rage. She pointed a long, clawed finger at Lyra.

“That is not why they hunt me,” she snarled. “But I don’t expect any of you to understand. If you think you’ll succeed in bringing me back to Lightfoot and his soldiers, I’ve got news for you. Death will take me first. And before me, I’ll see that it embraces you.”

The air became suddenly very cold, and Jay felt his stomach drop like he was on a roller-coaster. The monolith behind the woman trembled and she staggered forward, her eyes wide with panic. As the stone was ripped from the ground, she began to scream.

A hunch-backed giant stood where the stone had once been, his flesh decayed, his long, yellow teeth bared in a lipless grimace of victory.

“There she is,” the Broken Bear Revenant said, sniffing deeply through the skull-like nose holes as he hurled the stone aside. His milky eyes fixed on the Hareblood woman. “There is my prize. It has been too long, Dahlia Shaderunner. But now that I’ve found you, you will run no more.”
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This time, Lyra and Molly could see the horror they’d been blind to before. All three of them watched in frozen fear as the Broken Bear Revenant seemed to sweep the Hareblood woman from the ritual circle with its massive, rotting hand. It lifted her screaming form to its yellow toothed mouth, eliciting a scream from Lyra and a string of colorful curses from Molly.

“Jay, we have to get her out of there,” the Barbarian shouted. “I don’t care if she tried to kill us with her spells, no one deserves to die like that!”

“It’s a Level 30 monster,” Lyra said, scrambling to redraw her bow. “If we attack together and protect each other’s backs, we might be able to bring it down… but don’t get close enough to get hit. It’s going to be strong.”

Pride blossomed in Jay’s chest that his girls were willing to go to battle for the Hareblood woman, even against such a powerful enemy. Dahlia’s screams sent chills up his spine, and in that moment, he would have done anything to make them stop. Including running headlong into battle against the undead giant.

But they needed to be smart about it.

He noted the movement of the black fog rushing away from the ritual circle. Hundreds of the skull-faced Doom Bunnies stampeded across the graveyard. As they snaked through the gravestones and began hopping on top of each other to form a growing mass, Jay had a feeling he knew what was going on.

The Hareblood woman thrashed in the giant’s grip, screaming bloody murder. Her nearly naked limbs looked horribly vulnerable as the monster lifted her, as if in slow motion, to its ravenous mouth. Meanwhile, the Doom Bunnies had become a twin of the revenant’s victim dressed in as many shadows as rags.

“It’s a decoy,” Jay whispered to Lyra and Molly. “She’s using magic to trick it. We need to attack while it’s distracted. Molly, use Barbarian Rogue to deal as much damage as possible. Lyra, whenever it focuses on Molly, hit it from behind those pillars over there. I’ve got to check on something, and I’ll join you as soon as possible.”

Molly, with a Ghost Weasel companion on each shoulder, gave Jay a sharp salute and ran to the left, disappearing as she activated her invisibility skill. Lyra ran the opposite direction with the bow drawn.

Jay’s stomach lurched as the Revenant tore into the flailing woman’s body with its long white teeth. The decoy continued to scream and thrash as if her life depended on it, and Jay prayed he wasn’t wrong about what was happening. Blood spurted from the doppelganger’s body and flesh dangled from the Revenant’s maw. Jay didn’t know how she made the decoy look so convincing, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

He tried to make eye contact with Dahlia Shaderunner, to communicate that they were on her side, but the smoky black figure had disappeared while he was transfixed by the horrific act of violence.

Lyra was in position behind the Revenant, hiding behind a marble column. He watched her step out from cover, fire a Radiant Damage arrow at the monstrosity, and then duck back under cover. At the same time, Molly flashed back into view, just long enough for Jay to see her make a flying leap from the roof of a mausoleum, her toadstool hammer raised overhead. She smashed the giant’s shoulder with her weapon, which spurted a poisonous green ichor as it connected, filling the surrounding air with an electric green spray that seared the monster’s flesh. Lyra hit it with another three Radiant Damage arrows in quick succession, which Jay recognized as her Rapid-Fire skill in action.

The Revenant roared, bits of the decoy’s body falling from its mouth, as its nearly blind eyes roved around, trying to find the source of its discomfort.

Jay felt a sharp pressure at his neck, and glanced down, too late, to see the coils of black mist around his feet.

“Why do you fight for me?” the Hareblood woman hissed from beside him, a dagger pressed into his skin. She was much shorter than him, even with the height of her ears, and her curves were much more exaggerated than they’d seemed at a distance.

Jay swallowed, not betraying any nerves. “We fight with you, not for you. If you want to know why, help us kill this thing so we can talk in peace.”

“Peace,” she snarled. “As if one of Lightfoot’s minions has any understanding of that word. I’m sure you know well that we cannot kill that monster, not while the objects that bind it to me are intact. It will rise, again and again, until it’s work is finished. It will not rest until I am dead.”

“Lightfoot gave us a quest to return you to him at The Village,” Jay said. “But I’m no minion of his. The more time we spend on this floor, the more I think he’s a part of the problem. What are these objects?”

Molly had disappeared again, biding her time until she could strike unawares, while Lyra continued to attack from behind the marble pillar. Each time Molly clobbered the Revenant with her hammer, Lyra would dart to a different column, shooting from a new position and keeping the monster from pinning her down. Just as he’d told them to do. Jay couldn’t help but grin, even with the dagger at his throat.

“Cursed things,” Dahlia answered, her black eyes narrowed in suspicion as she moved in front of him so that she could watch his face as she spoke. “The darkest of dark arts.”

“The kind of thing the Sickle-Moon Clan accuses you of practicing?” Jay supplied, realizing he was on dangerous ground, but he needed to get his facts straight about the Hareblood woman before he decided what to do about the quest.

“Vile hypocrites!” Dahlia bared her teeth, exposing two slightly longer front teeth which added to her rabbit-like visage. Jay didn’t think it would be appropriate to mention at the moment, but he found it quite endearing. The Hareblood woman twisted the dagger under his chin, drawing a trickle of warm blood that ran down his neck. “They sought my skills, wishing to strengthen their own flavor of black magic, and when I refused they bound this spirit to my soul to torment me until I died. It even followed me here, to the dungeon. A spirit of the outside world, which should not be possible.”

“There are a lot of things about the Haunted Forest that should not be possible,” Jay said. “But we could be your allies, Dahlia. Please put your dagger down and explain what we have to do to defeat this creature.”

From across the graveyard, the sounds of battle echoed off the tombstones as Molly and Lyra continued to attack, keeping their distance and protecting each other as best they could. Fortunately, the Revenant did not appear to be terribly intelligent. It still hadn’t caught on to their hit-and-run tactic. But Jay itched to join the battle for himself.

“I tell you we cannot defeat it,” Dahlia said, sadness entering her voice now. “The Revenant grows larger and more hideous the longer I evade it, but I am growing tired, Delver. I cannot fight forever. It has been many years since I’ve seen the light of Arcanicea’s sun, and my soul grows weary.”

Jay lifted his hand to the woman’s wrist, gently pulling the dagger from his throat. “My name is Jay, Dahlia. And I promise I will help you. I only need to know what to do.”

“I’ve torn apart the entire floor looking for them,” the rabbit-kin woman said, tears suddenly springing to her big, black eyes. “I’ve conducted every seeking spell I know, only to turn up nothing. I don’t know what to look for, only that I’ll know it when I see it. Binding magic like that requires some kind of effigy to work, a stand-in for the person you wish to curse. It could be anything! It’s a hopeless task, you see?”

Jay held a hand up in what he hoped was a universal gesture of innocence. “I’ve found something,” he said. “It might be what you’re looking for. But they are… not pretty.”

Dahlia laughed darkly. “They wouldn’t be,” she said. “But do not tease me so, Jay. Hope is a dangerous thing for one who has been hopeless for so long. Better that you let me die than let me down.”

Jay pulled the [Safety Deposit Box] from his inventory. The Hareblood woman’s black eyes widened when it appeared in his hands, and Jay remembered that very few Delvers unlocked the inventory feature in the Ice Dungeon. Dahlia had belts with pouches strapped around her arms, legs, and waist, apparently in an effort to store the ingredients and reagents she needed for her spell work.

“I’m not making any promises,” he said. “But open this and tell me if it looks like the items you need.”

Her dark eyes darted to his, and he held her gaze, nodding encouragement. Molly roared as she hammered the Revenant again, and Jay heard the explosive bursts of Lyra’s arrows as they hit their mark. He resisted the urge to turn to them as he watched Dahlia open the box. Molly and Lyra would be okay. He had to trust them to take care of themselves when he wasn’t around. He didn’t like not being there for them, but he was beginning to feel that the dungeon needed him to be there for the Hareblood woman, too.

What had the Shadow Worker description said? If you kill her we might be pissed?

Not exactly a subtle hint now that he thought about it.

Dahlia gasped as the lid to the [Safety Deposit Box] fell open. Her hands shook and her face transformed into a mask of fear and rage. Jay jumped back as the Shadow Worker dropped the box to the ground and blasted it with a ball of black fire. The box leaped off the ground, flaming bits of the [Mommet Dolls] flying into air.

The Revenant shrieked as the dolls were destroyed, fixing on Dahlia with its milky, half-blind gaze. The decoy body in its huge, bony hands transformed as her spell dissolved, revealing the corpse of a hog dangling in pieces between the monster’s fingers.

Molly and Lyra redoubled their efforts to keep the Revenant’s attention, but there was no stopping it now that it had found the real Dahlia. Jay gripped his sword and stepped in front of the Hareblood woman as she wept in relief between two fallen tombstones.

“It’s over,” she gasped. “It’s finally over!”

“It’s definitely not over,” Jay shouted, staring down the monstrosity as it took loping strides toward them, running on two legs now rather than the bear-like crawl it had used in the forest. Jay wasn’t sure he liked this any better. “Dahlia, run!”

The Hareblood woman glanced up, her skull crown slipping over one eye as she focused on the enemy bearing down on them. Her eyes widened, and she shot to her feet, following Jay’s command, or her own survival instincts.

She sprinted across the graveyard, leaping over tombstones as if to prove her rabbit-kin heritage. Jay noticed a fluffy ball of black fur bouncing on her round behind as she sprang from a tipping headstone onto the roof of a mausoleum, where she turned to face her pursuer with black magic swirling around her like a storm of shadows.

The Revenant’s bloody mouth was open as it ran, its emaciated body twisting unnaturally as it threw itself at Dahlia like it had been starving for years and she was the only thing it might eat. Molly and Lyra ran after it, the fox girl firing arrows and the Barbarian swinging her hammer at the monster’s ankles.

If the Revenant hadn’t been so terrifying, Jay might have found the moment amusing. As it was, Jay quickly poisoned his blade with the last of his [Blood-Cap Toadstools,] figuring a little extra necrotic damage was exactly what the undead horror needed to put it in the grave permanently.

He rushed to intercept the monster, cutting in front of it’s charge and leaping into its path. Jay pushed as much Strength into his leg muscles as he could and was shocked when his new perks and abilities kicked in to make the leap far more powerful than he anticipated.

Jay flew through the air toward the Revenant, his poisoned blade flashing. He struck the charging monstrosity in the side with his feet, staggering it and interrupting its attack. The monster screamed, flailing a huge, rotten arm in Jay’s direction. Jay avoided the blow, his Agility heightened by the Agile G.O.A.T. ability, and activated his Pound-It skill before stabbing his sword into the Revenant’s throat.

The Revenant released a gurgling scream, clutching at the wound that bubbled and festered as the [Blood-Cap Toadstool] poison burned away the monster’s undead flesh. Jay leaped off the thing’s shoulders, just as Molly and Lyra arrived, adding their own blows to the attack.

“Take that, you ugly bastard!” Molly shouted, then whooped as her hammer knocked the Revenant’s kneecap sideways. “Hey, it must be weakening! That did way more damage than before.”

Lyra let off a series of three high-speed arrows that burst into the Revenant’s spine, exploding with Radiant Damage and searing through the skin on its back. A sickly-sweet stench rose up in the air, like someone was barbequing rotten meat. Jay wrinkled his nose, trying not to think about it, as he ducked under a desperate strike from the monster to slash at its exposed ankle bones.

The Revenant screamed again, rearing back to stomp on Jay. He rolled out of the way, easily dodging the attack, just before Dahlia hit the monster with a huge, black fireball to the chest.

Destroying the [Mommet Dolls] that had bound the Revenant to the Hareblood woman had also stripped it of whatever supernatural protection had shielded it before. Though the undead giant was far more powerful than any one or two of the party combined, together they had it at a severe disadvantage, particularly as it seemed to have lost focus after the destruction of the effigies that had guided it before.

Dahlia screamed in ecstatic victory as she pumped more and more magic attacks into the monster that had hunted her for so long. Tears streamed down her cheeks as if the physical relief of fighting back, finally, was too much for her to bear.

Jay waved Molly and Lyra back as the Revenant weakened. “Let her finish this,” he said. “I think she needs it.”

The Hareblood woman’s face was twisted in a crazed grin as she delivered the final, killing blow.

The Revenant exploded like it had eaten a stick of dynamite. Hunks of rotting flesh, burning with black and purple flames, hurtled through the air. Jay shouted a warning, and Molly and Lyra ducked just in time to avoid being hit with the flaming gristle.

Dahlia wasn’t so lucky.

Her face was stretched so tight in its victorious grimace, her expression didn’t even flicker as a boulder sized piece of the Revenant cannonballed into her, knocking her from the roof of the sagging mausoleum.

Jay was already running when she collided with a marble monument shaped like an angel with rabbit ears. Her body made a sickening crunch as it broke against the stone.

Dahlia slid limply to the ground, her face still smiling despite the trail of blood she left, pooling at the base of the statue. Molly and Lyra cried out, rushing to her side.

Jay bit back a curse as he knelt before her shattered form, feeling the life seeping from her as quickly as the puddle of blood beneath her head.

He ignored the string of notifications flickering in the corner of his HUD as he picked up the Hareblood woman, cradling her body in his arms.

Quest Update: Sister, Come into the Light!

You have successfully discovered Dahlia Shaderunner, the Hareblood Shadow Worker wanted by the Sickle-Moon Clan.

Return her to Captain Moony Lightfoot at The Village to claim your reward.

-Or-

Investigate the Sickle-Moon Clan’s claims against Dahlia Shaderunner, refusing to turn her in and accepting the consequences of failing this Quest.

Jay considered the five-thousand gold for a moment, and the Dark Horse spell book Raina had found on the black market that may or may not have helped him to unlock more information about his class.

He was just going to have to find another way to earn that money, though.

There was no way he was going to return the woman to Captain Moony Lightfoot if he and the Sickle-Moon Clan were responsible for sending the Revenant after her, especially not when she was so badly injured. They needed to set up the [Party Tent] and figure out what was going on before they made any other decisions about how to proceed.

Jay selected the second option and turned to explain what he’d done to Molly and Lyra.

But his words froze in his throat as he found the ghost of Captain Moony himself standing behind the girls, an army of equally dead and decomposed soldiers at his back. The Archer and the Barbarian were frozen with terror, their wide-eyed gazes staring straight ahead, their mouths open in silent screams.

Jay felt his stomach drop.

“I’m afraid you’ve just made a terrible mistake, Mr. Jay Morgan, sir,” the captain said with a maniacal grin. “A terrible mistake, indeed.”
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Two ghoulish ghosts held Lyra and Molly, the girls seemingly stricken with a paralyzing fear spell like the Wraith that frozen Lyra with outside the mansion. Their weapons were lax at their sides. They looked as if they’d literally been frozen in terror. The translucent soldiers, their forms in various stages of decomposition, hovered over them hungrily. The smug look on Captain Moony Lightfoot’s face and the creepy way that his soldiers looked at his women made Jay’s blood boil.

Even with Dahlia in his arms, Jay was able to pull the [Party Tent] out of his inventory. Seeing the gift-wrapped box appear in Jay’s hand, the deranged captain’s eye’s lit up. Or rather, the one eye that still had a home in its socket did. The other still dangling useless against the Hareblood soldier’s cheek.

“A gift, Mr. Morgan?” The ghastly apparition turned his half-crushed face to Jay and grinned. “A fine gesture from a fine chap, I’m sure. But I must say, it appears that due to the disagreeable nature of this particular meeting, I shall have to reject your humble olive branch upon the grounds that such gestures are too little and too late to repair the moral gulf that separates us.”

Jay yanked the ‘Pull to Open’ tab and tossed the little present onto the ground between himself and the ghouls that had trapped Lyra and Molly. All of the ghouls looked at it, some with confusion others with disdain. Jay recognized one of the soldiers as the same, half-mad man they’d met earlier in the guise of a trader, more confused than any of them. He’d been stripped of his dungeon dweller form and returned to his bodiless state, as punishment or reward for their last meeting, Jay wasn’t sure.

Captain Moony floated through Lyra and Molly’s terrified forms, his macabre expression angrier. “Now see here, Mr. Morgan. I said no gift from you is going to—”

An explosion of pink and red fabric shot out of the gift box, with a burst of glitter and the scent of strawberries and cream. As the tent expanded, so did the twelve-foot radius of the temporary Safe Zone, slamming into the undead Light Infantry unit that held Lyra and Molly prisoner.

The ghoulish soldiers screamed as the invisible barrier passed through the paralyzed girls and slammed into their semi-solid forms, sending the entire squadron flying through the air, tumbling over tombstones, and shrieking with surprise.

The blinking, crooked sign declaring the tent to be The Love Motel hung above the door, and Jay hurried inside to lay Dahlia on the heart-shaped bed before going back outside to collect Lyra and Molly.

The army of ghoulish soldiers had recovered from the blast and were now clustered around the perimeter of the Safe Zone, pounding upon the invisible dome that protected the delvers from their wrath. Jay smirked at Captain Moony as he tossed Lyra and Molly over his shoulders—their small frames and his enhanced Strength making it possible to carry both at once.

Without a second glance at the Hareblood captain, Jay carried the girls inside the tent.

He hadn’t been certain his impromptu plan with the [Party Tent] would work but given how the Harvestmen had been forced to keep their distance, Jay was pretty sure hostile dungeon dwellers—even if they weren’t officially monsters—wouldn’t be allowed inside the Safe Zone’s protective dome.

They couldn’t stay in the tent forever, but at least they’d be able to heal, hear Dahlia’s story, and come up with a plan to deal with the Sickle-Moon Clan, which put them at a considerable advantage.

Jay got Lyra and Molly settled on the bed next to Dahlia and made sure all of them were as comfortable as they could be. The Archer and the Barbarian would just have to wait out the fear paralysis spell, but the Shadow Worker was badly injured, and Jay was going to have to figure out how to help her without Lyra’s more extensive knowledge about dungeon healing.

First things first, he pulled a [Potion of Plentiful Healing] from his bag and tipped it into the Hareblood woman’s lips. Jay had to hold her head to tilt it at the right angle, so that they didn’t waste any of the precious liquid. An iridescent glow spread from the woman’s mouth and across her body as the healing effects took hold. Laying next to her on the bed as the last droplets of the potion poured down her throat, Jay became acutely aware of her half-naked curves.

Jay got off the bed awkwardly, not wanting her to wake up and find him leering at her. But he couldn’t help but look, even after he’d backed across the tent to busy himself with sorting through his other herbs and reagents in case the healing potion wasn’t enough.

Dahlia had bigger breasts and thicker thighs than Jay had ever seen on a woman outside of ‘hot girl influencer’ posts or rap videos, and her armor had clearly seen better days. Strips of ragged fabric stretched across her chest, straining to contain the heavy breasts. Her slender waist was bare, as was her stomach, which was smooth and slightly rounded above the rags of her skirt. Compared to Molly and Lyra’s lithe and muscular bodies—which Jay didn’t mind a bit—Dahlia was much softer—which Jay definitely didn’t mind either.

He forced himself to tear his gaze away, pushing away the thoughts of burying his face in her chest and being crushed between her thighs, concentrating on what else he could do to help her.

She was a Caster class, which Jay didn’t have any experience with, but he knew she would rely on Mana rather than Stamina for healing. Maybe, rather than the healing potions that worked for him, Lyra, and Molly, he should see if he could concoct something that would restore her mana?

Sifting through his ingredients, he only found one that might do the trick.

Chilled Beetle Grit [Common] – A fine, sparkling powder obtained from grinding down the less usable parts of the Glacial Scarab. This grit is a versatile component in the crafting of potions and elixirs, particularly those that enhance cold resistance or boost mana regeneration in frigid environments. Enchanters also use this grit to imbue weapons with minor ice damage or frost effects.

But he didn’t know if there was anything else he could mix with the [Chilled Beetle Grit] to make a potion. It didn’t seem to be enough on its own.

Not knowing what else to do, he opened his chat with Raina, which had been glitchy the last time he’d used it thanks to the fact that he’d somehow corrupted his HUD by touching the [Mommet Dolls.]

Jay: Raina, are you there? I need help healing a Caster. Are there any ingredients in the Party Warehouse that I can use?

His message hung there a moment, and he thought the chat was still broken. But it went through. And so did a bunch of messages Raina had sent him before, which had been held back by the glitch.

Raina: Corporeal Artifacts? No, can’t say I’ve heard of them. Artifacts are usually very powerful, though. If it is a part of a set, you’ll need all of them to use the power.

Raina: You’re higher level than Runolf is now. I don’t know how you’re doing it, but I’m glad. I feel a little better, knowing you can stand up to him. I’m not as safe from him as I once thought. He’s been braver in his challenges to me, though I know things about him that would ruin him. I hear he’s brought in outside help, delvers from other dungeons, who will silence me easily if I let my guard down. Expect to run into enemies on the lower floors, especially those with market access. I may have to lay low for a while, but I will continue to help as much as I can.

Raina: According to the Black Howl, your Sickle-Moon Clan are a band of Hareblood necromancers. Proceed with extreme caution. They are not to be trusted, and they cannot be killed by usual means as their souls are bound to artifacts kept outside of the dungeon. You may find Holy Water weakens these type of enemies, and many of the usual defences against the undead.

Raina: More news. Pardus has sent word through his brother than he awaits you in the Night Market—that’s on the third floor. He is communicating through a trader named Mahmoud Al-Shahar. Be cautions. Al-Shahar is a businessman, and he will do business with anyone, including your enemies.

Jay read through Raina’s messages, trying to keep track of all the new information. Runolf getting braver, hiring delvers from other dungeons, the third and fifth floors being particularly dangerous. Okay, that would have to be dealt with, but not at the moment.

Pardus wants to meet in the Night Market… Jay frowned, wondering what the Felinari Rogue could want with him. He wasn’t going to worry about that yet, either. Based on his experience with this [Alternate] version of the second floor, there was no guarantee they’d even get to the Night Market.

No more info on the [Corporeal Artifacts] but if their communications were open, Jay could send Raina what he’d gathered and then get her to do some more research.

The news about the Sickle-Moon Clan was more interesting. He had [Holy Water,] though not much. He’d had to use one bottle as a cure from a Corrupted Flesh debuff he’d received after getting bitten by an Undead Jackal on the first floor. There were only three bottles left, but he was sure he could come up with some way to use it.

His gaze wandered back to Dahlia, who despite the powerful healing potion did not seem to be getting any better. Raina hadn’t responded to his most recent message, which worried Jay a bit, given the Witch Doctor’s concerns about Runolf back in the village. But he couldn’t do anything to help Raina at the moment, and he might just be able to help the Hareblood woman.

Could she have a similar debuff to Corrupted Flesh? She’d been hit by a huge chunk of flaming undead Revenant… it was entirely possible. If so, it would explain why she wasn’t getting better. Her health and mana were being consumed as quickly as the healing potion attempted to restore them.

What if…

He opened the Research and Development tab of his crafting menu and added the [Chilled Beetle Grit] to a vial of [Holy Water.] He hesitated a moment before he’d accepted the recipe. Lyra and Raina had both been very excited by the find as [Holy Water] was extremely valuable on the black market. Probably the three vials he had would go a long way to making up for the five-thousand gold he’d lost by failing Captain Moony Lightfoot’s quest.

But at the moment, he didn’t care about that. He just needed to help Dahlia. Instinct told Jay that her story was connected to his somehow, and whatever unusual events had trapped her on this [Alternate] floor might offer clues to what Jay was meant to be doing in the dungeon. Her story had to be heard.

Jay pushed the recipe through, and was rewarded with a happy chime from his HUD.

You have learned Crafting: Research and Development 4!

Your successful experiments are now 50% more effective.

You have created a NEW Recipe [Potion of Ultimate Restoration] (Epic)

Jay quickly read the description of the bubbling blue potion in his hand.

Potion of Ultimate Restoration – This epic potion restores health, mana, and stamina, as well as curing diseases and debuffs. It also has a 25% chance of giving the user an additional 5 Attribute points to be used at their next level up. Don’t waste it!

He didn’t hesitate, hurrying back to the heart-shaped bed to pour the second potion past Dahlia’s plump lips. She still had the ghost of a smile curling the corners of her mouth, evidence of the victory she’d been savoring when she’d fallen.

Jay glanced at Lyra and Molly, who were still frozen, and likely would be for a few more minutes. That might be a good thing. He wanted to question the Shadow Worker without interruption, and knowing how prejudiced the fox girl was against dark magic, and how mad Molly had been about the stolen artifact, it would probably be better to talk to her alone.

The moment the bottle was empty, a shimmering blue glow swirled over Dahlia’s skin, and she began to stir. Jay moved to the far side of the tent again, very conscious of how uncomfortable Dahlia would feel waking up in a strange bed with a man she didn’t know.

The rabbit woman yawned and stretched, as if waking from a deep sleep, then opened her big black eyes. She stared at the roof of the tent for a moment, blinking as if to chase away a dream. When the swaths of red and pink silk didn’t disappear, she wrinkled her forehead and sat up slowly, her eyes widening as she took in the plush covers of the mattress. Then the found his boots, and slid slowly up his [Beetle Black Armor] suit until she was looking directly at him.

Jay smiled and gave her a small, friendly wave. “Hello.”

“Aaaaah!” Dahlia shrieked, scrambling backwards like she’d been shocked by an electrical cord. Her breasts bounced dangerously in the thin scraps of armor as she backed over the mattress, directly on top of Molly and Lyra. Spinning around, the rabbit-kin woman’s gaze landed on the masks of rictus fear plastered on the Archer and the Barbarian’s faces. “Aaaaaaaaaah!”

She fell off the bed, landing with her ample bottom and fluffy black tail pointed at the ceiling, and her barely-there skirts flipped up to expose a black leather thong covering her unmentionables.

“Shit, please don’t freak out,” Jay stammered, wanting to go help her and knowing that the last thing she was going to want was a strange man’s hands on her when she was in such a precarious position. “Are you okay? Can I help you?”

Dahlia kicked her legs, and Jay saw that her thick thighs were powerfully muscular beneath the softness of her curves. She sprang off the ground, flipping through the air to land in a defensive crouch in the middle of the tent, her black eyes fixed on him accusingly.

“What did you do to me?” she snarled, her black ears jutting up through her flowing magenta hair, as alert as a wild rabbit who’d scented a predator. She’d pulled a jagged dagger from somewhere, its wavy black blade poised to strike. “And what have you done to them?”

“They were petrified with a fear spell,” Jay answered quickly, putting his hands in the air. “And you were unconscious, maybe debuffed, after a piece of the Revenant knocked you off that mausoleum. I gave you a potion, but I swear I didn’t touch you. I want to help, Dahlia.”

The Hareblood woman’s eyes darted around the tent, taking in the glass shower stall and the laundry cubes. Her nose twitched like she was smelling the air—which, Jay realized with mild embarrassment, smelled of scented massage oils and perfumes.

“What is this place?” she asked. “It looks like a Safe Zone. But the only Safe Zone on this floor is the Haunted Manor. I’ve been everywhere and searched every shadow. I know I have missed nothing.”

“It’s a temporary Safe Zone that I carry in my inventory,” Jay said. “I used it to repel Captain Lightfoot and his soldiers. They appeared the moment I rejected his quest and accepted yours, and his ghouls are the ones that petrified my party members. They’re still out there, but I hoped once everyone was healed and rested, we’d have a better chance of defeating them.”

Dahlia’s shoulder’s relaxed slightly, and she stood from her crouch, but she kept the dagger pointed at Jay, backing around in a semi-circle so that she could keep her eyes on him and see the rest of the tent.

“I’ve never seen anything like this before,” she said, her nose still twitching. Her gaze fell upon the shelf of sex toys and her black eyes widened. “Are you some kind of pervert?”

“No!” Jay protested, but the Hareblood woman narrowed her eyes at him, pointing at the shelf full of phallic toys. “I mean… not any more than anyone else, I guess… Those aren’t even mine. They came with the tent.”

“A likely story,” Dahlia muttered. “So why does your Safe Zone look like a… a brothel?”

“I guess it’s the dungeon’s idea of a joke.” Jay shrugged apologetically. “You know. Jokes. Ha, ha? Funny?”

Dahlia scowled at him. “And I suppose the dungeon is fond of jokes, is it? Is that why I’ve been trapped on this floor, as a joke?”

“I don’t know why she does what she does,” Jay answered truthfully. “But I do think there was a reason. That’s what I want to talk to you about.”

Dahlia stood up straighter, her black irises swelled until they filled her eyes entirely, then receded to reveal bright yellow irises with tiny black pupils. “What did you say?”

Jay froze, trying to think of where he’d gone wrong. “Nothing?”

“You said she,” the Hareblood woman stepped closer to him. “Who is she?”

“Oh,” Jay rubbed the back of his head, feeling sheepish about the slip up. “Sorry, I think of the dungeon as a she. I know most delvers prefer to think of it as—”

“What is her name?” Dahlia said, fixing Jay with her yellow eyes.

Jay closed his mouth, unsure of how he should answer this question. But he saw that the Hareblood woman had tears in her eyes.

“What is her name?” she repeated, sounding suddenly less sure of herself.

“I… I call her Nova.”

“Nova,” Dahlia whispered, dropping the dagger to her side. Her black ears flopped over halfway, as if she’d grown too tired to hold them up. “I call her that, too. I… thought I was going insane. It’s been so many years… I thought I’d just made her up, so I didn’t feel so alone.”

The deep, aching sadness in her voice broke Jay’s heart. He couldn’t imagine being trapped on this floor by himself. It was a wonder she hadn’t gone insane.

“You’re not alone anymore, Dahlia,” Jay said, wishing he could pull her into a hug. “And you aren’t crazy. Nova is real. The Revenant is dead. You destroyed the [Mommet Dolls] that bound it to you. You can leave with us, if you want to. As soon as we deal with Moony. I just want to ask you about how you came to be here, because I feel like the dungeon—Nova—wanted us to find each other. I feel like our stories are connected.”

Dahlia sniffed and hiccupped as she tried to hold back a sob.

“But I don’t even know who you are,” she said. “How can our stories be connected, when I don’t even know your name?”

The past few hours must have been traumatic for the Hareblood woman. She no longer had the look of a fierce and dangerous Caster. She looked like a scared rabbit, frozen in the gaze of a wolf and too terrified to move.

“I’m Jay,” he said, knowing that he’d told her that much before. “Jay Morgan. How about I tell you about myself first, and you can decide how much you want to tell me?”

Dahlia nodded, half dazed, as Jay pulled a couple of chairs up to the fire pit. He wasn’t quite as efficient at starting it as Lyra was, but he’d found her tinderbox in the Party Warehouse and managed to figure it out.

Once the fire was burning, and the Hareblood woman was seated across from him, Jay sat down to tell her his story, wondering where to start.
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By the time Jay had finished telling his tale, Dahlia had perked up, losing the lost, frightened look and regaining some of her fierce composure. When it was her turn to tell her story, she did so with confidence and no little defiance, her anger at the Sickle-Moon Clan flaring as brightly as the flames between them.

It turned out, Dahlia’s mother had been a seer in the service of King Wenshire, one of the only Faunari people with a permanent place in his court.

“The king had recently married around the time that I was born,” Dahlia said. “And my mother was suffering from visions due to the pregnancy. It is common for Hareblood seers to receive their most potent visions shortly before and shortly after childbirth, which is why many Hareblood women prefer to have large litters of kits. My mother, however, only had me and she was old at the time—far past her prime, according to tradition. Her visions were uncommonly powerful already, which was why the king had acquired her, and the ones that came after my birth were… unsettling.”

Jay leaned back in his chair, enjoying the warmth of the fire. It felt especially nice, knowing that Captain Lightfoot and his ghouls were trapped outside until Jay chose to confront them. Molly and Lyra were still petrified, but he’d been working on a plan for how to deal with the captain once they were all rested and recovered. At the moment, he had all the time in the world to enjoy Dahlia’s tale.

“How do you mean?” Jay asked. “Did she foresee something bad happening to the king?”

Dahlia nodded, playing with a worn strip of fabric on her skirts, her yellow eyes fixed on the flames. “Betrayal,” she said. “By his new queen. My mother foresaw that this woman, Zienovara, a stranger from another world, would bring about the downfall of Wenshire and his kingdom.”

“Was he grateful for the warning?” Jay asked, thinking he probably knew the answer to the question. History had a rather poor record of rewarding the bearers of bad news.

“Quite the opposite,” Dahlia said, frowning as she considered her words carefully. “Wenshire was humiliated—he’d made a very big deal of the marriage and felt his judgement would be in question if he did not act definitively. First, he disposed of his wife. The official story was that Zienovara had died of consumption—as many noble women seem to do. But the servants whispered that a woman had been drawn and quartered in one of the torture chambers in Wenshire’ dungeon. I know, because they were still whispering about it when I had grown up and was serving as an orphaned scullery maid in the King’s kitchen.”

Jay felt his flesh crawl to hear her cold recollection of the king’s brutality. “That’s awful, Dahlia. And no one said anything?”

“King Wenshire made an even bigger deal about Zienovara’s death than he had their marriage,” she said. “To everyone outside the castle, I’m sure he appeared as a grieving husband. Within the castle, there were… suspicions. Then, a few days after, Zienovara was laid to rest, the king accused my mother of witchcraft, of cursing his wife with the disease that had killed her. He had her beheaded in front of the court—”

“Jeezus,” Jay gasped, shocked by the completely neutral expression on the Hareblood woman’s face as she relayed the brutal fact. “I’m so sorry. But you… you were just a baby!”

“Yes, I was given to a wet nurse, one of the cooks in the kitchen,” Dahlia said. “I don’t know who to thank for that, but it likely saved my life. King Wenshire seems not to have known I ever existed. My mother’s execution gave the servants fair warning of what would happen to any who were caught mentioning the False Queen prophecy, the dismembered woman in the basement, or any connection between the two. My mother’s death bought Wenshire a few months of peace, at least. But fear has a way of fading after a while, and the whispers returned. I suspect that’s how the Sickle-Moon Clan found me.”

Jay leaned forward on the edge of his seat. “What did they want with you?”

“My body and my soul,” Dahlia answered with a dry laugh that lifted the hairs on the back of Jay’s neck. She continued, unaware of his disturbance, “As a servant, I was never integrated into the dungeon so I had no idea what kind of powers might awaken if I did. But there were rumors about what the daughter of a Hareblood seer might be capable of, apparently. When a band of soldiers from the Sickle-Moon Clan came to demand the release of the lone Faunari kitchen maid, I’m sure the cooks were just happy to get rid of me. King Wenshire certainly had no idea about the transaction, which apparently suited everyone involved. I was bought and sold like chattel, a servant to one and a slave to the other.”

Cold anger solidified in Jay’s belly as he listened to the horrors Dahlia had been forced to endure. He hated King Wenshire even more than he hated Runolf, and it was no longer surprising to him that the two were working together, as Raina had suggested might be happening.

“When the Sickle-Moon Clan brought me to the dungeon on my fourteenth birthday,” Dahlia continued. “I thought the integration would kill me. The pain…” She laughed again, darkly. “Then when it gave me a dark magic Casting class, I was certain that it had, knowing how people felt about dark magic. But the soldiers of the Sickle-Moon were ecstatic. They’d been waiting for a female with an affinity for black magic to come along, to be the Mother of their twisted clan. Apparently, each of the Sickle-Moon soldiers had been converted to a dark path by Moony Lightfoot—a necromancer capable of corrupting delver’s powers. They wanted to breed me in an attempt to create more Hareblood soldiers with the ability to wield black magic. So… I ran.”

Jay’s stomach turned to acid as he realized just how evil Lightfoot and his soldiers were. “You ran into the dungeon?”

“They hunted me on the first floor,” Dahlia said. “But the dungeon helped me escape. She—Well, I didn’t know her name yet, but she gave me skills that no one else had ever heard of before. She left me clues to keep me safe when Lightfoot and his soldiers were close. I leveled quickly. When I got to the second floor, I thought I was free, because it was different from how it was supposed to be. I thought maybe I’d found a secret floor.”

“Lyra said the Haunted Forest was the wrong floor when we got here, too,” Jay said.

Dahlia nodded. “But I wasn’t safe. Because somehow, Lightfoot and his men followed me. And they brought something with them that made the floor lock down.”

“The Revenant.”

“We’ve been trapped here ever since,” she said. “Even when I eventually managed to kill Moony and his soldiers, I wasn’t safe, because their souls are tethered to some artifacts on the surface. Once the soldiers were dead, they unleashed the Broken Bear Revenant on me.”

“What was that thing anyway? Why was it called ‘Broken Bear?’”

Dahlia shrugged. “A corrupted soul that Lightfoot had bound somehow, a member of the ancient Broken Bear tribe of giants that once lived in the mountainous region to the north. Everything about it was… wrong. And even Nova admitted it shouldn’t have been able to get past her defences, which makes me wonder…”

She shook her head.

“There are a lot of things that shouldn’t be possible happening in the dungeon lately,” Jay said. “I thought it was related to me, because no one anyone has spoken to has heard of my class or abilities either. Molly can talk to Nova, too, though. And I think she’ll come around to talking to Lyra one of these days. I feel like Nova is collecting delvers she thinks will be able to help her. But I don’t know what she wants.”

“I think I do,” Dahlia said, smiling for the first time since they’d begun their macabre conversation. “And now that we’re talking about it, it would make sense that you’re involved, too…”

“How so?” Jay could barely contain his curiosity.

“Because of what I found at the mansion.”

Jay lifted his eyebrows, not following.

Dahlia laughed, more genuinely than before.

“I had been able to protect myself from the Revenant by stealing pigs from The Village,” the Hareblood woman said. “I used them in the Blood Sacrifice ritual spell I have that helped me create decoy versions of myself.”

“Like you did in the graveyard,” Jay said.

She nodded. “It worked, but I was just surviving, I wasn’t making any progress. I was stuck here, and I was beginning to think I’d never be free, until I saw you fighting the Wraiths, from the mansion.”

“You were watching us!” Jay felt a surge of validation that his suspicion had been right. “Did you cast a spell that caused the Wraiths to attack us?”

He explained about the shrine they’d found in the attic and Dahlia giggled, a much cuter sound that should have come out of a woman wearing a deformed rabbit skull for a crown.

“No, that was a basic divination spell,” she said. “The Wraiths are just assholes, and I’m afraid they were surrounding the mansion because I’d stirred them up on my way back from The Village.”

“What did your spell tell you?”

“I was trying to discover who you were, if you might be able to help me or not,” Dahlia said. “But I could sense that you’d made a deal with Captain Lightfoot, so I hid. It was the first time I’d seen anyone from the outside on this floor, and I was terrified that any change that tilted the balance would be the end of me. That same day, though, my Blood Sacrifice ritual, in the basement, had an unexpected side effect that made me question the real reason I was here.”

“Side effect?” Jay asked.

Dahlia bit her lip and opened a tiny pouch on her belt. From it, she withdrew something far too large to have fit inside the container if magic hadn’t been involved. Jay recognized it immediately. It was an arm that must have belonged to a large silver statue.

“That’s the [Corporeal Artifact] I was looking for!”

Dahlia’s eyes widened. “You know what this is?”

Jay took the hand from his own inventory, this one glowing slightly with the light of the spirits it had absorbed. He held up the [Soul Charged Corporeal Artifact] for Dahlia to see.

“You have one, too!” she gasped. “Why is yours glowing?”

“I can charge yours too,” Jay said. “I think. Killing Shades and Wraiths is what did it for this piece.”

“Jay, we must have been meant to find each other,” Dahlia reached over the flickering fire pit and took his hands in hers. “You were right. We have to find the rest of her, together!”

“Her?” Jay asked. “Who do you think these artifacts belong to?”

Dahlia grinned even wider. “The False Queen, Zienovara,” she said. “The woman my mother prophesied would bring down King Wenshire and his kingdom.”

“Zienovara?” Jay said, stunned. “How…”

“The queen was dismembered,” Dahlia said. “Her body disposed of, somewhere that no one would find her. One of the rumors I heard before the Sickle-Moon Clan came for me was that her remains had been taken to an unused dungeon in the far north, where no one but the Faunari might hear of her. The Ice Dungeon was opened shortly after my birth. It makes sense, Jay!”

Jay wrinkled his forehead. If that was true, Dahlia had been trapped in the dungeon for a very long time. Which, of course he already knew. She’d been here since she was a teenager, and she was a grown woman now. But could it have been that many years ago?

“How old are you?” he asked, hoping Faunari women didn’t take offence to that kind of question the way human women on Earth did.

She sat back, confused. Then she laughed again. “Oh, I don’t know? I could be thirty or a hundred and thirty. I feel like I’ve been here for centuries. How old do you think I am?”

Jay did some quick calculations, based on what he knew of Winterhaven’s timeline. Raina and Runolf were ancient, but he’d never actually asked how old they were. He knew dungeon magic could slow natural aging, even once a delver didn’t dive anymore. With a shock, he realized Dahlia might very well be over a hundred years old. She’d been trapped on the [Alternate] Haunted Forest floor all this time, waiting for someone who could help her unravel the dungeon’s mysteries.

“Tell me the rest of your theory,” Jay said, avoiding the question. “Because I have a map that tells me the location of the next [Corporeal Artifact] and if you’re saying what I think you’re saying…”

“We’re going to help destroy Wenshire’s kingdom,” Dahlia beamed at him, her ears floppy and lopsided atop the main of magenta curls. “Because the king couldn’t kill his False Queen. She refuses to die. She refuses to give up her purpose, a purpose that came with her from another world. Zienovara. Zie-no-va-ra…”

Jay’s eyes widened as he finished her sentence. “…Nova.”
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If Dahlia was right, and they had been tasked with finding the pieces of King Wenshire’s dismembered bride, and that bride had somehow become the mind of the Ice Dungeon, Jay knew they were going to have to be extremely careful going forward. The threat of Runolf and his minions would be even greater if Jay was going to go up against the king himself. Especially if, as Raina had said, the king was sending more powerful delvers from elsewhere in the kingdom to do Runolf’s bidding.

Nova had tasked Jay with finding her, from the very beginning. But he hadn’t imagined she meant finding bits and pieces of her and assembling her like a puzzle. And what had Dahlia meant by saying that Zienovara’s purpose had come with her from another world. Was Nova from Earth, too? How could she have come to Arcanicea with a purpose?

The Hareblood woman excused herself to make use of the shower and laundry facilities while Jay pondered how to go ahead with the information they’d gained. He sat, staring into the flames of the dying fire, considering all their options. But he couldn’t see any way forward but to continue on the path Nova had set for them: follow the [Treasure Map] to find the next piece of her body, find Pardus in the Night Market and find out what news he had, help Raina and the Black Howl in any way he could as the resistance against Runolf and King Wenshire grew.

He also spent some time planning how best to deal with Captain Moony Lightfoot and his Sickle-Moon Psychos. Playing around in his crafting menu, Jay thought he had a pretty solid plan for how to deal with the entire ghoulish light infantry unit at once.

Sorting through the group inventory, Jay found something one of the girls must have picked up on the first floor called [Bug Guts,] which at first looked like a throwaway item. The description in his HUD was gray, indicating it was so common as to be basically worthless. It had no useful health or armor properties. In fact, it barely had any properties at all. The description just read:

Bug Guts – Very sticky stuff. Dissolves in water.

It was that stickiness that got Jay thinking, however. He pulled a portion out of his inventory and tested it tentatively on the finger of his left hand. It was like instant crazy glue, except it didn’t seem to dry out. Jay touched his finger to one of the bottles of massage oil on the sex shelf Nova had set up for him, and found the bottle stuck fast.

Furthermore, when he touched the bottle to another bottle, it stuck too. It was like the stickiness of the glue transferred between objects, more like a static attraction that refused to let go.

So, what might happen if he applied the sticky [Bug Guts] to the last [Jackal Jaw Trap] in his inventory? And maybe… once they were stuck…

He inspected one of the items he’d received from killing the Shade Skulker Oozes on the first floor.

Shade Agent - A rare find indeed, this shimmering, translucent gel is collected from the remnants of a Shade Skulker after its demise. When spread thinly over the surface of an object or individual, the gel hardens into an almost invisible film that reflects the surrounding light and scenery. This remarkable camouflage agent allows adventurers to blend seamlessly into their environment, rendering them nearly invisible to the naked eye. Ideal for stealth missions or evading detection in hostile territories, the gel's properties make it an invaluable asset for spies, thieves, and hunters seeking the element of surprise.

It seemed a bit of a waste to use a rare, high-value ingredient like that to camouflage his trap. But he only had one of the [Shade Agents] and he’d need more than that to be useful for a full-body stealth suit.

And if it came down to it, they knew where to find more Shade Skulkers.

He decided it was worth the sacrifice and added it along with the trap and the sticky guts to his Research and Development tab. He mentally hovered over the [Create] button, wondering if he was missing anything.

His Get Lucky perk gave him a 50/50 chance of success when inventing new and improbable recipes. But what were his usual chances? Jay realized he hadn’t actually failed at making any of his concoctions yet, and in the back of his mind he wondered if the dungeon was just waiting for the right moment to teach him a lesson.

He was due for a failure, and he knew it. He didn’t want that failure to happen when he was using ingredients he didn’t have back ups of—namely the [Shade Agent] and the [Radiant Wisps] he planned to use to make an explosive attachment for his sticky trap.

Jay quickly removed the planned items from his crafting menu, and tossed some random items together that he had plenty of which to spare.

Surprisingly, even a couple of these worked out.

[Tundra Berries] and [Snow Scorpion Eyes] combined to make a [Detect Traps Potion.]

[Frost Leaf Clover] and [Grave Dust] made something called [Dust of Illusion] which his HUD marked as an Epic level item.

But when he managed to fail a few times in a row, Jay began to feel better. Realistically, he knew he was being illogical. If his Get Lucky perk gave him 50/50 chances every time, one recipe succeeding shouldn’t have an effect on the next recipe. Yet instinct told him that the chances of coming out on top on every 50/50 toss were basically nil, and if he didn’t have a few failures in there to balance things out he was tempting fate.

A few flubbed recipes under his belt made Jay feel more confident that his plan would work. But he was still nervous about it.

When he finally worked up the nerve to Create his masterpiece, he almost shouted out loud with excitement when his HUD rang out with the trumpet call that marked a success.

You have created a NEW Recipe: [Explosive Poison Ghost Trap!]

Explosive Poison Ghost Trap – Wow. The Ghostbusters would be proud, Jay Morgan. Those ghouls won’t know what hit ’em! Which, I suppose is the point when one makes an invisible, sticky, and poisonous incendiary device. I mean, between you and me, with the cloaking reagent and the super sticky goo glue, I’m not really sure why you needed to add poison and explosives. But who are we to judge? I don’t know how you come up with this shit, but I’m going to keep enabling it. Nice work, dungeon cowboy. We ride at dawn.

Jay stuffed the invention back in his inventory, hoping that the dungeon was right, because Captain Lightfoot and his soldiers were all level 15-20 and there were enough of them that it would be a serious challenge to defeat them all. Even with the ghost trap, they were going to need a plan that would keep them safe.

He was deep in thought when the petrification spell finally wore off of Lyra and Molly came suddenly alert. They shot up from the bed like they’d been awoken from a nightmare, gazing around at the tent in confusion before they saw Jay by the fire and relaxed.

“What happened?” Molly asked. “One minute we were standing over that dead Revenant and the next…”

She shuddered, clearly remembering the horrible feeling of being hit with the fear spell.

Seeing the girls awake drew Jay from his thoughts. He rushed to embrace them and make sure they were all right after the fight with the Revenant, and once he was sure they were okay, he explained everything that had happened in his discussion with Dahlia.

“Where is she now?” Lyra asked, still a little nervous about the dark magic wielding rabbit-kin.

“Just getting cleaned up,” Jay said. “She’s been in the shower for a while. I suspect it’s been a long time since she’s enjoyed a luxury like that.”

The fox girl nodded, her gaze falling on the steamy glass box in the corner. “True, there was not shower at the mansion, was there? Poor thing. Imagine going all that time without hot water? How did she clean her fur?”

“More importantly, how long do you think she’ll stay in there?” Molly asked, crawling across the bed toward Jay with a hungry look in her bright blue eyes. “Because I leveled up again, and I have some Constitution and Willpower stats to test out…”

Lyra looked confused, and Jay remembered she hadn’t been there for Molly’s declaration of dedication to the fine art of deepthroating. But he remembered, and even if his brain hadn’t, his body certainly did. He stiffened immediately as she grew closer.

“Uh, Molly has a theory,” Jay said as the Barbarian lunged across the heart-shaped bed and tackled him to the mattress.

Molly tore open the pants of his [Beetle Black Scarab Armor], her copper curls bouncing around her face as she wrenched his shaft free and immediately wrapped her lips around him.

“A theory about what?” Lyra asked, her dual-toned eyes sparkling with interest as she positioned herself next to Jay. “Can I help?”

“Unnngh,” Jay managed as Molly sucked him to the back of her mouth, unable to form a coherent thought against the vacuum-like pull of her lips and tongue.

Molly bobbed her head a couple of times, then popped off with a wet smack. “Yeah,” she said enthusiastically. “Push the back of my head. Even if I try to back off, force me back on. I want to take him all the way into my throat… I hate gagging, but I’m using my attribute points to get over it.”

Lyra’s eyes brightened. “Ohmygoodness… we can use our attribute points for sex? Why didn’t I think of that?”

Molly grinned up at the fox girl. “Guess I’m pretty smart for a Barbarian.”

She plunged her face into Jay’s lap, using her Strength to pin him to the mattress, and began bobbing her head violently along his shaft.

The attack was so intense and unexpected that Jay’s mind gave in completely. His body froze and then relaxed, overwhelmed by pleasure. He melted into the heart-shaped mattress as Molly forced herself to take every inch of his cock.

She kept her blue eyes fixed on him as she opened her throat and slid his length past the constricting muscles at the back of her mouth. Lyra, grinning mischievously, put her hand on the back of Molly’s head and pushed her roughly.

Molly’s eyes widened and she attempted to back up, but the fox girl stopped her. “Ah, ah, ah! Keep going Barbarian girl. Show us how tough you are.”

Molly breathed hard through her nose, tears beginning to stream from her eyes as she fought the urge to pull back. Eventually, she nodded, and Lyra applied more pressure.

If Jay had two working brain cells to rub together, he might have suspected Lyra was enjoying her chance to dominate the stronger Barbarian girl after being bossed around by Molly for so long.

As it was, when Lyra straddled Molly’s back and grabbed her head with both hands, all Jay could think was ‘Holy fuck that’s hot.’

The fox girl’s tail wagged as she directed Molly’s face, bobbing her head with slow, even strokes that had Molly gagging and struggling at the bottom and gasping for breath at the top.

But there was a determined look in her bright blue eyes, and eventually she was taking all of him without too much trouble. Jay felt himself sliding in and out of her throat, completely lost in the slick, blissful pleasure of a perfect, sloppy blow job.

“Fuck her, Jay,” Lyra begged, her own mouth open and wet with saliva as if she was imagining herself doing the job. “She can take it.”

Molly nodded and mumbled affirmation around his girth. Her muscles trembled as she held herself still, and Lyra kept her from backing away.

Jay reached down to hold her head, already feeling himself ready to climax from the Barbarians abrupt and brutal attack of affection.

His hips responded automatically, as he began to thrust, pushing deeper into her throat than she’d been able to push herself. He grunted with each pump of his hips, gritting his teeth against the explosion that was coming.

“Fuck,” he gasped. “Are you ready?”

Molly nodded, feeling his muscles tense, and braced herself for the final push. Lyra twisted her fingers in the Barbarian’s copper curls and forced her head down at the last moment, just as Jay lost control and released a gush of hot seed.

Molly sputtered and gasped as she swallowed around his pumping length, trying to get every drop that he spilled. Lyra held her down, unrelenting in her duty to keep the Barbarian to her word.

“Let her go,” Jay laughed, panting hard. “She needs to breathe.”

When Lyra finally let up, Molly popped off his dick with her eyes streaming, and rolled onto her side. Her hands waved around her face as she laughed and cried at the same time. “Ow, ow, ow! Oh my god, there was so much I think you flooded my sinuses!”

“Shit, I’m sorry, Mol,” Jay said, suddenly concerned. “Are you okay?”

She took a couple of deep breaths and sniffed a couple of times.

“I’m fine,” she said, still laughing. “That’s what the Constitution buffs are for, right?”

“Uh, actually, I think they’re for surviving painful injuries in battle,” Lyra said

“Tell me you’ve never snorted semen without telling me you’ve never snorted semen,” Molly said, throwing a heart-shaped pillow at the fox girl. “Maybe you should try it, too? I bet Jay can go another round.”

“It’s my turn anyway,” Lyra said. “You got to have him twice in a row now!”

“I’ve got making up to do,” Molly returned. “You’ve had him to yourself for weeks.”

“Whose fault is that, little miss childhood trauma?”

Molly gasped in indignation. “Are female foxes called bitches? Because they should be.”

Lyra pounced on Molly and started hitting her with another pillow. Soon, feathers floated through the air as the girls shrieked and battled over who was going to get to do what to Jay when.

A banging sound from the shower stall shocked them into silence.

“Hello?” Dahlia’s surprisingly timid voice called out. “Are you done out there? I’d really like to get dressed now…”

Lyra and Molly burst into a fit of giggles as Jay cursed and rolled off the bed, turning his back to the shower stall to quickly readjust his [Beetle Black Scarab Armor.]

“Sorry about that, Dahlia,” he said, cringing internally. “We were just… blowing off a little steam.”

Dahlia emerged from the shower with a little white towel barely covering her prodigious curves, her cheeks as red as cherries. “You… you told me you weren’t a pervert!” she said, clearly scandalized.

“Not true,” Jay protested. “I said no more than anyone else. And this is the company I keep, so…”

He gestured to the pair on the bed.

The Barbarian and the fox girl attempted to regain control of themselves, and then burst into even louder laughter than before. Soon, Jay was laughing with them.

Dahlia watched all three of them with her wide yellow eyes, her long black ears standing stiffly upright. Her nose twitched adorably.

Finally, a small smile quirked at the corner of her lips. “I can see how these two might corrupt your standards.”

Lyra gasped. “Did she just…?”

“Oh no, she did not.” Molly’s jaw dropped.

The Hareblood woman screamed as two heart-shaped pillows hurtled through the air toward her. “It was a joke!” she cried. “It was just a joke!”

But by then, the battle was on.
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Once everyone had gotten acquainted—via a few pillows to the head—Dahlia, Lyra, and Molly were getting along famously. The Hareblood woman, despite the ominous goth bunny look, turned out to be quite sweet and very shy. It was clear she’d been on her own for a long time, and the joy with which she responded to the girls’ friendship was heartwarming to see.

Jay could tell Dahlia was uneasy with the fact that the three of them had an intimate relationship, and he was pleased to see that Lyra and Molly picked up on it too, instantly dropping the teasing and euphemisms to make Dahlia feel more comfortable. Jay kept his distance, happy to watch them chat as he finalized his plans.

Nobody felt the need to sleep once they were fully healed, and they were all eager to get on with the fight against Captain Lightfoot, but they were all grateful for the opportunity to rest and relax before another big battle.

“Did anyone loot that Revenant thing?” Lyra asked, suddenly.

“I didn’t even want to look,” Molly admitted. “Anything that comes off that creep’s corpse is going to smell like rot.”

“We should all check it,” Jay said from across the tent, closing his HUD and the menu he’d been studying. “That might be where we find the [Copper Keys] to get us to the next floor.”

“Do you really think we’re going to get off this floor?” Dahlia asked, her ears drooping into her bright magenta waves. “I can hardly believe it.”

“I guarantee it,” Jay said. “I feel like you might have been kept here so long because Nova was saving you for us. Which makes me feel awful on all kinds of levels, but we made it here as fast as we could.”

Lyra huffed and crossed her arms. “You know, I’m still cheesed that Nova has talked to everyone but me. All I got from her that shows she knows I exist is—” The fox girl glanced at the Hareblood and shut her mouth, not wanting to bring up a sex perk in front of the timid and inexperienced girl. “Well, it doesn’t matter. I just want to meet her!”

“You only think that because she hasn’t threatened to kill you,” Jay said with a laugh.

“She doesn’t threaten to kill me,” Molly said.

Dahlia shook her head. “Me neither.”

“Lucky me.” Jay raised his eyebrows and leaned back in his chair with a sigh. “Guess I’m just special then.”

“I know you’re joking, Jay,” Lyra said. “But I think you are. I mean, Molly also comes from your world, and she might have a part to play. Dahlia seems to be connected via her mother’s vision… but—”

“Oh, shit!” Jay sat up suddenly. “That reminds me. Dahlia, I think this is for you.”

Ever since he’d heard Dahlia’s story, something had been tickling at the back of his mind. He’d been so focused on the revelation that the [Corporeal Artifacts] might actually be parts of Nova’s body that he’d been distracted from another obvious connection between himself and the Hareblood woman. Then he’d remembered the awful limerick Nova had written in one of his Bootstrapper notes.

Jay pulled the [Seer’s Tears] from his inventory and passed them to Dahlia.

“I received this just before we met you,” he said. “They’re useless to me, but the description makes it sound like you might be able to do something with them.”

Dahlia took the vial, her mouth falling open. “… a True Seer or one descended from a True Seer… may use these tears to peer into the past at things others wish to remain forgotten. Jay… this could be…”

“Yeah,” he said. “I thought it might be big. It’s up to you if and when you want to use them, though.”

The Hareblood woman nodded. “I think maybe… after we’ve found all of the [Corporeal Artifacts.] I have a feeling it might tell us more about the False Queen. But it might show me something about my mother, too. I… I have never had anything that connected me to my mother before, Jay. I can’t thank you enough for this.”

Jay felt his cheeks burn, but he was pleased that she was happy. “Don’t thank me. Thank Nova. She orchestrated all of this.”

There was a scratching sound at the door of the tent, interrupting further discussion. The girls all looked at Jay with wide eyes. Jay shrugged. “Hostile creatures shouldn’t be able to get past the barrier, so…”

Molly gasped and leaped up from the bed, hurrying to the door. She opened the tent flap a crack, letting two slinky white weasels inside. “Ross, Rachel! There you are, you little brats. You need to stop running away like that!”

The weasels scampered up her legs to perch on her shoulders, squeaking excitedly. The Barbarian woman laughed as she scratched the tops of their heads

“Are those Ghost Weasels?” Dahlia asked. Her yellow eyes transformed into huge black orbs as she scanned them with one of her abilities. “They are! Those are very rare creatures, you know. My Doom Bunnies like to chase them when there aren’t any Wraiths to fight.”

“Is that why they’re always running away from me?” Molly asked, narrowing her eyes at the Shadow Worker. “Because I treat them with nothing but love and affection—”

“And curses!” Lyra added, grinning.

“Wild companions are like that,” Dahlia said, giggling as one of the weasels leaped off Molly’s shoulder and pounced on a big pink pillow. “At least, until they’re properly bound to a delver. You need a Caster to perform a Binding spell or a [Scroll of Binding] to make the bond permanent. I can do that for you, if you like.”

Molly’s eyes went wide, and she glanced at Jay. “Can I?” she gasped. “Oh, please, Jay can I keep them? I love them so much!”

“I don’t know why you’re asking me,” Jay said with a snort.

“Well, it is your Love Motel,” Molly said, waving around the tent, her gaze lingering on the shelf of sex toys. She waggled her eyebrows at him and grinned. “And your collection—”

Jay waved his hand, casting her a warning glare as Dahlia began to blush again. “If you want to keep them, of course you can keep them.”

“Yay!” Molly leaped off the bed and did a crazy dance around the tent that made Lyra and Dahlia burst out laughing. “I always wanted a weasel! And now I have two!”

“You always wanted a weasel?” Jay could only stare. “Somehow I did not know that about you…”

“Yes, you did. I’ve always wanted weasels and puppies and kittens and otters and elephants and koala bears and penguins and…”

“Ahh, I see,” Jay laughed. “The Noah’s Arc tier of pet ownership. Well, for now I hope the weasels will do.”

Dahlia cast the binding spell while Molly continued to dance, now swinging her hammer over her head and shaking her butt at Jay, the chainmail bikini bottoms jingling as she did so. They took a moment afterwards for the Hareblood woman to teach the dancing Barbarian about how to use the Pet interface in her HUD, which Molly was very excited about because the Ghost Weasels apparently came with a bunch of skills that she could unlock access to as their bond developed. Best of all was the fact that the Ghost ability she’d already unlocked was now available to her when her pets were within twenty feet rather than them needing to be directly on her body.

And with all of that done, it was time to leave. Captain Moony Lightfoot still needed to be dealt with. Before they stepped outside, Jay pulled Dahlia aside.

“If we’re going to be traveling together anyway,” he said, “would you like to join the party? There are the three of us, and a woman from Winterhaven who is currently outside the dungeon, a Lupinari Witch Doctor named Raina Frostmane.”

Raina still hadn’t returned any of Jay’s messages, and he hoped this was still due to a glitch of the chat system caused by his mishandling of the [Mommet Dolls] but he was getting an increasingly bad feeling about her silence.

Unfortunately, there was no way to check up on her without using the party chat. All he could tell was that she was still alive, because she was still listed as an active member of their group.

Dahlia’s eyes widened as she processed Jay’s question. “I’ve… never been partied with anyone before,” she admitted. “Do I have to…?” She trailed away, blushing deeply as she glanced at Lyra and Molly who were whispering to each other next to the sex toy shelf, and casting sultry glances at Jay. The Hareblood woman bit her lip. “I’ve never… been with… anyone before.”

Jay held up his hands. “No, absolutely not. You don’t have to do anything, and that’s not my expectation. I’ve known Molly my whole life, and our thing with Lyra is completely unrelated to the party. Raina isn’t involved.”

“I just…” Dahlia shrugged. “I don’t know. Raina isn’t here, so it would just be you three and me. I don’t know what to do, because I know Nova needs us to work together, but I feel really weird about it.”

“I understand,” Jay said. “And I’m willing to do anything it takes to make you feel more comfortable with us and like you’re an equal part of the team. Including putting limitations on when and where the girls and I spend time together in that way. I’ll talk to them about it too.”

“I don’t really feel right asking you to do that,” she said, her voice growing timid again.

“You’re not,” he said. “I’m offering. And if it doesn’t work out, and you’d rather split up later on, I promise I won’t hold it against you. You’re higher level than we are, aren’t you? Maybe you’ll want to check out places we can’t go yet. How about we try it for this fight against Moony, get to floor three, and then you decide if you want to stay?”

Dahlia reached up and tugged on one of her ears, biting her lip. “All right,” she said. “If you promise there will be no hard feelings. I really don’t want to be alone anymore… but I’m also really not ready for anything more than friendship. Even that is new to me. You really understand?”

“I do, Dahlia,” he said. “I promise. You’re very beautiful, and it’s not that I wouldn’t be interested if you were. But I’m not delving the dungeon for the benefit of my personal life. We have a mission that is much more important than you or me or Lyra or Molly. We’re going to save Nova, and help her take down King Wenshire, right?”

“Right,” Dahlia said, brightening. “Thank you, Jay. I would be very honored to party with you.”

Jay smiled and opened his party menu, locating her name and sending her the invite.

Congratulations!

You have added a member to your Delving Party!

Party members include:

Dahlia Shaderunner | Lvl 15 | [Shadow Worker]

Molly O’Brian | Lvl 10 | [Barbarian]

Lyra Golden-Eye | Lvl 11 | [Arcane Archer]

Raina Frostmane | Lvl 10 | [Witch Doctor]

Congratulations!

Your Scale-Up Ability has been upgraded.

While you are party leader, receive an additional 10% max XP bonus for each party member added. Current XP bonus total 40% of max.

Congratulations!

Your Affirmative Action Ability has been upgraded.

While you are the party leader, receive an additional 5% max XP bonus for each female party member added. Current XP bonus total 20% of max.

Jay was amazed at how quickly Molly had leveled and noted that Lyra must have leveled up after they’d killed the Broken Bear Revenant. Soon Raina would be the lowest level member of their group, and only a few days ago she’d been the highest. Jay wondered if this was how it worked for delvers in other dungeons. Lyra had told him she’d heard of people from elsewhere in Arcanicea reaching the fifties and higher. There was a even a rumor that King Wenshire had reached level seventy.

If that was true, they had a long way to go before they could take him on, but if it could be done, Jay was confident they could do it.

“Yay!” Lyra shouted when she saw the notification, rushing across the tent to wrap Dahlia in a crushing hug. “You’re one of us, now! Officially!”

Molly grinned and held out her fist for a fist bump. “Welcome to the team.”

Dahlia stared at the fist in confusion and Lyra beamed at her. “Here, let me show you how this works,” she said, holding up her own fist and bobbing it against Molly’s. She leaned over to whisper dramatically behind her hand. “The crazy humans think it brings good luck, just go along with it.”

“So far we’ve done okay, haven’t we?” Jay asked, joining the group and giving his own round of fist bumps. “Now who’s ready to take on the Sickle-Moon Psychos?”

All three girls cheered loudly, Ross and Rachel squeaked, and after a brief discussion of their plan, the group left the [Party Tent] to finish what they’d started.
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When they exited the tent, a thick gray mist had moved in around them, filling in the spaces around the gravestones and covering the still shimmering body of the Revenant. The huge white monolith stone was laying sideways, propped against one of the marble pillars, torn from the ground by the undead giant. The mist seemed to be pouring from the hole it had left in the ground, bubbling like a cauldron buried in the ground.

There was no sign of Captain Moony and his gang of necromantic soldiers. Jay didn’t like not knowing where his enemy was, but as there was no time limit on the temporary Safe Zone, they could afford to wait the ghoulish Hareblood out.

Jay pulled the [Explosive Poison Ghost Trap] out of his inventory and marked an X in the dirt where he intended to place it. While the trap was in his hands, he could still see it. But he’d experimented with the camouflage in the tent, and he knew the moment he set it down it would become invisible, even to him.

“Be careful with this,” he warned the girls. “I don’t think any of us will be immune to this trap if we accidently step on it. Remember, the goal is to lure as many of Moony’s men toward it where they will get stuck and hopefully stick to each other.”

“And any of the ones you don’t trap,” Molly said with a feral grin, “I’m going to brain with the new hammer attack I got at Level 10.”

Jay shook his head. “They’re all at least five levels higher than you, Molly. Barbarian or not, you’re going to have to be careful.”

“Why do you say it like that?” she said, flipping her copper curls out of her face and putting a hand on her hips. “I’m always careful.”

The Ghost Weasels squeaked indignantly on her behalf, and Jay suppressed a laugh. Since being officially bonded to Molly, the little creatures seemed to be taking on some of her personality. He had to admit they were pretty cute.

“Of course,” he said. “I look forward to seeing your new attack in action.”

“You’re gonna like this one, Jay, just you wait and see,” Molly pulled the deadly glowing toadstool from the loop on her belt and gave it a couple of practice swings.

“I have to attack from a distance,” Dahlia reminded them. “I have my dagger as a back up, but most of the skills and abilities I have that are effective against ghosts and undead creatures are ranged attacks.”

“Me too,” Lyra said, lifting her bow to show off the Poison Arrow she had equipped. “I’m going to be using poison at first, because my latest upgrade gives me a damage over time bonus which will add up as we fight. Then I can hit them with the Radiant Damage arrows after your bomb goes off, if there are any stragglers.”

Jay nodded, pulling out his own poisoned blade. “I’m going to need to get up close and personal to deal any damage. Molly is the best tank if we need one, but with her Ghost and Barbarian Rogue skills, she’s likely most effective with a hit-and-run strategy. I guess that leaves me as the ‘bait.’ Next to Dahlia, Moony wants to kill me more than anyone, since I am the one who broke the quest promise. So, I’ll try to lead him over the trap and keep him away from you guys.”

He paused, glancing around at the encroaching mist, which seemed to bump up against the side of the invisible dome barrier around the [Party Tent.] Jay frowned, searching the mist for some sign of Moony and his army. If the mists weren’t able to penetrate the Safe Zone barrier, that must mean it was being created by a hostile creature.

A glint caught Jay’s eye between two of the marble pillars, and for a moment the mists cleared enough that he could see the deformed face of the captain, staring into the Safe Zone, frozen in a terrifying grin. Jay’s heart lurched in surprise, but he kept his expression neutral, letting his gaze slide over Moony as if he hadn’t seen him. He could see more shapes, just visible in the fog, watching and waiting.

Instinctively, Jay activated his Night Vision and found he could see outlines of each of the soldiers highlighted they way the dungeon sometimes drew attention to interesting plants or objects.

“Don’t look,” Jay said under his breath. “Keep your eyes on the ground. They’re watching us from just beyond the ring of pillars. When I set the trap down, all of us are going to walk toward the Revenant. I’ll deactivate the [Party Tent] after I’ve positioned myself where I can see them, and give you further instructions as they approach. They don’t know I know they’re there, so they are going to go for a sneak attack. But they will probably move quickly, confident of overtaking us with their higher levels.”

“Ever since they took their ghost forms, they’ve used mists like this to hide their position,” Dahlia said. “I don’t have an ability to track them, but my Doom Bunnies can. If you have to choose, make sure Molly and Lyra have your eyes first. The Paralyzing Fear spells require touch to cast, but they can cast Disorienting Fear and Malaise at a distance. It takes a few minutes of concentration, though, so it will be important to keep moving to break line of sight. Their weapons are enchanted with Ghost Touch, as well.”

“I’m really starting to not like these guys,” Lyra said with a shiver.

Molly grimaced. “Can we kill them now?”

“If you’re ready,” Jay said. “Now’s as good a time as any.”

The others confirmed and he stepped toward the X he’d marked on the ground, making a show of peering into the mists like he was still searching for Moony and his ghouls. Jay dropped the trap on the X when he was standing with his back to where he knew the ghastly soldiers were hiding, hoping none of them would notice. Then he continued his mock investigation around the perimeter of the Safe Zone.

“The Revenant is over there,” he said loudly, pointing toward the dead giant on the far side of the tent. “We should check it for [Copper Keys] and get off this floor before Captain Moony Lightfoot and his soldiers return.”

Jay caught Moony’s wild grin stretching to grotesque proportions as the ghastly necromancer imagined them falling for his trick. Jay couldn’t wait to wipe that grin from his ugly face, but he forced himself not to react as he enacted their plan.

The girls did as Jay’d told them to, and when they were all positioned between the Revenant and the ghost trap, Jay pulled the [Party Tent] back into his inventory, keeping an eye on the glowing outlines that marked their enemies.

Dahlia leaped on top of a flat grave that had been pushed a few feet into the air by a frost heave, giving herself a better view. Molly and Lyra hurried toward the Revenant’s shimmering form, knowing the attack would come from behind, but not wanting to give away that they knew.

Moony and his men waited, inching closer like dogs who had been told to stay, but who itched to chase. The back of Jay’s neck prickled with the intensity of the undead gaze upon him.

Finally, they began to creep forward. Moony and two of his biggest, meanest-looking lieutenants were directly in line to step over the invisible trap if they stayed their course, which would have been almost too good to be true. But a few soldiers on the left flank broke from the group, moving toward where Molly and Lyra were inspecting the dead Revenant.

Molly looted the giant’s corpse and frowned. “No key for me,” she said. “Just some rotted fur armor and—”

“Molly, Ghost!” Jay shouted as one of the soldiers suddenly burst from their cover.

It sounded like a warning to anyone who didn’t know about the Barbarian’s invisibility skill. And that’s probably why the attacking soldier, a half-rotting Hareblood Warrior with gold rings in each long ear, looked so surprised when Molly blinked out of existence right under his twitching nose.

Lyra whirled and fired a volley of Poison Arrows into the thickening mist, unable to see her attackers, but guided by their startled shouts as Molly reappeared behind them and drove the [Radioactive Blood-Cap Crusher] into the earth. The impact of Molly’s hammer sent an electric green shockwave rippling through the mist, lighting it up like green sheet lightning during a thunderstorm. Lyra’s arrows hit home as well, and a series of pained screams followed the startled cries.

“Nice!” Dahlia pumped her fist in the air, obviously impressed by the girls’ effectiveness against the ghouls. “Where were you girls all the time I was trapped here with these assholes? I could have used a couple of badass babes fighting at my side.”

“Better late than never?” Molly shouted back before she disappeared into the mist, leaving Lyra with her bow drawn and her ears twitching to catch any sound that might be a soldier.

A scream of rage tore Jay’s attention back to Captain Moony and his lieutenants, where one of the captain’s big sidekicks had stepped on the invisible ghost trap and gotten stuck. He flailed his arms, trying not to fall, colliding with another soldier who promptly stuck to him.

“Aargh, what’s the meaning of this, you blackguard?” shouted the big lieutenant, blaming the soldier he’d stuck himself to for trapping him. “Release me this instant. That’s an order from a superior officer, you hear?”

“Quit your foolish games, Runewort,” Captain Moony snarled, whipping around so fast that his drooping eyeball flew around and smacked him in the side of the head. “There’s no time for shenanigans when treachery is afoot.”

“It’s not me, sir,” Runewort protested. “It’s him! He won’t let me go, he won’t!”

Jay stepped out from behind a tombstone opposite of Captain Moony and grinned. “Have you lost control of your men, Lightfoot? I thought you were a serious operation, not a bunch of buffoons dressed up and playing soldier.”

Moony snarled, his black eyes fixing upon Jay as his mouth began to move with arcane words as he began casting a spell. Jay dropped to the ground and rolled behind another tombstone, breaking line of sight with the necromancer.

Another percussive wave rocked the graveyard, followed by a series of screams as Molly attacked the splinter of soldiers who had targeted her and Lyra. They might be higher level than the Barbarian and the Arcane Archer, but Moony’s necromancer ghouls seemed ill-prepared for an actual battle.

More shouts followed as swarms of black, skull-faced Doom Bunnies rushed through the tombstones toward Dahlia, who was now cloaked in a veil of black mist, her eyes glowing with magical energy.

“There she is,” Moony shouted, pointing at the Hareblood woman. “Seize her, for the honor of the Sickle-Moon Clan!”

“Mother! Mother! Mother!” the soldiers chanted as they stumbled over themselves like mindless zombies in pursuit of the woman they believed would be the matriarch of their twisted clan.

Three more soldiers ran blindly into the trap, continuing to chant even as their hands and feet stuck to the soldiers around them, forming a ball of glowing, translucent bodies in various states of decomposition.

Captain Moony strode forward, marching toward Dahlia with a curved sword held at the ready. His tongue lolled out of his bottom jaw, which barely seemed attached to his head. Jay used his new Agility bonus to dart in and strike with his poisoned sword, slicing the captain’s ribs before dodging out of his reach. But the captain seemed barely to notice the fresh wound on his badly damaged body. Ghostly green ichor spilled from the cut on his side, but he strode defiantly toward Dahlia.

“This has gone on long enough, young lady,” he said. “You have a responsibility to we who saved you, and it is high time you lay down and accepted it. What greater honor than to bear the young of the Sickle-Moon, strengthening our clan for generations? Let Uncle Moony cleanse you of your sins and be reborn as the Sickle-Moon Mother.”

The captain’s leering gaze curdled Jay’s stomach. But Dahlia stood her ground, gathering the swirling black mists into a ball between her hands. Her long black ears were erect and alert, as her small skull-faced companions surrounded her like a wall. She hurled the ball of spectral flame at Captain Moony, taking him in the chest, and staggering his advance.

Jay timed his next attack for the moment the Hareblood captain stumbled, this time hitting the higher-level monster with a Strength-based stab attack and the Pound It ability, driving two devastating thrusts of his poisoned blade into Captain Moony’s back.

The Hareblood soldier bellowed in rage, lashing back with his glowing scimitar, and catching Jay in the shoulder with a wild, desperate sweep of his blade.

Jay cursed, feeling the searing cold of the Ghost Touch freeze the flesh of his left shoulder.

You have been poisoned by Ghost Touch!

If you keep touching it, it’s going to fall off! Doubly so if you touch it with Ghost Touch. This permanent debuff reduces movement speed by 10% and causes -5 frostbite damage per second. Every 25 points of frostbite damage carries a 50% chance of random limb loss. While Ghost Touch can be neutralized with an antidote potion, any limbs lost due to the poison will be permanent. Sorry!

“Shit,” Jay said, feeling his heart rate tick up a notch as he processed how dangerous the debuff was. “That’s a really bad fucking deal. Stay away from their weapons!”

“You got it, boss,” Lyra said, firing another volley of arrows at the group Molly was attacking. “Are you going to be okay?”

Jay sifted through his inventory, looking for something that might work. The wound felt very similar to the Frostbite Venom of a Snow Scorpion sting, which he’d neutralized with [Frostbite Antidote] after his first fight. They still had two bottles of the stuff, and he quickly drank one.

Immediately a message came through from the dungeon, whispered in Nova’s sultry voice.

Your [Ghost Touch] debuff has been cured by [Frostbite Venom!]

Please be more careful next time, my darling Dark Horse. Mommy wants her boy with all his parts intact.

Jay breathed a sigh of relief, but he was suddenly much more worried about ending this battle as quickly as possible.

Captain Moony was crouched on the ground, his shoulder’s heaving, apparently suffering from the compound attack by Dahlia and Jay. Jay backed farther out of reach of his weapon, not wanting to take any chances, and quickly surveyed the rest of the battlefield.

Five ghost soldiers were stuck in the trap, and judging by the shimmering shapes just visible in the fog, Molly and Lyra had managed to kill three others. That left Captain moony and six others to deal with. They likely wouldn’t be able to fight that many soldiers without someone else getting hit by Ghost Touch, and he only had one antidote potion left, unless he could find a recipe or invent one, which wasn’t a risk he wanted to take with every five seconds bringing a chance of limb loss.

A sudden feeling of bleakness washed over Jay as he considered their odds. It wasn’t good. They were going to die here, in this graveyard, he felt sure of it. What was the point in even trying to fight at this point? They might as well just turn themselves into Captain Lightfoot and his—

Jay shook himself. What the hell was that? Those weren’t his thoughts.

His gaze shot to the captain, who was watching him from beneath his arm, whispering the words of another spell. Malaise, Jay guessed, based on the sensation that he was now struggling against. It felt like depression being forced onto his mind from something outside his own body, like having thoughts implanted by a brainwasher.

“Dahlia!” he shouted. “Hit him again!”

The Shadow Worker, who had been gathering a second ball of spectral flames, did not hesitate to obey Jay’s command. The black ball exploded against the crouching captain’s side, causing him to cry out and lose his concentration for the spell.

Immediately, Jay felt like himself again. But he resisted the urge to rush in and strike again, sensing that the Hareblood captain was ready for just such a strategy, and that Jay’s reward would be another case of Ghost Touch if he went that route.

Instead, Jay backed up, circling around the soldiers who were stuck in the ghost trap, hoping he could lure Captain Moony Lightfoot toward his fellows. He got himself into position and met Dahlia’s eyes, hoping she understood what he was trying to do.

The Shadow Worker nodded, already pulling more dark energy into her hands. The spell took a few minutes to cast, though, so in the meantime Jay had to do something else.

“Molly,” he shouted, not seeing the Barbarian. But when he saw a ring of cowering soldiers near the marble pillars, he had a pretty good idea of where she was. He grinned and waved his hands when he saw Lyra darting through the tombstones behind the soldiers. “Send them to me!”

The silver-haired fox girl flashed a sharp-toothed grin at Jay and began releasing Poison Arrows as she ran, sending a rain of green-glowing projectiles hurtling down on the already frightened soldiers. Three of the six broke from the group and fled toward their trapped comrades.

Jay didn’t think they knew the others were trapped, they just saw a group of their own and imagined safety in numbers. Their eyes were as wide and frightened when they realized their mistake as if Jay and his team were the real ghosts. He appeared, just out of reach, and smiled viciously at them as they futilely attempted to escape the trap.

“No! You fools!” Captain Moony Lightfoot staggered back to his feet, lunging toward Jay and the trapped soldiers before Dahlia had had time to complete her spell. “What are you doing over there?”

Jay’s eyes widened as Molly suddenly appeared behind the captain, her toxic toadstool hammer glowing more brightly than ever before. Captain Moony saw the glow of her weapon and whirled, his scimitar raised.

“Molly, get back!” Jay shouted, fear lancing through his chest.

The Barbarian only grinned as she brought the hammer crashing down, a toxic spray of necrotic poison spurting from the tip as the head connected with Captain Moony’s skull.

Molly gasped as the entire hammer exploded in her hands, knocking her on her ass and covering her in goo. The captain was blasted backward too, dropping his weapon in surprise as he staggered. Lyra fired another barrage of arrows at the remaining three soldiers, who scrambled toward their captain like limping pincushions with dozens of poisoned arrows sticking out of their spectral forms.

“Now, Dahlia!” Jay shouted, seeing how close the captain was to the trap. He only needed to stumble a few more feet. “Hit him now!”

Again, the Shadow Worker obliged, sending her ball of black flame hurtling into the creature who had tormented her for so many years. When the Captain saw the flame ball coming, his rotting jaw opened wide. “Oh, fiddlesticks.”

The magic attack hit him with a bigger explosion than the others had, sending him flying into the ball of trapped ghosts in the center of the graveyard. The three straggler soldiers saw their captain’s body flying through the air and stopped, frozen with disbelief.

Jay opened his HUD and detonated the trap, setting off an explosion of Radiant light that tore through the graveyard, sending bits of ectoplasm and spectral flesh raining down on the four delvers. The blast was bright enough to disintegrate even the three soldiers who hadn’t made it into the trap.

Success!

You have defeated Captain Moony Lightfoot and the Sickle-Moon Clan Infantry.

Experience notifications began flooding Jay’s HUD, which he tried to turn off. A few pushed their way through, anyway.

Quest Complete!

You have completed the quest [Sister, Come into the Light: Savior Variant.] Your investigation proved Dahlia Shaderunner’s innocence, and you meted out justice to the necromantic horrors who have been persecuting her for eternity.

Reward: 5000 Gold

Jay shook his head. What was that? He’d never gotten a secondary quest request after bailing on Moony’s had he? But it looked like there was a variant quest in his log, and it was now showing Completed.

Spots danced across Jay’s vision as he blinked, trying to clear his eyes. He could hear the girls shouting their excitement, and Dahlia crying with relief that her battle against the Sickle-Moon Clan was finally over.

Congratulations!

You have Achieved Level 12

XP: 201 | Next Lvl: 7600

Health: 300 | Stamina: 200 | Mana: 140

Unassigned Attribute Points: 3

You have 30 Base Stat Points to Distribute. Would you like to increase Health, Stamina, or Mana?

Jay dumped all of his new Base Stat Points into Mana, bringing it up to 170, thinking immediately of the Dark Horse spell book he was going to buy as soon as he could get a hold of Raina. Then he added his four attribute points to Intelligence, bringing that total to 5.

He hadn’t been expecting the new level up, but he guessed all those XP buffs were starting to add up now that he had four women in his party. He quickly scanned his stat screen:

Delver: Jay Morgan
Class Type: Versatile
Class: Dark Horse
Tier I: CEO (Chief Expedition Officer)
Lvl: 12
XP: 201 | Next Lvl: 7600
Health: 300 | Stamina: 200 | Mana: 170
Active Bonus: 40% max XP (Scale-Up), 20 % max XP (Affirmative Action), 10% max XP (CEO), 50% max XP (Well-Rested) 
Unassigned Attribute Points: 0
Strength: 10
Agility: 10
Intelligence: 5
Constitution: 16 [Beetle Black Scarab Armor – Set Bonus: Constitution +6, HP +50]
Willpower: 2
Charisma: 10
Active Skills: On-The-Job-Training, Asset Management, Pound It, Crush the Competition, Golden Gazelle, Agile G.O.A.T.
Passive Abilities: Scale-Up 4, Affirmative Action 3, Environmental Resistance 1 (Arctic), Dungeon Sight 4, Stealth 4, Trailblazer 2
Perks: Panty Dropper, Bootstrapper
Vocational Skills: Gathering: Horticulturist 1, Profession: Field Medic 1, Profession: Fletching 1, Crafting: Apothecary 1, Crafting: Survival 1, Crafting: Research and Development 4

He didn’t have any notifications for new skills or abilities, but there was a new note from Nova awaiting his attention.

Still nothing from Raina, which made him increasingly worried.

Even as Jay’s eyes cleared there was still a bright light he couldn’t blink away.

A beam of white radiance burst from the hole where the monolith had sat, like a gate leading to heaven. As Jay focused on it with his Dungeon Sight a description materialized.

You have discovered a [Gateway to Floor 3!]

You require a key to proceed.

Jay stumbled forward, still reeling from the blast. “Girls, the beam of light,” he said, pointing, but not wanting to look at it. “That’s the way down to the next floor. But we still need a key.”

“There wasn’t one on the Revenant,” Molly said, sounding worried.

All four of them looked to where the undead giant’s body had been and were surprised to find it had disappeared after Molly had looted it. Jay could hardly believe there had been nothing of value on the monster, but then again, nothing about this floor had worked the way it was supposed to.

He turned his attention to the pile of ectoplasm and chunks of spectral flesh that had once been Captain Moony and his gang. There was a glow in the air, similar to the light of the Wisps that guided his Trailblazer ability, like the little sparks of life that had animated to ghastly soldiers were leaving their broken bodies for good.

“Dahlia,” Jay said, a suspicion nagging at him. “Take out your [Corporeal Artifact] and hold it over that pile.”

The Shadow Worker gave him a strange look, then pulled the arm from her inventory, holding it with both hands she approached the gory heap of translucent body parts.

As if they were being sucked in by a powerful force beyond their control, the soul lights moved through the air toward the artifact, just as the Shades had done to Jay’s. Dahlia’s eyes went wide as the arm began to glow, and the description changed to [Soul Charged Artifact.]

“Whoa,” she gasped. “What happened?”

“I think you just prevented their souls from being returned to the surface,” Jay said with a grin. “Captain Moony and his Sickle-Moon Psychos will not live to haunt another day.”

An enraged scream tore through the forest beyond the graveyard, startling all of them, and Jay looked up to see a group of shadowy, long-limbed creatures creeping out of the trees. The Harvestmen’s mouths gaped wide, exposing rows of sharp teeth, as they lurched and slouched toward Jay and the three girls.

“Oops,” Jay said. “I think we just stole their lunch. Let’s get those keys, now. Everyone start digging.”

All four of them dropped to their hands and knees, plunging their fists into the pile of goo as they searched each shimmering piece of undead soldier for the [Copper Keys] they needed to leave the floor.

The Harvestmen crept closer, tearing the perpetual darkness of the Haunted Forest with their high-pitched, buzzing shrieks until the air hummed with a maddening pitch.

“I can’t find anything,” Molly cursed. “It’s all just [Ectoplasm] and [Spectral Flesh,] which I can’t even read the descriptions of.”

“Just haul everything into the Party Warehouse,” Jay said, keeping his eyes on the approaching monsters. “We can sort through it later. Take everything. As we clear the loot, the bodies should disappear, right?”

“It’s not working,” Lyra said, her blue-and-gold eyes widening with fear as she watched the Harvestmen creep closer. Her ears plastered to the side of her head as she dug frantically through the pile. “There’s as much here as there ever was. And there’s no keys!”

Jay’s heartbeat ratcheted up a notch as he tried to figure out what to do. They could always use the [Party Tent] again as a last resort, but if there were no keys, that wouldn’t do them any good in the long run.

Then he slapped his forehead, annoyed at himself for not thinking of it sooner.

“I have an idea,” he said, flipping open his notes from the Bootstrapper perk.

“Hurry, Jay,” whispered Dahlia, a crowd of skull-faced bunnies piling around her legs like a puffy Victorian bustle skirt, like the creatures were attempting to shield her from the monsters that shrieked from the gravestones.

Lo and behold, the note from his ‘Anonymous Benefactor’ was waiting for him. Rather than being an electronic message, this time it was an envelope that he had to remove from his inventory to open.

Maybe Nova had left him a clue?

What looked like a handwritten letter in the same swirling script as the IOU note fell into the palm of his hand. It read:

Meet you on the third floor. Looking forward to that kiss.

[Copper Key x4]

Jay laughed as the keys appeared in his hand. “I’ve got them. I had them all along. I can’t believe I didn’t think to check that.”

“Well hurry up!” Lyra said holding out her hand. “We have to go, now!”

Jay was still laughing as he handed out the keys. “Ladies first.”

Dahlia took the lead, her eyes shimmering with tears as she finally broke free of the floor that had trapped her for decades. Lyra and Molly each paused to give Jay a kiss before they followed. He watched their backs as they stepped one by one into the beam of light, disappearing through the portal to the third floor.

When it was Jay’s turn, he could see a shimmering doorway inside the beam. A message popped up in his HUD.

Do you wish to use [Copper Key] to open this door? The [Copper Key] will be destroyed if you proceed. Y/N

The Harvestmen shrieked, dragging their long limbs over the gravestones, but they seemed unable to get any closer to the beam of light. Jay quickly fired off a brief, hopeful message to Raina, telling the Witch Doctor where they were headed.

Then he selected ‘Yes’ from the menu, and watched as the shimmering door opened, releasing a gust of warm, spice scented air.

Jay stepped through the doorway without a second glance at the Haunted Forest, the graveyard, or the shrieking monsters, happy to leave the [Alternate] floor behind him.

As the whirling vortex of light sucked him down to the third floor, Jay had his mind on the challenges to come—namely finding a way into Mad King’s Castle to retrieve the next [Corporeal Artifact] for Nova.

When he emerged from the portal, those thoughts withered and died as dread rushed in to take their place. The cold steel of a sword point pressed into his throat, and a stone-faced woman dressed head to toe in gleaming metal armor grimaced with satisfaction at the look of surprise on Jay’s face.

Behind the woman, more knights in matching armor held blades to Lyra, Molly, and Dahlia’s throats.

“There you are,” the female knight said, grinning viciously. “We’ve been waiting for you, Jay Morgan. We’ve been waiting a long, long time.”
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Epilogue


The old Lupinari woman ran across the tundra, her lungs burning as her legs fought to stay ahead of her pursuers. The mana draining poison she’d been struck with had obliterated her ability to defend herself, not that she had a chance against the Level 30 Royal Paladins.

She had no hope of survival. Runolf had sent the men after her to finish the job he had tried and failed many times over the years. Now that her ex-husband was no longer maintaining any pretence of being loyal to the Faunari, Raina was no longer a threat. He’d sent King Wenshire’s men after her in the full light of day, as if daring any in the village of Winterhaven to object to this treatment.

No, she would not survive this day.

But if she could get back to her tent, she may yet be able to do something to help Jay Morgan.

The Royal Paladins pursued her with agonizing slowness. They had stalked her for miles, playing with her, running her down. It was as if they were the wolves and she, their prey. Raina snarled with indignation at the thought of it, these human pets of the king marching through Faunari territory like they were the lords of the land.

It made her sick. But it was only possible because Runolf had sold them out.

Raina wished she’d had the courage to stand up to him before he’d gotten powerful enough to request personal favors from the king.

She still didn’t understand how it had happened, what back-room deals must have been going on under her nose for years for Runolf to have climbed up the ranks of King Wenshire’s favor since that first fateful meeting in the king’s court.

But it didn’t matter now. The Royal Paladins might play at being wolves, but she was nobody’s prey. She still had a few tricks up her sleeves.

Her stalkers didn’t know they’d come full circle, past the Fallow Lands and back toward the village. They’d let her get a lead that would be their undoing once the shabby tents on the outskirts of Winterhaven were on the horizon. By then, it would be too late for them to catch up.

They’d catch her once she was at home, of course. There was nothing she could do to prevent that. But if she could just get home, she would strike a secret blow before they struck her down.

Raina’s breath puffed in the air before her, her muscles clenching and pulsing as she drove herself faster across the barren land. She bared her teeth in a ferocious grin as the shadows of Winterhaven began to appear like ghosts through the thick, frosty air.

The Royal Paladins did not have the Ice Dungeon’s Environmental Resistance to aid them in this cold, and they would be limited by the layers they wore to keep them warm. They didn’t realize it yet, but their games would be their undoing.

She chanced a glance over her shoulder as she burst into the village, and saw her pursuers attempting to regain the lost ground, perhaps thinking they would lose her in the maze of shabby tents and lean-tos that Raina had called home for most of her adult life.

Tears prickled Raina’s eyes as she realized this last mad dash would be the last time she saw Winterhaven. She’d never imagined she would leave this place an enemy of the people, betrayed by the man she’d once loved.

What sins had she committed in some past life to be owed such a bitter end?

Raina gritted her teeth, scrambling around a corner as her medicine tent drew nearer. She was almost there. Whatever sins she was to repay were long since spent. There was no going back. She’d made mistakes in this life, she knew, but these she would repay.

She nearly sobbed with relief as she burst into the warmth of her shelter, her lungs on fire despite the cold tundra air. She threw herself upon her desk, frantically opening drawers.

Raina ransacked her supplies like a careless burglar, stuffing everything she could see and touch into the group inventory she shared with Jay Morgan and his party. All her life’s supplies, the tools and ingredients of her trade, her spell books, her letters, her journals. The collection of all her knowledge of the dungeon would be his.

She regretted leaving him like this, regretted the things she should have told him. But he would find the answers to everything she knew, like diamonds scattered across the frozen plain, if he looked hard enough.

Besides, The Black Howl knew almost as much as Raina did, and they would be able to find him when the time was right.

And that time was coming upon them more quickly than any one in Winterhaven realized.

By the time the Royal Paladin’s found her, Raina was laughing. They no longer seemed to think their little game of wolf and rabbit was quite as much fun.

Tears streamed down her face as the king’s men advanced upon her with their swords drawn. She couldn’t fight back with magic, but as they drew near, she took a few jabs with the only weapon she had left.

“You’re too late,” she said, gasping through her tears as another fit of manic laughter took her. “Too late to save yourselves. Your twisted master. Even the pitiful fool who calls himself leader of this wretched town. Kill me if you will, but you’re too late. Enjoy the warmth of my blood on your hands for it may well be the last warmth you feel in this cursed land.”

Raina Frostman didn’t have much to take with her into the afterlife, but she had the satisfaction of seeing a flicker of unease in the Royal Paladin’s eyes.

This she grasped with everything she had, refusing to let it go, as the swords plunged into her body.

If she could have nothing else, she would take their fear, and use it to light her way through the darkness to come.

Yes, she did have that.
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Recommended Groups


For HaremLit and Men's Romance recs, I suggest checking out the following pages on FB and Reddit:

Dukes of Harem FB

HaremLit Readers FB

HaremLit FB

HaremLit Audiobooks FB


Harem Fantasy and LitRPG BooksFB

Pulp Fantasy, Harem, and Romance for Men FB

Monster Girl Fiction FB

Harem GameLit FB

SuperLit Book Club (LitRPG) FB


Romance for Men FB

r/haremfantasynovels Reddit

r/romance_for_men Reddit

r/HaremLit Reddit


More Romance for Men options —> Check out the LinkTree



Further Reading: Romance for Men


IF you enjoyed My Dragon Girl is the Spiciest Pepper and would like to find more monogamous romance stories for men, you can find lots of recommendations in the Romance for Men FB group, or the r/Romance_for_Men sub on Reddit.


My other titles in the Fantastic Love – Romance 4 Men series include A Goblin for Christmas, My Lovestruck Succubus Girlfriend, and Stowaway Catgirl in Love.

I also personally recommend also checking out:

Grady Sparks’ My Catgirl Broke the Internet, Shipwrecked with a Mermaid, and A Harpy Stole My Heart (Quickies with Cuties series)

Kirk Mason’s A Tale of Tail Brushing

Cebelius’ Would You Love a Monster Girl? series


Virgil Knightly's Headpats After Dark, The Midnight Nanny, and Three Heads Are Better Than One (Monstrous Love series)

I hope that supporting these and other mono-romance books will help to grow this subgenre along with HaremLit, giving us a wider range of romance and action books for the discerning male reader!
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Elemental Empire 2

Elemental Empire 3

Elemental Empire 4
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Blood Rites: Complete

Blood Rites
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Blood Rites 3

Blood Rites 4

Blood Rites 5

Arcane Arctic: In Progress
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Arcane Arctic 3 (Pre-Order)

Romance for Men

A Goblin for Christmas

My Lovestruck Succubus Girlfriend

Stowaway Catgirl in Love

My Dragon Girl is the Spiciest Pepper


Maid for You (with Virgil Knightly) 
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