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    hen the bright light faded, I realized
I was lying in the middle of a field. I had just leaped into the
dungeon that Lord Reign had prepared for us. What was the name of the
dungeon again? The Twilight Dungeon? It probably had its own story
and lore, but if it had disconnected from our world, then the story
was probably something so old or distant that I hadn’t even heard
of it.


    I had heard about dungeons that had
grown so large that some levels were like worlds. I even read a book
that suggested the world we lived on was only a curse that had
somehow become a world. If that was the case, I wondered what story
such a world possessed. It was sort of like how people in my world
theorized the universe was the dream of some higher being. I wasn’t
sure if I believed any of it, but I was certainly standing in a
dungeon that resembled a world.


    These were only rumors, but supposedly
the deepest parts of Great Labyrinths were like this, where each
floor was a world onto itself, with villages, kingdoms, sentient
creatures, and monsters of their own. I had to remind myself that
they were rumors though. No one in Aberis had even made it that deep
into a Great Labyrinth. The greatest depth varied depending on who
you asked, but it definitely wasn’t over one hundred floors, and
some even said no more than sixty or seventy. The number changed
based on who you were talking to. 



    Yet, this was a dungeon that didn’t
seem to have floors. I stood up, and I could see a vast field in
front of me, although some of my vantage point was blocked by some
rather tall trees. I needed a better view if I wanted to figure out
where the center of this place was. That was the goal, after all. The
demon lord said we needed to make our way to the center. Hopefully,
I’d meet up with Carmine along the way. The one advantage I had was
that Lord Reign hadn’t known Carmine was my slave. Therefore, they
didn’t know that I had help on the inside.


    I also considered my girls on the
outside. Supposedly, time moved differently in this world. Three
months in here would be equal to three days out there. I hoped they
didn’t do anything stupid in those three days like come to rescue
me. 



    That was the extent of of my concern. I
thought I’d be worried about them, but I had a feeling like it’d
all work out. They’d make intelligent decisions out there. They may
not know it was Demon Lord Aberis pulling the strings, but they
should know his strength was abnormal.


    I only realized when my stomach growled
that I had been waiting for nearly an hour considering my next course
of action. You could never be too cautious though, especially in an
unknown environment. I would survive this just like any other
dungeon.


    I accessed my inventory and then pulled
out some food to nibble on. Thankfully, I still had access to
inventory. While I was at it, I brought out my armor and got dressed
for battle.


    I wished my inventory had held some
means of escape. A bolt cutter, a lockpick, or some kind of bomb.
Regrettably, those things hadn’t been stashed in there. All I had
was food, armor, some potion ingredients, and a few weapons. Still, I
was far better off than Lord Aberis thought. Of all the contestants,
I was the one who had been sent here to die. Not only did I have a
ward on my neck that kept me from using external skills, or should I
say skills that affected things outside of myself, but I was also
sent without food, weapons, or clothing. At least, that was what Lord
Reign thought.


    
	
	
	














    Everyone was sent without food, so I
was technically better off than the other contestants. Remaining
positive, I prepared myself, pulled up Map, and then began to advance
slowly.
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    y first goal was to reach some high
ground. If I could get a visual on the castle, and thus the center of
the island, that would be best. After that, I’d be looking to
secure transportation. I had a feeling that the castle was
deceptively distant, and that three months wouldn’t be enough
unless I had a faster way to travel.


    I couldn’t open portals, as that was
considered an external ability, so my biggest time-saver was no
longer an option. I still had my multiple jobs, my experience
bonuses, and my weapon proficiency. However, I lost Slave
Communication, Fire Control, and most of my spellcasting. Unless it
was something that only worked for me, like Map, I couldn’t cast
it.


    I used Map which extended out as far as
I could see, making sense of things at the edge of my vision. I
quickly realized that the ability was somewhat stunted. Map was less
detailed, and the distance I had grown used to it drawing was
quartered. Was this because it was a dungeon, or because of this
strange curse? 



    I could still make out the environment
better than nothing. A distant lake that may have looked like a blue
line in my vision was clear with Map. It was that kind of thing. 



    I moved through the forest for a bit,
and it was then that I suddenly was warned of danger thanks to the
Sense Danger from my True Dungeon Diver job. I leaped to the side,
and just then, a tiger-like monster leaped out from the trees. It had
long tusks, and my immediate thought was that it was a sabertooth.


    Normally, I would have cast some kind
of spell to damage it, but I didn’t have access to a spell. I only
had my sword, and it wasn’t a nice one like Lydia’s growth sword,
but a cheap steel thing.


    Rooooar! The tiger let out a rumbling
howl before leaping at me again. I didn’t know what level it was,
but it didn’t seem that strong. I didn’t know how strong I was
either, but I had multiple jobs and this monster didn’t seem to
give me any pressure at this point.


    “Oh, is that all you got?” I was a
bit surprised, but I supposed I shouldn’t get cocky. 



    This was the outer rim of the dungeon,
equivalent to a first floor. If this dungeon worked like other
dungeons I had been in, then it stood to reason that the closer I got
to the center, the harder the enemies would be. That left me feeling
somewhat interested in how hard things would get. However, at the
moment, this monster wasn’t much more challenging than things I
offered in my dungeon in Chalm.


    I shuffled my jobs around, re-equipping
the long-abandoned Hero alongside True Hero. With Moderate
Swordsmanship and Basic Weapon Proficiency, I felt much more at ease
battling the monster using my sword. Just as I was about to strike
its neck, a thought came to me. Instead, I struck it with the back of
my hilt and then backed away. I readjusted my jobs again and then
advanced on the monster.


    It lunged at me again, and I dodged
before striking it again. Each time that I did so, its movements
became weaker.


    “Come on…” I said, willing the
creature to give up.


    It took another fifteen minutes of
careful movements, but the monster finally lowered its head
submissively. I let out a breath of relief.


    “So, I can do that much.”


    I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to
tame an animal. It seemed like I couldn’t use things like
Submission or Weaken to make it easier. However, this animal was
already a lot weaker than me, so it didn’t take too much to beat
him down and ultimately control him. 



    {You have tamed a Sabertooth Feral.}




    Oh? Was that what it was called? That
was good to know. I was also able to check its status now, which was
a passive skill. It was level 35, thankfully.


    Stroking the creature’s fur for a
bit, I jumped onto its back.


    “Come on, let’s go!”


    
	
	
	
























    I ended up getting a quicker mount
sooner than I expected.
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rue Hero, Hero, True Dungeon Diver, and
Demon Knight were the four jobs I went with. After getting the tiger
to behave, I didn’t see any reason to keep the Monster Tamer job
equipped. Thankfully, the tiger remained tamed even without the job.
The first Demon Knight skill was Darkness Control, which was the same
as Dark Priest. Nothing was surprising there. I’d need to level it
up before it gave me anything interesting.


  


  As we ran through the forest, the tiger
moved a lot quicker than I could, weaving through trees and jumping
across crevices with apparent ease.


  It seemed to move at a speed and gave
off an atmosphere that kept other monsters from bothering us. As a
result, we moved forward in what I would have considered a good
speed, and finally reached a big hill, which he climbed rapidly. At
the top, I was finally able to get a look over the dungeon. It left
me feeling a bit speechless.


  I could see the castle in the distance.
Thankfully, we had more or less been heading in the right direction.
It would have been irritating if I had been going the wrong way for
the last hour.


  This dungeon seemed to be surrounded by
tall mountains, and above them was only grey fog. I had a feeling
that there was nothing beyond these mountains, which appeared
impassible. 



  There were numerous environments in
this world and also weather patterns. That’s right, I could see a
distinct snowy region to the north, and there was an active
thunderstorm to the east. It was odd to see multiple weather patterns
within the same horizon, but that appeared to be how this dungeon
worked.


  There was a mountainous area up north
and a desert down south. I couldn’t make out too many details, but
I started to try to map out the easiest trip there. I noticed that
the mountains seemed to form a circle, and from that circle was a
single pass which lead into a valley. As luck would have it, the
majority of the dungeon was dedicated to the valley including the
castle, and I could not reach the valley without going through that
pass.


  As I sat and considered things, the sun
slowly began to lower in the sky. The tiger nudged my arm, causing me
to snap out of my pondering. I still hadn’t decided! Had it always
been this difficult to make a decision? I didn’t feel like that was
the case.


  It was just that I was on my own, and I
had to be careful. Well, I had the tiger, but he wasn’t going to
help me very much as I got farther into the dungeon, especially if I
was right and the difficulty would start to increase. Just when I was
thinking of sleeping on my decision, my eyes landed on a light. I
hadn’t noticed it in the daylight, but there appeared to be some
kind of ruin that glowed with a green light. Now that it was starting
to darken, it shone out of the forest brightly.


  Looking around, I reckoned that
sleeping on a hill at night wasn’t the safest decision. I’d check
out those ruins and decide if they were a good place to stay the
night.
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      e reached the ruins before the sun had
finished setting, and I dismounted from the tiger and looked around
with interest. There was a distinct doorway leading in. I wondered if
I should bring my mount with me, but then I decided to keep him
outside to dissuade any other creatures from entering and catching me
off guard. He casually jumped up onto a stone and laid down,
apparently content to sleep anywhere.


      I gave a shrug and then pulled out my
sword from my inventory once again before continuing on through the
dark entrance.


      Immediately, I was greeted with a
familiar room. It was a safe room. I relaxed a bit knowing that this
room was probably the best room to stay the night in, especially when
I was on my own. I pulled out some of the leftover food in my
inventory and had a quiet snack. Then, I walked over to the mural.
This one wasn’t broken or decayed, but still clear on the story.


      “Do you want to-” I stopped as I
realized I was all alone in the room.


      In the past, there had always been
someone with me. I could tell them my interpretations of the story,
and they would hang on my every word as I slowly unfolded the lore of
the dungeons. I wasn’t always right, but I had gotten close time
and time again. My blessings were a testament to- no, those were gone
now as well. I was just Deek. I felt like I should have been
terrified to be alone, and while I felt lonely, I wasn’t truly
afraid at all.


      The mural seemed to depict some kind of
battle. One seemed to be a force of good, while the other was a force
of evil. Well, the murals depicted an army filled with knights in
shiny armor versus an army of demons. The mural didn’t reveal
anything else other than that a lot of people died and it seemed to
last for some time.


      Was that what this world was? Was I
walking across the echo of a battlefield where this war was fought?
That would fall in line with what I knew about dungeons. As I
pondered this stuff, my eyes locked on the kiosk in the middle of the
room. It stood to reason that I wouldn’t be returning to this
kiosk. There was no traditional entrance or exit. The only way to get
out of here was to make it to the castle and fight through whatever
the boss was.


      However, you never knew about the
future. It was better safe than sorry. There might be a need to
return to this safe room before the end. With a sigh, I stood up and
touched the kiosk. As I went to register with it, there was a sudden
surge of magical power. My body felt like it was flying, and I had a
feeling I was familiar with. It was the feeling of transportation
magic! I was being taken somewhere else.


      
	
	
	













      As I cursed my luck, my body
disappeared, leaving an empty and abandoned saferoom.
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     was standing in a dark room surrounded
by stone. Other than the kiosk, there was nothing else there. I
touched the kiosk again, but it didn’t teleport me back. Therefore,
I was stuck.


    I took a few steps forward, and that
was when I noticed that there was a large set of double doors in
front of me that were made of stone. There were words carved into
that stone. I didn’t understand the words at all. They weren’t
written in the standard script that our world used. That’s when a
thought came to my mind. I equipped Linguist and then stared at the
text a bit longer. After a moment, the words began to form into
something I could read.


    {Linguist has increased to level
9.} 


    {Decode has been unlocked.}


    I hadn’t paid much attention to that
job for a long time. The last I remembered; it was level five.
However, I was reading whenever it was applicable, and that was
always being multiplied by my experience boosts, so it must have been
increasing passively all this time. Now that I tried to translate
something, it went up another level with ease.


    I could now read the text in front of
me, reminding me once again just how easy some things were in this
world, while other things could be extremely difficult.


    Before you lays one of Greggar’s
challenges. If you can complete this challenge, you will be awarded a
gift that helps you on your way. If you fail, your bones will rest
amongst the Twilight forever.


    If you use your eyes, you will be
blinded. If you use your magic, you will be blighted. Only a
perceptive man can live, only a cautious man can proceed.


    I read the entire thing five times. The
first part only told you that there was a challenge. The second part
was explaining what the challenge was. It spoke of eyes blinding me.
That meant that the world beyond would probably be an illusion. It
said I couldn’t cheat with magic. It probably meant using some kind
of magical means to see through the illusion. I had such an item at
one point, but not anymore.


    In that case…


    I pulled out a strip of cloth and
wrapped it around my eyes. I took a step forward and the doors in
front of me began to open with a long gravely sound. Then, I pulled
up my map and glanced at it. Thankfully, even with my eyes covered, I
could still see it.


    As I had predicted, the map had a very
specific path, where the rest looked to be a pitfall. I imagined if I
looked, I would be looking at either a flat room or a giant pitfall.
I didn’t want to check now. It felt easier if I didn’t look at
the illusion at all.


    Of course, I was still cautious.
Pulling out my blade, I began to feel out each step ahead of me with
the tip of my toe before moving forward. Using my place on the map, I
progressed forward one step at a time. At one point, the ground in
front of me crumbled when I pushed down, but I had been going slow
and patient, and so I didn’t lose my balance.


    After about an hour of careful
stepping, I finally made my way to the end of the room.
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    hen I finally reached the end, I took
off my blindfold and glanced back over the path I had taken. “I
see…”


    I shivered at the sight of a massive
abyss that seemed to fall forever. There was no bridge at all. Had I
not had the map, it would have been complete guesswork. I supposed I
could have made my way simply by using the spear and pressing the
area in front of me, but it would have taken nearly ten times as long
since I couldn’t see where the next spot was supposed to be. I
could see someone easily losing their patience as they tried to work
their way through that maze.


    I made sure to look around and I didn’t
see any more text, so I walked forward. My lips twitched as I saw a
treasure chest sitting in the middle of the room. Behind it was
another kiosk. It seemed like it was far too easy. 



    I used Detect Trap, Detect Monster, and
every other skill that my locked skillset allowed me to pull from to
confirm that this was simply a treasure chest. Because of their close
association with Map, I had guessed that these skills would work.
Eventually, I had done everything I could other than open it.


    Even then, it took me another fifteen
minutes to make sure I didn’t miss anything before I finally opened
the chest, feeling with Danger Sense the entire time. Inside, I found
a sword. I picked it up and inspected it.


    {Starsword – Composed of the alloy
from a fallen star.}


    That sounded interesting. Just to try
it out, I hit my steel sword against the Starsword. There was a flash
of blinding light, and then a clatter as the steel blade fell to the
ground. In a single hit, the Starsword had cut the steel sword in
half. This was a strong sword! I eagerly put it in my empty sheath.


    I did have some fairy dust, but God Eye
was a borrowed ability, and I didn’t have my girls to use it.
Besides, there might be other needs for fairy dust in the future, and
knowing every ability of this sword I didn’t feel was all that
important. In the future, I felt like I should try to replicate God
Eye, perhaps by using multiple mana sources, but now wasn’t the
time. 



    I cautiously touched the kiosk again.
With a flash, I was teleported back into the ruin. At this point,
more text appeared in front of me.


    {You have completed 1 of 50
challenges. Complete every challenge to face the ultimate trial.}


    Well, I had no such desire to defeat
every challenge, but if each challenge did have an award equal to the
Starsword, I was interested in finishing a few more. Since I was back
in the ruin, I tried to use my map to look for other areas that
looked like ruins. The details were blurry, but I was able to find a
few suspicious areas. It looked like for the time being, I’d be
hitting up every ruin I could on the way to the castle.


    
	
	
	
















    I didn’t think I could defeat the
dungeon master on my own. In that case, I needed to gain as much
strength as I could on my way to the castle. Lord Aberis had made a
mistake. What he didn’t realize was that all the strength I had
gained had happened in dungeons over about five months. Now, he had
just locked me in a dungeon and given me three more months free to
get stronger. He had no clue what mistake he had made.
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    he next morning, I walked outside to
see my tiger eagerly waiting. My charm must have been fairly strong
if I was able to do this without some of the more aggressive Monster
Tamer skills. I got on his back, and we started heading for the first
place on the map I had indicated. I lost a bit of sleep last night,
but I had mapped out a course for us to follow. I also made sure to
keep track of the time of day as well. You could never be too
careful.


    The next anomaly on my map grew sharper
as I grew closer. It was at this point I was able to realize that it
wasn’t a ruin, but appeared to be some kind of abandoned fort.
Since this dungeon was battlefield-themed, I supposed it made sense
for them to have forts on the battlefield. As I approached it, I
moved off to a hidden area and tried to get as close as I could. 



    In the past, I might have sent one of
the girls to do reconnaissance. Lydia was a skilled scount, and even
Celeste could fly pretty close without being seen. Being able to
change your size at will was pretty useful. However, I didn’t have
those abilities. All I had was my status and my wits.


    “Is this a challenge?” I muttered
to myself.


    I began to see movement on the walls.
Looking a little longer, I began to see soldiers. However, these
weren’t normal soldiers. These were skeletons and undead. I felt a
bit of excitement at first. After all, a white mage was at his
strongest against these creatures. If I had to fight anything on my
own, these would be the easiest.


    However, my hand went up to my neck. I
couldn’t cast anything on them. The binding that Lord Aberis had
put on me kept me from being able to cast anything externally. I
could still use skills internally. One example was that I could cast
light, which emitted a shroud of light around me that seemingly only
went one way, affecting my party and not aiding my enemies in seeing
any better. While I could cast that ability, an orb that allowed me
to create an external light source seen by everyone could not be cast
at all.


    In retrospect, I was pretty sure I
could cast heal on myself, but if I needed to cast it on someone
else, such as an enemy, I didn’t have the ability. It was the same
for any aggressive spells. I wondered why this was the case, but I
think it had to do with the restriction of mana.


    I formed a theory that using a skill
powered by external mana, like God Eye, could go around this block
since I wasn’t providing all of the mana myself, but I only had
limited resources and I didn’t want to waste them unless it was an
emergency.


    
	
	
	













    While I was thinking about what I could
and could not do about the fort, the front gate began to open. A lone
skeleton on a skeletal horse came trotting out. I wasn’t that
knowledgeable about army ranks, but he seemed to be pretty high
ranking. He started to head out into the forest beyond. At that
moment, a thought came to me, and I cautiously mounted the tiger and
began to stalk him.
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    ompared to a horse, a tiger was
definitely much better at stalking. Of course, it wasn’t the
easiest animal to ride, but I had no attachment to or skill with
horses in the first place, so it wasn’t like I had habits I needed
to break or anything.


    I could see the rider leisurely moving
down the trail. It looked like he was heading to another fort. He had
a rolled-up document in his hand which he gripped tightly. It was
strange following him. I always saw the creatures in dungeons as just
mindless monsters, but they were probably much like the dungeon
bosses. The longer they existed, the more they’d start to express
their individuality. I didn’t want to think about it too hard
though, or I might find myself unable to kill them when I needed to.


    At the end of the day, no matter how
much they acted like real people, they were just shadows and curses.
Elaya, at least, was based on the soul of a real person. She had been
brought to life by my resurrection spell, and she had some semblance
of her prior self.


    As for this guy, he seemed to have
returned to his role in the army. He was delivering messages as if
they were still in the middle of a war. I stalked him with the tiger,
getting closer and closer to him. I desired to knock him out and
determine just what he was there for. Just as I was ready to release
an attack, a group of men leaped out from a hiding place in front of
the messenger.


    “Insolent dogs!” He screamed,
drawing his sword.


    A group of seven men charged the man on
horseback. Another shot an arrow, striking the skeletal horse.
Although the arrow went right through it, the horse reared, tossing
the messenger off its back. The seven soldiers descended on the man
quickly, but he seemed to have some formidable skill fighting back.
Did dungeon monsters fight each other? I guess, in an approximation
of a battlefield, they would.


    I decided to sit back and watch. I was
happy with a one on one fight, but I didn’t want to have to take on
a group of ten. As if fate wanted to spit on my thoughts, the tiger
suddenly leaped to the side. An arrow had flown right where I had
been sitting. Danger Sense had triggered, but the tiger was able to
move much quicker than me. That leap suddenly took me into the path,
right in the middle of the battle.


    An arrow pierced the tiger’s side. He
let out a roar, and any control I had for him was lost immediately. I
leaped off his back as he went leaping into the crowd of enemies,
scratching and biting at anything he could reach. Now that I was
closer, I could see that the men in front of me weren’t skeletons.
They were demons! It was an entire army of demons versus an army of
undead.


    I realized where I landed, I was
standing right next to the lone skeleton. My sword was pointed to the
demons though. He glanced over at me.


    
	
	
	














    “I don’t know who you are,
fleshling, but it seems like life or death situations make
interesting allies. We can fight as partners, or die as strangers,
your choice!”
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 didn’t have much of a chance to
answer, let alone refuse. The tiger was pelted with several arrows,
and three of the men were finishing him off. The remaining four came
running at the pair of us. Meanwhile, there were still at least two
demons with bows who were trying to pelt us with arrows. It was a
dangerous situation all around. I pulled out the Starsword and began
my attack.



  Two of them went after the skeleton,
while two of them went after me. As soon as I raised my sword and
blocked one of the enemy’s swords, there was a familiar flash. 



  The demon immediately backed up,
grabbing at his eyes. The sword must have caused temporary blindness.
The other demon had been expecting his attack to be supported by the
first. He ended up hesitating as a result. I used True Strike,
hitting and killing him in a single blow.


  {Demon Knight had increased to level
2.}  


  {You have unlocked Shadow Step.}


  Shadow step? Was that similar to what
Shao could do where she was able to run through shadows? I instantly
tried it out, only to find that it was only part of that. It was an
ability that allowed me to dodge, using my shadow to blur where I was
and making it very easy to miss.


  “That’s a demon ability!” One of
the soldiers cried out. “What side are you on?”


  “My own!” I shouted, killing the
second soldier.


  These guys weren’t that strong. If I
compared them to the Knights I had ambushed in Widow’s Dungeon so
long ago, they were inferior to even them. However, I had gotten
those guys by surprise and had the full list of my skills. Here, I
could only use skills that affected my internal magic, and these guys
were prepared and ready for me. That didn’t mean I couldn’t win.
It just meant that it was complicated.


  {Your Sabertooth Feral has died!}


  The message came just as I killed the
second guy. I looked where the tiger had been fighting. The three who
had ganged up on him had finally killed him, although two of them
were wounded and the third was dead. Feeling just an ounce of rage, I
parried an incoming arrow out of the air and then leaped at the two
remaining men. Covered in damage as they were, they fell nearly as
quickly as the first two. I finally turned to the bowman, but after
one look at me, he lowered his arrow and turned to run.


  “I miss having wind magic,” I
lamented.


  Those arrows were dangerous to me.


  “Tell me about it,” the skeleton
spoke from behind, causing me to turn.


  I let out a noise as I saw him. He was
on the floor. He had taken nearly a dozen arrows. He was a skeleton,
so most of those arrows went right through him. They were pelted into
the ground where his body was lying and didn’t seem to damage him
at all. As for the two demons, he had managed to kill them both.


  “You’re a strong fighter,” the
skeleton said. “Stronger than me, perhaps.”


  “What do you want?” I asked.


  “Hehe… am I so see-through?” I
raised my eyebrow and he laughed again. “Sorry… a little undead
humor. Please, take this message. You must bring it to our troops.
The princess’s life depends on it.”


  “This is merely a dungeon. You are
all puppets to an age-old curse,” I said harshly. “Whatever
battle you fight ended ages ago. My only interest is getting into
that castle.”


  “I see…” He responded, “If this
is a dungeon, then you are a dungeon diver, correct?”


  I raised my eyebrow. I either expected
him to ignore my words, or meet them with disbelief. I didn’t think
he’d actually know about dungeons and even accept he was in one.
Although, if I thought about it, most dungeon bosses knew they were
in dungeons as well.


  “I am.”


  “You will never defeat this dungeon
unless you can single-handedly defeat the entire demon army. I do not
know the world you come from, but we were once humans like you. We
are the dead who fought against the Demon Lord Aberon, and if you
wish to make it to the castle, you’ll need an army!”
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  his letter is a warning and an
introduction.” The skeleton let out a rough exhalation.


  “You have no lungs… and also I
can’t stress enough how the arrows all missed. I do not understand
why you are dying.”


  “Not… all damage can be seen on the
surface.” He gasped for breath.


  I guess that made sense. They had to
have some kind of mana or spiritual body since their physical body
wasn’t enough to keep them going. Those attacks must have been more
than just physical. I needed to be more careful in the future.


  “That doesn’t explain the breathing
though…” I thought out loud.


  “Will you just come here and take
this!” The skeleton cried in annoyance.


  I looked at him cautiously and then
sighed, reaching out to grab the rolled-up message in his hand. As
soon as my fingers wrapped around it, his other hand shot out and
grabbed my wrist tightly. I cursed as I felt some kind of energy
entering me. I tried to rip my hand away, but his eyes shone with
intensity as my wrist started to burn. Only after some struggle did I
finally pull away. When I looked back at the skeleton, the light
within his eye sockets had burned out.


  {You have been inflicted with karmic
debt. You now must assume the role of Drakus Lightking.}


  Just when I was wondering what he had
just done, those words popped up in front of me. However, I had no
clue what it meant. What was karmic debt? Whatever he inserted inside
me felt a bit like miasma. I had a feeling that if I still had my
blessings, that there was no way that this attack could have worked.
It said I had to assume the role of some person. Was this skeleton
that person? Did that mean that for the sake of this dungeon, I would
now be seen as this messenger, Drakus?


  I already started to feel some kind of
compulsion. It was like a need to continue to deliver that message.
Was this what happened to other people who became absorbed by
dungeons? Was this another way that souls were claimed? I cursed
myself for being so careless, but I had never experienced anything
like this before. I had never heard of anything like karma being a
thing in this world, and dungeons being able to infect dungeon divers
was something I didn’t expect. Furthermore, I was a White Mage! How
could I be so easily taken over by some miasmic curse?


  That was right! I was a White Mage! I
immediately equipped the job and started going through the list,
desperately looking for anything that might enable me to overcome
this curse. Every second I had it made me feel even more compelled to
just go along with the dungeon’s narrative. I should pass this
message along. I had to protect the princess. The princess was what
was important!


  My eyes finally landed on a skill that
sounded useful. “Ablution!”


  Level 40 White mage spell Ablution. I
had no clue what this spell did. I had even cast it once and had seen
nothing happen, so I had more or less forgotten about it. However, I
had an idea. Once I used it, the feeling of needing to deliver the
message started to subside. Even without that, I knew I had
succeeded.


  {You have manipulated karmic debt.
You have unlocked the job: Mimic.}


  {Karmic Espionage has been
unlocked.}


  
	
	
	




















  “Now, that is kind of interesting.”
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 had a feeling that what I had just done
was not something that happened often. It was probably pretty rare
that someone was inflicted with karmic debt. Otherwise, I would have
heard about it happening more often.  If infected, Someone would
need to resolve that karmic debt through magical means or risk
becoming absorbed by the dungeon. Such a spell only existed as a
high-level holy skill. That meant White Mages or Priests. I imagined
Priests probably had their version of Ablution.



  Now, I had some kind of mimicry job.
Perhaps, the fact I was frequently changing my face and had been
hiding my identity for the last few months also contributed to this
unique job being unlocked. I decided to just count my blessings. I
gave up Hero for a bit and equipped Mimic instead. The rest of the
demons were fairly low level, but with the bonuses, they were enough
that Hero went up to 21, and Demon Knight was up to 3. They’d be
higher if either of these jobs had been support skills, but I
couldn’t afford to concentrate on support right now.


  By the time I finished looking at this
new stuff, the skeleton had already turned to dust, becoming one with
the dungeon again. Since he inflicted me with his karmic debt, I had
a feeling he’d never reappear again. Since I was karmically
selected as the messenger, I wondered how this dungeon would warp if
I didn’t fulfill the role assigned to me.


  As I was considering such things, I
felt a nudge on my arm. I looked to my side to see the skeleton
horse. He had seemingly returned and was now acting affectionate like
we were long-time friends. That’s when it dawned on me.


  “You think I’m your master, don’t
you?”


  I had taken on his Karmic debt, so now
I appeared to be Drakus Lightking to anyone in this dungeon. I
wondered if I looked like a skeleton to them. They seemed to be
conscious that they were skeletons, although they were fighting on
with the desires they possessed when they were humans. I cautiously
touched the horse. He had no hair, and like his master, the glowing
white orbs were the only things that indicated he was living at all.
At least he had a saddle, so sitting on him would be more comfortable
than the tiger.


  I grabbed the reins and pulled myself
up onto the horse. I had rarely ridden horses, and it had always been
a disaster before. It was to the point where I was terrified of them
and avoided them when I could. Now, I didn’t have any of that fear.
That didn’t make me a better rider, but this horse was paired to me
and attuned to me as its rider. Also, the horse was dead. I didn’t
have to worry too much about things like kicking it too hard when it
didn’t even have much of a body to kick.


  We moved down the trail, unconsciously
heading in the same direction that the skeleton had been heading
before the attack. When I reached a break in the trees, I glanced at
the distant castle. That was a castle belonging to the Demon Lord
Aberon. I didn’t find it a coincidence that Lord Aberis was the man
who sent me there and Lord Aberon was the demon I needed to fight.
The two demon lords had to have some kind of relation to each other.


  “You said I needed an army, Drakus,”
I muttered. “Then, let’s see about that.”
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nterested in seeing how this supposed
dungeon story played out, I rode the horse in the direction that they
had been going. It seemed like he knew which way we were heading, so
I trusted its instincts. Perhaps, my horse was still bound by karmic
debt, unlike me.


  


  Along the way, we were attacked many
times. It turned out that the Sabretooth Feral had kept other
monsters at bay. A horse didn’t intimidate them as the beast did.
Maybe it had nothing to do with fear, and monsters just left monsters
alone. The Feral might have just been covering up my stink or
something.


  As a result, I couldn’t move forward
for more than thirty minutes before I ended up encountering something
that wanted to stop me. Luckily, we didn’t encounter any more demon
ambushes. Those might have been too powerful for me to handle safely.
However, a few wolves or a shambling undead that didn’t appear to
be part of any army were pretty simple to deal with. Since Mimic was
such a low level, it went up to level 5 fairly quickly. As for Demon
Knight, it gradually increased to level 6.


  Mimic unlocked Disguise, Change Voice,
Charm Up, and Copy Behavior. Meanwhile, Demon Knight unlocked Dark
Slash, Dark Barrier, and Dark Light. Did they think just tossing Dark
in front of the name of everything made it sound more demon-like? I
seriously wanted to chastise whatever god came up with this world’s
naming convention sometimes.


  Finally, after a long day on horseback,
I came before the fort we were heading to. At least, it was another
fort guarded by the undead who wore the same colors as the last fort.
This one was a bit bigger than the last one, and there was no chance
I could approach it unseen. It was getting dark though, and I had a
feeling the random encounters I was experiencing now would triple
once it got dark. I didn’t think I could get any rest outside.


  I just had to trust in this supposed
Karma. After considering my options for another few minutes, I got
off the horse and approached the fort slowly, giving them plenty of
time to see me coming. I was very conscious of the arrows pointed at
me, but I kept going and thankfully, they didn’t immediately start
firing. Once I reached the front gate, I stood there in silence for
nearly a minute before there was a call.


  “Who are you?” A voice called from
the wall.


  It was too dark now to see any faces up
there. Plus, there were torches on the door that blinded me. Taking a
deep breath, I called out.


  “It is I, Drakus Lightking, come to
deliver an urgent message!”


  I decided to leave it at that. This
would either work or it wouldn’t work. They’d either see me as a
soldier like them, flesh or no flesh, or they’d see me as some kind
of enemy. I fought the urge to close my eyes as I waited for a
response.


  When the door started to open, I let
out a breath of relief. It looked like I was Drakus Lightking in
their eyes. I had guessed right. Now, it was time to see what could
be done about this dungeon!
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oing with the flow of the dungeon, I
ended up inside the keep surrounded by undead. If my White Mage
ability was at its full, I wouldn’t have been worried at all. I
felt confident I could take care of all of the undead with ease.
Unfortunately, I couldn’t use any external abilities, so I would
have to fight the undead hand to hand. I could use a few abilities,
but nothing like Sanctify Land, Holy Circle, or Stun Undead. I had
some Waters of Life, which may cause damage, but it had more
important uses than hurting a few undead.


  


  As I realized I was scoping the place
out and strategizing just how I could fight my way out of here, I
quickly lowered my head. I was supposed to be here pretending I was
some guy named Drakus. I would have put on his clothing, but it had
turned to dust when he died. I only knew him as a skeleton, but he
seemed like a nice enough guy.


  “The commander will come to see you
now,” a skeleton soldier said in a gravelly voice and then saluted.


  I returned the salute, and then
followed after him. He led me deeper into the keep, and the more
turns I made, the less confident I was that I’d be able to escape
on my own. At the very least, they wouldn’t be able to all come at
me at once in here. Honestly, I was more scared of the wide-open
areas. The keep felt much more like a dungeon. It was harder to snipe
someone from hiding while in these tight quarters.


  Eventually, I was brought into a room
that had a large table and a map spread out on it. It was marked with
various blue and red pieces. If I had to guess, the red pieces were
the demons and the blue pieces were the undead. A quick look at the
central castle showed that the red held it so that all but proved my
assessment. I did a salute to the completely unfamiliar skeleton who
was wearing a slightly nicer uniform than I had seen Drakus wear.


  I didn’t want to seem ignorant, but I
had a problem telling the difference between the skeletons here.
After all, they didn’t have much in the ways of facial features.
There were some differences though. Not every undead was a skeleton.
Just like in Mina’s Dungeon, I noticed all kinds of undead, many
also containing flesh. It seemed like the skinless skeletons tended
to be in charge. Maybe it had to do with their manner of deaths or
something.


  “Drakus. What news do you bring?”
The commander asked as I stood there staring at him in salute.


  “Ah… yes, a message.” I brought
out the message that I had carried with me.


  The general took and unfurled it. I
had, of course, already skimmed the entire message and knew the
contents. The problem was that it appeared to be a code that I
couldn’t read. I could probably use Decode and figure it out
eventually, but it was a lot more complicated than another language
meant to be read, and I hadn’t had time. It seemed like the
commander knew how to read that code, as his teeth chattered and his
eye lights scrolled down the message.


  “T-three months!” He cried out.


  “What happens in three months?” I
asked, not sure if asking that made it sound like it was outside my
station.


  “In three months, it will be too
late. In three months, they’ll march, and the land of man will fall
to darkness for eternity!”


  



  



  

    

  




  [image: 14]



  

    [image: w]

  

 was starting to understand now why the
dungeon would only be open for three days. It might not be some
arbitrary time that Lord Aberis set up. It might be simply that
whatever scenario was playing out in this world, it would conclude at
the end of three months. That left another question. How did the
scenario end? If this was a curse, then it came from an incomplete
lore. Whose lore, the demons’? Or humans’? Which side died in the
end, and was the world plunged into darkness?



  I’d like to assume the humans won,
but if they had, would we still be dealing with the demon lands in
the north? Supposedly, there were demon lords, a demon king, and a
demon country. It was all blighted land, ruled by a pair of,
particularly powerful dungeons that collectively were known as Hell’s
Dungeon and the Demon King’s Castle. To finally stop the demon
threat for good, both dungeons would need to be defeated.


  This was something that has been
considered an impossibility for our current civilization. The
Imperial Cloud Meadow had been fighting a war against them for as
long as time remembered. Comparatively, Aberis was just a speck on
the map when confronted with the Imperial Cloud Meadow, and even that
mighty nation could only just keep them from spreading across their
borders.


  This dungeon might have been a relic
from the time when the humans and demons were at war. It might have
some greater meaning up north. I felt like if I knew who Lord Aberon
was, that would explain a lot of this.


  “We need the princess to rally the
troops,” the commander said after some thought, breaking me from my
considerations. “She was supposed to arrive last night.”


  I blinked. “I was attacked on the way
here. It is possible that her caravan was also attacked by demons.”


  “Damn it!” He cursed, punching the
table and causing several pieces to fall over.


  In a way, this whole thing was kind of
fun. It felt a bit like LARPING. I had reminded myself that this was
all too real, and I could die in an instant if I wasn’t careful.
This wasn’t home, but a dungeon. If I died here, there was no one
to resurrect me or take my soul out. I would truly be consumed by the
dungeon and just become another soldier in this story.


  Wait… that’s right, that’s what
this dungeon was truly needing. It needed an end. All curses desired
to be finished, and once they were finished and their lingering ties
were severed, they became a blessing instead. If ending this war was
what would satisfy those conditions, then that was the best way to
fix things.


  “This princess… do you know the
route she took to get here?”


  “It would be this route,” he
explained, guiding his finger down a certain path. “If her convoy
was ransacked, then they’d bring her to this fort. It’s the
closest.”


  “How heavily guarded is that fort?”
I asked, looking as he pointed to a fort that seemed to be nearby.


  “Why? What do you have in mind?”
the commander asked suspiciously.


  “If the princess is needed to rally
the troops, then don’t I need to rescue the princess?” I asked.


  “You’re mad, do you think you can
just march into the enemy keep and take our princess back?”


  “That depends,” I responded. “Do
you believe in karma?”
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 still think that you’re mad for
attempting this. Usually, they’d send us a ransom. We’d have to
free some of their men or give up a fort. They won’t kill the
princess though unless they are being foolish,” the commander
explained.



  “You said it yourself, we have three
months. We can’t afford any setbacks.”


  “You’re a crazy man, Drakus, but I
respect you.”


  We were in front of the keep. It was
still night out, but I figured that would be the best time to
infiltrate an enemy keep. The commander was even able to give me an
incense that if burned, supposedly kept the monsters at bay. That
way, I’d be able to progress in the night quickly without too much
concern. As for my outfit, I was wearing the enemy’s uniform now.
They had one in the keep and I was able to squeeze into it. Why
didn’t it disappear for them? Ah, whatever, trying to understand
the logic of a dungeon now was only foolishness.


  “Once you’re out of our sight, our
men won’t recognize you as one of our own,” the commander warned.
“Until you acquire the princess, you will no longer have our
support and you’ll be stuck on your own.”


  That was the same position I was in
when I entered this dungeon, so there was no change there. I had been
worrying that the commander would struggle to accept my role, but
karma was very good at covering things up. I supposed I also had Copy
Behavior, so I was able to copy the behavior I recalled in my rather
short interactions with Drakus. It seemed to be enough to dupe the
commander, at least, and that was what was important at the moment.


  Drakus, it seemed, was a lord, rank
Count. It was Count Drakus. Could it truly be karma that I ended up
taking on the role of a fellow Count? I couldn’t say. However, I
knew what I must do, so I began heading to the fort where the
princess might have been recently caught. It was true that this was
only our best guess. She might have been killed already, or taken to
a farther away keep. I tried to keep cautious optimism as I moved
forward.


  With the incense burning, I had already
left the safety of the skeleton keep and began my journey on undead
horseback toward the keep on the other side of a small creek. It was
seriously a small creek. I could step across it if I needed to. My
horse was able to jump across it with ease. After thirty minutes of
riding, we didn’t encounter any enemies either, although I did hear
numerous scary calls on the way.


  I finally reached the keep. Dismounting
from the horse, I decided to leave him in the treeline so that he
could help with our escape. After I tied him up, I started heading
toward the keep, using the cover of darkness to aid me. I was glad I
still had Silent Feet and Hide Presence equipped for sneaking, since
I couldn’t change my dungeon skills without a blessing. If I were
seen from a distance, I’d look like just another soldier. I might
look like a suspicious soldier, but not one they’d fill with arrows
in a heartbeat.


  This time, I saw a troop of similarly
dressed demons marching in formation into the keep. As soon as the
last man passed, I jumped up and began marching right behind him. It
was a bold move, yet the people watching the procession enter the
keep didn’t look twice as I marched right through their doors and
into the keep.


  The princess was as good as saved!
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ong live the Demon King!”


  


  “Long live the Demon King!”


  I quickly learned after entering the
fort that the way every soldier greeted each other was with those
words. I marched with the group until we reached a somewhat unwatched
hallway, and then I slipped away as easily as I had entered. At that
point, I had a sense of déjà vu. Remembering getting myself
captured by the Demon Lord Aberis, I started to think that entering
this way might have been a bit reckless, especially since I didn’t
even know where the princess was.


  However, as soon as I brought up my
map, I took a breath. I noticed this once I took on the skeleton’s
karma, but the skeletons didn’t appear as enemies to me. That was
part of the reason I was willing to go on with the charade in the
first place. Likewise, Sense Life detected everything in the castle. 



  I might have thought that Sense Life,
Detect Trap, and so on were external skills, but they seemed to work.
The only reasoning I could come up with was that they were senses.
For example, you could hear sound from a distance, that didn’t mean
you needed anything but yourself to do it. In this case, they were
just different ways of sensing mana, which was a sixth sense, so to
speak. 



  In this case, I could sense the mana of
all of the demons, and it came off as red. Only one dot appeared in
the castle that wasn’t an enemy.  That had to be the princess,
I was sure of it.


  Carefully looking around, I actually
felt a bit more comfortable pretending to be a demon rather than a
skeleton. I knew when it came to karma and this dungeon’s strange
rules, looks probably had nothing to do with it, but I at least could
come off as a demon as long as you didn’t check under my helmet.
Demon helmets thankfully protected the horns rather than exposed them
as some kind of status symbol. Actually, so far, the demons walking
around didn’t seem all that different from Shao. I was wondering if
they were truly the enemy in all of this.


  Given the game-like nature of this
world sometimes, I wouldn’t be too surprised to find out that
humans were the enemy all along or some cliché like that. I had
spent plenty of time with the prince and princess though, and I
couldn’t imagine them being bad people. If there truly was an
enemy, it was probably not everyone. You had your good and your bad,
although I had to leave some room to admit that the nature-twisting
way that miasma could affect people was hard to call good.


  I started moving carefully, taking full
advantage of my dungeon skills to move around without being detected.
I couldn’t take the quickest path to the room the princess was in.
I ended up having to take a roundabout way which ended up taking much
longer. Just as I could see the door down the hallway, I heard
another door nearby open and hid behind a tapestry. It was at that
point that I could hear some of the demons talking.


  “The princess is a boorish woman, to
think that she would give you a blackeye, my lord.”


  “I like them a little feisty,” the
other man said. “I never knew that the woman was so beautiful. I
also hadn’t heard that she already had a lover.”


  “Whoever this man is, we’ll hunt
him down and string him up!”


  “No… actually, I’d rather like to
play with her until she submits to me! I’ll tie her down and have
my way with her! As for her lover, he can watch as I turn his woman
into mine!”


  It turned out that whatever this
dungeon lore was, it was a bit saucier than I expected!
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y lord, we must be careful. We need the
princess as our hostage. If you break her too much… the humans may
push forward with this invasion.”


  


  “We’ve been skirmishing against the
humans for years. They attack a fort, we retaliate. They’ve been
looking for a reason to start some war. I say that we give it to
them!”


  “Th-that borders on treason! My lord,
the demon prince will be arriving later today. We must present a
princess who is still in one piece!”


  “Don’t mention treason to me!”


  “Y-yes… apologies, my lord.” The
other man cowed.


  “Well, just in case, go find a healer
and get her a fresh clothing. When the Prince comes, she’ll be as
pristine as the day she sought to leave the protection of her
castle.”


  “I will, my lord.” I heard
footsteps racing away.


  “And you… my lady… it’s time to
meet your destiny.” The door closed as he entered the room with the
princess in it.


  He was going to rape the princess? That
really would start a war! I left my hiding spot and quickly worked my
way over to the door. I heard a female cry out, and then there was
smashing, and then more smashing. Her voice was muffled, but I could
hear a string of what I was pretty sure were expletives. Which was
she? A beautiful woman that won the heart of this lord, or a boorish
woman? Strangely, after hearing what was going on in the room, I
still wasn’t certain.


  There was one thing I was pretty
certain about though. If I didn’t go in there, this woman would be
tarnished, and her lover might never be able to look at her the same
way. I needed to go in there and stop him, one way or another.
However, without a visual, I wouldn’t just push my way into the
room. I had to remain cautious. Who knew how strong this guy was. He
could end up being another Alysia. If I had to fight someone that
powerful in my current state, there was no way I’d win.


  I went to the room next to his,
intending on seeing if there was some kind of peephole or something.
Given the guy’s current attitude, he seemed like the kind of man
who would do something like that anyway. Two seconds after stepping
into the new room, I froze. From Sense Life, I hadn’t detected
anything unusual about this room, but as soon as I stepped in, it
became painfully familiar.


  “A safe room? Here?”


  I never expected that a safe room would
just be sitting around in an enemy keep. I supposed as a dungeon,
safe rooms could be anywhere. Did I miss out on a safe room at the
previous keep? There was a kiosk as well. I wanted to go register,
but just before I touched it, I remembered that these kiosks seemed
to have challenges. I didn’t have time to worry about that. Rather,
my focus should be on protecting the princess.


  As I looked at the wall adjoining the
room the princess was in, I saw something almost as good as a hole. I
saw another dungeon mural.
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he mural here actually revealed exactly
what was going on. The first image showed the princess being taken by
the demons. She was presented as a beautiful woman with blonde hair.
I certainly couldn’t imagine her with the cursing woman in the
other room. I could still hear the sounds of shouts and things being
thrown. It was only for that reason I felt I still had a few moments
to check over everything first.


  


  The second image showed a demon lord
pushing himself on the woman. However, in the third, it appeared like
another man showed up and saved her off. He was a demon as well, and
it looked to be a higher rank than the lord. The lord was sulking and
pouting while the white knight was walking away with the girl in his
arms in a princess carry. She was looking at him with a blush, and it
looked like she had fallen for him, or at least was starting to.


  So, I didn’t need to do anything
anyway. The white knight was going to burst his way in, save the
princess, and then she was going to fall for him. Wait… she was the
princess of the humans. He was a demon knight. If the pair of them
fell in love, wouldn’t that start a war in the same way as the lord
was just talking about? What should I do then? If I allowed the story
to go a different way, then there was no way I could predict how to
end it. On the other hand, the current course was exactly what
brought this lore to an unsatisfying end. Was it better to change the
direction this dungeon was going, or follow along with the story it
wanted to tell?


  I recalled my impulsive self once
saying in the Widow’s Dungeon that I would bend the dungeon to my
will and make it tell my story. However, that was easier to say when
I was a portal away from going home. 



  At the moment, I wasn’t even
technically in the same world. Just like when I left Earth and came
here, I might end up trapped in another world, never to return.
However, where my last world was a bitter one, and I only left my
mother behind, too many people depended on me from this new world.
Dying was one thing, but being unable to return was something far
worse.


  It was while I was waiting there that I
started to realize something wasn’t right. The prince hadn’t come
to rescue the princess. The room had also quieted down a bit. If he
was raping her right now, who knew what the future would come! Making
my decision, I ran out of the room and elbowed my way into the room
next door, drawing my Starsword.


  In front of me, the demon was
completely naked. He was on his knees. Behind him was a woman in a
torn-up dress. She had a piece of cloth stretched around his neck and
was pulling it tightly with gritted teeth. Meanwhile, she had her
foot jammed into his back, trying to increase the tightness. He was
blue-faced, choking, with his eyes bulging and his tongue sticking
out. However, the most noticeable part of him was he was sporting an
erection, which he was openly playing with.


  “Ooohh… yeah… almost there!” He
croaked.


  “Why won’t you die!” Hearing her
words, I looked up to see a familiar face.


  “Carmine?”


  “Eh? Master?” She looked up from
the suffocating man and tilted her head, then let out a cry. “Ahhh!
It-it’s not what it looks like!”


  She let go of the clothing choking the
guy, who sat back up while rubbing his neck. “Hah, hah… it’s
exactly what it looks like!”
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ow did you know that erotic
asphyxiation was my ultimate turn-on!” The demon cried out happily.


  


  “Ew! Ew! Ew!” Carmine screamed.


  Seeing the situation, a man naked in
the room with one of my women, caused a fit of fiery anger to shoot
up within me. Carmine had various rips in her dress, which exposed
various bits of skin and made her look very vulnerable despite her
usually toned physique. The man was acting extremely perverted and
was even getting off on her actions, no matter how volatile they
were.


  My mind seemed to shut off, and all I
saw was darkness. I lunged toward the man without even thinking, and
my sword took his head without a moment of hesitation.  It was
only when his head hit the ground with a thud that I started to
thinking again.


  “C-Carmine…” I looked up at her.


  She had her mouth opened, and she was a
bit surprised. However, these demons were the products of a dungeon.
His body would be absorbed by the dungeon soon enough. Killing him
wasn’t a big deal. However, I knew, even had it been someone else
in a different situation, such as her with her genuine lover, I might
have reacted the same way. That was what shook me up the most. As for
Carmine, it must have been the extreme look of emotion on my face
that caused her to choke up.


  “M-Master?”


  I stepped forward and grabbed her, and
before I even thought about it, I was kissing her, my tongue gently
exploring her mouth as I held her body against mine. It had been days
since I had slept near any of my women, and it was a feeling I hadn’t
even realized I missed until I felt her warm body in my arms. She
trembled slightly as I touched her, but she didn’t fight at all as
I held her body close.


  When I pulled away, I had many things I
wanted to tell her. I wanted to tell her that I was sorry I hadn’t
done anything sooner. I was busy being indecisive while she was
nearly raped. I wanted to say that I missed her. I wanted to say that
she was important. Instead, my hand reached around and grabbed her
hair tightly, and I looked at her with a dark expression.


  “You’re my woman, and if any other
man ever touches you, I’ll kill him!”


  Those were not the words I had expected
to say at all. The only words that were more startling than my own
were Carmine’s. She should have grown indignant or upset. She could
have complained or shot me a glare. Instead, she lowered her head
shyly, looking as meek as she could be.


  “Y-yes… Master. I’m yours.”


  Somehow, those words were exactly what
I needed to settle me. I let go of her hair. She didn’t look upset.
Instead, she reached out and grabbed my shirt, which had come out a
bit and was sticking out of my armor. She looked extremely cute and
alluring when she acted shy like this. I wondered what I had done
that caused her to become so tame. When Miki wasn’t acting
mischievous, she might have acted this way, but Carmine was always
the knight who acted like a spoiled princess. Now she appeared to be
the princess, and I was the knight!
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ow did you end up here?” I asked once
my sudden rise of emotions seemed to settle.


  


  “Once I entered the dungeon, I
appeared lost in the forest. While trying to find my bearings, I
stumbled onto a caravan being attacked by demons.  I decided to
try to help, but halfway through, I realized the caravan was full of
the undead! I stabbed a zombie wearing a dress who grabbed me, and
suddenly the demons were trying to capture me while calling me
princess. 



  “They said they would take me to
their lord, and I thought that perhaps you would be him, so I went
with them. Instead, I was attacked by this freak! He said he fell in
love with me at first sight. He made me put on this embarrassing
clothing. It was then that I realized I had lost all of my combat
ability. Even then, I was about to escape seriously, but I was hoping
to get more information from him before I left.”


  “Hmm? Really? Oh… right.”


  I was confused until I remembered that
I no longer had my blessings and I didn’t have Harem Master or
Slave Master equipped. Since I had been on my own, I hadn’t
considered that cutting off my jobs would also cut off her jobs. She
was back to being just a Paladin. I felt guilty as soon as I realized
it. Overall, without my boosts, her combat ability was only okay.
Compared to standard riffraff, she was fine, but it wasn’t at a
level she could fight armies, especially with her limited attack
abilities.


  I considered immediately restoring her
abilities, but it would be weakening me to strengthen her. Since
there were just the two of us, it didn’t make sense. Instead, I
accepted her back into my party.


  “We need to escape before they
realize we’re here,” I said. “Ah, but I wonder if there is
anything we can do about it.”


  “About what?”


  “The demon prince was supposed to
arrive and save you from being raped. Then, you were to fall in love
with him.”


  “Huh? I absolutely wouldn’t!” She
said, and then blush. “B-besides… I already l-l-love…”


  “That’s right!” I interrupted
her. “You don’t know you’re the princess.”


  “Princess? Huh?”


  “This dungeon seems to use miasma to
infect people with karma,” I explained. “I don’t know much
about it. Shao or Astria might be able to explain it better. Simply
put, when the princess touched you, she gave you her identity. I
don’t think that you chose to be captured just to meet me. You were
compelled to be captured because that was the role you needed to play
in the dungeon.”


  “R-really?”


  “So, for some reason, the Prince
didn’t show up. Did my actions somehow delay him? In that case,
what does my stopping the lord cause? If we take you out of here, how
will that disrupt the dungeon’s lore? Where is the prince? Was he
killed?”


  “I wasn’t. It just turned out…
that I showed up a bit later than expected.” A voice came from the
doorway.


  The two of us turned to find an
unexpected man standing there. It was the Demon Slayer, Bernard!


  



  



  

    

  




  [image: 21]



  

    [image: h]

  

 was wondering why the demons suddenly
changed their attitude toward me,” Bernard said with a frown. “As
soon as I murdered their prince, they somehow started treating me as
their prince. Naturally, I was confused, and it took me some time
before I decided to play along. I’m glad I did, as it brought me
here to this room.”



  I nodded thoughtfully. “You’ve
absorbed the demon prince’s miasma? This is a good thing.”


  “Oh?” He cocked his head.


  “Getting into the demon castle and
getting past the Demon King would be very simple if he sees you as
his son. We might be able to get through without fighting him at
all!”


  “And?” Bernard raised an eyebrow.
“This is a competition. Each man is on his own. Just because I
lucked out and have a one-way ticket to the exit doesn’t mean I
need to share it with you!”


  I blinked at his words. I had forgotten
that. I was here more or less as a prisoner. My only reward was
survival.  However, for everyone else here, even Carmine, this
was still the final selection for the gladiator match. Whoever made
it through the portal was the winner.


  “If you help us get through, then
there is no problem,” I responded carefully. “We have no desire
to win at this point. We just want to get out with our lives. As for
those awards, you can have them.”


  I did have a use for the dwarf girl,
and I had even been asked by the head of the church to protect her,
but that was before many things happened. I had always considered
finding and rescuing her as a secondary mission. We weren’t close,
and it had been many months since I had last seen her. I seemed to
recall that she was a bit irritating.


  “In that case, I’ll be happy to
help,” Bernard said.


  I breathed out a sigh of relief.
“Good.”


  “I will help the princess and free
her from your treachery! As for you, Deek Deekson, I will see you in
hell!” He pulled out his sword.


  “Huh? Why is that?” I asked in a
startled voice, but just to be careful, I pulled mine out as well and
got into a protective stance in front of Carmine.


  “Hehe… you don’t get it? The
princess and I were meant to be together!”


  “The miasma!” I hissed. “Look,
Bernard, you’re not the demon prince for real! You don’t need to
follow what this dungeon tells you to do!”


  “The only thing I’m following is my
heart!”


  “No, you have the demon prince’s
karma, and she has the princesses karma. At this point in the story,
you two are supposed to fall in love and be together.” A flash of
realization struck me, and I grabbed Carmine’s arm.


  “You… you mustn’t let the karma
affect your heart.”


  She teared up while looking at me. “I’m
sorry. Master… it’s too late! The karma has already done the
deed. I can’t stop revealing my true feelings!”


  She slapped her hands over her mouth as
if trying to keep herself from saying any more. So, it was true. She
was now in love with Bernard. Anger started to surge in me once
again. There was one thing I wouldn’t stand for. No one would take
my woman from me!


  “You heard her! Now, get out of the
way and let our love ring true!”


  Bernard attacked.
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ernard wasn’t like the demon noble I
had just killed before. He was the champion of Alerith and a hero in
his own right. He moved like lightning, and I barely managed to
deflect his first attack, leaping back as I did. It all happened so
quickly that I barely thought about it, but in a single move he was
on the other side of the room and he was standing a few feet from
Carmine. This caused my emotions to start to grow cold.



  “Hmph… you’ve managed to block my
first attack. It’s been some time since I’ve found a warrior to
survive when I intended him to die,” Bernard responded snobbishly.


  “I’m telling you, the miasma of
this dungeon is confusing you!” I said, breathing hard.


  “You’re wrong about that, Deek
Deekson.” His eyes flashed with anger as he looked at me. “This
battle has been coming for some time.”


  “Deek?”


  I realized only then that he wasn’t
calling me human scum or something like that. He was referring to me
by name as if this was personal. If it was his karma in control, he’d
probably see me as Drakus, not Deek. Furthermore, his eyes looked
clear. He didn’t have a foggy expression at all like he was just
doing what the dungeon was telling him to do. That meant that he was
doing this for a different reason entirely. Was it simply because we
were rivals for the cup?


  “I already said, the gladiatorship
doesn’t matter to me. You can win it all you want!”


  “Hehe… you think this has to do
with winning some championship?” He sneered. “This is about
something far more important. This is about the woman I love!”


  “Huh?” I blinked.


  “Carmine?” He raised an eyebrow. 



  “Me?” Carmine’s eyes widened.


  “S-seriously?” I asked, not feeling
like I had heard him right.


  He reached out and grabbed Carmine,
pulling her to him. “Of course! Since the first moment I had seen
the Shiny Knight on stage, I had always felt emotions for her. That’s
why I made sure to watch every single one of her matches. Then, when
she took off her helmet for the first time, it was love at first
sight! Who could not fall for this woman’s absolute beauty and
radiance!”


  “Ahh… that’s nice… I do try to
always look good.” Carmine blushed.


  Even if Bernard had somehow managed to
fight off the miasma affecting his heart, and his feelings for
Carmine were real, that didn’t mean the opposite was true. Carmine
had already confessed that her emotions were being altered, and the
way she was blushing next to Bernard caused my heart to feel enraged.
I was doing everything in my power to remain civil without attacking
him and cutting him down that instant.


  “Let go of her! What is it that you
want?”


  “Whether I let go of her or not, that
isn’t for you to decide, you slaver!” His voice was filled with
vitriol, especially as he spoke those last words.


  “You know?”


  “How could I not know that you
enslaved this beautiful woman! You have the job Slave Master. I’ve
seen you prance around with the other women you bully and rape. Men
like you are the worst! To manage so many, you would have to be a
Slave Master. That’s also why Carmine was able to remain so strong.
Your job gave her strength she didn’t possess on her own and you
forced her to fight at a level that she shouldn’t be fighting at.
The way Slave Master’s treat women like her, it’s disgusting!”


  “I’m keeping her safe!”


  “You’re using her!” He cursed
back, spit flying as he shouted. “What do I want? I want to free
her from your slavery! I want to make her my wife! Carmine will be
mine!”
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-really?” Carmine’s eyes widened as

Bernard still had his arm wrapped around her waist, which looked less
solid and daintier within her ripped princess dress.



  The usually strong Carmine looked every
bit the princess, right down to her blonde hair and blue eyes. Her
armor had never done her body justice, hiding her alluring curves and
inherent beauty. Now that the miasma had infected her, even her
strength as a Paladin was being suppressed, and her expressions and
mannerisms appeared more like Eliana.


  “Carmine…” I reached out a hand
to her.


  “In this dungeon, she’s Princess
Sophie, and she’s fated to be with me, the demon prince, remember?”
Bernard’s expression turned dark.


  “Please, don’t tell me you’re
under the effect of the miasma!” I begged Carmine.


  Her face suddenly turned red and she
brought her head against Bernard’s shoulder. “I won’t say.”


  I felt like my heart was falling, and
the anger inside of me was building to the point that the blade in my
hand was starting to shake.


  “You… bastard…” I spoke slowly
and darkly. “Carmine, you can’t fall for him.”


  “Eh?” Carmine glanced up. “Him?”


  “See? She has!” Bernard laughed.
“This is truly fate. Even this dungeon knows it. Just accept your
role as some useless human!”


  The blood started to drain from my face
as I started to remember the first dungeon I had ever been in. There
was a bit of truth to Bernard’s words, and that was what stung the
most. My relationship with Lydia had spawned within that first
dungeon. Part of the reason we ended up together, or perhaps part of
the reason we were able to survive the dungeon, was because of our
relationship. It was ultimately a story about a boy and a girl. We
were cast in those roles. I hadn’t been inflicted with a karmic
curse at the time, but it had essentially been the same.


  What that told me was that there was a
reason that the dungeon picked these roles. There was a reason that
Carmine had become the princess, and Bernard had become the prince.
Perhaps, there were some underlying feelings there. Maybe it was
destiny that they would complete this story. If I did nothing now,
the demon prince would take her to the capital with him. This would
likely be the instigating event that started the human invasion.
Without it, there would be no war.


  “Um… I think you guys have the
wrong-” Carmine started to say.


  “Darn it!” My fist hit the wall,
causing her to jump. “Carmine… I won’t let you be with any
other man!”


  “Master… about that…”


  “I will take your heart, your body,
and your mind and make them mine!”


  “R-really?” Carmine’s eyes
brightened, telling me my words were affecting her.


  “Don’t be swayed by him,” I said.
“I’ll buy you anything you want. I will fetch you the shiniest
armor from the deepest dungeon. Anything you want, I will make it
yours. As my woman, I will make sure you never want for anything. I
will care and love you every day!”


  “You beastly Slaver… you think you
can just promise her stuff and get her to turn like that?”


  “I-I’m listening…” Carmine said
weakly.


  “Gah! P-princess!”
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 never imagined that the battle I had
with Bernard would end up being a battle over Carmine. However, it
was a battle I absolutely wouldn’t allow myself to lose. The
thought of losing her tore at my heart, and every second she was in
his hands was like torture. She may have been infected by miasma, but
she was a paladin. She had to have some kind of resistance to that. I
couldn’t allow her to become Princess Sophie who fell for the demon
prince. She needed to remain my Carmine, the slave, paladin, and
champion who I had a link with for months now.



  I had promised myself that I would take
my relationship with my slaves more seriously. In the past, I had
pushed Carmine and her sister to the side, but I realized I couldn’t
take advantage of people’s feelings like that anymore. My only hope
to keep myself from losing everything was to appeal to the Carmine
that I knew. She was a girl who valued stuff as much as people. She
was a bit shallow and was also vain. However, she did have an
inherent desire to protect people, and she genuinely wanted to be a
good person.


  “Don’t listen to this devil’s
sweet words, my love!” Bernard cried out. “I love you.”


  “Ew.”


  “What?”


  “Ahem… I mean… my body and mind
feel like they’re being torn apart!” Carmine cried out. “Princess
Sandra…”


  “Sophie.”


  “Princess Sophie… Carmine… I
don’t know who I am. Please, Master… you must tell me all the
things you’ll give… ahem… I mean how much you care or I might
be lost forever!”


  My mind was filled with rage and worry,
so I didn’t see any signs but to take her at face value. I took a
step forward, but Bernard held up his blade menacingly.


  “Stay back!”


  “Please! Carmine… I don’t want to
be without you!”


  “Ah…” She let out a little noise,
then covered her mouth. “I mean… I-I think… I love Bernard…”


  Rage exploded inside me again. “I
won’t allow it! I will steal you back, and I will have you, and I
will make it so your body responds only to my touch. I will have my
way with you until my body is the only thing your body remembers.”


  “See… Princess Sophie! He’s a
beast! Ah… you’re drooling!”


  “Hah… Hah… Ah, s-sorry!”
Carmine, looked away. “It seems… that I have become Bernard’s
love forever. So, Master will just have to do those things…”


  “I won’t let him!” Bernard
screamed, seemingly finally realizing that Carmine was playing with
him and shoving her to the side while he lifted his sword. “Ultimate
Destruction!”


  A surge of power exploded around him,
quickly building within his blade. I held up my sword, but his attack
was far quicker and polished than I could do, and I had a feeling I
wouldn’t be able to block it even as I held up my blade. Without
Carmine defending me as a fully armored paladin, there was no way I
could stop this.


  He truly wasn’t holding back at all.
All of my anger and frustration finally fluttered out as common sense
returned to me. I had been screaming and yelling in an enemy fort,
fighting with the demon prince over a woman. I started to feel
caution again, but Bernard was already racing at me with his sword
raised.


  “Oops.” Carmine  put out a foot
which Bernard hit as he lunged toward me.


  I sidestepped as the man stumbled and
then fell right out the window behind me. He fell out the castle
tower and plummeted to the ground with a scream and sudden tremor of
thunder as his skill backlashed. When the smoke cleared, I heard a
yell.


  “Caarrrrmine!” He screamed from
down below. “Guards! Get the intruder and kill him!”


  “We need to go!” I ran out and
grabbed Carmine’s shoulder.


  “Wh-what about all the other stuff…”
She asked, her fingertips pushing together and a face filled with
red.


  “No time!”
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 could hear people all around quickly
heading up to the chamber. I was a bit surprised after the fuss we
had made that they weren’t already upon us. However, when I stepped
out into the hall, although I could hear countless demons coming
toward us from both directions, I hadn’t seen any yet. If I had
Portal, this wouldn’t even be an issue. I’d simply cast the spell
and escape with ease. However, I couldn’t teleport.



  “Teleport! Of course!”


  The idea hit me immediately. I spun,
grabbing Carmine, and then diving into a room right next to the
chambers that held the princess. A few moments later, I heard men run
by in the hallway, and even kick in the door. However, I had a
feeling that they wouldn’t be checking this room at all. I had a
feeling that those guards would treat this room like it didn’t even
exist.


  “A… safe room?” Carmine looked
around worriedly.


  “Is your mind clearing?” I asked.


  “Ah! Y-yes!” She nodded. “I mean,
I’m a paladin, so the miasma wasn’t affecting me too much in the
first place, but I suppose if this was a safe room, then it wouldn’t
affect me much in here either.”


  Within a safe room, the miasma was
repelled. Monsters wouldn’t usually enter this room, and it was a
good place to rest up if you were feeling beat. I didn’t know why
it existed, but it was a concession that the curses gave those that
tried to challenge them. In this case, all of the demons out there
wouldn’t notice this room. Only Bernard would be able to see it,
and there was a good chance he wasn’t looking for it.


  It wouldn’t show up on a map, and
what person would just randomly check doors while pretending to be
the prince? He would trust his soldiers, not even thinking that there
was a room that fell out of their perspective. I looked over at
Carmine who was looking at the mural with some curiosity.
Technically, the mural was about her.


  “If the curse wasn’t affecting you
so much, what was all that talk earlier?” I asked.


  Carmine blushed. “I told you but you
weren’t listening. The curse did infect my heart a bit. You’re
right, it was making me feel things that I didn’t before. Once I
became aware of it, I was able to cleanse my body of it with one of
my paladin skills.”


  “I see…”


  “However, the effect it had wasn’t
to make me have feelings for the demon prince.”


  “Really? But that was how the story
went?”


  “The story went that I fell in love
with the knight that protected me.” Carmine touched the mural that
showed the princess in the arms of the demon knight.


  “Yeah, but no knight rescued you, I
came in, and… oh…” I stopped, closed my mouth.


  “I already have complicated enough
feelings when it comes to Master. To suddenly have a curse bullying
me into loving you like a helpless princess… it was all I could do
to keep from embarrassing myself.”


  So, that was ultimately why she was
acting the way she was acting.
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 nodded slowly as I considered things.
Carmine was my slave, and we both had times where we were close and
times when we were apart. I had the Charm Up ability as well as Harem
Master, Slave Master, and Affinities for both. Simply put, it was
very easy for a girl to fall in love with me. It was something I had
been conscious about for some time.



  I had always been worried that the
women in my life didn’t have genuine feelings for me. I had told
myself things like a person couldn’t control their looks, and if a
woman more easily fell in love with something because they were
attractive, how did that differ any more than Charm Up? Slave
Affinity? At least, when it came to Lydia, Miki, Celeste, Shao, and
Terra… I knew their feelings were genuine. They had stood on a
stage and shown me they had genuine feelings for me.


  As for Eliana, she was a princess, and
wouldn’t be so easily swayed by something like charm up. She likely
had her means of resisting such a cheap trick. Thus, I also knew her
feelings for me were genuine. That’s perhaps why I felt comfortable
getting closer to Eliana compared to anyone else.


  When it came to Astria and Elaya, they
were powerful creatures, and I was too worried about keeping them
under control to even think about something like love. However, when
it came to Carmine, Salicia, and even Raissa… I wasn’t so quick
to say that what we had was love. I was their Master, and they were
my slaves. There could be love there, and attraction, and desire, but
that didn’t mean it was at the same level as with the other girls.


  So, when Carmine was suddenly inflicted
with such an overcoming feeling of love, I could understand how it
was embarrassing and didn’t match how she felt. Once we left this
safe room, those feelings might surge back up again. Where I had some
kind of strange control over my karma thanks to my new job, Carmine
could only suppress hers. It’d be like a disease with flare-ups,
except it’d be emotions that would cause her to act more like a
princess in love with her knight than Carmine.


  At least it wouldn’t get to a level
where she’d forget her name or something. As a paladin, there was
no way the curse could infect her so strongly. However, from the
moment we left the safe room, her emotional state would be having a
tug-a-war with the dungeon curse until we ultimately leave.


  “I meant what I said though.” I
found myself grabbing Carmine and pulling her to me. “You’re my
woman, and I won’t let any other man have you.”


  I kissed Carmine. With those thoughts,
I hoped to keep her grounded. She gasped as our kiss broke off, but
she didn’t collapse against me as the princess might have. Instead,
she looked at me with a cocked head as if seeing something
interesting.


  “What is it?” I asked.


  “Master, if I may say something. I’m
not the only one who has changed. Your personality is a bit different
too!”
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hat do you mean?” I asked, feeling
just a bit confused.



  “First, can you tell me what happened
when you were intending to break into the castle,” Carmine asked.
“I’ve been quite confused for a few days now. The group just
disappeared. I received a message that said that everything was okay
and to keep doing what I was doing. Salicia was gone, and all of the
other girls had left.”


  I frowned a bit at that massage. Maybe,
the girls just didn’t want to worry Carmine. Maybe, they were
afraid Carmine would attack and try to free me, so they decided not
to tell her what was happening. I decided to explain to her
everything that had happened from when we got into Lord Reign’s
keep, to how I tried to use return, and then was captured and tossed
into the dungeon alongside the champions as some kind of cruel joke
of his.


  I even told her about my new job, my
disappearing blessings, and perhaps the most worrying thing, I could
no longer detect her as a slave! As far as I could tell, my
connection to Carmine as a slave was gone. Carmine admitted that it
was the same with her. She just didn’t feel my presence. It was
like when she was in a dungeon and I was outside the dungeon. Our
connection was distant and foggy. However, we were right next to each
other, so I should have been able to detect her perfectly. The party
connection between us worked fine.


  Carmine listened and added when she
thought things were relevant. Eventually, she looked up at me with a
bit of a serious expression on her face. “I think I can tell you
what happened.”


  “You know?”


  “I’ve only heard of such a thing
happening once before. It’s in the archives of the church. It has
to do with the origins of our most recent split in the church.”


  “Huh? Split? Oh, you mean the church
of big breasts versus the church of small breasts? You’re saying
there is a story to that?”


  “Yes… the story goes that the
Archbishop once battled a powerful demon lord. Her goal was only to
keep him distracted long enough for reinforcements. She succeeded.
That demon lord used a soul sword and struck the archbishop down.
However, she was a powerful healer, and her soul power was strong.
Rather than dying, she managed to keep her soul alive… both halves
surviving. However, they were completely split in two.


  “They ended up forming two separate
bodies, with two separate personalities. One woman had the breasts, a
cool demeanor, and a cunning mind. The other was flat-chested,
excitable, and fiery-tempered. However, they were both the
Archbishop. At first, they were trying to work on a way to bring
themselves back together, but as their studies continued, they became
more different and more individualized. The two halves became
irrecoverably separated. They refused to turn into one woman again.


  “Their disagreements continued to
grow, eventually affecting how they wanted to run the church. Instead
of loving the mother and the child, the larger breasted Archbishop
put favoritism on the mother, and the smaller chested one on the
child. They fought relentlessly until they split the church in two.
The church of the flat-breasts went south into present-day Ost
Republic, while the church of the large chest remained in the area
that is now Aberis.”


  “What are you saying? What does that
have to do with me?” I asked, getting a sinking feeling.


  “Master, I believe that when you cut
free your party to let them return, you also cut off a piece of your
soul!”
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re you saying that there is a second me
out there?”



  “No! No…” Carmine shook her head.
“The Archbishop had an extremely resilient soul and a much stronger
constitution than Master…”


  “…”


  “What I’m saying is that when you
cut away a piece of soul, you cut away a piece of yourself.”


  “A… piece of myself.”


  “It would be the parts of you that
you wanted to lose. Some would be things that you see as weaknesses,
the parts of you that you dislike. The other would be parts of you
that were closely connected with your party, although, I think they’d
be the same.”


  “The parts I want the least are my
party?”


  “No! I mean, why does one form a
party? What are you looking for in those you work with? They are
there to pick up the slack for your weaknesses. The things that you
find weakest about yourself are the same things that you rely on most
from your slaves.”


  “I guess that kind of makes sense.”


  “If I’m right, then that explains
why you’re… different. Do you feel different at all?”


  I thought about it for a moment. “I
guess, I haven’t been afraid since I’ve come here. I’m also
struggling a bit more to make decisions.”


  “It’s likely that you cut out your
fear and your impulsiveness,” Carmine agreed. “I’d also say
you’ve cut away some of your compassion and your restraint.”


  “What do you meant by that?” I
grabbed her arms.


  She let out a laugh. “It’s kinda
funny, you’re less impulsive but less restrained. It may take you
longer to make conscious decisions, but when you do something, you do
it with a heavy hand.”


  I let go of her arm, feeling a bit
worried over what she had just said. However, even thinking of doing
something about it caused a bit of fear and discomfort to emerge
inside my heart.


  “I lost my blessings and my slave
connections.”


  “Those are the easiest to explain.
You would have needed to sever your slave connections to send them
back. They were sent back home with the piece of your soul that still
had the connection in it. That might be why they didn’t try to
rescue you. They may… think you’re dead!”


  I spun around. “Really?”


  “All they would have is a piece of
your broken soul. If they tried to call the rest of your soul and
resurrect you, they would fail. That broken piece will degrade with
time. It’s not being eaten away by miasma, but considering how much
is left, it might be gone in a month or less.


  I took a deep breath. “With the time
dilation in this dungeon, it will only be three days by the time
we’re out. I might still be able to recover it if we’re fast.”


  “I’m sure the girls wouldn’t just
let it dissipate either.”


  That’s right, I had no reason to
worry at all. Miki was a nine-tailed fox. She could keep my soul
protected indefinitely. The only thing that bothered me was just how
much pain my girls might be in knowing I’m gone. See? I still had
compassion! Well, it wasn’t to the point where my heart hurt or
anything. It felt more like it’d just be unfortunate. Knowing what
I knew now, I’d start second-guessing everything if I kept thinking
about it. It was best if I just moved on.


  “Master, speaking of which, how do
you plan on escaping from this room?”


  I put aside my concerns about the
missing part of my soul. Right now, we were still trapped in the
dungeon. That was what we needed to work on at the moment.


  “First thing, am I still able to
switch positions with a party member?” I used my ability, and let
out a breath when I saw my position in the room change.


  “Ah… M-master! Don’t do that so
quickly without asking!”


  “Sorry… but at least I know how we
can escape.”
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o, the kiosk works like any other
kiosk. Once we register with it, I can transfer and switch, just like
we always did.”



  “I see… but the last one had some
kind of challenge attached to it?”


  “It’s from some guy named Greggar.
I’m not sure if he has a relation to the dungeon, or if he was some
kind of hero who entered this dungeon before us. Perhaps, he was a
dungeon builder. Are you familiar with the name?”


  Carmine shook her head. “I’m sorry,
that’s not a name I’m familiar with.”


  “Then, I suppose we should get going.
Prince Bernard might be able to figure out we’re here, especially
if he has Sense Life. Let’s not give him time to consider that.”


  She nodded. “Together?”


  I grabbed her hand, and then the pair
of us touched the kiosk together. There was a chance that nothing
would happen, and I was kind of hoping that was the case. However, I
felt the familiar transportation magic, and a moment later, I was
back in that empty room with the door and the kiosk. I looked around
when I felt my hand was empty. Spinning around, I had a bad feeling.
Carmine wasn’t with me.


  I had the linguist job, so I could read
the text. I hadn’t even considered what would happen if it took us
to different challenge rooms. What would she do if she couldn’t see
anything? I felt worried, but once again, it was only a superficial
concern. Carmine had to make it through, and even if she failed,
hopefully, the worst problem was that she was thrown back out into
the real world.


  I walked up to the door, and once
against read the text.


  Before you lays one of Greggar’s
challenges. If you can complete this challenge, you will be awarded a
gift that helps you on your way. If you fail, your bones will rest
amongst the Twilight forever.


  Geh… I forgot about that last part. I
had to have faith in Carmine though. She’d manage to make it
through somehow. That’s when a thought hit me. I pulled a pen and
paper out of my inventory and I wrote a note. Then, leaving it at my
feet, I tried another party switch. The only reason I knew it was
gone was that the paper I had just written disappeared. Thankfully,
Carmine hadn’t tried to go through the door just yet.


  I quickly read her door and wrote down
what it said in the common tongue, then I teleported back. I picked
up the sheet of paper. There was a tear on it like she tried to use
her dagger to write something. In the end, I could see the mark of a
kiss on it. She didn’t have a pen, so that was her way of letting
me know she saw it. Breathing easier, I went to look at my challenge
one more time. I frowned, realizing the text wasn’t the same as it
was before.


  Cheaters never prosper. Since you
wished to help another on their trial, then you can handle both
trials at once!


  “Oh…no…”
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he new text was the only thing that was
on the door now. Apparently, these challenges were a bit more
interactive than I thought if they could detect something like
cheating. The worst part though was that it said I had to complete
both challenges, but it didn’t tell me what those challenges were.
I tried to remember what I had seen. I had written down Carmine’s
challenge, so it was in my mind a bit fresher.


  


  In the darkness, you will walk.
Light will not save you. Only a vigilant man can live. Proceed
cautiously.


  That sounded a lot like my first
challenge! I wondered if these challenges had nothing to do with
where you started and everything to do with how many you were done
with. The 1st one had to do with sight. Although, in
my case, I had to blind myself from horrifying illusions, and in her
case, she was blinded by darkness.


  Okay, so I’d be facing some challenge
in the dark. However, what was the second hint? I had only barely
glimpsed it before I had had the great idea to help her. I managed to
only recall one line.


  “Keep your eyes open.”


  What was with these and eyes? I guessed
if the first one was some kind of blindness, then the second one
meant you had to see something. If my guess was right, then I’d be
shown something I didn’t want to see. Maybe, it’d be a friend
being killed. Maybe, it’d be some terrifying monster. Either way,
if I looked away, I’d die. I’d have to watch the item steadily,
or I’d perish.


  I took a breath and entered the room.
The door shut behind me, plunging me into darkness. Then, I could see
something right in front of me. It looked like… it was all just
darkness. I started to walk forward, a strange feeling welling up in
front of me. I could hear shouts, some of them sounded female and
some unpleasant crunching noises, but the entire room was dark. I
couldn’t see any of it.


  One mission plunged me in darkness,
while the other showed me some horrific vision I had to walk through.
Did the maker of this challenge not think things out too well? He
decided to punish cheaters with a double challenge but the challenges
canceled each other out! I still felt a strange uncomfortableness
until I reached the end. There was a flash of light, and then I was
on the other side, in the treasure room.


  I couldn’t believe how simple it had
been, but I couldn’t deny it either. Their attempt at doubling up
my challenges had made them unbelievably easy. I opened up the
treasure box and looked inside. Inside the chest was a vial. I picked
it up and examined it. It was called Star Potion.


  {Star Potion – a potion created
with stardust. Restores and repairs soul.}


  “Hey, what is with this mysterious
gift? What are the chances?”


  I was still wondering in my heart as I
hit the kiosk and returned to the safe room. I found Carmine already
there. She looked like she had been through a bit of a fight, but she
was also holding a bright, shining shield. I guessed that it was
called the Starshield or something.


  “I-I thought a simple glow spell
would be fine…” Carmine said tearfully.


  “As long as you’re safe.” I used
the kiosk to transfer to the ruins, then switched with Carmine and
did it again.


  Like that, the princess had escaped the
keep and the demon prince. Perhaps, it was a little too easy though?
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here are we going now, Master?”
Carmine asked after we spent a night at the ruins.



  I walked out and stretched, considering
if I should catch another tiger. I didn’t think even that animal
could hold both of us on it, so I decided against it. I had left my
horse tied by the fort. He was undead so it probably wasn’t a big
deal if he stayed there a while. It wasn’t like he was going to
starve to death.


  “We’ll need to go back to the
fort,” I explained.


  She was the princess, and the fort was
the place she was supposed to return to. However, just bringing her
there would change the course of events for this dungeon. The lore
would begin to change, and I couldn’t say whether it’d even be
possible to satisfy the lore if it didn’t run the same way as the
story suggested. The demon prince was supposed to take the princess
back to his castle, they’d fall in love, and then the humans would
attack the demons trying to reclaim her. At least, that’s how the
story seemed to be going.


  The other reason I wanted to return to
the fort was to see if there was another safe room and Greggar’s
challenge there. I was interested in gaining the next reward. I still
had the Star Potion in my hands. 



  I hesitated to use it for a bit. Would
it really restore the damage to my soul? It sounded like a pretty
powerful item. This could be a potential cure for those who
experienced death fatigue. If your soul took too much damage, such a
potion that repaired the soul had to be extremely powerful. If I took
it just to repair the little bit of damage I had, wasn’t I wasting
a perfectly good potion? 



  “Just do it, Master!”


  “W-wait!”


  I had shown her what I got earlier, and
Carmine caught me looking at the bottle with a frown. She swiped the
item from my hand while I was still debating mentally.


  Carmine took the potion and popped it
open, and then immediately brought the vial to my lips. Although I
was indecisive, since Carmine had made the decision for me, it was
actually much easier to just go with it. I didn’t hesitate to sip
down the concoction.


  It tasted bitter like cough syrup, but
I made sure to drink the entire thing rather than guess at it. A
moment later, I could feel a warmth growing throughout my body. My
connection to Carmine suddenly returned.


  “I can feel you as my slave again!”


  “It’s working!”


  I suddenly felt something burning and
hot around my throat. It felt like a dark magic was fighting back. My
eyes bulged as I suddenly felt like I was being choked.


  “Master!” I collapsed to the ground
as Carmine cried out with worry.


  A moment later, I felt a crack, and
then the pressure around my neck disappeared.


  {The dark seal has been broken.}


  “Finally, my true power has been
unlocked!” I cried out.


  “What?”


  “Sorry, I just always wanted to say
that.”


  The Star Potion had an effect I hadn’t
predicted.
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fter the seal broke, not much else
happened. I felt like I had more energy and strength, but I didn’t
feel any different.



  “Has my personality changed again?”
I asked.


  “Let’s see… heads or tails.”
She flipped a coin.


  “Oh! Um… Uh…”


  She caught it. “Nope.”


  I glowered. “I would have picked it…
it would have been… Crap.”


  “I was worried that might happen,”
she admitted. “You were able to heal the damage to your soul, but
it’s like regrowing an arm. It’s just not the same.”


  She said that like it was a very normal
thing to say. I had heard that even arms could be reattached or grown
from nothing with the right magic, but as a White Mage, I still
hadn’t gotten a spell powerful enough to do it.


  “H-have you ever had to regrow an
arm?” I asked, suddenly feeling a bit suspicious. 


  “No!’ She cried out, blushing.
“That.. never happened…”


  Although she said that, she wasn’t
looking me in the eyes.


  “Carmine…”


  “I just heard from a friend… that
it’s never the same. Like it never feels quite like the first arm.
That’s not saying it’s worse or better, just that it’s new.”


  I shook my head deciding not to ask any
more questions on that, as she already looked sufficiently bullied. 



  “Whatever, so you’re saying that
the piece of soul I lost is gone now.”


  “Well, if it exists, it isn’t a
part of you anymore. You have a complete soul once again.”


  As it turned out, the potion had ended
up healing my soul, but the soul I recovered wasn’t necessarily the
same as before. 



  “Your slave bond restored, but the
other girls’ didn’t…” I still couldn’t feel them.


  Maybe that would have happened if I
took it while outside the dungeon, but it was too late now.


  However, the potion had an unexpected
affect that kept me from regretting it. That was the removal of the
demon lord’s curse. I called it a curse, but I had always known
that wasn’t right. After all, Remove Curse, Ablution, and any of my
other White Mage spells were useless against it. Instead, it seemed
like some kind of mark the demon lord had used against my soul.
Repairing my soul had caused that mark to be destroyed. 



  Carmine’s expression grew a bit
worried. “I know. It almost felt like my connection to the weaker
part of your soul was severed, and then reconnected to you. The other
girls are likely too distant, so it was not able to create a
connection with them.


  She agreed with my thoughts.


  “My blessings are also gone,” I
said, looking at my arms and legs which were blissfully free from
them.


  “You may not ever be able to recover
those blessings, Master.”


  I took a deep breath but then nodded to
myself. The blessings weren’t exactly something I wanted. As for
the benefits they gave me, they did allow me numerous affinities and
perks, but I was never terribly comfortable with most of what they
gave me, and I often considered them curses as much as blessings.
They had forced the girls to remain my slaves, even if they wanted to
leave. They had increased their affinity for me, making them feel
things they normally didn’t.


  Although I had accepted their love, and
vowed to accept the love of all the women in my life, that didn’t
mean I wasn’t always aware of my slave affinity.


   I still had my points, and that
was what mattered. Then again, it’d be nice if I had at least one
blessing so I could re-access the dungeon store.


  On that note, I tried to cast a portal,
only for it to fizzle out. I didn’t have my ability to travel out
of the dungeon. Even if I had the blessing, giving the strange nature
of this dungeon that supposedly sat in a bubble outside of reality, I
had no clue how good my portal was.


  I cast portal one more time, this time
aiming for the fort. The portal opened without a problem. As long as
we were within the same area of a dungeon, it would work. At least we
had resolved the issue with walking. Carmine and I took a step
through and returned to the fort.
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t’s the princess! Open the gate!”


  


  They were much more open and friendly
when I returned with Carmine behind me than previously. We had been
seen walking down the path and the skeleton troops immediately
responded. By the time we entered the castle, the skeleton commander
I had met earlier ran down to meet us, an ecstatic look on his face.


  “Drakus… you’ve done it! You’ve
saved the princess!” He let out a laugh.


  Carmine wore a weak smile and waved as
the men all around her cheered. After all, she was a Paladin. Undead
was her mortal enemy, and now she was being surrounded and worshipped
by them. I hadn’t thought about it earlier, but perhaps I should
have checked how she felt about them before I dragged her into this
situation.


  “Drakus, you have prevented a war!
For your accomplishments, you will be granted an increase in rank. I
will make sure you become a part of the high nobility for sure!”
The skeleton patted me on the back with an expression that I hoped
was a smile.


  “Yes… my lord, however, I’m not
sure about preventing a war. The princess was captured by the demons.
I had to kill one of their lords to free her,” I spoke honestly.


  “Hmph! Do they think they can just
bully us like that? Well, we have the upper hand now. We’ve been
planning an attack against them for some time now. Perhaps, we should
use this opportunity to begin our invasion. I’m afraid that our men
just aren’t fired up enough for war.”


  I winced at those words. This
battleground seemed to be at a standstill for a while. The humans and
demons had been gathering their forces. However, when the demon
prince took the princess, that had finally given the humans the
courage needed to begin their assault. If the princess wasn’t
taken, then we were back to this standstill. I didn’t know what to
make of it.


  “Yes, Commander, it was dreadful.”
I suddenly found Carmine clinging to my arm. “We barely managed to
make it out of there alive!”


  Her voice was slightly different, and
she was starting to exude the attitudes of the princess once again.
She had been in a safe room all night, so the miasmic curse was kept
at bay. It seemed like as soon as we left, her curse started to
reinsert itself a bit. I nudged her, and Carmine blinked. She closed
her eyes and put her hands together, muttering a spell. It was the
purification spell. It’d keep her mind clear, but it looked like
she wouldn’t be able to completely escape what the karmic curse was
doing to her.


  That was something I had already
expected. What I needed to think about now was what to do to
instigate the war. We still needed to attack the demon castle. It was
the only way for us to escape this dungeon.


  Just as I started considering our
options, there was a loud horn that sounded from outside.


  A man on the wall let out a shout. “An
army! It’s the demons! They’re attacking!”


  It looked like I didn’t need to
consider anything at all. Bernard decided to act on his own and began
the first attack.
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attle didn’t begin right away. Their
army ended up surrounding our fort, and a small group came out,
demanding to speak to the commander. Rather than show myself, I
decided to remain low. I had a feeling Bernard had a way of detecting
me inside the keep. I had advised the commander to pretend the
princess wasn’t there, but for some reason, he wasn’t willing to
do that. Perhaps, it was the will of the dungeon that we couldn’t
deceive them in that way.



  “What are you doing, surrounding our
fort! This act of aggression is unacceptable!” The commander
shouted as soon as he appeared on the wall.


  “Don’t be so naïve commander.
Skirmishes have been breaking out along our borders for years! It was
only time that one side made a move!”


  “And so, you have decided to show
your true colors, is it?” The commander wasn’t just talking to
the demon, but he was trying to incite the morale of his troops too.


  Everyone in both armies could hear them
yelling back and forth. The commander on the skeleton side wanted to
make it abundantly clear who was at fault. His men would be filled
with indignant rage, and the demon side would know that every death
that followed was because of their hubris. I felt like I could learn
a few things about leadership from these guys. I wasn’t sure if I
was in charge, I could motivate a troop in quite the same way.


  “Will you stop hugging me so close,”
I asked.


  “I refuse!” Carmine said, nestling
her chest around my arm.


  “You never acted this way before.
You’re making the skeletons soldiers feel awkward.”


  “It’s fine!”


  At first, I had feared that the
princess would be revealed to be Carmine, especially with her
fighting the karma and using spells to diminish its control on her.
However, it seemed like in the mind of these soldiers, she had
already become the princess in body and spirit. That princess was
still acting extremely affectionate with her savior, causing more
than a few brows to furrow. I understood that this was a result of
the dungeon too. The princess fell in love with the man who saved
her. I saved her, so she was in love with me. It still felt a little
awkward to see Carmine acting so affectionate though.


  “We want the princess returned to us,
or we will attack!”


  “Returned? She is the human princess!
How ridiculous! You failed to kidnap her the first time, and now you
want us to just give her back?”


  Even the commander was incredulous by
this statement. If Bernard was the one pushing this though, and he
wasn’t completely controlled by the dungeon, then he likely didn’t
care about the rules of the dungeon. He wasn’t attacking to set the
dungeon right again, but because of his desires. Thinking about it, I
didn’t realize my arm had wrapped around Carmine’s hip and held
her closer to me, an act that caused her to grow a pleasing smile.


  “This is not a request! This is an
ultimatum! You have until tonight. Tonight, we will attack your fort,
kill all of your men, and claim your princess. If you give her up
now, we will allow you to live!”
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ure bullying!” The commander came off
the wall and cursed as he approached the pair of us. “The demons
have truly gone too far this time!”



  He seemed to see how close we were
together, but other than a twitch, he didn’t say anything and
pretended to notice nothing.


  “What about the other skele- I mean,
humans?”


  The man who gave me his karma, Drakus,
seemed to be aware he was a skeleton, but everyone else in this
undead fort seemed to be acting like they were humans, so I wasn’t
sure if I should call them humans or skeletons. I decided it was best
to just keep calling them humans. It made it easier to remember what
side I was on.


  “Reinforcements?” He asked.
“Regrettably, I didn’t anticipate such a swift retaliation. You
had barely walked through the door when they did this attack. They
must have sent their men immediately after. You had to realize they
were on your heels the entire time, right?”


  “Ah… actually… we returned a
different way…” I scratched my neck. “Wait! That’s right!
That gives me an idea!”


  The commander cocked his head. “You
have a plan to help us get reinforcements?”


  “Better! Oh… but, I need to check a
map of our fort first.” I responded, hoping he didn’t find it too
suspicious.


  “You were the man who saved our
princess…” He responded after a moment of silence. “Get me a
map!”


  Once he gave me the map, I opened it up
and copied the contents to my map skill . Then, I put it on a table
and started talking.


  “Okay… here’s what we are going
to do…”


  After finishing my plan, the commander
had a slight grin on his face. “If you can do that, then this will
be a huge blow to them. You’ll get a promotion after this!”


  Didn’t he already offer me a
promotion? Well, anyway, I sent him on his way excitedly, and then I
left with Carmine still holding onto me. This trip didn’t have
anything to do with the mission, but I made it sound like it did. We
were looking for a door that didn’t belong. It took about thirty
minutes, but we still had plenty of time before the demons would
launch their attack.


  I found a door that didn’t appear to
have a room on the map. I pushed inside to find another safe room. I
nodded my head. I had been almost certain that if the other fort had
one, this had one as well. This had been what I was looking for when
I stumbled on this fort in the first place. Shortly after entering
the safe room, Carmine removed her grasp on my arm and took a step
away.


  “Apologies, Master…” She said,
her head lowered, blushing.


  “It’s fine…” I waved it away.
“It’s kind of nice to see you express yourself in that way.”


  “Wh-what are you saying?” She grew
very flustered by my words.


  I decided not to say anything in
response. I had meant that she usually acted conceited and full of
herself, and made unreasonable demands. Strangely enough, the
princess seemed to be lower maintenance than the paladin. If I said
that, though, I’d need to push her out of the saferoom to keep her
from making me pay for that comment.
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efore we continue, perhaps it would be
a good idea to get rid of your karmic infection with Ablution.” 



  


  Carmine’s eyes widened sharply. “You
had a skill that could resolve this? Why didn’t you use it sooner?”



  I coughed awkwardly. I couldn’t use
it before because of the curse. I didn’t want to say that my sudden
cure had been so sudden I hadn’t thought of it and that we had been
busy up until now. Besides, she had been handling it herself, so I
didn’t think about it. 



  I raised my hand. “Ablution!” 



  Carmine glowed with a white light, and
after a moment, she opened her eyes. “Is it better?” 



  “It should be.” 



  With that resolved, I turned to the
kiosk. Carmine followed me. 



  “You said something about some kind
of challenge?”


  “Since I am able to translate the
text, and you’re not, it’s best if you don’t try to finish this
challenge,” I explained.


  “I am capable of translating,”
Carmine responded, causing me to glance over at her in surprise.


  “What? Do you think that a Paladin
isn’t prepared the translate obscure text? Did you forget how we
met?”


  I suddenly remembered that she had been
researching Terra’s dungeon. Terra was pretty foggy on how long she
had been buried in that dungeon. It predated Aberis, both the country
and the Demon Lord. When it got to the specifics though, she grew
vaguer. She was aware of Shei Gescar, and she knew her parents had
even come from there. However, she couldn’t even confirm if they
were living in Osteria at the time, the country that existed before
Aberis and the Ost Republic.


  However, one thing was for sure,
considering Carmine was there planning to break through an ancient
dungeon and take control of an age-old clockwork dragon, she had to
have some means of translating ancient texts. I seemed to recall
meeting her while she was plowing through books. Could it be that
Carmine was a bit of an academic? I had completely forgotten about
that aspect of her, but if she had been church educated her entire
life, she had to be pretty smart, right?


  “Master, the way you’re looking at
me irritates me slightly. Maybe I should leave the safe room for a
bit and recover that loving personality you seem to like so much.”


  “Nothing!” I coughed. “I mean,
it’s good you have some means of translating the text. I was just
surprised that you didn’t get the Linguist job as a result.”


  “You spent a lot of time teaching
Miki to read, and she also didn’t gain the job.” Carmine
shrugged. “Isn’t it a lot stranger that master seems to pick up
so many jobs at ease? I wonder…”


  “Hmm?”


  “Most people have a very clear path,
with most jobs being the advancement of previous jobs, plus an
occasional honorary job or hobby on the side. Only Master seems to
have such a hodgepodge of jobs. Is it because you’re from a
different world with a different education system? Or…  is it
because of Master’s inability to commit to a career that leaves him
with no specific clear job path?”


  “…” At first, I thought she was
saying something nice about how I was special, but suddenly it seemed
like I was a NEET or something.


  I wasn’t a NEET! I was the lord!
Besides, my abilities were supportive, so it was good that I had a
lot of them. It made me multi-facetted in my skills. I was a
jack-of-all-trades! It wasn’t because I was indecisive!


  However, the longer I thought about it,
the more depressed I got. To distract me, I decided to forget about
my woes and check out the mural that depicted the next part of the
story. I had not expected anything exciting when I glanced up at it,
but when I saw what was drawn, I could only let out a noise.


  “What is it?” Carmine asked,
growing just a bit concerned.


  “I’m not sure I understand the
dungeon lore at all,” I said, scratching my chin.
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 continued to stare at the mural for a
solid minute, a frown on my face.



  “What is it?” Carmine asked. “Some
army? The demons attacking the skeletons? We already know this.”


  I shook my head. “This is the demons
surrounding the fort. This mural depicts that demons attacking this
fort with the expressed intent of reclaiming you… well, the
princess.”


  “So?”


  “So, the last mural had the demon
prince come in and rescue you from that noble and then spirit you off
to the capital. That didn’t happen. In other words, the lore that
was revealed in the previous fort didn’t happen. This mural
wouldn’t have come true unless I had already prevented that mural
from coming true.”


  “What are you saying?”


  “Either, the story somehow already
anticipated my actions, or the murals are being created upon
discovering the safe rooms. Perhaps, the lore of this dungeon has
already degraded so much that the story is no longer cohesive. Maybe…
the story is being written as we act it out.”


  “What about this last part?” She
asked, pointing to the end of the mural.


  “If I’m right, then the story will
continue to twist and change as we participate in it. It won’t just
be me and you, but the others who had entered this dungeon as well,
such as Bernard. Every one of our actions could cause the lore to
change. When we look at a mural, we’re seeing what will happen
next, presuming there is no interference. In this case, the fort will
fall tonight, and you will be taken.” I pointed to the flaming
fort, and the princess seemingly being carried away by a crowd of
demons.


  “I see…” She spoke quietly. “Is
it that way for all dungeons? I mean, that the mural doesn’t
generate until the safe room is seen for the first time.”


  “In my old world, there is a game
called ‘telephone’,” I answered instead. “One person whispers
a word into the next person’s ear who whispers into the next
person’s ear. Eventually, someone misunderstands the message or
gets something wrong, and then it becomes diluted. By the time the
last person delivers the message, it no longer is what the original
message meant.”


  “Your children play strange games. We
just liked to battle with sticks or throw balls.”


  I ignored her and continued, “Lore,
or the dungeon curse, or however you want to see it, might work on a
similar principle. Like souls, when it’s not solidly bound in place
like a soul sits in a body or a story is written on a page, it is
prone to alteration, degradation, and destruction. New lore gets
incorporate into the old, and things become half-remembered,
exaggerated, or glorified. If this dungeon is as old as they say,
it’s possible that the lore has degraded to the point that it
doesn’t even remember its own story.


  “In other dungeons, people visit
them, and they visit the safe room, and once the story is written in
a mural, it’s recorded, and those recordings don’t change.”


  “I’m not sure I get it.”


  “They have a saying if a tree falls
in a forest, and no one is there to hear it, does it make a sound?
I’m just saying if no one is there to learn the story, does it
exist? Perhaps, that is why unfinished stories become a blight on the
world, so they become known. Those that aren’t known are forgotten.
As for this one… it’s so old that it has to fill in the pieces
with our actions, hence the karmic curse.”


  “I see… I have no clue what you’re
talking about.”


  “Yeah… in the end, it’s just
words. Dungeons are a force of nature in this world. You might know
basically why a tornado works, or how the rain falls, but being able
to predict every weather anomaly with accuracy is a fool’s game.”


  “Someone once told me that rain fell
because of water sprites and tornadoes are from angry wind gnomes.
That’s correct. Right, master?”


  “…yeah, exactly…” I decided it
wasn’t worth explaining.
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lright then. If you’re confident in
taking on the challenge, I won’t stop you,” I said to Carmine.



  In truth, it would have been smart to
take her to the previous challenge as well and see what she got out
of that. However, we didn’t have that much time. It was already
past noon, and the attack would come tonight. The commander was busy
getting his army ready, but we needed to move sooner rather than
later, or the mural on the wall would end up becoming a reality.


  I wondered what would happen if we
perished in the challenge. Would the karma disappear with us? I
suppose I could return to the dungeon… or the lore could be
corrupted even more and the story would rewrite itself to cut out
those characters. In that respect, I imagined my role as being a lot
less vital than the roles of the princess or the demon prince. I
couldn’t even imagine the story continuing without the pair of
them.


  “I’m ready, Master.”


  “Then, I’ll see you on the other
side.”


  The pair of us touched the orb, and I
once again ended up in the familiar challenge room. I didn’t have
any reason to look around, so I approached the door and read the new
contents of the door. I wondered if Carmine was reading something
similar to the last challenge I had done, or if it’d be familiar to
this challenge. I had informed her of what I had to do last time, and
how I thought they were similar themes depending on the order of the
challenges.


  Before you, lay’s one of Greggar’s
challenges. If you can complete this challenge, you will be awarded a
gift that helps you on your way. If you fail, your bones will rest
amongst the Twilight forever.


  Survive!


  I blinked. That wasn’t a rhyme at
all! Yet, somehow, it ended up a dozen times more foreboding. What
did survive mean? Survive could mean hot magma was poured on top of
my head and I had to live. It could mean that I was tossed
underwater, or thrown into the vacuum of space. Survive could mean
I’d have to face anything!


  As I contemplated every single thing I
would need to survive against, I realized the list was large enough
that I could write a novel about it. More than that, already an hour
had passed as I stared, frozen. Why did I cut away my impulsiveness?
At this point, Carmine was probably finished and convinced I was
dead. No, she had the bond. I could still feel her, and if I wanted
to party switch, I could do that as well. However, the fort would be
attacked, and if I was busy still standing here, then Carmine would
face an ugly fate.


  I had already once let her get attacked
for nearly five minutes because I didn’t want to rush into things.
It was starting to get to the point where it felt debilitating. I
just needed to not think about it! I closed my eyes and shoved my way
through the door. After all, I couldn’t go back. My only option was
to go forward.


  As soon as my feet ended up on the
other side of the door, I looked up to see an arena. It reminded me a
bit of the arena where the gladiatorial match was held, except that
it appeared in a cave, with a roof of rock and low seating. At that
moment, a monster burst out the other end. It looked a bit like a
giant pigman. It wore some armor and it had a sword. As soon as it
saw me, it charged.


  I tossed out a fireball, having not had
the chance to cast one earlier. It struck the pigman with ease. A
pleasing smell of bacon filled the room, which when I saw the burning
pigman collapse to the floor, became a little nauseating, I barely
had time to take a breath, and two more pigmen appeared.


  “I see… so it’s one of those
tests…” I unsheathed my sword and began to fight.
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he two pigmen were not much harder than
the first to deal with. I didn’t really want to have to deal with
the smell, so I took these guys out with my sword. They were pretty
smelly up close, so it didn’t help that much. The next group was
made up of four. I had a sinking feeling that this was going to
continue to grow exponentially. Survive indeed.



  A thought came to me, one that I
probably would have never allowed myself to have before I had lost a
piece of my soul. I killed three of the monsters, and while keeping
the fourth back using various tricks, I dragged the remaining three
to one side of the arena. Then, I finished the last one off. In the
next round, eight more appeared as expected. 



  I used several skills to kill most of
the pigmen as quickly as possible. Then, with the remaining ones, I
took my time picking them off until only one remained. Then, I
repeated what I did the previous time.


  With sixteen pigmen, I started to feel
some genuine pressure. I was firing off skills, and I could feel my
mana draining quickly. I even had to heal a few painful blows. If the
star potion hadn’t restored all of my abilities, I definitely might
have fallen in this round. Like before, I killed all but one and then
started dragging the bodies. At this point, it was rather obvious
what I was doing. On the opposite side from where the pigmen spawned,
I started stacking their bodies up like a wall. It was currently
three pigmen high, which given their large bodies, rose to about my
chest.


  When thirty-two spawned, I fought from
behind my impromptu shelter of bodies. They managed to eventually get
through the wall of bodies, but they weren’t able to surround me,
and I killed enough that I managed to finish them off. With one
remaining again, I rebuilt my fort of bodies. 



  If this was the pattern, the next round
would be sixty-four pigmen. Even though I had a five-foot wall and a
blessing cast on my fort of corpses, I worried the next round would
be too much.Thus, I took out a clip form my inventory and blocked my
nose. Then using Fire Control, I killed the last pigman and set the
wall on fire. The pigmen were very afraid of fire, and it worked
splendidly. Best of all, burning the thirty-two pigmen I killed last
round was sufficient to keep back the next sixty-four. After taking
out sixty-three of them, an act that left me extremely exhausted, I
thought about keeping the last one trapped and taking a rest. No… I
had to reach the end! One hundred and twenty-eight would be the final
round! I knew it!


  Taking all of the energy I had, I
reassembled my fort or corpses, killed the last pigman, and then 128
spawned. It was a lot more than I realized. It wasn’t until I saw
it up close that I registered just how screwed I was. They began to
rushed forward with frightful quickness. I cursed as I realized I
forgot to set the wall on fire. Just as I started to do it, they had
already burst through the wall. A hundred pigmen descended on me.


  They all suddenly disappeared moments
before reaching me, including the bodies on the floor. The door on
the other side of the arena clicked.


  “Huh? There was a time limit?”


  It was then that I realized that the
challenge said to survive, not defeat, conquer, or win. I only had to
survive for a certain length of time. That meant, had I just
restrained the first pigman and took a nap, I’d have won just as
quickly. I collapsed to the ground and let out a groan. I wanted to
punch this Greggar guy if I ever met him.
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alking out into the treasure room, I
opened up the next chest and reached inside. I ended up pulling out a
gauntlet. It wasn’t something that I would wear. It was clear
white, shiny, and made of metal. It wasn’t like I was trying to
typecast myself or something. Just because I was a white mage didn’t
mean that I needed to wear robes or something. I’d happily wear the
most protective armor out there. That usually ended up being light
leather armor though, as anything else just got in my way too much
and became intrusive.



  Most of the girls with me agreed. Even
Terra would rather take hits with her regenerative body than an armor
that had to be maintained. The only girl I knew who liked to wear
heavy armor like this, well, that would be Carmine, right?” I used
the kiosk and returned to the safe room.


  “Master, what took so long!”
Carmine cried, standing up as soon as I walked in the door.


  “I got this for you,” I said
instantly, holding out the gauntlet.


  “Ah! M-master!” Her eyes shined as
she saw the new piece of armor.


  It was a Star Gauntlet which told me
that there must be an entire star set of weapons and armor and that
we would eventually obtain the whole thing. I didn’t want to
explain how I had stupidly put my life on the line because I wasn’t
able to read carefully. Instead, I had used the gift as a
distraction, and it seemed to have worked splendidly. Carmine looked
at it in admiration before she finally put the gauntlet on. She then
gestured to her side and lifted a similarly white and shiny helmet
that looked like it’d be very reflective in battle.


  “I got a helmet! Soon, I’ll have a
whole new set of armor.”


  There were fifty of these trials, and
so we had forty-seven to go. I couldn’t imagine another forty-seven
set of armor, so I wondered what else would appear in these trials. I
was more interested in other things like the star potion. Then again,
I had to keep my eyes on the main prize. We had to escape this
dungeon. Ultimately, nothing else mattered but our escape.


  “Let’s go,” I gave the command,
and the two of us left the safe room.


  Once we left, I heard her mumbling a
spell. It must have been her purification spell again. 



  “You’re not cured?” 



  “No…” She frowned. 



  I shook my head. “It was mimic then.”



  I had originally been mistaken. When I
used Ablution, I had unlocked mimic and gained Karmic Espionage.
Ultimately, that’s what allowed me to be okay. After all, I hadn’t
gotten rid of Drakus’s karmic infection. It was still a part of me,
which is why everyone thought I was him. I checked, and she did not
get the job mimic. After all, you had to manipulate your own karmic
debt to gain it. 



  At least, there were places she could
recover her mind. I was really happy that I had unlocked that strange
job. Otherwise, I would have been constantly battling between being
this Drakus guy and me. I met him, and I didn’t envy him. I still
didn’t even really know his place in the story. Was he meant to die
in that ambush, or was that not something that originally happened?


  Did any of it matter? It seemed like
this story was now rewriting itself as it went, including us as
actors in the story. I guess we really would end up having to rewrite
the lore of this dungeon if we wanted any hope of escaping.


  “Drakus! You have returned. Are you
ready to begin?” The fort commander asked.


  I nodded. “Assemble the troops, it’s
time we started this campaign against the demons.”
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s everything ready?” I asked.



  “Yes, I have every troop we can spare
without showing any weakness in our defenses. It’s best if we move
quickly though.”


  I nodded and lifted my hand, creating a
portal. “Then, please go.”


  “I never realized you were a Blue
Mage, Drakus.”


  “It’s just an artifact I found in a
dungeon once.” I came up with that lie on the spot.


  He nodded, accepting this without
question. “After we succeed in conquering this fort, you will be
promoted for sure!”


  That was the third time he had promised
me a promotion, so I wondered if they were additive or if he just
kept forgetting he had already promised to put me in for a promotion.
It didn’t matter, but it might be easier if I had a higher place in
the army to wage this battle. The commander didn’t give me any time
to ask such questions, as he immediately stepped into the portal. He
was the first to go, and it showed his trust toward me. A dozen more
skeletons began to enter the portal. More and more came from behind
them. There were one hundred and fifty men in this courtyard, and I
decided to be the last to enter, although it didn’t seem to be
necessary to hold the portal open.


  I could close the portals when I wanted
to with a thought on either side. They closed as soon as I stopped
delivering mana to them. They did take quite a bit of mana, but
compared to the amount used to initially open them, the loss of
holding them open was only at the amount that I lost mana at a
trickle. I could probably keep a gate open for hours if I had to. I
could make them bigger too, but it required more initial mana and
more to maintain it, so there was always a tradeoff. The current size
was just big enough for a single man on horseback to go through at a
time. 



  Even with just one hundred and fifty,
it took nearly fifteen minutes before they were all through the
portal. Carmine and I were the only two left in the courtyard. I had
worried if Bernard had some way of telling we were in this fort. If
he did and he felt us leave, would he suddenly attack this fort or
return to his own? I didn’t know. It would just have to be a
gamble. I had considered leaving Carmine behind for this reason, but
given how the karma was affecting her, I couldn’t trust her to put
up a fight against Bernard. Karmically, she was supposed to resist
that demon noble from earlier, but she wasn’t supposed to resist
Benard, so there was no saying what would happen. If he succeeded in
kidnapping her, would the karma correct itself and she would end up
falling for him? I just didn’t know.


  “My lord…” Carmine grabbed my
arm.


  “I see the karma is affecting you
again.” I sighed. “I suppose I won’t leave you behind after
all.”


  She blushed but didn’t say anything.
She still had her wits about her, so it wasn’t like she thought she
was the princess. However, she was inclined to act like the princess,
which was something far too subtle to resist. This princess was now
attached to me karmically and saw me as her white knight who she must
stay near. That was simply the nature of things now.
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 led Carmine into the portal. She also
didn’t wear her armor, including the new helmet and gauntlet. While
those things might appeal to the paladin Carmine, her princess side
wouldn’t wear something like that, even for her protection.
Instead, she wore an elaborate dress that seemed to have been
provided by the fort. We had only parted for a bit after leaving the
safe room, but she had time to find a new outfit, do up her hair, and
even apply makeup.



  The more I saw Carmine in a dress, the
more I was starting to like her displays of femininity. It reminded
me of the first time I had ever seen her before she had revealed she
was a paladin. Once I had pushed her into service, she was always
wearing her armor. I had a theory that the armor she wore was to
protect her from her sister. In full body armor, Salicia couldn’t
grab or touch her inappropriately.


  Since her sister wasn’t around now, I
wondered if her desire to dress up and look pretty was entirely
motivated by the princess karma. This might have been just the only
time she could look nice around me without her sister getting
involved. I shook my head at that thought. Even if she did want to
look pretty around me, her armor was important to her. She was
lowering her combat ability by doing what she was doing, and that
didn’t fit my image of Carmine at all.


  While thinking such things, the pair of
us entered the portal, and on the other side, we were back in a
familiar fort. However, this wasn’t the fort of the skeletons, but
the fort of the demons! Since I had been in the building, I could
naturally create a portal right into the hallways and past all their
defenses. While the majority of their troops were busy preparing to
attack our walls, we’d ransack and conquer their fort. This was the
perfect way to demoralize their side and cut off their support.


  Meanwhile, once we’d send for
reinforcements, even if Bernard did attack and managed to get through
the gate, we’d all just escape back to his fort. They’d
experience heavy casualties and would end up with basically nothing.
Once on the other side of the portal, I could hear distant fighting.
The demons who had remained behind were now being routed out of their
castle.


  “The commander is in trouble!” A
skeleton ran up to us and shouted.


  I nodded and followed him. The group of
us ran down several hallways until we came out into a courtyard.
There seemed to be an embanked group of elites still holding out. The
commander was fighting against three men while there was a mage out
too. I went to help the commander, but as I was moving, my eyes
landed on the mage, and I realized this was a mistake. The princess
had followed us into the courtyard, and as soon as the mage saw her,
his eyes gleamed happily.


  Whatever spell he was casting, he
completed, but instead of launching it at me or the commander, he
launched it at her. It was a powerful lighting strike. In her armor,
or even with a shield, she’d have been fine, but the current
Carmine didn’t act with that kind of common sense. She let out a
cry and covered herself.


  “Princess!”


  The commander used some kind of skill
that caused him to disappear from his step and reappear on the other
side of the courtyard in front of Carmine. The lightning bolt struck
him instead of her, and he went flying against the wall, his body
breaking apart as he struck it. The commander had just received a
fatal blow!
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s I was going to give the commander
backup, I suddenly found myself facing three enemies on my own. The
mage was already starting to cast his next spell. Realizing I didn’t
have time to focus on him, I sent a fireball flying his way. Since I
didn’t have Basic Magician equipped, I didn’t have Fireball. I
had enough ability with Fire Control that I could send the equivalent
of a fireball out. If it struck head-on, it might have just been
enough to burn someone, but only barely.



  Compared to a true Fireball spell,
which took some time to cast, it was both weak and pointless.
However, any living being would have to react to a fireball like it
was a real one. If he guessed wrong, its strength might be enough to
cause him to lose his head. No one would bet their life on a
split-second decision, and thus the mage jumped out of the way and
broke off his spell. Even so, casting that with my level of fire
control not supported by the job system hit my mana. It used a good
tenth of it, which was almost as much as opening the portal and
keeping it open for that entire length of time. That was the
difference between the efficiency between a job skill and attempting
to do it from memory.


  That said, eventually, with enough
practice, my fire control could theoretically reach a point where it
worked clearer and more efficiently than the job skill offered. At
that point, I’d be a Master Magician though, and forcing Fire
Control spells wouldn’t be something I’d be dwelling too much on.
I supposed that was the one weakness of having so many jobs and
rapidly leveling. Carmine had said it herself. Where normal people
focused on a single job, maybe with a hobby on the side, honing and
perfecting it over a lifetime, I was just layering jobs on top of
jobs. I had a feeling it was not how this system was set up to
function.


  Either way, skills were what I had, and
after taking the star potion, I no longer had the restriction put on
me by that demon lord. I blinded the demons with Dark Light, which
was a flash of blackness that left them unable to see. I then used a
Shadow Step mixed with a Dark Slash, taking out one of them right
away. The others let out cries as they jumped back.


  At the moment, I had True Hero, Hero,
Dark Knight, and Mimic equipped. Mimic was allowing me to continue my
Karmic Espionage. I was afraid that if I gave it up, I’d no longer
be Drakus in the mind of these soldiers, so I had to sacrifice a job
to that ability. With Moderate Swordsmanship and Basic Weapon
Proficiency, I was pretty skilled at fighting as well. I was eagerly
awaiting Advanced Swordsmanship and Moderate Weapon proficiency
though, as I never felt quite as good as my opponents. If I didn’t
have higher stats and more skills, I felt like I would lose.
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ow does he have Demonic Knight skills!”



  “Who is this guy?”


  The two remaining guys were confused
that I was able to keep casting knight skills. Not just Knight
skills, but demonic skills. It seemed like using miasma compared to
mana was considered a demon’s ability. Mana was associated with the
light races, and miasma was associated with the dark races. I
supposed there was some kind of great question about the nature of
the universe given this duality, but I wasn’t going to discover it
while battling for my life on this day.


  “Dark Lightning!” The magician cast
a spell at me, apparently using a Dark Mage ability this time.


  An idea came to me that I wanted to
try. Since I had Mimic, I was curious about what other abilities I
could do with it. I activated Karmic Espionage, and then pushed my
karma out into the soldier I was engaged with and then leaped back.
In short, I gave him my karma. I saw a sign informing me I was no
longer Drakus. To anyone else from the dungeon, it might appear like
our bodies suddenly switched places.


  The lightning suddenly arced to the
right and hit the surprised soldier instead. I performed a True
Strike just as he was incapacitated by the lightning, and I took his
life. I also reclaimed the karma almost instantly. The lightning
attack he had used was targeted. That was an important aspect of
making this work. He locked on to me as a target to ensure it didn’t
miss. So, when I gave the soldier the karma, the lightning ended up
targeting him instead.


  It was a pretty exhausting ability, and
I wondered if I’d stumble on something that had a less taxing skill
later on down the mimicry line. It’d be like using Fire Control to
make a fireball before I unlocked Fireball. Technically, it was
possible, but it was also sloppy and partially just luck that it
succeeded.


  “Charge!”


  At this point in the battle,
reinforcements arrived. Another ten men entered the courtyard. The
soldier and magician, now completely outnumbered, tried to turn tail
and run, but they were quickly overrun and cut down in their spots. I
stumbled over to the commander, feeling completely exhausted after my
rapid use of skills. With my life on the line, I probably could have
finished the battle, but it would have been close. Three elite
knights and a mage appeared to be my limit. Although, I imagined if
most other men said that, they would likely be accused of gloating.


  The commander was now sitting up, his
head leaning against the wall. Carmine was taking care of him, but he
didn’t seem to be doing well.


  “I’d heal you, but I have a feeling
healing would only damage you more,” I admitted.


  My Dark Priest job hadn’t unlocked
anything that helped the undead yet. Maybe, there wouldn’t be
anything. I was thinking of necromancy, which was another job
entirely. Still, the jobs seemed like they might have some things in
common like a White Mage and a Priest did.


  “It’s fine…” The commander
said, gasping for breath despite not having lungs… or a chest. “I
only wish… I could have… given… you a promotion…”


  His head fell to the side, and the
light in his eyes went out. The commander had died. Carmine had tears
in her eyes, but I knew they came from the princess, and not Carmine,
who would have no feelings about this commander one way or another.


  I sighed, reaching out to grab him,
intending to carry him to a spot where he could rest. At that moment,
miasma suddenly shot out of his body and into my fingers. It didn’t
invade my heart or mind, but instead, immediately went to the spot I
was storing karma.


  {Commander Stone’s Karma has been
absorbed. You can now assume the identity of Commander Stone.}


  “Huh?” I stared at it immediately
in wide-eyed wonder. 


  A moment later, one of the
reinforcements came up behind me and saluted. “Commander! The fort
is ours! What is your next order?”


  It looked like he had managed to give
me that promotion after all.
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armine, just out of curiosity, has
your… feelings for me changed at all?”



  Carmine cocked her head questioningly.
“No? Are you talking about the princess?”


  “Yes? I’m the commander of this
place now, it seems.”


  “Haven’t you always been?”


  “…”


  She blinked and then shook her head.
“That’s right, you weren’t. My feelings for you are the same
though. It’s like… the two different people in my mind merged
into one.”


  So, I appeared to have the karma of
Drakus, but I also had the karma of Commander Stone placed on top of
it. In a way, I was both and I was neither. I guessed if there were
any inconsistencies, they were reconciled when I absorbed the karma.


  I stood up and turned to the men.
Before, they had looked at me more or less as equals. There was
respect as I was the man who had rescued the princess and was close
with the commander, but now it was the respect for a superior and
leader. Like that, I had taken over the troops of this fort.


  “Send out scouts. Demand
reinforcements!”


  “Already done, sir.”


  “Right, um… make the fort secure.
Tell me how many you need, to keep it protected, and then I’ll send
the rest to our fort.”


  “My lord, we don’t want to push
on?”


  “Push on?”


  “We are now behind enemy lines. The
demons won’t see us coming. This fort would have been their advance
warning, but none survives to give that warning. With the princess
safe, I say we let them attack the fort thinking they are protected.
Once they break through the walls, I say we destroy our fort using a
powerful spell that will take out as many of their men as possible.
While that is going on, we launch an attack at the next fort,
bringing it down and further stranding the demonic prince. We can
then send our reinforcements to hunt him down. If we can capture him,
then we’ll be able to use him as leverage as we continue the
attack,” the skeleton explained in a clear, concise voice.


  “What’s your name?”


  “I’m Captain Bones, sir.”


  “Bones…” I coughed. “Ah…
ahem, good name!”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  “In that case, Mr. Bones, please send
the orders. We’ll be setting up to destroy the other fort. In the
meantime, have our men wear enemy armor on the walls, so no one will
notice that we’ve taken over the fort.”


  “We should leave soon, my lord.”


  “Not necessary,” I responded. “Just
get the men ready. When the time comes, I will transport them over to
the next fort to attack.”


  “My lord?”


  “Find me the highest-ranking demon in
this place and bring me his body.”


  If I could absorb karma, maybe I could
appear to be a high-ranking demon as well. In that case, it’d be
easy to sneak into the next fort and bring them in again. In this
way, we could conquer all the forts quickly and efficiently. This
captain had suggested a good idea in my mind.


  “So, you’ll be leaving, my lord?”
He asked worriedly.


  “Don’t worry. I won’t take long,”
I said.


  “Very good, sir.” He turned and
began to relay orders for me.


  “I will be leaving the princess here
though,” I said, partially to myself before glancing back at
Carmine. “Carmine, try to rest in the safe room.”


  “But…”


  I shook my head and leaned close. “I
can’t justify bringing you with me into danger this time. Besides,
you’re useless as defense right now.”


  She looked down, a flash of hurt and
anger on her face, but she eventually nodded. She had to admit that I
was right in this. Had she been at her full, there was no way the
commander would have perished in the first place, not that it didn’t
make things easier for us.


  “My lord, I have relayed your orders.
There is a horse waiting for you at the entrance.”


  “Good job, Bones, when I get back,
remind me to give you a promotion.”
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t was getting dark as I rode out to the
next location. Although the enemies were more difficult at night, I
felt like they were still within my ability. I suspected that the
level was a bit more for the monsters around here since this area was
closer to the capital than the area before. I was on the back of a
real horse this time, taken from the stables of the demons, although
this horse was created by a dungeon, so was it technically a demonic
horse? If it was, it had no physical differences from a real horse.
It didn’t have red eyes and didn’t breathe out dark miasma or
something. It just looked like a horse.



  I had to slow to a stop as a large
hulking ogre stepped out in front of me. I snorted derisively and
began summoning a Fireball. It stared at me dumbly as if it didn’t
process I was attacking it and only lifted its club as the fireball
left my fingertips. It let out a roar as the flames consumed it. I
scratched my chin as I saw it erupt in flame, new ideas coming to me.


  Even though I had hit it with the
Fireball, the ogre still wasn’t dead, and it began to throw its
club around wildly, striking the trees and ground wildly. This time,
I switched my jobs and tactics. I attacked it with my monster tamer
skills instead. First, I weakened it, and then I began to attack it
mentally.


  {The ogre has been tamed as your
monster.}


  I nodded to myself. This was much
easier to do with all of my skills available. I still contemplated
being able to tame a tiger without those skills. Using my white mage
job, I healed the ogre back up and then gave him an order to fetch me
other monsters. I considered using the aphrodisiac, but I worried
it’d be too much for me to handle. Instead, I sat back and waited
for the ogre to continue. He returned holding some kind of smelly
mass of slime. I used monster identification to find out it was
called a Bog Mangler.


  With the ogre holding it, I managed to
get it tamed as well. Then, I ordered the ogre out again. Another ten
minutes and he came back with what looked like a goblin. This one was
extremely easy to tame. The second he saw the ogre following me, he
became tame. I sent them both out, the goblin came back with a dozen
other goblins, while the ogre returned being chased by a giant.


  The ogre was significantly injured, and
I lost half of the goblins and the Mangler, but we managed to subdue
the giant. I healed the giant, ogre, and goblins up, and then sent
them out again. Like this, I spent about ten hours sending them out
to fetch enemies and bring them back. The bigger mobs brought back
smaller mobs, or sometimes a group of goblins would attract something
larger. When it was all said and done, I had a giant, 10 ogres, 30
goblins, eight large cats, and a colony of pixies.


  The pixies didn’t seem to have too
much combat potential, and they mostly spent their time messing with
the goblins. However, they were distracting at least, and they
listened to my commands, so that was enough.


  “Onwards!” I gestured with my
sword, leading my small army toward the next fort.
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pen the gates! Open!” I cried, my
horse racing up to the front.



  “Who are you?” A demon hissed from
the wall.


  “Who am I? I’m Captain
Darthweather! We’re about to be attacked! Let me in! I’m giving a
warning!”


  “Attacked?” He narrowed his eyes.
“What are you saying?”


  Roooooooaaaaar! A bellowing roar came
from the woods, and there were loud creaking and breaking sounds as
if something massive was fighting through the woods. The guy’s face
turned white.


  “Ah… let him through!”


  They opened up a small single-person
gate and I rode through, letting them shut it behind me. As I
disappeared into the fort, the giant could just be seen through a
break in the trees. As for the others, only their sounds could be
heard. They were all roaring and shouting, making no attempt to be
quiet, and sounding like there were ten times more of them than there
were.


  “Captain!” A commander who was only
partially dressed came running out, looking like he had just been
woken from sleep, or perhaps some other nightly activity considering
his level of undress. “What is going on?”


  “The beasts of the forest have gone
wild!” I cried out, using every ounce of my acting ability. “They
already besieged and destroyed the other fort. They’re coming here
next. It was all I could do to provide you this much warning.”


  As if to punctuate my words, there was
more roaring in the forest.


  “This… the monsters, not the
humans? You’re sure?”


  “My lord…” I shook my head
helplessly. “Orcs, goblins, all manner of beast, but I didn’t see
a single human.”


  Thankfully, they seemed to see me as a
demon. I had absorbed the karma of a captain. I didn’t get as much
information from him. For example, I didn’t know his name. When I
absorbed the others, it always gave me their name. I had made up that
name on the spot. I only knew he was a captain because the skeletons
knew what the insignia ranks meant. I wore his clothing, but even
then, I worried they might not let me into the fort easily.


  So, by creating the army of monsters, I
both confused them and caught them off guard. They were now too
concerned about the threat outside to care about a threat inside.
Speaking of which…


  “You’ve done well, captain.” The
commander seemed to buy what I said and clapped my shoulder. “Do
you have news of the prince?”


  “He left to attack the human fort
right before ours was attacked. I don’t know what happened to him.”
I found the truth did a better job than a lie right there.


  “I see…” He nodded. “We’ll
have to take care of this threat before we can send out anyone to
search for him. Men, on the walls! Increase security! Barricade the
doors! You, captain… go get some rest, and then return at once.
I’ll need every man to protect this fort. We hold a strategic
position. I don’t mean to be crass, but your fort could afford to
fall. You did well in running here, but we can run no longer. If the
humans manage to conquer this fort, they would secure a route
straight to the capital. There is no telling what damage they could
cause.”


  “Oh, we wouldn’t want that…” I
responded, smiling.
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 parted from the commander and found a
secure place within the fort. The other reason for the external fight
was to draw all of the people inside out to the walls. They’d have
no clue as the keep filled up with enemies. As for the animals, this
diversion did have a time limit, since I ordered them to not show
themselves. They seemed like more than they were. If they saw the
attack was only about thirty monsters, they’d calm down.



  This was an amount that would spread
fear into any normal adventuring team, but these were soldiers behind
a wall. The giant might cause some trouble, but in general, they’d
be able to keep them at bay and might not even lose a single life. It
was the fear I had put into them along with the effect the unseen
creatures were having that had stirred the commander into acting
rashly.


  Once I was somewhere I was sure I
wouldn’t be bothered, I raised my hands and opened a portal. At
this point, I tossed away the karma that identified me as a demon. I
had taken the body with me outside the keep before pulling the karma
from it and putting on the outfit. The length of time he had been
dead might have been the reason that I didn’t get very much karma
and didn’t know his name. Either way, I didn’t want to suddenly
turn into an enemy captain in their eyes. Even though I still had my
old karma, the two karma didn’t mix as they had with Commander
Stone and Drakus. I also found I could expel it now that I had used
it.


  A few moments later, the skeletons
began to walk through the portal. I had told them where I’d be
forming the portal, and they likely had been waiting for me, ready to
march for the last few hours. Since I had stopped to tame a bunch of
monsters, I was late in my execution. Captain Bones walked through
after the first troop entered, which were the darkly dressed, quiet
assassins of the group.


  “Commander, you did it!” He said
excitedly as he entered the room. “I’m amazed.”


  “How fares our fort?” I asked
worriedly.


  “The attack has begun, but we’ve
managed to hold them off well so far. They’d managed to use light
signals to notify us of their situation every fifteen minutes. At the
moment, the demons still haven’t breached the wall.”


  “Good… I bet that Bernard isn’t
knowledgeable about besieging a fort. He’s used to one on one
combat. This sort of thing isn’t his forte at all.”


  “Sir?”


  “Ah, nothing!” I coughed. “Rather,
I think it’s time we took the battle into our own hands. I don’t
want Bernard to grow despondent and then run away on us.”


  I never saw myself as vindictive
before, but then again, I had never met a guy who had made moves on
one of my women. I didn’t notice it, but there was a gleam in my
eye. I didn’t just want to stop Bernard or kick start the invasion.
I wanted Bernard personally to pay.
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nce the fort was taken, I left men to
defend it and then jumped back through the portal with a contingent
of men. There was probably a safe room in that fort too, but it would
have to wait until after I dealt with the demon prince. I gathered
the troops and began to cast another portal, ready to head to the
fort that was currently under siege. As I did this, Carmine came
running out, holding up her dress as she quickly made her way over to
my side.



  “You should stay here, Carmine. It’s
where you are safest.”


  “I won’t!” She declared back
stubbornly, and then lowered her eyes. “It’s just, you’re going
after the champion, aren’t you?”


  I nodded. “He’s our greatest
opponent in the gladiatorial match. He’s in a position where he
could leave the dungeon any time and snatch the victory from us. More
than that, he’s personally picked me as his enemy. For that reason,
he should be eliminated. He’s dangerous.”


  She bit her lip. “The old you would
never have sought to wipe out an enemy like that.”


  “Well, maybe it’s better that I’m
the new me now. I don’t keep any delusions of being able to protect
and save everyone. That’s why I want you to stay behind. I mean no
offense, but I won’t allow you to be hurt.”


  I knew that I was a bundle of
contradictions since I had my body spliced. For example, I was more
careful in my decision-making, but I was less hesitant in carrying it
out. On one hand, I had less empathy. I wouldn’t say I had no
empathy, but it was diminished. That meant, I worried less about the
girls and how they were doing. That was good because it meant I could
focus on the now and what had to be done, rather than worrying about
them crying over my death back home. On the other hand, I was less
tolerant of loss, and couldn’t stand the thought of any of my women
being taken away from me. That was the unsaid other reason that I
absolutely couldn’t allow him to live. He wouldn’t threaten me or
my women. If any man sought my women, I’d kill them!


  “Master… ahem… I mean commander…”
Soldiers passing nearby had given her a strange look when she said
Master, as it would be strange for a princess to call anyone that.
“Bernard seeks me out the most.”


  “What are you suggesting?” I asked,
my eyes narrowing slightly.


  “Right now, we have conquered two of
their forts. Once we destroy his forces, he’ll be cut off
completely from the capital and effectively removed from the campaign
while we can move on to the castle and defeat Aberon. What I’m
saying is that we should make sure that he tries to take out the fort
with everything he has, and we should cause the maximum damage
possible. You know as well as I do that the best way to do that is to
use me. If he sees me in the fort, he will use all of his strength to
reach me. Only by using me to taunt him will you be able to maximize
the damage!”
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o sooner had I taken a step into the
fort than I heard the sound of distant fighting. There was a boom,
and the ground shook, raining dust and debris from the ceiling. The
fighting seemed to be getting pretty bad out there.



  “What’s the plan, Commander?” One
of the skeletons, who I assumed was currently in charge here, spoke
up.


  “The princess is going to show
herself on the wall. This will cause Bernard to begin his largest
assault yet. We will allow him to break through, magic a strategic
retreat, and then let the fort be destroyed. Our mages ready?”


  “They are, my lord!”


  He gestured into a room, where five
mages had drawn a circle and were currently chanting while mixing up
various herbs. I had never done anything that difficult to cast a
spell, but then again, I had never tried to cast a spell outside of
my ability before. If I still had access to the dungeon store, I
would have switched to meteor and used that. Instead, the mages were
creating five explosive runes which would all erupt at the same time.
It wasn’t nearly as damaging, but it would be enough to make the
fort unusable to them and wipe out just about anyone inside.


  I wanted to guarantee that one of the
people inside was Bernard, which was the only reason I ultimately
decided to allow Carmine to take a risk. With five skeleton guards
flanking her, she walked up onto the wall. I remained behind the
wall, not because I wanted to, but because the guards insisted that
both of the fort’s most valuable people, the princess, and the
commander, shouldn’t be in the same visible spot. I reluctantly
agreed and watched the forest through a murder hole.


  “Demon Prince Bernard!” She cried
out.


  No one on the skeletal side knew the
demon prince’s real name, so when we called him Bernard, it sort of
just got accepted. I wondered if the demon side knew his real name,
or if our presence somehow upset and changed his name. It was a mess.


  “Gladiator Carmine…” A distant
voice, hidden behind the cover of the forest called back. “You look
well.”


  I breathed easier knowing that he was
still here, trying to crack this fort. Up until now, he still didn’t
know the fate of his fort.


  “Your reinforcements are about two
hours away…” he said.” By then, this fort will be nothing but
ash. The dungeon has promised me this.”


  “The dungeon?” I mouthed the words,
my eyebrows rising in confusion.


  Did he enter a safe room too and saw
some mural of him with Carmine? It was really difficult to get a read
on this guy, but it only pissed me off more and made it more
necessary that he died quickly. If he had been civil, I would have
happily worked together and escaped this dungeon as a group. I’d
have even let him take the victory for his aid. However, he wanted to
do things the hard way, so he couldn’t blame me for being
aggressive. It was his fault that he was a meathead used to brawling
rather than strategy.


  “I’m sorry, but you have already
lost,” Carmine shot back. “Give up, and I’ll show you mercy.”


  “You speak of the forts you have
taken.” Prince Bernard shook his head. “I’ve never cared about
those. Did you think you were the only one who asked for
reinforcements?”


  My expression soured, and I felt
worried. Did he have some plan I didn’t know about? While we were
here, was he reconquering the two forts we just took?


  At that moment, there was a massive
fireball erupting from the sky. It looked much like the fireball that
had once wiped out our party, but it might have even been larger. I
watched in horror as it fell, not on our fort, but theirs, across the
river in the distance. There was a resounding boom, and the ground
shook as the place we’ve been planning to flee to was reduced to
cinders.


  “It’s a trap!” I cursed.
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efore I could say anything else,
another fireball was flung out, this time aimed at our own fort. This
was some pretty weighty magic, and normally we’d have people to
counter it, but the best mages were still setting up the explosion
magic. Thus, they were useless as the front gate exploded open. A
moment later, there was a roar and demons were running for across the
plains toward the unprotected fort at full blast.



  “Is the second fort fallen?” I
demanded of the nearest skeletons, but they could only shrug and
shake their hands.


  If we escaped to that fort, and it was
already breached, then I was mostly just sending our men to their
death. I didn’t believe they would have destroyed that fort. They
had said it themselves. That was the only fort with any value in it.
It held the pass that opened up the rest of the capital and its
surrounding territories. Where we were right now was on the outside
of the main area, and the only fort that the humans had from which to
launch attacks. Once this place fell, never mind starting an
invasion, we’d be kicked out of the entire valley.


  It turned out that Bernard was more of
a strategist than I had thought. No, he said he sent for
reinforcements. That meant he was being supported directly by Lord
Aberon. The only one who could conjure up magic that powerful would
be the demon lord and his strongest generals. They must have come
down upon the prince’s request. In the past, the prince ran away
with the princess like a coward, prompting retaliation. In this
world, the prince was outright trying to steal the princess, showing
no weakness at all. After setting everything up so well, how did
things go so bad so quickly?  Was I just too sure of myself? Was
my plan too inflexible? I was starting to regret thinking I was
better off without the traits I had cut off and removed.


  I ran out into the courtyard. “Carmine!
Get off the wall!”


  “Master…” She cried out, running
down the stairway as demons started flooding in and skeletons rose to
fight them.


  “Carmine!”


  The man I least wanted to see jumped
out from the crowd of demons right at the base of the stairway,
grabbing her. The bodyguards were all behind her, drawing their
blades at that moment, but he didn’t pay them any mind. Instead,
his eyes turned to me. I pulled the Starsword and raced at him at
full speed.


  “Let her go!” I screamed out,
cutting down three demons with rapid skills as I moved to him at full
speed.


  “You still think you can fight the
dungeon’s will.” He shook his head. “You should have just
surrendered to it. When you do, the dungeon gives you power.”


  “Die!” I screamed.


  However, he casually snapped his
fingers, and his body suddenly disappeared. It was a skill that I
recognized. It was the Return skill! Like that, Carmine and Bernard
were gone, and I had no clue where he had taken her. The demons
continued to flood through the open gate, and a moment later I was
surrounded.
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 felt extreme anger and frustration. I
could feel the distant Carmine, but it was at a distance where I
couldn’t tell how she was doing other than that she was alive. He
had seemingly teleported a long distance across the dungeon, and it
was clear it would be many days of travel to reach them. That didn’t
matter for me though. She was my slave, and that meant she was marked
by me. I could see her on my map, and I could open up a portal
directly to her.



  The problem was that opening up a
portal took time, and I was being swamped with demons as they poured
in. On top of that, I wasn’t thinking too clearly. The second he
put his hands on her, I grew filled with righteous fury. I tried to
cast Portal immediately, only to be interrupted seconds later when
demons attacked me. Fortunately, I still had the Starsword out, so I
started to use it, slashing and hacking at the enemies.


  I took several hits, but I casually
switched to White Mage and continued to battle. I felt numb, going
for the kill with each swipe, and depending on White Mage spells to
regenerate me. Although I cut down five or six, there were now nearly
a dozen around me. Still, retreating didn’t even occur to me. I was
lost in the anger, the pain, and the frustration, too stubborn to
quit and turn back.


  Someone managed to catch the back of my
leg, and I looked on in shock as my body flew down to the ground.
Demons surrounded me, looking down with malevolent grins. All I could
hear was the blood pumping in my ears. I had died before, and before
it happened, there was always a feeling that shot through my body. It
was a calming feeling of acceptance like I had come to the end and
now there was nothing left to do but die.


  In this dungeon, there would be no
resurrection. My soul would be consumed, and I would become part of
the lore. Maybe, I would end up combining with the karma of the
commander, and from then on would be Commander Deekson, the undead.
I’d like to think if I died and was taken by a dungeon, I could at
least make a pretty decent boss.


  Those seemingly useless thoughts were
buzzing through my mind as all of the demons raised their weapons as
one. I held my breath, but the incoming blow never happened. There
was a sudden shockwave, and I felt my own body lift off the ground
and get thrown several feet. For the standing demons, it was far
worse, and a large group of them were suddenly flung against the
wall.


  “Commander! Are you okay?” I
squinted up into the light, and the face of a beautiful woman
appeared. “No… you’re not Commander Stone. You… feel like
him. His karma?”


  “I know you…” I said, my voice
croaking slightly.


  The woman suddenly spun, a large staff
in her hand whipping around and knocking out six demons with a single
sweep before she turned back to me.


  “Who doesn’t know me? I am Xin, the
Princess Hero! Now, who are you?”
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 thought Elaya was the hero?” I
responded blankly.



  My mind started to work again, even
though I had taken lots of blows. With a few white spells still
taking effect even as we spoke, I was patching myself up again.


  “You know Elaya?” She turned away
and knocked down another wave of demons, knocking them aside with
ridiculous ease.


  “Yes, we’re… um…” If I told
her Elaya was my slave and technically my monster pet, it would be
bad. “She’s a friend.”


  Her eyes flickered. “She’s dead. It
would have been before you were born.”


  “It’s true! I know a lot about her.
Ask any questions! I can answer it!”


  “What’s the name of her child?”
Xin demanded.


  “Child? Edward!”


  “Anyone would know that!” She
growled, but then, a moment later, she let out an irritated sound and
pulled away. “Come! If you want to live!”


  I didn’t see how she appeared, but
she didn’t run toward the entrance at all. Instead, she went back
into the keep. I knew where she was going; I followed quickly without
concern. We were heading to the safe room. Of course, I had a lot of
things running through my mind, but as we were being pursued by the
demons, it wasn’t the time to ask.


  The demons were in hot pursuit up until
we reached the safe room. I went straight to touch the kiosk, but Xin
held up her hand and stopped me. A moment later, I heard a yell from
outside.


  “Where did they go?”


  “The vanished!”


  “Dungeon-created creatures don’t
see safe rooms. They are truly safe in every sense of the word.”


  I remembered back to the first time I
entered the dungeon as our group from Chalm desperately tried to
barricade the entrance thinking the zombies would follow us in. It
turned out that in general, that was something that couldn’t
happen. Well, I’d probably still close the door, at least. It
seemed like dungeon rules just existed to point out the exceptions.


  Xin had also told me something else
when she revealed that. She had told me that she was a real person. I
had thought that Xin was some kind of creation of the dungeon. This
dungeon had some relation to Aberis, so it made sense that some
approximation of Xin, his mother, might appear in here. Yet, the
mother he said he had killed was alive and before me. I found it
difficult to believe. Part of that reason was that she wasn’t
Osterian at all!


  “You’re not… wait… do you know
Greggar?”


  I wasn’t sure why I went with that
question first. It just occurred to me that if she knew about the
safe rooms and was traveling by them, then she might have some
knowledge about him.


  “So, you’ve taken some of my
challenges.”


  “Your challenges?” I let out a
noise of surprise.


  She raised an eyebrow. “Princess Xin
Greggar, of the former country of Osteria.
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ow that you are in a saferoom, the
karmic curse inflicting you should diminish and you should regain
your mind a bit,” Xin informed me.



  “Ah… it wasn’t hurting me. I have
a strong resistance to miasma, so I’m okay.”


  “I see…” She responded, watching
me carefully and keeping space between the pair of us.


  “I had never heard that you were an
Osterian princess,” I spoke up. “I only knew that you were
Elaya’s follower, and her, ahem… friend.”


  “I’m the last of my royal line. The
name Greggar was one I abandoned a long time ago. I just hold their
bloodline, nothing more,” she responded bitterly. “It wasn’t
like I ever ruled. In the end, I wasn’t even strong enough to take
back the throne on my own. I had to depend on the Maid Hero instead.
They called me a princess hero, but I was a princess without a
kingdom, and I only got that name through birthright. Elaya was the
true hero, and she rose from the ground up. She earned her place as
queen. As for him…” There was a flash of anger in her eyes, but
then it drifted away. “I can’t blame him either. It’s been so
long; I cannot live with a grudge any longer.


  “I’m sorry, but I’m still filled
with questions. What happened after you had Demon Lord Aberis? Did he
toss you in here? What have you been doing in the last twenty years?
Didn’t you go to the forming Ost Republic? Why did you set up those
challenges?”


  “Hmph… I’ll answer with a single
question. Why should I tell you anything? I’m still looking for a
reason to let you live!”


  “B-but, Elaya, and I do know each
other! And I’m close to her son! Eliana, his sister, is my fiancé!
I’m the hero of Chalm!” I cried out defensively.


  “Chalm? Isn’t that Lord Karr’s
city? That foolish man who fought against the slave trade and
failed?”


  “He’s dead, I’m the current lord
of Chalm.”


  She looked up with an ugly expression.
“That means you’re a lord of new Aberis.”


  “It was Elaya’s kingdom too! Those
kids are Elaya’s kids!”


  She bared her teeth, her hands
tightening on her staff, but rather than respond, she turned around.
“I came to this outer fort to rescue the commander. Recently, the
dungeon’s cycle has grown disturbed. Events are not moving forward
how they were supposed to.”


  “That’s because Aberis shoved me
and a bunch of gladiators into this dungeon for sport. We’re
supposed to reach the end. The first one to reach the end wins. We’re
probably the reason the dungeon has changed. The karmic infusion has
caused us to take on the roles of people in the lore, and our actions
differ from theirs.”


  “Then, it’s your fault!” She
snapped angrily. “Every cycle, I’ve been subtly altering the
lore, manipulating it, and trying to drive it to a conclusion. I was
nearly going to succeed too, and then you guys showed up.”


  “Seriously?”


  “What?” She sneered. “Did you
think he just suddenly decided to toss a bunch of powerful gladiators
into the dungeon on a whim? He must have realized this was what I was
doing. I was nearing escape, so he tossed you in here as a wrench to
my plans. You’ve doomed us to be trapped in this dungeon for all of
time!”
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’m not sure I understand what you
mean?” I asked, looking at the slightly irritated Xin.



  “You wouldn’t understand.” Xin
snorted. “Only a True Dungeon Diver can understand dungeons.”


  “You’re a Dungeon Diver?” I said
in surprise.


  “A True Dungeon Diver!” She turned
and pulled up the back of her shirt, revealing a tattoo just above
her buttocks. “This is a dungeon blessing. Only someone who had
defeated a dungeon can gain this.”


  I had to admit I was impressed. I
hadn’t known that she had done anything like that. Even Elaya had
never defeated a dungeon, although I suppose one could say she was a
Dungeon Master, which was impressive in its own right.


  “To get one of these, one must
complete the lore of a dungeon,” Xin explained. “To achieve this,
I had to change the narrative, slowly edging this story to reach a
suitable end. You must trick a dungeon into thinking it got what it
wanted. I had this dungeon almost fooled, but then your lot appeared
and now the dungeon is reacting violently. That must be part of the
reason that it has infected you with karma and integrated you in the
story.”


  I frowned as she explained stuff I
already knew a thing or two about, but since I had no tattoos on my
body, even if I did tell her the truth, she probably wouldn’t
believe me. Still, something about what she was saying irked me a
bit.


  “Isn’t the best way to complete a
dungeon lore to satisfy the conditions laid out in the mural?” I
asked.


  “The dungeon is a curse on this land.
You must never give the dungeon what it wants,” she responded.


  “…” I didn’t know how to
respond to that.


  Had I been doing this incorrectly all
along, or was she the confused one? I wondered how she’d react if
she learned that Elaya was a dungeon boss. What if she knew I was a
Dungeon Master? Would that make me her enemy? Well, those were just
thoughts I was having. I was certainly not going to tell her any of
that and risk my life.


  “What was the point of the trials?”
I asked.


  She blushed at that. “It was a
distraction. It was to slow anyone, like the Demon Lord Aberis, down,
as well as keep anyone else who entered this dungeon out of my way
for a while.”


  I nodded slowly. It made sense to me.
Each one of those trials could take hours or days, and would severely
hamper anyone’s conquering of the dungeon. Of course, then, as well
as a physical obstacle, there were also the awards.


  “What about the awards?” I asked
curiously.


  She snorted. “I’ve been in this
dungeon for countless years, I’ve acquired a mass of treasures many
times. They’re nothing more than useless trinkets.”


  As expected of a hero, items I valued
to the point I considered wasting weeks to gather were just trinkets
to her. Well, one of her trinkets freed me from the spell the demon
Aberis had cast on me, so I wouldn’t underestimate them even now.


  “The trials don’t mean anything
anymore.” Xin waved her hand dismissively.


  “Why is that?” I asked.


  “Didn’t you notice when your friend
was taken by that man masquerading as the prince?”


  “You saw that?”


  “I can see from quite a distance
using far sight, but I wasn’t close enough to stop what happened,”
she responded. “The point is, the dungeon has decided on him as the
champion. It’s desperate to complete its lore, and it looks like
it’s going to use him and your princess to achieve it!”
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ven so…” I responded stubbornly.
“If we can get past Aberon, we can use the exit to leave, right?
So, let’s beat the boss and leave the dungeon.”



  “I’ve tried this before… Before,
this dungeon was disconnected from our world. He said that it exists
in a subspace bubble. There is no entrance. That’s why I can’t
use a portal to get out of here.”


  “You can’t use portals to leave
dungeons anyway!”


  “I ca-could…” I changed what I
was going to say, remembering that once again this was a result of
one of my blessings.


  I still didn’t believe that the
blessings I had earned were bad. Xin had to be mistaken about that.
Solving the lore and completing the story wasn’t inherently bad
just because the curses were bad!


  She shook her head and sighed. “I
have defeated this dungeon before, at least I understand now why I
didn’t return home. After defeating the boss, the dungeon core
never presented itself, and I never got a chance to go home. The
cycle just reset itself again.”


  “The cycle… how long do they last?”
I asked.


  “I don’t know.” She shook her
head. “Time seems to just pass here, and I don’t think it matches
with the world outside. I can say that since I was tossed into this
dungeon, I’ve lived through these events about a thousand times!”


  “A thousand times!” I let out a
cry. “Wait… if every day is a month, that means that this takes
over half a year every cycle.”


  “What? How long has it been out
there?”


  I looked down as she glared at me with
a piercing gaze. “It’s been over twenty years.”


  She shook for a second but then gave a
nod. “I suppose, it would have had to be. Where has the time gone…
How many more cycles before I can escape?”


  “You have a rare opportunity now!”
I responded. “The gladiators are part of a match. A portal is open
between this world and our own. If we can get to the castle and past
him, we can take the portal.”


  “He’s thought of something!” She
waved her hand dismissively.


  “Does that mean we should just give
up!” I shot back. “We have to take any opportunity we can get!”


  “You’d be walking right into
Aberis’s trap.” She snorted, disregarding my words.


  I took a deep breath, trying to calm
myself down. I hadn’t expected Xin to be so obstinate and
dismissive. Considering the memories, I had of her following Elaya,
she was always as demure as a cat. I wasn’t sure if that was a
lesson about never meeting your heroes, or a statement on power
dynamics, or what.


  “What about the lore of this dungeon?
What do you know about it?” I asked.


  She glanced me up and down, and then
sighed. “For respect of my Elaya, I brought you to safety. I’ve
answered enough of your foolish questions. If you wish to survive
until the end of this cycle, you must find some way to expel that
karma, otherwise, you’ll become part of the dungeon and you won’t
even know it. You’ll become a pawn of the dungeon’s lore and
nothing more. I will start my work again. Next cycle, I hope things
will be better.”


  “H-hey! Wait!” I realized as she
was talking, she had ended up next to the kiosk.


  She touched it, and before I could get
another word in, she disappeared. Like that, I was alone in the safe
room.
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 was in the safe room of a fort
conquered by demons. As long as I was in here, no one in the dungeon
would be able to notice me. I had attempted to become the commander
of the skeleton army and wage a war against the demons, but now all
the skeleton forces were defeated and scattered. I didn’t know what
came of the reinforcements, but they’d arrive to find their primary
foothold gone. The demons had sacrificed a nearly useless fort to
wipe out our forces, which was ironically what I had tried to do as
well.



  Furthermore, although Xin was alive, in
this dungeon, and she was just as powerful as she had been in her
prime, she wasn’t willing to help. A thousand failures had jaded
her, and she was looking down on me. I was starting to get how it
felt for Edward Aberis. I had a feeling she looked down on all men,
or maybe just all men that were weaker than her, which turned out to
be all men. She almost reminded me of Alysia. Maybe that was just a
trait of Osterians, although I still wondered why she wasn’t as
tall as her Osterian self.


  The woman in my memories was around
seven and a half feet tall, but this woman was only about six feet.
Had the lore been wrong and expanded her size? I mean, technically,
it made her a giant by the time I met her dungeon proxy. She did have
many similarities with the giant. It was at a level where if someone
told me they were sisters, ignoring size, I’d believe them.


  After thinking about everything that
had happened that day, I realized I had been waiting in the saferoom
until the night. I’d be here all month if I continued to err on the
side of caution. I struggled to make decisions in my current state.
It was pretty laughable that I thought I could be the commander of an
army. It made much more sense that I’d just attack directly.


  I went to the door and waited until
there was a demon passing by. I leaped out from my hidden spot and
killed him like an assassin, cutting his throat before he could even
let out a cry. I then consumed his karma and stole his outfit.


  When I pulled him into the safe room,
he started to disintegrate rapidly, his miasma dispersing. So,
monsters from dungeons could enter safe rooms, but they seemed to
take some kind of light damage. At least, that’s how I interpreted
the monster turning into ash.


  Once I looked karmically like a demon
soldier, I lifted my hand to create a portal. Then, I froze for a
moment. I raised my hand and pulled up my map. Of course, my goal was
to look for Carmine. She was exactly where I thought Bernard would
bring her. She was in the demon castle. I started casting a portal to
the demon castle, but it failed. I let out a sigh. I had thought that
would probably be the case.


  The dungeon was protecting her now, so
the demon castle was off-limits. With my blessings, I could have
probably ignored these limits. I was starting to miss those
blessings. I raised my hand and cast Portal to a different spot. My
only chance if I wanted to beat this dungeon and save Carmine was to
get stronger.
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he portal opened and I stepped through.
As I walked out into the hall, I was immediately greeted by demons
walking by. So, the demons had managed to conquer the other fort.
This one was too valuable for them to destroy. Well, destroying their
fort cost them nothing, because they started with two forts and in
the end, they ended with two forts as well. I listened to two of the
demons speaking.



  “When they conquered this fort, those
stupid humans never realized we had an entire contingent waiting
underground in a hidden cellar. You should have seen the look on
their faces when we did the same thing to them they had done to us.
When we opened the doors and they looked on in confusion as an army
was let right into their newly acquired fort, it was hilarious.”


  “That was probably the quickest
turnaround in ownership I have ever seen!”


  The two men walked away, but I wore a
scowl on my face. My Sense Life should have detected if there were
any soldiers under us. I had looked over the map carefully. The only
two options were that the cellar had some kind of anti-Sense Life
enchantment, or that the dungeon was interfering with Sense Life as
it did with Portal. In dungeons, Sense Life usually couldn’t work
through too many walls, and certainly wouldn’t travel to other
levels. In that same way, it’s possible the dungeon wasn’t
letting me use Sense Life like the real world but was treating the
cellar like another level.


  Either way, I now knew that I couldn’t
depend on that ability anymore. It was unreliable. I began walking
down the hallway in the other direction as the two demon soldiers
didn’t pay me any mind. I was in the proper uniform and I even had
the karma of a soldier. Other than the fact that the soldier whose
karma I had borrowed was supposed to be in another station, there was
nothing suspicious about my presence here. Considering the day they
had yesterday, with this fort being lost and retaken, and numerous
reinforcements coming from the capital, it was easy to get lost in
the crowd.


  My goal here was the same goal I had in
the other fort. I wanted to identify the safe room. It took about ten
minutes, and I did try to keep my distance from any patrolling
soldiers just in case which made it take a little longer. I
eventually stumbled into the safe room. A glance at the mural, and I
truly felt like the dungeon was mocking me.


  The mural depicted the princess being
captured and taken away by the demon lord. However, instead of being
taken away from a lascivious demon, he was being taken away from the
commander as his fort fell around him.


  I didn’t know what to think about
that. Xin had already been in all of these safe rooms, so my theory
that they formed when the first person entered them seemed to be
false. Then again, maybe every cycle, the murals reset, and it was
the first time for this cycle. At least her trials didn’t reset
after each cycle.


  I had to wonder if I had entered this
room before I had returned, would I have been warned about this, or
would the mural have presented something else?


  I shook my head. It didn’t matter
what the lore said anymore. I was tired of trying to make sense of
it. What I needed wasn’t to figure out what this dungeon meant.
What I needed was to gain enough strength and defeat this dungeon for
good!
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 placed my hand on the kiosk, and the
familiar transportation magic sent me to this trial. I wondered a bit
how Xin had managed to set this up, but considering how long she had
been in here, she had plenty of time to figure it out. It seemed like
an ability I might be able to replicate if I increased my level in
Dungeon Master a bit.



  Looking around the familiar room, I
walked up to the trial, reading the familiar text. This was the
4th trial I had managed so far. Even knowing it was
just a timewaster, I needed better equipment if I wanted to make it
in this dungeon. I had only been in this dungeon a few days of
dungeon time. I still had three months to go. Perhaps, it was rushing
things that had led to me losing Carmine and my army so quickly in
the first place.


  Patience is a virtue.


  That was all this trial said. I stepped
through the door and ended up in an empty room not completely unlike
the room where I had fought the gladiator-like fight last time. In
that competition, the goal was to wait out the clock, surviving as a
monster attacked you. I had a feeling that considering this trial
talked about patience, that it was a similar one where you had to
wait out the clock.


  There was a predictable door on the
other side of the room, but it was closed. I tried to open it, but
the door didn’t open. With a sigh, I sat down and waited.


  Two hours later, I had enough waiting.
I went back to the door again, but it was still locked. I frowned,
wondering if there was something else to the trial I was missing.
Then, I remembered what Xin had said. These trials were meant to
waste people’s time! If she wanted to slow someone down, creating a
patience trial where you had to wait would be the best way to do it.
I had thought that she had put more thought into it than that, but
perhaps it was as simple as waiting until the door opened.


  “So lazy!” I said out loud
bitterly, but there was no one in the trial to hear me.


  More hours passed, and I was starting
to pace back and forth restlessly. Perhaps, aiming to complete these
trials was not the best use of my time. I had been thinking most of
them would be quick things like the first two I did. Then again,
those might have been much longer trials had I not had cheats to get
through them. Perhaps the creature in the dark was some kind of
temptation creature, not there to make you feel fear, but made to
make you freeze up and be unable to leave for a while. Who but Xin
knew?


  Looking at the map, it showed this room
instead of the world. That made me think that these rooms also had
another use. They couldn’t be seen by the dungeon. Just like I
couldn’t find Carmine’s location, and only had a vague awareness
of the direction she was in, the dungeon couldn’t pinpoint me while
I was in this subspace. I wasn’t sure how to use that information,
but it had to be helpful somehow. It was easy coming up with theories
like this since all I had was time to think.


  Time continued to pass, and I even went
to sleep and woke up. At this point, I had been in this trial much
longer than all of the other trials combined. I guess patience wasn’t
my virtue.
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 had finally reached the end of my rope.
I tried to break down the door. It had been over a day since I had
been in this room. Carmine was captured, and who knew what was
happening as Bernard took control of those armies. I couldn’t
depend on Xin for help, so I needed to work myself to get all of this
resolved. I tried attacking the door with many different spells, but
the door remained intact.



  I had feared that it might penalize me
for attacking it, perhaps by making me wait even longer, but I
couldn’t help it. I used fire, water, earth, and wind… but it
didn’t matter what element I used; I was unable to get through the
door. Finally, I looked at the door carefully. It was made out of
some kind of sturdy alloy that likely had some kind of magical
property. Other than little scorch marks from my attempts to destroy
it, it didn’t have a single dent on it. As I looked closer, I
noticed just a bit of light coming from a keyhole.


  Kneeling, I peeked through the keyhole,
and just as expected, I could see a room. It had a familiar treasure
chest that likely had some kind of star item inside it. However, more
importantly, now that I had visual on the room, I could access it on
my map. I created a portal to that room. I didn’t know what the
effect of this would be, but I didn’t have any choice. It said
patience was a virtue, it didn’t say that failing to be patient
would cause failure.


  I took a step through, not willing to
stay in that room any longer. If this stupid trial ended up killing
me for it, I’d likely end up tied to the dungeon. I’d use my
cursed life to purposefully give Xin a hard time. I decided that was
what I would do if I failed here.


  Yet, despite all my fears, I stepped
into the room without a problem. Looking around suspiciously, I could
see the door behind me was still closed, but I was definitely in the
room with the treasure chest and the kiosk. I opened the chest after
checking for traps, and all I found in it was a boot. It was a
Starboot. Not two of them, just one. What could I do with one boot! I
cursed Xin some more in my mind. Her damn trial was lazy and broken,
and even her reward was broken! Now, I could understand why she was
so dismissive of it. Yet, as dismissive as she was, it wasn’t like
she set up a method for me to circumvent this room.


  I still had one thing to test. I
touched the kiosk, there was a familiar glow, and I was back in a
safe room. At this point, my eyebrows were twitching, though. After
letting my aggravation diminish a bit, I used the kiosk to transfer
back to the fort that had been destroyed yesterday. I had expected it
not to work, so I was surprised when I appeared in the safe room. I
slowly opened the door, only to see a crater with ruins all around.
It looked like the safe room had survived a nuclear explosion. I
guess I couldn’t underestimate it as a source of safety. Even
meteor wouldn’t take out a safe room.


  Of course, with the place turned to
rubble, there were no demons nearby. I was surrounded by rubble. It
was time to start rebuilding.
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ie!” The giant screamed, sending its
club down on my head.



  I dodged to the side, and the club
struck the floor with a thud, the ground shaking a bit. I had gotten
used to fighting monsters of this size now. If it went back to
battling the monstrous version of Xin in the dungeon this time, I was
confident that I knew how to beat her.


  “Weakness!” I cast a spell against
his knee. “Dark Slash!”


  I caused him to fall to the ground. He
managed to catch himself before his hands hit the ground, but it was
enough for me.


  “Create step!” I leaped up into the
area, creating a step in midair to push off of, gaining an even
higher jump.


  “Blindness!” I cast, knocking out
his eyes. “Create Step!”


  As soon as I blinded him, I changed the
location I was moving to. Predictably, he swung where he thought I
was going to be. He was letting out a bellow of annoyance, unable to
see.


  “Sword Break!” I brought my sword
down on his head, and there was a resounding crack.


  A moment later, he collapsed to the
floor. I created a cushion and landed safely. Once I was back on my
feet, I watched as he slowly started to degrade into miasma. Pulling
out some Waters of Life and drinking it, I had to remind myself that
a giant like him was probably my limit battling solo. Then again, a
few weeks ago, I’d have never been able to fight him head-on like
that. I would have likely fled, or tried to use some kind of trap on
him.


  {Demon Knight has increased to level
20.} 



  {You have unlocked the skill,
Spectral Shadow.}


  Dark Priest was at level twenty. True
Hero was at forty. Mimic had made it to twelve. Suffice it to say,
leveling was going well. Perhaps, it wasn’t at the speed it would
have been with my party, but it wasn’t bad after two weeks of
hunting in the forest. I kept my distance from demon patrols, which
was easy with my map and Sense Life. As long as there wasn’t some
structure for them to hide in, I could always see them coming.


  At this point, I had completed a total
of 10 of the 50 challenges. That meant I had unlocked ten different
safe rooms. What did the murals tell me? It just depicted the various
battles going on. After the fort fell, the reinforcements arrived and
managed to take it back with considerable difficulty. Finding out
about their princess being captured, they made several failed
attempts at bringing down the gateway fort. Meanwhile, very little
was revealed about the state of Carmine.


  As for the rewards from Xin’s
challenges, they were all essentially what I expected. More star
armor. I wanted to know where in this dungeon she was finding this
armor. Then again, it could be on a single mob who only had one piece
of armor every cycle. After 1000 cycles, she could easily have enough
to give fifty away without concern. Just because it wasn’t valuable
to her, didn’t mean it didn’t have value to me.


  Leaving the corpses to be reabsorbed by
the dungeon, I continued my trek. Of course, by this point, I was
beyond the gated fort and was slowly making my way closer and closer
to the demon castle. As I did so, more patrols appeared, and it was
becoming harder and harder to defeat enemies, especially since the
monsters were higher level, put up more resistance, and thus
attracted the soldiers if the fight grew animated enough. Still, if I
wanted to grow stronger, I had to keep fighting.


  That’s when I ascended a hill and saw
something I hadn’t expected. It was a village. This was my first
dungeon village.
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fter examining the place carefully from
afar, it was clear that this village was a demon village. However,
the inhabitants didn’t register as red. That should have meant that
they weren’t enemies and wouldn’t try to harm me. Just to be
safe, I checked my demon karma. I should have still appeared as a
demon soldier. I didn’t dress the part though, as I feared that
would draw more notice than it saved.



  Finally, after scoping the place out
for a while longer and finding nothing interesting, I worked my way
down the hill and started walking in. As I got closer, my appearance
caught a couple of eyes, but it was no more than a passing glance.
Overall, no one seemed too concerned with me approaching the village.
I supposed at this point I was far enough in demon territory that
they weren’t concerned about the brewing war.


  Upon entering the small village, which
only consisted of about two dozen houses, I searched for one that
looked like a business. What I ended up finding was the inn and
tavern, so I entered it first. The biggest thing that revealed demons
was their exotic hair and eye colors. Red eyes were common, but so
were purple, green, and royal blue. The hair of demons seemed to be
any color, and it wasn’t uncommon to see a green, blue, or
white-haired demon. Other than that, their small horns were the
biggest indicator. Most of the commoners here had just small nubs
similar to Shao, but with soldiers, I had seen larger horns from a
variety of different species. I had heard that demons could also have
black or red skin, but that wasn’t the case with any of the ones
here.


  “Good afternoon,” I said as I
walked up to the barkeep and innkeeper.


  It was a blue-haired man with small
horns who otherwise looked like a normal middle-aged man. He even
gave me a friendly smile and nodded. Since my mimic was now at level
twenty, I had an assortment of abilities, and I had confidence I
could have faked being a soldier to the general who worked over him,
let alone some random commoner who wasn’t even marked as an enemy.


  “Good afternoon, stranger. Would you
be looking to stay the night?”


  “I guess so,” I responded. “And a
bath?”


  I had been roughing it outside for
nearly a month, so as soon as he mentioned it, the thought of a bed
sounded nice. A bath sounded really good too.


  He nodded, then, looking both ways he
leaned forward. “Would you like… um… company tonight as well?”


  He glanced over my shoulder, and I
looked back to see a young barmaid. When she saw both of us looking,
she blushed and went back to cleaning her table.


  “Is it alright with her?” I asked.


  It wasn’t what I meant to ask. I was
just surprised by such an offer. Although brothels were a thing in
Aberis, Chalm didn’t have anything like that. I found that to be a
bit strange. When I asked, the mayor said that it was out of respect
for my women, which I didn’t understand at all. Lydia might have
been a sex worker, but never in practice, so I held no ill will about
their kind.


  “Money’s tight. Everyone is willing
to earn coin however they can.” The man shrugged. “If you’d
prefer someone older, there is a woman down the street who I hear is
working while her husband is away at-”


  “It won’t be necessary!” I
coughed, trying to end that conversation immediately.


  While it was true I hadn’t been with
a woman in over a month, I had not been bothered that much. That
surprised me. The only thing I could think was that my sexual
appetite had been part of what got chopped away when I cleaved my
soul. I probably could reengage some lust by equipping a certain job,
but I decided to hold back on that. I would wait until I could have
my women back before I’d be engaging in those activities.
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 managed to reserve a night at the inn
despite the previous embarrassment. I got something to eat, having
been mostly eating rations the last month. After killing monsters
every day and eating limited meals, my body no longer contained an
ounce of the fat I once had. Even I had to admit that I was a
muscular, fit man now.



  As I sat down with a bowl of stew,
which fit well with this world’s substandard level of cooking, the
barmaid spoke to the innkeeper. She shot me an angry look and puffed
out her cheeks. She was upset that I didn’t take her up on the
offer. I just wasn’t comfortable paying a woman for that kind of
service. Admittedly, most of the women I did do that with were slaves
whom I owned, but that wasn’t related to my ownership of them.


  Although I owned many girls, I hadn’t
slept with all of them. Faeyna, Salicia, and even Carmine had not
been touched by me. For some reason, my mind felt a little off when
it came to Carmine. Perhaps, I had developed feelings for her I
hadn’t realized since we had begun this little adventure. Although
she was an expensive woman, she was also reliable and supportive. She
was also a tough woman, someone who was strong, courageous, and
beautiful.


  She had been in the demon prince’s
hands for nearly a month, and there was no saying what he had been
doing to her. I shook slightly just thinking about it. Finishing the
tasteless stew, my passion for cooking must have been something else
lost to me during my soul severing, I stood up and asked for the
bath. The barmaid glanced my way, and she had a look of temptation
like she might try to sneak into my bath anyway.


  I felt like it might be one of those
scams, where she gets me to spend the night with her and then in the
morning tries to make me pay for the abortion whether she’s
pregnant or not. I didn’t want to end up being extorted out of a
bunch of money. When I got to the indicated room, I controlled the
water stones and heat stones to get the right level of comfort. I
then shut the door and made sure to lock it.


  With that, I stripped, washed, and then
bathed in my private tub. These were much bigger than the tubs where
I lived. That was one of the nice things about this world. Where I
used to live, baths were barely large enough to be covered up to your
hips. Baths here were always deep, and you could immerse yourself to
your ears if you wanted to.


  Just as I was starting to relax,
letting the heat wash away dirt, sweat, and aches… I started to
hear a noise at the door. Through the foggy room, I saw the doorknob
jiggle. A moment later, the door unlocked. The door then tried to
push open. I had considered that the barmaid would have a key, so I
had added another layer. I had stuffed a shirt in the crack as a
doorstop.  She only managed to bring it open an inch before it
stopped.


  Suddenly, there was a kick, and the
door flew open. I stood up in shock, but there was too much steam to
see the barmaid as she stormed in. I knew I told her no, but this was
getting ridiculous. Just then, a naked person leaped into the bathtub
with me. I went to grab them and ended up falling right on top of
her. She let out a cry as I grabbed her body and pinned her down. I
was really angry now. She was going too far.


  “Oh!” A voice caused me to look up,
the fading steam allowing me to see the barmaid standing at the door.
“I guess you’ve already found someone, sir… I didn’t realize
you were into that kind of person.”


  Her eyes narrowed and then turned
around, her braided hair lashing as she slammed the door shut. With
most of the steam cleared out the open door, I looked down to see who
I had pinned under me. It was a small child. No!


  “Rubee?”


  “Ah! It’s you again! What a small
world!” A drunken dwarf looked up at me and smiled.


  



  



  





  [image: 64]



  

    [image: o]

  

cross from me was a young-looking girl
who appeared to be in her teens but was allegedly much older. She was
a dwarf and the last time I had met her, she had been working as a
blacksmith trying to get her hands on some orichalcum. Although she
was a dwarf, there was nothing about her that screamed that she was a
different species. Unlike the Esmere, who at least had some age in
their features despite being small, giving them an appearance closer
to halflings, the dwarves seemingly didn’t age at all, and other
than just a tinge of baby fat on her cheeks, she looked completely
like a young human woman.



  Well, there was one other distinct
thing about her. She was drunk, with her cheeks tinged red and her
eyes looking just a bit unfocused. She had kicked in my door that was
locked and then wandered into my tub. At this point, we were still in
the tub, sitting across from each other. I was watching her, and it
was anyone’s guess what was going through her mind.


  She had become a slave under Lord
Reign, although I supposed the reality was that it was under the
Demon Lord Aberis. At first, I didn’t understand why the lord would
go after the dwarf. I thought he had perhaps wanted her talents to
himself, or perhaps it was pure coincidence. However, when she became
the main prize of the gladiator’s arena, that blew those beliefs
out the door. The only thing I could come up with at this point was
that there was something about her that interfered with his plans. He
wanted her gone, maybe not dead, but not able to focus on him.


  “Rubee-”


  “Garnet.”


  “Huh?”


  “My name is Garnet,” she responded,
smiling at nothing.


  “I thought your name was Rubee.”


  “It was Rubee… now it’s Garnet.”


  “Um… what?”


  “I changed my name when I was turned
into a slave.”


  “The lord changed your name as a
slave?”


  She shook her head, giving me a weird
look. “I changed my name. Oh! I forgot you humans keep the same
name your whole life, don’t you!”


  I blinked. “Do dwarves not?”


  “I don’t know, are you the same
person now as you were five years ago?”


  Five years ago, I was a fat awkward kid
in high school. There was no way I was the same as him in any way. I
shook my head.


  “So, why do you give yourself the
same name? Other species are so odd…” She shook her head, and
then looked like for a second that she had made herself dizzy.
“Dwarves change their names throughout their lives. Of course,
there is the name our parents give us, but when we grow up, we choose
a new name. Any time there is a major change to our lives, like a
change of career, or… slavery… well, we change our name so that
it reflects that era of our lives.”


  “Era? Do dwarves live that long?”


  “The oldest is over a thousand, or so
I’m told.”


  “So… Garnet then. You’re
supposedly a prize in this competition. Would you change your name
after your new Master takes over?”


  “Why? My Master would change, but I
would not,” she spoke this like it was the most obvious thing.


  “I see.” I already could feel like
this girl was difficult to talk to.
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ou don’t seem particularly bothered
that you were thrown in a dungeon, let alone becoming a slave.”



  She lets out a carefree laugh. “I
kind of just go where the world takes me. I’m usually happy as long
as I’m allowed to practice my craft.”


  “And Lord Reign didn’t say anything
to you? He didn’t threaten you not to do something, or asked you to
do some kind of favor for him?”


  Rubee or I guess she was Garnet now,
shook her head as an answer. She didn’t even seem to have to think
about it. She truly had no clue what was going on here and was just
going along with the flow. She seemed as relaxed being in the bath
with a man as she was with being made a slave. She was casually
washing and humming while I thought about what her value had to be.


  Perhaps, I once might have thought this
was all just a coincidence, but it was Xin who snapped me out of that
kind of thinking. I couldn’t underestimate Demon Lord Aberis’s
foresight and knowledge. He always had a reason. He had tossed us all
into this dungeon to keep it from being completed. That meant that
there was probably a reason he tossed her in here as well. He could
have had her imprisoned in the castle. He could have had her left in
his control at Lord Reign’s keep. Instead, he dropped her in this
world and left her to her own devices.


  However, I couldn’t figure out what
this dungeon wanted, and what she had to do with it, let alone Xin.
Just who was Aberon? This seemed like the war between her original
country and Aberis when he took control of the south. That would make
the princess her grandma or something? Was Aberis the demon prince,
and did he have a baby with the princess of Osteria? No, that didn’t
make sense with what I knew. If he had a child, who would that be?


  “Welp! I’m clean!” She stood up
just like that.


  I couldn’t stop myself from getting
an eye full of her youthful body before looking away. It wasn’t
like I was into that kind of thing! All of the women in my life were
older, despite that barmaid’s previous look, I was not some kind of
deviant!


  Muttering in my mind about such things,
I waited until she left the bath before I got out myself, dried off,
and then got dressed. I had had more relaxing baths in my time, but I
had also had worse. I also didn’t know where Garnet had run off to.
I hadn’t asked her much about what she was doing in this village,
and she had run off before we could talk about our plans. It was
probably for the best. After a good night’s sleep, I could find her
in the morning. It wasn’t like this place was any bigger than the
miner town. Finding her would be simple.


  I left and went to my room using the
key they had given me. It was dark, so I just threw everything into
my inventory and crawled into bed. I reached out to hug the pillow.


  “Ahhhn!”A girl’s voice echoed in
the darkroom.


  My hands were squeezing something, but
the softness was completely absent and I could feel an absence of
such things.


  “Please say you’re the barmaid,”
I responded tearfully.


  “My lord, are you stalking me? You
don’t need to play games. We can just cut this sexual tension and
have sex!”
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’m not a lolicon!” I cried as I
created a light bulb, illuminating the room and showing Garnet lying
there, and of course, naked.



  “And I’m not a child, so what’s
your point?” Garnet frowned.


  “I mean, the way you look…” I
responded, sputtering slightly.


  “Do you think all dwarf men are
lolicons?”


  “What? No!”


  “But all dwarf women look like me, so
if dwarf men are into dwarf women, and anyone who is attracted to a
dwarf woman is a lolicon, then isn’t that what you’re saying?”


  “…”


  “You humans have some strange
hang-ups about stuff. If we’re not going to have sex, can you turn
out the light?”


  “Is casual sex a dwarf thing too?”
I asked.


  “What are you saying?”


  “We’ve just ended up in the same
bed together twice now, and you seem to be very okay with having sex.
Most girls would be resistant or shy.”


  “Well… even if you say that… I
said it probably won’t fit…” She responded.


  “Right, you mentioned that…”


  “Well, I’m not saying we can’t
try…”


  “I’m not having sex with you.”


  “Tsk… fine…” She shrugged.
“You’re just a cute hero around my age. If I’m going to lose it
to someone, it might as well be you. That’s distinctly my opinion,
not a dwarf thing.”


  “Wait, you’re a virgin!”


  “I know I‘m pretty easy going about
this kind of stuff, but even my feelings get hurt when you say things
like that.”


  “Sorry, my bad.”


  “It’s just, I’m already
twenty-two, so I figured I might as well lose it. I always figured
I’d lose it to some womanizer while I was drunk anyway.


  “Now, I feel like I’m being
insulted.”


  She stuck her tongue out at me but
otherwise didn’t respond. With a sigh, I let the light snuff out.
As someone who had slept with other women by my side for some time
now, it had only been the last month where I had slept alone. In
other words, there was a bit of comfort sleeping next to a woman
again.


  Come that morning, the innkeeper gave
me a knowing look, and I gave him a mouthful for giving the drunk
dwarf my keys. I guess he had thought he was doing me a favor, so I
made sure to set the record straight. I also made sure I did it in
front of the barmaid to set the record straight. She was now giving
the bartender a dirty look instead of me while he helplessly
apologized like he hadn’t done anything wrong. I guess when I said
I wasn’t interested in the young barmaid or an older woman, he
assumed that I was interested in a loli. Seeing her drunk, he did the
honorable thing and hooked us up.


  To the barmaid, this probably felt like
taking money right out of her pocket, so she ended up quite angry at
him.


  I walked out of the inn and saw Garnet
walking down the street. I flagged her down.


  “Are you ready to get going?”


  “Huh? Where am I going?” Garnet
asked curiously.


  I blinked. “Um… we’re leaving the
dungeon?”


  She blinked. “I’m not leaving the
village. This is my home now.”


  I had assumed since we reconnected that
she’d be joining me on my campaign. She had other things on her
mind.
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e’re in a dungeon!” I protested as
Garnet continued to walk.



  “What about it? She asked.


  “You can’t continue to live here!”


  “Why not?” She asked, seemingly
curious.


  “Wh-why not?” I shook my head,
completely floored that she’d even ask that question. “Because it
isn’t real?”


  “Do you think this isn’t real? Then
is the treasure it produces not real? Are the people here not real?
Hey, are you real?” She looked at a portly man walking by.


  “Huh? What are you saying? Crazy
dwarf.” The man snorted and then quickened his step.


  “Garnet, this place is filled with
miasma. Over time, it will start to affect you, change who you are.
This dungeon will turn you into one of itself.” I tried a different
approach to convince her.


  “It doesn’t bother me so much…”


  She turned, entering an open hut. The
feel of heat emanating from it immediately told me that this place
was a forge. A man in a thick apron and the sounds of hammering only
confirmed it. I stopped at the entrance, watching as Garnet casually
tossed on her apron.


  “You’re back again, little miss?”
The blacksmith said. “You work almost as hard as I do, I feel bad
I’m not paying you.”


  “You’re letting me use your items
and supplies?” Garnet responded, “That’s enough for me.”


  “Garnet…” I protested.


  “Out there, I was a slave, or I was
ignored. In here, there is a war and a need for blacksmiths. Old man
Smith here has orders backed up for months. I can keep working in
peace without the risk of being arrested or enslaved. A slave mark is
meaningless when your master exists in another world.” Garnet
shrugged.


  “Is this guy bothering you?” The
blacksmith asked, making sure to glare at me and show the girth of
his arms, which were almost wider than my waist.


  “It’s okay, he’s an old friend,”
Garnet responded. “You are a friend, right?”


  That question seemed to have more
meaning than that. It seemed to imply that a true friend wouldn’t
press her or make her leave.


  “I’ll be trying to defeat this
dungeon. If I complete the terms, I’m not sure what happens when
this place is destroyed. Normally, you’d just be expelled, but
since this place is in a bubble not connected with our world, you may
end up… somewhere else.”


  I was going to say that she might end
up dead, but I didn’t know what happened if you fell between
worlds. Despite having once traveled across dimensions, I knew
nothing about them.


  “If that happens, it happens.”
Garnet shrugged. “Besides, I have a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.
In two weeks, there will be a shipment of silvthril.”


  I blinked. “What’s silvthril?”


  “It’s a magical metal like Mithril,
but this one is imbued with divine strength. If orichalcum is a metal
created by dungeons, having properties of darkness and miasma, then
silvthril is the exact opposite.”


  “He’s a magic blacksmith?” I
asked in surprise.


  “Hmph!” He snorted.


  “He is! Isn’t that lucky?” Garnet
grinned. “When Master shoved me in here, I had no clue where I’d
end up. However, I was found by the blacksmith here, and he’s been
helping me learn magic blacksmithing. I’m already a level four
magic blacksmith. It took a few years, but I figured it out!


  “I thought you were twenty-two years
old! Wait, you’ve been in here a few years?”


  I felt stupid as soon as I said that.
One day equaled one month, and she was in here before I was. No
wonder she didn’t want to leave this place. She had already been
here for around 30 months, or over two years. Me telling her this
place would be gone in two months probably didn’t seem real.


  “Why, Deek, I am twenty-two!” She
responded, grinning as she picked up a hammer. “Just because time
moves differently in here doesn’t mean you age faster.
Interestingly, it would have taken me years to be a magic blacksmith,
but now I’ve achieved it in less than a month. Imagine how far I
can go if I stay here? So, I hope you understand why I need to stay.”


  “Yeah, it’s funny how things work
out.”


  I ended the conversation with her and
walked away, but I had a frown on my face. The Demon Lord didn’t do
anything on accident. What if Garnet was dropped in this world
exactly to become a magic blacksmith? Just what was that guy
planning?
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our food is always the best, Deek,”
the barmaid said, pouting her lips in a suggesting manner.



  “Ease off the boy, he likes… ahem…
other women.”


  Being hit on by the barmaid, even if I
wasn’t interested, still was a morale booster. Unfortunately, the
obnoxious innkeeper always found a way to kill that mood. Two weeks
had passed since I had found Garnet, and I was now at the halfway
point in this dungeon. I only had six weeks to go.


  Since finding this village, I had
decided to stay nearby as I continued to level and grow myself. Of
course, I wasn’t sleeping in the same room as Garnet anymore. I
made sure to nip that in the bud, although the innkeeper still was
convinced we were in some kind of relationship. Maybe we were. I was
unwilling to abandon Garnet, and I figured that if Lord Aberis did
have some grand plan for her, then it made sense that I should stick
by her.


  I had gotten a map from one of the
village heads, and that had helped me locate any area that I thought
might be a safe room. I did daily excursions across the countryside,
and with Portal, I was able to make it all around the dungeon. I had
explored well over half of it at this point. Although there was no
wall to show the edge, there was an impassable mountain range. I
decided not to try to fight my way past it, even though I could
technically teleport to the peak and glance over with a single
portal. I decided that was too much risk.


  Either way, I had done twenty-three of
Xin’s trials at this point, netting the majority of the armor
toward a full Starsuit. I had also gained levels in various jobs,
continuing to get stronger with each passing day. I could still feel
Carmine in the castle, but the demon castle and the city that
surrounded it was the one place I didn’t go.


  Today was a rather rare break. I had
more spots of interest to visit which may be other safe rooms, but
lately, I just needed a day off. At this point, the town was
convinced I was a suitor who was courting Garnet. Although it was
known she was a dwarf, I still couldn’t shake some of the negative
stigmatism associated with being interested in a younger woman. The
barmaid still occasionally made passes at me, and for that, I had to
blame my high charm. I had recently unlocked Charm Plus from True
Hero, which made me devastatingly charming, or at least I imagined it
did.


  Garnet had also passed around the tale
of me making food for everyone back in the miner town, and so, even
though I didn’t have any passion for making food as the current me,
I was encouraged to cook for the whole village. Impassioned or not, I
had the cooking job and could whip something up that was better than
most of the meals in this world without too much difficulty. Thus,
the entire village had gathered around for an impromptu celebration.
The innkeeper was providing the supplies and I was providing the
cooking skill.


  There were only about thirty people in
the village, so passing out the food didn’t take long. As I talked
and joked around with the village, I couldn’t see these people as
some fake creation of the dungeon. They were real people with
histories, memories, and personalities. I started to remember the
theory of infinite dungeons, where the entire world we knew was just
a dungeon that has existed so long that it couldn’t even remember
its lore anymore.


  The only thing that kept me from
jumping on that theory was that I still had to find a dungeon within
this dungeon. The closest thing to it was Xin’s challenges, and
they didn’t feel quite the same.


  Garnet had already lived here for
years. This village and its people were a part of her. I wasn’t
sure if I had a right to take that away from her. If I destroyed this
world, wasn’t I consigning all of these people to death? The
dungeon might desire a conclusion to its lore, but to the
inhabitants, Dungeon Divers like me or Xin could be seen as world
enemies, seeking to end everything these people knew.


  It was enough to give me a headache. I
didn’t have to destroy this dungeon, I just had to get past the
Demon King and through the portal, and then past the Demon Lord on
the other side who was holding the portal open. Should I leave these
people to their fate, eternally repeating this cycle of a violent
war, or do I end the cycle, condemning them to nonexistence? In the
end, no matter how much I thought about it, I couldn’t come to a
solution that satisfied me.
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he silvthril shipment hasn’t
arrived.” The Blacksmith frowned. “This is worrying.”



  I wondered about the silvthril. If it
was anti-miasma, then it was probably effective against all dungeon
creatures. That being the case, why would the dungeon contain any
silvthril? I shook my head putting those thoughts out of my mind. I
had to assume that the silvthril was here and existed, rather than
that the silvthril was some kind of illusion in the story. Maybe,
every cycle he waited for that shipment, and every cycle it never
came, but I felt I had to treat it like it was real.


  Part of that reason was that Garnet was
looking at me with begging eyes. This was the day after the
celebration. The shipment was supposed to arrive last night, and
instead, they got nothing. Garnet had come to my room early that
morning, her eyes filled with worry as she asked me to come to the
forge. Coming down with Garnet in hand, I had to dodge the
innkeeper’s smug looks and the barmaid’s unhappy expression.


  They had to have seen her come up, so
they knew there was no time for us to get up to any shenanigans. I
was pretty sure they were just giving me a hard time at this point.
It was no secret that the only reason I remained in town was for
Garnet.


  Thus, I ended up in the forge, with the
blacksmith giving a request, as well as a bag of gold. “You’re an
adventurer and a hunter. This is well known. I’d like to pay you.
It’s bandits, assuredly. Track them down, kill them, and take back
the silvthril. I can pay you this again as long as you come back with
it. I’ve also made you some armor more to your style. I know you’ve
been collecting that Star crap, but it doesn’t suit your fighting
style at all.


  He was correct. I hadn’t worn the
Star Armor since getting it. There were numerous pieces of thick full
mail, and it covered every inch of the body. I was someone who needed
to see my environment and be able to move quickly. It didn’t suit
me at all. As to why I collected it, it was just a consequence of
unlocking the saferoom network, and I thought the armor might do well
for Carmine. When I got her back, I’d present her the armor as a
gift.


  At the moment, I was being shown armor
of my own. I was surprised to see it glow a bit.


  “Magic?” I said in surprise.


  “Mmm… it’s just steel, but I
infused magic into it. It’s a lot stronger than it looks, and
lighter too.”


  I picked up the chain-link material
which looked a bit like a shirt, and while it felt like it should
weigh ten pounds, it only felt like one or two.


  “It’s beautiful,” I responded,
looking at him with a bit of respect.


  Magic blacksmiths were worth respect.
All of Aberis only had one Master, and this was another.


  “Don’t look at me.” He snorted,
nodding to my side.


  I looked to see Garnet blush. “I made
it …”


  “Then, thank you. I will go and
recover that metal.” My hands tightened on the armor for a bit.
“Then, I will be leaving.”


  She looked up at me with shock, a flash
in her eyes. “Leaving?”


  While still looking at the armor, I
spoke. “I’ve made my decision. I can’t wait to see if Lord
Aberis has some master plan. I can’t just keep reacting to him. I
have to take the initiative. I will head to the demon castle. I have
to reach Carmine and return to the rest of the people in my life.”


  It was never really a question, but I
had procrastinated here because I was afraid of failing again. I
supposed losing Carmine and the fort had caused me to run away from
my problems for a bit.


  “Then… there will be a cost for
that armor.” Garnet put on a stubborn look, the one I had grown to
understand as something she wouldn’t budge on.


  “What is it?”


  “I’ll be going with you to take out
those bandits,” she responded. “I’ll recover that metal with my
own hands!”
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an you really swing that hammer
defensively?” I asked Garnet.



  “Are you kidding me?” She lifted
the hammer half as tall as her and slung it back on her shoulder. “Do
you know who I am?”


  “I mean, you’re a blacksmith, I
didn’t mean you can’t swing a hammer, but can you fight people
with it?”


  “If I swing the hammer and someone
doesn’t get out of my way, they get hurt. There isn’t more to
it.” Garnet sniffed.


  She had her red hair up in twin-tails,
and she wore some armor given to her by the blacksmith. She wasn’t
wearing all of it though, as there were only a few pieces crafted
small enough to fit her small form. I didn’t have any armor left in
my inventory other than what I was wearing and the Star pieces. I
hoped I didn’t get into a situation where my armor got destroyed
again. I needed to get a set crafted that fit me that wouldn’t be
obliterated the first time I ended up in a dangerous fight. Of
course, I could avoid getting into dangerous fights, but that was
another matter entirely.


  Before we left, the blacksmith grabbed
my shoulder. “You take care of her, you hear? If she doesn’t come
back safe…”


  He squeezed my shoulder a bit harder
than I would have liked. If it was the me from when I first came to
this world, I definitely would have had a bruise later. I nodded. He
finally let me go and rubbing my shoulder, I walked away. Rather than
angry, I felt a bit of guilt. After this, I would return to trying to
destroy the dungeon. I had no clue what would happen to these people
after that happened.


  The blacksmith truly really cared about
Garnet. He wasn’t some NPC that I could pretend didn’t exist
because he came from a dungeon. All the demons had started in
dungeons, but Shao came from the same world I did. If she descended
from demons, I didn’t know what that meant about the nature of
creatures created by demons.


  With a sigh, realizing I was thinking
about the same things over and over in circles since I had come to
this dungeon world, I decided to try to put it behind me and just
focus on the next step. As we started heading out of town, I was
worried that Garnet wouldn’t keep up with me. It turned out, I was
looking down on her small form, or perhaps dwarves in general. She
seemed to be able to keep up fine, even while holding her large war
hammer and her armor.


  It was about three hours before we had
finally discovered the burned ruins of what must have been the
carriage. The people who were delivering the silvthril were gone.
There were signs of a battle, such as leftover arrows and some blood.


  “They missed one!” Garnet cried out
excitedly.


  I looked to see her pick up a pure
white stone that almost seemed to glow. Otherwise, it didn’t look
particularly remarkable.


  “That is silvthril? I wonder why I
hadn’t heard about it in the other world?”


  “That’s simply because it doesn’t
exist,” Garnet explained.


  “Huh?”


  “The metal used to exist, but all of
it was used up during a great war against some kind of malevolent
darkness. Some silvthril weapons still existed, but they were lost
over time. Why do you think the world is covered in dungeons now?
Silvthril, the greatest anti-dungeon weapon, no longer exists.”


  “Except in this dungeon…” I
added, looking at the white glimmering stone in her hand. “I think
I’m beginning to understand why Demon Lord Aberis kept this
dungeon.”
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he pair of us continued our trek,
following the direction the bandits had gone. I was no tracker, but I
thankfully didn’t have to be one to be able to follow them. They
weren’t subtle about their movements. Perhaps, given the
progression of the war, they were bolder about their movements.
Ultimately, we ended up at a cave entrance. Using my Sense Life, I
could detect a few bandits who were still high enough in the cave
system, but ultimately, it didn’t do too well underground, just as
I found out in the keep.



  “So, the silvthril is in there?”
Garnet asked, her eyes bright with excitement.


  I nodded. “It seems like that is
where they are hiding.”


  “Then let’s go!” She took a step
forward, and I just managed to catch her arm before she walked right
in on the group of bandits.


  “They were enough to knock out that
entire shipment which probably included armed guards. There are only
two of us!” I growled at her.


  “Huh? Aren’t you like a really
strong hero though?”


  While she looked at me with a cute
expression and seemed serious when she said that, I wouldn’t let it
make me happy and forget the risk. I shook my head and didn’t let
her attitude affect me.


  “I may have grown lately, but we
don’t know how large or how powerful this bandit group is. If we
just attack without a plan, then it won’t matter how strong I am.”


  “Fine…” She sighed. “Then, what
is the plan?”


  “Hmm… if they’re living in a
cave, it probably means that they have lots of lights in there. The
area is closed off, so it’s too bad we can’t just fill it with
some kind of poisonous gas.”


  “Gas… that’s not very adventurous
at all!”


  “Aren’t I the adventurer in the
group? I’m rank C, I’ll have you know.”


  “Is that high?”


  “Um… sure.”


  If she didn’t know that C was barely
acceptable as an adventurer, then I wasn’t going to tell her. Had
we not left to deal with Lord Reign and tried to infiltrate the
bandits, then I might have been rank A by now.


  “What about miasma?”


  “While miasma here is very thin on
the surface, I think I recall you mentioned that it doesn’t affect
you much?”


  The dungeon wasn’t devoid of miasma,
but it tended to linger in patches. In the villages, there wasn’t
that much, but in castles and underground areas, it could build up.
During certain days, you could see tendrils of it in the forest, sort
of like fog, except black. The people in the dungeon seemed to be
used to it and immune to it. As for Garnet, I was curious if she was
willfully ignoring it or if she had a general reason.


  “I’m… um… immune to miasma,”
she explained tightly.


  “A species trait?”


  “Something like that,” she
responded, but she seemed like she didn’t want to talk about it. “I
mean, the miasma should affect them, can you put miasma into the
cave.”


  “Miasma?”


  It wasn’t like I couldn’t. I was a
dark priest and demonic knight. Either one could manipulate miasma. I
could make miasma with one of my dark priest abilities as freely as
Shao could. I could convert mana into miasma and vice versa now. It
was then that I started to realize the possibility. If I filled the
cave with miasma, it’d become difficult for them to see. It never
got thick enough in the dungeons I had been in, but supposedly, it
could get thick enough you couldn’t see more than a few feet in
front of you. There was a way we could blind the bandits!
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 didn’t have my miasma affinity, but I
wouldn’t need it if I was producing my own. The miasma I made
through my spells was peaceful and didn’t affect me at all. Even if
it did, as a White Mage, I had many means of countering miasma, and
as a Demonic Knight, I had even more ways of ignoring it.



  If we filled the cave with miasma, we
might be able to smoke them out. If enough miasma gathered, monsters
would spontaneously be created. So, it’d be a mental attack,
affecting their emotional and psychological state, it would blind
them, and then there was a chance of monsters. I admit I had never
concentrated miasma with the intent of making monsters though, except
through the use of my dungeon.


  “Alright, let’s try it out.”


  There were two guards at the cave
entrance, completely hidden and waiting in ambush. I took out one
while Garnet handled the other. We tried to do it as quietly as
possible. Once they were gone, I moved to the front of the cave. I
could only detect a few faded red dots in their depths. They were too
far in to see us or to realize what was happening.


  I pulled out all of the mana and Waters
of Life potions I had acquired recently. One good thing about an
ancient dungeon on a battlefield was that there was no shortage of
curative supplies. I had spared a bit of fairy dust and made several
jugs of Waters of Life, so I could drink it during difficult battles,
but other than that, I hadn’t used any of the resources I had
acquired since coming here.


  Once I had prepared things, I raised my
hand and started creating miasma. It was much like the create water
spell, except that this was a gas. I couldn’t make it go anywhere
and it sort of just drifted in the air. I had to simultaneously use
Air Control to make sure that the miasma made it into the cave.
Keeping a gentle wave carrying miasma into a place where it could
escape. I continued to produce miasma as quickly as my fingers would
make it.


  It was two hours before I needed to
start drinking something to keep my mana up. At first, Garnet had
been pumped, holding her hammer fiercely and acting like she was
going to protect me with her life. However, that ended after fifteen
minutes, and now she was lying on a grass tuff, looking extremely
bored. Another hour passed by, and while I was steadily taking sips
of Waters of Life, she made a noise and approached me.


  “How much longer is this going to
take.”


  If I hadn’t spent countless hours
filling and creating the fairy spring, I’m not sure if I would have
had the patience to do this either. It was an unpleasant experience
acting basically as a mana conversion conduit to change mana from one
thing to another.


  I was about to answer her when I heard
a noise from within the cave. There were footsteps and the sounds of
someone coming.


  “Boss says he detects something off
about the atmosphere in the cave.”


  “I didn’t ask why the entrance
needed to be checked, I asked why we were the ones who had to check
it!”


  I grabbed my blade and moved to the
side. Garnet got up and similarly took a flanking position on the
other side of the cave. We watched as the two men left the cave.
Their eyes instantly caught the lined-up potions on the ground where
I had been sitting. They walked out to look at them.


  “Who left these… wait… ahhh!”
We descended on and cut the two men down.


  Whether they were dungeon monsters or
real people, I had gotten over killing when necessary. Ever since I
had killed Lord Reign’s Knights, I had accepted that I’d have to
kill people from time to time, so the best I could do was be
efficient so they didn’t feel pain.


  “This is when things get messy,” I
told Garnet. “If these guys don’t come back in a few minutes,
they’ll be alert.”


  “Then, what do we do?” Garnet
asked.


  I touched the bandit’s forehead, and
his karma flooded into me. “We tell the boss that things are going
according to plan.”
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his outfit doesn’t really fit me,”
Garnet complained as we started walking into the cave.



  “It’s fine, just stay back in the
darkness, and let me do all the talking,” I responded, looking at
the entrance. “I wish I had Earth Manipulator at Terra’s level. I
never really practiced it. I know some fire, wind, and even a bit of
water, but earth, I have no strength in. Even with Intermediate
Magician, I wouldn’t be able to block the entrance.”


  “You want to seal us in with them?”


  “It’d be nice.” I shrugged.
“Whatever, we need to get moving.”


  “Y-yes!”


  The pair of us disappeared into the
darkness of the cave, which appeared just slightly darker than it
should thanks to filling it for three hours with miasma. At the
moment, it was probably as thick as any normal dungeon I’d been in.
The people inside might have been feeling a bit worn down. Light from
torches didn’t seem to push as far into the darkness. Of course, my
White Mage Light always seemed to ignore this rule. We descended into
the tunnel and quickly started to hear the sound of people.


  Voices were talking in the dark, and
the occasional cough, or the sound of footsteps as someone moved
around. Furthermore, Sense Life began to pick up more red, and I
started to see a group of nearly a hundred bandits. This was a number
far larger than I had expected.


  Thinking about it, I realized that
fighting our way through or killing them all seemed impossible. Even
if I could spend another ten hours dumping miasma into this cave,
it’d not be dark enough that we could wipe out such a large group.
Even if high-power mobs started to appear in that darkness, it still
seemed impossible.


  That left us with one other option.
Since I was sneaking into the bandit cave, then I should be able to
act as the bandits did. If I could get to the metal, I could stash it
in my inventory and then run. Stealing from the bandits was always an
option. No one would guess I was a Hero who had Inventory.


  “Hagger? What’s going on topside?”
A voice came from the darkness.


  I nearly jumped, but just managed to
keep my cool. A man came out from the darkness. My Sense Life hadn’t
seen him until he spoke. He had managed to hide his life force from
me. He wasn’t the first I had seen that was able to do this, but I
hadn’t expected to run into anyone that capable here. Behind me,
Garnet kept her head low, and her face covered.


  “Nothing,” I said, allowing my
mimic abilities to take effect. “Just a passing monster.”


  I didn’t try to change my voice or
act differently, but I used the mimic abilities to pretend to be this
guy named Hagger. Garnet jerked when I spoke, which told me that how
I was talking and behaving must have surprised her, but I didn’t
notice any difference myself.


  “I see…” The assassin who came
from nowhere nodded and then seemed to melt away before my eyes. “In
that case, the Bandit Hero would like to see you.”


  “Huh?” I said, unable to stop
myself.


  “Boss wants to talk!”


  Boss… he was the Bandit Hero?
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n the other world, I had known of two
people named the Bandit Hero. The first died after being poisoned in
a lighthouse. I had only met him briefly. The second was currently in
southern Aberis. He was supposedly rallying against Demon Lord
Aberis’s return, but he was stupidly working with the man and doing
his bidding. I didn’t know if the men were related. One might be a
relative of the other. It could be a title that people passed down.
It could also be pure coincidence.



  Typically, you were the hero of
whatever country gave you a hero coin. I was the Hero of Chalm
because Chalm chose me to be their hero. Becoming a True Hero
required defeating a demon lord. That didn’t necessarily mean
killing them, but at the very least, stopping them. Then, there were
the special names for heroes. The Maid Hero and the Princess Hero
were the names of Elaya and Xin, who had both likely unlocked the
True Hero job when they defeated Aberis the first time.


  Lord Edward Aberis I was the Hero King,
named for his leadership role among the revolt that overthrew the
Demon Lord. I had also heard of the Harem Hero, the Slave Hero, the
Summoning Hero, the Animalkin Hero, and of course, the Bandit Hero.
They seemed to have gained their names through great feats. How
great? Well, I hadn’t earned one yet, although that might be
because not enough time had passed and to be fair, I hadn’t done
anything that reshaped the course of a country. I may have been a
Hero to Chalm, but to be a named hero, I’d have to be a hero to
nations.


  So, I didn’t know who this Bandit
Hero was. If this world was a perverted form of Aberis before the
fall of the Demon Lord, then was the Bandit Hero a copy of one of the
Bandit Kings on the outside world? It would have to be the one from
the lighthouse, who perished in an unfortunate manner. Then again, it
could be a different person entirely. Any Bandit could call
themselves Bandit Hero if they wanted to increase their credit. Even
the title Bandit King didn’t require you to have the job Bandit
King, and I wouldn’t put it past Bandits to not respect the
sanctity of other bandit identities.


  Either way, we were summoned, and if I
wanted any chance to get that silvthril for Garnet, then we had to
play along until I knew where it was. Thankfully, with the map
filling out ahead and my Sense Life, I was able to move like I knew
which way I was going. Perhaps, my mimicry ability also came into
play. After we had passed the assassin guard, Garnet tugged my arm.


  “How did you talk like that. Your
voice was completely different!”


  “Was it? It’s just a skill. Don’t
worry about it too much.” It seemed my mimicry was good enough to
fool her.


  Finally, I found the chamber where the
Bandit Hero was waiting. I could see his lifeforce, which wasn’t
hidden like the assassins. He was displaying it in full. Typically,
very powerful creatures had thicker red, while weaker presences were
light and faded. That’s why I could easily tell apart a human and a
fly. Since life was brighter for animals with mana or monsters and
was faded to the point you could barely make them out in regular
creatures.


  As for the Bandit King, he had an
extremely thick presence. It was at the same level I had seen with
Xin. That meant, that as a boss, he was as powerful as the Princess
Hero and far more than I could take!
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hankfully, I didn’t have to defeat
the bandit king. I just had to fool him. As long as I could maintain
my rouse as this bandit, Hagger, then I could have a chance at
stealing the metal.



  “Stay in the back. Lower your head.
Look respectful,” I told Garnet.


  “Uh… I don’t think this is going
to work?”


  “Do we have another option now?” I
hissed back.


  We ended up walking out into a large
room. It had a certain dark malevolent feel to it, like a dungeon
boss room, but I had a feeling I had no one to blame but myself for
setting this atmosphere. I knew it wasn’t a boss room though, as it
wasn’t proceeded by a safe room and there was no door to close
behind me. Even the cave-like dungeons had doors. There were large
bowls filled with flames that lined the path. At the end of it was a
man lounging in a chair, his legs tossed over the edge. This room was
grandiose, and the flippant nature of the man filled with life only
made me worry further.


  “Ah… Hagger! You’ve returned!”
The man called out in a friendly manner.


  I pulled on my mimic and took a breath
as I waved. “Yes, Boss, I didn’t find anything suspicious up on
top.”


  “Of course, you didn’t…” He
sighed. “Since you’re the thing that is suspicious.”


  “Boss?”


  “Quit it… I can see right through
your appearance.”


  I sighed. “Well, since Xin can, I
supposed it makes sense you can too.”


  “You know Xin?” This time, he sat
up in his chair with interest.


  “Yes, we’ve met a few times,” I
said, watching him cautiously.


  “You seem calm, I like that.”


  “You do as well.”


  He seemed very relaxed and didn’t
look like he was about to attack me. However, I acted similarly. Even
after having my plan instantly seen through, I didn’t feel much
fear. I didn’t feel fear much after cutting that piece of my soul
away. In some ways, that was a good thing, but I suppose fear was
something that also kept you safe. I might have never walked into a
cave filled with bandits and tried to mimic my way through had I felt
a bit more fear. Either way, no one would guess we were anything but
old friends suddenly meeting.


  Garnet had dropped her pretense and
glanced between me and the Bandit Hero. If I had to describe the man,
he was moderately handsome, with a close-cut beard and mustache,
dressed in leather armor, a bit like me.


  “I’ll just be straight with you.
The only reason I allowed you down here was because of your dwarf.
I’ve been eyeing her for a while.”


  Garnet grabbed the back of my shirt,
making a noise as she hid behind me. With how flirtatious she usually
was, I was surprised she didn’t engage him. He did seem a bit
charming. However, she seemed completely unphased by that charm. As
for me, I felt a bit angry. I had already lost Carmine, there was no
way I was going to lose Garnet as well.


  “Calm down! Don’t give me that
look.” He waved his hand, and all of the silvthril appeared from
what must have been his inventory. “I want her to make a weapon out
of this. I think you may find that we’re on the same side.”
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ou seek to destroy Aberon?” I asked
calmly.



  The Bandit Hero nodded. “I thought
you might not be a demon, what with your ability to take karma and
mimic people. As for her, I knew her to be a Deep Dwarf since I first
saw her.”


  “I’m sorry, a Deep Dwarf?”


  “Ah, you don’t know?” He asked,
looking over at Garnet, who blushed slightly.


  “It’s not something I advertise,”
she responded. “Although there are many dwarves, I might be the
last of my tribe.”


  “You’re the last?” I asked,
raising my eyebrow.


  “Dwarves of the Deep, or Deep
Dwarves, were a special tribe of Dwarves. We lived completely
underground.”


  “Deep Dwarves were famous for mining
dungeons,” the Bandit Hero spoke up.


  “Like that orichalcum in the Widow’s
Dungeon!” I snapped my fingers in surprise.


  “Not just that,” Garnet spoke up,
seeming a bit uncomfortable with talking about it. “We used to mine
pockets of miasma. My people used it to power the infernal machines.”


  “Infernal machines?” I blinked,
glancing at the Bandit Hero, who also looked lost.


  “I’m sorry, I’ve never heard of
such a thing either.”


  “It was a long time ago,” she
responded. “My people had long lifespans, and while the surface
wears away, under the ground things last. Even so, there were only
explained as the reason why our people were all but wiped out. We
tried to conquer the world, and a coalition of surface dwarves,
elves, and humans managed to wipe us out and bury the infernal
machines. The surface dwarves still blamed us, claiming we brought
the curse of the dungeons.”


  “I had never heard about any of
that,” I admitted, feeling like as soon as I unwrapped one layer of
this world, a dozen more appeared beneath the surface.


  “I wouldn’t expect you to. As I
said, the story of the deep dwarves is old. Even surface dwarves
might mistake me for their own if it wasn’t for my red hair. Red,
like the fires deep below the earth, or so I was told. In truth, I
never saw the Deep. My family had left it before I was born. I heard
stories of the crystalline cities though. They were beautiful.”


  Those last words caught in my mind. A
crystalline city? I recalled that deep within the earth were various
deposits of stone that looked out of this world. I also recalled I
had seen such a place once before, the Mirror Labyrinth. Was the
Mirror Labyrinth based on the Deep? Was the Deep a place we could
still go?


  “The Deep is where silvthril is
found,” the Bandit Hero suddenly spoke up. “It was how the deep
dwarves were able to hold the miasma at bay. What they brought up is
all of the silvthril that existed. And the only one who can properly
smelt and smith silvthril is a deep dwarf!”


  “Seriously?”


  “Other masters have tried, and while
they’ve managed to make little things, there seems to be something
in the blood of deep dwarves that enables them to do what no human
can manage.”


  “Wait… that demon was going to use
the metal to forge it himself.”


  The Bandit King shook his head. “He
was going to try, but his chances of success were very low. I’d say
he had a 1% chance of succeeding. So, I hope you understand the
importance of finding a deep dwarf skilled in blacksmithing! It’s
almost like fate has intervened.”


  Fate… or a Demon Lord.
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he new information I had just learned
filled in some of the gaps in my knowledge. If my guess was right,
then Lord Aberis was aiming at getting a sword made of silvthril. If
he could tame dungeons, then he could rule the surface.



  So, he must have found this dungeon
based on a key point in which a silvthril weapon needed to be made.
Either the dungeon already contained silvthril, or he tossed the
silvthril inside, hoping the magic blacksmith would make the weapon
needed to destroy the demon lord. Unfortunately, he failed, so Lord
Aberis made the dungeon reset, reliving this sequence over and over
again.


  At some point, he tossed Xin into the
dungeon, hoping she’d start altering things enough that one of the
times, the blacksmith succeeded. So, he waited, 10 times, 20 times,
50 times. The blacksmith should have succeeded at least 1 in 100.
However, 100 cycles came and passed, and he still didn’t make the
blade. Xin continued to change the lore, and no matter what happened,
the silvthril sword was never successfully made.


  Part of the purpose of the Widow’s
Dungeon was to lure out knowledgeable blacksmiths, and he happened to
luck out when he found Garnet. She wasn’t just a dwarf blacksmith,
but a deep dwarf. Unfortunately, she didn’t know magic
blacksmithing to be able to do the job. So, he tossed her in early,
engineering things so that she would be involved in the final
construction of the silvthril sword.


  That sword would be needed to defeat
the dungeon master, so Lord Aberis knew that anyone who entered the
dungeon would inevitably end up finding the girl, who was also
supposed to be a prize for winning this little game. In short, if
they had any desire to leave the dungeon, then they would need to get
the sword and leave with it. After that, all it would take is Lord
Reign handing them one of his corrupted Knight tokens, and then
they’d be in Lord Aberis’s control.


  The only thing that Lord Aberis hadn’t
accounted for was the state of the dungeon. Xin had caused a mess in
here, and karma was now loose and infecting the people inside. Prince
Aberis, otherwise known as Bernard, now took the place of Aberon’s
son. His goals didn’t align with the dungeon’s original intent,
and that didn’t even mention Carmine. There was no telling what
direction the dungeon would go in now. It was all a big mess all
over.


  “Are you going to leave me hanging?”
The Bandit Hero asked.


  “Ah… right…” I had been
standing there in silence thinking for some time, and his patience
had finally ended. “If you seek to destroy Lord Aberon, then making
a sword from the silvthril would be the best option.”


  I did have my doubts. If the weapon was
what Lord Aberis wanted, then I should make sure that it didn’t
happen. However, if this sword was as useful for dungeons as
suggested, then I should be the one to get it.


  “Then, it’s agreed. You shall forge
the silvthril.” The Bandit Hero clapped his hand.


  At this moment, a woman walked up from
behind his throne and put her hand on his shoulder. She was a
beautiful woman, with deep red lips, and darkly-shaded eyes. Her hair
was long and black, and so was her dress.


  “Ah, this is my Dark Priestess. Every
decent bandit king has one.” The Bandit Hero smiled. “Her name is
Calypso.”


  “Shall we eat?” She asked, for some
reason looking at me with a smile.


  


  


  


  



  



  





  [image: 64]



  

    [image: o]

  

 realized I forgot to formally introduce
myself,” the Bandit Hero spoke as we sat at a long table filled
with food. “My name is Roxford, they call me the Bandit Hero around
these parts.”



  It was just me, Garnet, Roxford, and
Calypso around the table, although it was long enough and filled with
enough food to feed thirty.


  Calypso seemed to notice me staring at
the empty chairs. “The other bandits eat separately from us. It’s
how we distinguish leadership. Eating with the Bandit Hero is a great
honor for you. You should be thankful.”


  “Thanks!” Garnet said before
digging in, but I still hesitated.


  “I’ve already ordered the bandits
to set up a forge. There is a good cavern with a natural chimney.
I’ve heard that to forge properly, being underground is preferable.
It blocks out unwanted vibrations and bad energy.”


  “Ah… the miasma!” I cried out,
just remembering my previous plan.


  “I wouldn’t worry about it. It
makes the men a little angsty, but it reinforces my abilities,”
Calypso responded. “To be able to create miasma, you must be a
fairly high-level Dark Priest?”


  “Ah… not exactly…” I responded,
this time grabbing food to try to avoid answering her. “Ah… do
you need help with those bandits… that I… I mean…”


  “The ones you killed?” Calypso
raised an eyebrow and then chuckled. “No, I was already able to
raise them using Dark Ritual. You have that ability?”


  She seemed to be trying to figure out
what level I was. Whatever that level was, I didn’t have it yet.


  “Ah, yes… I do have it,” I lied.
“I was going to offer…”


  Roxford had a distasteful look on his
face. “I’d rather we used resurrection. It’s too bad Priests
won’t resurrect our kind.”


  “Why?” I asked.


  “Because Dark Ritual demands a
sacrifice,” Calypso responded simply. “My hero here doesn’t
like killing.”


  “Sacrifices, who?” I demanded,
frowning.


  She raised an eyebrow. “Those that
didn’t need to be alive, I can tell you that much. Of course, if
they’re lucky, they can be resurrected the old-fashioned way. Dark
Ritual is much faster, and can be cast before the person even dies.”


  “How does that work?” I asked.


  “I thought you had the ability?”


  “Ah! I-I do… It’s just, I’ve
never used it. It’s not like there is a manual for this kind of
thing?”


  She gave a grin but otherwise spoke,
“You can cast Dark Ritual on someone, and it connects their soul to
another. It’s not dissimilar to certain slave crests. For those,
when the master dies, the slave dies with them. In this case, when
the main person dies, the sacrifice dies in their stead. They
resurrect shortly after. They also don’t experience any of the
weakness or damage to their soul. It’s like protecting your soul
with another. Any competent Dark Priest has a sacrifice at the ready
in case she faces someone deadly.”


  She shot me a cutting look, and then
seemed to have lost a lot of interest in our discussion when she
realized I didn’t know much about the dark priesthood. However, for
me, I was thinking about other things entirely.


  Specifically, the bandits back at home.
I had been wondering how they kept their bandits coming without stop.
This Dark Ritual seemed to be the first thing I had heard of that
sounded close to an answer. There was still a problem with that
theory. Those bandits seemed to be able to keep coming. If that was
indeed the answer, just how many souls did they have as backup?
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eek, is it? You have the feel of a hero
about you as well. What are you the hero of?” We were just
finishing with our meals when Calypso spoke up.


  


  “Ah? You’re a hero? I didn’t
think you were that strong,” Roxford said, and then waved his
hands. “Not that I’m saying you’re weak or anything!”


  “I’m the hero of a city called
Chalm. Nothing special,” I responded simply.


  “Chalm… Chalm… I’ve never heard
of it!” Roxford shrugged.


   “Most towns usually elect a
hero of the town. They’re not so amazing when you think about it,”
I responded.


  Although I had never officially met any
other heroes, there had to be at least a few hundred in Aberis alone.
The prince had once mentioned that there was a yearly gathering of
heroes, which was, coincidently, where a lot of heroes gained their
more unique names, but I didn’t know when that was and I didn’t
have much interest in going to it anyway. As a lord, my status
already exceeded a hero’s anyway.


  “Don’t try to be modest.” Her red
lips moved up in a smirk once again. “You have to be quite powerful
to make it this far. It is a warzone out there, after all, and you’re
a human.”


  “Well, aren’t you?”


  “I am!” Roxford declared.
“Although, my bandits are a mixture of humans and demons.”


  “What about you?” I asked Calypso.


  “Don’t you know not to ask a girl
such personal questions?” She gasped mockingly. “I’ll just say
I’m not a demon.”


  Well, they both looked human, and
without using God Eye on them, there was no surefire way to find out.
I decided to take them at their word for it, but I was curious about
what they had said.


  “Demons and humans? How do the demons
feel about you going after their demon lord?”


  “Demons aren’t much different than
humans.” He shrugged. “Some are bad, some are good. Some resent
the oppression of an overbearing lord and are willing to break the
rules to upheave them. Our troop has always taken from the wealthy
and given to the poor. Demons, humans, it doesn’t matter to us.
This particular Demon Lord has exploited his people, and thus we must
destroy him. To accomplish that, we need a weapon.”


  “I see…”


  I had already thought such thoughts.
After all, how could I have Shao next to me without thinking that
perhaps demons weren’t as evil as we let on? That didn’t mean
they weren’t the enemy, and these so-called demon lands to the
north are supposedly blighted where they allow the curses of dungeons
to run wild. I couldn’t allow the dungeons to continue to sprout
up. We had to destroy them. Looking around the bandits here, another
product of the dungeon, I just had to harden my heart. They didn’t
make the choice easy, but if I didn’t fight, then our world would
be destroyed. I was certain of that, at least.
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alypso gave me some bad vibes. The
Bandit Hero I had met outside Calypso’s Tower was a feeble old man,
while this was a young lad in his youth. Even so, there was no
guarantee that they would look exactly alike. This was just an
approximation of a captured memory. Just like the giant who didn’t
look anything like the real Xin, there was no saying the replica was
identical. Still, I did not doubt that they were the same man. If
that was true, then Calypso was the Dark Priestess who betrayed him.
Calypso’s Tower was named after his betrayer, not something related
to the sea. While the faces were different, the names were the same.



  It was odd dealing with the man at this
point of his life. I quite literally knew his future and had even
been the one to help him pass on his trapped and cursed soul from
another dungeon. To now see him at a younger point in his life in
this dungeon, had a strange feeling to it. What if I told him what
had happened to him? Was there some way to convince someone from a
dungeon that they were in fact from a dungeon?


  The very first skeleton I had
encountered in this world seemed to be aware he wasn’t a human, but
he also was nearing death. Was that what it took?  Had I still
had Calypso’s Blessing, I wondered what effect it would have had on
the pair of them. Would my more direct knowledge update the dungeon,
making them more accurate representations of themselves?


  Naturally, I had far more questions
than I was getting answers for, and I wasn’t going to ask it from
either of the two bandits who were treating us as guests. I didn’t
trust Calypso at all. From the beginning of the meal until the end,
she skillfully asked questions trying to probe information out of me.
She wanted to know everything from where I came from to how powerful
I was. She never flatly asked though, always choosing to word things
in coy ways. She was very clever, probably smarter than me or the
Bandit Hero.


  As for the Bandit Hero, he was just as
naïve and idealistic as Calypso’s lore had suggested. However, I
had thought he had lost most of that childishness after the capital.
I guess it took a few more betrayals before he became the embittered
old ghost I had met those months ago.


  Once we finished eating, Calypso was
the first to excuse herself, saying something about doing some kind
of invocations. As for the Bandit Hero, he seemed to like to talk and
was charismatic in many ways, but he also knew that there was a
purpose that we were there. He decided we needed some time to rest
before the forging started. He left us in a room to rest until the
ovens were heated. Once the door closed, I glanced at the single bed
in the room and then raised an eyebrow.


  “I think they think we’re lovers.”
Garnet chuckled.


  I prayed to whatever god sent me here
that no matter what happened, I didn’t go down in history as the
Loli Hero.
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 didn’t want to ask this while the two
of them were around, but do you have the ability to make this weapon
they want?”



  “I’ve forged many swords before.
Haven’t you used some of my equipment?”


  “If I recall, it was all destroyed…”


  “That’s not my fault! Who said you
could use it so roughly!” Garnet cried out.


  “It’s fine. I understood from the
moment you made it that the items were just disposable for someone
like me.”


  “I know what you mean, but the way
you say it still hurts.” She pouted.


  “This isn’t steel though. This is
master blacksmith level work.”


  She nodded. “You’re right, I might
not have the ability to do it. I think I should have Master here. Do
you think the bandits will let me invite him?”


  “I doubt it.” I shrugged. “Besides,
he had his chance.”


  “Chance?” She blinked.


  I hadn’t told her my thoughts on the
matter. She was here to break a thousand-cycle round of failure. Now,
there was no saying that having him present wouldn’t increase the
chances of success, but that’s only if he let her take the lead. I
had a feeling he wouldn’t allow his apprentice to craft with the
most important metal. However, if he took the lead, I already knew
the outcome. I think that the Bandit Hero, or more likely Calypso,
also had thoughts about this.


  “Who will be using the weapon once I
make it?” Garnet asked.


  “I’m sure the Bandit Hero is
planning on you crafting the weapon for himself,” I said. “However,
I will be the one to use it.”


  “So, you will be going after the
Demon Lord and destroying this dungeon anyway.” She seemed to feel
slightly sad.


  “Don’t you see? The dungeon is
trying to destroy itself,” I explained. “Why do you think it’s
trying so hard to craft that weapon? No one here has the strength to
defeat Aberon without it. This world has to come to an end
eventually.”


  “You said yourself, it’s no longer
attached to the world. That means, it’s no longer corrupting the
world.”


  “It also means it has no source of
mana to corrupt. It’ll slowly fall apart. It already has been
falling apart for years. It’s like a dying star.”


  “It’s my home!” She cried out,
causing me to grow startled as I looked to see tears in her eyes.
“I’ve never had a home before, but this place has accepted me for
who I am.”


  As a Deep Dwarf, she had left her home
a long time ago. Perhaps, the low-level miasma of this place made it
feel more like a home than anywhere else, not to mention the
welcoming and friendly people from that village.


  “I’m sorry…” I didn’t know
what else to say.


  She looked off distantly for a minute,
but then her eyes locked on me. “I will set three conditions toward
making this sword.”


  “Three?”


  “The first condition, you will
complete the lore, not destroy it.”


  “What? I can’t…”


  “You’ve saved every other dungeon
you’ve been in…”


  “Saved?”


  “The blessings, they’re the lore.
They are the core of the dungeon, its story. When you accept it, you
preserve that lore for all time. If you complete this lore, then this
world… the people in it… they will be in you. You become their
legacy!”


  “I see…”


  “Promise!” She demanded angrily.


  “I-I promise!” I straightened up.


  “Condition two, only you will be able
to wield the sword! It will go to no other!”


  “I agree with that, but if they take
it…”


  “When I create the sword, I will have
you work as my help. I will bind the sword to you. Only you, and
those linked to you, will be able to wield the sword. The Bandit Hero
will have to depend on you because the sword won’t work for him!”


  “Okay, I agree then.”


  “Finally, I don’t have the
strength, the stamina, or the skill to be able to make the sword.”


  “You don’t? Then…”


  “However, I’ve been drinking with
your women before. I know what you are!”


  “Lies!”


  “You’re a Slave Master!”


  “Oh, that.”


  “I need those stat boosts, so
condition three, I must become your slave!”
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o, you know that I can take you on as
my slave?”


  


  I still had the Slave Taker ability, so
for all intents and purposes, I could make her my slave. Without the
tattoo, I could lose her as my slave just as easily. Thankfully, it
seemed like there were no Slave Masters in the demon castle, as
Carmine was still bound to me.


  “You’re not the first Slave Master
I’ve ever met,” she responded. “I know they have various
methods to get what they want.”


  “Then, I suppose we should proceed.”


  There were multiple ways that I could
amplify her status. I was a supporting character at heart. As much as
I liked to wave my sword around and try to be strong, the basic truth
was my greatest strength was to support others. Slave Master was just
one of the abilities I had. There was also Hero, which often had
skills that supported my party. True Hero, incidentally, didn’t
concentrate as much on party modifiers and sat mostly in explosive
strength and self-sacrifice.


  I supposed that was the difference
between a Hero and a True Hero. Heroes fought fires, crime, or saved
lives in a crisis. They worked in a team for the betterment of man.
True Heroes worked alone, giving their lives for the greater good.
Either way, if I put her in my party and equipped Hero, I could
amplify her skills a bit. Then, there was Harem Master, which allowed
me to boost abilities based on their relation to me.


  Although I planned to use Hero and have
her in my party, I couldn’t guarantee that would be enough. After
all, I hadn’t been leveling Hero much until recently, concentrating
more on the higher-tier True Hero. As for Harem Master, I wasn’t
inclined to add her to my harem. We might be friends, but we weren’t
lovers. There was no guarantee on how much it would work, even if we
had sex. Plus, without my blessings, Harem Master’s amplification
of status wasn’t that much. Slave Master was the only job with a
clear correlation.


  I lifted my hand and began to use the
Slave Taker ability. I wasn’t sure who her slave handler was. Lord
Reign did own slaves. I had no doubt he was the one who controlled
Raissa. Whether he was a puppet of Lord Aberis at the time, I didn’t
know. However, he could have his Slavers control his slaves. Normal
people without jobs had limits to the number of slaves they could
control at any given time and thus needed to have Slavers. It was
also possible that Lord Aberis himself was in control of her, but I
doubted that. He’d be too afraid of exposing himself, and someone
with God Eye would identify him as her master instantly, thus
defeating the point of his hiding for the last few years.


  It didn’t matter though. No matter
how strong the person in charge was, they were not on the same plane
of existence as the pair of us. I couldn’t even detect my slaves in
another world, so it reasoned that Lord Reign’s control over Garnet
was minimal at best. The Slave Taker ability worked with ease. I
could feel the bond changing from her to me almost instantly. A few
moments later, I could feel her bond. It was comforting to have
someone nearby again that I could feel. I hadn’t realized how much
I missed it when Carmine was taken away.


  “Did you suddenly become more
attractive?”


  “I did not.”


  That was probably my Slave Charm Up
kicking in. She was the first girl to mention it. It’d have been
even worse if I had my blessings. I had already gotten over obsessing
about the implications of charm. An attractive or charismatic person
didn’t worry if women fell in love with them easier than an ugly or
socially inept man, so I wouldn’t think too much about charm.


  “Alright then, let’s make history.”
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  arnet has become your slave.}

  {Name: Garnet


  Class: Smith


  Job: Magic Blacksmith (Slave) (LVL
8)


  Unlocked Jobs: Commoner (LVL 22),
Blacksmith (LVL 65), Basic Magician (LVL 25), Weapon Smith (LVL 2),
Armor Smith (LVL 3)


  Race: Deep Dwarf}


  She had a lot more jobs than I had
expected. Of course, being my slave, she could now equip two jobs, so
I added Blacksmith to Magic Blacksmith. If I had a third job, I would
add Weapon Smith too. I had a feeling Weapon and Armor Smith were
2nd tier blacksmith jobs. They might apply to
fashioning weapons from other materials too.


  For all we knew, Garnet might be good
at woodworking as well. However, Magic Blacksmith was fairly low
level, and Blacksmith had a fair amount of levels in it for someone
her age. It showed how hard she worked in the forge. Then again, it
might have been some kind of trait of her species like the high-tier
jobs Celeste and Terra automatically had access to.


  With those two jobs equipped, along
with my status increases, my access to mana replenishing, and White
Mage spells, Garnet should have been able to achieve what the Master
Blacksmith could not. I wondered what his level looked like, but
seeing it would probably just depress me. I had to trust that Garnet
had something special like the Bandit Hero seemed to think. She was a
Deep Dwarf, and she had high resistance to miasma and a unique
physique that would allow her to work with this silvthril.


  Ultimately, my job would be to do
everything she was too busy to do. I could cast Refresh as well as a
spell called Focus. Both would be very helpful, especially as the
work continued. That ultimately lead to me having to decide which
jobs I would need for this. I decided White Mage, Slave Master, True
Hero, and Hero. I figured there was no reason to keep the Mimic job
equipped. I worried the karma would flair up the second I lost my
Karmic Espionage, but I guess I had the skills and the karma long
enough that it no longer affected me like miasma.


  The pair of us finished getting ready
while we waited for the Bandit Hero to collect us. I prepared some
Waters of Life for Garnet. She glanced at it briefly and then nodded
before putting it away. I figured she’d be using a lot of mana.
Well, at least, she should remain hydrated.


  It was still another hour before
someone knocked on the door. In reality, we had gotten very little
rest. Garnet ran the method of creating the sword through her head
over and over again, her mouth and hands moving as she worked through
the motions over and over again silently. Meanwhile, I thought about
what we’d do after the sword was finished, and the Bandit Hero
realized he wouldn’t be able to use it and be the hero he wanted to
be.


  We’d need some method of escape,
which was rather simple. As soon as we completed it, I’d create
Portal and the pair of us would flee with the sword. I tested to see
if I could portal out of here already, and while the portal didn’t
take us much farther outside the cave because of dungeon
interference, it would get us outside the entrance. We’d be able to
open a second portal there and be gone before they even realized we
were done with the weapon.


  There was a knock on the door, and both
of us turned as a nameless bandit opened it up. “It’s time.”
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e walked to the forge they had set up
quietly. As promised, it was an underground cavern with a flue
leading up. They had a full furnace already blazing, and my face was
slammed with heat as soon as I entered. Garnet seemed completely
unphased by the heat, making me wonder if deep dwarves were immune to
fire as well as miasma. She immediately looked through all of the
hammers they had ransacked over the years, which turned out to be a
nice rack of about fifteen hammers.



  The way she ran her hands over them,
picking up one, testing it out, and then putting it back, really
showed how meaningful this was for her. I could tell that
blacksmithing was something very important to her. In the past when I
had talked to her, she had always acted silly and flippant, but when
it came to doing her job, I could see that she was all too serious.


  “Master, you might want to get an
apron on. Get the fire ten degrees hotter.”


  Although she had called me Master
unexpectedly, she also gave out her words like a command, leaving no
question on whether I should complete the task or not. I grabbed an
apron and then approached the fire. After five seconds of staring at
it, I realized that the support role I had prepared myself for wasn’t
the support role that she needed. At the very least, I was very
adaptable. I unequipped Hero, and then I equipped Cook instead.


  Cook didn’t just give me Fire
control, but it also gave me Temperature Gauge, Create Flame,
Combination, and Mixing. In a lot of ways, cooking had a lot in
common with blacksmithing. I started to get to work with the flame.
It was much hotter than what I used with cooking, but it wasn’t
much different in principle.


  Garnet had finally selected her apron
and hammer and then came up to the anvil, glancing over my shoulder
to look at how I was tending the flame. She made a noise of surprise
and then nodded.


  “I didn’t think Master would be
able to do this so well.”


  “I’m a man of many skills,” I
responded jokingly.


  “I’ll say. You’ve been full of
surprises. I feel surprisingly good right now. I wasn’t confident
that we’d be able to complete this before, but after becoming your
slave, a refreshing feeling has flooded through me. I feel strong and
capable. I’m starting to understand why so many women wish to be
your slave.”


  “I’d like to think they like me for
my personality,” I responded wryly.


  She chuckled. “I did offer you my
virginity before, didn’t I? I already saw you as worth my time from
the moment I met you on the road outside the miner town all those
years ago.”


  “For me, it was only months,” I
reminded her.


  “Either way, I never forgot about our
first meeting, and I always wondered why that was the case. I think
now, that it was perhaps fated. We were always meant to get together,
for this moment.”


  “I don’t believe that.”


  “Oh?” She raised an eyebrow.


  “With me, this is just a moment of
many. We’re working with some legendary metal, but I’ve already
come across orichalcum and mithril too. I have a feeling that this
won’t be the last item I need forged. You haven’t even compared
notes with Terra. She’s a girl in my party. You saw her once.”


  “The one with the flat chest?”


  “You’re one to say that.”


  “What about her?”


  “She’s a golem. An artificial
creature…”


  “Seriously! Is it true!”


  “Ah… so close!” I cried as Garnet
ended up right up in my face as her eyes excitedly sparkled.


  “To be able to create such incredible
things, that would be awesome…” She sighed.


  I hadn’t thought about it much before
now, but a collaboration between those two women might create some
pretty incredible things.


  “The furnace has reached
temperature,” I reminded her as I checked it with my thermal
vision.


  Her face grew serious once again. “It’s
time to begin.”
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 beautiful blond woman sat in an ornate
wooden chair. She had long blonde hair which was done up in ornate
curls. She had stunning blue eyes. Her lips were the color of rose,
soft, plump, and kissable. That wasn’t the only part of her that
was soft and plump. She had large breasts, tightly constrained in a
corset, with a dress that showed a hint of cleavage, but no more than
a hint. Her dress was white and silver and flowed down her body
luxuriously.



  At first appearance, one might see her
as being dainty and delicate. She certainly looked like the ideal
princess. However, if one paid a bit of attention, they’d see her
hands were filled with callouses from holding a shield and sword. Her
arms were muscular, and she showed preparedness like she was always
ready for battle. A month wasn’t enough time to change her from the
woman she once was.


  Behind her was a maid slowly combing
her hair. The maid looked rather plain in comparison, except that she
had a single horn on her head. The demons would call her kind an oni.
They were considered lesser than normal two-horned demons, no matter
the size of those horns. There was a distinct hierarchy in the demon
world, and it often came down to horn size. For the maid, it was a
great honor to be able to care for the princess. One might even say
it was above her station. Although, if one wanted to be technical,
the princess had no horns, that was because she was human, so it
didn’t count.


  “You need not be depressed, my lady.
Your prince will be returning shortly. He just had to go on a special
mission as ordered by his father.”


  “He’s not my prince!” Carmine
snapped, a surge of helplessness and anger shooting through her.


  The maid stopped her hand movements, a
shocked expression on her face. “You are a princess my lady, and he
is a prince. It is like one of those fairy-tale stories.”


  “I love another!”


  “Not this again… it’s been over a
month. Whoever he is, he’s not coming.”


  “He is! Drakus will…” Carmine
stopped, shaking her head in confusion. “No… not Drakus… his
name isn’t Drakus. It’s… De… Dr… I don’t…”


  “Well, he can’t be very important
if you can’t even remember his name. You’re not having one of
those episodes again, are you? We’ll need to make you take those
dark pills the Prince made. What did he say that was made of again?
Miasma? Well, you always make much more sense once you’ve had them.
Perhaps I should…”


  “No!” Carmine reached back and
grabbed the oni’s wrist. “Please… I’m fine. See? I was just
talking n-nonsense.”


  Carmine put on the best smile she
could, even as the maid looked at her suspiciously. After a moment,
the maid gave a nod as if satisfied and resumed combing her hair.
Carmine let out a low sigh, making sure the maid couldn’t see her
face. She was supposedly a princess, but she felt like a prisoner.
Supposedly, she was a guest of the demon prince. He kept telling her
they were meant to be together or something.


  She felt mostly confused.  This
was because part of her genuinely felt like she belonged here. This
was the place she was supposed to be, wasn’t it? However, there was
another voice screaming that she was wrong. First, there was Drakus,
who she loved, no… it wasn’t him… it was Master. She loved
Master! She could feel the bond. It was still there. She started to
regain her sense of self once again, focusing on that bond to guide
her through the darkness.


  “Don’t worry, my lady,” her maid
spoke up. “In just another two months, the war between humans and
demons will be over forever. Doesn’t that make this all worth it?”


  “Huh?” She looked back at the maid
in confusion once again. “Why will the war be over?”


  “Oh!” The maid dropped the brush
and covered her mouth, her cheeks glowing pink. “I forgot that he
hasn’t asked you yet. That’s supposed to be once he gets back, I
think.”


  “Asked me? Asked me what?” Carmine
demanded.


  “My dear, I couldn’t it… it’s
not my station to inform you…”


  Carmine grabbed her wrist, squeezing a
bit hard. “Tell me what?”


  “Ah… that… your wedding…. My
dear. You and the prince are to be married.”


  “M-married!” Carmine nearly jumped
out of her chair.


  “My lady, please calm yourself. This
marriage will save countless lives. Even if you don’t want it, you
should do what is best for your country, for both of our countries?”


  “What countries? What lives? This is
just a dungeon!” Carmine cursed, tossing the chair away. “Bernard
has gone insane! I must go! Deek! If I can get to a safe room, my
mind will clear…”


  “I knew you weren’t doing well.
Guards! Guards! My lady needs more medication!” The maid started
crying out.


  “Shut up!” Carmine grabbed the
woman, trying to cover her mouth to silence her, but it was already
too late.


  The door burst open and a half dozen
guards that were always waiting at Carmine’s door came flooding in.
She didn’t have her sword or her armor, and these were elite
guards, so she barely got a few hits in before they forced her down
on the bed. Two pills ended up entering her mouth, and she could feel
as the dose of miasma attacked her heart and reignited the karma
within. She started to calm down, the fight draining out of her.


  “Is my lady better?” The maid asked
cautiously.


  “I’m bored,” Carmine responded in
a somewhat snooty voice. “When did you say the prince is coming
back again?”


  The maid let out a breath, and the
guards slowly released her and left the room. “Do you remember what
we just discussed?”


  “Hmm? No, it’s a bit foggy.”
Carmine crinkled her nose as she sat up, brushing off her clothing.
“What were we discussing?”


  “Nothing, my lady. I was just saying
the prince would like to take you out when he returns from his
mission.”


  “Oh? He does try to flatter me so…
however, my heart belongs to sir Drakus. He rescued me, you know?”


  “I remember, my lady, you told me.”
The maid smiled. “Now, let’s finish combing your hair.”


  

    

  


  



  



  





  [image: 64]



  

    [image: o]

  

lang. Clang. Clang.


  


  The sound of metal against metal filled
the room. The heat was unbearable. Heat Tolerance was a skill that a
blacksmith developed. I imagined a cook would develop it as well, but
my Cook job hadn’t even reached level 20 yet, so it looked like
something I could only look forward to. Fortunately, even though the
heat was uncomfortable, I had high stats and a strong physique after
fighting for my life for half a year in dungeons.


  Garnet moved as if in a trance. From
the moment she grabbed her hammer and stood in front of the anvil,
she became impossibly focused. She reminded me of Terra right before
she began to craft something. It was a certain gleam in their eyes, a
level of determination and focus mixed with excitement. They were
creating something.


  I was never much of a creator. I had
dabbled in things before. I had tried writing fan fiction once. I had
tried to draw art. I had even dabbled in programming my own video
game. In the end, I always gave up those things, never able to get
particularly serious about them. Even with college, I was only
dabbling, without a clear goal of what I wanted to be. In the end, I
just didn’t have a knack for being creative.


  However, that didn’t mean I couldn’t
support people who could be creative. I may not be the kind of person
with the patience to make things myself, but I could always stand by
someone’s side and help them. Even if it took days or a week, I was
the kind of guy who could support someone as they created something.
I didn’t need to know what that something was, or even its
importance in the grand scheme of things. I could just feel the
excitement in those that care, and I could care that they cared.


  So, despite the heat, I stood fast and
measured the temperature. Using Fire Control and Temperature Gauge, I
was able to manage the temperature as Garnet worked. I could keep the
entire fire at one temperature, evenly cooking from every side, or I
could keep the furnace at two different temperatures, allowing her to
move from one to the other when needed.


  At first, Garnet would manage my
movements, telling me what to do and checking after my work, but as
the hours passed, her trust in me grew, and my understanding of her
sharpened. We started to move like one unit. Not a single breath was
wasted on talking. I used Slave Communication once or twice to
confirm things, but other than that, I was able to tell what she
wanted by body motion alone. A slight nod of her head or a flicker of
her eyes was enough for me to understand what was needed next.


  The silvthril stones were tossed into a
bowl one at a time and allowed to melt, it was poured out into a
sword cast, and then once hardened, the stone was broken away and the
hammering began. She finally cooled the stone down in vats of liquid,
and after nearly ten hours of work, we were finally done.


  We were both sweaty and breathing hard
like we had been working out for hours. Garnet glanced at me, and
then her cheeks grew flushed.


  “We’re done,” she stated the
obvious, suddenly looking shy.


  I glanced down at the shining blade,
which still didn’t have a hilt. “You made this possible.”


  Garnet shook her head, her pigtails
bouncing back and forth.


  “I couldn’t have made this on my
own,” she admitted. “It was your help that allowed me to make
something like this. My blacksmith masters always complained that
good help was hard to find. They insisted they could never make their
best work until they had the best apprentice working under them. Some
of them had hoped I would be that top apprentice, but I failed. I was
always too busy looking at what they were doing to concentrate on
what I was supposed to be doing. They refused to take me on as an
apprentice. Instead, they always called me a junior blacksmith. They
said I didn’t have what it took to be an apprentice. I now
understand what they meant. Master, you are a true apprentice.”


  She bowed respectfully.


  “Uh… thanks?” I felt a little
sheepish at that.


  {You have been recognized by a
Master Blacksmith. You have unlocked the job, Apprentice Blacksmith.}


  I already have too many of those. You
can shut up, skill system!
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he skill system did reveal some things
to me I might not have noticed when I gained Apprentice Blacksmith.
First things first, there was an Apprentice Blacksmith. That meant
her Blacksmith job was a second-tier job which she had managed to
skip to, likely with her skill and luck. Just like I had been held
back with White Mage having not unlocked the other magician jobs, she
was likely stifled by jumping straight to Blacksmith. Had she not
been a Deep Dwarf with a class that supported such work, then she
might have never been able to succeed.



  The second thing it revealed to me was
that Garnet had gained a new job of her own. She was now a Master
Blacksmith. A check of her status showed this to be true. Her Weapon
Smith had gone up only a level, but she had also added Master
Blacksmith as a job. Assuming Weaponsmith, Magic Blacksmith, and
Armor Smith were all third-tier jobs, then Master would be 4th tier.
None of the third-tier jobs were close to 25, let alone 50. Maybe,
because she had all three, she didn’t need to meet those criteria.
Or maybe it was because of the sword meeting some kind of criteria.
It must be a special kind of blade.


  “I will start on the binding now,”
Garnet spoke up, breaking me from my thoughts.


  “It’s not bound to me yet?”


  “It will take about an hour to
inscribe the runes.”


  “Let’s portal out of here,” I
said, glancing around. “I’d be more at peace finishing somewhere
we won’t be discovered.”


  Knowing my luck, the Bandit Hero would
walk in and interrupt the binding and end up taking the sword. It was
better that we went somewhere private so that we could finish the
sword. If we returned to the village, we’d be safe for a while.
Garnet agreed with me, wrapping the handle in leather to create an
impromptu hilt before picking up the sword and handing it to me. The
sword wasn’t particularly heavy, but it was on the big side for
what I was used to using. I tended to favor quick movements, and this
sword was more for heavy-hitting.


  Either way, I placed it in my inventory
and then started to make a portal. I worried up until the portal
opened that there was going to be something that would get in the
way. It would fit my luck of late for the portal to fail or that Dark
Priest to suddenly walk in as we were escaping. Fortunately, nothing
happened, and the guards who were waiting outside the door had no
awareness as we slipped through the portal and left the cave.


  The furnace was too hot and noisy, and
after working for nearly an entire day, there was no telling how long
we’d be. Thus, as we took a step out into the cool forest, it could
be minutes or hours before the nearby bandits realized we had
escaped. The pair of us didn’t wait around. We quickly left,
returning to the road. At this point, the sun was starting to fall,
and the day was nearly over. It’d be night soon, and the sky was
cloudy.


  That’s why as we headed toward the
village, it took a whiff of smoke before I started to notice that
some of the clouds weren’t clouds at all. There was a cloud of
smoke billowing up from the village we had come from.


  “You don’t think the bandit
ransacked the city while we were making the sword, do you?”


  While the Bandit Hero was a hero of the
people, and likely wouldn’t slaughter, there was no saying what
Calypso would do. The pair of us looked at each other and then
started running toward the village. I had the Star Sword in my hand,
not wanting to reveal the silvthril sword. Garnet gripped onto the
war hammer she had gotten from the Master Blacksmith, not to be
confused with the hammers she used to smith with.


  As we approached, we could hear the
sound of fighting.
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ot bandits. The demon army!” I cursed
as the pair of us grew closer.



  Acrid smoke and the smell of blood
filled the air. We could hear shouting and screaming in the distance.
More than half of the village was aflame now. There appeared to be no
one left alive trying to fight them.


  “The demon army?” Garnet shook her
head in confusion. “Why would the Demon King destroy his people? I
don’t understand?”


  My eyes landed on her for a moment, and
then I considered a certain item in my inventory. As much as Garnet
didn’t want to accept it, that item she had created was like a
beacon in this dungeon. If the dungeon boss didn’t immediately try
to destroy it and any possibility of it being made, then he wasn’t
doing his job.


  “Wait… Master!” Garnet let out a
cry and then rushed forward from the brush we were hiding behind into
the burning light.


  “W-wait!” I cried, jumping out and
following her.


  With my sword drawn, I did my best to
keep up with her. Even though she was a dwarf, Garnet was extremely
quick on her feet, and she ended up outdistancing me. Of course, I
was wearing my armor, a combination of what the Blacksmith had given
me and the magic items I had found since entering the dungeon. The
Star Armor I got from Xin’s challenges, but there were occasionally
other drops too over the last month. Some armor was destroyed, while
I ran into new pieces.


  Overall, I didn’t wear particularly
heavy armor, it was mismatched and inconsistent. It wasn’t just a
hodgepodge of gear, I realized it did slow me down as a runner. In
the dungeons, with tight corners, this never bothered me. On a
battlefield, where any errant arrow could mean death, I probably
would also love this armor. Only in this particular situation did I
curse myself for always trying to play things safe.


  “Help!” I heard a scream from my
side.


  I stopped following Garnet’s form as
she had already disappeared in the smoke. There were only about
twenty houses in all, but the blacksmith was on the outskirts because
of the noise. I was where the seven or eight houses that made up the
residential area of the village. Gritting my teeth, I turned to the
alley where I had heard the scream.


  After dashing through it, I ended up in
a backyard that had been turned into a small farm. A woman turned to
me, one of the ones who had given mischievous looks whenever I spent
time with Garnet and had helped spread the rumor that I was courting
her. As our eyes locked, she didn’t say a word as a sword fell
cutting her down from behind. Blood leaked from her mouth as she
dropped to her knees, and then she collapsed dead on the ground.


  “You…” I cursed as I looked up at
the man who had just cut her down.


  “You’re still alive, Deek?”
Bernard titled his head. “Let’s fix that.”
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ou’re murdering your own citizens,
Bernard? You even cut her from behind when she wasn’t looking! What
kind of Prince are you?”



  Bernard cocked his head to the side.
“I’m not? I’m the Demon-slaying Hero, so why would I care about
any demon life?”


  “You… so, you remember who you are?
I thought you would have convinced yourself you were the demon
prince.”


  “It’s true… the miasmic infection
did take some time to get control of. The prince was… excitable.”


  “Then, if you’re in control of
yourself, shouldn’t we work together to escape.”


  “You misunderstand.” Bernard
casually wiped the sword off on the body of the dead woman. “I am
not longer being influenced by the prince’s personality, but that
doesn’t mean that anything I said back then was incorrect. Carmine
is my woman. A slaver like you doesn’t deserve her.”


  “And you do?” I snorted, the rage
inside me starting to grow once again.


  “We will be getting married in a
month. At that point, I will have the ability to break the slave mark
on her, and she will finally be free of your control.


  “You think I’m controlling her? Did
you ever think that maybe she’s with me by choice?”


  “Hmph… I know you Slaver types. You
manipulate and control people. She might not even be aware of the
brainwashing you’ve done, that’s why I must save her!”


  “And I’m sure the saving you’re
doing in no way resembles brainwashing,” I snapped back.


  “Enough of this. There is no point in
quibbling with you. The person who is the strongest writes the
history books, so nothing you say even matters!”


  With that, he moved to attack. He was
insanely fast. I was shocked once again as he moved toward me. I had
completely forgotten how frenetic and dangerous his fighting style
was. He swung his blade in a cut aiming to take my head. It looked
like he was trying to win this in one hit.


  However, I wasn’t the same person
that I was back then. I was no longer restricted by the demon lord
binding and I had spent a great deal of time fighting monsters in the
forest to increase my abilities. As Bernard raced toward me, I leaped
forward to meet him. I made sure I had the best applicable jobs
selected, and as my stats ramped up, I realized I could compare to
his. The pair of us paced each other, a single clang of metal as we
passed, and ended up on either side facing away.


  As we turned to face each other again,
a streak of red appeared on Bernard’s cheek, leaking down to his
chin. His hand rose to his face in surprise as he wiped the blood
with his hand and then looked at it. His eyes shot back to me, and
the expression on his face warped from a relaxed state to something
much more disciplined. He lowered his body, taking on a true fighting
stance.


  His first attack had just been a casual
thing. Perhaps, when I had bested him in the demon fort before, that
had also been him looking down on me. It seemed like my best had only
managed to get his acknowledgment. Now, things were going to get
serious.
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 was able to keep up with his speed, and
the pair of us sparred, battling back and forth, our swords creating
loud clangs that filled the burning village. Smoke billowed above our
heads and assaulted my nose. The heat was pretty intense as well.
While Bernard seemed completely unperturbed by it, I was sweating
like crazy.



  After that first exchange, I hadn’t
managed to land another attack on him. Thankfully, he hadn’t
managed to land any attacks on me either, but that didn’t make me
feel any more confident. We were fighting on the same level, and
although he was concentrating, I noticed he wasn’t using any
special skills. Meanwhile, I was burning through just about
everything that I had to break even.


  Furthermore, the town was completely on
fire, and I hadn’t seen any of his soldiers or guards except for
the sounds of metal clanging and shouting in the distance. I had no
clue how many soldiers were in on this raid, but it would only take
one to throw off the balance and put me on the run. I could make
portals now, but they took too long to do in combat. I also couldn’t
flee until I gathered Garnet, who had yet to return from the
blacksmith.


  I was most concerned that she had
already been captured by some of Bernard’s goons. If they took her
as well, I didn’t know how I would react. I considered using some
of my more devastating True Hero abilities, but most of those put me
into a state of almost dead, and I couldn’t afford to be almost
dead with absolutely no fallback.


  “You’ve grown much in the last
month,” Bernard said almost appreciatively. “However, it’s not
enough.”


  “I still got time to beat you,” I
growled as I worked my way to my feet after being knocked back by a
particularly powerful hit.


  “It’s true… that if you grow at
this rate, you may become difficult.” Bernard nodded. “Thus, it’s
best to kill you now.”


  “Oh?” I raised an eyebrow
mockingly. “You’d rather kill a worthy opponent to get stronger
yourself?”


  “I’ve… reached the limit that I
can obtain.” Bernard shook his head. “In the end, I had to make a
trade for this strength I have. It is only a temporary thing. Once, I
had hoped it’d be enough to secure my place as a noble so that I
could live comfortably and form a family in peace. However, after
meeting Carmine… such a powerful woman, I will never have to fear
for my family. The pair of us can live our lives together, as soon as
she sees that I can offer her the love you cannot.”


  “I love her!” I shouted, lunging at
him.


  My sudden outburst caught both of us by
surprise. I was shocked because as I shouted the words, I was
realizing they were true. At some point, Carmine had nudged her way
into my heart just as solidly as Lydia, Miki, Terra, Carmine, and
Shao. I’d never been able to see her as just a bodyguard or even as
a friend. I didn’t want any other man to have her, and I wanted to
be the one to be with her.


  Bernard quickly got over his surprise,
lifting his sword and meeting my attack head-on. At first, I thought
I was going to push him back, but his sword suddenly glowed and a
skill activated. His blow was suddenly ten times more powerful, and I
found myself flying backward. I slammed into the wall of a burning
hut. Luckily, that wall was composed of brick and wasn’t on fire
yet. I could still feel hot coals behind my back, causing me to shove
off it and land on my hands and knees.


  Bernard had already flashed forward and
was standing over my head, his sword at the ready to strike down. I
shot a look up at him, and he gave a small grin.


  “Once you’re gone, everything will
go my way.” He lifted the sword and brought it down on my head.
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ust before the blade hit the top of my
head, an arrow struck it, causing the blade to shift. He stabbed into
my shoulder instead. I let out a cry as I tried to dive away.
However, Bernard had no chance to continue with the strike as more
arrows were flying where he was standing. He leaped back, jumping
away as more arrows fell. I grabbed my shoulder, already switching to
White Mage and casting powerful healing spells. A normal man would
have been out of the fight after wounds like that, but my White Mage
ability was no joke and I was back to standing within thirty seconds.



  By this point, Bernard had jumped away
and was now about fifty feet away from me. A group of men had
approached and stopped just a few feet away. I instantly recognized
them, or at least the man at the lead.


  “Roxford.”


  The Bandit Hero and his group of
Bandits were storming the town. Calypso was by his side, not looking
even remotely winded despite having assuredly run miles with the rest
of the group to get here. At this point, I could see a few men from
Bernard’s group, various demon knights and soldiers who were
engaging with some of the Bandit Hero’s troops.


  “It’s too late now.” Bernard
snorted as he seemed to recognize the Bandit Hero. “You won’t be
able to make your sword now. That magic blacksmith hiding in this
town is dead.”


  “You killing your own citizens now?”
The Bandit Hero said words very similar to what I had said when I
first met him.


  Bernard shrugged. “If he was going to
help create a weapon that could be used against father, then it was
only fitting that he die a traitor’s death.”


  His answer was much different this
time, but I finally knew why he had actually come here. He was trying
to stop the creation of that sword. I knew it, the sword’s creation
was a fundamental part of this dungeon’s lore! Except… Aberis
wanted the sword to be made, while Bernard was trying to stop it! It
could be said that Bernard represented the Dungeon Master Aberon at
this moment, whose job was to preserve the curse and keep the dungeon
going.


  However, the curse itself desired to be
completed. The relationships between Dungeon Masters and their
dungeons were strange and complex ones. Dungeon Masters wanted to
protect the dungeons at all costs, while dungeons wanted to complete
the lore at all costs. Dungeon Masters exuded control over the
dungeons, but dungeons themselves had their own autonomy as well.
Considering there were two potential ways to solve a dungeon, either
by breaking or finishing the lore, you ended up with this strange
dichotomy of a fiercely defensive master and a risk-taking dungeon.


  The Bandit Hero gave me a look,
somewhat worried about Bernard mentioning the sword. I gave only the
slightest of nods. I probably shouldn’t have told him it was done,
but he had just saved my life. I owed him that much, at least.


  “You’re the one who killed him!
Die!” There was a scream behind Bernard, and a small form swung a
big hammer at his back.


  He was far too quick though, and not
only dodged the hammer but knocked it out of Garnet’s hands and
grabbed her throat.


  “Hmm? A dwarf? Wait… you’re the
prize, aren’t you?”


  “You killed Master!” She screamed
in a choked breath.


  “You’re not needed. Plus… women
with small chests should just die.” Bernard snorted.


  “Wait!” I was going to shout
something to that effect, but it was actually Calypso who spoke
first. “The sword you speak of has already been made. That man has
it, if you trade him her life, he’ll gladly give it to you.”


  Her finger was pointed directly at me.
I could only put on a wry smile. It looked like she was picking
betrayal ahead of time.
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alypso! Why have you betrayed us?”
The Bandit Hero turned around in shock as she revealed the plan.



  “Hmph! Didn’t he already flee with
the sword? Who am I betraying? He is a hero too! He now has it hidden
in his inventory. Neither of us will be able to access it, even if we
tortured or killed him. So, we have to force him to take it out of
his own volition. That was always your problem, Roxford, so weak and
trusting!”


  Roxford gave a look of surprise, but he
still looked uncertain as he glanced at me. I remained silent,
shooting Calypso a scowl that she ignored.


  “Father sent me to destroy the
sword.” Bernard shrugged. “Once I complete this task, he will
accept my marriage to the princess, even at the risk of war. I could
just as easily kill Deek here and achieve my goal.”


  It was true that all he needed to do
was kill me to destroy the sword. It was inaccessible in my
inventory, but if I died it’d become permanently unavailable. I
didn’t know if that space collapsed, or if that space just remained
inaccessible. I wondered how much equipment in the world had been
lost by the death of heroes. It was probably a ridiculous amount. 


  “Aberon is the Demon King, do you
think he will just accept anything? He fears you, and resents you!”
Calypso laughed.


  Bernard tilted his head thoughtfully
while still holding the struggling and kicking Garnet in his hand. As
long as he had her, I couldn’t make my move. The sword was the only
thing I had, but Bernard didn’t care to take it. I had to let
Calypso continue to run her mouth. I already had a feeling about what
she was going to say.


  “What does this have to do with my
father? If he betrays me, then I will kill him.”


  “Your father? The Demon King? Do you
think he is so easy to kill?” Calypso let out a laugh. “Not at
all. If you wish to kill him, you’ll need that sword. Why do you
think he sent you to destroy it? The sword holds the power to kill
him. It’s his greatest weakness. It’s a sword that has unnatural
strength toward demons and other creations of a dungeon. It is the
ultimate sword of a hero. If you had it, you would have untold
power.”


  “Calypso… what are you doing?”
Hissed the uncertain Bandit Hero.


  I had to agree. She needed to get him
to agree to the trade, but if he valued the sword too highly, it
might make things messy again. Bernard was considering her words, and
after a moment he lowered Garnet back to the ground, but he brought a
blade to her neck, causing her struggling to cease.


  “Very well. Give me the sword, and I
will free the girl.”


  I nodded, bringing out the sword. Just
as I was going to take a step toward him, working on a plan that
would allow me to leave with Garnet at the sword, I felt a sudden
violent pull. No one was around me, so I hadn’t been holding the
sword with full force. I hadn’t expected it to suddenly be yanked
from my hands. However, it didn’t fly to the demon prince, but
instead directly into Calypso’s hands! She gave a triumphant smile
as she held the sword.


  “Give me the sword or I’ll kill the
dwarf!” Bernard threatened.


  “Be my guest.” She chuckled, “I
don’t care about her one bit.”
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alypso!” It was my turn to curse at
her.



  As for Bernard, he was a bit surprised,
but not particularly worried. He was acting like the situation was
still entirely in his control. As for Calypso, I distinctly noticed
that she didn’t hand the sword to Roxford and kept it next to her.
I noticed she had put some distance between her and Roxford.


  “Don’t get me wrong, you can get
the sword from me, but I’ll need… a different kind of trade.”


  “What are you saying?” Roxford
finally started to look uneasy.


  “What kind of trade?” Bernard asked
cautiously.


  “I want out.”


  He blinked. “Out?”


  “I want to escape this dungeon.”


  Bernard and my expressions both turned
to shock while Roxford gave a confused look. “Calypso, what are you
talking about? What dungeon?”


  He looked all around, all but gesturing
to the sky as if to show what he meant. What she said must have
sounded extremely ridiculous to someone like him. This was just the
world. They weren’t underground or anything. However, she had
spoken in front of two people who understood immediately. Dungeons
could be left. Astria and Elaya were clear examples of that, not to
mention the siren and the giant. They still needed a steady supply of
miasma, but demons as a species were dungeon monsters who had managed
to free themselves from the curse.


  Calypso was a Dark Priestess. She could
only manipulate miasma. That must have been why she became
self-aware. It was the same thing for Elaya. Although, while it took
Elaya years as the dungeon master to become aware she was in a
dungeon, Calypso’s story was reset over and over again. Or… was
it? Maybe, Calypso avoided being reset and this was the same Calypso
from the first cycle. Did the bandits always raid the metal during
each cycle, or was it Calypso’s influence that had them do it this
cycle? There was no saying what she was capable of. She was truly a
wild card that I didn’t think even Demon Lord Aberis had thought
about.


  “You heard what I said. I’ve been
searching for an exit for nearly a decade. I began to think it didn’t
exist… but then I found a Dungeon Diver and he told me everything I
needed to know before he died. The Demon Lord is holding open the
exit for the next month and a half. If you help me leave, the sword
is yours. I will even help you defeat your father. He is the Dungeon
Master. Even with your sword, his connection to this dungeon makes
him much too powerful. As a dark priest, I can interfere with his
connection to the miasma, making him vulnerable. You kill the dungeon
boss, and I’m allowed to exit this place.”


  He licked his lips. “Can you make me
the new Dungeon Master?”


  She grinned. “If you help me leave, I
can make you a Dungeon God! This world will be yours. I will even
supply it with miasma so that it can continue to exist another
thousand years!”


  “Then, we have a deal.” He nodded.


  “Calypso, I don’t get what you’re
saying!” Roxford walked over to her. “We will not work to
overthrow the Demon King just to replace him with his son who has
just as little concern for life!”


  Calypso struck at him with her blade
without any hesitation. He was skilled though and managed to lift his
sword and block it. What he didn’t expect was for the blade to
slice through his sword like it was butter, and then strike across
his chest. He let out a cry and stumbled back. Only now did the other
bandits raise their weapons. Calypso held the lightly glowing blade
as she backed up away from them and me toward Bernard. The men were
extremely wary of her blade.


  Where it had struck Roxford, there was
no blood. Instead, the sharp cut was dripping miasma. The bandit hero
stared at it with a confused expression. He immediately grabbed a
potion and downed it, but the wound didn’t start healing at all. It
seemed to spread, cracks forming across his skin like he was starting
to shatter. This caused his men to not just be wary of her, but to
back away from him in fear.


  “You will never understand, Roxford,
but you are just a dungeon mob, nothing more.” Calypso snorted.
“Something this weapon is very adept at hurting. No heal will save
you now. With that strike, you are cut from this dungeon. In the next
cycle, it will be like you were never here.”
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alypso continued to back away until she
stood right next to Bernard, who still had his blade against Garnet’s
neck.



  “We may go.” Calypso gave a curtsy
as she put the sword at her side, not handing it to him yet. “Kill
the girl. She has no use.”


  “I wanted to finish him off though.”
Bernard glanced at me. “She keeps mentioning him. It’s
irritating.”


  “He’s a nobody.” Calypso
shrugged. “Kill him, if you must.”


  Bernard looked at the Bandits. All of
his knights had seemingly been defeated, and although Calypso acted
confident, it would be one on fifty if he fought them.


  “If I take the girl, it’ll give you
more reason to follow me.”


  “Deek!” Garnet finally let out a
cry after being manhandled for the last few minutes without any
strength of her own to fight back.


  “Then take her!” Calypso snorted.
“We should get out of here soon.”


  “Why?” Bernard asked, also
seemingly unperturbed by the Bandits surrounding him.


  “She’s worried I might show up.”


  Bernard had to shove Garnet away to be
able to jump away just as a large staff flew where his head would
have been. Calypso let out a shout and jumped away as well. It was at
that point that I got a view of Xin, who had suddenly appeared. Her
appearance shocked the Bandits, who had the two all but surrounded
while not seeing how she had gotten past them. She had also caused
Calypso and Bernard to scramble like they had their heads cut off.


  “We must leave immediately!”
Calypso cried out.


  Bernard nodded and grabbed her
shoulder. Xin attacked again, but just as he had once done with
Carmine, he disappeared, using Return to go to another part of the
dungeon. Either he didn’t have the restriction of having to be out
of combat, or by dodging her blows and not engaging, he had managed
to technically not be in combat with her, allowing the Return to
work. Xin stopped as soon as he disappeared, putting her staff to the
side calmly like she wasn’t standing in a burning village
surrounded by bandits.


  “This village had never been
destroyed before like this,” Xin muttered under her breath as she
looked around. “Too much has changed. Too hard to predict.”


  “Hero Xin… it’s you… maybe…
we have… a chance?” The Bandit Hero’s cracks had spread to the
majority of his body, and he looked on death’s door.


  “Roxford the Bandit Hero? What are
you doing here? I came to check the magic blacksmith’s progress,
but I arrived to see the village burning.”


  “We had it…” He gasped. “We had
the blade… they… took it.”


  She looked Roxford up and down. Seeing
his state, she quickly understood what he had meant.


  “How? I have seen the blacksmith fail
a thousand times. I had given up on it, although given how much has
changed…”


  “It was… the deep dwarf… she made
it.” Roxford ’s eyes turned to Garnet, and for the first time,
Xin had noticed her.


  I started to get a sinking feeling. I
ran over to grab Garnet, but Xin suddenly moved, appearing directly
in front of the girl.


  “A Deep Dwarf Blacksmith?” she
looked Garnet up and down.


  “M-my name is Garnet!” She said,
then she shot me a worried look.


  “I have some of that material
remaining that I had gathered in previous cycles. You will make me a
dagger using what is left.”


  “We can do that,” I spoke up,
causing Xin to glance over at me.


  “You? Oh… you’re still alive.”
She didn’t sound unhappy or relieved, just disinterested.


  “Why do people keeping saying that?
Never mind, if you have some material, then there is still a chance.
We make a dagger and then lay on an assault. Bernard is going to
attack the Dungeon Boss. He’ll be distracted.”


  “He always attacks, and he’s always
distracted. It happens in 6 weeks, on the day of his wedding,” Xin
said.


  “He always… well, this time he has
the blade!”


  Xin shook her head. “Either way, even
if I can’t escape this cycle. If I can get that knife, it’ll be
easier.”


  “Then, we’re allies?” She looked
back at me.


  “Whoever said you were needed?”


  She grabbed Garnet, and before I could
say a word, a circle of wind whipped around them. It was violent
enough that I had to cover my face. When I finally could look again,
both of them were gone. I could feel the slave connection to Garnet.
Rather than an instantaneous transport, she was being carried away at
a rapid pace. It was far faster than I could walk, and in only a
minute, she was already too distant to tell.


  Like that, I had lost the sword and
Garnet. I was all alone again.
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t this point, massive bonfires had
broken out on either side of me. The heat was immense, but I could
barely feel it at that moment. The bandits had started to retreat,
seeing that their attempt to get the sword was lost. Two men were
dragging the body of the Bandit Hero as they left. As for me, I felt
frustration and anger. I had lost all of my slaves in a single day
with a single cut of my sword, and then the two slaves I had were
taken away shortly after I found them.



  What was the point of being a support
character when there was no one around me to support? No matter how
much I grew, I would never be quite as strong as the rest of them. My
class was support. Even if I had their job, I’d never have their
ability. I was outclassed.


  There was a cracking sound as a house
near me started to collapse to the ground. That finally snapped me
out of my daze, causing me to look back toward the group of fleeing
Bandits. I was a support character, but just because I fought using
others, didn’t mean that the others needed to fight by choice. I
was a Slave Master, a Monster Tamer, a Harem Master… these were all
jobs that supported someone else, but it also controlled them.


  Maybe I had been looking at it all
wrong. I wasn’t supposed to be the hero, fighting and putting my
life on the line to save everyone. I was supposed to be the master,
pulling the strings. I felt like the Demon Lord Aberis had been
pulling my strings for far too long. Ever since I came to the
previous world, it was the country of Aberis I found myself in. His
shadow had dictated my steps leading up to the point that he captured
me. I was done being on his strings.


  I started to move, rapidly approaching
the bandits who were dragging their defeated hero behind. They must
have truly loved him. After all, they were bandits. They weren’t
exactly the sentimental type. Remembering my previous encounters with
bandits, they were often untrustworthy and would backstab each other
in a heartbeat. Naturally, Salicia came to mind.


  “You… what do you want?” One of
the bandits demanded as I approached Roxford.


  The man’s eyes were closed now, and
if he wasn’t dead, he appeared to be very near death. Without
hesitating, I grabbed his body and began to pull the leaking black
miasma out of him. The two that had been dragging him let out cries
as they dropped him and pulled out their swords. They were too slow
though. I consumed all of the miasma and integrated his karma. A
moment, later, I began to use all of the mimic skills.


  I stood up. “What do the two of you
think you’re doing?”


  The two men looked at each other, then
back at me. “Boss! You’re alive! We thought you were dead!”


  “Do you think I’m that easy to
kill? Come. We’re returning to the hideout. Calypso will answer for
her betrayal. They all will.”


  “Yes, Boss!” The two men nearly
saluted, and then ran up to inform the bandits ahead of us.


  They completely ignored the body of the
true Roxford… or at least the Roxford who was true for this
dungeon. His body turned to dust, and I was now the Bandit’s
Leader.


  {Mimic has increased to level 15.}


  {You have unlocked the skill, Karmic
Control.}
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he group of bandits ended up returning
to the familiar-looking cave. I counted how many forces we had. In
the end, it was only about one hundred, and that included those who
weren’t fighters. Although they were bandits, that didn’t mean in
large enough numbers they wouldn’t need cooks, cleaners, and
laborers. As a result, the fighting force of the bandits was only
about seventy. Most of them had come with Roxford, with only a few
staying behind to guard the cave.



  I also checked on how much wealth
Roxford had accumulated. It wasn’t very much. I supposed that his
focus was the war effort. He wasn’t interested in just robbing
people. He was interested in bringing down the Demon Lord. On the one
hand, he was a bit admirable. The men with him, who were eating
mostly slop and not being paid very much, must have had a lot of
respect for him. It made it a little weird then to see them look at
me with those same adoring eyes. On the other hand, it did explain
why his numbers were so low. Any bandit who was just there for the
money and comfort definitely wouldn’t remain with Roxford.


  The next question was weapons and
armor. I quickly found that these things were missing as well. The
bandits were not equipped for war at all. Some had leather armor and
beat-up swords. I wanted to know why the conditions weren’t better,
but I didn’t have to ask too many bandits before I had my answer.
Calypso. The best food and money she reserved for herself. She
convinced Roxford that he had to eat and dress better than his men or
risk losing their respect.


  As for the men, they were too scared of
Calypso to say anything to her, and respected Roxford too much to
give him a hard time. As a result, she had managed to waste all of
their wealth. I’m not even sure what Calypso did with it, but the
bandits were living worse off than the commoners at the previous
village have been.


  With a sigh, I returned to Roxford’s
bedroom, demanding privacy, and then began sitting on the bed. I
concentrated on my two girls. Carmine was still in the demon’s
castle, but completely out of reach. My portal still wouldn’t open
there, and it would be difficult and dangerous to march right in. At
that point, it’d be like walking right into the boss room.


  As for Garnet, the pair had stopped
moving and were somewhere in the north. I didn’t know what they
were doing. I should be able to make a portal to her. I wasn’t sure
how bad the dungeon interference was. I might need to get closer to
open it, but it was possible. I didn’t bother though. I didn’t
see a point to it. Xin was at a level that if I tried to snatch
Garnet, she could take her right back. Instead, Garnet should focus
on making that dagger. Hopefully, at this distance, she still had my
bonuses. I made sure to leave Slave Master equipped just for her.


  I sat in the dark, considering my next
plan. I wasn’t as impulsive as I had once been, although I suppose
I had been impulsive the last few days since traveling with Garnet.
Maybe my soul hadn’t lost my impulsiveness, but it was something I
did when I was around women. It was easier to make a decision when
someone you cared about was depending on your actions or something
like that.


  Time passed, and the night fell into
the next day. Nothing changed in the bandit camp. Their part in the
narrative was over. They likely wouldn’t do anything, nor would
they be molested, until the dungeon cycle repeated. That was unless I
did something and got involved. I’d need to change the story
myself. Although what took Xin a thousand cycles to accomplish, I’d
need to do in less than one!
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 had six weeks until the wedding. That
was when the demon prince would attempt to kill his father. Why six
weeks? After all, Bernard had the sword and he had his bride. He
could attack the Demon King tomorrow. No, I was certain that it would
be in six weeks because that was what the narrative suggested.
Bernard may think he was completely free of this dungeon, but I was
certain that he wasn’t. He wasn’t a Paladin like Carmine, or a
White Mage and Mimic like me. Although he managed to keep his mind
sorted, he was being heavily influenced by the dungeon.



  I reasoned out from the safe room’s
murals I had already seen that it was the demon prince himself who
had secured the special metal and ordered the creation of that sword.
Creating the sword wasn’t something Xin had done, but something the
demon prince had attempted and failed to accomplish. He had planned
to betray his father since the beginning.


  However, Bernard was not the demon
prince, and so he didn’t know that the sword was something he had
come for. The result was that he followed his father and burned the
village to the ground. The dungeon allowed him to do this because it
wouldn’t have seen the narrative changing much since the sword was
always a failure. Except, this time, it wasn’t. It was no mistake
that Bernard ended up with the sword.


  In the end, I was fighting against
three different factions battling over this dungeon. There was Xin,
an external force who has been influencing and trying to leave the
dungeon. There is the Demon Lord, the master of the dungeon, who is
trying to preserve it at any cost. Finally, there is the demon
prince, the one who started the war by kidnapping the princess, then
tried to assassinate his father, marry his woman, and become the
ruler himself. Bernard was still playing that part perfectly, even if
he had no clue he was doing it.


  It was time to create a fourth faction.
I had started it once, but after a single setback and I had convinced
myself that I wasn’t qualified. It was easier to run around and
play hero. My time with Garnet taught me something. I needed help. I
couldn’t do this all on my own. With that thought, I stepped out of
my room and then assembled all of the bandits.


  I pulled out ingredients from my
inventory and cooked a meal using my Cook skill. It even went up a
level after cooking for a hundred people. Their moods immediately
improved as they ate. I still lacked a fondness for it since I had
been in this dungeon, but I saw it as a tool I could use now. After
everyone had their fill and were giving me their full attention, I
stood up.


  “Boss, what are we going to do?”


  I looked over the crowd of eager men.
In another situation, these would be enemies. Even as a dungeon,
these guys should be mobs attacking me, not allies who looked at me
with respect.


  “I need you to start gathering
others. I want everything. Supplies. People. Monsters. Steal it all.”


  “People? What are you going to do
with people?” One of the men asked in surprise.


  I raised my hand, looking curiously as
miasma poured out of it. When my mimic ability had gone up, I had
received a new ability. It was time that I tested it out.
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 still don’t understand what your plan
is, Boss.” A few of the bandits looked at me uncertainly.



  I ignored them, and instead looked at
the group they had brought me. This was just a band of measly goblins
tied up and surrounded by the bandits. After a day of scouring, that
was the best they were able to bring. Other enemies were either too
difficult for them or too hard to catch. A few men had already been
injured and if it wasn’t for my white mage abilities, they might
have died. Of course, none of the men asked how I had gotten White
Mage. They seemed to just accept it now, and it only added to their
adoration of me.


  My ability to change their jobs also
caused a wave of excitement to grow through the group. That was
previously one of the reasons that Calypso’s nonsense was tolerated
so much. As a Dark Priestess, she wasn’t just fearful, but a
necessary part of the group. Her presence was necessary for job
changes, but more importantly for resurrections. She mentioned she
had resurrected two men I killed earlier. I didn’t know if I’d be
able to do the same. In a way, she was part of the lifecycle of this
dungeon, while I technically wasn’t. Perhaps, if I used the Dark
Priest’s ability, it would work, but that would require sacrificing
someone else which I didn’t get into.


  As to who she had sacrificed, I had no
clue. The bandits weren’t keeping any prisoners, and even after
checking her corridor, I couldn’t see who she had sacrificed or
where. It was possible that sacrificing life didn’t mean another
human. She might have sacrificed an animal or monster, although I saw
no proof of that. Either way, if I had to sacrifice one of these
goblins to bring back a bandit, I supposed it’d be easy to make
that sacrifice.


  I approached the goblin in charge, who
appeared the be the largest of the group. Even he was shivering as I
kneeled next to him. His hands were tied up and even his mouth had
been stuffed. I guess the goblins howled when they were bound and
couldn’t escape, and it was irritating the bandits. I brought out
my hand, which the goblin tried to back away from. Unfortunately, he
had no room to wiggle, and I quickly put my hand on him.


  Just like the skeleton messenger had
done to me, I sent out my miasma, infecting the goblin. He stiffened
for a moment as the miasma entered his body and affected his heart. I
felt some resistance, which I supposed was the miasma from the
dungeon. I had already come to understand that the miasma I produced
was slightly different than the miasma of a dungeon. To someone not
related to me, the miasma might not be any different, but my miasma
wouldn’t attack my allies. It seemed to possess my signature or
something like that.


  I had started creating more miasma,
making the cave into a thick self-made dungeon. Over the last two
days, the bandits seemed to have grown infected just by prolonged
exposure. At first, they had shown some signs of nervousness and
withdrawal, but I was their boss so they didn’t leave the caves.
After a while, they started to calm down, and I believed they were no
longer under the control of the dungeon. The same might hold for the
goblins, but I didn’t want to wait days for it to take effect.


  After a few more moments of Karmic
Control, and the goblin stopped shaking. I removed the gag, and then
the restraints. The bandits tensed as the goblin leader stood up.
However, he didn’t run. Instead, he bent down and lowered his head
to me. A moment later, a familiar message appeared.


  {The goblin leader has been tamed as
your monster.} 


  So, I could even tame monsters this
way.
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he difference between beating down and
taming monsters and simply taking control of them with Karmic Control
was night and day. The first took minutes to hours to accomplish
depending on the monster. Furthermore, the control was loose, and the
monsters were still a bit wild. I could give them simple orders, like
bring more or protect this, but in general, they were still wild. It
was like that with Elaya. Although she was my tamed monster, it was
only in name. I couldn’t force her to do anything she didn’t want
to do.



  When it came to infecting their karma,
they became much more obedient. They were like the monsters I had
created in my dungeon, I started to realize. I couldn’t see through
their eyes or read their thoughts, but I did have a feeling of their
intent and could influence that intent. As Monster Tamer increased, I
had a distinct feeling that ability would increase too.


  After spending several days in the
cave, admittedly recovering a bit from my shock and feelings of
helplessness, I was ready to assist the troop in recruiting. I had
forgotten how much I had depended on my girls. They had always
propped me up, and whenever I hit a setback, there were a half-dozen
beautiful women to encourage me to try again. Under those
circumstances, it was very easy to act strong. I hadn’t even
realized until now how much I had depended on them to support me
emotionally. It was only now that they were all taken away that I
realized how, as strong as I had become on the outside, I was still
the same scared guy who got dumped.


  Well, it had only been half a year
since I had ended up in that world, and it only was going on two
months since I had been in this place. Anyone who expected someone to
change into a completely different person in such a short period
would be an idiot. Even cleaving my soul didn’t change who I was,
it just cut away some attributes to allow others to come to the
surface.


  The main thing that I had that the
bandits didn’t was my map and Sense Life. It made it far easier to
track down and find powerful enemies. Of course, the bandits weren’t
as strong as I was. Perhaps, if the Bandit Hero was still around,
he’d be able to help, but most of the larger enemies like the
giants were something I had to do mostly on my own. If fifty bandits
worked together, they might be able to capture a giant, but they also
might lose four or five in the process. Since I didn’t even know if
reincarnation was an option, and I didn’t want to lose as many as I
gained, I took a more active role in capturing them.


  As I tamed more monsters, despite it
being a Mimic ability, I found my Monster Tamer leveling up too.
Everything was gaining experience. It appeared I didn’t need to
kill a monster to get the experience, I just needed to defeat it.
Like that, I was able to steadily build an army. That’s when
something popped up in my vision I had never seen before.


  {You have staked a sufficient claim
of this dungeon. You are a rival Dungeon Master. You currently
control 2% of the dungeon.}


  Now, that was interesting.
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his was an aspect of dungeons that I
had never known about before. I had become a Dungeon Master and had
even constructed my dungeon, but I had never known that dungeons
could fight each other. As I created more miasma and conquered the
will of monsters, I had staked a claim on this dungeon. I was now
officially a Dungeon Master of the Twilight Dungeon. There were two
of us now, and until one of us won, the dungeon would be in a state
of conflict.



  At that moment, I only owned a small
slice of the dungeon, but that could change. Of course, I had some
worries. The true Dungeon Master had to be aware that I was staking a
claim on his dungeon. This had to draw his eyes straight to me. That
meant that I needed to move faster, and couldn’t afford to waste
time. The dungeon would be reacting to my presence now.


  Like I had once done when I took the
fort at the mouth of the valley, I moved up from species after
species. Once I had giants helping capture, I was able to capture
more and more. While the giants did the heavy lifting, I had the
bandits go out, and used them as points to create a portal to and
claim the rest of the map. Two weeks went by like that, and I had
managed to complete more challenges and win more pieces of Star Armor
along with other various potions as I unlocked the entire safe room
network.


  I didn’t know why exactly, but I felt
a calling like I had to defeat the safe rooms to truly gain control
of the dungeon. The fact that my share seemed to be increasing helped
encourage that belief. I also found the murals confirming what I had
already predicted. Originally, the prince ordered the sword, but when
it failed, he helped the humans rise against the demon lord while he
tried to do a coup. The fact that he was the original reason the
humans were having such a high level of unrest when he kidnapped the
princess wasn’t addressed. This all ended up culminating on the day
of the wedding, where the humans attacked, and the prince
unsuccessfully tried to murder his father.


  I also started to collect demons. At
first, we raided a few villages. I initially had some hesitation in
capturing real people. When I infected them with karma, they didn’t
register as a monster. However, they acted obediently, and thus I
incorporated the villages into our ranks. The fit were trained to use
swords. The craftsmen were put to work. We needed cooks, swords,
armors, and potions. I didn’t just build an army; I built a war
machine. 



  Blacksmiths and alchemists worked
around the clock and we stripped the countryside of supplies as the
army became better equipped by every day. The Bandits had grown to
three hundred fighting men, and the monsters were reaching a
thousand. I had conquered eight percent of the dungeon.


  I still wasn’t able to make my own
monsters though. Back home, it had required pooling together a bunch
of miasma. Doing that here would only be counterproductive. Thus, I
was only able to peel away the existing dungeon one layer at a time.


  “Boss, we found a monster. It killed
two giants and several giant wolves. It meets the parameters you
suggested.”


  I made an annoyed sound at the loss of
fighters, but my eyes grew fierce as I listened to his words. I had
finally discovered one of the dungeon bosses. It was time to get
serious.
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ather than spend half a day traveling
out there, I pulled out a map and asked him where the boss was
located. This was an intricate map that I drew myself based on my
mapping of the dungeon. My Cartographer job had increased again as I
made sure to distribute this map to all of my army leaders who
actually could understand maps. The most interesting skill I had
unlocked was Geometry. It allowed me to more easily calculate things
like trajectories. I realized that I’d probably be pretty good at
aiming a catapult or a trebuchet now.



  I had nearly ninety percent of the map
completed. Technically, it was all finished when it came to copying
from other maps, but I had personally viewed that much of the dungeon
by using my bandits as proxies and portaling around. The ten percent
I was missing was the area around the demon castle.


  Portaling was exactly what I was
planning to do once this bandit pointed out where this boss was on
the map. It turned out they were located around a large lake. I had
tried to grasp how levels worked in this dungeon, and it seemed that
there were based on concentric rings, with the ones on the outside
perimeter showing weaker enemies, with them growing in strength as we
moved toward the epicenter. That epicenter would be the demon lord’s
castle.


  The rings weren’t perfectly round,
and resembled more like the trunk of a tree, with divots and
depressions. There were only twenty rings in all. I had a theory that
this dungeon once had a lot more rings, but since it was cut off from
the mana of the other world, the dungeon had been sacrificing rings
to keep itself going, like a shrinking bubble of space. I had no
proof of this, and perhaps Xin was the only one who could confirm if
this was reality.


  For all I knew, dungeons evolved, and
once a mega-dungeon grew deep enough, it changed into a ringworld
like this instead, losing most of its levels as it converted into
rings. Once again, I spent too much time thinking about the nature of
dungeons. Since I was a Dungeon Master, it only made sense though.
The game had always been called My Dungeon Life, so I felt that
unlocking the true nature of dungeons was likely the name of the
game.


  At that moment, I needed to focus on
the dungeon boss. The bandits were located around the thirteenth ring
of the dungeon. Banding together, and with a giant or two as help,
they were about to make incursions as far as the fifth ring.
I called the area from the fifth ring on the dead zone, as I had
not managed to get anyone, even spies closer to the demon castle than
that.


  As for the monster they located, it was
on the tenth ring. It looked like this world did hold by rules
similar to the previous dungeons. That meant that there must be some
kind of free-roaming miniboss on the fifth ring that made
getting closer impossible. The reason we hadn’t encountered the
tenth ring boss yet was that they were actually on the opposite
side of the world from us. If I tried to ride there, it’d take at
least a week.


  However, at this point, those loyal to
me were all over the map. I hadn’t just united all of the bandits
and subdued them, but various pockets of monsters as well. My dots
were spread across the map like a growing flood, slowly conquering
the dungeon piece by piece. Once I had a dungeon boss at my command,
that power would grow exponentially, or so I hoped.


  I selected a bandit who was near the
area this man indicated, created a portal, and then headed toward my
first dungeon boss.
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pening a portal to a target on my map
didn’t mean the portal literally formed where that person was and
cut them in half. That would be an extremely foolish design. They
formed about two or three feet in front of the target. That meant
that if the target wasn’t paying too much attention while walking
forward, they may walk right into the portal and end up on the other
side without realizing it. Portals also didn’t understand height.



  If I selected a target that was
underground or flying through the air, the map would automatically
place it on the ground. This was basically because the map I used was
two-dimensional and only existed on a two-dimensional plane. If I
picked anywhere, it was as close to the ground as possible at
whatever elevation that might be. It could be used in some
interesting ways, like teleporting to the top of a tower or mountain
with ease, but it naturally had limitations.


  For example, stepping through the
portal felt a bit like stepping through water. It also had a similar
resistive effect. That meant, you couldn’t create a portal behind
an enemy, and then shoot them with an arrow. The arrow’s momentum
would be all but lost when it came out on the other side. We tried
various degrees of strength, but no matter how powerful the blow, it
didn’t pass through the portal.


  This led me to another idea. Could you
create a portal in extreme environments and use them as an attack? My
first thought was to create a portal underwater. I could create a
tsunami that could wipe out an entire army. If I got it deep enough,
the high pressure would be like a water canon with enough force that
I wondered if it could hurt bosses.


  This naturally led me to other
thoughts. I could see space. What would happen if I opened a portal
in space? Everything would be explosively sucked out into its vacuum.
How about the inside of a volcano? Sending molten earth racing down
at an enemy would be a powerful weapon. Plus, I could make a lava
moat.


  In the end, while all of these ideas
were great, they had one fundamental flaw. The portal I created
always formed a few feet in front of me, facing me. The first person
to be struck with water, lava, or the vacuum of space would be me.
Since realizing this reality, I naturally gave up on the idea of
weaponizing portals. The only way I could use it would be if I got
close to the edge of a cliff, and then hoped an idiot walking forward
would walk through the portal and off the cliff before realizing what
they were doing.


  The reason I felt the need to explain
all of this at that moment was as it so happened, the man I selected
to portal to had been at the edge of a cliff, taking a piss off the
side. When my portal appeared, he naturally stopped peeing and leaped
back, but I was about three feet out over the ledge of a cliff when I
stepped across. I let out a cry as I plunged off the cliff and into
the depths below. In this case, I was the idiot.
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 only had time to see the surprised face
of a bandit as I found myself falling. For a moment, I was convinced
I was dead. However, when my eyes landed on the water below, I tried
to move my body into a position for a dive. Hitting the water still
was a pretty heavy blow. The water exploded around me as I plunged
into the depths of the water. Bubbles were everywhere as the water
churned against the rocky shore. I lost track of which way was up,
and then I realized all of my armor was also weighing me down.



  I struggled, kicking wildly as I ran
out of breath, but it wasn’t until my hands hit sand that I
realized I was in real trouble. I had been desperately swimming in
the wrong direction, having got turned upside down. I was also deep
enough that I couldn’t see light under the shadow of the cliff.
Hoping my hands were touching the ground and not the wall of the
cliff, I put my feet down, ready to kick off.


  It was at that moment that I saw a
glowing light. Despite the fact, my lungs were burning for a breath,
and I didn’t have seconds to spare, my eyes instinctively turned
toward the source of the light. That was where I saw a beautiful
blonde woman floating there. She had a perfect body, with a moderate
but pleasantly plump chest, and supermodel-like good looks. It was
then that I noticed her lower half was a fishtail. She had long
scales that reflected gold and blue. The light seemed to come from a
pearl she was holding in her hands that shone like a light orb.


  I tensed as I realized she was a
mermaid. Naturally, as a man, there were many fantasies about
mermaids. Admittedly, the siren in my dungeon was also a fish girl,
but there was something more alluring about mermaids. Even though
they technically didn’t have the lower parts necessary to fulfill
any of that allure.


  However, I also knew as a fantasy
monster, mermaids could be quite vicious and borderline murderous. I
was in her domain, so trying to fight her would be nearly impossible.
I watched her warily, but she only looked at me curiously, like she
was just as surprised I was there.


  “Mmm!” I let out a noise, almost
taking in a breath.


  I had forgotten I was underwater for a
moment as I looked at her, and I had also wasted all of my time. Just
as I was about to panic, the mermaid lunged at me, and her mouth met
mine. I felt her cold breath rushing into my mouth. I sucked in the
air, and with our lips together, we exchanged breaths back and forth.
Even though we were exchanging the same breath, every time I inhaled,
it felt fresh. I supposed she had gills or something that was doing
the gas exchange.


  After my breath recovered, she pulled
away, a sweet smile on her face. She reached out, grabbed my hand,
and then she started to swim. The speed she moved was extremely fast,
and I nearly lost the breath of oxygen I had just regained as she
floated to the surface and then skimmed along, moving as fast as a
dolphin, perhaps even faster. When she reached the edge of the lake,
I could see some of my men running back and forth, shouting.


  “Where is Boss?”


  “He fell in the lake!”


  “The monster is in there!”


  “It’ll pull him to the bottom like
the others!”


  “Ah! I see it! It’s coming!” One
of the men pointed at us and shouted.


  “Stay fast men, it’s weak out of
water. Just stay on the shore!”


  “What’s in its hands? It’s Boss!”
One shouted. “Quick, the arrows!”


  “Stop!” I cried out as the men
started to pull out their bows. “I’m fine. She’s mine!”


  The mermaid had stopped before coming
to the shore where the lake water was shallow enough that I could put
my feet down. I immediately grabbed her, wrapping my arms around her
protectively. After all, she had saved my life.


  {You have tamed a mermaid.}


  “Eh?” I cried out as I noticed her
looking up at me with a red blush on her cheeks.


  “Boss… you did it! You tamed such a
powerful monster!” The men started cheering.


  Thinking back, I had tamed the giant by
colliding with her nether regions. I had tamed Elaya by having her in
bed. Somehow, it seemed easier to tame the females of a species. Why
did it feel like I was better at taming women than monsters?
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hy did the mermaid save me and
instantly grow attached? Maybe, I was just that charming. I didn’t
think that. More than likely, it could detect that I was a Dungeon
Master competing for control of the dungeon. For whatever reason, it
didn’t like the current Dungeon Master. Well, considering that that
dungeon master had been shrinking the dungeon as it slowly withered
away in a never-ending cycle, it might have been abandoning ship and
hoping that I’d offer it a way to survive the end of the dungeon.



  Unfortunately, I couldn’t give it
that promise. I wasn’t even sure I’d survive the end of this
dungeon, so how could I think about bringing out another monster for
my dungeon. It wasn’t like I could store her away like certain
pocket monsters until I needed her. Although now that I thought about
it, I wondered if such a magical concoction could exist. If I could
store items in alternate worlds, and even food, then there had to be
a way of storing animals.


  Either way, the dungeon boss was
surprisingly attached to me, clinging on to my leg even as I tried to
pull myself onshore. I eventually had to pat her head and make
several promises to her before she was finally willing to let go.
Watching her smile and leap back into the water, I had to wonder if
she was so terrifying as the bandits made her seem.


  Supposedly, she had dragged several
animals down into the depths as they had stopped to get a drink of
water. Anything that had the strength to kill a giant was rather
terrifying. It was a shame that all of that strength was completely
useless to me. She was bound to this lake, seemingly forgotten by
everything but the occasional monster wandering nearby that she could
snatch. I watched the mermaid swim away, feeling like this entire day
had been a waste of time.


  “Amazing. I have never seen the
mermaid act so timid before.” A woman’s voice next to me caused
me to jump.


  The bandits around me all let out
cries, drawing their swords. I raised my hand, ordering them to stop.
They wouldn’t be able to stop her. Heck, I wouldn’t be able to
stop her.


  “You know of the mermaid?” I
demanded.


  “She is based on the princess, you
know. I mean, the real princess, the one whom your paladin friend is
pretending to be.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “Carmine got her
karma off an undead.”


  “The undead girl was the
representation of the story; the mermaid is a representation of her
soul. Dungeons are abstract things, sometimes difficult to
understand.”


  If that beautiful woman was once the
princess of the human realm, I could understand the demon lord
falling in love with her at first sight. I wondered if one of the
karmas I had picked up contributed to her loyalty. If she had an
attachment to the commander or one of the other demons, then it might
also explain why she acted in the manner she did. However, like the
siren, she didn’t speak words so much, so asking her was out of the
question.


  “So, I guess the question is, are you
planning on kidnapping me now too?” I asked.
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fter asking such a bold question, Xin
at least had the good sense to look a bit embarrassed. Her cheeks
blushed slightly and she distinctly didn’t look my way.



  “I may have… previously erred in
judgment,” she responded stiffly.


  I raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”


  “I’ve been… in this dungeon for
many, many years. I’m not used to dealing with real people. I mean,
people free of the influence of dungeons.”


  “And?”


  A flicker of irritation formed on her
face. “And… I may have acted a bit coldly and impolitely toward
you.”


  “Garnet failed to make your dagger?”


  She sighed. “She had told me that a
great deal of her success had been because you were helping her. She
insisted that she couldn’t do it without your direct support. I…
didn’t listen and got a random blacksmith assistant. The dagger
ended up failing.”


  “So, you need me to help remake it.”


  “The… material was wasted.” Xin
bit her lip. “I don’t have enough to make another. My chance of
having a weapon that could fell Aberon is now gone.”


  It was my turn to look irritated. “Had
I known that there would be no chance at a redo, I might have been a
little more aggressive toward finding you.”


  “You would have failed.” She
shrugged, “And even if you did, I would have refused your help,
convinced I didn’t need you.”


  “Then, if you don’t need my help,
why are you here? What changed?”


  “I’m here because of Garnet. She
strongly urged me to work with you. She is… quite fierce for such a
small woman.”


  “True.”


  I nodded, but then remembering how Xin
was a lesbian, and Garnet was very sexually progressive, the words
suddenly took on a new meaning. I felt if I said anything though, I’d
destroy our current fragile communication. It was obvious to me that
she was putting herself out here and was already forcing herself to
act against her nature. I wasn’t sure if it was because she was a
hero, strong, or a princess… but she was an extremely bullheaded
woman. She reminded me a bit of Carmine.


  “As for what changed… the dungeon
changed,” she responded.


  “Huh?”


  “At first, the actions you took
ultimately were absorbed by the dungeon. This was why I didn’t take
you seriously. You tried to rescue the princess, but she ended up in
its clutches. You tried to initiate the war, but the humans were
still scattered. That was until I started noticing changes a few
weeks ago. The entire dungeon has started changing. I used to be able
to map the paths of every demon down to a footstep, and now it’s
like a beehive has been stirred up. The bandits who have always
stayed out of the way became active. The commoners have all started
to gather. The monsters are moving in extremely strange ways. This
has spread to the demon lord castle. They’re rearranging troops as
if preparing for war from an external source. I have now confirmed
that source to be you. There is no point in denying it. You have
caused more change in this dungeon in a single cycle than I could in
a thousand.”


  Of course, I knew exactly why that was
the case. I was a Dungeon Master, and I was taking the dungeon from
the true Dungeon Master. It seemed like my new status had even caught
Xin’s attention now. I just hope she didn’t realize the truth, or
she may decide to kill me!
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o, I’ll ask again, why are you here?”



  “I had all but given up on the
creation of that sword. Forget the sword, even the dagger would have
changed the game.” Xin sighed. “Yet, the sword is made, so we
need to get our hands on it.”


  “You’re much stronger than Bernard,
and he wouldn’t let daddy dearest see the sword. I’m surprised
you don’t march into the castle and take it for yourself.”


  “It’s not so easy,” she
responded. “We have to wait-”


  “Until the day of the wedding?” I
asked wryly. “Yeah, I’ve heard.”


  The dungeon seemed extremely caught up
on that final date. That was also the date that the cycle reset and
the portal closed. That meant we only had one chance to defeat this
dungeon and get free. Perhaps, the dungeon couldn’t be completed
unless we waited until that date. Then again, I didn’t care about
completing the dungeon. Defeating it would be enough. At first, I had
to consider completing the story because I didn’t see any way of
defeating Aberon. However, with the powerful Xin and this supposed
magical silvthril sword, we should be able to manage.


  “Then, you know.” She nodded. “I
fear with everything that’s changed, this dungeon won’t last
another cycle. The interference of you and the otherworld invaders
have diminished this world’s miasma reserves to the point where the
integrity of the dungeon will start collapsing in the next cycle.”


  “World invaders?”


  “Ah… sorry, I’ve been in this
dungeon too long.” She touched her head for a moment. “Dungeons
are a sort of space or world onto themselves. In there, the rules
don’t necessarily need to match the real world. The creatures
inside of it, or more specifically the Dungeon Master, see those that
enter it as world invaders. It’s their name for Dungeon Divers.”


  “I see…”


  I suppose everything had a counter,
actions and reactions and such. Perhaps, the demons up north saw
humanity as the plague that had to be defeated. In many ways, they
were invading our world from their plane, a place simply known as
hell that sat under the dungeon castle.


  “This place, what is it based on? I
thought it was built off of Aberis, but now I’m not so sure.” I
decided to ask her.


  “I suppose, if we’re going to be
working together, you should know. This bubble speaks of the first
war. The humans come from the Imperial Cloud Meadow, and the demons
come from the Demon’s Castle itself. This valley resembles the
beginning of the demon realm.”


  “I always imagined the demon realm as
being blighted or dark. I mean, that’s how they draw it on maps.”


  She snorted. “They would. After all,
they wouldn’t want humans going to the place, let alone befriending
the demons.”


  “So…. those created by the
dungeons… they are like us, aren’t they?”


  She hesitated for a moment and then
spoke slowly, “The things that are created by dungeons… they are
threats to our world. That’s all you need to know.”


  I lowered my head and nodded. “I
see.”


  “You are… quite wise,” she spoke
a second time. “Few I have met have ever gotten far enough to ask
these kinds of questions. For the vast majority, it is enough that
dungeons are bad and must be destroyed. I feel like you and me… we
might not be as different as I originally thought. I don’t know
why, but I feel like we share something important.”


  “Ah! That… nothing… I mean…
maybe it’s time we finish this threat, right?”


  She didn’t seem to notice my
flustered appearance. She hadn’t spent a lot of time with other
people in ages. When she said that we shared something, my mind
immediately came to a thing we both had shared. Elaya! If she knew
about my relationship with her former lover, that was another reason
she’d kill me. I came to realize just how fragile this alliance
between us was.


  “Very well.” She nodded, accepting
my words without question. “In that case, you’ll need her.”


  She turned back, and my eyes followed
until they landed on a woman walking out of the forest. Garnet
stopped and slammed her hammer down on the ground.


  “You miss me?” She smirked.


  “Garnet!” I cried out, having not
even realized she had approached me despite the bond. “What are you
doing here?”


  “Well… you’re building an army,
aren’t you?” She asked. “In that case, they’ll need some good
armament.”
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ou leveled in armorAarmor Smith again,”
I mentioned to Garnet as she handed me the newest plate mail she had
just forged.



  “I feel it… the power inside! I’ll
make a better plate mail in the next run!” Garnet declared while
her hands tightened on the hammer. 


  “I’m pretty sure that’s not how
leveling works.”


  Gaining a level didn’t suddenly make
you better at everything. I mean, I guess it did raise status, but it
wasn’t like you’d suddenly make a better piece of armor just
because you had more strength or agility. That required experience,
which I suppose is exactly what she was gaining level helped her. Now
that she was my slave, and I had my Slavemaster job equipped, she was
gaining experience far quicker than she normally did.


  I usually didn’t pay too close
attention to every level. I had read in some Adventuring guides that
focusing too much on levels would lead to failure. The reason was
pretty simple. An adventurer focused on levels might end up biting
off more than they could chew. For example, they might reach level
20, and read that this floor was good for level twenties, and then
push themselves to that level. In reality, that floor might have been
good for level twenties with Fire Control, but nearly suicidal for
other adventurers.


  There were many other examples that
were given as well. When people focused on levels as an indicator of
strength, they constantly misunderstood their abilities, and more
likely to put themselves in dangerous situations. It also ran the
risk of some becoming snobby or trying to rank themselves based on
levels. This sort of classism was frowned upon everywhere in this
world. Supposedly, there was even a play called “Juggar the Fool”
which depicted a man going around flexing his levels only to fail
embarrassingly every time.


  Thus, when it came to my party, the
girls rarely wondered what their levels were, and instead asked the
question, how strong they were. Saying that, as someone who had easy
access to my levels without the need for a magical item or a priest,
I couldn’t help but look and try to keep track of my abilities.
Well, when it came to myself, the flashing text in my vision wasn’t
exactly something that I could ignore.


  As for the others in my group, they
just didn’t ever ask. Garnet seemed to be a notable exception. She
seemed to relish in her levels and greatly enjoyed every level up.
Thus, I had gotten used to announcing her leveling, which over the
last two weeks of nonstop blacksmithing, had grown quite well.


  I placed the plate mail to the side,
and a former bandit who was now conscripted into my army grabbed it
and took it to find a soldier who needed it. Compared to the cheap
pieces of scrap metal he wore once before, he was now in a full
chainmail outfit with a particularly fine bow on his back. Besides
what Garnet made, Xin had also relinquished all of her weapons and
was still scouring the dungeon to find whatever magic items and
weapons we could use to better equip our army.


  “It’s good that you leveled.” I
turned back to Garnet as she pulled out some metal to start her next
piece. “I will be going soon.”


  “What?” Garnet let out a cry, panic
in her eyes. “N-no! I need my assistant!”


  “I’m your Master though…” I
laughed awkwardly, scratching the back of my head.


  “The quality of my work goes down
whenever you leave!”


  “Just work on the less important
things, like horse armor or something.”


  “I need you!” She cried, grabbing
my arm and trying to look up at me with begging eyes.


  “You’ll be fine. Besides, getting
practice on your own will only make the pieces when you have my
assistance, even better!”


  This brightened her mood slightly, as
it seemed she had a desire to one day make the perfect piece of
armor.


  “Where will you be going, anyway?”
She then asked, still just a bit pouty.


  “I’ll be doubling our army today.
It’s time the skeletons joined the fray.”
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hile I had been running around leveling
and creating the silvthril blade, the story in this dungeon had
continued to move on. That story didn’t involve individual people
so much as it involved armies. It spoke of skirmishes and battles,
most of which I had kept away from. As a single person, it would be
really easy to die in a large-scale battle. I wasn’t so foolish to
get involved in one of those, especially before I had the army at my
back.



  The safe rooms had told the story of
these battles, which chronicled a human uprising that ultimately
ended up squashed by the Demon Lord. When was the final battle? It
happened a few days before the wedding. This was when the humans
surrendered and their nation fell.


  This date was important in the history
of the continent because that country that fell would end up laying
the groundwork for the demon realm. The demon lands of the north
weren’t always demon lands. A long time ago, there were countries
whose names were long forgotten. Even this dungeon didn’t remember
what the name of the country they were fighting for was.


  That country had been the one who had
allowed the Demon Lord’s castle to rise. Some say that when the
demons emerged from the dungeon and seemed so much like humans, the
humans had tried to welcome them. They had met them with peace at
first, trying to welcome them as a new species to their world. That
new species turned invasive, tensions grew, and it was ultimately the
Demon Lord’s son who kidnapped the princess and caused the country
to revolt and try to destroy the demon’s castle.


  Unfortunately, the country had lost,
and the demon realm was formed. With the support structure of an
entire country, they started invading new countries, spreading until
the state of the demon realm ended up looking like what it did today.
At least, that was my current understanding of things based on the
few tidbits I had heard from Xin and my observations. Most of this
happened so long ago, that even records in Aberis didn’t contain
much information about it.


  The point being, the skeletons that I
had originally allied myself with when I first entered this dungeon
over two months ago had been scattered, but not defeated. Although
they lost the fort, reinforcements arrived and they were still waging
skirmishes to this day. It was for this reason that I was able to
build such a large army myself, as the majority of the demon king’s
forces were still dealing with the revolt.


  Since agreeing to work together, Xin
had provided me a lot of essential information. She gave me the
locations of the remaining Safe Rooms, for example, which was why I
was able to piece together the majority of the story, as well as
complete the rest of her challenges. She didn’t know why I wanted
to do that, so I only told her it was for personal training.


  In this case, she had managed to tell
me where the command structure of the skeletons was. These were the
remaining forces of the human rebellion. They were still outside the
mouth of the valley and hadn’t made any progress in two months. In
a little less than ten days, their forces would end up attacking the
mouth of the valley and would finally be wiped out.


  It was time to change all of that.
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he portal opened, and I carefully eased
my foot through before stepping the rest of the way. I was much more
careful now, making sure I didn’t have any unfortunate portal
mishaps. No bandit or monster was waiting for me on the other side.
This was an area I had been to before when I first came to this
dungeon. It almost felt nostalgic how far I had come since entering
this dungeon. The place was now completely mapped out. The story was
unlocked. Now, I was raising an army to make the final push and
defeat the Demon King.


  

    Of course, being able to defeat this
Demon King didn’t mean I’d be able to defeat the real Demon King.
This was only a shadow of the real man. It was as much an
approximation as the mermaid was the princess. I did admit I was
curious how he looked, although since Xin only shared the vaguest
resemblance to her giant counterpart from the Widow’s dungeon, I
didn’t have too high of expectations.


    I started walking in the direction of
the camp which Xin had indicated. I had only needed to walk five
minutes before a patrol of undead riding undead horses rode up to me.
I held up my hands as they circled me. Thankfully, I didn’t even
have to open my mouth before one of the skeletons seemed to recognize
me.


    “Commander Stone?” The skeleton
said in surprise.


    He gestured, and the others lowered
their weapons. They still kept them at the ready though.


    “Yes, I have returned. I bring news
to our leader.”


    “Yes… I suppose you will need to
debrief with the general. He thinks you died.”


    “I almost did,” I responded, and
that didn’t even half to be a lie.


    The men led me back into the camp,
which while shabby, still looked more disciplined than my own. These
were real soldiers, not an assortment of conscribed commoners,
brainwashed soldiers, and bandits. It made a difference. Still,
compared to what Garnet made, their armor was shabby, and it was
clear they were all haggard after countless battles. I realized I
might have to stay a day or two to cast White Mage spells and restore
them to full fighting condition. Never underestimate the power of a
White Mage on an army.


    As I approached a large tent that
seemed to be the commander’s tent, a man rushed out. He had an
extremely angry expression on his face, and he was wearing armor much
better than the rest. His eyes landed on our party, and the men
escorting me turned white.


    “Commander Stone! You’re supposed
to be dead!” He snarled.


    I was a bit surprised, having not
expected the General to be so violently angry. He continued to
approach me, his posture filled with malice, and I realized the
situation was sinking fast.


    “You are a deserter and a traitor!
You let the fort fall to enemy hands! Give me one good reason I
shouldn’t order you cut down right here!” He shouted, now right
in my face.


    I shrugged, a causal expression on my
face that caused him to grow even more enraged. “Because you won’t
be alive in a second to make that order.”


    Without hesitation, I used Quick
Attack, and my blade struck right through his armor, into his heart.
Although the Star Sword was only a dungeon’s approximation of the
silvthril sword, and not made from it, it still could cut through
anything else this dungeon made. I wasn’t sure if it’d have that
trait outside of this dungeon. It might be something it could only do
in here, but that was enough for now.


    “A-assassin!” The men could only
stare in shock before someone screamed.


    As everyone pulled their sword, I put
my hand on the man’s chest and a black substance flowed from him to
me. By the time we were surrounded by guards, the general, his mouth
agape, and a look of shock still on his face collapsed to the ground,
dead. I casually looked around at the men surrounding me while
activating Mimic skills.


    “What are you all doing?” I
bellowed just like he had. “You almost let an assassin in here to
kill me!”


    “S-s-sorry, general!”


    “General wouldn’t let anything like
an assassin stop him!” Someone else declared proudly.


    “Everyone, get ready!” I shouted,
ignoring their excuses. “We’re moving out!”


    Like that, I was now the general of the
undead army.
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fter taking control of the armor, I
started to rejuvenate the men.



  “Ahhhh! Ahhhhh! It burns!” Screamed
an undead soldier.


  I snapped my fingers. “That’s
right, healing undead kills them!”


  I had already cast refresh and a few
other spells on some of the soldiers, but this was the first guy who
approached me with some genuine damage. I immediately leaned on a
healing spell, which only further exacerbated the situation. I
stopped it in time that he didn’t die, but he was looking in worse
shape. I was glad I decided to stick to triage rather than using a
blanket group heal on the entire army. I might have taken out my
entire battalion in a single move.


  I had been wondering why the battalion
didn’t have any priests in it to help keep them refreshed and
healed, but I ended up with the answer immediately. It turned out
that these forces couldn’t afford to have priests, so they simply
got deleted from the narrative.


  How exactly did you heal someone who
wasn’t alive? That was the question I was asking myself as I looked
down at the ailing man while my commanders and lieutenants glanced at
each other awkwardly. They weren’t suspicious. It was more like
they thought their general was acting weird and was trying to justify
his actions in their minds. I quickly schooled my face and pushed my
Mimic abilities to the max so that I acted just like the general
again. This seemed to ease them.


  I tried going through my skills,
although I had so many at this point, it was very easy to overlook
something. My eyes naturally fell on the skill Steal Life, which was
offered by both Monster Tamers and Dark Priests. However, where
Monster Tamers could only use it on their monsters, Dark Priests
could use it on anybody.


  If I stole his life, would I make him
more undead, in other words, heal him? I had a feeling I would just
finish the job if I even tried. Then again, I could give him life,
but giving life to an undead? Wouldn’t that kill him too? In that
case, what was life?


  I tried to remember everything I had
learned. Living creatures were made up of three different things:
Mana, spirit, and body. Dungeon monsters had a corrupted form of mana
called miasma. Mana and miasma didn’t get along. You could attack
mana with miasma, and vice versa. However, mana could also be
corrupted and turned into miasma. Then there was someone like Astria
who could both use mana and miasma. I could use mana and miasma
seamlessly as well, and even convert mana to miasma, although I
didn’t seem to be able to do the opposite yet.


  Then there was karma, which acted a lot
like miasma, but in certain ways was different? It reminded me of
light, which functioned as a wave or a particle depending on what you
needed it for. The difference between karma and miasma felt the same
if there even was a difference. Was karma just the miasmic version of
spirit? As a spiritualist, Miki could do all kinds of crazy things
with the souls of the living, from talking to undead, keeping the
spirit alive, blocking a person’s mana flow, and trapping their
soul from resurrection. Karma seemed to function the same way in
dungeons. So… as miasma was to mana, karma seemed to be to spirit.


  You could heal a person by providing
them with mana for healing. Since these were creatures composed of
miasma, and they were created by the dungeon, then it stood to reason
that their bodies, albeit physical, were a manifestation of miasma.
So, if I created miasma, and then infused it in his body…


  I lifted my hand and black tendrils
came out and started to touch him. It turned out to cost me a lot
more mana than just tossing a White Mage spell, but I managed to heal
the undead soldier. Everyone relaxed as he started to return to a
healthy shade of… white.


  Taking out some water of life for
myself, which was probably holy water to this undead, I started to
patch up the army. By then, they were ready to move. I began the
march.
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e were still a little more than a week
away from the beginning of the final battle between the humans and
the demons historically, and a little less than two weeks away from
the wedding. Although I had felt like I had been in this dungeon
forever, it had supposedly only been a bit less than three days on
the outside. Yet, I had changed so much since I had been in here. I
wondered if my girls would even recognize me when they saw me next.
While I wasn’t so much worried about their current conditions, I
realized that I was starting to miss them.



  The army began heading toward the mouth
of the valley. In the real world, or maybe just the past cycles, the
undead would march on the fort in the mouth of the valley and capture
it. They then began a blockade, demanding the return of the princess.
They wanted to block all trade into the valley, and eventually leave
the Demon King desperate. Instead, he built an army and attacked the
fort, using similar methods to defeat them as Bernard had used on me.
That was to say they had a secret area where a small contingent of
warriors remained magically hidden until they snuck out at night and
let the army in.


  Of course, the human forces were more
than just the fort, but after a brutal three-day battle around the
mouth of the valley, they were finally forced to surrender. The
surviving general was dragged before Lord Aberon. Part of their
surrender was that they must bear witness to the wedding between the
princess and the demon prince and let the people know who their new
leaders were. They were patsies used to break the morale of the human
resistance. So, one can imagine why I didn’t hold too much respect
for the man I just replaced, who ended up betraying his people and
was probably responsible for the wars going on until this day.


  Despite that, I saw no reason to change
history. The one nice thing about karma was that while I was wearing
it, the dungeon couldn’t tell the difference between me and the
dungeon monster I stole the karma from, especially if I acted like I
was supposed to. In this case, I was moving a day early, but that
probably wasn’t enough to cause the dungeon to worry.


  I marched the army up to the mouth of
the valley and, like my predecessor before me, began to lay siege on
the fort. I had already taken the fort once before, but I had
depended on portals and underhanded tricks. If I did that this time,
the dungeon might be able to tell, and thus the Dungeon Master would
know where I was and retaliate. Thus, I was taking it old school. It
was a bloody, difficult battle, and I did my best to mitigate the
damage, but I kept to my role as general.


  “Master, the battle has begun.”


  Those words came from Garnet through
Slave Communication. Unlike Carmine, whose communication with me was
somehow silenced while she was in the Demon King’s castle, I could
hear her clearly. She wasn’t talking about my battle, where we had
been fighting for a few hours now. Rather, she was talking about my
army of monsters and bandits. Monster Tamer skill, level forty,
Monster Sight. After taming so many enemies, I had made many levels,
and one such level allowed me to look through the eyes of my tamed
monsters.


  I could see them racing against an army
of demon soldiers. This is where Aberon thought I was. While Xin, who
seemed to be able to avoid his sight, ran that battle, the plan we
devised after many careful nights of planning began to unfold.
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heir army is fleeing,” Garnet
continued to feed me reports.



  Naturally, my army full of bandits and
conscribed should break under an army of soldiers. However, this was
just a rouse. I had control of the karmic destiny of those men and
monsters, and they would do anything for me if I requested it of
them. They were ordered to retreat, giving the enemy the impression
they were on the run and had been broken up by my actions.


  Meanwhile, we conquered the fort.
Although I selected the lower and less skilled men to manage the
fort, and kept it on a skeleton crew, sending the rest of the men off
to secure the blockade. That night, as predicted, the demons came out
and cut their way to the gate, killing a handful of unsuspecting
undead on the way. They then opened the gate, and a battle ensued.
The fort was ultimately taken back, and battles began to break out
everywhere.


  As an army of demons arrived at the
mouth of the valley, the undead battled them back. I mostly worked on
autopilot, keeping myself from intervening. I found many different
situations in which I could have changed battles to our favor by
using one of my abilities or some other tactic, so I had to resist
doing it, even though it cost lives. Thankfully, the undead, who were
monsters, didn’t weigh on my conscience nearly as much as the
demons, who looked just like people. Sacrificing a skeleton didn’t
bother me much at all.


  The battles intensified, and while I
tried to time things out better, we were overtaken on the second day.
I had been sending most of my soldiers away. Where? Into a place
where the dungeon couldn’t detect them. It was one of Xin’s
pocket worlds, outside the reach of the dungeon’s senses.
Eventually, the command camp was captured, I waved the white flag.


  Thankfully, Bernard wasn’t among the
commanders who captured me. He was too busy with the wedding. I had
hoped as much because if he had shown up, it was likely to ruin
everything.


  “General of the humans, so weak,”
the demon sneered.


  “I surrender unconditionally,” I
responded. “Ah… but if you could let my remaining soldiers go.”


  “Hmph… that’s a condition.” He
snorted and then nodded to his men. “Go ahead, let them go.”


  “Thank you, commander.” I bowed.


  “And kill them.”


  I gritted my teeth as screams and
shouts sounded out behind me. There were a few cries for their
general as the three hundred surviving soldiers who had already
tossed down their weapons were pelted with arrows until death. The
commander who gave the order looked down on me with a sneering look.
This was an army I had stolen, and I wasn’t even really their
general. I was just using them. However, Mimic gave me the ability to
fake distress on my face.


  As for my actual feelings, they were
still filled with anger. It wasn’t because I had a personal
attachment to anyone involved, but because of the principle of the
thing. We had surrendered, and this commander had massacred those
men. It was disgusting behavior for a leader. He showed no mercy.


  Good. I didn’t have any hang-ups
about killing the demons now either. The demons I had promised Garnet
I would protect were slaughtered by these demons. Part of the reason
she made armor so hard was that they had taken everything she had in
this world away from her. We were now in agreement. We would bring
this world of theirs down around them. A time would come when this
demon would regret his decision and he would receive exactly what he
gave.
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emons didn’t move at the same speed I
could use safe rooms and portals. Although, after making my
surrender, the army started heading back to the capital, it was still
a week before I could see the Demon Castle in the distance. I had
seen it before, but never this close. This could be said to be the
closest I had ever gotten and the only way I had managed it was by
fooling the dungeon into thinking I was a part of its narrative.



  I wasn’t sure if the dungeon saw me
as a threat. I was trying to change the narrative, not complete it,
so it was anyone’s guess if this upset it. It was even kind of
strange thinking of a dungeon as a living thing. It was a curse, a
blemish on the world, yet it also could create incredible things. It
wasn’t clear if dungeons were truly alive or had any true awareness
beyond acting and reacting.


  However, that didn’t matter, because
the Dungeon Master did have the capacity to react, and he had to be
aware of not only the damage I was doing to the narrative but my
attempts to wrestle the dungeon from his control. At this point,
nearly thirty-five percent of the dungeon was in my control. That
might not seem like much, but every percentage I took made the
dungeon that much weaker.


  The area around the Dungeon Castle was
desolate. I had been expecting some capital city dedicated to demons,
but it didn’t seem like that was the case. Quite the opposite, it
seemed like all life was repelled from the middle, creating a ring of
deadness. This resembled the wastelands on the maps much closer. I
wondered if the Demon Castle’s corruption was allowed to spread for
untold years if the maps were telling the truth. Unless I traveled up
north, I wouldn’t know the answer.


  The demon commander dragged me into the
dungeon. I was still in contact with Garnet, but we had both prepared
for the possibility that our connection would be severed once I
entered. I left one last phrase.


  “I’m going in now.”


  “Okay.”


  That was the last exchange I had with
Garnet, as there was no answer to my next words that came after I
passed the massive double doors. I could still feel her general
direction, but she was far too distant to pinpoint now. I was on the
inside. While this meant I no longer had contact with her, it might
also mean something else.  Without showing any change in my
demeanor, I brought up my map, and that was when I saw a familiar dot
for the first time in what felt like ages.


  I could see Carmine in the castle.
Since we were officially in the same location again, I had contact
with her. Hopefully, the last week while I was steadily approaching
the castle, she hadn’t given Bernard or the Demon King any signs I
was coming. As I continued to follow the commander, I decided to see
if I could contact her. The worst that would happen was that I would
hear silence.


  “Carmine! Are you there?” I sent
the message and waited for an answer.


  I had expected an immediate response
when I sent her my message, so when a minute went by, I had to wonder
if the entire demon castle prevented a signal, or if Bernard had done
something to Carmine herself to block me. Then, I suddenly heard her
voice, although it was quiet and full of uncertainty.


  “Who are you?”
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 was immediately confused by Carmine’s
response. I had thought she might not answer. I had even considered
receiving a response from the Demon King, having somehow interrupted
the transmission. If that was the case, I was screwed. I had devised
a few escape plans if things went bad, but there was no saying
whether I would have made it out of here alive.  It was a risk,
putting my life on the line, all so that I could get into the castle
ahead of time.



  “Carmine?”


  “I… don’t know who that is.”
The response came a moment later. “How are you talking to me? Are
you the one I feel drawing near? Are you my soulmate?”


  I had to think things through after
hearing her message. So, Carmine no longer remembered who she was.
That meant that the miasma that had infected her heart had somehow
successfully infected her entire soul. In her mind, she was the human
princess and didn’t even remember being a Paladin at all.


  Since I was the one who had rescued
her, I had forged a place in her heart in place of Bernard. I wasn’t
sure why the dungeon had designed it so the princess fell in love
with whoever saved her, and not simply the prince, but it worked in
my favor. Had her heart belonged to him, I wasn’t sure I could have
accepted it. It would have been extremely infuriating.


  However, it almost seemed like she
couldn’t remember me anymore, but rather the idea of me. The slave
bond had turned into her soulmate who she could feel at a distance.
She had been sitting in the castle, waiting for me to rescue her.
Rather than trying to snap her out of it, I decided to play into the
fantasy for the moment. I didn’t have the time to explain
everything, and I couldn’t afford her accidentally notifying the
others in her distress.


  “Yes! I’m the knight who saved you.
I’ve come to rescue you! That’s why you can hear me because our
hearts are bound as one.” I decided to throw out a bunch of lines
that made me blush.


  “My hero has come? Oh! Wonderful!
Please, save me!”


  “First, are you doing okay? Has Bern-
I mean the Demon Prince done anything to you?”


  This was the thing I had been worried
about the most. If she had been mistreated while I sought the means
to attack the castle, I would lose it.


  “It was awful!” She cried out,
causing my worst fears to be realized.


  “What did that bastard do?” My
expression started to darken.


  “It was the worst! First, he bought
me a dress… but it wasn’t the color I liked! Then, he promised to
buy me anything I wanted, but when I asked for a small island, he
said he didn’t have any of those! Finally, every night, they feed
me with a 4-star chef. Daddy always got me a 5-star chef! I mean, his
food tastes the same, but it was the principle of the thing! Are you
listening? This is important! I’m suffering here!”


  I quickly grew tempted to turn off the
Slave Communication. As for whether this was an aspect of the
princess or Carmine… I honestly couldn’t tell. I realized that
the pair kind of deserved each other.
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s Carmine droned on about all of her
perceived injustices, I was reminded once again just what it meant to
have a high-maintenance girlfriend. By the time I was brought into
the throne room, I was seriously considering just abandoning her in
this dungeon. I was quite happy about the distraction, that was until
I remembered the distraction was the most dangerous and feared man in
the land.



  “I have brought the general of the
humans,” the commander said to the guards blocking the entrance to
the throne room.


  I gulped, concentrating on my
deception. I hoped that the Mimic job I had worked so hard on since I
had entered this dungeon would be enough to fool the Demon King.
There were a lot of things that could go wrong. If the demon prince
was there, he could figure me out. If the Demon King could see
through it, he could cause a lot of issues. Suddenly, I wasn’t sure
if this was so good of an idea after all.


  Unfortunately, I didn’t have much
choice in the matter. The door opened and I was shoved inside. I
ended up in a room that resembled the boss rooms of previous
dungeons. The size was immense, and I wondered if this castle made
sense given the dimensions of this room. There was a row of bowls
with fires in them, and at the very end was a man.


  As the guards with the commander by our
side dragged me down the long carpet, I could make out more and more
of the Demon King. I had to say, that despite what I knew about
demons, I was expecting a demon king that looked like the devil
himself. I was expecting a large and intimidating man that was more
muscles than man. I was expecting red skin, long curly horns, sharp
teeth, and a threatening demeanor.


  The man I saw instead was shockingly
ordinary looking. His horns were incredibly modest. He was just a bit
handsome. His features were very normal. Even Aberis looked much more
intimidating than this man. If he reminded me of anything, he sort of
reminded me of Shao. That was when a thought jumped into my head.


  As I was dragged down the path and
dumped at his feet, that thought began to take hold more and more. My
mind wanted to dismiss it because it was far too ridiculous, but I
couldn’t shake the realization.


  “So, you’re the general who has
sought to overthrow my people?” The man asked calmly. “My people
are here to stay. It is the survival of the fittest. Do you
understand? That is the nature of this world. Natural selection at
its finest.”


  “You’re from another world!” I
cried out in surprise.


  He blinked. “Yes… of course. That
is the nature of dungeons. They are connections between worlds.
Weaknesses in your own story led to the invasion of others.”


  “No…” I shook my head, now almost
certain. “You’re from Earth.”


  The expression on his face was one of
pure shock. He stood up so quickly that he nearly knocked the throne
back. His eyes were locked on me, and all of his previous regal
demeanor was gone.


  “How could you know that?”


  As he incidentally confirmed it, the
expression on my face started to whiten.  Like Shao… the Demon
King was from Earth?
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fter his initial moments of surprise,
the Demon King’s expression darkened. “Where have you heard that
name?”



  I had thought that hearing Earth he
might have grown excited. I also felt a surge of excitement when it
occurred to me he was from Earth. If I was wrong, then he would have
just given me a strange look like I was speaking garbage, and we
would have moved on. However, his violent and sudden reaction meant
that Earth meant something to him.


  It was only then I remembered that he
was the Dungeon Master of the Twilight Dungeon and not the original
Demon King. So, that led to the question of whether it was the Demon
King who had heard of Earth or this approximation of the Demon King
created by the dungeon. Either way, I didn’t expect him to suddenly
grow angry. I suddenly worried that maybe being from Earth wasn’t
such a good thing.


  “I… my friend came from Earth.” I
gave a weak excuse. “You just… suddenly reminded me of him?”


  I really didn’t expect this to work
at all, but then the Demon King nodded and sat back down calmly. “I
see… it is the same with me. I also knew a woman who was from
Earth. She’s gone now.”


  I didn’t know if he was telling the
truth or not, but it seemed like he had calmed down and I was worried
about upsetting him again.


  “General, my people need a home.
There was once a time when the country of Twilight believed that our
worlds could unite. I still believe that this is possible. After all,
your world has united with so many in the past.”


  “What does that mean?” I asked.


  “The esmere, the elves, the osteria,
the giants, the animalkin, the merfolk, the dwarves, even the humans,
you have all managed to integrate yourselves into this foreign
world.”


  “What?” This time I was surprised.


  He sneered. “I know how you humans
love to hide history, but surely you remember that it was once your
species that emerged from the cursed dungeons and pushed back this
world’s inhabitants. You then welcomed all of the otherworlders,
including us. Only later did you suddenly decide we were evil, all
thanks to that wretched church.”


  My mind was moving a mile a minute.
This broke everything I knew about this world. I had always thought
that all of these species developed on this world, perhaps through
some kind of natural selection. However, if you really thought about
it, what kind of natural selection would have led to such a diverse
range of completely unique species?


  The answer was that these species all
came to this world at various points in history. It seemed like
humans were in the majority, but every other species had come at some
point and settled here. Who were the original inhabitants? I didn’t
even know!


  My silence seemed to urge the Demon
King on. “If the humans won’t give my people a place in this
world, then we will take it! The country of Twilight is already ours.
Demons control the valley and by extension 70% of the defensible
land. Admit defeat and urge your soldiers to surrender. If you do
this, I will spare your lives, and allow the remaining humans to live
among us.”


  “Your commander made me a similar
promise, and he slaughtered my men,” I responded, acting how I
thought the General would.


  The Demon King looked up at the
commander who was still standing next to me. “Is this true?”


  “My lord.” The commander grew
flustered. “I felt it necessary to instill a sense of control and
fear into the general, or he might think he can…”


  The commander never finished his words.
The Demon King went from his chair to standing on the other side of
his room. There was the shing of a blade being pulled out ringing in
the air. Compared to Aberis, which I had already thought was fast
beyond comprehension, this guy was even faster. The commander was
making a strange noise, but a second later, his body split in two.
This was the power of the Demon King, and the real one was even
stronger than that.  I had a long way to go.


  The Demon King turned back to me, his
expression showing nothing after just cutting a man in two. Even if
his expression had been angry or cold, it would have been something.
However, it was the same blank friendly expression from when I had
entered.


  “Do we have an agreement?”
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 had no choice but to accept the Demon
King’s offer. Any hope that I might have some leniency from him was
lost, and I ended up tossed in a dungeon shortly after that. Not
talking about a cursed dungeon, but a castle dungeon. I could call it
a jail, but that word didn’t do the dark muggy underground prison
justice. Well, that was the plan from the beginning, so one could say
that everything was going according to plan.



  He had made me promise to sit through
the wedding of Carmine, or I suppose it was the princess. Then, I was
to declare to the people that the demons were uniting with the humans
and that we were to surrender. It sounded like a fair deal
considering, but I knew how this story ended. The demons began an
aggressive campaign conquering the north. I didn’t know how big
Twilight was, or how many countries the Demon King conquered, but the
bloody war he started continues until this day.


  I sat in my cell, and when I was sure I
was going to be left alone, summoned a few creature comforts from my
inventory. I had feared that their dungeon would have some kind of
anti-magic spell or something. Maybe, the real Demon Castle did, but
dungeons were bound by certain rules, and one of those rules was that
it couldn’t trap or stop your progress. Technically, tossing me in
a jail cell would break the rules of a dungeon. They could trick you,
get you lost, throw enemies at you, make environments impassable, but
they couldn’t just lock you up and keep you there.


  When the first dungeon I ever entered,
Mina’s Dungeon, collapsed all those months ago, there must have
been a means of returning to the surface. Since Mina’s Dungeon had
a lot of portal traps, one of them must have led up past the
blockade. It was just anyone’s guess how. Thus, although I was
shoved in this jail, there had to be some way out. I spent the better
part of an hour looking, only to try the front door and find it
unlocked. This dungeon was getting lazy if its big workaround was to
just make the cell door lock break.


  With my way out secure, I settled down.
Now, it was just time to wait. During the wedding, when everyone was
distracted, we’d make our move. If Bernard acted like his demon
prince counterpart, he should use the opportunity to attack his
father. The army would move in. I’d free Carmine in the chaos and
bring her into the safe room to recover. Once the Demon King finished
off the prince, Xin, Carmine, Garnet, and I would work together to
take him out. Well, I had a feeling it’d be mostly Xin.
Comparatively, the rest of us weren’t as strong.


  Unfortunately, I couldn’t get any
news from the outside. I just had to wait and hope the girls were
doing their job. I did occasionally communicate with the princess,
but I gained little more than well-wishes and more complaining about
how the life of a princess was hard. I found I preferred the solemn
silence of a jail cell during those times.
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t is time.” A group of
ominous-sounding men came and pulled me out of my cell.



  I walked down the long hallway in
chains with four men surrounding me. I was made to kneel down. A man
started taking measurements, taking particular notice of my neck
size. A third man came out with a bowl of scalding liquid.  The
first man pulled out a long blade. He then proceeded to cut my hair.
The second man started sewing, while the third started to bathe me.


  As it were, they wanted to prepare me
for the wedding. I was the General representing the nation at the
point of surrender. If I looked like I had been held in a dungeon and
tortured, my words wouldn’t have nearly as much sway on the people.
Of course, my statement would be recorded magically and then replayed
in every village and town. For that, I had to look my finest.


  Although I had some comforts from my
inventory, it had been weeks since I had a good bath. I was cleaned
up, put in a nice suit, and then escorted upstairs. I was even
provided two elite guards by my side, who would graciously protect
me, and cut off my head if I made any attempt to flee. Well, the
hospitality of a demon king only went so far.


  As I walked down the hallways, every so
often I dropped something from my inventory onto the ground. I
usually picked areas where there was a carpet so nothing could be
heard. I faked so many coughs I suspected they might have thought I
was dying of the flu. I feared they’d be suspicious, but I guessed
they expected a man being held in the dungeon for several days would
contract something and be weak.


  I was seated at the back of the
wedding. I had anticipated this. Even though I was disguising my face
and using the karma of the general, I feared that Bernard still might
be able to recognize me. The same could be said about Calypso.
Thankfully, the pair of them were at the front of the wedding. Just
as I moved to sit down, one of the elite guards grabbed me.


  “You will be giving the bride away,”
he said.


  “Ah… what?”


  “Demon King’s orders. You will walk
her down the aisle.”


  That… was not part of the plan. I
gulped, but nodded and was led back to a room. I could hear the
prattling on of a haughty woman. It took a moment to realize it was
Carmine.


  “And another thing! This dress looks
a bit frumpy on the side, and…”


  “My lady… it is time,” a man
explained to the princess.


  “My hero will come for me. He will!”
She protested.


  “Yes, you’ve been saying that.”


  I sweated slightly, listening to this
from the hallway. If she made a scene here, things might get a bit
messy. Of course, she’d be able to recognize me through the bond.
Although my face was different, the current dungeon-infected Carmine
cared more about karma than physical appearance.


  It turned out. My worries weren’t
warranted. The woman walked out without glancing at me. She grabbed
my arm without looking my way. She seemed to be in a huff.


  We started to move toward the wedding
room with the entire entourage. This included a half dozen guards,
the steward, and a few ladies who were holding up the back of her
dress. I was sweating though. I would be right in front of all the
major players in this dungeon, and if even one saw through my
mimicry, I’d be screwed.


  As I was thinking of such things, I
realized Carmine had stopped. She was looking at me now.


  “My lady, you must walk forward!”
The steward urged her on.


  She started walking again, but her eyes
were locked on me. I distinctly didn’t turn to look at her. Rather,
I was starting to sweat more and more. She saw through the mask! Just
don’t say anything. We have to make it.


  The music started as we reached the
wedding hall. We started to walk forward. Everyone had their eyes on
us. It was Carmine, and me right next to her. We were halfway down
the hall. Bernard had his eyes on Carmine, and Calypso wasn’t even
sparing us a glance. This could work!


  Just then, Carmine ripped her arm from
mine, grabbing her head and shaking it, a look of confusion marring
her expression.


  “What is… what’s going on?” She
said.


  Mumbling broke throughout the church,
while I looked at her with my mouth opened, not sure what to say.


  “You’re getting married, ma’am,”
the steward hissed at her.


  “M-marriage?” She said, squinting
like she didn’t understand the word.


  “You know… ‘will you marry me’?”
I offered, trying to placate the situation quickly.


  The second I spoke those, her words
jumped to me, a crystal clear conviction in her eyes. I barely had
time to realize things were going south when she broke into a wide
smile.


  “Yes!” She leaped at me, and we
began to kiss in the middle of the wedding of the demon prince.


  Bernard finally was looking at my face
now that his bride-to-be was sucking on it.


  “Deeeeeeekk!” He let out a scream.


  Then, all hell broke loose.
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hen you find yourself making out with
the bride to the wedding in the middle of the Demon King’s Castle,
there is only one option. You run. As soon as Bernard screamed my
name, and the gig was up, I dropped a bunch of smoke bombs from my
inventory and ignited them. I grabbed Carmine, picked her up in my
arms, and started running for the door.



  Although I was much stronger than I
used to be and could pick up a normal girl in my arms easily, Carmine
was a large, muscular woman. Her large chest alone added many pounds,
and so I found myself panting after carrying her only a few meters. I
still high-tailed it to the door while the ground exploded in
confusion and surprise. I only just made it to the door when the
smokescreen I had created disappeared as quickly as it had arrived.


  The Demon King had managed to blow it
all out a window in a matter of seconds. Just what kind of Air
Control did that guy have to do something like that so easily? The
elites who had been guarding us spun in embarrassment as they
realized I had slipped past them. They turned and started running
toward us. Bernard was trying to give chase too, but the procession
of people in the way made it impossible for him to get past.


  Just as the guards finally got turned
around and started sprinting toward me, there was an explosion
shaking the entire room and creating even more panic. Alarms started
to sound outside as an invasion of the capital began. They had
arrived, and not a moment too soon.


  “We’re ready!” I heard a voice
suddenly break in through Slave Communication.


  “About time!” I shouted out loud to
no one in particular, and then I activated the device in my hand.


  Since I had entered the castle, I had
been dropping crystals all over the place at the orders of Xin. Once
Xin got into the castle, she could activate them, and they’d each
open a portal. They functioned much like the transportation kiosk in
the dungeon, and like that, hundreds of human soldiers were
teleported all over the castle. The elites gave chase, but as I
passed an intersection, a dozen human soldiers pounced on them,
forcing the elites to stop and engage them in combat. I could still
hear Bernard screaming from behind, but I had my mind locked on a
specific location.


  “My hero!” She gasped, looking at
me with loving eyes. “I love you!”


  “Hah… you’re going to be super
embarrassed once you come back to your senses,” I responded. “Which
will be happening in just a second!”


  I stopped and then shoved through a
door. We burst into safe room number fifty. It was the last one. I
hadn’t completed it yet. Carmine in my arms suddenly went limp,
causing me to kneel and put her down. When I checked her, her eyes
were closed. The shock of having the miasma cleanse knocked her
unconscious. This was something I hadn’t expected!
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s the battle raged outside, I cast
various spells on Carmine, but she didn’t wake up again. My brow
furrowed. It looked like I would have to do this without her help.
That was fine. It was always going to be Xin finishing this battle,
anyway. Since the moment I saw the Demon King move a few days ago, I
knew there was little I could do in a fight of that level.



  Thankfully, we were safe in this room.
Even Bernard probably couldn’t find this room, given how much he
was under the dungeon’s control. As for Carmine, she never would
have entered this room if I didn’t carry her directly into it. The
result was that she had been rendered unconscious. Unfortunately, I
couldn’t wait and see if she got back up.


  I glanced around the room, looking at
the final kiosk. According to Xin, there was no last trial in the
50th room. Once you had made it into the Demon King
castle, you had already progressed far enough into the dungeon that
it didn’t really make sense to delay you longer. I also took a look
at the mural. It was as expected, depicting the prince battling his
father. However, he did not have the silvthril sword, since it had
failed in the original story. This time would be different though.


  I started to put on the armor, one
piece at a time. It was a very strong armor, plus there was a synergy
by having all the pieces. I also had a feeling that I would need it
to survive. I guess I would end up being the knight in shining armor
that Carmine had wanted all along. Looking down at her, I could only
give a wry smile. There was another boom, and the castle shook again.
This time, the castle continued to shake long after. I could hear
battle occurring outside my door.


  “Garnet?”


  “Master… the Demon King has
retreated to his sanctum in the throne room. He’s protected by a
hundred knights.”


  “What about Bernard? The Demon
Prince?”


  “He’s a no show! He took off! He
seems to be looking for something!”


  I couldn’t help but make an irritated
noise. I had thought the dungeon would end up forcing Bernard to do
what he did historically. It looked like I underestimated the young
hero’s obsession with Carmine. He’d likely never find her as long
as she remained in this room, but we needed him.


  “Can Xin get the sword from him?”


  “Maybe… he doesn’t have it on
him.”


  I made an irritated sound, although
this was actually the best news. If he left it somewhere, then we
might have a chance of getting it. This was definitely not the demon
prince who had wanted to kill his father. This was Bernard who was
obsessed with Carmine. He had planned to marry her and worry about
defeating the Demon Lord after. Well, with the sword and Xin, we just
needed to push into the King’s sanctum, defeat him, and then jump
through the portal. Bernard could stay behind and rot in this
collapsing world.


  “Then what’s the problem?” I
asked.


  “That shaking you’re feeling? The
castle isn’t under siege with explosives or catapults!” Garnet
responded.


  “What?”


  “That’s the dungeon. We only have a
few hours before the clock resets and a new cycle begins.”


  “I thought we had the entire day?”


  “There isn’t enough mana left. Your
presence has caused that to fall apart. The dungeon can’t reach the
next cycle, so it’s starting to fall apart!”


  “What are you saying?”


  “The elites are holding us up. Xin
can get through, but by the time we fight our way through and defeat
him, it may be too late!”
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arnet… as far as saving this
dungeon…”



  “I know… you’ve been planning to
destroy the core, right?”


  “…”


  “Xin already explained enough to me.
These friends of mine were only shadows of a life lived hundreds if
not thousands of years ago. I was blessed for getting to meet them
and becoming part of their lives, but this place… I understand it
can’t be saved. Just do what we have to do.”


  “Okay.” I closed my eyes and
sighed.


  “But we don’t have enough time! The
dungeon is collapsing early!”


  “Then, let’s speed things up, shall
we?” I put on the last piece of armor, the helmet.


  “What are you planning?


  “Can I portal into and out of the
castle now?”


  There was a brief silence. “Xin says
with the dungeon collapsing as it is, you should no longer be
restricted. But you still won’t be able to portal into the throne
room, if that’s what you’re suggesting.”


  “It isn’t,” I responded. “Bring
one of my tamed monsters right in front of the enemies. It’d be
best if you stayed behind him.”


  “Ah… if you say so.”


  I walked up to the kiosk. I only had
about 35% control of this dungeon. I hoped that’d be enough. I
touched the kiosk and registered, then disappeared, leaving Carmine
behind. Where I was going, I couldn’t bring her with me. Hopefully,
she woke up and regained her senses in time. If not, I’d have to
return for her.


  Once appearing in a new safe room, I
walked out of a dilapidated ruin and onto the beach of a beautiful,
quaint lake. Except, the ground was shaking and it didn’t look
particularly beautiful anymore. The sky had turned dark, and there
looked to be strange tears across it. The ground was cracked in
various places and the lake was sloshing back and forth. This world
really was falling apart.


  I opened up a portal, and then jumped
through. I ended up in the middle of the lake. I hit the water with a
splash, and then immediately began sinking. With the weight of so
much armor, I had no choice but to sink straight to the bottom. My
ears popped as I went, but I concentrated on holding my breath. When
my feet hit the ground, I looked around the murky depths.


  That’s when the mermaid appeared next
to me, a bright glowing pearl still in her hand. She touched me
gently with familiarity. I didn’t have the means of communicating
with her like Slave Communication. I might get a Monster
Communication someday, but today I had to speak with my body. I
reached out my hand and grabbed her. I held on tightly, and then I
brought up my map. I selected a monster that seemed to be fighting on
his last legs as the elites continued to hold the hallway leading to
the throne room.


  I opened a portal. There were a few
seconds of waiting, and then suction began. Water started flowing
through the portal. Resisting the flow for a few seconds, I got
sucked right through alongside the mermaid I was clinging to.
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 had reasoned that if someone opened a
portal to a place underwater, they would have no choice but to be the
first victim of the massive flow of water exploding through. However,
then I had a thought. What if the person on the other side was
already in the water? Of course, he’d be sucked through, but he’d
be riding the wave, rather than getting struck by it.



  Of course, I didn’t have any
particular mobility in water. I’d be as helpless as a barrel,
slamming through the walls as the current tossed me down the hallways
of the castle. That was, unless, I had a very strong swimmer to grab
on to. So, with my hands gripping tightly on the mermaid, I opened a
portal, and an entire lake started to drain into the demon castle.


  The portal appeared in front of a mob,
which I had made sure was facing away from the enemy before I used my
spell. The portal opened, and then water began to spray out. The
mermaid tried to hold us back, but the suction grew too strong too
quickly, and the pair of us were sucked in. Soon, my head popped out
at the top of the waves. I was riding the mermaid girl like someone
might ride a dolphin. Except, she needed her arms and she had no fin,
so the only thing I could hold on to was her breasts.


  I only had the time to get a single
breath, before we were forced underwater again. The world around me
was chaotic, and I felt numerous dings as various items struck my
outfit. The mermaid was probably hitting a lot of stuff too, but what
was she if not a dungeon boss? If that was enough to defeat her, then
she was misplaced. We hit a corner and she managed to turn us before
I went splat against the wall. We then took another corner and then
one after that. She managed to get out in front of the wave, giving
the impression she was dragging the wave, rather than it was pulling
us.


  Thus, I saw Bernard running down the
corridor before his eyes widened and he let out a shriek, only to be
slammed by a wall of water and knocked out just like the elites.


  “We got to get to the boss room!” I
yelled out, although I didn’t know if the mermaid could hear me
over the chaos of rushing water and clattering items slamming into
the rocky walls.


  She dived under the water and began
beating her tail roughly. We seemed to be flowing in a particular
direction, and I didn’t realize until I saw the big boss-room-like
doors that we were heading straight to the throne room.


  “S-s-stop!’


  I had wanted to get to the room, not
enter the room, but there was little choice. The mermaid was helpless
as the wave slammed into the doors, causing them to burst open. I
didn’t know if the portal closed, the lake emptied, or the demon
lord had some special property in his room, but the second we
entered, the water flow started to slow and the pair of us were made
to stop as the water dropped to only a few inches high. We came to a
stop, me on the mermaid, about twenty feet from the throne.


  The Demon King was looking down at us
with a severe expression on his face. Perhaps my plan to reach the
Demon King worked surprisingly too well?
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eek!” Bernard screamed, standing up.



  He was drenched from head to toe, his
hair that was usually done up in a bun was now hanging loosely past
his shoulders.


  I hadn’t been the only one carried
into the boss room. It turned out I had brought Bernard. The Demon
King was still sitting and watching, while the gladiator masquerading
as his son shot daggers my way. His eyes suddenly dropped, and he saw
me mounted on a fish girl. I was still clenching onto her chest. She
had raised her upper body to look around, so it was definitely a
scandalous position that we were in.


  “You fool! Don’t focus on him! Now
is your chance. Take out your father!” A shout came from the door.


  I glanced back to see Calypso there.
Unlike Bernard, she wasn’t the least bit wet nor did she show any
sign of distress.


  “Where did you put Carmine!”
Bernard ignored her, yelling at me instead.


  “You fool! If you won’t do it, I’ll
kill him myself!”


  Calypso drew the bright blade, causing
all darkness in the room to diminish. The Demon King stood up in
surprise with that.


  “So, son, you truly seek to betray
me?” the Demon King’s voice was ominous.


  Bernard blinked as the man glared at
him menacingly. “F-father… never! My only desire is the
princess!”


  “Hmph…” he waved his hand, and
the sword that Calypso had once yanked from my arms was yanked from
hers.


  As it landed in his hands, I felt a
sense of frustration. It was only at this moment two more familiar
faces made it into the room. Xin and Garnet just managed to enter as
they watched the sword reach the Demon King’s hands. As if the
entire stage had been waiting to be set, the doors slammed closed
right behind them.


  Rather than attack, the Demon King held
the sword out by the handle toward his son. “If you wish to kill
me, then take it and give it your best. You will fail either way.”


  Bernard reached out and grabbed the
sword, but rather than feel relieved, I tensed even more. Xin’s
eyes were locked on the blade. It was her ticket out of here. It was
all of our tickets out of here. Yet, strangely, it all rested in the
hands of Bernard, the one person who seemed to want to stay. If he
knew this world literally only had hours left, would he still be
interested?


  “Strike him!” Calypso bellowed.


  The Demon King held out his arms. “See,
my son. I know you’ve changed since you fell in love. You no longer
seek power. You don’t have it in you to ki-”


  His voice stopped, the white blade
sticking through his chest. However, the blade was facing Bernard,
coming in from the Demon King’s back. Someone had taken the sword
from Bernard and then stabbed it into the Demon King’s back all in
the time it took to blink.


  Miasma suddenly poured out of Bernard’s
body and then flew over the Demon King and then returned to its home.
That home was a man I had seen only once before.


  “Father… I know this is only a
dungeon proxy I’m killing, but it feels so satisfying. If only I
had successfully killed the real you all those years ago,” the man
gently whispered into the Demon King’s ear.


  He pulled out the sword as the stunned
King collapsed to the ground. Lord Aberis was standing there in the
flesh.
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he Demon King, the titular threat of
this dungeon, was defeated in a single strike, and the one who stood
in his place was Demon Lord Aberis, the same man who had been
manipulating Lord Reign.



  “Lord Aberis is the son of Demon King
Aberon?” I asked in disbelief.


  “Ah… Deek!” He smirked. “You’ve
made it this far. It seems like I underestimated you. You’ve also
started taking over the dungeon. Conquering dungeons… that’s
something only my father has managed to do. You’re truly too
dangerous to allow to live. Wait! What are you doing to my
ex-girlfriend!”


  His expression faltered as he pointed
at the mermaid whose breasts were still in my hands. As if on cue,
miasma suddenly leaked through the cracks of the door and then shot
toward her. When it entered her, her expression changed.


  “Aberis? My love?”


  The miasma that had been affecting
Carmine must have left her since it was in the presence of the true
body.  It was the same way the miasma in Bernard had fled to
Lord Aberis as soon as he entered. I immediately let go of her
breasts and stood up, blushing, but she barely seemed to notice as
her eyes were no longer on me, but the demon prince.


  “Tsk.” He made an annoyed sound. “I
went to great effort to separate your karma from your body. You were
very problematic during the early years of the dungeon.”


  “P-problem?” She frowned.


  “I’m sorry, did you ever think I
loved you?” He chuckled. “I was just using you from the
beginning. I instigated the war because my father was too caught on
peace. It was only when the humans started slaughtering his people
that he became more aggressive. I then proposed the marriage, the
last chance to end the war amiably. Of course, father jumped on it.
He wanted peace.


  “Of course, father had said when I
got married, he’d fulfill any one request I made. So, when I got
the gift, what I asked for was one strike. He would have outright
refused something like demanding the country, but he was a prideful
man convinced of his strength. So, I took the opportunity to kill
him. He was shocked, but he was also a man of his word. Regrettably,
without the sword, I didn’t have the strength to defeat him in that
strike. He… tried to destroy me.


  “That’s… what happened?” The
mermaid’s expression went wide. “I heard that the Demon King
killed you… I thought him an evil man… that’s why I… I…”


  “You leaped into the lake and drowned
yourself.” He sneered. “Fool.”


  “So, what?” I interjected as the
princess was nearly in tears. “You failed to assassinate the Demon
King, so you fled south, and then conquered Osteria with the plans of
creating your own demon land?”


  “It took quite a bit more steps than
that, but basically.” He shrugged. “However, the one thing I
didn’t have the ability to do that father did, was the ability to
conquer dungeons. I could make my own, but it would take hundreds of
years before they were powerful enough to help me. I couldn’t risk
losing this dungeon, naturally, so I tried to create a new one. I
even tried feeding my dungeon a king, but in the end, you interrupted
those plans, didn’t you? No matter, I had other plans, and for
those, you’ve been a splendid help for.”


  He held up the sword in his hands,
inspecting the craftwork with a smile. He had finally gotten his
hands on the silvthril blade, just as he had planned from the
beginning. I had walked right into his plans.
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 sound of clapping resounded through the
room. Calypso calmly walked up to the Demon Lord. She had no sense of
fright or worry on her face. She immediately fell to one knee, bowing
toward him.



  “My lord, you have done splendidly.
Your… predecessor offered to help me leave this dungeon.” Her
eyes went to Bernard, who had only just recovered from the miasma
suddenly leaving him.


  Surprisingly, he managed to regain
consciousness quickly. I thought he would have been passed out cold
like Carmine. That led me to wonder how much of the demon prince I
had been battling before was Bernard and his desires, and how much
was the Prince’s. It seemed like the real demon prince, Aberis,
didn’t care about the princess at all. He only cared about his own
success. The recently restored princess in mermaid form was still
crying and shaking on the ground. I comforted her with a hand on her
shoulder but I still kept myself ready in case Aberis suddenly
attacked. There was no predicting what he would do now.


  “I hope you can acknowledge all that
I’ve done to help you in your quest. If you help me leave, I will
be your humble servant for the remainder of times.”


  Aberis looked down on the kneeling
Calypso, a bit of humor in his eyes. “Oh… Calypso, you were
always so welcoming. You did make a good mother for me once. Sadly…
you’re still alive out there, so I’m not inclined to bring you
with me.”


  “Wh-what?” Her eyes widened,
standing up.


  Before she could back away, he moved
toward her. His blade stabbed right through her in the same way that
he had killed the Demon King. The Demon King’s body was lying on
the ground nearby. Calypso stared, wide-eyed, in complete confusion
over his words.


  “Did you never wonder why you and
that Bandit Hero were here? What place you played in my story?”
Aberis chuckled. “When I was destroyed, I saved myself using your
body, the same way I had with Xin countless years later. You offered
your body to me, and we traveled for many years together,
manipulating the Bandit Hero, before we finally found how I could be
reborn in this world. Just as Xin and the Hero King were my parents
last time, you and the Hero Bandit were my parents back then. Of
course, the current you predates that event.”


  He pulled his sword out, and Calypso
collapsed on the ground, blood pouring from her mouth. She collapsed
as well, dying just as quickly as the King. Her body started to melt
moments later, returning to miasma.


  “You can kill dungeon creations easy
with that sword!” Xin spoke up. “How about fighting someone a
little closer to your level!”


  “Ah!” His eyes brightened. “My
current mother. It has been a while, hasn’t it?”


  “Y-you… demon…” These words
came from Bernard. “You… used me… you…”


  The Demon Lord glanced at Bernard more
like he was looking at a bug. “And you’re the one who took my
place in this story. You sadly just didn’t have what it took to be
me. What can I say, you just didn’t have the balls.”


  Bernard’s face grew flush, and then
angry. “I will kill you for that! I am the Demon-slaying Hero! You
defiled my body. I will make you pay!”


  Free of miasma clouding his judgment,
it seemed like Bernard really was bothered by demons. With a name
like Demon-slaying Hero, it always seemed strange to me he was fine
with joining their side. It looked like, in the end, he had been a
victim like anyone else.


  “Die!”


  “Wait!”


  To my surprise, Bernard rushed at
Aberis, using all of his skills to attack the other man. Aberis
almost disdainfully struck the man. The cut sliced off his armor and
sent him flying back. I had only taken a few steps and ended up in
the way of the flying Bernard. He slammed into me, and the pair of us
went flying toward the wall.


  My hands instinctively wrapped around
him and grabbed him, and I took the hit with my armor. I was jostled,
but okay. It was then with my hand pressed against Bernard’s chest
that I felt something soft.


  “Huh?”


  With the armor cut away, and her shirt
soaking wet, the outline of a feminine body became extremely clear in
my hands.


  “S-s-stop touching those.” A
long-haired beauty, not an ikemen, looked up at me with teary eyes.
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 didn’t have time to dwell on the
realization that Bernard was actually a girl. Once Bernard had
attacked, this had signaled an end to discussions, and Xin had raced
forward, attacking. Garnet tried to fight as well, running around the
back and attacking in a pincer.



  Xin’s attack seemed perfect, and she
moved at a speed I could barely recognize. Yet, when her blade struck
the silvthril sword, it immediately cracked and broke. At this point,
Garnet sent her hammer down at Aberis’s head, but he twisted his
sword and sliced it off at the handle, sending the head of the hammer
flying off into a wall. He then did a spinning kick, sending both of
them flying.


  “Those weapons were created by a
dungeon. They have miasma in them.” Aberis laughed. “Silvthril
can destroy anything made of miasma.”


  I let go of Bernard at this point and
let her down as I stood up. I made my attack, this time depending on
attack spells. I cast several fire balls and then I added a wind
blade. Aberis was far too quick. I had come so far since I entered
this dungeon, but at the end of it, I just wasn’t strong enough to
fight him.


  After dodging several attacks, he went
in for his own. He bridged the gap between us so quickly that I had
no hope of dodging. I could only watch as his sword struck my armor
and then bounced off. Although the hit still had enough force that I
was shoved back several steps, the blade didn’t make it through the
armor. The pair of us stared at the small dent in my armor in
surprise.


  “How… this sword should cut through
anything!” He said, his face twisted in anger.


  “Wait… this dungeon… it’s like
a world complete with its own rules,” I thought out loud. “The
Star Equipment was designed as a means for someone to complete the
lore, to defeat the Demon King! It might be created by a dungeon, but
in this world, it’s supposed to be the strongest thing. The dungeon
won’t allow your sword to destroy it!”


  “R-ridiculous!” He snarled. “Then,
I’ll kill you the old-fashioned way!”


  He charged at me, and I attacked back.
His sword hit me several times. I could hear the clank, clank, clank
as I received blows that would definitely bruise. However, his sword
couldn’t get through the armor. As for my own attacks, even using
Quick Attack he was able to avoid me. Using the Star Sword, I was
only just able to fight him, but I was a long way from winning.


  Xin and Garnet jumped back into the
fight as well, but they were much more cautious with their attacks
now. They would use magic attacks or throw knives. Any direct attack
was thwarted.


  “This is a waste of my time.”
Aberis snorted. “Why fight you, when I can just leave you here to
die!”


  Just as the three of us were about to
each land a blow on him, he disappeared. I could hear a door slamming
open and looked behind the throne to see a door that led into the
back room. This would usually be the treasure room of a dungeon.
Aberis was already standing there, right in front of a portal. It was
the same portal he had used to bring us to this dungeon. It was the
only way home.


  “Sorry, this dungeon will be your
grave,” he sneered.


  “As it will be yours, love!” Two
arms wrapped around his shoulders as a dagger slammed into his neck.


  No one had seen when she had moved, but
the princess mermaid had crawled over to the room and leaped onto his
back when he had his attention on us. Everyone had ignored her as
useless, but it couldn’t be forgotten she was a dungeon-level boss.


  Aberis let out a scream, grabbing her
from behind and spinning her to his front. Without hesitation, he
stabbed her directly in the stomach with the sword, killing her in
the same way as he took out Calypso and the Demon King.


  “I never loved you,” he whispered
cruelly, a sneer on his face.


  The princess’s expression grew just
as cruel. “I know.”


  His eyes widened as the princess
grabbed the blade slamming it as deep into herself as possible, and
then cast a water jet right in his face. Compared to my Water
Control, a mermaid-like her was able to create a great deal of force.
He flew back, right through the portal, and she flew the other
direction, taking the sword stuck inside with her.


  The force was enough that she slammed
into the wall, being impaled by the sword. I ran up and grabbed her.


  “N-no!” I cried.


  “I got… the sword back… Master…”
She said her last words before she started to melt away into the
miasma.


  “No! No!” It was too late though;
the princess was dead.


  I was snapped out of my daze when the
portal closed, the incandescent blue light disappearing in an
instant. We were trapped in the collapsing dungeon.
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hat do we do now?” The girl who
called herself Bernard asked, having finally gotten back to her feet.



  “The dungeon is failing.” Xin
sighed. “I never thought Aberis would enter the dungeon of his own
accord, but now, there isn’t enough miasma. When the next cycle
begins, the dungeon will just disintegrate, and we’ll all fall in
the void.”


  I shook my head. “I don’t get it.
I’m still missing something.”


  “Deek.”


  “There is nothing to get.”


  “I mean, where is the dungeon core?
We defeated the dungeon, didn’t we? With the dungeon master
destroyed, the dungeon should present the core. We can then destroy
it.”


  “What’s the point?” Xin responded
bitterly, “Destroy the core? The dungeon is going to destroy itself
in less than an hour!”


  “No, I mean… if the dungeon core is
still around, then that means.” My eyes widened, and I looked at
the spot where Aberon had been lying.


  “Good deduction,” a whisper came
from behind my ear.


  I was struck like a hammer and went
flying across the room, slamming into a wall.


  “Deek!” Garnet ran to my side.


  “You’re still alive?” Xin asked
incredulously.


  The once normal-looking Demon King was
still standing. However, his veins had turned black, like he was
barely holding the miasma inside him. Black veins crept down every
part of his exposed skin. His eyes even contained black pupils. He
looked quite sickly, and admittedly much more like a demon king than
he ever had before.


  “My son thought he could kill me, but
he has failed. However, the Demon Castle is collapsing. To save it, I
will use your bodies as a sacrifice!”


  “Demon Castle… it’s more than the
Demon Castle that is collapsing,” I said. “It’s the entire
dungeon?”


  He blinked. “Yes… the dungeon is
the Demon Castle! Stop trying to confuse me, fool.”


  “He isn’t aware he’s a copy,”
Xin explained.


  “But he’s mentioned he’s aware
he’s in a dungeon?”


  “The Demon King’s Castle is a
dungeon, remember? Of course, the Demon King of the Demon’s King
Castle knows he’s the Dungeon Master of Demon King’s Castle, so
his copy would be the same.”


  “I think I’m getting a headache.”


  We were in the copy of a dungeon,
inside a bigger dungeon. That was probably why I couldn’t use slave
communication or portal into the Demon King’s Castle. That also
meant this guy was a Dungeon Master who was the copy of another
Dungeon Master. Something didn’t seem right about that, but I
wasn’t being given much of a chance to dwell on it.


  “Never mind that, give me the sword
and I’ll take care of him.”


  I nodded and tossed her the sword. The
sword was still made of pure metal with no hilt, so it was a bit odd
to hold, especially without a gloved hand. That said, as soon as Xin
caught it, she let out a scream and dropped it. There was a sizzling
sound as if it had burned her hand. The Demon King attacked at that
moment, striking Xin and causing her to fly back, hitting a wall. I
scrambled to grab the silvthril sword she had dropped, even more
confused than before.


  The second I had it in my hands, the
Demon King’s eyes locked on mine. “You die next!”
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beris had made this version of Aberon
look like a walk in the park. However, only upon trying to fight him
did I realize I was still outmatched. The sword was extremely
powerful, and a few cuts would be all it would take to destroy him,
but that involved me being able to hit the guy. At the end of it all,
I just wasn’t fast enough. If I had Celeste or Lydia with me, they
would easily be able to match him for speed.



  If I had my team of girls, I was
confident we’d be able to defeat him somehow. Instead, I had an
injured self-serving woman, a blacksmith, a demon-hating anti-hero,
and myself. The only one I could even give support to was the
blacksmith, and since we were fighting a battle to the death, not
making a weapon, my ability to amplify her abilities was useless.


  Like Aberis before him, he struck me
numerous times. Except, he used a lot more spells, and I could feel
the damage adding up. Of course, I chanted healing, but I couldn’t
even lift my hood to take a drink of Waters of Life, so my mana
wasn’t going to last forever. Worse than that, the entire dungeon
was falling apart. The shaking was now constant, and I could see
cracks forming on every wall. If we looked outside, I’d bet we lost
a few more rings of this world. Soon, the whole thing would collapse
into an abyss.


  “I don’t have time to play with you
anymore.” Aberon sighed. “The dungeon will collapse soon. I must
harvest your energy to keep it alive.”


  “How about we harvest your energy!”
I snap in response.


  “Goodbye, shining knight. You won’t
be able to defend against this one.”


  A thought suddenly shot in my mind. I
accessed Slave Communication. Then, I spun around and started running
to the door. The Demon King sent Garnet and the wounded Xin flying
and then began to chant a spell. A vortex of miasma started forming.
He was using energy from the dungeon! That idiot would cause it to
collapse faster!


  As I ran, I changed my jobs, moving to
Hero, Slave Master, and even Harem Master. I reached the doorway and
opened the large wooden doors leading into the flooded hallway
outside.


  “Too late to run now!” He shouted,
throwing his arms out.


  A massive black beam shot out, not
unlike the one I’d seen Salicia use once. However, this one was
dozens of times thicker and much more powerful.


  “Switch Position.”


  The armored knight spun, the star
shield appearing in hand. At that moment, the black light struck.
There was a massive eruption as the black beam struck the shining
armor. The beam broke in two, flying on either side of the knight.
The knight stood stoically, taking it all like an unmoving object.
When the spell died down, the Demon King was breathing hard, staring
at the Knight with wide-eyed confusion.


  “Y-you should be dead! You don’t
have the defensive properties to block that!” He shouted.


  I looked from behind the knight,
standing outside of the doorway I had just kicked open. “You’re
right, I don’t. Carmine, get him.”
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 Paladin wasn’t just a Knight. It was
an anti-dungeon Knight. Their entire skillset was aimed toward
destroying dungeons. Other than Dungeon Divers, there was no one more
suitable for entering a dungeon than a Paladin. When it came to
fighting the dungeon bosses, Paladins won hands down. Then, you place
that Paladin who was already powerful against dungeons in an armor
designed to be invincible within this dungeon.



  The Star Aarmor might be a powerful
armor outside of this dungeon, but inside of it, anything else
created by the dungeon would treat it like silvthril. Thus, there was
a Paladin, a high defensive job in unbeatable armor. Then, you add to
that a real silvthril sword, otherwise known as a holy sword, a
weapon designed for destroying anything cursed. It was the ultimate
weapon for destroying dungeons and dungeon bosses.


  As if this wasn’t enough, then
amplify that person, through the use of a certain Slave Bond, so that
their status was many times greater, and they had numerous physical
advantages. These were the circumstances that Carmine found herself
in. After fighting the curse of miasma for nearly three months, she
was finally freed and ready for a fight.


  I had used Switch Position and then had
put Carmine where I was. In all honesty, I hadn't been certain it
would work. I left my armor behind and then teleported Carmine inside
it. In an instant, she was armored, and I was the one unprotected. It
was as much an outfit insta-switch as possible. I had done practice
with Switch Position, since it had been so useful for me in the past,
and I had come to realize that it wasn't a matter of inside or out,
but I took with me what I willed to go with me. This had limits. I
couldn't take a building with me, for example. However, I had thought
about using it to quickly shed clothing. It wasn't a perverted thing!
I swear I wasn't thinking about ways to strip my girls. After all, I
would end up in their clothing or vice versa! Either way, it proved
successful.


  In front of Carmine was the Demon King,
the source of her embarrassing woes for the last few months.
Although, she might have attacked Bernard as well, in her current
state it was anyone’s guess if Carmine recognized her. She did
recognize the Demon King though, an already heavily wounded foe. She
attacked without remorse. She got hit as many times as I, but she had
a certain skill that I didn’t. That was the ability to take damage
to give damage.


  My fighting style typically functioned
around keeping a distance, going in for quick strikes, and then
retreating. After all, I couldn’t heal myself if I didn’t have
room to do so. This meant that every time I lost an exchange, I would
heal up, only to go again. Carmine’s fighting style was to get
close and to stay close, never giving her opponent a rest. He may get
several hits on her, but he couldn’t avoid her getting several hits
on him. With me healing her on the side, the match quickly started
going in one direction.


  “A paladin? Here?” Aberon’s voice
sounded panicked.


  “Carmine, finish him quickly!” I
called out.


  “Yes, Master!” She raised her
sword, which was already glowing, and shouted “Holy!”


  The sword shone even brighter, and a
blinding light flooded out across the city, blinding everyone
present.


  “N-nooo!” The Demon King cried out.


  However, her ability landed, and when
the light diminished, she was standing in front of nothing but a pile
of floating ash. The Demon King had been defeated. Carmine pulled off
her helmet, her long blond hair dancing in the wind.


  “Y-you were wonderful!” Bernard
suddenly grabbed Carmine’s hands. “Marry me!”


  “Who-”Carmine’s eyes narrowed.


  “It’s Bernard,” I explained.


  “My real name is Bernice!” She
snapped at me before turning back to Carmine. “You’re the cutest
woman ever! Dump your Master and be with me!”


  “…” Carmine seemed to be
completely confused.


  “Why do women keep falling in love
with you?” I asked incredulously.


  It was truly one of life’s mysteries.
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hat now?” Garnet asked. “We
defeated the Demon King? Where is dungeon core?”



  “Where is it, indeed,” I said,
looking around the room in confusion. “We defeated the Demon King…
but not the Dungeon Boss.”


  “What do you mean?” Bernice
demanded, still staying uncomfortably close to Carmine. “Are you
saying we’re going to die?”


  I knew I had been missing something.
However, as my eyes looked around the room, it suddenly all became
abundantly clear.


  “Xin.” I looked at the woman, who
was sitting with her back against the wall.


  “You finally figured it out.” She
sighed.


  Garnet gasped. “You’re the Dungeon
Master! B-but… you have no place in the story.”


  “She didn’t… in that first cycle.
Aberis had tossed you into this dungeon, creating your prison.
However, you were powerful, and you did everything possible to get
out. You fought your way through every boss, every enemy, and even
defeated the Demon King. Yet, when the dungeon core presented itself
and you destroyed it, there was no way out. You found yourself
trapped in this dungeon.”


  “I died…” Xin responded bitterly.
“I had raised the new demon lord, and despite fighting, and getting
so far alone… I died.”


  “You broke the original curse, only
to replace it with itself. This dungeon was never about the war, it
was about you, in a never-ending cycle to escape this place. Except…
you’ll never escape because you’re integrated into the lore.”


  “How did you figure it out?”


  “Too many things didn’t make sense.
You didn’t take notice of me until I started taking some of the
dungeon from you. The fact that you were the only one to remember
things after each cycle. Your ability to create unique spaces within
the dungeon. Never mind your ability to change the dungeon’s lore
over time.”


  “I was hoping… if you became the
Dungeon Master, maybe, I could leave? Yet, when I touched the
silvthril sword, I knew it. Normal silvthril is harmless, but once
forged by a dwarf, it gains an intent. It saw me as the enemy because
I’m the Dungeon Master connected to the miasma of this place. I
won’t be able to escape.”


  A sad expression formed on her face and
a tear ran down her cheek. Meanwhile, my mind started to work. I
remembered how Miki was able to manipulate soul energy. Since I could
manipulate karma, then couldn’t I take hers?


  “Xin… I can take you with me.”


  “What?”


  “I don’t have time to explain. I’m
a Mimic, I can manipulate karma. Trust me. I can absorb your
corrupted soul, and then take it with me.”


  “You… would save me?” Her eyes
widened.


  I nodded. “I’m a Dungeon Master of
my own. I have a Dungeon. You can come to it. In fact,… I might
even have a body for you.”


  I remembered the Xin giant. Would her
miasma jump to the giant like the princess to the mermaid or
Bernard’s miasma to Aberis?


  The ground erupted.


  “The castle’s collapsing… we have
to go!” Carmine said as the ceiling started collapsing.


  “Xin?” I asked, my eyes only on
her.


  “Fine! Do it!”


  I grabbed the holy sword from Carmine.
“Okay, I’ll have to strike.”


  “I won’t resist,” she responded,
closing her eyes. “Oh, Deek…”


  “What?”


  “Promise me, you’ll bring Aberis
down.”


  “I will.”


  “Then, do it!”


  I struck her with the blade in the same
manner that Aberis had done. However, as I did it, I also began to
use my Mimic to pull out her karma. I pulled it out of her, sending
it into an empty vial. The light in her eyes went out, and she
collapsed dead.


  “It’s done.” I sighed, putting
the sword away in my inventory. “Let’s get outside. Maybe… I
can portal out of here now or something.”


  Just as I was saying that, a light
shone from Xin’s chest. It started moving out, appearing as an orb
floating in the air. My eyes shot down at it, and then I suddenly had
a bad feeling.


  “Oh, no, not again.”


  The orb shot at me, slamming into my
stomach. I collapsed to the ground in pain as the building collapsed
on top of me, and the world collapsed all around us.
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here was she? How did she get there?
The outskirts of Aberis? What was this town called? Wasn’t she
heading toward the newly formed Ost Republic? She was going to
rebuild that country. What happened? She felt for her sword but found
that she wasn’t even wearing her scabbard. In fact, all of her
weaponry was gone. Looking down, she realized she was wearing a
commoner’s dress.



  Confused, she stumbled back home. Home?
Where was home? She didn’t know where her home was, but her feet
seemed to. Before she realized it, she took a step into her house.


  “You’ve returned.” A young boy
stood up and looked at her. “You didn’t bring the ingredients I
need. I finally have the opportunity and ability to take control of
the local lord, and you’re going to make such a foolish mistake?
You stupid cow, can’t you do anything right?”


  Who was this boy? He was… her son?
Why would she let her son talk to her this way? No, there was
something she was missing. That night… the night she was with
Aberis. She attacked him. Elaya died. She shook her head, growing
even more confused.


  “Ah, it seems like you’re fighting
off the karmic infection again. I’ll have to give you another dose
of miasma.”


  “Karmic…infection…” Her brow
furrowed, “What… who… Demon Lord Aberis!”


  Her mind seemed to snap back to
attention, and she went for her sword again, but it still wasn’t
there. She looked around the room, but she couldn’t see a weapon
anywhere.


  “You’ve raised me for twelve years,
mother, but you’re managing to fight off my control of you more and
more,” the boy in front of her said. “I suppose, as the woman who
raised me, I should feel some level of compassion for you. I should
keep you by my side. However, you were also the enemy that killed me
in the first place, making all this necessary. My previous ‘mother’
before you managed to shake my control. That cost me quite a bit of
trouble. I don’t want to live through that again.”


  “Y-you… wait… twelve years, it’s
been twelve years!”


  “Heh… it seems like yesterday you
were freaking out because it was six months. Every time you get
surprised by the loss of time, and every time the number grows
larger.”


  “Not this time!” Xin shouted. “I’ll
kill you!”


  “You couldn’t kill me as a baby,
how do you think you will kill me now?”


  Xin didn’t care. She was just done
being used. She lunged at him. Even though she was older and she was
unarmed, she was still Osterian. That meant she was seven feet tall
and could easily choke him to death. Tears ran down her cheeks at the
thought, but she knew that if she hesitated for even a second, it
would be fifteen years, twenty years, a lifetime before she regained
her wits again. She struck at him ruthlessly.


  The Demon Lord didn’t even act
surprised. Rather, he held up a glowing item, it looked like a pearl.
Almost casually, he tossed it in her direction. She went to knock it
away, but the second it touched her skin, some kind of formation
triggered. She could feel herself getting pulled away, transported
somewhere.


  “This curse I have fostered for many
ages now. The dungeon it came from, I severed from this world to
protect it, and that pearl is the only thing that links this side to
the dungeon. Unless you find the pearl, you’ll never be able to
return home. However, I put it in a place you’ll never find.”


  His words seemed to echo as Xin
disappeared. She then felt like she was falling. A valley she had
never seen before appeared before her, and she landed right in the
middle of a forest. Shortly after she got to her feet, monsters
started to attack her. Of course, she was a strong warrior and the
Princess Hero, she was able to defeat her enemies and survive. Her
mind finally cleared up enough and she started to remember everything
that had happened. As she did, she started to grow filled with anger
and frustration over being used.


  She eventually found a soldier and
relieved him of his equipment. This began her trek through the
Twilight Dungeon. However, she didn’t know it was a dungeon at
first. She had to discover that slowly, one battle at a time. She
realized she was in the middle of a massive war between demons and
undead. Of course, she allied with neither. She was an unstoppable
force in that dungeon, battling her way from one side to the other,
all while looking for a mysterious pearl that would help her come
home.


  Eventually, she decided that the pearl
must be in the treasury room of the dungeon. He had said that she’d
never find it, and it made sense she’d never find it if it was in
there. After all, she’d need to destroy the lore to access the
treasury room, and if she was wrong, she would die. Who would take
that kind of risk?


  It did cause even her to hesitate. She
checked over the dungeon several times. She spent at least five years
in the valley, turning it upside down. Every monster feared her, and
even the Dungeon Master had stopped sending his minions after her and
hid in his castle. The war that this dungeon tried to create had
fallen into disarray thanks to her presence.


  Yet, after looking around every safe
zone, the deepest caves, and the tallest mountain, she wasn’t able
to locate that glowing orb. She became convinced that it was hidden
in the treasury this whole time as a cruel joke used to waste her
time. Of course, she never thought about the mermaid. It was her who
was handed the pearl and given the task of protecting it. It was
Aberis, her former love, who had tasked her with that mission.


  Of course, she had been unwilling to do
the job. The only way he managed to get her to be obedient was to
sever her soul, pull out her karma, and feed it to some undead who
acted as the princess from then on. The mermaid was banished to the
depths, keeping the pearl protected at all times. Unless someone
disturbed that lake quite a bit, they’d never know what its depths
held. It was the one place the Osterian woman never considered.


  So, she challenged the Demon King
Aberon, and they had an incredible battle. Dungeon Masters were
usually built of much stronger stuff than the Dungeon Bosses. The
dungeon bosses were tests, a point of entry for Dungeon Divers. The
Master, for all intents and purposes, was never intended to be
someone you fought to the death. If you dealt with the curse right,
turning it into a blessing, it was rarely necessary to fight them at
all.


  As for what conditions would have been
needed to defeat Aberon? It was hard to say, but likely it would have
been either helping Aberis assassinate his father, or convincing him
to unite with his father. There was no particular reason any given
lore had to end a certain way, so there were likely multiple endings
for any given curse, and which ending might also change what blessing
it ended up as.


  The princess hero wasn’t like Deek
though, and it never occurred to her to try to find the ending.
Instead, she fought a monster designed to require a party, sometimes
multiple parties, and Xin ended up doing it by herself. She did this
without the Star Sword, without the Holy Sword, and without the Star
Aarmor. The battle nearly killed her, but she accomplished something
that Aberis never thought she would, something he had never managed
to succeed in. She killed Aberon, the Demon King.


  As he broke into ashes, she lay,
extremely wounded, while the dungeon lore fell from the ceiling and
landed gently in the center. Without hesitation, she destroyed the
lore, thus opening up the treasure room.


  When the lore is either destroyed or
becomes a blessing, the outside of the dungeon is destroyed, while
the boss room is preserved. All the remaining monsters, miasma, and
treasure is then collected and converted to treasure that is dumped
in the treasury. As for the remaining people, they are safely
teleported outside of the dungeon. The person who defeated the
dungeon is allowed to peruse the treasure room as long as they want,
and only after they leave does the dungeon fully collapse, taking any
unclaimed treasure with it.


  However, when the dungeon isn’t
connected to a world and possesses no true exit, then the person in
the boss room would become trapped inside it. As for the pearl, it
was in the possession of the mermaid, whose karmic connection to the
dungeon was severed by Aberis. In short, she was more akin to an
adventurer than a boss. The collapsed dungeon tried to teleport her
out of the dungeon, killing her and causing the pearl to be lost in
the ether between worlds.


  As for Xin, she didn’t find the pearl
in the treasury, and she never would. She found herself trapped in
that boss room with nowhere to go. Time sort of got foggy at that
point, and it wasn’t clear how long Xin remained alone and trapped.
It came to a point where she’d either starved to death or committed
suicide. She went out with a bang. It was then that a new dungeon was
created. The dungeon itself created a new pearl and a new connection.


  Xin, who believed that the pearl never
existed in the first place, began to work to find a new way to escape
the dungeon. As the cycles repeated, so did her logic and reasoning.
Soon, it all became about escaping. She became just a cog in an
endless cycle of her creation.


  Then, Garnet was sent to this world,
and the gladiators, and then Deek. This cycle changed everything, and
in the end, whatever was left of Xin gave all of her hope to the hero
of Chalm, Deek, trusting in him to help them escape.


  {Congratulations, you have completed
Twilight Dungeon.}


  {True Dungeon Diver has increased by
ten levels.}


  {For completing the lore, you have
gained 15 dungeon points.}


  {Carmine had gained 5 dungeon
points.}


  {Garnet has gained 5 dungeon
points.}


  {The Twilight lore is now a part of
you. You have gained Twilight’s Blessing.}


  {You have increased affinity with
dimensional travel. Portal can be used to cross dimensions.}


  {You have a high affinity for
spatial magic. You have unlocked the job: Blue Mage.}
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 started to regain consciousness. At
this point, I realized I was in someone’s arms. The ground was
still shaking. As I opened my eyes and regained my bearings, I
realized that I was in the harms of an armored hero, who was carrying
me outside of the collapsing dungeon.



  That wasn’t a completely accurate
statement. The entire world was collapsing, but this was the collapse
of the castle within the world, which had been the most immediate
danger. The castle had started to collapse once Carmine had defeated
the Demon King. If Carmine hadn’t grabbed me and escaped, then we
likely would have been trapped in that boss room, just like Xin had
been all those years ago. However, the collapse of the castle wasn’t
the collapse of the dungeon world. The dungeon world was collapsing
because there was no more mana left to keep it functional. It
couldn’t reset itself again. No matter how many rings it
sacrificed, the death of the Dungeon Master was the final straw.


  Well, I had pulled out the karma of the
Dungeon Master, so even if I had somehow not absorbed the lore, the
Dungeon would have been hard-pressed to create a new one, even if it
did have the available miasma or mana. I couldn’t imagine the
dungeon creating a new Xin. Would she be a giant like the one in
Widow’s Dungeon? This dungeon seemed to lean on her more human
properties. She was an Osterian, 7 feet tall, but the Xin I knew was
only barely six feet.


  Carmine managed to race out just as the
castle gate collapsed. As she ran, the castle behind her fell to
pieces. Noticing I was awake, Carmine gently put me down on my feet.
It was only once I had regained my bearings that I realized I wasn’t
the only one. Bernice and Garnet were holding onto her back. She had
singlehandedly carried all three of us out of the collapsing castle
while I was still unconscious.


  The two women looked up at Carmine with
thankful expressions. It was only then I realized why she had carried
them. Bernice was limping, and it looked like she had injured her
ankle. Garnet had tried to help take on the Demon King and had also
been severely wounded.


  “Is it over?” Bernice asked
worriedly.


  “Carmine…” I began.


  Carmine turned to me, but just as I was
speaking to her, there was an ominous sound that came from the Demon
Castle. She pulled out her shield and slammed it into the ground. At
that moment, the castle exploded. Why did it explode? Perhaps there
was some kind of explosive inside being stored for war. Maybe there
were vats of oil to provide light or some kind of magical device that
was destroyed and then erupted in magical power.


  Either way, debris came flying out,
slamming into the shield, but Carmine blocked the explosion, all
while keeping eye contact with me. Wearing bright white, weathered
armor, her blonde hair dancing wildly in the wind, a fireball like an
explosion behind her, all while she protected all of us, even I was
in awe, my mouth falling open and my thought process going blank as I
looked at the heroic, beautiful woman who seemed like she had walked
right out of a fairy tale.


  “Yes, Master?” She asked.


  Glancing at Bernice looking at Carmine
with star-like eyes, I was starting to figure out why so many women
were attracted to her.
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ooking around the bleak landscape, the
once beautiful valley had turned into a hellscape. The ground wasn’t
just collapsing, it was breaking apart. Some of it fell into what
looked like an eternal abyss. However, more terrifyingly some of it
was rising, defying gravity as it flew into an infinite darkness.
There was no longer a sky, but instead, a space filled with infinite
bright stars.



  “Is that the void between worlds?”
Garnet asked, shivering. “My people had stories about it.”


  “The bubble is already broken,” I
said with a heavy heart while I used a healing spell on Garnet. “This
dungeon will fall into the void.”


  “What happens to things that fall
into the void?” Bernice asked uncertainly.


  “Destroyed,” Carmine answered, and
when everyone looked at her, she blushed slightly. “The princess
knew that. The Twilight Empire actually worshipped the void. They
claimed their race came here across the void, and so did others.
That’s why they originally welcomed the demons… then a new
religion came.”


  “The big titty religion?” I
offered.


  “Pig!” Bernice glared at me.


  Garnet looked down at her non-existent
chest and frowned.


  “Master, get your mind out of the
gutter, it was the religion of light. It taught us to fear the void.
Only creatures of the light may triumph, while everything else is
cursed.”


  “I know this religion, they’re the
ones that drove my ancestors underground. Since we lived underground,
they called Deep Dwarves evil and lightless. It’s what started the
war between us and the surface,” Garnet said, looking a bit
uncomfortable.


  “That’s all really nice, but there
is one problem! We’re about to get pulled into the void and die!”
Bernice cried out.


  “Ah! The stone!” I spun around and
looked back at the collapsed castle.


  The girls all gave me a questioning
look. The stone was what supposedly kept this world tethered to my
own. It was how Demon Lord Aberis had managed to create a portal
between the two worlds. Without that, Xin was not able to return home
and ended up stuck in this bubble. My panic quickly receded as I
remembered the rest of it though. I wasn’t Xin. The blessing her
curse created was exactly what we needed to escape.


  I could now make portals that could
take me to other worlds. I could probably eventually make portals
without needing the dungeon points at all if I started training Blue
Mage, but for the moment, my new blessing was enough to get us out of
this predicament. I reached out to heal Bernice first, but she gave
me a look and I put down my hands. I wanted everyone to be healed, as
I had no clue about this skill. It could be a bumpy ride for all I
knew.


  “Alright, I’m going to create a
portal then,” I said. “I believe I can make one home.”


  “Really?” Garnet perked up.


  The girls all perked up instantly,
their growing sense of helplessness was filled with hope.


  I nodded, but I was only about 80%
confident. First off, I had no clue how to target a world. With my
portal, I usually depending on my map to select a place I’d already
been to. I’d created portals before just imagining where I wanted
to go, but they were never ideal. Taking a deep breath, I closed my
eyes and started the spell. I kept home firmly locked in my mind.


  “As soon as I get home… I’ll go
find my mom,” Bernice said out loud.


  “Mom?” I blinked, and then the
portal snapped into place.


  The portal wasn’t blue like I was
used to seeing. Instead, this one appeared red. It was also a bit
smaller than the normal portals. They were usually big enough for a
man on horseback. These were just large enough for a single person.
As I finished forming the portal, there was a sudden thud. The world
started breaking apart at an alarming rate. I must have consumed too
much of the remaining mana from this world casting such an intensive
spell.


  The cracks reached our feet, and the
ground felt like it might collapse at any second. We originally had
fifteen minutes to spare, but suddenly it felt like we had seconds.


  “Go! No time!”


  I had learned a lesson about jumping
into the portal without warning, but we had no choice. The girls
jumped through, and I followed behind just as I felt the ground under
me drop.
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o sooner did we make it through the
portal than it collapsed. Well, the dungeon was already collapsing,
and the only thing that was keeping it standing was my own blessing.
The second I left, it must have popped like a bubble. To think, an
entire world was gone just like that. It left me feeling complicated,
and perhaps even more confused about the nature of dungeons and
worlds than ever before.



  Taking a deep breath, I surveyed the
world around me. It was then that I froze, my eyes nearly popping out
of my head. I would have sworn I was dreaming, but Carmine was
standing beside me in her armor, and Garnet and Bernice were looking
around in wide-eyed wonder.


  “What is this place?” Bernice
sputtered.


  “Master? I think you took us to the
wrong world,” Carmine said.


  “I did,” I responded with a dry
throat.


  “Wow… what kind of people live
here? They’re able to build things so tall!” Garnet cried out
excitedly.


  Beep! Beep! The group of us were
standing in the middle of a street, and a car pulled up and honked
its horn as Garnet was staring up. She jumped at the beep, but as she
moved out of the way of the vehicle, she looked it up and down
excitedly.


  “Did you see that? It’s a machine!
There’s a man inside controlling it! It’s like the machines the
Deep Dwarves used to make.”


  “I… imagine,” I responded
bitterly.


  It wasn’t a busy street, but we were
drawing eyes. I brought everyone to the side. However, they saw a
television. All three girls stared in awe at the strange device. It
was, ironically, showing a fantasy movie containing a knight fighting
a dragon.


  “Master… I’m confused. Where is
this place? I thought you were going to take us home,” Carmine
asked.


  “I did,” I responded weakly. “I
just… didn’t concentrate enough on which home.”


  As I spoke, I sat down on a bench on
the side of the road.


  “Which home?” Carmine blinked.


  “I made it. Like that, huh?” I was
speaking to myself now. I felt tears welling in my eyes, but the
feelings inside me weren’t pure happiness. I felt extremely
complicated emotions at that moment.


  “What are you saying, Master?”


  “It’s home,” I said. “It’s my
world. We’re on Earth.”


  “This is where Master came from?”
Carmine’s eyes brightened slightly.


  “Yeah… this is where I came from. I
mean… not this city. I don’t know where we are… however, it’s
Earth alright.”


  “But… this is good, right?”
Carmine gave me a concerned look.


  I looked up at her and forced a smile
on my face. “Yeah… it is.”


  “Well, it isn’t for me! I want to
return to Aberis!” Bernice snapped angrily.


  “Let me try again,” I responded,
standing up and starting the spell again.


  {Interdimensional travel can only be
used once per week.}


  “We’re going to have to wait a
week.” I shrugged.


  “Y-you!” Bernice pouted.


  “It’s fine. We can spend a week in
Master’s world. And from now on, you can live in both worlds,
right?”  Garnet responded encouragingly.


  “Yeah… we can.”


  I managed to find a pawn shop, and
given how many treasures we had, it wasn’t difficult to get a
thousand dollars or so. I also figured out where we were. I’d need
to order plane tickets to get home. I had considered opening up my
map. To my surprise, the city was being mapped out in front of me. I
then borrowed a US map, but like the other world, without in-depth
detail of having been there, it didn’t work. I had even hoped
online maps with satellite pictures might be enough, but I still
wasn’t able to portal home.


  Thus, we got a hotel for the night,
with a flight the next day. I had considered picking up the phone and
calling, but every time I picked it up, I found myself unable to
dial. What would I say? I was sitting in my hotel room, separated
from the girls, as insisted by Bernice. One would think it was the
battle for my life, the Demon King, and the dungeon collapsing that
exhausted me, but the few hours since I had been back in this world
was considerably more tiring than all of that combined.


  There was a light tap on my door. “Come
in.”


  The door opened and in stepped Carmine.
She was wearing a sexy nightgown, which immediately caught my eyes. I
had bought all of the girls extra clothing to wear for the week we
were here. I couldn’t have them walking around in armor and cloaks.
As for this piece, I didn’t remember getting it for her, but I had
given them all some spending money. It wasn’t surprising that
Carmine spent hers as soon as she got it, but this seemed like more
of a gift for me.


  “Carmine?”


  “Master…” She responded,
blushing.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Master… I know you don’t like to
go to bed alone. Perhaps… I could keep you company.”


  “This is… because of the princess?”


  She shook her head. “No… I mean, it
is, but not in the way you think.”


  I raised an eyebrow.


  She bit her lip, the usually cool and
confident Paladin suddenly looking uncertain. “I… thought I’d
be alone. When my village was destroyed, and I lost my sister… I
always saw my life as a lonely one. I suppose that’s why I always
filled my life with stuff because stuff could be replaced. Stuff
could never leave you.”


  “Carmine…” She raised her hand,
stopping me.


  “When I was taken, I was lost for so
long. But then… Master appeared. You found me and pulled me from
that fog. I realized that no matter what happens, you will always be
my shining light. In the past, I always knew I owed you. I loved you
as my Master and would do anything for you. I have done… many
things for you.” She blushed. “B-but now… I don’t want to
continue as just a slave who wants to please her Master… rather…
I mean… I want you… as a woman.”


  I sat up, grabbed her, and kissed her.
She didn’t need to say anymore. Gently picking her up, I lay her
down in my bed. She looked so beautiful in that nightgown,
regrettably, she didn’t wear it for long.
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f we’re going to visit your family,
then we’re going to need to prepare accordingly,” Carmine told
me.



  “And the two of you?”


  “I’m interested in this world’s
metallurgy. I saw this thing on the TV last night, it was called a
gun? Can I have one?” Garnet asked.


  “Guns are a dangerous thing!”


  “So are swords!”


  “That’s… ah… it’s different…”


  “If Carmine wants to go shopping,
then it’s your obligation as her Master to take us shopping!”
Bernice declared in a demanding voice.


  “Us? When did you get added into it?”


  Bernice looked taken aback, but then
began to pout to herself. “Well, it’s not like I would have
gotten much.”


  “Master, any way you look at it,
we’re ill-dressed for this world. I can tell just by the looks
we’re getting that we don’t fit in here,” Carmine explained.


  “Plus, we could use a break! You
could call it retail therapy!” Bernice added.


  From the moment she had heard that
there were shops in this world, she had wanted to go. I supposed,
after the last three months we had, whether it was kidnapping,
brainwashing, burning villages, or fights to the death… everyone
needed to unwind.


  “Wait a second… all of those things
happened because of you!” I pointed at Bernice. “You’re the
cause of all that stress in the first place!”


  “Geh! Let’s not get into pointing
fingers on who did what…”


  “You did! All of it!”


  “Is there a renaissance faire in this
area?” A voice caught my ear as a family passed by.


  “I haven’t heard of one.”


  I let out a sigh. “Alright, fine,
let’s get this over and done with.”


  We had already stopped at a pawn shop.
My inventory was filled with gold, gems, and all kinds of armor. The
pawnshop owner was filled with glee that I was willing to part with
so much and at such a cheap price. In the other world, these were all
typical items found in a dungeon, but on earth, they might as well be
antiques. On top of that, I was able to use the Merchant job on him
extremely well. The Upsell ability worked as intended, and even after
telling me how much he’d take it for, he added extra when he typed
it all in. Thus, we had a good amount of cash right now.


  I also found out that the pawnshop
owner sold fake IDs, so some of our payment came out in him making
those for all four of us. This also came from the level seven
Merchant skill, Intuition. I really didn’t know the first thing
about getting an ID. It was pure luck that while Merchant was
equipped, I suddenly had the urge to ask him about identifications.
After taking a look at our clothing as well as what we were wearing,
he didn’t even need to ask questions like if we were cops. Besides,
I also had charm and found myself able to endear myself to the guy
pretty well.


  Thus, four IDs and a sale later, my
inventory was a lot emptier, and I was on my way to shop with the
girls. I didn’t realize when we headed to a nearby mall that I’d
be filling the inventory back up pretty quickly.


  It wasn’t just the girls who wanted
some things. I had been stuck in that other world for over half a
year if I counted the time in that dungeon. There were plenty of
items that Earth had that I wanted. There were foods that I had
missed, and personal items that I could use. The girls, even Garnet,
became enamored once I took them to a few clothing shops.


  They ended up each picking out a few
outfits, and Carmine and Garnet modeled for me. Bernice ended up
getting her clothing from a music store. I shouldn’t have been
surprised that she’d dress a bit like a goth, with black jeans and
a baggy band shirt. Carmine looked gorgeous, wearing a pretty blouse
that accentuated her breasts. I had always known they were large, but
it took the bra technology of this world to put them on true display.
It was devastating.


  As for Garnet, she kept trying to wear
erotic clothing and pose for me as well, which was getting dirtier
and dirtier looks from the people around me as they wondered what I
was doing with this minor.


  “Master, look, they have bras in my
size!” Garnet said in disbelief. “What’s the point? Master, do
you want to see me in a bra or should I go naked?”


  She announced this in the middle of a
store. It caught some eyes as a young girl who looked to be in her
early teens asked an adult such questions while calling him Master.


  “Call me Deek here!” I hissed. “And
buy whatever you want!”


  I paid for all of the stuff quickly
while being eyed suspiciously by the cashier. I ended up ushering the
girls away in a panic, as I saw a woman run to a security guard and I
was worried a scene might commence if we stayed any longer. The girls
wore the clothing they had been posing in as we fled the store, so I
just had them pull off the tags. We were all looking much more
normal. 


  “Ah… Master… look at all of these
pretty rings.” As we were walking away from that store, Carmine
managed to slip away and was now ogling jewelry.


  I had a good amount of money, but it
seemed to never be enough for Carmine’s expensive tastes.


  “Ma’am, you have good tastes.”
The woman behind the counter had a smug expression on her face as if
she had already made the sale.


  I supposed with a woman as beautiful as
Carmine in that devastating blouse and shorts, she thought any man
would be foolish to not buy her whatever she asked for. If I was
Master, then that made her the Mistress. I could see her eying me
like I must be Carmine’s sugar daddy. Well, if she picked just one
thing, maybe I could fit it in the budget. I did have more things to
sell if we hit up a new pawnshop. The only reason I didn’t sell
more to this guy was that he had run out of money.


  “So, what does this one do?”


  “Ah… that one is 24 karat with a
diamond set surrounded by two genuine rubies.” Her smile grew.


  “Eh? Karat? Is that like a combat
skill?”


  “Huh?” The jeweler’s face turned
confused.


  “I want something that increases my
defensedefense! Are these just regular rings? I won’t buy anything
that isn’t magic!”


  “Nothing here is magic,” I coughed.


  “What? That’s a gyp!” Carmine
started complaining.


  The jeweler’s original expression
fell as she found that the woman across from her seemed to have
something wrong with her head. I escorted Carmine away while
apologizing to the store keep. We shopped around a little bit more,
as I bought various things. I had to remind myself that I could
return to Earth any time after this, so there was no reason I
couldn’t come back later and get more stuff. I could also bring my
mother back with me. It never occurred to me to stay on Earth. I had
no fond memories of the place.


  Eventually, I managed to get into an
internet café. I bought some tickets back home. The soonest flight
was tomorrow morning, so I also booked a hotel using a few prepaid
credit cards.


  “Two rooms! We won’t be sleeping
with the likes of you!” Bernice insisted.


  “Oh… so just Master and me…”
Garnet’s eyes flashed. “Our first night in a new world… so
romantic.”


  “No! All of the girls together, as it
should be!” Bernice insisted.


  I booked two rooms just so I didn’t
have to sleep in the same room as Bernice. We got some food to eat
after and then went to rest at the hotel. That night, there was a
knock on my door.
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 pulled Carmine’s nightgown up over
her head and tossed it on the ground. She lay down on the bed,
wearing a sexy bra and panties. These weren’t the functional
underwear that I had specially made in the other world, but genuine
lingerie made of the most delicate and partially transparent
material. As she saw my eyes roaming her body, a blush formed on her
cheeks, and she instinctively tried to cover her chest in a cute
manner. Once again, seeing the full form of her body, I was reminded
of just how beautiful Carmine was.



  Carmine’s body was fit and muscular.
Her arms were well-toned, as were her abs. This only contributed to
her hourglass figure. She had slender legs and pale white skin. With
my level of healing, even the callouses on her hands had started to
soften, and her skin had a near-perfect sheen. Her breasts were
large, and her hips were perfect, framing a nice, hard butt. She had
long blonde hair and icy blue eyes.


  All of the women I had as slaves were
beautiful, but most of them wore their beauty externally. Carmine was
the only woman who regularly hid her body. When she wasn’t wearing
armor, she wore large frumpy stuff. She enjoyed buying fine clothing,
but I never saw her in any of that. Thus, getting her out of it, and
seeing her this bare was a rare treat.


  “Master…” She gasped as I grabbed
hold of her and laid her on the bed.


  It felt strange to be back on a spring
mattress after all of these months. It felt stranger seeing the
knight amongst the decorum of the modern world. It gave the entire
place a dream-like feel.


  I gently cupped Carmine’s cheek, and
she closed her eyes and pressed her face against my hand. Our lips
met, and the pair of us kissed gently. It was just the two of us.
None of the other girls were around. My mind wasn’t being pulled by
a dozen different slave bonds. I wasn’t feeling the anxiousness of
running a city. I didn’t feel the rush of the next thing I had to
do. I didn’t feel the pressure of having to satisfy everyone and
leave them happy. It was just Carmine and I, in a world of our own.


  Her hands began to eagerly tug at my
shirt. I had ended up wearing a button-up. After wearing tunics and
the like for months, returning to wearing a t-shirt felt too weird.
She opened up each button quickly and deftly with her fingers and
then opened up my shirt. Her hands rested gently on my chest, feeling
up my skin. That was fine, as I had been feeling up her chest for
some time.


  “Mmmm! Nggnnn…” She moaned into
my mouth, parting her lips and allowing my tongue to enter her mouth.


  The pair of us kissed back and forth.
Carmine was a bundle of contradictions. She was a hardened warrior,
but she felt soft and gentle. She was muscular and strong, but
feminine. She was high maintenance but extremely giving. She was
ferocious and tenacious in bed, much like Lydia, but at the same time
had a timidity that matched Shao or Miki.


  One moment, she roughly grabbed the
back of my head, her tongue darting aggressively in my mouth, looking
moments from pushing me down and having her way with me. Then, a few
seconds later, she’d retreat, becoming passive and accepting
anything I did to her while she looked on with longing eyes. At those
times, I couldn’t help, but eat her up, kissing her aggressively
and teasing her breasts with all of my experience.


  Her bra came off and was abandoned. I
began to lick and bite at her nipples. Sometimes, she would grab my
hair, forcing my mouth to engulf as much of her tit as would fit.
Then, she would grow shy again, holding her hands above her head and
letting me have her how I wanted. Her underwear was discarded as
well. The belt of my pants was undone. My erection came out.


  “Master is… so gentle…” She
muttered. “Not like before.”


  “Before?” I blinked.


  “N-nothing.” She blushed. “Just
put it in.”


  “Ah… but you’re a virgin.”


  “It’s okay, I’m not a virgin,”
she said excitedly.


  “What? With who?” I said in
surprise, and then my eyes narrowed. “Was it Bernard? No… that
makes no sense… he doesn’t even have a dick! Did that noble touch
you?”


  “No…” She laughed, which only
made me a little angrier. “Ah, Master, stop! I didn’t cheat on
you! I promise. Just put it in. I want Master inside me!”


  I took a breath. Of course, she was a
beautiful woman who had been through a lot in life. She had plenty of
time before she met me. It’d be stranger if she was a virgin.


  “If I meet the person who took your
virginity, I’ll beat the crap out of him!” I declared.


  She giggled. “I’d like to see
that.”


  “Hmph… you’re mine now.” I
nodded.


  “I am.” She nodded, still giggling
to herself. “And always have been.”


  “What?”


  “Just put it in!” She wrapped her
legs around me and forced my hips forward.


  Since my hands were already on my cock
and had it lined up with her, I ended up sliding right into her. As
soon as I felt the warmth of her body, any thoughts of who might have
taken her virginity left my mind. It had been months since I had been
with a woman, and although my sex drive had dulled since I cut off a
piece of my soul, how could the feeling of Carmine’s body not drive
a man crazy.


  “Ahn… yes… Master…” She
moaned.


  She began to gyrate her hips, using her
legs to move my hips. My cock rotated in and out of her wet, warm
sex, and I wrapped around her luscious form and put my head in her
chest. It felt incredible. She was soft on the inside and the
outside. She also had the muscles to keep it up, while all I had to
do was cling to her beautiful body. Of course, this only lasted for a
minute. Then she grew shy once again, looking at me lustfully and
helplessly.


  I grabbed her and began to thrust into
her, taking her body aggressively as she grew passive. After a few
minutes of hard thrusting, she started to move once again. It started
to feel like a dance. I’d take the lead at some points, and she’d
take the lead at others. We started to grow more animated and more
lustful. While acting on her own at one point, Carmine rolled and
threw me under her, and then began to ride on top. When she grew
passive again, I pushed her back and down and started to jackhammer
her down.


  With most of the girls, we’d usually
pick a position and go until we finished. With Carmine, it was far
more animated. She liked to experiment with many, many positions.
Switching between being on top and bottom, passive and aggressive, we
moved all around the room as we had sex. The constant switching also
allowed me to last longer. Without Pervert, I couldn’t guarantee I
wouldn’t have cum right away, but with the pacing constantly
changing, we ended up going for nearly fifteen minutes.


  I had her in a doggy position, taking
her from behind, squeezing her hard, smooth ass when I finally shoved
myself deep and came inside her. I did equip Pervert at this point,
as I didn’t want her to get pregnant. The surge of sexual
excitement meant that by the time I finished cumming, I was already
hard again.


  “Ah… I feel Master’s warmth deep
inside me,” Carmine cried.


  “I hope you’re not done yet!” I
said, letting the pervert tinge my voice a bit.


  “N-never… Master can have me as
long as he wants!”


  Her aggressive side resurfaced, and
soon I was back on the bed in a reverse cowgirl, watching that ass
bounce up and down on my cock. From there, I ended up bending her
standing over the bed. I had her against the wall, and then she rode
me on a chair. She came several times herself. Her lewd, orgasmic
noises filled the room, but they were constant and didn’t
necessarily match when she came. She wouldn’t announce it at all.
Perhaps, she didn’t want me to cum early or end things just because
she finished.


  The only way I could tell when she came
was because I felt her pussy suddenly gush, growing much wetter. A
few splashes of cum would leak out as my dick plunged into her pussy.
Then, she’d keep going without pause. She had sex like a Paladin,
taking it all and never showing any sign of weakness. As I grew to
realize this, I only became more excited and aggressive.


  Although she still showed periods of
passivity and aggressiveness, I became pure aggression. Fuelled by
the Pervert, whether she tried to lead or take it, I gave it to her
as hard as I could. When she rocked her hips, I timed it to make it
as rough as possible. She came the hardest during those periods. I
wasn’t sure how long we went. I just knew that I wasn’t going to
stop until Carmine finally dropped down her defensedefense.


  I had broken Queen Elaya, and pleased
the tigress Lydia… all-night sessions were something that I was
skilled at. Thus, I had Carmine in my grip. She had her legs wrapped
around me and she was on her side, her upper half on the bed and her
lower half wrapped around me, while I was giving it to her as hard as
I could. Wet whacking sounds filled the room, and Carmine’s cries
were like ecstasy. I had finally reached my limit. I couldn’t go on
any longer.


  Boom! The door suddenly broke open. A
person ran in, carrying a sword. As soon as they saw us, they
stopped.


  “Wh-what are you doing to my
Carmine?” Bernice cried out before her eyes narrowed on me. “I’ll
kill you!”


  Carmine leaped off of me, my dick
falling out of her as she went for her sword. “You won’t touch
Master!”


  At that moment, I turned to Bernice,
and my dick which had reached its limit released. As the girl took a
step toward me, I erupted the most impressive cumshot I had ever
achieved. My previous cum had just been from months of neglect. This
was the one that contained my three months of abstinence. Fuelled by
perversion and twenty minutes of enjoying Carmine’s luscious body,
it shot straight out and directly into Bernice’s face. This attack
was fatal. Bernice’s sword fell to the ground, and her mouth which
had been open in a yell was filled gobs of white.


  Her hood fell back, revealing a face
that looked like it had been in a bukkake. “Ah… Ah… Ah…”


  “I’m sorry, Master… I tried to
keep her from hearing by keeping the tv loud…” Garnet raced in
behind Bernice, only to see the white-clad woman. “Wow… Master is
truly impressive.”


  Garnet touched Bernice’s face,
rubbing a finger along her cheek and pulling off some of the cum,
then looking at it with interest.


  “Ahhhhhh!” Bernice spun around and
fled the room screaming.


  Garnet turned toward me and the naked
Carmine, her expression still interested. “Can I join?”


  I kicked her out of the room. “No
lolis!”


  “I’m an adult!” She cried back.


  “In this world, it’s a crime!” I
slammed the broken door in her face.


  I cast the spell, Moderate Repair, on
the door, and thankfully the lock and damaged wood quickly repaired
themselves. With a sigh, I turned back to Carmine.


  She was standing, completely naked,
covered in sweat, holding a sword. Various fluids were dripping down
her legs, and her blond hair was matted to her face, neck, and
shoulders. Yet, despite all that, she never looked more beautiful.


  “Another go?” She asked, cocking
her head.


  “You can take more?” I smirked.


  She blushed. “This might be the only
time I can have Master to myself. In the future, the other girls will
be there.”


  I nodded, remembering once again that I
had left them behind. I had to go back to my home. The girls were
probably a wreck, convinced I was dead. If they had hope that I
survived in the dungeon, then three days later when I didn’t come
back out, they must truly have been broken. My expression dropped as
I thought about it.


  Carmine gently wrapped her arms around
me, holding me tightly with her naked chest pressed against my back.
“We’ll find them.”


  “I know…” I forced a smile back.
“I just worry. They’re probably a mess without me. I just hope
they’re doing okay.”
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his really is another world.” Bernice
breathed as she looked out of the cloudy sky through the window of
her plane seat.



  “Please… don’t talk, blgggghhh…”
Garnet had a bag covering her mouth and was making some unpleasant
noises. 



  It turned out that Garnet got motion
sickness. I hadn’t even considered such a thing. I even used a bit
of healing on her, but it didn’t seem to help. Some problems
couldn’t be fixed with magic. At that moment, there was a sudden
bout of turbulence. 



  “Ah! What was that?” Carmine cried
out, grabbing onto my arm and pressing her big chest against it. 



  I had already received several envious
looks from the other guys on the plane. I was traveling with three
beautiful women. One of them had an impressive chest while the other
was flat. 



  “What are you staring at?” Bernice
demanded. 



  I quickly looked away. It would have
been nice if Bernice wasn’t the only girl who could handle the
flight. She was extremely interested in flying, and even laughed
excitedly as the plane took off, earning us a couple of looks.
Unfortunately, Garnet had terrible flight sickness, and Carmine was
extremely terrified of flying. I had tried to soothe her, talking
about all of the times she had been high up. The cathedral was pretty
high up if you were standing on one of those balconies. Heck, Carmine
rode a dragon once. How could that be any scarier than this?


  “Don’t remind me of the dragon!”
She cried. “I was possessed at the time, but I still have
nightmares!” 



  It seemed like her becoming possessed
by the dragon might have even been the source of some of her trauma.
She had lost control of her mind and been dragged up into the sky,
and that left her with regret and a subsequent fear of heights. Well,
that was my guess, at least. 



  “We only have a week here, and this
was the only way to get back home.” 



  Unfortunately, my Blue Mage skills
weren’t at a level where I could portal somewhere I hadn’t been
since I had portal. I had hoped my memories of home would be enough
to portal there, but they were not. Then again, my memories of home
had been enough to bring me to Earth in the first place, so I wasn’t
clear on how this skill decided what was and wasn’t enough to
portal. Either way, returning to my hometown seemed to be a good
enough idea. 



  Thankfully, my landing spot had been in
my own country, and although I didn’t have any documents, getting
some fakes wasn’t too difficult. Thus, we took a plane, which was
an experience for all of the girls. We finally landed at the airport
and I took a taxi. I didn’t take it home, though. Instead, the taxi
led us to another hotel I had booked. 



  “This isn’t Master’s home?”
Carmine asked, her fear finally resolved. 



  “We’re at another hotel,” Bernice
responded flatly. 



  “Well, it’s best if I’m alone
first when I go to see my mom,” I explained. “When the time
comes, I’ll introduce her to you guys.” 



  “I don’t care.” Bernice shrugged.



  “I want to meet Deek’s mom,”
Carmine responded. 



  “Geeeehh… just kill me.” Garnet
still hadn’t recovered. 



  “What’s that outside?” Bernice
had been looking out the window absently as she spoke. 



  I followed her eyes and then nodded.
“Oh? That’s the local mall.” 



  “M-mall!” Bernice’s eyes
brightened. “I want to go! You have more money, right?” 



  “I like the mall too!” Carmine also
grew excited. 



  Geh! These women had only been in this
world for a few days, and they had already decided the mall was their
favorite place and spending money was their favorite hobby. Well,
with Carmine, that wasn’t surprising at all. She had been an
expensive woman in the other world too. I let out a sigh and nodded. 



  “I’ll take you. We can get
something to eat, I can get Garnet some medicine, and I can always
see my family later after I’ve rested.” 



  That is what I said, but I quickly
found a million reasons not to go home. I took the girls out
shopping. I took the girls out to eat. We went to a bowling alley
even. Every time I decided to go see my family, something came up. It
felt easier just not going, and seeing the joy on their faces just
motivated me to keep putting it off. Bernice even found a pair of
guns, and I ended up buying them for her. It was expensive, but when
you had gold, silver, and gems, getting money wasn’t too difficult.



  Like that, a week went by. We were
casually eating dinner at the mall’s food court, which we had
frequented once a day. The girls would hate me if I said it, but I
think we had all put on a couple of pounds. I’d return to being fat
if I stayed here much longer and kept eating out. 



  “That bastard Deacon…” The words
traveled into my ears. 



  The person speaking was a bit away, but
my hearing was a lot better than a normal person. I quickly honed in
on the conversation and saw a somewhat unpleasant face. This was the
guy who had kicked my ass after I hit on his girl. That same girl,
the one who I had harmlessly asked out, was sitting next to him, his
arm around hers. 



  “You really need to let it go,” a
friend of his, who had helped him beat me up added. “Deacon’s
been gone for months.” 



  “Gone? He’s dead,” he responded.
“If he’s not, it’d be better if he was.” 



  “Don’t keep talking like that, you
know-”


  “Deek! What’s that stuff, it smells
amazing!” Garnet threw her arms around me, interrupting my
concentration. 



  “Huh? Oh… this is called coffee.”



  “Coff…eee… it’s so sweet!”
She bent over and started sucking on my straw. 



  “Wh-what are you doing?” Carmine
cried out. 



  Garnet looked up innocently. “What?”



  “M-master’s lips… were on that…”



  Garnet blinked, and then a lewd grin
appeared on her face. “Oh?” 



  She stuck out her tongue and started
licking the straw. “Mmm… it tastes like Master.” 



  “Unacceptable!” She lunged at the
other girl, causing her breasts to land in my face. 



  The commotion drew the attention of
many people, who looked on jealously as two beautiful girls played
around on top of a man. I didn’t know it, but the scene also
attracted the attention of the ones I was listening to. 



  “Some guys just have no decency,”
Richard muttered. 



  “Hey, does that guy look kind of
familiar to you?” His friend asked. 



  “Who cares? He’s just a lech.” 



  I didn’t hear them, nor did I pay
much attention to the girls fighting over my straw. Instead, a single
thought came to my mind. 



  “It’s time I visit home.”
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ou’re such a good boy, helping me out
like this.” Miss Williams reached out to pat the head of the boy
driving the car but then went for his shoulder.



  There were so many spikes on his head,
she didn’t know where her hand could go. 



  “It’s fine, Miss Williams.” The
boy shrugged.


  He looked kind of angry, but he was
okay. 



  “Miss… oh my…” She chuckled. “I
suppose my husband did leave me and pass away. I’m just used to
calling myself Misses. It was for Deacon. Did you ever know Deacon? I
didn’t want to bring strange men home and confuse him, so I never
dated again. He’s a good boy too. He never liked the name Deacon
though. I supposed it was because he was named after his father. He
called himself another name. It was Dee… ah… something. I can
never remember it. Sarah knows it. He’ll definitely come home, he
will.” 



  “Yes, Miss Williams,” he responded,
still staring straight ahead. 



  “I have to tell you, though. I don’t
know what I would do if Sarah didn’t move in with me and take care
of me. She’s been such a good girl. She does a lot of the things
that Deacon used to do. She cooks and cleans. Ah… if she wasn’t
his cousin, I’d set her up with him. Oh! Don’t tell her I said
that. She’d be mortified. They are cousins, after all.” 



  “Yes, Miss Williams…” 



  “What was I saying? Oh! That’s
right. I’d be in a real pickle right now if I hadn’t found you to
drive me. I was so clumsy breaking my glasses like that. The doctor
wouldn’t even give me a new pair until I got tested again. Now, I
have no glasses and they put these drops in my eyes. Everything is a
blur! Driving is a definite no-no!” 



  “Yes, Miss Williams…” 



  “Do you have a girlfriend?” She
continued. “Ah… I shouldn’t pry, but you’re such a good boy,
you really would do good with a girlfriend. Oh my, I’m such a busy
body. I like to set people up. I was never able to set Deacon up with
a proper girl. I regret that. When my boy comes back, I’ll find him
a pretty girl. She’ll cook for him and clean for him and do all of
the things I’ve been too busy to do. I swear it. He just… he just
needs to come back.”


  “Yes, Miss… ah, do-don’t cry!” 



  Sniff. “I’m sorry, I must have
gotten something in my eyes.” 



  “It’s fine, your son will come
back!” 



  “You think?” She wiped her cheeks.
“Ah… you know who would be a good girl for you? Penny?” 



  He broke into a cough, the car
squealing slightly as he lost control for a moment. “Blaze! You
want me to date Blaze? That woman would kill me just for looking at
her! She made all of us still loyal to her that if we even looked at
one of her modeling photos in lust, she’d gouge our eyes out!”


  “Well, I don’t know who this Blaze
is. They sound mean, but Penny is such a sweet girl. She’s also
good friends with Sarah.” 



  He stared at her in disbelief and then
shook his head. “Ah! We’re here.” 



  He pulled up into the driveway of where
Miss Williams lived. With a breath, he got out of the car, walking
around to open the door for her, just as he went to open the door, he
felt something. As a guy who used to be on the streets, he had a good
danger sense, and it just suddenly ticked. He looked up to see a
nondescript boy in a cloak walking toward him. 



  “Hey, it’s me.” 



  “Hmm? Who is it?” Miss Williams
looked out at a blurry shape approaching the car. 



  “Miss Williams, stay in the car for a
minute. I’ll take care of this guy.” 



  He pushed her back in and slammed the
door. Then, he turned to the approaching boy and did his typical
posturing glare. 



  “What do you want?” 



  The cloaked boy frowned. “Who are
you?” 



  He knew all about these scam artists
who tried to bully old women. Part of the reason Miss Williams had
ended up in such a bad situation was exactly because of such people.
Some of them had even pretended to be her son, asking for money or
such. She had nearly lost the house, and the stress of it caused her
to end up in a hospital. That’s why Sarah had ended up watching out
for her. It was Penny who had ordered him to protect her with his
life, and if he defied that crazy woman, he could throw his life
away. 



  “She’s my girlfriend!” He
grinned. 



  The cloaked boy blinked. “What?” 



  “Right, Miss Williams?” He yelled
into the car, flashing a thumbs up. 



  Miss Williams did not hear him through
the car, but she did see his thumbs up, so she smiled and nodded to
be polite. 



  “I see…” The cloaked boy said.
“Um… can you tell her son has…” 



  “I’m going to stop you right
there.” The guy took several steps forward. “She doesn’t have a
son. She doesn’t want a son. You can just get lost.” 



  “You…” he turned to the door and
held up his hand. “Mo-”


  Thump! The guy threw a fist into his
face, but it didn’t reach. This guy wasn’t even looking at him,
but he caught his fist with his hand. He was right to think the
cloaked man was dangerous. 



  “You need to get lost before I beat
the crap out of you.” 



  “And you need to listen and stop
acting like a-” 



  The cloaked boy was unable to finish
because the other guy headbutted him. He hadn’t expected such a
move, causing him to stumble back. A feeling of rage overtook him. He
was more impulsive since having lost a piece of his soul, and this
guy had seriously pushed his patience. He slugged the guy, and to his
surprise, the guy flew away. Crap, he had used too much power!


  The spiky-haired guy let out a
bloodcurdling scream. Grabbing his arm, he started screaming and
shouting. 



  “You’re a monster! A deviant!
You’re killing me! You’re killing me! Ahhhh… help! Help!” 



  “I can heal it…” The cloaked boy
started to walk toward him. 



  “Get away from him!” Slap!


  The cloaked boy never even saw the slap
coming, but he stumbled a bit. He turned back angrily, only to see
the woman who slapped him, Miss Williams. He froze. 



  “M-m-mo-” 



  “Get lost, creep!” She shouted. 



  The blurry dark shape had attacked the
nice boy who was helping her. He was even going to finish the job.
She was shaking, but she had to do her best. 



  The cloaked boy took a step back.
“I-I-I-”


  “You’re not wanted here,” she
said. 



  She could barely hear what the person
in front of her was mumbling because the spikey-haired kid she was
protecting was shouting, but she was sure he was up to no good, so
she gave him her best glare, just hoping he would go away. 



  To her relief, he turned around and
walked away, his shoulders somewhat slouched. She let out a breath of
relief. As she walked over to soothe the hurt boy, the door to the
house flew open. A woman wearing nothing but a towel raced into the
front yard. 



  “Where is he?” She shouted. 



  “Sarah?” Another taller girl walked
out of the house too, following her. 



  “I heard him!” 



  “Oh, I’m sorry about that,” Miss
Williams apologized. “It was just some ruffian. We need to take
this poor boy to the hospital! He hurt him severely.” 



  When Penny’s eyes locked on the boy,
his crying instantly stopped. Penny walked up to him, and then kicked
him. 



  “Ah! What was that for!” 



  “Screaming like that, you idiot!
Don’t think I don’t know your tricks. Scamming people and
threatening to sue them over a tap on the arm!” 



  “That guy really did hit me hard!”
He cried defensively. “Ah… but if I didn’t pretend I was hurt
so much, he definitely wouldn’t have left.” 



  “I’m not talking about some
deviant!” Sarah snapped. “I heard Deacon!” 



  “What? I mean, I heard the commotion
outside too. I even got a glimpse of the guy. He didn’t look
anything like the Deacon I remembered.” 



  “I heard his voice!” Sarah replied
insistently. 



  “You… you were in the shower…”
Penny responded awkwardly. 



  “Deacon’s… voice?” Miss
William's eyes suddenly widened. “M-my Deacon?” 



  “Sarah! You’ve done it now!”
Penny shot her a look. 



  “Where did he go? Where did that boy
go?” 



  “D-Deac-” Miss William's eyes
rolled up in her head, and she fell back.
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